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Greenacre 
by Monica Youn 

Issue no. 217 (Summer 2016) 

Annuit coeptis 

But what if a given surface is coaxed into fruitfulness wrongfully?   

For instance, this lushly verdant plain. Imagine it dialed back to featurelessness, each spiraling stalk retracted, 

each filigree rosette slow-blinking shut. Dialed back to promise, to smooth-napped expanse—the forehead of 

an alien princess might convey such tranquility: she surveys her ranks of suitors, shakes her exquisite green 

head in barely feigned regret. 

So thinks Cadmus—hand still outstretched in a nation-building gesture—as if to freeze in time this instant: 

scatter of seeds still aloft, arrayed like little dive-bombers in formation. 

Not yet puncturing the land.  

Not yet rooting, not yet sending up terribly thin, ambitious tendrils toward the light.  

Not yet trained onto wire-frame espaliers, not yet combed into bombastic pompadours, not yet extruding 

seedpods resembling pale grapes, resembling pearls. 

The root of remorse isn’t “tooth”—he recalls, abruptly—but “to bite,” then stoops, groping for the biggest 

rock he can find. 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7a3bcfa895&e=d538c8f2e0  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7a3bcfa895&e=d538c8f2e0
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COVID-19 has altered nearly every aspect of higher education. Gerald Herbert/AP 

Presidents’ panel: How COVID-19 will change higher education 

Authors 

1. Walter M. Kimbrough 

President of Dillard University, Dillard University 

http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Virus-Outbreak-New-Orleans-Graduation/decbb9ee12974bf2b432bea0909dacb4/5/0
https://theconversation.com/profiles/walter-m-kimbrough-459446
https://theconversation.com/profiles/walter-m-kimbrough-459446
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https://theconversation.com/profiles/ana-mari-cauce-517112
https://theconversation.com/profiles/samuel-l-stanley-1128620
https://theconversation.com/profiles/ana-mari-cauce-517112
https://theconversation.com/profiles/samuel-l-stanley-1128620
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Michigan State University provides funding as a founding partner of The Conversation US. 

University of Washington provides funding as a member of The Conversation US. 

View all partners 

We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under a Creative Commons license. 

Republish this article 

Editor’s note: From time to time, we ask the leaders of our country’s colleges and universities to address 

some of the most pressing issues in higher education. Here, the presidents of three universities answer six 

critical questions about the future of higher education as its being reshaped by COVID-19. 

Beyond just moving online, how is COVID-19 forcing colleges to change? 

Walter M. Kimbrough, president of Dillard University. 'from www.dillard.edu' 

https://theconversation.com/institutions/michigan-state-university-1349
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-washington-699
https://theconversation.com/us/partners
https://www.dillard.edu/_office-of-the-president/
https://theconversation.com/institutions/michigan-state-university-1349
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-washington-699
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Walter M. Kimbrough, president of Dillard University: The disruption is causing us to rethink much of 

how we operate. Do we offer the right majors? How much time do students need to complete a class or a 

degree? How can we use technology more effectively? I think all of these will impact conversations going 

forward, but I also think COVID-19 has reminded us that as humans, we need personal interaction. Simply 

doing everything virtually is not optimal. 

Samuel L. Stanley, president of Michigan State University: 

Michigan State has elevated our research and medical programs to recognize and better address health 

disparities related to COVID-19 and from other causes. For instance, we’ve partnered with a local county 

health department to provide COVID-19 testing to at-risk communities. 

Samuel L. Stanley, president of Michigan State University. 'from 

www.president.msu.edu 

We are also working with the Henry Ford Health System in Detroit to improve access, affordability and 

outcomes for Michigan’s most vulnerable populations. Additionally, we are helping to lead a statewide 

initiative with Detroit Medical Center to address health disparities among women of color throughout the 

state. 

Meanwhile, we established an online resource for working, teaching, learning and researching. This summer, 

faculty and staff have been participating in professional development programs for online and hybrid learning 

to ensure the best experience possible for our students. And we are realizing the continued need for more 

frequent communication to keep our many audiences — students, faculty, staff, alumni, families and the 

community — informed through all the uncertainty. 

Ana Mari Cauce, president of the University of Washington. 'from 

www.washington.edu' 

https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2020/local-groups-cooperate-to-provide-covid-19-testing-in-at-risk-communities/
https://president.msu.edu/meet-the-president/biography.html
https://president.msu.edu/meet-the-president/biography.html
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2020/expanded-partnership-to-eliminate-disparities-in-health-care/
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2020/college-of-nursing-to-co-lead-statewide-initiative-addressing-health-disparities-among-women-of-color/
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2020/college-of-nursing-to-co-lead-statewide-initiative-addressing-health-disparities-among-women-of-color/
https://remote.msu.edu/
https://www.washington.edu/president/biography/
https://www.washington.edu/president/biography/
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Ana Mari Cauce, president of the University of Washington: 

We have been reexamining an array of long-standing practices and assumptions – whether it be who has the 

equipment and access that students, faculty and staff need to receive or offer online instruction or becoming 

more flexible with our version of “pass or fail” grading practices. 

But our June 13 graduation ceremony is freshly on my mind. The move to a fully online ceremony was such a 

difficult and disappointing decision to have to make, as graduation day is truly the most cherished of 

traditions for students and their families, and for our entire campus community. Yet our Office of Ceremonies 

created what I believe was a wonderful, touching and meaningful virtual experience for our graduates. We, of 

course, hope students will still return to campus next year for a second in-person ceremony. 

How do you expect the characteristics of the next few admitted classes to change in response to the 

virus? 

Kimbrough: I expect new students to really want to be engaged even more after having the experience of 

being distanced for a while. My daughter is about to enter high school so she didn’t get to experience the joy 

of formally graduating from middle school. She wants to be with friends and I think values relationships even 

more. Likewise, this year’s college freshmen didn’t get the traditional high school graduation experience, so 

they are very eager for a coming of age experience that college can provide. 

Stanley: For many universities, maintaining enrollment has become a significant priority. That will continue 

over the next few entering classes. This is particularly true for international student enrollment, which is so 

important to the goal of U.S. colleges and universities to be culturally diverse institutions with worldwide 

influence. 

Michigan State expects to see more in-state students, given parental and student concerns about traveling 

away from home, and they will have an educational experience that is much more reliant on online and 

remote learning. Faculty members are working to put about half of their classes online, shift about a quarter of 

their classes to a hybrid model of instruction and move the remaining in-person classes into larger rooms to 

allow for 6 feet of physical distancing. 

[You need to understand the coronavirus pandemic, and we can help. Read The Conversation’s newsletter.] 

Yet we will continue to provide in-person teaching where it clearly matters — laboratory work, creative arts, 

small seminars. It will also be important to seek ways to add more social and experiential activities that are 

consistent with remote or social distancing measures. 

Finally, we’ll ask everyone to take greater personal responsibility to mitigate exposure and spread by wearing 

face coverings, limiting the size of in-person classes and regulating large gatherings. This will be a challenge, 

but we took similar actions to ban tobacco use on campus, and it required student, faculty and staff buy-in to 

make that possible. It is incredibly important that students unite in embracing the protective actions necessary 

to create a safer environment on campus. 

https://commencement.uw.edu/seattle.html
https://theconversation.com/us/newsletters/the-daily-3?utm_source=TCUS&utm_medium=inline-link&utm_campaign=newsletter-text&utm_content=coronavirus-help
https://tobaccofree.msu.edu/
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Cauce: Resilient just barely begins to describe the incoming classes I expect to see. For everything they will 

have experienced – incomplete or online-based school years, detachment from friends and loved ones and 

perhaps direct impacts from this virus on their families – to have persevered through this phase in their lives 

and stayed dedicated to their education is nothing short of remarkable. I expect they will have a deep 

appreciation for the in-person campus experience. My biggest concern is making sure that the 

disproportionate financial impact of COVID-19 on low-income families, first-generation and 

underrepresented students does not set us back at a time when we were making real progress in ensuring that 

more of them have access to colleges and universities offering high-quality education. 

Can you do college without sports? 

Kimbrough: Sure you can, but we have heard so many in our nation lament not having sports because it is a 

big part of being American. I think the ESPN docu-series on Michael Jordan, “The Last Dance,” was super 

successful in part because we had no sports, so watching the story of Jordan’s last year felt like sports. For 

five weeks it seemed like we forgot about COVID-19 every Sunday night to hear all of the stories 

surrounding Jordan and that last season. 

Stanley: While sports aren’t a true necessity, the college experience to many people includes earning a 

valuable degree and watching or participating in intercollegiate athletics. Sports unify a campus and create a 

strong identity. And once students graduate, sports can be an important means of keeping connected to their 

college or university. We often say, “You are students for a few years but alumni for a lifetime.” I also know 

that sports play an important role for student-athletes as many earn their degrees and go on to success in a 

completely different sphere, thanks in large part to an athletic scholarship or the skills they gain as a member 

of a team. 

Cauce: We could, but we don’t want to. My heart aches for those student-athletes whose senior years were 

cut short or missed completely in the spring. With the fall coming, I know football is on the minds of many – 

and it is a huge source of pride, connection and community among our students, alumni and throughout the 

region. But every sport is filled with dedicated individuals who represent us so well that losing competitive 

sports would be a real loss to their experience and ours. I would add that the same loss would hold true if we 

are unable to resume our performing arts events and reopen our museums — these are places where students 

come together and that keep our alumni returning to campus. 

Do you see any challenges of doing research with social distancing rules in effect? 

Kimbrough: We are primarily a teaching institution but our faculty who engage in STEM research are 

continuing their work. Everyone in the world is studying the virus and reports are being produced now. But 

social science research should be very robust these days, because this is a new experience and we need to 

learn how this is impacting us. There needs to be lots of studies about kids in K-12 and if they lost learning, or 

studies about domestic violence during the pandemic, or how people dealt with their faith not going to houses 

of worship. There are lots of fascinating research opportunities. 

Stanley: Scientists whose laboratories were paused stayed productive doing work such as analyzing data and 

a significant number of publications and grant proposals are going out our doors. Research has also carried on 

in the agricultural sciences and areas that received clearance to work on COVID-19 projects. 

https://www.washington.edu/opb/uw-data/uw-profiles-information/public-profiles-undergraduate-student-retention-and-persistence/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

9 

Research spaces have always followed rigorous health and safety protocols, so much of this isn’t new. Our 

labs are following detailed multistep programs as they reopen, from evaluating air and water systems to 

physical changes that accommodate new safety measures to defining occupation density, planning staggered 

shifts, stipulating face coverings and other measures. Nearly 300 of our labs have already turned in safety 

plans and 28 buildings were open as of July 1. Research related to human subjects is still restricted, though, 

and will likely be one of the last phases to resume because human contact is the primary source of infection. 

Cauce: Absolutely. The adjustments we are making aren’t easy, but our faculty and students play a vital role 

in the world of discovery generally, and directly in the fight against COVID-19. Our Virology Lab 

was among the first to develop a viable test and we are – as are many talented scientists at other universities 

around the world – working toward treatments and a vaccine. Our experts in psychology, sociology, public 

policy, law and so many other areas are also increasing our understanding of the pandemic’s effects. Research 

has never been more critical, and we will rise to this challenge. 

How will higher education make up for lost ground and lost revenue? 

Kimbrough: I don’t think we lost too much ground in terms of the educational experience. I think people 

worked really hard to close out the semester and in many cases I think people created new opportunities for 

engagement. Congress helped a great deal with the CARES Act to minimize the lost revenue, but places with 

significant auxiliary operations like hosting conferences, campus and concert venues, including in the 

summer, have taken a big hit. I don’t know if that can be made up anytime soon. 

Stanley: Public universities and colleges, in particular, will suffer from state appropriations cuts and other 

budget impacts. We will have to find innovative ways to maintain the faculty, staffs and facilities that have 

created the best research universities in the world. In addition, I’m genuinely concerned about our most 

vulnerable students, who, due to health concerns or family financial setbacks, may be unable to continue their 

pursuit of a college degree, perhaps forever. It will be important to maintain or broaden access to a college 

education – at a point when the nation needs it for many reasons, including to address inequity. 

Cauce: The lost revenue is a deep concern. The cruel irony is that while our UW Medicine enterprise has 

been saving lives and answering the call against COVID-19, that very work has forced a projected $500 

million in financial losses largely due to the shuttering of all non-urgent procedures. Auxiliary units such as 

Facilities, Housing & Food Services, Athletics and our Study Abroad programs are also facing significant 

losses. Federal and state stimulus support is helping, and we are hoping for further recognition of the vital 

work that universities like ours have done and will do during the recovery – however long it takes. But, as 

concerning as these losses are, we are just as concerned about the losses yet to come as state budgets contract. 

Higher education is often in the “discretionary” column in these budgets, but the fight against COVID-19 has 

demonstrated again that the work universities do is anything but discretionary. 

Where’s the silver lining? 

Kimbrough: I think this is an exciting time, one that we need to lean in to and find new and creative ways to 

operate. It will be a time to use technology to strengthen relationships, and to fully appreciate being in 

community with one another. 

https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/health/with-seattle-on-the-front-lines-of-covid-19-epidemic-university-of-washington-lab-given-emergency-approval-to-test-for-coronavirus/
https://newsroom.uw.edu/resource/sars-neutralizing-antibody-suggests-covid-19-therapy
https://crosscut.com/2020/03/meet-seattle-scientist-racing-toward-coronavirus-vaccine
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/health/uw-medicine-faces-500-million-shortfall-because-of-coronavirus-pandemic-staff-cuts-and-furloughs-coming/
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/health/uw-medicine-faces-500-million-shortfall-because-of-coronavirus-pandemic-staff-cuts-and-furloughs-coming/
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/health/uw-medicine-faces-500-million-shortfall-because-of-coronavirus-pandemic-staff-cuts-and-furloughs-coming/
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Stanley: As a physician with a background in infectious disease research, I hope society gains a renewed 

appreciation for science and medicine as we address this massive public health crisis. We are demonstrating 

the enduring value and return on investment from research universities such as Michigan State. We’re 

collaboratively bringing to bear a huge store of knowledge and the means to apply it to defeat the virus, while 

supporting our communities with vital skills and resources, and, by the way, training the next generation of 

scientists, doctors, educators and creators. 

Cauce: It has revealed incredible strength, capability and creativity across our university and all of higher 

education, and it has forced us to be flexible in ways that don’t always come naturally to those of us who are 

planners. Yet, in a world characterized by climate change and increasing interconnectedness and migration, 

these attributes will be increasingly important in the future. Our students, faculty and staff have adjusted 

remarkably well in the face of this unprecedented challenge. I know it hasn’t been easy or everything we 

would have wanted, but the response has been extraordinary, and we will take everything we learned this 

spring and make the fall quarter experience even stronger. 

https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-

136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%20

2%202020%20-

%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%2

0-

%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education 

  

https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education
https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education
https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education
https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education
https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education
https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education
https://theconversation.com/presidents-panel-how-covid-19-will-change-higher-education-136931?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Presidents%20panel%20How%20COVID-19%20will%20change%20higher%20education
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Dear Black America: 

A Letter From Tracy K. Smith 

"We revel in the depth and the flair and the belief and the secrecy of Blackness." 

By Tracy K. Smith 

 

Dear Black America– 

We are many things, aren’t we? We are hair. God yes, we are hair. And song. And memory. We are a 

language so deep it has no need for words. And we are words that feint, dart and wheel like birds. Like James 

Brown, we feel good. Like Fanny Lou Hamer, we are sick and tired. We are fearsome. We are fire. Like God, 

we are that we are. 

I’ve always felt great freedom in the countless territories making up the realm of Blackness. So many routes 

to wholeness. So many versions of joy. In Blackness I am local. In Blackness I am also distant kin. 

Indigenous and immigrant at once. Host and welcome guest. 

But in the country of America—the physical and psychic territory in which the physical and psychic domain 

of Black America is situated—we are made to huddle together. By force. By the feelings of rage, threat, 

exhaustion, disappointment and longsuffering that extend toward us from this nation that loathes, fears, 

regrets and cannot yet fully bear to accept the fact of us. 

And I hear my uncles saying, “Tell me something I don’t know,” with laughter in their throats. And it is that 

laughter—our laughter—that I cleave to. 

https://lithub.com/author/tracy-k-smith/
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We revel in the depth and the flair and the belief and the secrecy of Blackness. We are lucky to be who we 

are, and we know it. And I hear my aunts saying, “Amen,” and their deep intaking of breath, followed by 

steep exhalation. 

I see you in all your forms, Black America, and I feel inside me a welling up of pride, reverence and fierce 

protection. 

Black, we revel in the resourcefulness and the resilience and the poise and the knowhow and the grace and the 

anger and the prayers to all manner of being that have kept us alive. Alive despite attempt after concerted 

attempt to annihilate us. 

I see you in all your forms, Black America, and I feel inside me a welling up of pride, reverence and fierce 

protection. These threats we live subject to—these ceaseless, baseless, unending and uneradicated threats to 

our black bodies, spirits and minds—do you know what I think they are? They are the grotesque and perverse 

ends to which a nation founded in shame has gone in order to avoid atoning for its crimes. They are defensive 

acts, based on the belief that, if we were allowed to dwell in our full power, what we would bestow upon this 

nation would be vengeance. 

But we know better, don’t we? Look what we do with our voices. Look what we build with our hands. Look 

what we hold together with just our arms. 

Once a friend told me, “I think we came to this earth to save it.” 

Once, I wrote in a notebook, “Maybe we are operating at a heightened spiritual frequency.” 

Why else do we call it Soul? 

Black America, I feel myself cradled by this thing we share. When I call it race, I’m told that race is false. 

When I call it a movement, I’m reminded that we have moved through countless other movements before 

now. When I call it culture, I feel the seams of the word splitting at the great moving heft it attempts to 

contain. 

We are here in America now as we have been in America always. When we are struck down and held back. 

When our bodies are corrupted by the violence of others. When we love. When, as now, we are trapped inside 

of finitude and flesh. During all of this and then some, Black America, we are agents of the eternal. 

 

Tracy K. Smith 

https://lithub.com/author/tracy-k-smith/
https://lithub.com/author/tracy-k-smith/
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Tracy K. Smith is the author of Wade in the Water; Life on Mars, winner of the Pulitzer Prize; Duende, 

winner of the James Laughlin Award; and The Body’s Question, winner of the Cave Canem Poetry Prize. She 

is also the editor of an anthology, American Journal: Fifty Poems for Our Time, and the author of a 

memoir, Ordinary Light, which was a finalist for the National Book Award. From 2017 to 2019, Smith served 

as Poet Laureate of the United States. She teaches at Princeton University. 
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ex patria 
by Evie Shockley 

Issue no. 228 (Spring 2019) 

(fifty days at iliam: shield of achilles) 

a mythology begins with a question like who are we, where are we, what is red, why paint, why me, lord, 

why? a person who knows all the answers can only borrow a mythology like i’m king midas ori’m god. a 

painter can take a mythology and remake it so that it answers a new question like romare bearden asking 

odysseus who are my we? and cy twombly asking akilles why are we still you? painting the i of the storm on a 

shield. cutting the trickster out of black and blue paper and lashing him with glue to the mast of his last ship. 

the journey always rough, some miserable god under land under sea always looking for company, people 

always succumbing. the hero is the one who comes home, even if it’s by process of elimination. a playwright 

can make a mythology ask what’s wrong with this song? like suzan-lori parks asking ulysses about coming 

home from the war so why are you a hero and why are you still coming home from a war and women die in 

wars, too, even if it’s not the expected death and—wait that’s not a question but it’s still a mythology if that’s 

the only thing she knows for sure. 

***** 

(quattro stagioni: primavera, estate, autunno, inverno) 

a mythology can ask why is autumn so beautiful and why is winter, blight-stricken as it is, so arresting? a 

mythology, as opposed to a young person, can find autumn and winter much more striking than summer, sun-

bleached summer, so legibly the scene of happiness that nothing else can really happen there. a mythology 

can see the blood in spring, the stages of growth a kind of violence the body does to itself, it will never be this 

way again yet it can’t get on to the next moment fast enough. a mythology can ask why does spring throw its 

arms out with abandon even when it’s abandoning itself? a mythology can ask why is winter so much greener 

than spring, even clouded in white? the icicles trail as far down the evergreens as they can, but don’t keep the 

wind from brushing snow and sun across the mountain on the same day. the inferno is always burning, 

women and men going up in flames. a poet can ask why do daughters grow up by going down? like rita dove 

asking persephone you think he’s hot? all the while, autumn is answering the question about gorgeous rotting. 

just magenta, green, brown, pink, yellow, red, violet flying off the mythological canvas. 

***** 

(untitled [a gathering of time]) 

a mythology of time can ask a subtle question. a sky blue can gather white clouds right before your eyes 

holding them by threads of paint stringing us along so that we miss the purple. the thunder is always further 

away than the whitening. a poet can grab a mythology of time that takes place over the dead bodies of letter 

after letter. the tongue lays them to rest and they cover are covered by a sheet that falls far from the tree. a cy 

twombly can leave for rome at twenty-nine and still die an american artist, a hero who doesn’t come home. a 

photographer can snag a mythology to turn her back on it, wearing black and steady gazing from a question 

that’s a statement of the only thing she knows for sure. like carrie mae weems asking institutions like the 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e904dc55f5&e=d538c8f2e0
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british museum when and where i enter showing that she’s the answer. contrast, stark, the steps leading in 

leading away, bright but heavy. the poet can ask a mythology a question like what is black in the museums of 

paris? and again the mythology pierces the clouds it thunders so loud but so late that by then we’ve forgotten 

we saw the lightning we saw the lightning we saw it and it was not subtle. 

—at the Cy Twombly exhibition at  

Centre Pompidou, Paris, April 2017 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e904dc55f5&e=d538c8f2e0  
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Beggar 

 

 

Marilyn Kallet 

 

Just one! 

I begged the Muse. 

https://poets.us20.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e329a0cb6f08842f08a05d822&id=720e58fa60&e=29a6ecd6d1
https://poets.us20.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e329a0cb6f08842f08a05d822&id=e45c28b3ca&e=29a6ecd6d1
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You again? 

Always the same 

schtick. 

If you want the line, 

you’ll have to earn it. 

How? 

Write about something 

besides younger men, 

Muse said. 

Think of Elizabeth Bishop, 

who spent twenty years 

on “The Moose.” 

No! I won’t! 

Too late. I was already 

minding my  

mousse 

au 

chocolat. 
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Sex and the brain 

José Ramón Alonso  

An interesting question is whether the brains of gay and straight people are the same or different. One 

study 1 found that they are slightly different and that the brains of gay men, in the aspects analyzed, are more 

similar to those of heterosexual women. This would support the idea that sexual orientation is a biological 

issue, something that is encoded in our brain circuits and that is probably from birth. It is another argument 

against those disgusting pseudo-therapies aimed at “curing” homosexuality, against considering it a sin or a 

perversion, against discriminating against someone who enriches our neurodiversity and makes us more 

interesting and better. 

Photo: Jesse Orrico / Unsplash 

The study was conducted at the Stockholm Brain Institute. Neurobiologist Ivanka Savic and her colleague Per 

Linström performed brain MRIs on 90 volunteers who were divided into four groups of equal numbers of 

participants and similar ages depending on whether they were male or female and whether they defined 

themselves as heterosexual or homosexual. The statistical analysis showed that the homosexual men and the 

heterosexual women showed symmetrical brains; that is, with the left and right hemisphere of almost exactly 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/jralonso/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/03/23/sex-and-the-brain/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6622-1
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the same size. Lesbians and straight men, on the other hand, had asymmetrical brains, with the right 

hemisphere significantly larger than the left. MRI measurements showed that the right hemisphere of straight 

men was 2% larger than the left. Lesbians also showed asymmetry, although somewhat less, with the right 

hemisphere 1% larger than the left. 

The results have been published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences and suggest that 

biological factors influence sexual orientation. It is possible that this is the result of exposure to sex hormones 

such as testosterone in the womb and that these factors may also shape brain anatomy. The study follows 

previous work that looked for differences in verbal and spatial skills in relation to genital sex and sexual 

orientation. The evidence showed that gay and straight women performed some language-related tasks better 

but had a poor sense of orientation and to move around they needed landmarks and places to refer to, while 

straight men and lesbians had better spatial orientation. The right hemisphere dominates spatial abilities, so it 

fits well that it is slightly larger in lesbians and straight men. A previous study by the same group found that 

gay men and straight women outperformed lesbians and straight men on tests designed to measure verbal 

fluency, a skill more closely related to the left hemisphere. 

There are many points still to be clarified. We do not know if the differences in the size of the brain 

hemispheres are due to some particular structure that is involved in sexual orientation or vice versa, if sexual 

orientation affects the structure of the brain, which is an extraordinarily plastic organ. The group plans to 

investigate such brain symmetry or asymmetry in newborns, to see if they can predict what their sexual 

orientation will be when they reach puberty. These differences can take place in the prenatal period or begin 

after birth, when everyday experiences leave their mark on the brain structure but the majority opinion is that 

it is a combination of the two processes. 

In another group of experiments, Savic and Lindström used a technique called positron emission tomography 

(PET) on a small group of volunteers to look at brain connections. They found that heterosexual women and 

homosexual men had similar connections around the amygdala, a region that plays a key role in emotional 

responses, and that they were different from lesbians and straight men. 

Savic’s group also studied gender identity. It is one of the crucial aspects of each individual’s personal 

identity and is usually congruent with the sex assigned at birth and with one’s perception of body sex, but in 

some people this is not the case. Gender identity is a deep inner feeling by which a person feels male, female 

or other gender, regardless of the sex assigned at birth, and it is not well known how this is encoded in the 

nervous system. Individuals whose gender identity is congruent with their assigned sex at birth are called 

cisgender, and those whose identity resembles the opposite sex they were assigned at birth are called, as 

mentioned earlier, transgender. The neural circuits that encode gender identity are unknown, but the greater 

visibility of transgender people in democratic societies has increased interest in understanding the brain 

substrate of this variability. 

The perception of one’s own body is modulated by the reciprocal interaction between one’s perception of 

one’s physical appearance, based on one’s observation and the reactions of others, and the bodily 

representation of one’s body in the brain. Brains appear to be different in transgender and cisgender 

individuals. This research group has previously published that both cortical thickness and structural and 

functional connectivity in the brain regions considered to be involved in the perception of one’s body differ 

between the two groups of people, regardless of gender and sexual orientation. 
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Savic’s group did this by comparing brain activation and connectivity in transgender individuals and in 

cisgender controls when doing a body identification task and having an MRI at the same time 2. Thirty people 

in each group had to view photos of their own bodies that had been manipulated to progressively resemble 

images of other bodies whose sex was congruent or opposite to the sex assigned at birth to the participants. 

The participants then had to assess the degree to which each image represented them. 

While the cisgender controls identified with the images of themselves, the transgender individuals identified 

more with the images modified to approximate their gender identity, as opposed to their assigned sex at birth. 

After analyzing the effect of self-assessments, both groups activated similar systems of processing their own 

identity and they choose bodies that were closer to their gender identity than to their assigned sex at birth. In 

addition, transgender participants were more active in the limbic system, the system involved in emotions, 

when they saw ambiguous androgynous images of themselves transformed into their gender identity. 

These results shed light on the brain networks involved in processing one’s vision and how they fit with 

gender identity and also show the greater involvement of emotional processing in transgender people. They 

open a path to understanding gender dysphoria, a condition in which transgender people report feeling strange 

about their own body and sometimes experiencing distaste for it, even at a very early age. It has been 

postulated that this dysphoria is a consequence of a different process of sexual differentiation. One hypothesis 

on the basis of gender dysphoria is that sexual differentiation of the genitals occurs separately from sexual 

differentiation of the brain in utero, making it possible that the body can veer in one direction and the mind in 

another. 

The perception of one’s body is intimately connected with the perception of one’s self and one’s gender. 

Studying the neurobiology of the transgender in relation to the cisgender groups when they view their own 

and other people’s bodies can help to understand the biological substrate of gender identity and may be more 

advantageous than studying gender identity in each group separately. 
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Lord Arthur Savile's Crime 

by Oscar Wilde 

 

Illustration from Wilde's "Lord Arthur Savile's Crime" 

A Study of Duty 

I 

It was Lady Windermere's last reception before Easter, and Bentinck House was even more crowded than 

usual. Six Cabinet Ministers had come on from the Speaker's Levee in their stars and ribands, all the pretty 

women wore their smartest dresses, and at the end of the picture-gallery stood the Princess Sophia of 

Carlsruhe, a heavy Tartar-looking lady, with tiny black eyes and wonderful emeralds, talking bad French at 

the top of her voice, and laughing immoderately at everything that was said to her. It was certainly a 

wonderful medley of people. Gorgeous peeresses chatted affably to violent Radicals, popular preachers 

brushed coat-tails with eminent sceptics, a perfect bevy of bishops kept following a stout prima-donna from 

room to room, on the staircase stood several Royal Academicians, disguised as artists, and it was said that at 

one time the supper-room was absolutely crammed with geniuses. In fact, it was one of Lady Windermere's 

best nights, and the Princess stayed till nearly half-past eleven. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/oscar-wilde
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As soon as she had gone, Lady Windermere returned to the picture-gallery, where a celebrated political 

economist was solemnly explaining the scientific theory of music to an indignant virtuoso from Hungary, and 

began to talk to the Duchess of Paisley. She looked wonderfully beautiful with her grand ivory throat, her 

large blue forget-me-not eyes, and her heavy coils of golden hair. Or pur they were - not that pale straw 

colour that nowadays usurps the gracious name of gold, but such gold as is woven into sunbeams or hidden in 

strange amber; and gave to her face something of the frame of a saint, with not a little of the fascination of a 

sinner. She was a curious psychological study. Early in life she had discovered the important truth that 

nothing looks so like innocence as an indiscretion; and by a series of reckless escapades, half of them quite 

harmless, she had acquired all the privileges of a personality. She had more than once changed her husband; 

indeed, Debrett credits her with three marriages; but as she had never changed her lover, the world had long 

ago ceased to talk scandal about her. She was now forty years of age, childless, and with that inordinate 

passion for pleasure which is the secret of remaining young. 

Suddenly she looked eagerly round the room, and said, in her clear contralto voice, 'Where is my 

cheiromantist?'. 

'Your what, Gladys?' exclaimed the Duchess, giving an involuntary start. 

'My cheiromantist, Duchess; I can't live without him at present. 

'Dear Gladys! you are always so original,' murmured the Duchess, trying to remember what a cheiromantist 

really was, and hoping it was not the same as a cheiropodist. 

'He comes to see my hand twice a week regularly,' continued Lady Windermere, 'and is most interesting about 

it.' 

'Good heavens!' said the Duchess to herself 'he is a sort of cheiropodist after all. How very dreadful. I hope he 

is a foreigner at any rate. It wouldn't be quite so bad then.' 

'I must certainly introduce him to you.' 

'Introduce him!' cried the Duchess; 'you don't mean to say he is here?' and she began looking about for a small 

tortoise-shell fan and a very tattered lace shawl, so as to be ready to go at a moment's notice. 

'Of course he is here, I would not dream of giving a party without him. He tells me I have a pure psychic 

hand, and that if my thumb had been the least little bit shorter, I should have been a confirmed pessimist, and 

gone into a convent.' 

'Oh, I see! said the Duchess, feeling very much relieved; 'he tells fortunes, I suppose?' 

'And misfortunes, too,' answered Lady Windermere, 'any amount of them. Next year, for instance, I am in 

great danger, both by land and sea, so I am going to live in a balloon, and draw up my dinner in a basket every 

evening. It is all written down on my little finger, or on the palm of my hand, I forget which.' 
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'But surely that is tempting Providence, Gladys.' 

'My dear Duchess, surely Providence can resist temptation by this time. I think every one should have their 

hands told once a month, so as to know what not to do. Of course, one does it all the same, but it is so pleasant 

to be warned. Now, if some one doesn't go and fetch Mr. Podgers at once, I shall have to go myself.' 

'Let me go, Lady Windermere,' said a tall handsome young man, who was standing by, listening to the 

conversation with an amused smile. 

'Thanks so much, Lord Arthur; but I am afraid you wouldn't recognise him.' 

'If he is as wonderful as you say, Lady Windermere, I couldn't well miss him. Tell me what he is like, and I'll 

bring him to you at once.' 

'Well, he is not a bit like a cheiromantist. I mean he is not mysterious, or esoteric, or romantic-looking. He is a 

little, stout man, with a funny, bald head, and great gold-rimmed spectacles; something between a family 

doctor and a country attorney. I'm really very sorry, but it is not my fault. People are so annoying. All my 

pianists look exactly like poets, and all my poets look exactly like pianists; and I remember last season asking 

a most dreadful conspirator to dinner, a man who had blown up ever so many people, and always wore a coat 

of mail, and carried a dagger up his shirt-sleeve; and do you know that when he came he looked just like a 

nice old clergyman, and cracked jokes all the evening? Of course, he was very amusing, and all that, but I was 

awfully disappointed; and when I asked him about the coat of mail, he only laughed, and said it was far too 

cold to wear in England. Ah, here is Mr. Podgers! Now, Mr. Podgers, I want you to tell the Duchess of 

Paisley's hand. Duchess, you must take your glove off. No, not the left hand, the other.' 

'Dear Gladys, I really don't think it is quite right,' said the Duchess, feebly unbuttoning a rather soiled kid 

glove. 

'Nothing interesting ever is,' said Lady Windermere: 'on a fait le monde ainsi. But I must introduce you. 

Duchess, this is Mr. Podgers, my pet cheiromantist. Mr. Podgers, this is the Duchess of Paisley, and if you say 

that she has a larger mountain of the moon than I have, I will never believe in you again.' 

'I am sure, Gladys, there is nothing of the kind in my hand,' said the Duchess gravely. 

'Your Grace is quite right,' said Mr. Podgers, glancing at the little fat hand with its short square fingers, 'the 

mountain of the moon is not developed. The line of life, however, is excellent. Kindly bend the wrist. Thank 

you. Three distinct lines on the rascette! You will live to a great age, Duchess, and be extremely happy. 

Ambition - very moderate, line of intellect not exaggerated, line of heart--' 

'Now, do be indiscreet, Mr. Podgers,' cried Lady Windermere. 

'Nothing would give me greater pleasure,' said Mr. Podgers, bowing, 'if the Duchess ever had been, but I am 

sorry to say that I see great permanence of affection, combined with a strong sense of duty.' 
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'Pray go on, Mr. Podgers,' said the Duchess, looking quite pleased. 

'Economy is not the least of your Grace's virtues,' continued Mr. Podgers, and Lady Windermere went off into 

fits of laughter. 

'Economy is a very good thing,' remarked the Duchess complacently; 'when I married Paisley he had eleven 

castles, and not a single house fit to live in.' 

'And now he has twelve houses, and not a single castle,' cried Lady Windermere. 

'Well, my dear,' said the Duchess, 'I like--' 

'Comfort,' said Mr. Podgers, 'and modern improvements, and hot water laid on in every bedroom. Your Grace 

is quite right. Comfort is the only thing our civilisation can give us.' 

'You have told the Duchess's character admirably, Mr. Podgers, and now you must tell Lady Flora's;' and in 

answer to a nod from the smiling hostess, a tall girl, with sandy Scotch hair, and high shoulder-blades, 

stepped awkwardly from behind the sofa, and held out a long, bony hand with spatulate fingers. 

'Ah, a pianist! I see,' said Mr. Podgers, 'an excellent pianist, but perhaps hardly a musician. Very reserved, 

very honest, and with a great love of animals.' 

'Quite true!' exclaimed the Duchess, turning to Lady Windermere, 'absolutely true! Flora keeps two dozen 

collie dogs at Macloskie, and would turn our town house into a menagerie if her father would let her.' 

'Well, that is just what I do with my house every Thursday evening,' cried Lady Windermere, laughing, 'only I 

like lions better than collie dogs.' 

'Your one mistake, Lady Windermere,' said Mr. Podgers, with a pompous bow. 

'If a woman can't make her mistakes charming, she is only a female,' was the answer. 'But you must read some 

more hands for us. Come, Sir Thomas, show Mr. Podgers yours;' and a genial-looking old gentleman, in a 

white waistcoat, came forward, and held out a thick rugged hand, with a very long third finger. 

'An adventurous nature; four long voyages in the past, and one to come. Been shipwrecked three times. No, 

only twice, but in danger of a shipwreck your next journey. A strong Conservative, very punctual, and with a 

passion for collecting curiosities. Had a severe illness between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. Was left a 

fortune when about thirty. Great aversion to cats and Radicals.' 

'Extraordinary!' exclaimed Sir Thomas; 'you must really tell my wife's hand, too.' 

'Your second wife's,' said Mr. Podgers quietly, still keeping Sir Thomas's hand in his. 'Your second wife's. I 

shall be charmed;' but Lady Marvel, a melancholy-looking woman, with brown hair and sentimental 

eyelashes, entirely declined to have her past or her future exposed; and nothing that Lady Windermere could 
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do would induce Monsieur de Koloff the Russian Ambassador, even to take his gloves off. In fact, many 

people seemed afraid to face the odd little man with his stereotyped smile, his gold spectacles, and his bright, 

beady eyes; and when he told poor Lady Fermor, right out before every one, that she did not care a bit for 

music, but was extremely fond of musicians, it was generally felt that cheiromancy was a most dangerous 

science, and one that ought not to be encouraged, except in a tete-a-tete. 

Lord Arthur Savile, however, who did not know anything about Lady Fermor's unfortunate story, and who 

had been watching Mr. Podgers with a great deal of interest, was filled with an immense curiosity to have his 

own hand read, and feeling somewhat shy about putting himself forward, crossed over the room to where 

Lady Windermere was sitting, and, with a charming blush, asked her if she thought Mr. Podgers would mind. 

'Of course, he won't mind,' said Lady Windermere 'that is what he is here for. All my lions, Lord Arthur, are 

performing lions, and jump through hoops whenever I ask them. But I must warn you beforehand that I shall 

tell Sybil everything. She is coming to lunch with me to-morrow, to talk about bonnets, and if Mr. Podgers 

finds out that you have a bad temper, or a tendency to gout, or a wife living in Bayswater, I shall certainly let 

her know all about it.' 

Lord Arthur smiled, and shook his head. 'I am not afraid,' he answered. 'Sybil knows me as well as I know 

her.' 

'Ah! I am a little sorry to hear you say that. The proper basis for marriage is a mutual misunderstanding. No, I 

am not at all cynical, I have merely got experience, which, however, is very much the same thing. Mr. 

Podgers, Lord Arthur Savile is dying to have his hand read. Don't tell him that he is engaged to one of the 

most beautiful girls in London, because that appeared in the Morning Post a month ago.' 

'Dear Lady Windermere,' cried the Marchioness of Jedburgh, 'do let Mr. Podgers stay here a little longer. He 

has just told me I should go on the stage, and I am so interested.' 

'If he has told you that, Lady Jedburgh, I shall certainly take him away. Come over at once, Mr. Podgers, and 

read Lord Arthur's hand.' 

'Well,' said Lady Jedburgh, making a little moue as she rose from the sofa, 'if I am not to be allowed to go on 

the stage, I must be allowed to be part of the audience at any rate.' 

'Of course; we are all going to be part of the audience,' said Lady Windermere; 'and now, Mr. Podgers, be 

sure and tell us something nice. Lord Arthur is one of my special favourites.' 

But when Mr. Podgers saw Lord Arthur's hand he grew curiously pale, and said nothing. A shudder seemed to 

pass through him, and his great bushy eyebrows twitched convulsively, in an odd, irritating way they had 

when he was puzzled. Then some huge beads of perspiration broke out on his yellow forehead, like a 

poisonous dew, and his fat fingers grew cold and clammy. 

Lord Arthur did not fail to notice these strange signs of agitation, and, for the first time in his life, he himself 

felt fear. His impulse was to rush from the room, but he restrained himself. It was better to know the worst, 

whatever it was, than to be left in this hideous uncertainty. 
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'I am waiting, Mr. Podgers,' he said. 

'We are all waiting,' cried Lady Windermere, in her quick, impatient manner, but the cheiromantist made no 

reply. 

'I believe Arthur is going on the stage,' said Lady Jedburgh, 'and that, after your scolding, Mr. Podgers is 

afraid to tell him so.' 

Suddenly Mr. Podgers dropped Lord Arthur's right hand, and seized hold of his left, bending down so low to 

examine it that the gold rims of his spectacles seemed almost to touch the palm. For a moment his face 

became a white mask of horror, but he soon recovered his sang-froid, and looking up at Lady Windermere, 

said with a forced smile, 'It is the hand of a charming young man.' 

'Of course it is!' answered Lady Windermere, 'but will he be a charming husband? That is what I want to 

know.' 

'All charming young men are,' said Mr. Podgers. 

'I don't think a husband should be too fascinating, murmured Lady Jedburgh pensively, 'it is so dangerous.' 

'My dear child, they never are too fascinating,' cried Lady Windermere. 'But what I want are details. Details 

are the only things that interest. What is going to happen to Lord Arthur?' 

'Well, within the next few months Lord Arthur will go a voyage--' 

'Oh yes, his honeymoon, of course!' 

'And lose a relative.' 

'Not his sister, I hope?' said Lady Jedburgh, in a piteous tone of voice. 

'Certainly not his sister,' answered Mr. Podgers, with a deprecating wave of the hand, 'a distant relative 

merely.' 

'Well, I am dreadfully disappointed,' said Lady Windermere. 'I have absolutely nothing to tell Sybil to-

morrow. No one cares about distant relatives nowadays. They went out of fashion years ago. However, I 

suppose she had better have a black silk by her; it always does for church, you know. And now let us go to 

supper. They are sure to have eaten everything up, but we may find some hot soup. Francois used to make 

excellent soup once, but he is so agitated about politics at present, that I never feel quite certain about him. I 

do wish General Boulanger would keep quiet. Duchess, I am sure you are tired?' 

'Not at all, dear Gladys,' answered the Duchess, waddling towards the door. 'I have enjoyed myself 

immensely, and the cheiropodist, I mean the cheiromantist, is most interesting. Flora, where can my tortoise-

shell fan be? Oh, thank you, Sir Thomas, so much. And my lace shawl, Flora? Oh, thank you, Sir Thomas, 
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very kind, I'm sure;' and the worthy creature finally managed to get downstairs without dropping her scent-

bottle more than twice. 

All this time Lord Arthur Savile had remained standing by the fireplace, with the same feeling of dread over 

him, the same sickening sense of coming evil. He smiled sadly at his sister, as she swept past him on Lord 

Plymdale's arm, looking lovely in her pink brocade and pearls, and he hardly heard Lady Windermere when 

she called to him to follow her. He thought of Sybil Merton, and the idea that anything could come between 

them made his eyes dim with tears. 

Looking at him, one would have said that Nemesis had stolen the shield of Pallas, and shown him the 

Gorgon's head. He seemed turned to stone, and his face was like marble in its melancholy. He had lived the 

delicate and luxurious life of a young man of birth and fortune, a life exquisite in its freedom from sordid 

care, its beautiful boyish insouciance; and now for the first time he became conscious of the terrible mystery 

of Destiny, of the awful meaning of Doom. 

How mad and monstrous it all seemed! Could it be that written on his hand, in characters that he could not 

read himself, but that another could decipher, was some fearful secret of sin, some blood-red sign of crime? 

Was there no escape possible? Were we no better than chessmen, moved by an unseen power, vessels the 

potter fashions at his fancy, for honour or for shame? His reason revolted against it, and yet he felt that some 

tragedy was hanging over him, and that he had been suddenly called upon to bear an intolerable burden. 

Actors are so fortunate. They can choose whether they will appear in tragedy or in comedy, whether they will 

suffer or make merry, laugh or shed tears. But in real life it is different. Most men and women are forced to 

perform parts for which they have no qualifications. Our Guildensterns play Hamlet for us, and our Hamlets 

have to jest like Prince Hal. The world is a stage, but the play is badly cast. 

Suddenly Mr. Podgers entered the room. When he saw Lord Arthur he started, and his coarse, fat face became 

a sort of greenish-yellow colour. The two men's eyes met, and for a moment there was silence. 

'The Duchess has left one of her gloves here, Lord Arthur, and has asked me to bring it to her,' said Mr. 

Podgers finally. 'Ah, I see it on the sofa! Good evening.' 

'Mr. Podgers, I must insist on your giving me a straightforward answer to a question I am going to put to you.' 

'Another time, Lord Arthur, but the Duchess is anxious. I am afraid I must go.' 

'You shall not go. The Duchess is in no hurry.' 

'Ladies should not be kept waiting, Lord Arthur,' said Mr. Podgers, with his sickly smile. 'The fair sex is apt to 

be impatient.' 

Lord Arthur's finely-chiselled lips curled in petulant disdain. The poor Duchess seemed to him of very little 

importance at that moment. He walked across the room to where Mr. Podgers was standing, and held his hand 

out. 
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'Tell me what you saw there,' he said. 'Tell me the truth. I must know it. I am not a child.' 

Mr Podgers's eyes blinked behind his gold-rimmed spectacles, and he moved uneasily from one foot to the 

other, while his fingers played nervously with a flash watch-chain. 

'What makes you think that I saw anything in your hand, Lord Arthur, more than I told you?' 

'I know you did, and I insist on your telling me what it was. I will pay you. I will give you a cheque for a 

hundred pounds.' 

The green eyes flashed for a moment, and then became dull again. 

'Guineas?' said Mr. Podgers at last, in a low voice. 

'Certainly. I will send you a cheque to-morrow. What is your club?' 

'I have no club. That is to say, not just at present. My address is -- but allow me to give you my card;' and 

producing a bit of gilt-edged pasteboard from his waistcoat pocket, Mr. Podgers handed it, with a low bow, to 

Lord Arthur, who read on it, 

MR. SEPTIMUS R. PODGERS Professional Cheiromantist 103a West Moon Street 

'My hours are from ten to four,' murmured Mr. Podgers mechanically, 'and I make a reduction for families.' 

'Be quick,' cried Lord Arthur, looking very pale, and holding his hand out. 

Mr. Podgers glanced nervously round, and drew the heavy portiere across the door. 

'It will take a little time, Lord Arthur, you had better sit down.' 

'Be quick, sir,' cried Lord Arthur again, stamping his foot angrily on the polished floor. 

Mr. Podgers smiled, drew from his breast-pocket a small magnifying 'glass, and wiped it carefully with his 

handkerchief. 

'I am quite ready,' he said. 

II 

Ten minutes later, with face blanched by terror, and eyes wild with grief Lord Arthur Savile rushed from 

Bentinck House, crushing his way through the crowd of fur-coated footmen that stood round the large striped 

awning, and seeming not to see or hear anything. The night was bitter cold, and the gas-lamps round the 

square flared and flickered in the keen wind; but his hands were hot with fever, and his forehead burned like 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

31 

lire. On and on he went, almost with the gait of a drunken man. A policeman looked curiously at him as he 

passed, and a beggar, who slouched from an archway to ask for alms, grew frightened, seeing misery greater 

than his own. Once he stopped under a lamp, and looked at his hands. He thought he could detect the stain of 

blood already upon them, and a faint cry broke from his trembling lips. 

Murder! that is what the cheiromantist had seen there. Murder! The very night seemed to know it, and the 

desolate wind to howl it in his ear. The dark corners of the streets were full of it. It grinned at him from the 

roofs of the houses. 

First he came to the Park, whose sombre woodland seemed to fascinate him. He leaned wearily up against the 

railings, cooling his brow against the wet metal, and listening to the tremulous silence of the trees. 'Murder! 

murder!' he kept repeating, as though iteration could dim the horror of the word. The sound of his own voice 

made him shudder, yet he almost hoped that Echo might hear him, and wake the slumbering city from its 

dreams. He felt a mad desire to stop the casual passer-by, and tell him everything. 

Then he wandered across Oxford Street into narrow, shameful alleys. Two women with painted faces mocked 

at him as he went by. From a dark courtyard came a sound of oaths and blows, followed by shrill screams, 

and, huddled upon a damp doorstep, he saw the crook-backed forms of poverty and eld. A strange pity came 

over him. Were these children of sin and misery predestined to their end, as he to his? Were they, like him, 

merely the puppets of a monstrous show? 

And yet it was not the mystery, but the comedy of suffering that struck him; its absolute uselessness, its 

grotesque want of meaning. How incoherent everything seemed! How lacking in all harmony! He was 

amazed at the discord between the shallow optimism of the day, and the real facts of existence. He was still 

very young. 

After a time he found himself in front of Marylebone Church. The silent roadway looked like a long riband of 

polished silver, flecked here and there by the dark arabesques of waving shadows. Far into the distance curved 

the line of flickering gas-lamps, and outside a little walled-in house stood a solitary hansom, the driver asleep 

inside. He walked hastily in the direction of Portland Place, now and then looking round, as though he feared 

that he was being followed. At the corner of Rich Street stood two men, reading a small bill upon a hoarding. 

An odd feeling of curiosity stirred him, and he crossed over. As he came near, the word 'Murder,' printed in 

black letters, met his eye. He started, and a deep flush came into his cheek. It was an advertisement offering a 

reward for any information leading to the arrest of a man of medium height, between thirty and forty years of 

age, wearing a billy-cock hat, a black coat, and check trousers, and with a scar upon his right cheek. He read it 

over and over again, and wondered if the wretched man would be caught, and how he had been scarred. 

Perhaps, some day, his own name might be placarded on the walls of London. Some day, perhaps, a price 

would be set on his head also. 

The thought made him sick with horror. He turned on his heel, and hurried on into the night. 

Where he went he hardly knew. He had a dim memory of wandering through a labyrinth of sordid houses, of 

being lost in a giant web of sombre streets, and it was bright dawn when he found himself at last in Piccadilly 

Circus. As he strolled home towards Belgrave Square, he met the great waggons on their way to Covent 

Garden. The white-smocked carters, with their pleasant sunburnt faces and coarse curly hair, strode sturdily 
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on, cracking their whips, and calling out now and then to each other; on the back of a huge grey horse, the 

leader of a jangling team, sat a chubby boy, with a bunch of primroses in his battered hat, keeping tight hold 

of the mane with his little hands, and laughing; and the great piles of vegetables looked like masses of jade 

against the morning sky, like masses of green jade against the pink petals of some marvellous rose. Lord 

Arthur felt curiously affected, he could not tell why. There was something in the dawn's delicate loveliness 

that seemed to him inexpressibly pathetic, and he thought of all the days that break in beauty, and that set in 

storm. These rustics, too, with their rough, good-humoured voices, and their nonchalant ways, what a strange 

London they saw! A London free from the sin of night and the smoke of day, a pallid, ghost-like city, a 

desolate town of tombs! He wondered what they thought of it, and whether they knew anything of its 

splendour and its shame, of its fierce, fiery-coloured joys, and its horrible hunger, of all it makes and mars 

from morn to eve. Probably it was to them merely a mart where they brought their fruits to sell, and where 

they tarried for a few hours at most, leaving the streets still silent, the houses still asleep. It gave him pleasure 

to watch them as they went by. Rude as they were, with their heavy, hobnailed shoes, and their awkward gait, 

they brought a little of Arcady with them. He felt that they had lived with Nature, and that she had taught 

them peace. He envied them all that they did not know. 

By the time he had reached Belgrave Square the sky was a faint blue, and the birds were beginning to twitter 

in the gardens. 

III 

When Lord Arthur woke it was twelve o'clock, and the mid-day sun was streaming through the ivory-silk 

curtains of his room. He got up and looked out of the window. A dim haze of heat was hanging over the great 

city, and the roofs of the houses were like dull silver. In the flickering green of the square below some 

children were flitting about like white butterflies, and the pavement was crowded with people on their way to 

the Park. Never had life seemed lovelier to him, never had the things of evil seemed more remote. 

Then his valet brought him a cup of chocolate on a tray. After he had drunk it, he drew aside a heavy portiere 

of peach coloured plush, and passed into the bathroom. The light stole softly from above, through thin slabs of 

transparent onyx, and the water in the marble tank glimmered like a moonstone. He plunged hastily in, till the 

cool ripples touched throat and hair, and then dipped his head right under, as though he would have wiped 

away the stain of some shameful memory. When he stepped out he felt almost at peace. The exquisite 

physical conditions of the moment had dominated him, as indeed often happens in the case of very finely-

wrought natures, for the senses, like lire, can purify as well as destroy. 

After breakfast, he flung himself down on a divan, and lit a cigarette. On the mantel-shelf, framed in dainty 

old brocade, stood a large photograph of Sybil Merton, as he had seen her first at Lady Noel's ball. The small, 

exquisitely-shaped head drooped slightly to one side, as though the thin, reed-like throat could hardly bear the 

burden of so much beauty; the lips were slightly parted, and seemed made for sweet music; and all the tender 

purity of girlhood looked out in wonder from the dreaming eyes. With her soft, clinging dress of crepe-de-

chine, and her large leaf-shaped fan, she looked like one of those delicate little figures men find in the olive-

woods near Tanagra; and there was a touch of Greek grace in her pose and attitude. Yet she was not petite. 

She was simply perfectly proportioned - a rare thing in an age when so many women are either over life-size 

or insignificant. 
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Now as Lord Arthur looked at her, he was filled with the terrible pity that is born of love. He felt that to marry 

her, with the doom of murder hanging over his head, would be a betrayal like that of Judas, a sin worse than 

any the Borgia had ever dreamed of. What happiness could there be for them, when at any moment he might 

be called upon to carry out the awful prophecy written in his hand? What manner of life would be theirs while 

Fate still held this fearful fortune in the scales? The marriage must be postponed, at all costs. Of this he was 

quite resolved. Ardently though he loved the girl, and the mere touch of her fingers, when they sat together, 

made each nerve of his body thrill with exquisite joy, he recognised none the less clearly where his duty lay, 

and was fully conscious of the fact that he had no right to marry until he had committed the murder. This 

done, he could stand before the altar with Sybil Merton, and give his life into her hands without terror of 

wrongdoing. This done, he could take her to his arms, knowing that she would never have to blush for him, 

never have to hang her head in shame. But done it must be first; and the sooner the better for both. 

Many men in his position would have preferred the primrose path of dalliance to the steep heights of duty; but 

Lord Arthur was too conscientious to set pleasure above principle. There was more than mere passion in his 

love; and Sybil was to him a symbol of all that is good and noble. For a moment he had a natural repugnance 

against what he was asked to do, but it soon passed away. His heart told him that it was not a sin, but a 

sacrifice; his reason reminded him that there was no other course open. He had to choose between living for 

himself and living for others, and terrible though the task laid upon him undoubtedly was, yet he knew that he 

must not suffer selfishness to triumph over love. Sooner or later we are all called upon to decide on the same 

issue - of us all, the same question is asked. To Lord Arthur it came early in life - before his nature had been 

spoiled by the calculating cynicism of middle-age, or his heart corroded by the shallow, fashionable egotism 

of our day, and he felt no hesitation about doing his duty. Fortunately also, for him, he was no mere dreamer, 

or idle dilettante. Had he been so, he would have hesitated, like Hamlet, and let irresolution mar his purpose. 

But he was essentially practical. Life to him meant action, rather than thought. He had that rarest of all things, 

common sense. 

The wild, turbid feelings of the previous night had by this time completely passed away, and it was almost 

with a sense of shame that he looked back upon his mad wanderings from street to street, his fierce emotional 

agony. The very sincerity of his sufferings made them seem unreal to him now. He wondered how he could 

have been so foolish as to rant and rave about the inevitable. The only question that seemed to trouble him 

was, whom to make away with; for he was not blind to the fact that murder, like the religions of the Pagan 

world, requires a victim as well as a priest. Not being a genius, he had no enemies, and indeed he felt that this 

was not the time for the gratification of any personal pique or dislike, the mission in which he was engaged 

being one of great and grave solemnity. He accordingly made out a list of his friends and relatives on a sheet 

of notepaper, and after careful consideration, decided in favour of Lady Clementina Beauchamp, a dear old 

lady who lived in Curzon Street, and was his own second cousin by his mother's side. He had always been 

very fond of Lady Clem, as every one called her, and as he was very wealthy himself, having come into all 

Lord Rugby's property when he came of age, there was no possibility of his deriving any vulgar monetary 

advantage by her death. In fact, the more he thought over the matter, the more she seemed to him to be just 

the right person, and, feeling that any delay would be unfair to Sybil, he determined to make his arrangements 

at once. 

The first thing to be done was, of course, to settle with the cheiromantist; so he sat down at a small Sheraton 

writing-table that stood near the window, drew a cheque for 105, payable to the order of Mr. Septimus 

Podgers, and, enclosing it in an envelope, told his valet to take it to West Moon Street. He then telephoned to 

the stables for his hansom, and dressed to go out. As he was leaving the room, he looked back at Sybil 
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Merton's photograph, and swore that, come what may, he would never let her know what he was doing for her 

sake, but would keep the secret of his self-sacrifice hidden always in his heart. 

On his way to the Buckingham, he stopped at a florist's, and sent Sybil a beautiful basket of narcissi, with 

lovely white petals and staring pheasants' eyes, and on arriving at the club, went straight to the library, rang 

the bell, and ordered the waiter to bring him a lemon-and-soda, and a book on Toxicology. He had fully 

decided that poison was the best means to adopt in this troublesome business. Anything like personal violence 

was extremely distasteful to him, and besides, he was very anxious not to murder Lady Clementina in any 

way that might attract public attention, as he hated the idea of being lionised at Lady Windermere's, or seeing 

his name figuring in the paragraphs of vulgar society-newspapers. He had also to think of Sybil's father and 

mother, who were rather old-fashioned people, and might possibly object to the marriage if there was 

anything like a scandal, though he felt certain that if he told them the whole facts of the case they would be 

the very first to appreciate the motives that had actuated him. He had every reason, then, to decide in favour 

of poison. It was safe, sure, and quiet, and did away with any necessity for painful scenes, to which, like most 

Englishmen, he had a rooted objection. 

Of the science of poisons, however, he knew absolutely nothing, and as the waiter seemed quite unable to find 

anything in the library but Ruff's Guide and Bailey's Magazine, he examined the bookshelves himself, and 

finally came across a handsomely-bound edition of the Pharmacopeia, and a copy of Erskine's Toxicology, 

edited by Sir Mathew Reid, the President of the Royal College of Physicians, and one of the oldest members 

of the Buckingham, having been elected in mistake for somebody else; a contretemps that so enraged the 

Committee, that when the real man came up they black-balled him unanimously. Lord Arthur was a good deal 

puzzled at the technical terms used in both books, and had begun to regret that he had not paid more attention 

to his classics at Oxford, when in the second volume of Erskine, he found a very complete account of the 

properties of aconitine, written in fairly clear English. It seemed to him to be exactly the poison he wanted. It 

was swift - indeed, almost immediate, in its effect - perfectly painless, and when taken in the form of a 

gelatine capsule, the mode recommended by Sir Mathew, not by any means unpalatable. He accordingly made 

a note, upon his shirt-cuff of the amount necessary for a fatal dose, put the books back in their places, and 

strolled up St. James's Street, to Pestle and Humbey's, the great chemists. Mr. Pestle, who always attended 

personally on the aristocracy, was a good deal surprised at the order, and in a very deferential manner 

murmured something about a medical certificate being necessary. However, as soon as Lord Arthur explained 

to him that it was for a large Norwegian mastiff that he was obliged to get rid of, as it showed signs of 

incipient rabies, and had already bitten the coachman twice in the calf of the leg, he expressed himself as 

being perfectly satisfied, complimented Lord Arthur on his wonderful knowledge of Toxicology, and had the 

prescription made up immediately. 

Lord Arthur put the capsule into a pretty little silver bonbonniere that he saw in a shop-window in Bond 

Street, threw away Pestle and Humbey's ugly pill-box, and drove off at once to Lady Clementina's. 

'Well, monsieur le mauvais sujet,' cried the old lady, as he entered the room, 'why haven't you been to see me 

all this time?' 

'My dear Lady Clem, I never have a moment to myself,' said Lord Arthur, smiling. 
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'I suppose you mean that you go about all day long with Miss Sybil Merton, buying chiffons and talking 

nonsense? I cannot understand why people make such a fuss about being married. In my day we never 

dreamed of billing and cooing in public, or in private for that matter. 

'I assure you I have not seen Sybil for twenty-four hours, Lady Clem. As far as I can make out, she belongs 

entirely to her milliners.' 

'Of course; that is the only reason you come to see an ugly old woman like myself. I wonder you men don't 

take warning. On a fait des folies pour moi, and here I am, a poor, rheumatic creature, with a false front and a 

bad temper. Why, if it were not for dear Lady Jansen, who sends me all the worst French novels she can find, 

I don't think I could get through the day. Doctors are no use at all, except to get fees out of one. They can't 

even cure my heartburn.' 

'I have brought you a cure for that, Lady Clem,' said Lord Arthur gravely. 'It is a wonderful thing, invented by 

an American.' 

'I don't think I like American inventions, Arthur. I am quite sure I don't. I read some American novels lately, 

and they were quite nonsensical.' 

'Oh, but there is no nonsense at all about this, Lady Clem! I assure you it is a perfect cure. You must promise 

to try it;' and Lord Arthur brought the little box out of his pocket, and handed it to her. 

'Well, the box is charming, Arthur. Is it really a present? That is very sweet of you. And is this the wonderful 

medicine? It looks like a bonbon. I'll take it at once.' 

'Good heavens! Lady Clem,' cried Lord Arthur, catching hold of her hand, 'you mustn't do anything of the 

kind. It is a homoeopathic medicine, and if you take it without having heartburn, it might do you no end of 

harm. Wait till you have an attack, and take it then. You will be astonished at the result.' 

'I should like to take it now,' said Lady Clementina, holding up to the light the little transparent capsule, with 

its floating bubble of liquid aconitine. 'I am sure it is delicious. The fact is that, though I hate doctors, I love 

medicines. However, I'll keep it till my next attack.' 

'And when will that be?' asked Lord Arthur eagerly. 'Will it be soon?' 

'I hope not for a week. I had a very bad time yesterday morning with it. But one never knows.' 

'You are sure to have one before the end of the month then, Lady Clem?' 

'I am afraid so. But how sympathetic you are to-day, Arthur! Really, Sybil has done you a great deal of good. 

And now you must run away, for I am dining with some very dull people, who won't talk scandal, and I know 

that if I don't get my sleep now I shall never be able to keep awake during dinner. Good-bye, Arthur, give my 

love to Sybil, and thank you so much for the American medicine.' 
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'You won't forget to take it, Lady Clem, will you?' said Lord Arthur, rising from his seat. 

'Of course I won't, you silly boy. I think it is most kind of you to think of me, and I shall write and tell you if I 

want any more.' 

Lord Arthur left the house in high spirits, and with a feeling of immense relief. 

That night he had an interview with Sybil Merton. He told her how he had been suddenly placed in a position 

of terrible difficulty, from which neither honour nor duty would allow him to recede. He told her that the 

marriage must be put off for the present, as until he had got rid of his fearful entanglements, he was not a free 

man. He implored her to trust him, and not to have any doubts about the future. Everything would come right, 

but patience was necessary. 

The scene took place in the conservatory of Mr. Merton's house, in Park Lane, where Lord Arthur had dined 

as usual. Sybil had never seemed more happy, and for a moment Lord Arthur had been tempted to play the 

coward's part, to write to Lady Clementina for the pill, and to let the marriage go on as if there was no such 

person as Mr. Podgers in the world. His better nature, however, soon asserted itself, and even when Sybil 

flung herself weeping into his arms, he did not falter. The beauty that stirred his senses had touched his 

conscience also. He felt that to wreck so fair a life for the sake of a few months' pleasure would be a wrong 

thing to do. 

He stayed with Sybil till nearly midnight, comforting her and being comforted in turn, and early the next 

morning he left for Venice, after writing a manly, firm letter to Mr. Merton about the necessary postponement 

of the marriage. 

IV 

In Venice he met his brother, Lord Surbiton, who happened to have come over from Corfu in his yacht. The 

two young men spent a delightful fortnight together. In the morning they rode on the Lido, or glided up and 

down the green canals in their long black gondola; in the afternoon they usually entertained visitors on the 

yacht; and in the evening they dined at Florian's, and smoked innumerable cigarettes on the Piazza. Yet 

somehow Lord Arthur was not happy. Every day he studied the obituary column in the Times, expecting to 

see a notice of Lady Clementina's death, but every day he was disappointed. He began to be afraid that some 

accident had happened to her, and often regretted that he had prevented her taking the aconitine when she had 

been so anxious to try its effect. Sybil's letters, too, though full of love, and trust, and tenderness, were often 

very sad in their tone, and sometimes he used to think that he was parted from her for ever. 

After a fortnight Lord Surbiton got bored with Venice, and determined to run down the coast to Ravenna, as 

he heard that there was some capital cock-shooting in the Pinetum. Lord Arthur, at first, refused absolutely to 

come, but Surbiton, of whom he was extremely fond, finally persuaded him that if he stayed at Danielli's by 

himself he would be moped to death, and on the morning of the 15th they started, with a strong nor'-east wind 

blowing, and a rather sloppy sea. The sport was excellent, and the free, open-air life brought the colour back 

to Lord Arthur's cheeks, but about the 22nd he became anxious about Lady Clementina, and, in spite of 

Surbiton's remonstrances, came back to Venice by train. 
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As he stepped out of his gondola on to the hotel steps, the proprietor came forward to meet him with a sheaf 

of telegrams. Lord Arthur snatched them out of his hand, and tore them open. Everything had been successful. 

Lady Clementina had died quite suddenly on the night of the 17th! 

His first thought was for Sybil, and he sent her off a telegram announcing his immediate return to London. He 

then ordered his valet to pack his things for the night mail, sent his gondoliers about live times their proper 

fare, and ran up to his sitting-room with a light step and a buoyant heart. There he found three letters waiting 

for him. One was from Sybil herself, full of sympathy and condolence. The others were from his mother, and 

from Lady Clementina's solicitor. It seemed that the old lady had dined with the Duchess that very night, had 

delighted every one by her wit and esprit, but had gone home somewhat early, complaining of heartburn. In 

the morning she was found dead in her bed, having apparently suffered no pain. Sir Mathew Reid had been 

sent for at once, but, of course, there was nothing to be done, and she was to be buried on the 22nd at 

Beauchamp Chalcote. A few days before she died she had made her will, and left Lord Arthur her little house 

in Curzon Street, and all her furniture, personal effects, and pictures, with the exception of her collection of 

miniatures, which was to go to her sister, Lady Margaret Rufford and her amethyst necklace, which Sybil 

Merton was to have. The property was not of much value; but Mr. Mansfield the solicitor was extremely 

anxious for Lord Arthur to return at once, if possible, as there were a great many bills to be paid, and Lady 

Clementina had never kept any regular accounts. 

Lord Arthur was very much touched by Lady Clementina's kind remembrance of him, and felt that Mr. 

Podgers had a great deal to answer for. His love of Sybil, however, dominated every other emotion, and the 

consciousness that he had done his duty gave him peace and comfort. When he arrived at Charing Cross, he 

felt perfectly happy. 

The Mertons received him very kindly, Sybil made him promise that he would never again allow anything to 

come between them, and the marriage was fixed for the 7th June. Life seemed to him once more bright and 

beautiful, and all his old gladness came back to him again. 

One day, however, as he was going over the house in Curzon Street, in company with Lady Clementina's 

solicitor and Sybil herself, burning packages of faded letters, and turning out drawers of odd rubbish, the 

young girl suddenly gave a little cry of delight. 

'What have you found, Sybil?' said Lord Arthur, looking up from his work, and smiling. 

'This lovely little silver bonbonniere, Arthur. Isn't it quaint and Dutch? Do give it to me! I know amethysts 

won't become me till I am over eighty.' 

It was the box that had held the aconitine. 

Lord Arthur started, and a faint blush came into his cheek. He had almost entirely forgotten what he had done, 

and it seemed to him a curious coincidence that Sybil, for whose sake he had gone through all that terrible 

anxiety, should have been the first to remind him of it. 

'Of course you can have it, Sybil. I gave it to poor Lady Clem myself.' 
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'Oh! thank you, Arthur; and may I have the bonbon too? I had no notion that Lady Clementina liked sweets. I 

thought she was far too intellectual.' 

Lard Arthur grew deadly pale, and a horrible idea crossed his mind. 

'Bonbon, Sybil? What do you mean?' he said in a slow, hoarse voice. 

'There is one in it, that is all. It looks quite old and dusty, and I have not the slightest intention of eating it. 

What is the matter, Arthur? How white you look!' 

Lord Arthur rushed across the room, and seized the box. Inside it was the amber-coloured capsule, with its 

poison-bubble. Lady Clementina had died a natural death after all! 

The shock of the discovery was almost too much for him. He flung the capsule into the lire, and sank on the 

sofa with a cry of despair. 

V 

Mr. Merton was a good deal distressed at the second postponement of the marriage, and Lady Julia, who had 

already ordered her dress for the wedding, did all in her power to make Sybil break off the match. Dearly, 

however, as Sybil loved her mother, she had given her whole life into Lord Arthur's hands, and nothing that 

Lady Julia could say could make her waver in her faith. As for Lord Arthur himself, it took him days to get 

over his terrible disappointment, and for a time his nerves were completely unstrung. His excellent common 

sense, however, soon asserted itself and his sound, practical mind did not leave him long in doubt about what 

to do. Poison having proved a complete failure, dynamite, or some other form of explosive, was obviously the 

proper thing to try. 

He accordingly looked again over the list of his friends and relatives, and, after careful consideration, 

determined to blow up his uncle, the Dean of Chichester. The Dean, who was a man of great culture and 

learning, was extremely fond of clocks, and had a wonderful collection of timepieces, ranging from the 

fifteenth century to the present day, and it seemed to Lord Arthur that this hobby of the good Dean's offered 

him an excellent opportunity for carrying out his scheme. Where to procure an explosive machine was, of 

course, quite another matter. The London Directory gave him no information on the point, and he felt that 

there was very little use in going to Scotland Yard about it, as they never seemed to know anything about the 

movements of the dynamite faction till after an explosion had taken place, and not much even then. 

Suddenly he thought of his friend Rouvaloff, a young Russian of very revolutionary tendencies, whom he had 

met at Lady Windermere's in the winter. Count Rouvaloff was supposed to be writing a life of Peter the Great, 

and to have come over to England for the purpose of studying the documents relating to that Tsar's residence 

in this country as a ship carpenter; but it was generally suspected that he was a Nihilist agent, and there was 

no doubt that the Russian Embassy did not look with any favour upon his presence in London. Lord Arthur 

felt that he was just the man for his purpose, and drove down one morning to his lodgings in Bloomsbury, to 

ask his advice and assistance. 
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'So you are taking up politics seriously?' said Count Rouvaloff, when Lord Arthur had told him the object of 

his mission; but Lord Arthur, who hated swagger of any kind, felt bound to admit to him that he had not the 

slightest interest in social questions, and simply wanted the explosive machine for a purely family matter, in 

which no one was concerned but himself 

Count Rouvaloff looked at him for some moments in amazement, and then seeing that he was quite serious, 

wrote an address on a piece of paper, initialled it, and handed it to him across the table. 

'Scotland Yard would give a good deal to know this address, my dear fellow.' 

'They shan't have it,' cried Lord Arthur, laughing; and after shaking the young Russian warmly by the hand he 

ran downstairs, examined the paper, and told the coachman to drive to Soho Square. 

There he dismissed him, and strolled down Greek Street, till he came to a place called Bayle's Court. He 

passed under the archway, and found himself in a curious cul-de-sac, that was apparently occupied by a 

French Laundry, as a perfect network of clothes-lines was stretched across from house to house, and there was 

a flutter of white linen in the morning air. He walked to the end, and knocked at a little green house. After 

some delay, during which every window in the court became a blurred mass of peering faces, the door was 

opened by a rather rough-looking foreigner, who asked him in very bad English what his business was. Lord 

Arthur handed him the paper Count Rouvaloff had given him. When the man saw it he bowed, and invited 

Lord Arthur into a very shabby front parlour on the ground-floor, and in a few moments Herr Winckelkopf, as 

he was called in England, bustled into the room, with a very wine-stained napkin round his neck, and a fork in 

his left hand. 

'Count Rouvaloff has given me an introduction to you, said Lord Arthur, bowing, 'and I am anxious to have a 

short interview with you on a matter of business. My name is Smith, Mr. Robert Smith, and I want you to 

supply me with an explosive clock.' 

'Charmed to meet you, Lord Arthur,' said the genial little German laughing. 'Don't look so alarmed, it is my 

duty to know everybody, and I remember seeing you one evening at Lady Windermere's. I hope her ladyship 

is quite well. Do you mind sitting with me while I finish my breakfast? There is an excellent pate, and my 

friends are kind enough to say that my Rhine wine is better than any they get at the German Embassy,' and 

before Lord Arthur had got over his surprise at being recognised, he found himself seated in the back-room, 

sipping the most delicious Marcobrunner out of a pale yellow hock-glass marked with the Imperial 

monogram, and chatting in the friendliest manner possible to the famous conspirator. 

'Explosive clocks,' said Herr Winckelkopf, 'are not very good things for foreign exportation, as, even if they 

succeed in passing the Custom House, the train service is so irregular, that they usually go off before they 

have reached their proper destination. If, however, you want one for home use, I can supply you with an 

excellent article, and guarantee that you will be satisfied with the result. May I ask for whom it is intended? If 

it is for the police, or for any one connected with Scotland Yard, I am afraid I cannot do anything for you. The 

English detectives are really our best friends, and I have always found that by relying on their stupidity, we 

can do exactly what we like. I could not spare one of them.' 
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'I assure you,' said Lord Arthur, 'that it has nothing to do with the police at all. In fact, the clock is intended 

for the Dean of Chichester.' 

'Dear me! I had no idea that you felt so strongly about religion, Lord Arthur. Few young men do nowadays.' 

'I am afraid you overrate me, Herr Winckelkopf,' said Lord Arthur, blushing. 'The fact is, I really know 

nothing about theology.' 

'It is a purely private matter then?' 

'Purely private.' 

Herr Winckelkopf shrugged his shoulders, and left the room, returning in a few minutes with a round cake of 

dynamite about the size of a penny, and a pretty little French clock, surmounted by an ormolu figure of 

Liberty trampling on the hydra of Despotism. 

Lord Arthur's face brightened up when he saw it. 'That is just what I want,' he cried, 'and now tell me how it 

goes off.' 

'Ah! there is my secret,' answered Herr Winckelkopf, contemplating his invention with a justifiable look of 

pride; 'let me know when you wish it to explode, and I will set the machine to the moment.' 

'Well, to-day is Tuesday, and if you could send it off at once--' 

'That is impossible; I have a great deal of important work on hand for some friends of mine in Moscow. Still, 

I might send it off to-morrow.' 

'Oh, it will be quite time enough!' said Lord Arthur politely, 'if it is delivered to-morrow night or Thursday 

morning. For the moment of the explosion, say Friday at noon exactly. The Dean is always at home at that 

hour.' 

'Friday, at noon,' repeated Herr Winckelkopf, and he made a note to that effect in a large ledger that was lying 

on a bureau near the fireplace. 

'And now,' said Lord Arthur, rising from his seat, 'pray let me know how much I am in your debt.' 

'It is such a small matter, Lord Arthur, that I do not care to make any charge. The dynamite comes to seven 

and sixpence, the clock will be three pounds ten, and the carriage about five shillings. I am only too pleased to 

oblige any friend of Count Rouvaloff's.' 

'But your trouble, Herr Winckelkopf?' 

'Oh, that is nothing! It is a pleasure to me. I do not work for money; I live entirely for my art.' 
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Lord Arthur laid down 4:2:6 on the table, thanked the little German for his kindness, and, having succeeded in 

declining an invitation to meet some Anarchists at a meat-tea on the following Saturday, left the house and 

went off to the Park. 

For the next two days he was in a state of the greatest excitement, and on Friday at twelve o'clock he drove 

down to the Buckingham to wait for news. All the afternoon the stolid hall-porter kept posting up telegrams 

from various parts of the country giving the results of horse-races, the verdicts in divorce suits, the state of the 

weather, and the like, while the tape ticked out wearisome details about an all-night sitting in the House of 

Commons, and a small panic on the Stock Exchange. At four o'clock the evening papers came in, and Lord 

Arthur disappeared into the library with the Pall Mall, the St James's, the Globe, and the Echo, to the immense 

indignation of Colonel Goodchild, who wanted to read the reports of a speech he had delivered that morning 

at the Mansion House, on the subject of South African Missions, and the advisability of having black Bishops 

in every province, and for some reason or other had a strong prejudice against the Evening News. None of the 

papers, however, contained even the slightest allusion to Chichester, and Lord Arthur felt that the attempt 

must have failed. It was a terrible blow to him, and for a time he was quite unnerved. Herr Winckelkopf, 

whom he went to see the next day, was full of elaborate apologies, and offered to supply him with another 

clock free of charge, or with a case of nitro-glycerine bombs at cost price. But he had lost all faith in 

explosives, and Herr Winckelkopf himself acknowledged that everything is so adulterated nowadays, that 

even dynamite can hardly be got in a pure condition. The little German, however, while admitting that 

something must have gone wrong with the machinery, was not without hope that the clock might still go off 

and instanced the case of a barometer that he had once sent to the military Governor at Odessa, which, though 

timed to explode in ten days, had not done so for something like three months. It was quite true that when it 

did go off, it merely succeeded in blowing a housemaid to atoms, the Governor having gone out of town six 

weeks before, but at least it showed that dynamite, as a destructive force, was, when under the control of 

machinery, a powerful, though a somewhat unpunctual agent. Lord Arthur was a little consoled by this 

reflection, but even here he was destined to disappointment, for two days afterwards, as he was going upstairs, 

the Duchess called him into her boudoir, and showed him a letter she had just received from the Deanery. 

'Jane writes charming letters,' said the Duchess; 'you must really read her last. It is quite as good as the novels 

Mudie sends us.' 

Lord Arthur seized the letter from her hand. It ran as follows:-- 

'The Deanery, Chichester, 

'27th May. 

'My Dearest Aunt 

'Thank you so much for the flannel for the Dorcas Society and also for the gingham. I quite agree with you 

that it is nonsense their wanting to wear pretty things, but everybody is so Radical and 

irreligious nowadays, that it is difficult to make them see that 

they should not try and dress like the upper classes. I am sure I 
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don't know what we are coming to. As papa has often said in his 

sermons, we live in an age of unbelief. 

'We have had great fun over a clock that an unknown admirer 

sent papa last Thursday. It arrived in a wooden box from London, 

carriage paid; and papa feels it must have been sent by some one who 

had read his remarkable sermon, 'Is License Liberty?' for on the top 

of the clock was a figure of a woman, with what papa said was the 

cap of Liberty on her head. I didn't think it very becoming myself, 

but papa said it was historical, so I suppose it is all right. 

Parker unpacked it, and papa put it on the mantelpiece in the 

library, and we were all sitting there on Friday morning, when just 

as the clock struck twelve, we heard a whirring noise, a little puff 

of smoke came from the pedestal of the figure, and the goddess of 

Liberty fell off and broke her nose on the fender! Maria was quite 

alarmed, but it looked so ridiculous, that James and I went off into 

fits of laughter, and even papa was amused. When we examined it, we 

found it was a sort of alarum clock, and that, if you set it to a 

particular hour, and put some gunpowder and a cap under a little 

hammer, it went off whenever you wanted. Papa said it must not 

remain in the library, as it made a noise, so Reggie carried it away 

to the schoolroom, and does nothing but have small explosions all 
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day long. Do you think Arthur would like one for a wedding present? 

I suppose they are quite fashionable in London. Papa says they 

should do a great deal of good, as they show that Liberty can't 

last, but must fall down. Papa says Liberty was Invented at the time 

of the French Revolution. How awful it seems! 

'I have now to go to the Dorcas, where I will read them your 

most instructive letter. How true, dear aunt, your idea is, that in 

their rank of life they should wear what is unbecoming. I must say 

it is absurd, their anxiety about dress, when there are so many more 

important things in this world, and in the next. I am so glad your 

flowered poplin turned out so well, and that your lace was not torn. 

I am wearing my yellow satin, that you so kindly gave me, at the 

Bishop's on Wednesday, and think it will look all right. Would you 

have bows or not? Jennings says that every one wears bows now, and 

that the underskirt should be frilled. Reggie has just had another 

explosion, and papa has ordered the clock to be sent to the stables. 

I don't think papa likes it so much as he did at first, though he is 

very flattered at being sent such a pretty and ingenious toy. It 

shows that people read his sermons, and profit by them. 

'Papa sends his love, in which James, and Reggie, and Maria all 

unite, and, hoping that Uncle Cecil's gout is better, believe me, 
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dear aunt, ever your affectionate niece, 

Jane Percy 

'P.S. - Do tell me about the bows. Jennings insists they are the 

fashion.' 

Lord Arthur looked so serious and unhappy over the letter, that the Duchess went into fits of laughter. 

'My dear Arthur,' she cried, 'I shall never show you a young lady's letter again! But what shall I say about the 

clock? I think it is a capital invention, and I should like to have one myself.' 

'I don't think much of them,' said Lord Arthur, with a sad smile, and, after kissing his mother, he left the room. 

When he got upstairs, he flung himself on a sofa, and his eyes filled with tears. He had done his best to 

commit this murder, but on both occasions he had failed, and through no fault of his own. He had tried to do 

his duty, but it seemed as if Destiny herself had turned traitor. He was oppressed with the sense of the 

barrenness of good intentions, of the futility of trying to be line. Perhaps, it would be better to break off the 

marriage altogether. Sybil would suffer, it is true, but suffering could not really mar a nature so noble as hers. 

As for himself, what did it matter? There is always some war in which a man can die, some cause to which a 

man can give his life, and as life had no pleasure for him, so death had no terror. Let Destiny work out his 

doom. He would not stir to help her. 

At half-past seven he dressed, and went down to the club. Surbiton was there with a party of young men, and 

he was obliged to dine with them. Their trivial conversation and idle jests did not interest him, and as soon as 

coffee was brought he left them, inventing some engagement in order to get away. As he was going out of the 

club, the hall-porter handed him a letter. It was from Herr Winckelkopf, asking him to call down the next 

evening, and look at an explosive umbrella, that went off as soon as it was opened. It was the very latest 

invention, and had just arrived from Geneva. He tore the letter up into fragments. He had made up his mind 

not to try any more experiments. Then he wandered down to the Thames Embankment, and sat for hours by 

the river. The moon peered through a mane of tawny clouds,. as if it were a lion's eye, and innumerable stars 

spangled the hollow vault, like gold dust powdered on a purple dome. Now and then a barge swung out into 

the turbid stream, and floated away with the tide, and the railway signals changed from green to scarlet as the 

trains ran shrieking across the bridge. After some time, twelve o'clock boomed from the tall tower at 

Westminster and at each stroke of the sonorous bell the night seemed to tremble. Then the railway lights went 

out, one solitary lamp left gleaming like a large ruby on a giant mast, and the roar of the city became fainter. 

At two o'clock he got up, and strolled towards Blackfriars. How unreal everything looked! How like a strange 

dream! The houses on the other side of the river seemed built out of darkness. One would have said that silver 

and shadow had fashioned the world anew. The huge dome of St. Paul's loomed like a bubble through the 

dusky air. 

As he approached Cleopatra's Needle he saw a man leaning over the parapet, and as he came nearer the man 

looked up, the gas-light falling full upon his face. 
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It was Mr. Podgers, the cheiromantist! No one could mistake the fat, flabby face, the gold-rimmed spectacles, 

the sickly feeble smile, the sensual mouth. 

Lord Arthur' stopped. A brilliant idea flashed across him, and he stole softly up behind. In a moment he had 

seized Mr. Podgers by the legs, and flung him into the Thames. There was a coarse oath, a heavy splash, and 

all was still. Lord Arthur looked anxiously over, but could see nothing of the cheiromantist but a tall hat, 

pirouetting in an eddy of moonlit water. After a time it also sank, and no trace of Mr. Podgers was visible. 

Once he thought that he caught sight of the bulky misshapen figure striking out for the staircase by the bridge, 

and a horrible feeling of failure came over him, but it turned out to be merely a reflection, and when the moon 

shone out from behind a cloud it passed away. At last he seemed to have realised the decree of destiny. He 

heaved a deep sigh of relief, and Sybil's name came to his lips. 

'Have you dropped anything, sir?' said a voice behind him suddenly. 

he turned round, and saw a policeman with a bulls-eye lantern. 

'Nothing of importance, sergeant, he answered, smiling, and hailing a passing hansom, he jumped in, and told 

the man to drive to Belgrave Square. 

For the next few days he alternated between hope and fear. There were moments when he almost expected 

Mr. Podgers to walk into the room, and yet at other times he felt that Fate could not be so unjust to him. 

Twice he went to the cheiromantist's address in West Moon Street, but he could not bring himself to ring the 

bell. He longed for certainty, and was afraid of it. 

Finally it came. He was sitting in the smoking-room of the club having tea, and listening rather wearily to 

Surbiton's account of the last comic song at the Gaiety, when the waiter came in with the evening papers. He 

took up the St. James's, and was listlessly turning over its pages, when this strange heading caught his eye: 

SUICIDE OF A CHEIROMANTIST 

He turned pale with excitement, and began to read. The paragraph ran as follows:-- 

Yesterday morning, at seven o'clock, the body of Mr. Septimus R. 

Podgers, the eminent cheiromantist, was washed on shore at 

Greenwich, just in front of the Ship Hotel. The unfortunate 

gentleman had been missing for some days, and considerable anxiety 

for his safety had been felt in cheiromantic circles. It is supposed 

that he committed suicide under the influence of a temporary mental 
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derangement, caused by overwork, and a verdict to that effect was 

returned this afternoon by the coroner's jury. Mr Podgers had just 

completed an elaborate treatise on the subject of the Human Hand, 

that will shortly be published when it will no doubt attract much 

attention. The deceased was sixty-five years of age, and does not 

seem to have left any relations. 

Lord Arthur rushed out of the club with the paper still in his hand, to the immense amazement of the hall-

porter, who tried in vain to stop him, and drove at once to Park Lane. Sybil saw him from the window, and 

something told her that he was the bearer of good news. She ran down to meet him, and, when she saw his 

face, she knew that all was well. 

'My dear Sybil,' cried Lord Arthur, 'let us be married to-morrow!' 

'You foolish boy! Why the cake is not even ordered!' said Sybil, laughing through her tears. 

VI 

When the wedding took place, some three weeks later, St. Peter's was crowded with a perfect mob of smart 

people. The service was read in a most impressive manner by the Dean of Chichester, and everybody agreed 

that they had never seen a handsomer couple than the bride and bridegroom. They were more than handsome, 

however - they were happy. Never for a single moment did Lord Arthur regret all that he had suffered for 

Sybil's sake, while she, on her side, gave him the best things a woman can give to any man - worship, 

tenderness, and love. For them romance was not killed by reality. They always felt young. 

Some years afterwards, when two beautiful children had been born to them, Lady Windermere came down on 

a visit to Alton Priory, a lovely old place, that had been the Duke's wedding present to his son; and one 

afternoon as she was sitting with Lady Arthur under a lime-tree in the garden, watching the little boy and girl 

as they played up and down the rose-walk, like fitful sunbeams, she suddenly took her hostess's hand in hers, 

and said, 'Are you happy, Sybil?' 

'Dear Lady Windermere, of course I am happy. Aren't you?' 

'I have no time to be happy, Sybil. I always like the last person who is introduced to me; but, as a rule, as soon 

as I know people I get tired of them.' 

'Don't your lions satisfy you, Lady Windermere?' 
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'Oh dear, no! lions are only good for one season. As soon as their manes are cut, they are the dullest creatures 

going. Besides, they behave very badly, if you are really nice to them. Do you remember that horrid Mr. 

Podgers? He was a dreadful impostor. Of course, I didn't mind that at all, and even when he wanted to borrow 

money I forgave him, but I could not stand his making love to me. He has really made me hate cheiromancy. I 

go in for telepathy now. It is much more amusing.' 

'You mustn't say anything against cheiromancy here, Lady Windermere; it is the only subject that Arthur does 

not like people to chaff about. I assure you he is quite serious over it.' 

'You don't mean to say that he believes in it, Sybil?' 

'Ask him, Lady Windermere, here he is;' and Lord Arthur came up the garden with a large bunch of yellow 

roses in his hand, and his two children dancing round him. 

'Lord Arthur?' 

'Yes, Lady Windermere.' 

'You don't mean to say that you believe in cheiromancy?' 

'Of course I do,' said the young man, smiling. 

'But why?' 

'Because I owe to it all the happiness of my life,' he murmured, throwing himself into a wicker chair. 

'My dear Lord Arthur, what do you owe to it?' 

'Sybil,' he answered, handing his wife the roses, and looking into her violet eyes. 

'What nonsense!' cried Lady Windermere. 'I never heard such nonsense in all my life.' 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/oscar-wilde/short-story/lord-arthur-saviles-crime 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/oscar-wilde/short-story/lord-arthur-saviles-crime
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A model for the spread of invasive species that brings the landscape into the equation 

BCAM   

Cargo ship de-ballasting. Ballast water is used by shipping world-wide to enhance the safety and operational 

efficiency of modern vessels. When cargo is unloaded from a vessel, ballast is taken up to maintain the trim 

and draft of the vessel. When a vessel loads ballast water, it also takes up all the minute organisms contained 

in that water which may include planktonic species, the larvae invertebrates and fish, and pathogens. These 

organisms are released with the ballast water at another port when the vessel loads more cargo. It has been 

estimated that world-wide, over 3,000 species are transported in ballast water every day. Photo: CSIRO 

An invasive species can be any kind of living organism—an amphibian (like the cane toad), plant, insect, fish, 

fungus, bacteria, or even an organism’s seeds or eggs—that is not native to an ecosystem and causes harm. 

They can harm the environment, the economy, or even human health. Species that grow and reproduce 

quickly, and spread aggressively, with potential to cause harm, are given the label “invasive.” An invasive 

species does not have to come from another country, just from another ecosystem. 

Invasive species are primarily introduced by human activities, often unintentionally. People, and the goods 

they use, travel around the world very quickly, and they often carry uninvited species with them. Ships can 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/bcam/
https://www.scienceimage.csiro.au/
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carry aquatic organisms in their ballast water, while smaller boats may carry them on their propellers. Insects 

can get into wood, shipping palettes, and crates that are shipped around the world. Some ornamental plants 

can escape into the wild and become invasive. And some invasive species are intentionally or accidentally 

released pets. 

The point is that invasive species are among the leading threats to native wildlife. Approximately 42 percent 

of threatened or endangered species are at risk due to invasive species. 1 

Human health and economies are also at risk from invasive species. The impacts of invasive species on 

natural ecosystems and economy cost billions of dollars each year. 

Once introduced, the management of the spread of the species is a challenging problem due to the uncertainty 

surrounding its characteristics and the usually limited resources allocated to its control. Actually, measures to 

protect the native species of a region from invasive species are costly for local governments. On the other 

hand, the management often starts long after the appearance of the invasive species, when the ecological 

damage is already visible and the species well-established, taking an additional financial toll. 

An important consideration is the need to account for the temporal dynamics of the invader population. 

Managers have to optimize their choices not only for the present, but must also take into account possible 

future scenarios. The introduction of the cane toad to Australia from Hawaii in 1935 in an attempt to control 

the native grey-backed cane beetle and its subsequent, uncontrolled, spread throughout the continent is a 

cautionary tale in this respect. 

If the understanding of population persistence and competitive outcomes can provide long-term information, 

then short-term predictions of spread are often more important in the management of invasive species as fast 

responses can potentially save public administrations sizeable amounts of money. Optimal management 

strategies generally rely on the coupling of biological models with optimization procedures. Within such a 

framework, the modeling of invasive species and the dynamics of their dispersal can be of great help to 

environment conservation agents and policymakers. 

Relying on the assumption that the dispersal of an individual is random, but the density of individuals at the 

scale of the population can be considered smooth, reaction-diffusion models are a good trade-off between 

model complexity and flexibility for use in different situations. Reaction–diffusion systems are mathematical 

models which correspond to several physical phenomena: the most common is the change in space and time 

of the concentration of one or more chemical substances: local chemical reactions in which the substances are 

transformed into each other, and diffusion which causes the substances to spread out over a surface in space. 

In the case of invasive species we find a similar pattern, a local introduction and reproduction, and the spread 

due to migration (animals) or dipersal of seeds (plants). Hence, several scientists have applied continuous 

reaction-diffusion models to these problems. 

Recently, a reaction-diffusion model was applied to simulate the effect of management efforts on the 

distribution of Burmese pythons in the Everglades (Florida, USA). The reaction-diffusion method was shown 

to yield better prediction accuracy than others. But there was an important limitation of the study, namely, 

that the region of interest was treated as an isolated environment with zero flux boundary conditions imposed. 

This is a common feature to many works (not only in reaction-diffusion models), where the considered 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/18/a-model-for-the-spread-of-invasive-species-that-brings-the-landscape-into-the-equation/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6442-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reaction%E2%80%93diffusion_system
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environment is either an island or a region bounded by impenetrable borders and where the effect of migration 

from neighboring domains is not considered. 

Now, a team of researchers has developed a continuous, time-dependent, nonlinear reaction-diffusion 

model 2 for the species density that arises from a generalization of the Fisher’s equation, one of the simplest 

semilinear reaction-difussion equations. 

A major feature of this work is that landscape heterogeneities are accounted for by including in the 

computational domain the significant geographical features of the area by acting directly on the coefficients of 

the model that are both spatially and temporally dependent. In particular, the researchers show that the model 

can account for elevation in a natural way. 

Elevation being a major trait in landscape heterogeneity, pretty much overlooked in the literature, despite the 

fact that quite often species’ habitats are bounded by it. This is now more important than ever due to climate 

change. Recent studies have found that increased temperature and changes in humidity have rendered higher 

altitudes suddenly hospitable for new species that might pose a threat to indigenous ones. From this 

perspective, the simplicity with which the new model is able to account for elevation can become a major 

asset. 

The reaction-diffusion model is numerically approximated by the finite element method, which is able to treat 

arbitrarily shaped boundaries, like the ones of a geographical region. Finally, finite elements can easily be 

employed on adaptive grids that feature finer resolution in specific regions of interest, for instance co-

localized with peculiar landscape characteristics. 

As a proof of concept, the researchers demonstrate the practical applicability of the proposed method by 

quantifying the uncertainty in the spread of a generic invasive population in the Basque Country area in 

northern Spain. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may be copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research 

paper. 
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BCAM, The Basque Centre for Applied Mathematics, is the research center on applied mathematics created 

with the support of the Basque Government and the University of the Basque Country. It performs 

interdisciplinary research in the frontiers of mathematics, training and attracting talented scientists in the 

process. 

 Website:http://www.bcamath.org/en/ 

 Twitter:@BCAMBilbao 
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PROWLING IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF SALVADOR NOVO, UNSUNG PATRON SAINT OF 

SUBVERSIVE QUEER CULTURE IN MEXICO CITY AND BEYOND 
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Literary Transvestism, Art for Art’s Sake, DJ Mexican Jihad, The Pleasure of the Insult, Lot’s Wife, Radical 

Dispersion, An Effigy of the Plantain 

 

by Michael Snyder 

 

Illustration by Sanja Bošković 

Loca 

 

MICHAEL SNYDER 

 

I. 

On the morning of September 21, 1968, Salvador Novo awoke in the elegant Mexico City neighborhood of 

Coyoacán to find his chauffeur scrubbing graffiti off the gray stone wall separating his home from the 

bougainvillea-draped street that had been renamed in his honor a few months prior. The poet and essayist had 

gone to bed the night before after a tiring day—a luncheon with a pair of illustrious architects, an impromptu 

tea with the Indian ambassador—taking off his formal suit, removing his oversize turquoise and onyx rings, 

and laying his auburn wig to rest like a sleeping animal. By the time he came downstairs in the morning, the 

driver had erased several epithets scrawled in red oil paint, but one phrase remained, a brilliantly vicious joke: 

POPULAR ENTRE LA TROPA—popular with the troops. 

Three days earlier, in an attempt to stifle escalating student protests, Mexico’s president, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, 

had ordered a military occupation of the prestigious National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM). 

https://believermag.com/product/december-2019-january-2020/
https://believermag.com/contributor/michael-snyder/
https://believermag.com/contributor/michael-snyder/
https://believermag.com/contributor/michael-snyder/
https://believermag.com/contributor/michael-snyder/
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The following day, at a funeral at the Palacio de Bellas Artes, Novo—who was an intimate of the 

president’s—was cornered by a reporter and asked his opinion of the occupation. As a cronista de la ciudad, 

or chronicler of the city, a government position of considerable public standing, Novo was an equally reliable 

source for comment and for provocation. He did not disappoint. “Well, well, that’s the first news, and very 

good, I’ve heard today,” he answered the reporter, blithe as ever. “Tell me, how did it go?”  

Over the following weeks, Novo became a figure of public scorn. Fellow journalists, writers, and academics 

were incensed; some stopped speaking to him entirely. Young people at a movie screening interrupted a 

preambular reel of one of Novo’s poems with hisses, whistling, and projectiles. After the October 2 massacre 

of peaceful student protesters in Tlatelolco—an event whose death toll remains a matter of speculation half a 

century later, but that may have claimed more than 300 lives—Novo remained conspicuously silent, 

continuing to write his gossipy weekly columns with hardly a mention of the horror that had taken place. And 

though he made several uncharacteristically clumsy attempts to walk back his comments on the UNAM 

invasion—his new book had come out the same day, he said, and that had been the good news—it was no use. 

With one remark, Mexico’s first queer provocateur had calcified his image as a stooge for the establishment. 

Though only sixty-four in 1968, Novo had been, by his own estimation, an old man for thirty years. Bulky 

and florid with sad eyes and an aquiline nose, he was no longer the beautiful boy with carefully plucked 

eyebrows and porcelain skin whose sexual deviancy had scandalized Mexico City in the 1920s. He was no 

longer the brilliant young poet who attacked the hypocrisy of the untouchable Diego Rivera and composed 

satirical sonnets electric with vitriol and sex. He was no longer the prowling youth who went to bed with taxi 

drivers and soldiers in his rooftop apartments. He had indeed been “popular with the troops.” Now he was 

popular with presidents, actresses, divas, and socialites. 

As a young man, long before he became the director of the Academy of Dramatic Arts at the National 

Institute of Fine Arts, before he became a cronista or won the National Prize for Letters, he wrote essays in 

the tradition of Montaigne on everything from beds to bread to beards, and composed swooning lyric verse 

that spoke openly of his longing for male bodies. In the 1925 poem “Naufragio,” or “Shipwreck,” he wrote of 

“this wave of wind / that tastes of torsos and of naked shoulders / 

and of lips and smells of gazes.” In a famous painting by his friend and contemporary Manuel Rodríguez 

Lozano, he appears in the backseat of a taxi in a dressing gown, a lascivious smirk on his angular face as he 

scans the darkened streets of Mexico City’s Centro Histórico. 

Novo spoke English, French, and German; at eighteen, he became the first person in Mexico to study Freud in 

depth, his marginalia constituting a minor comic masterpiece of their own. Later, he became Mexico’s first 

translator and producer of the plays of Eugene O’Neill, Jean Cocteau, and Samuel Beckett. At nineteen, he 

edited a trade magazine for chauffeurs called El chafirete, filling its pages with pornographic poems disguised 

as French verse, satirical poems mocking writers from opposing camps of the cultural vanguard, and personal 

ads for men whom he hoped to fuck (or, more accurately, who he hoped would fuck him). In the Mexico of 

his youth, recently liberated from dictatorship by a leftist-nationalist coalition of revolutionaries, Novo’s 

cosmopolitan tastes, his interest in modernism, and his almost pathological irreverence set him at odds with 

an inward-looking cultural establishment convinced that beauty derived from social utility. “He affirmed his 

desire to be modern as though responding to a challenge,” wrote Nobel laureate Octavio Paz, many years 

later. “His project was to overshadow and to irritate. He succeeded.”  
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Part Wildean aesthete, part Sadean sexual anarchist, Novo became famous enough in his own lifetime to earn 

the dubious honor of a popular nickname: Nalgador Sobo, usually translated as something like “butt fondler.” 

By the end of his life, he was known as an authority on the history of Mexico City dating back to the time of 

the Aztecs. He gave frequent radio lectures and performed as a commentator on a popular national news 

show, appearing in flamboyant wigs, heavy makeup, and elaborately embroidered jackets. He received letters 

from aspiring writers in the provinces seeking advice, and from complete strangers asking his opinions on 

etymology; these letters were invariably addressed to “Maestro Novo,” and he often wrote back. According to 

a close friend from his later years, Novo was once photographed leaving the cinema accompanied by the 

governor of Mexico City and the president of the tremendously powerful Institutional Revolutionary Party; 

after snapping the photo, the photographer asked Novo to identify the other two gentlemen for the 

newspaper’s caption.  

Despite his fame in the latter half of his life, Novo is at best a curiosity today, barely read in Mexico and 

known only vaguely by name, if at all, elsewhere. After his brutal faux pas on that day in 1968, Novo was 

banished to the fringes of Mexican literary history, where he remains today, a pariah in a global progressive 

culture that values outrage over outrageousness. Our world, though more open to queerness than ever, has no 

clear place for a figure as prickly and contradictory as Salvador Novo. An enemy to moralism, and perhaps to 

the very notion of morality, he forced his way into public consciousness not by disguising his identity but by 

making himself seen. He opened the country’s collective imagination to the possibility that someone like him 

could exist, and even triumph, without shame or tragedy.  

His 1972 essay collection, Las locas, el sexo y los burdeles—literally, “crazy women, sex, and brothels,” 

though he uses las locas here as a common term for gay men, like queens in English—opens with a simple, 

demonstrable truth: “There have always been locas in Mexico.” There have. But there has never been a loca 

like Novo. 

  

* 

  

I had been living in Mexico City for only a few months when my friend Francisco first told me about Novo. 

At the time we were little more than acquaintances, but he was nonetheless eager to introduce me to the 

colossal city where he’d grown up. On a warm winter morning, he left his home in Coyoacán, a few blocks 

from Calle Salvador Novo, picked me up near the Centro Histórico, where I live, and drove me north to the 

National Museum of the Viceroyalty. We spent the day gawking at the transcendent camp of its baroque 

chapel and portraits of nuns smirking coyly under crowns of flowers. Queerness seemed to be everywhere in 

this city I’d just decided to call home, not so much a secret as an indiscreet stage whisper, hidden only to 

those who chose not to hear it.  

I had moved to Mexico City after nearly five years in Mumbai. When I arrived in India in 2012, 

homosexuality had been formally illegal since 1861, when the reliably prudish British inserted a clause in the 

colonial penal code forbidding “carnal intercourse against the order of nature.” The Delhi High Court struck 

the clause down in 2009, but another decision by the Supreme Court, passed down in 2013, reinstated it. (The 
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same court finally ruled the law unconstitutional in 2018.) For the most part, the legal technicalities 

surrounding gayness had little impact on me—white privilege is, among other things, benefiting from a 

separate set of rules even as an immigrant in a country where you are part of a minuscule racial minority—but 

my vulnerability troubled me more with each new story of men lured by sex apps into extortion traps and 

blackmailed by the police.  

None of this had anything to do with my leaving India or moving to Mexico, yet the sheer scope and diversity 

of Mexico’s queer worlds seduced me almost immediately upon my arrival, particularly the delicate balance 

those worlds struck between visibility and subversiveness: less taboo than in India, less corporatized than 

what I’d come to expect growing up in the eastern US. Queerness was in every shop blasting songs by 

Mexico’s most famous pop artist, Juan Gabriel, who neither declared nor hid his sexuality. It was in the 

notoriously dangerous black market of Tepito, where stalls sold poppers and male thongs alongside hard-core 

straight porn. It pushed up against the sagging ceilings and mildewed walls of abandoned mansions and 

factories that had been turned over to roving parties like Traición (which means “betrayal”), Por Detroit (a 

pun on the phrase por detrás, or “from behind”), and Pervert (what it sounds like). It was there, with a frisson 

of danger, in the Arena Coliseo, when I watched a luchador in a pink tutu stage-beat a team of burly wrestlers, 

eliciting roars of delight every time he lifted their masks and kissed them on their briefly exposed lips. (I 

winced as much as I cheered when the tables turned and the three men cornered their flamboyant opponent, 

aiming their heels at his stomach and face: a sublimation of homoerotic desire suddenly transformed into a 

dumb show of a hate crime.) And it was, I learned that day with Francisco, all around the Centro Histórico, 

the grand, shambolic neighborhood where I’d chosen to settle. 

As he drove me home, Francisco took me past the Alameda, a colonial park at the western edge of the old 

city, its tree-lined paths and neoclassical fountains a popular gay cruising ground for most of the past century. 

Calle República de Cuba and Plaza Garibaldi, both nearby, have been centers of gay life since at least the 

1960s, and are today crowded with bars where older men in white tejanos gather for liter bottles of beer and 

young locas dance perreo until dawn. Just across the Eje Central, one of the arterial avenues cut through the 

city in the 1970s, we turned down Calle Donceles, lined with pastel houses and mansions clad in volcanic 

stone the color of dried blood, their ground floors crowded with secondhand bookstores. At the corner of 

Calle República de Argentina, Francisco pointed out where Novo and his childhood friend Xavier Villaurrutia 

rented their first shared room, in 1921. This was where Novo first tried marijuana, where the two poets 

consummated their seductions, and where they hosted orgiastic parties fueled by cocaine—then easily 

available at pharmacies—that earned them the shared nickname the Ladies of Donceles. As we passed that 

corner, Francisco told me about La estatua de sal, or Pillar of Salt, Novo’s queer erotic bildungsroman, 

written in the mid-1940s but not published until 1998.  

Over the next few weeks, I wandered into every bookshop on Donceles, mumbling the title to bespectacled 

shopkeepers as if I were a teenager asking for condoms at a convenience store. It quickly became clear that 

none of them had the slightest clue what I was looking for. They knew of Novo—some even had a few of his 

books on hand, usually a mildewed copy of his deeply mediocre mid-career play La culta dama (The cultured 

lady)—but nobody had his early volumes of plangent lyric poetry, his polymath essay collections, or Pillar of 

Salt. As I searched, I began to learn about the forgotten master who’d written it: his relationship to the powers 

that shaped Mexico’s twentieth century, his refusal to hide his appetites, and, most fascinating of all, his 

success. Each time I thought I’d found an analogous figure—was he a Mexican Evelyn Waugh, all vicious wit 

and reactionary conservatism and high-society aspirations? a Latino Truman Capote, with his insouciant 

genius and provocative effeminacy?—the comparison ended up collapsing under the weight of Novo’s self-
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conscious singularity. Novo was not, like Waugh, ashamed of his desire, nor was he, like Capote, obsessed 

with his legacy: he was entirely of his place, but never quite of his time.  

I kept searching. While the culture around me leaned into its anger, its long-latent rage stoked and 

compounded by indignation and impotence, Novo’s permanent smirk, his absolute rejection of seriousness, 

and his use of irreverence to speak the unspeakable became only more compelling. When I finally tracked 

down Pillar of Salt, I found that neither my research nor Francisco’s description had prepared me for the 

world it depicted. Reading it was like shining a black light into a motel room, laying bare the secret traces of 

every lurid, defiant act that had preceded me there.  

  

* 

  

Pillar of Salt begins with Novo’s birth in the capital, in 1904, and moves briskly through his early childhood: 

his middle-class family’s move to the arid borderlands of the north in 1911, and their subsequent move to the 

provincial city of Torreón; his enrollment at a girls’ school, the city’s only private educational institution; and 

the early development of his penchant for self-transformation: slipping into a favorite gray sweater to admire 

the way it feminized his young body, and, later in his adolescence, plucking his eyebrows into fine painterly 

parentheses.  

The Mexican Revolution had begun a year before the Novo family’s move, as factions with diverse political 

leanings emerged in opposition to the dictator Porfirio Díaz, who for three decades had consolidated power, 

wealth, and land in the hands of the urban elite. By the time Novo’s family arrived in Torreón, Mexico’s 

sprawling north had already become a volatile battleground for the pistol-slinging cowboy Pancho Villa, 

famous equally for his soldierly skill, opposition to tyranny, and indiscriminate brutality. At first, the family 

settled on the outskirts of town, directly on the route that Villa’s brigades used on their regular raids of the 

city. But eventually Novo’s uncle, who lived in the city center, convinced them to come live with him as a 

precaution. 

On the day of the move, Villa’s troops caught sight of the family’s effects and turned up at the door, looking, 

they claimed, for a federal officer. Novo’s uncle and father, a moderately successful merchant, tried to slip out 

the back of the house; the soldiers, presuming one of them to be the man they had come to execute, gave 

chase. From the hallway, Novo and his mother heard two gunshots in the street before the soldiers burst back 

in to ransack the house. Novo’s mother brought him to a neighbor and asked her to watch him because, he 

recalls, “she was going back to the house where they would probably kill her.” Hours later he learned that his 

father and mother had both survived; his uncle had not been so lucky.  

That moment, that senseless death, would shape Novo’s complex, reactionary politics for the rest of his life. 

Even so, it occupies a scant few pages of his memoir, which turns quickly to a picaresque of youthful sexual 

exploits. We read, even before the murder of Novo’s uncle, of an encounter with a tutor who places his hand 

in young Salvador’s lap. The boy mentions the incident to his mother and accidentally precipitates the tutor’s 

dismissal; what registers to a modern reader as a scene of trauma reads to Novo as proof of his own power. 
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We read of his first encounter with a fellow student’s “erect and ruddy penis,” and of him losing his virginity, 

at thirteen, to a baseball player from the local team—an experience, he writes wryly, that “bore an annoying 

resemblance to the enemas that I was submitted to when I was ill.”  

The family moved back to the capital in 1917, in the hopes that Salvador would fulfill their bourgeois dream 

and become a doctor. That year, the assembled revolutionary factions signed modern Mexico’s first 

constitution, yet Novo makes no mention of that radical document, which banned the clergy from public life, 

enshrined the right of laborers to organize, and redistributed land holdings consolidated during the 

dictatorship. Instead, we read about his days playing hooky from the prestigious Mexico City day school 

where he befriended fellow gay students like Villaurrutia and Carlos Pellicer, both integral parts of his future 

literary cohort. We watch an adolescent Novo educating himself on the contours of the city, which fit snugly 

around the form of his desire. “Between school and my house, the seductive, unknown city laid herself out 

before me,” he writes, “summoning me to traverse her, to feel in her the pleasure of my unlimited freedom.”  

Much of Novo’s work treats sex as a scatological joke, more bodily function than act of transcendence, but 

Mexico City—imagined as an odalisque sprawled across the ancient lake bed of Tenochtitlán—becomes his 

partner in his first, perhaps only, successful romantic relationship. He may well have been blissfully unaware 

at the time of the transformations taking place around him as the city returned to normalcy after years of 

famine, violence, and lawlessness. But to ignore in retrospect the caesarean scars left on his lover’s body by 

the delivery of a new nation could be only an act of willful ignorance or a political middle finger. And Novo 

was not one for self-delusion.  

Though the revolution offered a powerful leftist corrective to a hideously unequal economic system, it was 

also anti-intellectual, chauvinistic, and deeply machista, pitting the effete cosmopolitanism of urban 

kleptocrats against the virile masculinity of the long-suffering worker. The political and artistic establishment 

that followed the revolution insisted on the “correct” political commitments, and the “correct” expression of 

manhood, as essential to Mexican identity. In his book Salvador Novo: The Marginal in the Center, the 

journalist Carlos Monsiváis—Novo’s successor as cronista de la ciudad, and also gay, though never as 

flamboyantly—paraphrases the revolutionary vanguard’s attitude: “The climate of war demands valor. A 

faggot is an offense to manliness, to Mexico, to the Revolution.” For Novo, revolutionary dogmatism was an 

offense to freedom. And so, for all its vividness, the city that appears in his memoir bears virtually no trace of 

the violence and degradation that preceded his arrival there.  

Instead, the Mexico City of Pillar of Salt is gauzy and voluptuous, saturated with sexual possibility, replete 

with humid corners where shame is refracted back as desire—above all, a place of personal experimentation. 

Novo writes uproariously about having cotton shoved into his anus after taking an excessively large cock 

(“positively as big around as a can of salmon”). Later that day, he visits the office of a professor, who asks 

him for a kiss, only to reject it immediately, nominally as a lesson in propriety; on his way out, the bloodied, 

shit-stained wad tumbles out of Novo’s pant leg. He writes about his “ardent predilection” for drivers, a 

holdover from a furtive adolescent encounter with the family chauffeur. He writes with surprising poignancy 

about aging men seeking love, eccentrics with nicknames like the Virgin of Istanbul and the Bottled Fart, 

who, though sometimes the butts of jokes, are also imbued with fully realized jealousies and desires, real 

sorrow and real joy.  

The book has no interest in equality or justice or the morality of the sexual encounters it depicts—even those, 

like Novo’s barely pubescent early conquests, that fall clearly beyond what modern readers would consider 
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acceptable. It has no social utility beyond the fact that it exists. Though Novo wrote about politics throughout 

his life, often pseudonymously and always flippantly, he preferred to pay his most earnest attention to “lower” 

subjects like boxing and lucha libre, and to those men and their world in all its seedy splendor. In The 

Marginal in the Center, Monsiváis writes: “Novo goes after his sexuality as though it were, so to say, a 

revolutionary enterprise.” Novo’s revolution—a personal revolution of the body, a revolution in the name of 

pleasure— 

was the one that counted. 

  

II. 

If Pillar of Salt shocked me with its frank depictions of sex, Novo’s early poems were surprising for entirely 

different reasons. Both published in 1933, Nuevo amor (New love) and Espejo (Mirror) are extraordinary 

feats of lyrical grace and naked longing. The final poem in the former, “Elegy,” caught me particularly off 

guard, its stark depiction of queer alienation a far cry from the slick ribaldry of Pillar of Salt. “We who have 

hands that do not belong to us,” the poem begins, 

Too grotesque for caresses, useless  

for the workshop or the harvest 

Long and flaccid like a flower 

deprived of seed 

Or like a reptile that delivers its 

venom 

Because it has nothing else to offer. 

“He had much talent and much venom, few ideas and no morals,” Octavio Paz wrote in 1987, thirteen years 

after Novo’s death, with barely disguised homophobic bile. “He didn’t serve any belief or idea; he didn’t 

write with blood, but rather with shit.” Paz’s insult, as finely honed as Novo’s sharpest barbs, seems cruel in 

light of works like “Elegy.” But Novo was a reptile: a viper, perhaps, lashing out with poison speed and 

precision, fulfilling the role that, since Oscar Wilde’s nineteenth-century wit, the straight world has 

grudgingly granted to a select range of gay men. Snakes use venom in self-defense. 

And Novo had powerful foes long before Paz, among them Diego Rivera. A famous womanizer and savvy 

businessman, Rivera used sex to scandalize conservative Catholic society, too, bedding heiresses and 

encouraging them to adopt the language and vestments of the proletariat. Despite his loudly proclaimed 

political engagement, Rivera spent the entire blood-soaked decade of the revolution in Europe, first studying 

in Spain, then hobnobbing with the Parisian avant-garde of Picasso and Braque. Back in Mexico, he spent 
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much of his career securing his monopoly on large state commissions, generating considerable personal 

wealth and, not unlike Novo, cultivating his persona. While Rivera painted muscular paeans to the working 

class, Novo and his cohort—writers, many of them gay, who drew on the abstracted introspection of 

European modernism and called themselves Los Contemporáneos—asserted a cosmopolitan vision of 

Mexico, pointedly open to worldly influences, especially those of other queer writers like Wilde, Cocteau, and 

André Gide. (Mexico’s other literary avant-gardists, Los Estridentistas, positioned themselves as the 

masculine alternative: “To be a stridentist is to be a man,” they wrote in their second manifesto.) This made 

them enemies of the new foundational myth of the “Mexican man,” one embodied by Rivera’s bullish 

masculinity and political righteousness. For the revolutionaries, art without social utility posed a threat to the 

integrity of the state. To Novo, the idea that art had to serve a purpose outside itself was as offensive, and as 

tedious, as the idea that all sex should be for reproduction.  

For at least a decade, the revolutionaries and the Contemporáneos made sport of attacking one another. In 

1924, the communist party’s magazine, El machete, published a satirical play called Los rorros fascistas (The 

baby fascists), accompanied by an etching from the great muralist José Clemente Orozco titled Los 

anales (which can be translated as both “The anals” and “The annals”), equating effeminacy with far-right 

politics; only Novo appears by name. Shortly after, as part of a spectacular suite of public murals, Rivera 

depicted Novo on his hands and knees with a worker’s foot on his back. Never one to back down from a 

fight—much less from an opportunity to irritate and overshadow, to borrow Paz’s phrase—Novo published a 

satirical epic called La diegada, mocking Rivera’s self-aggrandizing posture as a messiah of the working man, 

right down to the title, which rendered the painter’s first name in the high-flown diction of Homer’s Iliad. 

The playful sparring turned uglier in 1934, when Mexico’s lower house of congress created a committee of 

public health to eliminate “counterrevolutionaries” from public posts: men who, “with their effeminate acts,” 

created “an atmosphere of corruption.” The same year, Rivera wrote in a magazine that “‘pure art,’ ‘abstract 

art,’ is the spoiled child of the capitalist bourgeoisie in power. Because of that, here in Mexico, there’s an 

incipient group of pseudo-artists and petit-bourgeois writers that, calling themselves pure poets, are… in 

reality, pure faggots.”  

Unfazed, Novo responded with his Proletarian Poems, another mocking rejoinder to the leftist elite’s 

professed allegiance to the worker:  

The proletarian poets say:  

PEASANT  

Take the sickle and trace out your  

destiny.  

(They say it in the city, or on the  

radio  

where the farmer can’t hear them.)  
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On a cool night in February 2019, I met the poet and critic Luis Felipe Fabre at a refurbished cantina in the 

toney neighborhood of La Roma. In his own brilliant 2007 vindication of Novo, Fabre reclaimed Paz’s jab as 

a rallying cry, titling his essay “Escribir con caca”—“To write with shit.” (It was recently translated into 

English by John Pluecker under the title “Holy Shit.”) “For Rivera, the poor only existed in theory, while 

Novo was fucking cab drivers and soldiers,” Fabre told me. “Like Whitman,” I suggested. Fabre laughed. 

“Novo would have looked at Whitman and thought, What is a gay man doing singing to this new country? 

Novo was seeing the same process in Mexico and wasn’t so sure it was something to celebrate.” Novo didn’t 

have time for lofty manifestos nor for the notion of transcendence. “Novo never depicted his positions as 

anything other than survival,” Fabre went on. “For Novo, sexuality was politics.”  

Sleeping with someone is not, of course, the same as caring about their rights. But neither is believing in the 

abstract rights of an entire class the same as sharing your neighborhood or home or bed with them. In Rivera’s 

murals, workers appear as faceless masses of bodies, their strong arms and broad shoulders only marginally 

more human than the smokestacks and foundries they operate. Novo’s proletarian poems breathe and sigh and 

sweat, speaking in the voices of a laborer, a cadet, a sublieutenant, a soldier—men with erotic interior lives all 

their own. “That’s how queer people have always transgressed those boundaries to get to know people from 

all walks of life,” Fabre said. “That smell of iodine from a taxi driver’s hands? Novo had that on his pillow. 

It’s the democracy of the gay world.”  

Not long after meeting Fabre, I went, as I do most Fridays, to meet friends at my neighborhood cantina in the 

Centro Histórico, a block from the corner where Novo and Villaurrutia first lived and across the street from 

the government building where Novo worked from 1931 to 1933—the same one where he appears in Rivera’s 

murals. The group that gathers there consists largely of gay men: writers, journalists, scholars, the occasional 

film director or artist wandering through at a regular’s invitation. Like most creative people of our generation, 

we embrace a leftism that combines the socialism of the revolutionaries with the libertinism of the 

Contemporáneos. As obvious as this affiliation seems now, until fairly recently a group like ours would have 

been an insult to any establishment, be it the leftist machismo of the Mexican Revolution or the right-wing 

moralism of the United States. To align ourselves with the Contemporáneos would have meant turning our 

backs on the ideals of social justice; to choose the revolutionaries would have meant turning our backs on 

ourselves. 

One of the regulars, Jorge Pedro Uribe Llamas, the most prominent cronista currently living in the Centro, 

pointed out that Rivera and Novo must have found their way here at the same time at least once. Mexico City 

in the 1920s was small, and intellectual Mexico City was even smaller. Would the revolutionaries and the 

Contemporáneos have sat together? Would they have greeted one another at all? Perhaps they would have 

stuck to their own tables, their own worlds: the locas on one side, elegantly dressed, discussing French poetry 

and American theater and their recent sexual conquests; the muralists on the other, carefully rumpled and 

paint-spattered, theorizing a more equal world for a “common man” they had rarely encountered. And if we’d 

walked into the bar, Jorge Pedro asked, which table would we have chosen?  

  

III. 

In June 2019, 170,000 people gathered for Mexico City’s forty-first annual pride march—a number that nods 

to Mexico City’s first gay scandal: in 1901, police broke up a party of forty-one queer men, half of them in 
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drag. Those who could afford to do so paid the police for their silence; the rest were sentenced to labor camps 

in the steaming, remote Yucatán Peninsula. (A forty-second man, a son-in-law of Porfirio Diaz, is rumored to 

have escaped.) Other homosexuals of the era were sent to the notorious Lecumberri penitentiary and isolated 

in Block J; jota, Spanish for j, would later become one of Mexico’s nastier epithets for gay men. This year’s 

parade ended in the city’s grand central plaza, the Zócalo, where rainbow banners hung over the facades of 

government buildings across from the eighteenth-century cathedral.  

For all the strides it has made toward openness and diversity, Mexico is no queer utopia. According to a study 

by the nonprofit Letra S, ninety-two LGBT people were murdered here in 2018. HIV rates continue to 

increase disproportionately among gay men. Though same-sex marriage became legal in Mexico City a 

decade ago, the nominally leftist president, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, pointedly declines to support 

nationwide marriage equality. In May, López Obrador declared a National Day against Homophobia, 

Transphobia, and Biphobia, but his focus on traditional values bears more than a passing resemblance to the 

masculinist ethos of the revolutionaries with whom he has long aligned himself. In speeches, he regularly uses 

the word fifi—expelling it like a hiss—to implicitly equate effeminacy, cosmopolitanism, and conservatism 

much the way Rivera and Paz did. 

Nonetheless, the mood around the parade and its satellite events was celebratory. Families with small children 

walked alongside floats that carried firefighters and drag queens. All-night parties fanned out across the city, 

occupying everything from postcolonial mansions to derelict former detention centers. Crosswalks were 

repainted with rainbows that would take months to fade into the asphalt. At the opening of a show at the 

Museo Universitario del Chopo, on gay nightlife from the so-called Dance of the Forty-One to the present, 

young men in beards and spike heels threaded between gray-haired survivors in silk cravats and trans women 

of every age, all greeting one another as old friends: the democracy of the gay world. 

That night, I met the legendary trans performer Terry Holiday, who materialized on the scene in a sequined 

gown, a white dahlia like the moon in her black hair. Overwhelmed by camera flashes, we decided to meet a 

few days later for lunch in the Plaza Garibaldi. Now in her sixties, Holiday made her entrée into the city’s 

queer nightlife in the early 1970s, shortly after Novo’s death. It was a time of glamorous debauchery and 

police crackdowns, she recalled; cops would regularly raid popular clubs on the pretense of searching for 

drugs, toss everyone in jail, and call their families to extort money. She herself was arrested at least five 

times. 

If the situation has improved, she said, it’s because people have been forced into contact with people like her. 

“The secret is penetration,” she told me. I scanned her face for signs of a pun, but found none. “I was a visible 

jota, and neighbors who were maybe less comfortable with themselves would see me and say, ‘Well, if she 

can do it, why not me?’” Novo served in a similar role for her, she explained. “Knowing that before I was 

even born there was someone in a wig who wore makeup with his hands covered in rings? That was no small 

thing.” Indeed, Novo used his costume and the rest of his carefully honed persona, which Fordham University 

professor Viviane Mahieux has described as “a form of literary transvestism,” not to hide but rather to 

amplify a transgressive self. “For jotas, he wasn’t just a myth or an icon; he was an example, proof that you 

could be an empowered faggot,” Holiday said. “Novo knew how to surround himself with powerful people, 

not only for his art but also to win himself the privileges of, well, the privileged.”  

On Holiday’s unpainted lips, the words were admiring: Novo’s insinuation into a world not his own was a 

model of queer power even in traditionally heterosexual spaces. Coming from a younger person, though, it 
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would almost certainly read as a condemnation. As critic Wesley Morris points out in his 2018 essay “The 

Morality Wars,” our historical moment has seen a transition from a dynamic in which artists on the 

transgressive left mischievously push the boundaries of free speech, as Novo did, to one in which “art might 

not have the privilege of being art for art’s sake anymore. It has to be art for justice’s sake.”  

I asked Holiday what she thought of Novo’s politics, his choice to stand by a government whose soldiers had 

knowingly fired into a crowd of peaceful protesters. Was this an allegiance to power or a miscalculated 

provocation, another case of the writer taking wicked delight in puncturing overblown pieties? “I was never 

political,” she said. “I was in the arts. We all do what we can in our own spaces.” She shrugged, then smiled. 

“I’ve always been an activist. I just started with myself.”  

Novo’s activism started with himself and ended there, too, but he was not, I would argue, apolitical. His was a 

politics of pleasure and profligacy, of blasting through taboos and climbing gracefully over the rubble, 

building a throne out of the debris. He was not just unashamed; he was shameless—and that shamelessness 

became the basis of his own revolutionary stance. To break the taboo around gay sex, he had to break every 

other taboo along with it. Freedom, like fucking, is a messy business. 

“A lot of people express their queerness now by policing other people’s queerness,” Alberto Bustamante, a DJ 

and organizer for the queer event Traicíon, had told me a few weeks before I met Holiday. (Bustamante is 

better known by his stage name, Mexican Jihad.) “The generation forming their identity now would see Novo 

as a narcissist, a conservative, not on the side of moral authority that queer identity has adopted. But I love the 

sexual identity of Novo, which is not to give a shit.”  

  

* 

  

The sensual satisfaction of transgression—“the pleasure of the insult,” as Fabre calls it in his essay—

shimmers throughout Novo’s published prose, while practically singeing the onionskin of his private 

correspondence. Writing home in English from a 1940 trip to California, Novo complains, in a dazzling comic 

showpiece, about Los Angeles: “a phony place, full of scattered pieces of painted furniture only they call 

them homes.” He goes on: 

Professional beauties sell celluloid kisses at studio prices—and fourth-rate Mexibitches wash dishes, make 14 

dls. a week, hire nightly blackmailers whose very word may land them in jail for six months—or else deprive 

the girls of their earthly slacks right after kicking ’em and very much instead of fucking ’em… and no sailors, 

for National Defense against monstrous Hitler takes them away from your eyes, hides them in Hawaiian naval 

bases, occasionally allows a few of them to wander Sundays in Long Beach. 

The rhythm of this passage, composed in Novo’s second language with an easy expertise rivaling Nabokov’s, 

rattles like gunfire. Read it aloud: feel the texture of “fourth-rate Mexibitches wash dishes” forcing your lips 

into a drunken slur, and the insinuating hiss of “professional beauties sell celluloid” as it distills and mutates 
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the nursery-rhyme assonance of “Sally sells seashells” into an utterance bordering on the pornographic 

through the sheer lasciviousness of its diction. 

Or take Novo’s 1928 travelogue, Return Ticket (originally titled in English), in which he describes his efforts 

to dispel the unwanted romantic attentions of a young Australian woman, identified as Ms. Cohen, aboard a 

ship from San Francisco to Honolulu. Shortly after boarding, Novo confesses to his new friend Rupert “my 

two great concerns on board: the tall bed in my very full cabin and the Australian señorita and her sociable 

mother.” The joke has two parts: the first on poor Ms. Cohen, too foolish to realize she’s angling for none 

other than Nalgador Sobo (even in 1928, readers would have known of his proclivities); the second—subtler, 

crueler—is on Novo, for being flamboyant enough for the first joke to land, and so feeble as to fear a young 

woman and her mother. No one is safe from Novo’s mordant humor, least of all himself.  

The Ms. Cohen sequence may well be the funniest in all of Novo’s oeuvre: the acute social observation rivals 

Proust’s, the winking satisfaction at its author’s own infamy presages Capote, and the nastiness reads like 

early Waugh. But the humor also leaves unsettling hints of Novo’s indifference to experiences outside his 

own. Throughout the anecdote he uses the word judío, “Jew,” as its own mean punch line. His gripe about the 

absence of eye candy in California is clever, but the joke curdles with his flippancy about “monstrous Hitler,” 

especially in light of his correspondence during the same period with the writer Salvador Borrego, who later 

became an infamous Nazi sympathizer. It’s easy to enjoy the joke about “nightly blackmailers”—that is, male 

prostitutes—for its diction and pacing, but the subtext of exploitation and violence is harder to swallow. I 

laugh, then cringe at my laughter, then cringe at my cringing, each time I read Novo’s comments in response 

to the invasion of the university in 1968, comments he made above all for the sake of the joke. Was it funny 

to make light of that day’s horrific events? Did he lose his right to provocation the moment he stepped into a 

position of power? Does provocation have limits? Should it? Can it? 

Fabre bristled at these questions when I posed them toward the end of our interview, several tequilas and a 

full pack of cigarettes later. “Novo never had real political convictions,” he said with a vigorous shake of the 

head. “Today we want a degree of ideological clarity from people—and that is not queer. Insisting that people 

fall into one political camp or another—that’s heterosexuality in its purest form.” 

  

* 

  

During that 1940 trip to Los Angeles, Novo stopped at a barbershop and, for the first time, caught a glimpse 

of his bald spot in the mirror. “That vision inflicted a trauma from which I don’t believe I will ever recover,” 

he wrote to a friend back in Mexico City, terrifically camp and deathly serious. “I am another person, not the 

one I’ve always known… and I have to make a place for him in the world if I don’t want to find him one in 

death.” After that sight, he claimed, he no longer felt sexual desire. “I see beauty without coveting it,” he 

wrote. At thirty-six, the exuberant bloom had already come off the rose, and with it what remained of Novo’s 

youthful hope for romance and the poetic sublimity it had sustained, however tenuously, in his early career.  
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Engineering his own life with the merciless precision of a stage director, Novo spent his early life obsessing 

over the always-imminent decay of his youth and desirability. “I recall at twelve years old the terror I had, 

even then, of growing old, of one day becoming repugnant and hateful,” he wrote in Return Ticket, when he 

was just twenty-three. “Perhaps I already am!” Accordingly, Pillar of Salt, written when Novo was forty-two, 

is more than just a memoir: it’s an elegy, a mythologized retelling of a sexually rebellious youth long since 

lost to the past. The book takes its title from the scene in Genesis in which Lot’s wife, fleeing the destruction 

of Sodom, defies God’s orders and turns to look back at her home, and is transformed instantly into a pillar of 

salt: memory as an act of both self-realization and self-immolation. With the title’s subtextual reference to the 

origin story of Novo’s favorite sin, the book is a celebration as well as a burial.  

Yet even in relinquishing the possibility of love, Novo refused to resign himself to tragedy, the only 

conceivable end for flagrantly, emphatically gay men since the time of Wilde’s imprisonment for “gross 

indecency.” Around the time he wrote Pillar of Salt, he published his classic love letter to the modern 

city, Nueva grandeza mexicana, or “New Mexican grandeur”: no longer prowling for secret rites in 

clandestine corners, Novo refashioned himself as the modern flaneur in a metropolis of grand cafés and 

bustling streets. Six years later, he bought an abandoned chapel in Coyoacán and opened a cabaret with a 

private restaurant next door, earning renown as one of the city’s finest hosts and most accomplished 

gourmands: past his physical prime, he traded what Villaurrutia once described as his “gluttony for human 

flesh” for the ordinary kind. “He never shares Wilde’s love for lost causes,” writes Carlos Monsiváis. “He 

aligns himself with the cult of success.” He becomes, as Fabre framed it, “the loca who goes to jail and 

becomes the lover of the strongest person there.”  

As the years went on, awards and recognitions piled up. Novo became one of Mexico’s foremost scholars of 

Nahuatl, the indigenous language spoken by the Aztecs and those they’d conquered: his own peculiar form of 

nationalism. He also became one of Mexico’s best-paid writers; he once bragged that he had charged five 

hundred pesos (about twenty-five dollars at current values) per syllable for a sonnet written as ad copy for the 

beer company Modelo. He grew fat, wore heavy makeup, and never appeared without his wig. Formal, 

correct, and always too much, he dressed as though he was about to take the stage in a production 

of Victor/Victoria, under layers of drag so densely packed they crushed him into something as hard and tough 

and shiny as a diamond. 

And still, at no point did he use his success to stand by, with, or for younger queer people, to defend their 

right to a life of their own choosing, to give them a platform from which to publish or speak—a high crime 

against our contemporary notion of art as a vehicle for justice. By the time of Novo’s death, Mexico’s left had 

opened to sexual diversity, with writers like José Joaquín Blanco, Luis González de Alba, and Luis Zapata 

taking up the banner of literary queerness, often in an overtly politicized form more easily recognizable to 

modern sensibilities. Novo, until the day he died, stood only for himself, making impossible the inevitable, 

tedious question of how to separate the man from his work. Novo was the work, and that work was both 

indulgence and defiance, each for its own sake—gluttony of whatever kind and at whatever cost. A queer 

pursuit if ever there was one. 

  

IV. 
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As we finished lunch and made our way out into Plaza Garibaldi, Terry Holiday lamented the lack of 

historical sensibility among young people today, their ignorance not only of Novo but also of film icons and 

pop acts from bygone decades. Their blindness to the past, she suggested, stemmed from an inability to 

conceive of the future. “For these kids, they imagine that life ends at thirty.” She shrugged on a lightweight 

jacket. “And I guess I thought the same. I thought I’d retire at fifty, then fifty-five, then sixty—and here I 

am.”  

Fatalism is part of our queer inheritance, too, passed down from Wilde and Novo through Paris Is 

Burning and the worst of the AIDS crisis; it’s a disorder we now treat with bottles of Truvada, blue pills 

stamped with the pharmaceutical brand name Gilead: an Old Testament country, just like Sodom, but this 

time a place to flee to rather than from. We use the drug successfully as a prophylaxis against the plague of 

our forebears, but less reliably to treat the internalized belief that we, too, will shine bright and die and leave 

behind nothing but a flash of light—that we, like Novo, will look back and turn to salt.  

Increasingly, in many parts of the world, queer people are entitled to the emblems of permanence that 

traditionally mark human lives as worthwhile: we can marry, we can have children; we can, if we choose, live 

lives that look a lot like those of straight people. Yet Novo would almost certainly have seen such polite 

assimilation as a capitulation, not an achievement. He spent a lifetime fighting the suite of conservative ideals 

that we nauseously refer to as “family values”—as though all families were the same, as though only family 

mattered. He refused to participate in the excavation of a shared Mexican identity as its own kind of familial 

history, as towering figures like Paz and Juan Rulfo and Carlos Fuentes did throughout the second half of the 

twentieth century; he built his selfhood piece by piece, on the hedonistic pursuits of sex and food and power. 

He was no less proud than the revolutionaries were to identify as Mexican, but rather than treat his identity as 

a historical burden, he saw it as a space for play. His rejection of ideological purity feels to me like a 

celebration of Mexico’s own glorious impurity, a nation’s emergence in violence and destruction re-read as a 

transgressive history of mixed languages and bloodlines.  

None of this lends itself to easy mythmaking, much less to the creation of a literary legacy. And it’s true that 

Novo never produced a definitively great work in his lifetime: his poetry deteriorated; his prose became more 

prolific, remained graceful and witty and erudite, but never achieved deep insight. Since beginning to read 

him three years ago, I’ve often wondered if Paz wasn’t correct in his estimation that Novo never wrote a 

clumsy sentence but rarely wrote a profound one. The more I read, though, the more I see that Novo’s 

triumph had nothing to do with profundity. The narrative of early work evolving into great late works, of 

creativity’s value measured only by the sum of its products, frames writing as a kind of childbirth—family 

values in another guise.  

In the year since I turned thirty, countless people have asked me when I’ll get around to writing a book, in 

much the same tone they use to ask women my age when they plan to have children. The implication is that 

for my life to have value, I must produce something that offers the possibility of transcendence, and reading 

Novo has helped me formulate my answer: maybe never. Novo’s victory wasn’t merely in his sexual 

conquests and his insistence on making a place for himself in a political and cultural world that wanted 

nothing to do with people like him: it was also in the promiscuity of his work, its radical dispersion into an 

endless constellation of poetry and plays and articles and columns. He didn’t channel his energies toward the 

creation of a totem or a legacy. Instead, he dedicated himself to the creation of an I, a subjective self, then 

dispersed it freely around the city like a jungle cat marking its territory with scat, like a straight man 

scattering his seed.  
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In doing so, he left us an extraordinary document of his city’s queer world, what he affectionately calls “the 

fauna of the age”: men living well past the margins of propriety, their lives and exploits assiduously hidden 

from view. He brought them to light, claimed their experience of the city as equal to the pious official history 

painted by Rivera over the steps at the Palacio Nacional. He offered an alternative history, one that’s mine if I 

choose it, an inheritance of gluttony and excess and beauty, of inversion and subversion and ecstatic sin, 

recounted with an unstifled guttural laugh. His legacy, if he has one, is in the reminder that these are values 

too. Novo didn’t need an heir because he left his DNA everywhere, whether or not his descendants know his 

name.  

  

* 

  

In April 2019 I was invited to read some of Novo’s poems at a cabaret called El Cisne, or “the swan,” named 

after the Spanish restaurant that occupied the space in the 1920s and was supposedly frequented by Novo and 

the other anales. I opened the evening with several of Novo’s uproarious untitled sonnets, published near the 

end of his career in a limited-edition book called Sátira (Satire) that he circulated among friends. At the 

intermission, many people from the audience—largely artists and writers and performers, most of them 

queer—inquired about the poems. Many had heard of Novo, but almost none had read him, much less these 

particular poems, in which sex, treated with no more reverence than defecation, is the source of his most 

sublime jokes. 

The first poem I read that night begins, in Marguerite Feitlowitz’s translation, “What do I do in your 

absence?”  

I stare at your picture 

trying as best I can for consolation 

when I get hot, I introduce a finger 

in effigy of the plantain that I pine  

for. 

[…]  

Now with a sigh, now with a fart, 

praising the illusions of my  

painter’s art, 
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and the newfound talents of my  

finger. 

In the second poem (also, here, in the translation by Feitlowitz), Novo addresses a lover he has not seen since 

their distant youth. “We’ll find each other very strange / I slim, you fat,” he muses in a melancholic mode, as 

though shedding his old man’s skin and dipping, if only for a moment, into the sighing elegiac glory of his 

youth. “Sweetheart, suck in your paunch,” he writes. “I need to remove—my denture.” 

These poems, missives from the end of his life, are masterful, though they’re not the sort of work typically in 

the running for the status of masterpiece. If anything, they read as a joke on masterpieces, a bawdy hijacking 

of the form favored by Shakespeare and Donne in their odes to the beloved and the divine, the form brought 

to Mexico by monks, now tainted with the bathroom humor of the limerick. Novo left us no swan song, no 

magnum opus. Instead he left us poems stained and perfumed, as Paz and Fabre have both said, with shit: 

poems that reject romance but also shame and propriety and the dreadful restraints of morality. These last 

sonnets, Fabre writes, “don’t seek acceptance. Neither love. Only pleasure.” That was—it is—revolution 

enough. 

CONTRIBUTOR 

MS 

Michael Snyder is a freelance journalist based out of Mexico City, previously out of Mumbai. 

 

https://believermag.com/loca/ 

  

https://believermag.com/loca/
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Conspiracy theories: how belief is rooted in evolution – not ignorance 

Invited Researcher December 16, 2019 

The flat Earth conspiracy is becoming increasingly popular. Image: Elena Schweitzer 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/invited-researcher/
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/flat-earth-space-sun-moon-743886001
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Despite creative efforts to tackle it, belief in conspiracy theories, alternative facts and fake news show no sign 

of abating. This is clearly a huge problem, as seen when it comes to climate change, vaccines and expertise in 

general – with anti-scientific attitudes increasingly influencing politics. 

So why can’t we stop such views from spreading? My opinion is that we have failed to understand their root 

causes, often assuming it is down to ignorance. But new research, published in my book, Knowledge 

Resistance: How We Avoid Insight from Others, shows that the capacity to ignore valid facts has most likely 

had adaptive value throughout human evolution. Therefore, this capacity is in our genes today. Ultimately, 

realising this is our best bet to tackle the problem. 

Tyler Merbler/Flickr, CC BY-SA 

 

https://theconversation.com/british-governments-new-anti-fake-news-unit-has-been-tried-before-and-it-got-out-of-hand-90650
https://theconversation.com/why-people-believe-in-conspiracy-theories-and-how-to-change-their-minds-82514
https://theconversation.com/fake-news-has-always-existed-but-quality-journalism-has-a-history-of-survival-95615
https://theconversation.com/fake-news-has-always-existed-but-quality-journalism-has-a-history-of-survival-95615
https://theconversation.com/the-five-corrupt-pillars-of-climate-change-denial-122893
https://theconversation.com/infections-of-the-mind-why-anti-vaxxers-just-know-theyre-right-38926
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/11/trump-conspiracy-theories-ukraine/602728/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/gch2.201600008
https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9781526135209/
https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9781526135209/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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So far, public intellectuals have roughly made two core arguments about our post-truth world. The 

physician Hans Rosling and the psychologist Steven Pinker argue it has come about due to deficits in facts 

and reasoned thinking – and can therefore be sufficiently tackled with education. 

Meanwhile, Nobel Prize winner Richard Thaler and other behavioural economists have shown how the mere 

provision of more and better facts often lead already polarised groups to become even more polarised in their 

beliefs. 

The conclusion of Thaler is that humans are deeply irrational, operating with harmful biases. The best way to 

tackle it is therefore nudging – tricking our irrational brains – for instance by changing measles vaccination 

from an opt-in to a less burdensome opt-out choice. 

Such arguments have often resonated well with frustrated climate scientists, public health experts and agri-

scientists (complaining about GMO-opposers). Still, their solutions clearly remain insufficient for dealing 

with a fact-resisting, polarised society. 

Evolutionary pressures 

In my comprehensive study, I interviewed numerous eminent academics at the University of Oxford, London 

School of Economics and King’s College London, about their views. They were experts on social, economic 

and evolutionary sciences. I analysed their comments in the context of the latest findings on topics raging 

from the origin of humanity, climate change and vaccination to religion and gender differences. 

It became evident that much of knowledge resistance is better understood as a manifestation of social 

rationality. Essentially, humans are social animals; fitting into a group is what’s most important to us. Often, 

objective knowledge-seeking can help strengthen group bonding – such as when you prepare a well-

researched action plan for your colleagues at work. 

But when knowledge and group bonding don’t converge, we often prioritise fitting in over pursuing the most 

valid knowledge. In one large experiment, it turned out that both liberals and conservatives actively avoided 

having conversations with people of the other side on issues of drug policy, death penalty and gun ownership. 

This was the case even when they were offered a chance of winning money if they discussed with the other 

group. Avoiding the insights from opposing groups helped people dodge having to criticise the view of their 

own community. 

Similarly, if your community strongly opposes what an overwhelming part of science concludes about 

vaccination or climate change, you often unconsciously prioritise avoiding getting into conflicts about it. 

This is further backed up by research showing that the climate deniers who score the highest on scientific 

literacy tests are more confident than the average in that group that climate change isn’t happening – despite 

the evidence showing this is the case. And those among the climate concerned who score the highest on the 

same tests are more confident than the average in that group that climate change is happening. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/s?k=factfulness+by+hans+rosling&adgrpid=56009404754&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIlYr8sf2v5gIVhrHtCh1h2AMZEAAYASAAEgIzb_D_BwE&hvadid=259097690815&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9045997&hvnetw=g&hvpos=1t1&hvqmt=b&hvrand=2553973546742057395&hvtargid=kwd-429505407833&hydadcr=24434_1816120&tag=googhydr-21&ref=pd_sl_7ssdzetn2u_b
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/feb/14/enlightenment-now-steven-pinker-review
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/economic-sciences/2017/thaler/facts/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jul/04/misbehaving-making-behavioural-economics-richard-h-thaler-review-nudge
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2017.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2017.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate1547
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This logic of prioritising the means that get us accepted and secured in a group we respect is deep. Those 

among the earliest humans who weren’t prepared to share the beliefs of their community ran the risk of being 

distrusted and even excluded. 

And social exclusion was an enormous increased threat against survival – making them vulnerable to being 

killed by other groups, animals or by having no one to cooperate with. These early humans therefore had 

much lower chances of reproducing. It therefore seems fair to conclude that being prepared to resist 

knowledge and facts is an evolutionary, genetic adaptation of humans to the socially challenging life in 

hunter-gatherer societies. 

Today, we are part of many groups and internet networks, to be sure, and can in some sense “shop around” for 

new alliances if our old groups don’t like us. Still, humanity today shares the same binary mindset and strong 

drive to avoid being socially excluded as our ancestors who only knew about a few groups. The groups we are 

part of also help shape our identity, which can make it hard to change groups. Individuals who change groups 

and opinions constantly may also be less trusted, even among their new peers. 

In my research, I show how this matters when it comes to dealing with fact resistance. Ultimately, we need to 

take social aspects into account when communicating facts and arguments with various groups. This could be 

through using role models, new ways of framing problems, new rules and routines in our organisations and 

new types of scientific narratives that resonate with the intuitions and interests of more groups than our own. 

There are no quick fixes, of course. But if climate change were reframed from the liberal/leftist moral 

perspective of the need for global fairness to conservative perspectives of respect for the authority of the 

father land, the sacredness of God’s creation and the individual’s right not to have their life project 

jeopardised by climate change, this might resonate better with conservatives. 

If we take social factors into account, this would help us create new and more powerful ways to fight belief in 

conspiracy theories and fake news. I hope my approach will stimulate joint efforts of moving beyond disputes 

disguised as controversies over facts and into conversations about what often matters more deeply to us as 

social beings.  

  

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Original article. 

written by 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/16/conspiracy-theories-how-belief-is-rooted-in-evolution-not-

ignorance/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%

28Mapping+Ignorance%29 

  

https://doi.org/10.1038/srep42010
http://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/conspiracy-theories-how-belief-is-rooted-in-evolution-not-ignorance-128803
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/16/conspiracy-theories-how-belief-is-rooted-in-evolution-not-ignorance/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/16/conspiracy-theories-how-belief-is-rooted-in-evolution-not-ignorance/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/16/conspiracy-theories-how-belief-is-rooted-in-evolution-not-ignorance/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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What doctors know about lingering symptoms of coronavirus 
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Geoffrey McKillop (front) with his partner Nicola Dallet McConaghie as they left the hospital where he was 

discharged after surviving coronavirus. Liam McBurney/PA Images via Getty Images 

With over 2 million cases in the U.S. since the coronavirus pandemic began in late December, there are now 

many people who have recovered from COVID-19. At the same, there have been reports of people who 

continue to have long-term side effects from the infection. I am a professor and physician and I specialize in 

infectious diseases of adults. I not only care for patients with bacterial, parasitic and viral infections - 

including COVID-19 – but actively teach and perform research into diseases that infectious pathogens cause. 

Here I offer a summary of what is known today about recovering from COVID-19 – and where there are 

important gaps in our knowledge. Much of this information, which has been gleaned from studies that began 

after the 2003 SARS outbreak, is important for those recovering and their family and friends who should 

know what to anticipate. 

Confusion or the post-intensive care syndrome 

In the most seriously ill patients who receive care in the ICU, there is a substantial risk of delirium. Delirium 

is characterized by confusion, difficulty in paying attention, reduced awareness of person, place and time, and 

even the inability to interact with others. 

https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/geoffrey-mckillop-with-his-partner-nicola-dallet-mcconaghie-news-photo/1213058444?adppopup=true
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/coronavirus-us-cases.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/06/covid-19-coronavirus-longterm-symptoms-months/612679/
https://uvahealth.com/findadoctor/profile/william-petri
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Delirium is not a specific complication of COVID-19 but unfortunately is a common complication of ICU 

care. Risk factors in addition to being in the ICU include advanced age and pre-existing illness. Some 

studies say as many as 75% of patients treated in the ICU experience delirium. The problem is not only with 

confusion during the hospitalization, but for months after. For example, at three and nine months after 

discharge many of those who recovered still had difficulty with short-term memory, the ability to comprehend 

written and spoken words and to learn new things. Some even had difficulty knowing where they were and 

what today’s date was. And, executive function scores were significantly worse in those who had suffered 

from delirium. 

Physicians are dedicating considerable effort to reduce delirium in patients in the ICU. Approaches that may 

help include reducing the use of sedatives, repeated reorientation of the patient to date, time and location, 

early mobilization, noise reduction and cognitive stimulation. 

Lungs – will there be chronic shortness of breath? 

The most severely ill patients with COVID-19 often suffer from pneumonia and acute respiratory distress 

syndrome, or ARDS, while ill. Doctors have not followed patients who have recovered from the new 

coronavirus long enough to know if there will be long-term problems with breathing. 

However, a study of health care workers in China who contracted SARS, caused by the SARS-CoV 

coronavirus which circulated during the 2003 outbreak, are reassuring. Lung damage (measured by interstitial 

changes seen on CT scans of the lung and pulmonary function test results) mostly healed within two years 

after the illness. 

Smell and taste 

Most patients with COVID-19 experience a loss of taste and or smell. Only a quarter of patients had noted 

some improvement in a week’s time, but by 10 days most patients had recovered. 

Post-infection fatigue syndrome 

While again it may be too early to tell, in the case of the original SARS outbreak almost half of survivors 

interviewed more than three years after recovery complained of fatigue. 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention criteria for diagnosis of the chronic fatigue syndrome were 

met in a quarter of COVID-19 patients. It will likely be important to target mental health interventions to 

COVID-19 survivors to help them deal with a prolonged convalescence characterized by fatigue. 

Blood clots 

Blood clots may arise in up to a fourth of critically ill COVID-19 patients. Blood clots can cause serious long-

term complications if the clots break loose from blood vessels and migrate to the lung and cause a pulmonary 

embolism or go to the brain and cause a stroke. 

http://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1301372
http://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1301372
http://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1301372
http://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMra1208705
https://theconversation.com/exercise-may-help-reduce-risk-of-deadly-covid-19-complication-ards-136922
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41413-020-0084-5
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41413-020-0084-5
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-smell-and-taste-how-is-covid-19-different-from-other-respiratory-diseases-139543
https://doi.org/10.1177/0194599820922992
http://doi.org/10.1001/archinternmed.2009.384
http://doi.org/10.1001/archinternmed.2009.384
https://www.cdc.gov/me-cfs/symptoms-diagnosis/index.html
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.thromres.2020.04.013
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/venous-thromboembolism
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/venous-thromboembolism


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

75 

To prevent blot clots, physicians are now instituting blood thinners prophylactically when there is a rise in the 

concentration of the D-dimer, which is a fragment of fibrin – a protein that makes blood clot. 

Heart 

In one study, inflammation of the heart muscle, called myocarditis or cardiomyopathy, was observed in a third 

of severely ill COVID-19 patients. Arrhythmias – an irregular heartbeat – are also seen. It is not known if this 

is due to direct infection of the heart or secondary to the stress caused by the inflammatory response to this 

infection. 

Most importantly, the long-term consequences in survivors are not understood. 

Diabetes 

Diabetics are at increased risk of severe COVID-19, which may in part be attributable to an overreaction from 

immune response to the infection. 

But the COVID-19 and diabetes interaction may go in the other direction as well. Elevations in glucose are 

seen in severe cases of COVID-19 in some patients who do not have a prior history of diabetes. Because the 

virus interacts with the angiotensin-converting enzyme 2, or ACE2, on human cells, it is plausible that 

changes in ACE2 activity could be one cause of diabetes in patients with the new coronavirus. In any case, it 

will be important long-term to follow up. 

The bottom line is that the new coronavirus infection has profound effects on many different organ systems in 

the body. The good news is that we expect that the damage caused by COVID-19 will heal in the vast 

majority of patients. However, it is important to appreciate that some long-term conditions can be anticipated, 

and prevented or managed to benefit patients. 

https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-

141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%20

2%202020%20-

%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%2

0-

%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus 
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https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus
https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus
https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus
https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus
https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus
https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus
https://theconversation.com/what-doctors-know-about-lingering-symptoms-of-coronavirus-141029?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20July%202%202020%20-%201667216061+Version+A+CID_ec9e2b7dd6dca3201d9fde5f1583a363&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=What%20doctors%20know%20about%20lingering%20symptoms%20of%20coronavirus


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

76 

A Coward 

by Edith Wharton 

 

"My daughter Irene," said Mrs. Carstyle (she made it rhyme with tureen), "has had no social advantages; but 

if Mr. Carstyle had chosen--" she paused significantly and looked at the shabby sofa on the opposite side of 

the fire-place as though it had been Mr. Carstyle. Vibart was glad that it was not. 

Mrs. Carstyle was one of the women who make refinement vulgar. She invariably spoke of her husband 

as Mr. Carstyle and, though she had but one daughter, was always careful to designate the young lady by 

name. At luncheon she had talked a great deal of elevating influences and ideals, and had fluctuated between 

apologies for the overdone mutton and affected surprise that the bewildered maid-servant should have 

forgotten to serve the coffee and liqueurs as usual. 

Vibart was almost sorry that he had come. Miss Carstyle was still beautiful--almost as beautiful as when, two 

days earlier, against the leafy background of a June garden-party, he had seen her for the first time--but her 

mother's expositions and elucidations cheapened her beauty as sign-posts vulgarize a woodland solitude. Mrs. 

Carstyle's eye was perpetually plying between her daughter and Vibart, like an empty cab in quest of a fare. 

Miss Carstyle, the young man decided, was the kind of girl whose surroundings rub off on her; or was it 

rather that Mrs. Carstyle's idiosyncrasies were of a nature to color every one within reach? Vibart, looking 

across the table as this consolatory alternative occurred to him, was sure that they had not colored Mr. 

Carstyle; but that, perhaps, was only because they had bleached him instead. Mr. Carstyle was quite colorless; 

it would have been impossible to guess his native tint. His wife's qualities, if they had affected him at all, had 

acted negatively. He did not apologize for the mutton, and he wandered off after luncheon without pretending 

to wait for the diurnal coffee and liqueurs; while the few remarks that he had contributed to the conversation 

during the meal had not been in the direction of abstract conceptions of life. As he strayed away, with his 

vague oblique step, and the stoop that suggested the habit of dodging missiles, Vibart, who was still in the age 

of formulas, found himself wondering what life could be worth to a man who had evidently resigned himself 

to travelling with his back to the wind; so that Mrs. Carstyle's allusion to her daughter's lack of advantages 

(imparted while Irene searched the house for an undiscoverable cigarette) had an appositeness unintended by 

the speaker. 

"If Mr. Carstyle had chosen," that lady repeated, "we might have had our city home" (she never used so small 

a word as town) "and Ireen could have mixed in the society to which I myself was accustomed at her age." 

Her sigh pointed unmistakably to a past when young men had come to luncheon to see her. 

The sigh led Vibart to look at her, and the look led him to the unwelcome conclusion that Irene "took after" 

her mother. It was certainly not from the sapless paternal stock that the girl had drawn her warm bloom: Mrs. 

Carstyle had contributed the high lights to the picture. 

Mrs. Carstyle caught his look and appropriated it with the complacency of a vicarious beauty. She was quite 

aware of the value of her appearance as guaranteeing Irene's development into a fine woman. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edith-wharton
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"But perhaps," she continued, taking up the thread of her explanation, "you have heard of Mr. Carstyle's 

extraordinary hallucination. Mr. Carstyle knows that I call it so--as I tell him, it is the most charitable view to 

take." 

She looked coldly at the threadbare sofa and indulgently at the young man who filled a corner of it. 

"You may think it odd, Mr. Vibart, that I should take you into my confidence in this way after so short an 

acquaintance, but somehow I can't help regarding you as a friend already. I believe in those intuitive 

sympathies, don't you? They have never misled me--" her lids drooped retrospectively--"and besides, I always 

tell Mr. Carstyle that on this point I will have no false pretences. Where truth is concerned I am inexorable, 

and I consider it my duty to let our friends know that our restricted way of living is due entirely to choice--to 

Mr. Carstyle's choice. When I married Mr. Carstyle it was with the expectation of living in New York and of 

keeping my carriage; and there is no reason for our not doing so--there is no reason, Mr. Vibart, why my 

daughter Ireen should have been denied the intellectual advantages of foreign travel. I wish that to be 

understood. It is owing to her father's deliberate choice that Ireen and I have been imprisoned in the narrow 

limits of Millbrook society. For myself I do not complain. If Mr. Carstyle chooses to place others before his 

wife it is not for his wife to repine. His course may be noble--Quixotic; I do not allow myself to pronounce 

judgment on it, though others have thought that in sacrificing his own family to strangers he was violating the 

most sacred obligations of domestic life. This is the opinion of my pastor and of other valued friends; but, as I 

have always told them, for myself I make no claims. Where my daughter Ireen is concerned it is different--" 

It was a relief to Vibart when, at this point, Mrs. Carstyle's discharge of her duty was cut short by her 

daughter's reappearance. Irene had been unable to find a cigarette for Mr. Vibart, and her mother, with 

beaming irrelevance, suggested that in that case she had better show him the garden. 

The Carstyle house stood but a few yards back from the brick-paved Millbrook street, and the garden was a 

very small place, unless measured, as Mrs. Carstyle probably intended that it should be, by the extent of her 

daughter's charms. These were so considerable that Vibart walked back and forward half a dozen times 

between the porch and the gate, before he discovered the limitations of the Carstyle domain. It was not till 

Irene had accused him of being sarcastic and had confided in him that "the girls" were furious with her for 

letting him talk to her so long at his aunt's garden-party, that he awoke to the exiguity of his surroundings; and 

then it was with a touch of irritation that he noticed Mr. Carstyle's inconspicuous profile bent above a 

newspaper in one of the lower windows. Vibart had an idea that Mr. Carstyle, while ostensibly reading the 

paper, had kept count of the number of times that his daughter had led her companion up and down between 

the syringa-bushes; and for some undefinable reason he resented Mr. Carstyle's unperturbed observation more 

than his wife's zealous self-effacement. To a man who is trying to please a pretty girl there are moments when 

the proximity of an impartial spectator is more disconcerting than the most obvious connivance; and 

something about Mr. Carstyle's expression conveyed his good-humored indifference to Irene's processes. 

When the garden-gate closed behind Vibart he had become aware that his preoccupation with the Carstyles 

had shifted its centre from the daughter to the father; but he was accustomed to such emotional surprises, and 

skilled in seizing any compensations they might offer. 

II 
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The Carstyles belonged to the all-the-year-round Millbrook of paper-mills, cable-cars, brick pavements and 

church sociables, while Mrs. Vance, the aunt with whom Vibart lived, was an ornament of the summer colony 

whose big country-houses dotted the surrounding hills. Mrs. Vance had, however, no difficulty in appeasing 

the curiosity which Mrs. Carstyle's enigmatic utterances had aroused in the young man. Mrs. Carstyle's 

relentless veracity vented itself mainly on the "summer people," as they were called: she did not propose that 

any one within ten miles of Millbrook should keep a carriage without knowing that she was entitled to keep 

one too. Mrs. Vance remarked with a sigh that Mrs. Carstyle's annual demand to have her position understood 

came in as punctually as the taxes and the water- rates. 

"My dear, it's simply this: when Andrew Carstyle married her years ago-- Heaven knows why he did; he's one 

of the Albany Carstyles, you know, and she was a daughter of old Deacon Ash of South Millbrook--well, 

when he married her he had a tidy little income, and I suppose the bride expected to set up an establishment in 

New York and be hand-in-glove with the whole Carstyle clan. But whether he was ashamed of her from the 

first, or for some other unexplained reason, he bought a country-place and settled down here for life. For a 

few years they lived comfortably enough, and she had plenty of smart clothes, and drove about in a victoria 

calling on the summer people. Then, when the beautiful Irene was about ten years old, Mr. Carstyle's only 

brother died, and it turned out that he had made away with a lot of trust-property. It was a horrid business: 

over three hundred thousand dollars were gone, and of course most of it had belonged to widows and orphans. 

As soon as the facts were made known, Andrew Carstyle announced that he would pay back what his brother 

had stolen. He sold his country-place and his wife's carriage, and they moved to the little house they live in 

now. Mr. Carstyle's income is probably not as large as his wife would like to have it thought, and though I'm 

told he puts aside, a good part of it every year to pay off his brother's obligations, I fancy the debt won't be 

discharged for some time to come. To help things along he opened a law office--he had studied law in his 

youth--but though he is said to be clever I hear that he has very little to do. People are afraid of him: he's too 

dry and quiet. Nobody believes in a man who doesn't believe in himself, and Mr. Carstyle always seems to be 

winking at you through a slit in his professional manner. People don't like it--his wife doesn't like it. I believe 

she would have accepted the sacrifice of the country-place and the carriage if he had struck an attitude and 

talked about doing his duty. It was his regarding the whole thing as a matter of course that exasperated her. 

What is the use of doing something difficult in a way that makes it look perfectly easy? I feel sorry for Mrs. 

Carstyle. She's lost her house and her carriage, and she hasn't been allowed to be heroic." 

Vibart had listened attentively. 

"I wonder what Miss Carstyle thinks of it?" he mused. 

Mrs. Vance looked at him with a tentative smile. "I wonder what you think of Miss Carstyle?" she returned, 

His answer reassured her. 

"I think she takes after her mother," he said. 

"Ah," cried his aunt cheerfully, "then I needn't write to your mother, and I can have Irene at all my parties!" 

Miss Carstyle was an important factor in the restricted social combinations of a Millbrook hostess. A local 

beauty is always a useful addition to a Saturday-to-Monday house-party, and the beautiful Irene was served 
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up as a perennial novelty to the jaded guests of the summer colony. As Vibart's aunt remarked, she was 

perfect till she became playful, and she never became playful till the third day. 

Under these conditions, it was natural that Vibart should see a good deal of the young lady, and before he was 

aware of it he had drifted into the anomalous position of paying court to the daughter in order to ingratiate 

himself with the father. Miss Carstyle was beautiful, Vibart was young, and the days were long in his aunt's 

spacious and distinguished house; but it was really the desire to know something more of Mr. Carstyle that led 

the young man to partake so often of that gentleman's overdone mutton. Vibart's imagination had been 

touched by the discovery that this little huddled-up man, instead of travelling with the wind, was persistently 

facing a domestic gale of considerable velocity. That he should have paid off his brother's debt at one stroke 

was to the young man a conceivable feat; but that he should go on methodically and uninterruptedly 

accumulating the needed amount, under the perpetual accusation of Irene's inadequate frocks and Mrs. 

Carstyle's apologies for the mutton, seemed to Vibart proof of unexampled heroism. Mr. Carstyle was as 

inaccessible as the average American parent, and led a life so detached from the preoccupations of his 

womankind that Vibart had some difficulty in fixing his attention. To Mr. Carstyle, Vibart was simply the 

inevitable young man who had been hanging about the house ever since Irene had left school; and Vibart's 

efforts to differentiate himself from this enamored abstraction were hampered by Mrs. Carstyle's cheerful 

assumption that he was the young man, and by Irene's frank appropriation of his visits. 

In this extremity he suddenly observed a slight but significant change in the manner of the two ladies. Irene, 

instead of charging him with being sarcastic and horrid, and declaring herself unable to believe a word he 

said, began to receive his remarks with the impersonal smile which he had seen her accord to the married men 

of his aunt's house-parties; while Mrs. Carstyle, talking over his head to an invisible but evidently sympathetic 

and intelligent listener, debated the propriety of Irene's accepting an invitation to spend the month of August 

at Narragansett. When Vibart, rashly trespassing on the rights of this unseen oracle, remarked that a few 

weeks at the seashore would make a delightful change for Miss Carstyle, the ladies looked at him and then 

laughed. 

It was at this point that Vibart, for the first time, found himself observed by Mr. Carstyle. They were grouped 

about the debris of a luncheon which had ended precipitously with veal stew (Mrs. Carstyle explaining that 

poor cooks always failed with their sweet dish when there was company) and Mr. Carstyle, his hands thrust in 

his pockets, his lean baggy-coated shoulders pressed against his chair-back, sat contemplating his guest with a 

smile of unmistakable approval. When Vibart caught his eye the smile vanished, and Mr. Carstyle, dropping 

his glasses from the bridge of his thin nose, looked out of the window with the expression of a man 

determined to prove an alibi. But Vibart was sure of the smile: it had established, between his host and 

himself, a complicity which Mr. Carstyle's attempted evasion served only to confirm. 

On the strength of this incident Vibart, a few days later, called at Mr. Carstyle's office. Ostensibly, the young 

man had come to ask, on his aunt's behalf, some question on a point at issue between herself and the 

Millbrook telephone company; but his purpose in offering to perform the errand had been the hope of taking 

up his intercourse with Mr. Carstyle where that gentleman's smile had left it. Vibart was not disappointed. In a 

dingy office, with a single window looking out on a blank wall, he found Mr. Carstyle, in an alpaca coat, 

reading Montaigne. 
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It evidently did not occur to him that Vibart had come on business, and the warmth of his welcome gave the 

young man a sense of furnishing the last word in a conjugal argument in which, for once, Mr. Carstyle had 

come off triumphant. 

The legal question disposed of, Vibart reverted to Montaigne: had Mr. Carstyle seen young So-and-so's 

volume of essays? There was one on Montaigne that had a decided flavor: the point of view was curious. 

Vibart was surprised to find that Mr. Carstyle had heard of young So-and-so. Clever young men are given to 

thinking that their elders have never got beyond Macaulay; but Mr. Carstyle seemed sufficiently familiar with 

recent literature not to take it too seriously. He accepted Vibart's offer of young So-and-so's volume, 

admitting that his own library was not exactly up-to-date. 

Vibart went away musing. The next day he came back with the volume of essays. It seemed to be tacitly 

understood that he was to call at the office when he wished to see Mr. Carstyle, whose legal engagements did 

not seriously interfere with the pursuit of literature. 

For a week or ten days Mrs. Carstyle, in Vibart's presence, continued to take counsel with her unseen adviser 

on the subject of her daughter's visit to Narragansett. Once or twice Irene dropped her impersonal smile to tax 

Vibart with not caring whether she went or not; and Mrs. Carstyle seized a moment of tete-a-tete to confide in 

him that the dear child hated the idea of leaving, and was going only because her friend Mrs. Higby would not 

let her off. Of course, if it had not been for Mr. Carstyle's peculiarities they would have had their own seaside 

home--at Newport, probably: Mrs. Carstyle preferred the tone of Newport--and Irene would not have been 

dependent on the charity of her friends; but as it was, they must be thankful for small mercies, and Mrs. 

Higby was certainly very kind in her way, and had a charming social position--for Narragansett. 

These confidences, however, were soon superseded by an exchange, between mother and daughter, of 

increasingly frequent allusions to the delights of Narragansett, the popularity of Mrs. Higby, and the jolliness 

of her house; with an occasional reference on Mrs. Carstyle's part to the probability of Hewlett Bain's being 

there as usual--hadn't Irene heard from Mrs. Higby that he was to be there? Upon this note Miss Carstyle at 

length departed, leaving Vibart to the undisputed enjoyment of her father's company. 

Vibart had at no time a keen taste for the summer joys of Millbrook, and the family obligation which, for 

several months of the year, kept him at his aunt's side (Mrs. Vance was a childless widow and he filled the 

onerous post of favorite nephew) gave a sense of compulsion to the light occupations that chequered his 

leisure. Mrs. Vance, who fancied herself lonely when he was away, was too much engaged with notes, 

telegrams and arriving and departing guests, to do more than breathlessly smile upon his presence, or implore 

him to take the dullest girl of the party for a drive (and would he go by way of Millbrook, like a dear, and stop 

at the market to ask why the lobsters hadn't come?); and the house itself, and the guests who came and went in 

it like people rushing through a railway- station, offered no points of repose to his thoughts. Some houses are 

companions in themselves: the walls, the book-shelves, the very chairs and tables, have the qualities of a 

sympathetic mind; but Mrs. Vance's interior was as impersonal as the setting of a classic drama. 

These conditions made Vibart cultivate an assiduous exchange of books between himself and Mr. Carstyle. 

The young man went down almost daily to the little house in the town, where Mrs. Carstyle, who had now an 

air of receiving him in curl-papers, and of not always immediately distinguishing him from the piano-tuner, 

made no effort to detain him on his way to her husband's study. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

81 

III 

Now and then, at the close of one of Vibart's visits, Mr. Carstyle put on a mildewed Panama hat and 

accompanied the young man for a mile or two on his way home. The road to Mrs. Vance's lay through one of 

the most amiable suburbs of Millbrook, and Mr. Carstyle, walking with his slow uneager step, his hat pushed 

back, and his stick dragging behind him, seemed to take a philosophic pleasure in the aspect of the trim lawns 

and opulent gardens. 

Vibart could never induce his companion to prolong his walk as far as Mrs. Vance's drawing-room; but one 

afternoon, when the distant hills lay blue beyond the twilight of overarching elms, the two men strolled on 

into the country past that lady's hospitable gateposts. 

It was a still day, the road was deserted, and every sound came sharply through the air. Mr. Carstyle was in 

the midst of a disquisition on Diderot, when he raised his head and stood still. 

"What's that?" he said. "Listen!" 

Vibart listened and heard a distant storm of hoof-beats. A moment later, a buggy drawn by a pair of trotters 

swung round the turn of the road. It was about thirty yards off, coming toward them at full speed. The man 

who drove was leaning forward with outstretched arms; beside him sat a girl. 

Suddenly Vibart saw Mr. Carstyle jump into the middle of the road, in front of the buggy. He stood there 

immovable, his arms extended, his legs apart, in an attitude of indomitable resistance. Almost at the same 

moment Vibart realized that the man in the buggy had his horses in hand. 

"They're not running!" Vibart shouted, springing into the road and catching Mr. Carstyle's alpaca sleeve. The 

older man looked around vaguely: he seemed dazed. 

"Come away, sir, come away!" cried Vibart, gripping his arm. The buggy swept past them, and Mr. Carstyle 

stood in the dust gazing after it. 

At length he drew out his handkerchief and wiped his forehead. He was very pale and Vibart noticed that his 

hand shook. 

"That was a close call, sir, wasn't it? I suppose you thought they were running." 

"Yes," said Mr. Carstyle slowly, "I thought they were running." 

"It certainly looked like it for a minute. Let's sit down, shall we? I feel rather breathless myself." 

Vibart saw that his friend could hardly stand. They seated themselves on a tree-trunk by the roadside, and Mr. 

Carstyle continued to wipe his forehead in silence. 

At length he turned to Vibart and said abruptly: 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

82 

"I made straight for the middle of the road, didn't I? If there had been a runaway I should have stopped it?" 

Vibart looked at him in surprise. 

"You would have tried to, undoubtedly, unless I'd had time to drag you away." 

Mr. Carstyle straightened his narrow shoulders. 

"There was no hesitation, at all events? I--I showed no signs of--avoiding it?" 

"I should say not, sir; it was I who funked it for you." 

Mr. Carstyle was silent: his head had dropped forward and he looked like an old man. 

"It was just my cursed luck again!" he exclaimed suddenly in a loud voice. 

For a moment Vibart thought that he was wandering; but he raised his head and went on speaking in more 

natural tones. 

"I daresay I appeared ridiculous enough to you just now, eh? Perhaps you saw all along that the horses weren't 

running? Your eyes are younger than mine; and then you're not always looking out for runaways, as I am. Do 

you know that in thirty years I've never seen a runaway?" 

"You're fortunate," said Vibart, still bewildered. 

"Fortunate? Good God, man, I've prayed to see one: not a runaway especially, but any bad accident; anything 

that endangered people's lives. There are accidents happening all the time all over the world; why shouldn't I 

ever come across one? It's not for want of trying! At one time I used to haunt the theatres in the hope of a fire: 

fires in theatres are so apt to be fatal. Well, will you believe it? I was in the Brooklyn theatre the night before 

it burned down; I left the old Madison Square Garden half an hour before the walls fell in. And it's the same 

way with street accidents--I always miss them; I'm always just too late. Last year there was a boy knocked 

down by a cable-car at our corner; I got to my gate just as they were carrying him off on a stretcher. And so it 

goes. If anybody else had been walking along this road, those horses would have been running away. And 

there was a girl in the buggy, too--a mere child!" 

Mr. Carstyle's head sank again. 

"You're wondering what this means," he began after another pause. "I was a little confused for a moment--

must have seemed incoherent." His voice cleared and he made an effort to straighten himself. "Well, I was a 

damned coward once and I've been trying to live it down ever since." 

Vibart looked at him incredulously and Mr. Carstyle caught the look with a smile. 
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"Why not? Do I look like a Hercules?" He held up his loose-skinned hand and shrunken wrist. "Not built for 

the part, certainly; but that doesn't count, of course. Man's unconquerable soul, and all the rest of it ... well, I 

was a coward every inch of me, body and soul." 

He paused and glanced up and down the road. There was no one in sight. 

"It happened when I was a young chap just out of college. I was travelling round the world with another 

youngster of my own age and an older man-- Charles Meriton--who has since made a name for himself. You 

may have heard of him." 

"Meriton, the archaeologist? The man who discovered those ruined African cities the other day?" 

"That's the man. He was a college tutor then, and my father, who had known him since he was a boy, and who 

had a very high opinion of him, had asked him to make the tour with us. We both--my friend Collis and I--had 

an immense admiration for Meriton. He was just the fellow to excite a boy's enthusiasm: cool, quick, 

imperturbable--the kind of man whose hand is always on the hilt of action. His explorations had led him into 

all sorts of tight places, and he'd shown an extraordinary combination of calculating patience and reckless 

courage. He never talked about his doings; we picked them up from various people on our journey. He'd been 

everywhere, he knew everybody, and everybody had something stirring to tell about him. I daresay this 

account of the man sounds exaggerated; perhaps it is; I've never seen him since; but at that time he seemed to 

me a tremendous fellow--a kind of scientific Ajax. He was a capital travelling-companion, at any rate: good-

tempered, cheerful, easily amused, with none of the been-there-before superiority so irritating to youngsters. 

He made us feel as though it were all as new to him as to us: he never chilled our enthusiasms or took the 

bloom off our surprises. There was nobody else whose good opinion I cared as much about: he was the 

biggest thing in sight. 

"On the way home Collis broke down with diphtheria. We were in the Mediterranean, cruising about the 

Sporades in a felucca. He was taken ill at Chios. The attack came on suddenly and we were afraid to run the 

risk of taking him back to Athens in the felucca. We established ourselves in the inn at Chios and there the 

poor fellow lay for weeks. Luckily there was a fairly good doctor on the island and we sent to Athens for a 

sister to help with the nursing. Poor Collis was desperately bad: the diphtheria was followed by partial 

paralysis. The doctor assured us that the danger was past; he would gradually regain the use of his limbs; but 

his recovery would be slow. The sister encouraged us too--she had seen such cases before; and he certainly 

did improve a shade each day. Meriton and I had taken turns with the sister in nursing him, but after the 

paralysis had set in there wasn't much to do, and there was nothing to prevent Meriton's leaving us for a day 

or two. He had received word from some place on the coast of Asia Minor that a remarkable tomb had been 

discovered somewhere in the interior; he had not been willing to take us there, as the journey was not a 

particularly safe one; but now that we were tied up at Chios there seemed no reason why he shouldn't go and 

take a look at the place. The expedition would not take more than three days; Collis was convalescent; the 

doctor and nurse assured us that there was no cause for uneasiness; and so Meriton started off one evening at 

sunset. I walked down to the quay with him and saw him rowed off to the felucca. I would have given a good 

deal to be going with him; the prospect of danger allured me. 

"'You'll see that Collis is never left alone, won't you?' he shouted back to me as the boat pulled out into the 

harbor; I remembered I rather resented the suggestion. 
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"I walked back to the inn and went to bed: the nurse sat up with Collis at night. The next morning I relieved 

her at the usual hour. It was a sultry day with a queer coppery-looking sky; the air was stifling. In the middle 

of the day the nurse came to take my place while I dined; when I went back to Collis's room she said she 

would go out for a breath of air. 

"I sat down by Collis's bed and began to fan him with the fan the sister had been using. The heat made him 

uneasy and I turned him over in bed, for he was still helpless: the whole of his right side was numb. Presently 

he fell asleep and I went to the window and sat looking down on the hot deserted square, with a bunch of 

donkeys and their drivers asleep in the shade of the convent-wall across the way. I remember noticing the blue 

beads about the donkeys' necks.... Were you ever in an earthquake? No? I'd never been in one either. It's an 

indescribable sensation ... there's a Day of Judgment feeling in the air. It began with the donkeys waking up 

and trembling; I noticed that and thought it queer. Then the drivers jumped up--I saw the terror in their faces. 

Then a roar.... I remember noticing a big black crack in the convent-wall opposite--a zig-zag crack, like a 

flash of lightning in a wood-cut.... I thought of that, too, at the time; then all the bells in the place began to 

ring--it made a fearful discord.... I saw people rushing across the square ... the air was full of crashing noises. 

The floor went down under me in a sickening way and then jumped back and pitched me to the ceiling ... but 

where was the ceiling? And the door? I said to myself: We're two stories up--the stairs are just wide enough 

for one.... I gave one glance at Collis: he was lying in bed, wide awake, looking straight at me. I ran. 

Something struck me on the head as I bolted downstairs--I kept on running. I suppose the knock I got dazed 

me, for I don't remember much of anything till I found myself in a vineyard a mile from the town. I was 

roused by the warm blood running down my nose and heard myself explaining to Meriton exactly how it had 

happened.... 

"When I crawled back to the town they told me that all the houses near the inn were in ruins and that a dozen 

people had been killed. Collis was among them, of course. The ceiling had come down on him." 

Mr. Carstyle wiped his forehead. Vibart sat looking away from him. 

"Two days later Meriton came back. I began to tell him the story, but he interrupted me. 

"'There was no one with him at the time, then? You'd left him alone?' 

"'No, he wasn't alone.' 

"'Who was with him? You said the sister was out.' 

"'I was with him.' 

"'You were with him?' 

"I shall never forget Meriton's look. I believe I had meant to explain, to accuse myself, to shout out my agony 

of soul; but I saw the uselessness of it. A door had been shut between us. Neither of us spoke another word. 

He was very kind to me on the way home; he looked after me in a motherly way that was a good deal harder 

to stand than his open contempt. I saw the man was honestly trying to pity me; but it was no good--he simply 

couldn't." 
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Mr. Carstyle rose slowly, with a certain stiffness. 

"Shall we turn toward home? Perhaps I'm keeping you." 

They walked on a few steps in silence; then he spoke again. 

"That business altered my whole life. Of course I oughtn't to have allowed it to--that was another form of 

cowardice. But I saw myself only with Meriton's eyes--it is one of the worst miseries of youth that one is 

always trying to be somebody else. I had meant to be a Meriton--I saw I'd better go home and study law.... 

"It's a childish fancy, a survival of the primitive savage, if you like; but from that hour to this I've hankered 

day and night for a chance to retrieve myself, to set myself right with the man I meant to be. I want to prove 

to that man that it was all an accident--an unaccountable deviation from my normal instincts; that having once 

been a coward doesn't mean that a man's cowardly... and I can't, I can't!" 

Mr. Carstyle's tone had passed insensibly from agitation to irony. He had got back to his usual objective 

stand-point. 

"Why, I'm a perfect olive-branch," he concluded, with his dry indulgent laugh; "the very babies stop crying at 

my approach--I carry a sort of millennium about with me--I'd make my fortune as an agent of the Peace 

Society. I shall go to the grave leaving that other man unconvinced!" 

Vibart walked back with him to Millbrook. On her doorstep they met Mrs. Carstyle, flushed and feathered, 

with a card-case and dusty boots. 

"I don't ask you in," she said plaintively, to Vibart, "because I can't answer for the food this evening. My 

maid-of-all-work tells me that she's going to a ball--which is more than I've done in years! And besides, it 

would be cruel to ask you to spend such a hot evening in our stuffy little house--the air is so much cooler at 

Mrs. Vance's. Remember me to Mrs. Vance, please, and tell her how sorry I am that I can no longer include 

her in my round of visits. When I had my carriage I saw the people I liked, but now that I have to walk, my 

social opportunities are more limited. I was not obliged to do my visiting on foot when I was younger, and my 

doctor tells me that to persons accustomed to a carriage no exercise is more injurious than walking." 

She glanced at her husband with a smile of unforgiving sweetness. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edith-wharton/short-story/a-coward 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edith-wharton/short-story/a-coward
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VIA GRAND CENTRAL PUBLISHING 

How Ramona Quimby Taught a Generation of Girls to Embrace Brashness 

Rachel Vorona Cote on Having the Right to Be 'Too Much' 

By Rachel Vorona Cote 

 

February 24, 2020 

Plucky heroines abound across Anglo and American children’s literature, yet their own struggles with 

gendered strictures and the trajectories of their comings-of-age often present conflicting narratives. Perhaps 

one of the most uncompromising—and uncompromised—children’s heroines from the twentieth century is 

Pippi Longstocking, literary creation of Swedish writer Astrid Lindgren. Disgusted by the ways in which 

adults “browbeat” and “trampled on” their children, she dreamed up Pippi, “the strongest girl in the world,” in 

the winter of 1941. Her daughter, Karin, seven years old at the time, was confined to her bed with pneumonia, 

and yearning for entertainment. By 1945, the first book, named for the titular character, was published to great 

acclaim, although one reviewer, aghast, referred to Pippi as “psychotic.” 

Certainly Lindgren’s character would have been unconventional in any case, but she is all the more 

extraordinary for her femaleness. Like Anne Shirley of L. M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables, her 

plaited hair blazes a combustible red— though, unlike Anne, she is perfectly content with her appearance. She 

https://www.grandcentralpublishing.com/titles/rachel-vorona-cote/too-much/9781538729700/
https://lithub.com/author/rachel-vorona-cote/
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wears her freckles proudly and is offended by beauty products vowing to eliminate them. And she wields 

wild, magical strength—she can easily lift a horse—although she adheres to a code of pacifism. The child of a 

mother who died when she was a baby and a ship captain father who is lost at sea, Pippi lives alone with a pet 

monkey, and she resists with vivacity adults’ attempts to corral her into conventional childhood activities. 

For instance, she refuses to attend school, eludes those who would toss her into foster care, and she goes to 

bed whenever she pleases (she also drinks coffee). It’s a staggeringly solitary life for a nine-year-old, but 

Pippi isn’t frightened: “Don’t you worry about me,” she assures everyone who indicates solicitude. “I’ll 

always come out on top.” Although Lindgren never referred to herself as a feminist per se, Pippi’s staunch 

independence, and her gusto for life, one lived entirely according to her own calibrations, reveals a 

progressive interpretation of gender that remains relatively conspicuous even today. Pippi’s disinclination 

toward conformity and her disinterest in yielding to the crush of adult authority posits a little girl’s entitlement 

to disrupt—not because she harbors some precocious agenda, but because she demands the right to be fully 

herself, fully too much. 

In 1955, Ramona Quimby, a near American cousin of Pippi Longstocking, tumbled into the picture, all 

scraped knees and exuberant doodles. She and her creator, author Beverly Cleary, united with Pippi and 

Lindgren in literary confederation, bright beacons for little girls who have been variously told they are too 

much: too loud or pesky or hyperactive. Upon a cursory read, it might be tempting to describe Ramona as 

mischievous, but Cleary herself has protested against this accusation, and with good reason. Ramona loves the 

world with ferocity; she does not so much want to disturb it as she yearns to discover, to turn it over, examine 

every piece and crook and marvel at why each creature, commodity, and substance exists the way it does. 

“She was a girl who could not wait. Life was so interesting she had to find out what happened next,” explains 

Cleary in Ramona the Pest. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

But when put in practice, Ramona’s philosophy stirs controversy, and all too frequently the intrepid heroine 

contends with indictments of her disposition. Her demure, long-suffering older sister, Beatrice— dubbed 

“Beezus” by Ramona when she is learning to speak— lobs them at her regularly. “Beezus felt that the biggest 

trouble with four-year-old Ramona was that she was just plain exasperating,” writes Cleary at the start of the 

series’ first book, Beezus and Ramona. “If Ramona drank lemonade through a straw, she blew into the straw 

as hard as she could to see what would happen. If she played with her finger paints in the front yard, she 

wiped her hands on the neighbors’ cat.” 

But as we quickly understand, Beezus is not the enemy. Focalizing Beezus and Ramona through Beezus’s 

perspective—when Ramona is still in preschool—prompts us to empathize with the aggrieved older sister, the 

girl who is steadied by rules and orderliness and placid afternoons stitching potholders. Beezus struggles to 

comprehend how Ramona, whom she dearly loves, could be so defiantly opposed to convention. 

And yet, Ramona, whose family lives in the working-class Pacific Northwest, does not eschew gender and 

behavioral norms out of calculated defiance, but rather out of disbelief that metrics of femininity and 

propriety could matter in the grand scheme of things. It would be vastly oversimplifying to refer to Ramona as 

a tomboy; she nurtures crushes on classmates and wants a pair of gleaming red galoshes that match the ones 

worn by other girls in her kindergarten class. But most crucially, Ramona is dissatisfied by the template for 
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any childhood that doesn’t accommodate her brash exuberance, or that would compel her to assimilate into 

the status quo. 

Two of Ramona’s most prickling fears are impossibly intertwined: first, that her affection for all those most 

important to her goes unrequited, and second, that she cannot be loved for precisely who she is—impetuous, 

temperamental, profoundly sensitive, and, yes, a little bit of a show-off. Her fondness, once coaxed, thumps 

ardently from her staunch and earnest heart. However irksome her family might be, she is both fiercely proud 

and protective of them. She intuits threads of kindness stitched inside the grimy cheeks of playground boys—

the infamous “yard apes.” 

If Ramona senses that her impulses are not always compatible with suburban niceties, she refuses to diminish 

herself. 

She idolizes her kindergarten and third grade teachers, Miss Binney and Miss Whaley, respectively, and 

registers their mentorship as maternity—the schema she knows best. But teachers, Ramona learns, cannot 

love with the exclusivity of a parent. Miss Binney in particular breaks Ramona’s heart again and again when 

she lavishes praise on other students, especially those whose personalities contrast sharply with Ramona’s 

own rough-and-tumble demeanor—the prim, smug Susan, for instance, who lacks the bona fide sweetness of 

her similarly aggravating forebear, Simple Susan, but who also knows the benefits to performing docility. 

Even if Ramona were capable of such a masquerade, she would reject it on principle. And she is disconsolate 

when beloved Miss Binney resorts to harsher methods of discipline in an effort to teach Ramona the necessity 

of boundaries (is it really her fault if Simple Susan 2.0 has “boing boing curls” that are every moment 

pleading to be pulled?). 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

It’s in the atmosphere, our disdain for too muchness, and Ramona absorbs it, recognizing in her quivering 

little bones that this quality propels her and that sometimes it leads her astray. But if Ramona senses that her 

impulses are not always compatible with suburban niceties, she refuses to diminish herself. Her character is 

not a problem to be solved. She demands that those who comprise her universe bear witness to her tangled, 

wild yearnings—and, what’s more, that they embrace her for them. 

She cried harder than she ever had cried in her life. She cried until she was limp and exhausted. 

Then Ramona felt her mother’s hand on her back. “Ramona,” she said gently, “what are we going to do with 

you?” 

With red eyes, a swollen face, and a streaming nose, Ramona sat up and glared at her mother. “Love me!” Her 

voice was fierce with hurt. Shocked at her own words, she buried her face in the pillow. She had no tears left. 

Ramona is devastated by her first grade progress report, in which her well-meaning but aseptic teacher notates 

her lack of self-control, and her mother’s subsequent remark that she “must try to grow up.” She interprets 

these criticisms as a larger condemnation of her person. And we can easily understand her position. Although 

readers are meant to empathize with those who are baffled by Ramona—like her teacher, the pedestrian Mrs. 

Griggs—and although Ramona, like most children, neglects to consider the impact of her every action, Cleary 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

89 

never leaves us in doubt of Ramona’s singularly queasy fit within a society that can oftentimes feel tight and 

chafing. With the same instinct that directs her antics, Ramona understands that the world does not anticipate 

her full-throttle vivacity and that, as such, it does not always appreciate her. 

Nonetheless, she does not ask to be loved; like Jane Eyre she demands it, and she doesn’t question her due as 

a person stumbling through a bewildering world. Her tear-filled imperative—love me—is fraught with the 

barbs of growing pains, but it is assertive. It is, moreover, analogous to what she asks of herself. 

For the first time Ramona looked into her very own mirror in her very own room. She saw a stranger, a girl 

with red eyes and a puffy, tearstained face, who did not look at all the way Ramona pictured herself. Ramona 

thought of herself as the kind of girl everyone should like, but this girl . . . 

Ramona scowled, and the girl scowled back. Ramona managed a small smile. So did the girl. Ramona felt 

better. She wanted the girl in the mirror to like her. 

This moment of self-recognition follows on the heels of a furious outburst at school, where Ramona, upon 

realizing the horrid Susan has copied her artwork, destroys it and her own as well. Ramona’s young sense of 

self turns on the conviction that she is inimitable: consequently, Susan’s offense—the illegitimate invocation 

of sameness—stirs in Ramona an aversion so extreme as to be indecipherable, especially to adults like Mrs. 

Griggs. But Ramona does not always attempt to explain, to usher along those who cannot easily empathize 

with her decisions. After all, for the duration of Ramona the Brave, she is only six years old, and she assumes, 

in confident hastiness, that even if she is misunderstood, she need not account for herself. 

[pullqute]To this day, a little girl’s too muchness is not a right, but a privileged exception typically reserved 

for white, able-bodied heroines. [/pullquote] 

Because exuberant little girls are so often compelled to demystify their emotions and the behaviors motivated 

by them, Ramona’s tendency to act and then delay the debriefing satisfies our ache of recognition. Yet, as 

Ramona peers at her reflection, damp and flush, it’s clear that she is rarely served well by this approach. Too 

Much little girls like Ramona, the fortunate ones, anyway, learn a flinty lesson—that their self-preservation 

demands near-saintly patience with a world disinclined to accommodate them. Cleary’s heroine must learn 

how to negotiate with the Griggses of the world, who would prefer it if she returned to her seat, folded her 

hands, and emulated the youthful femininity of her sister, Beezus, and even the dreaded Susan. Ramona’s first 

duty is to the little girl in the mirror, and Cleary suggests that she will, as she grows older, devise ways to live 

in the brash, loud way she relishes—in the way that feels truest—without always being so handily diminished. 

But she will struggle in this endeavor. There is never a guarantee that Ramona the Brave—the Ramona who 

demands every day to exist according to her own metrics, whose dedication to self-honesty will not permit her 

to behave as anything other than her instinctual self—will ever be regarded as anything but a pest. 

To this day, a little girl’s too muchness is not a right, but a privileged exception typically reserved for white, 

able-bodied heroines. Ramona Quimby remains an exemplar of young, girlish empowerment not only because 

of Cleary’s literary perceptiveness, but also because the ranks of Too Much girls have hardly thickened, even 

if the atmosphere has softened. We no longer languish beneath the oppressive virtue of a thousand Simple 

Susans, thank goodness. We’ve slogged to the lip of Wonderland’s inhospitable terrain, in which Lewis 

Carroll’s Alice—adventuresome, inquisitive, but ultimately marked by authorial neuroses—ambles through a 
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punishing world devised to clip at her fluctuating body. Nor do our heroines suffer like young Jane Eyre when 

they screw their courage to the sticking place and speak truth to power. From her first years at Hogwarts, J. K. 

Rowling’s famous heroine, Hermione Granger—intellectually nimble, earnest without apology, and rarely 

intimidated—demands attention from even her most bullying professors. She raises her hand in class 

whenever she knows the answer (she always knows the answer), and the series’ titular hero, Harry Potter, 

would be royally fucked a dozen times over without Hermione’s steady guidance, which, of course, Harry and 

Ron bemoan as bossiness. 

Charlotte Brontë’s heroines, sometimes churlish, but stridently devoted to a trusted few, are granted—perhaps 

unexpectedly—an emotional afterlife in Katniss Everdeen of Suzanne Collins’s Hunger Games trilogy. An 

arrow-slinging misanthrope, she, like Jane Eyre and Hermione, would sooner sacrifice herself than submit 

those she loves to suffering. After all, Katniss loves so few people. She is flinty and withholding, Lucy 

Snowe—the tricksy, taciturn heroine of Brontë’s Villette— as a dystopian action hero, and Collins doesn’t 

shield her young readers from the scorch of trauma that sears brain and body like a torch blazing in her 

abdomen. Of the contemporary young heroines we know best, Katniss supplies evidence that little girls in 

pain can still be warriors—that, indeed, they may be the ones to save us. 

These are formidable characters, but they nonetheless comprise paltry offerings. Disney, the same animation 

behemoth that offered us Cinderella, Snow White, and even Alice in Wonderland, together with Pixar, 

brought us the aforementioned Merida, who, unlike her fellow champion Mulan, doesn’t pursue 

conventionally masculine pursuits as an extreme means to an end. On the contrary, she heaves against the 

strictures imposed upon a Scottish princess and prefers wild adventures with her bow and arrow—the weapon 

of choice, it seems, for the atypical female character who is still intended to attract readers and audiences with 

her grace and beauty. Merida’s too muchness is signified in the film by her ebullient and meandering red 

curls, but even Anne Shirley would have resigned herself to life as a redhead if she had such a wealth of 

sinuous locks. 

By far, Moana is the studio’s greatest achievement, and the most trenchant marker of its evolution, with a 

courageous, keen, and splendidly silly titular character who flourishes throughout her coming-of-age hero’s 

journey. In fact, before Moana embarks on her sea voyage, she is trained carefully by her parents to inherit 

rule of the Polynesian island without the explicit support of a companion. There is no dispute over Moana’s 

gender presentation: the film’s central interpersonal conflict resides in her desire for a more expansive life 

than the one she’s offered: she is yet another precocious, bighearted girl who wants too much and cannot 

resist the tidal pull of exploration. 

And as for characters like Arya Stark, from George R. R. Martin’s Game of Thrones, or Eleven from 

Netflix’s Stranger Things, they are little girls who are not precisely written for children—of course, neither 

was Jane Eyre. Maisie Williams’s interpretation of Arya, angry but maniacally focused, is revelatory, but 

HBO’s adaptation of Martin’s novel would be difficult to digest for young girls (it would have been—and still 

is—for me, anyway). But these characters have been brought into the fold; they are there, waiting, when 

today’s little girls search beyond Hermione and Ramona and Moana. They await together with Jane, plain-

faced and stouthearted, seething in the gnarled face of injustice. And when they encounter Eleven, whose 

bounteous power surges from her wellspring of emotion—in marked contrast with Alice, who suffers in a 

deluge born from her tear ducts—perhaps they will not say, as we did, “Thank goodness.” As Wonderland 

recedes into the distance—its punishing and confounding landscape melting at the horizon—the view 
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brightens, and what we are owed becomes ever clearer. Perhaps instead they will nod and remark, “Of 

course.” 

 

Excerpted from Too Much: How Victorian Constraints Still Bind Women Today. Copyright © 2020 by 

Rachel Vorona Cote. Reprinted with permission of Grand Central Publishing. All rights reserved. 

Anne of Green GablesAnne ShirleyArya StarkBeverly ClearyGrand Central PublishingMoanaPippi 

LongstockingRachel Vorona CoteRamona QuimbyToo Much 

 

Rachel Vorona Cote 

Rachel Vorona Cote is a writer living in Takoma Park, MD. She has written for many venues, including 

the New Republic, Rolling Stone, Poetry Foundation, Catapult, and various other venues. She was previously 

a contributor at Jezebel. Her first book, Too Much: How Victorian Constraints Still Bind Women Today, is 

forthcoming from Grand Central Publishing. Find her on Twitter here: @RVoronaCote. 
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Meet the bots documenting our existential dread, one tweet at a time 

By Jay Castello 

This article is part of 'An Optimist's Guide to the End of the World,' a collection of stories aimed at 

disproving the idea that humanity is doomed. 

It will be at least 3000 years until radiation returns to safe levels around Chernobyl. In the meantime, you can 

follow along on Twitter, thanks to the helpful bot @ChernobylStatus. 

The bot automatically posts twice a day, sharing the progress of nuclear half-life in and around the former 

power plant (which is currently being threatened by wildfires). There’s just one problem – it’s very slow 

progress. 

As a point of comparison, 3000 years ago iron was a fancy new technology spreading through Europe and 

Asia. Or take it from the bot itself: since it first posted in November 2018, the scale has moved from 1.09% to 

1.13%. (At the time of writing, but it’s unlikely to have gone much further no matter when you’re reading 

this.) In any person’s lifetime they might expect it to get 3% further, if they’re lucky. 

It may be the dumbest thing I’ve ever created - Brian Moore 

But, of course, this is really the point, demonstrating just how long-lived the impact of the nuclear disaster 

will be. Chernobyl Status emphasizes this in its design, too. For example, I rounded those numbers to a couple 

of decimal places: the bot uses 10. Above the number is a long bar, comically underfilled. 

https://www.mic.com/optimists-guide-to-sustainability
https://twitter.com/chernobylstatus
https://www.mic.com/p/a-forest-fire-is-currently-burning-near-chernobyl-what-will-happen-if-it-gets-there-22811922
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“It may be the dumbest thing I’ve ever created,” says the bot’s owner, Brian Moore. He’s worked on a huge 

variety of projects based on world events before and since Chernobyl Status, the latest being a machine 

learning program that uses your webcam to alert you when you touch your face, created in the early days of 

the coronavirus outbreak. Several of them are other Twitter bots, including one that applies the golden 

ratio over an assortment of pictures and another that splices the “record scratch” trope to randomly selected 

YouTube videos. 

 

Chernobyl Status@chernobylstatus 

CHERNOBYL IS CURRENTLY 

█▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒

▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒ 

1.13308610361% SAFE 

Moore created Chernobyl Status on a whim after reading an article on just how long it would take radiation 

levels to come down. “It was the simplest way to get [the timescale] across,” he says. As evidenced by his 

previous work, the bot-making community covers all kinds of subjects, from whimsical to weighty. 

Those focusing on human impact on the planet are only a small segment, but cover a variety of subjects from 

different angles. Some are artistic projects, like the ASCII art demonstrations of cities being submerged by 

predicted rising sea levels that packed 100 years of change into 100 tweets between 2014 and 2018. Others 

are created by climate scientists themselves, like Aslak Grinsted’s Daily Glacier Bot, which showcases the 

rate of melting by comparing two side-to-side aerial photographs of the same spot. Some simply present data 

drawn from publicly available websites. @NuclearTrains, for example, will let you know where the UK’s 

nuclear waste is traveling at any given moment. Hourly Energy Bot randomly selects an area of the US power 

grid and demonstrates its energy sources, be they coal or hydroelectric power. Whether created by hobbyists 

or professionals they tend to slot right in among the rest of followers’ timelines, making use of Twitter’s short 

snippets of info and decorating themselves with emoji. 

 

 

The Hurricane Bot@TheHurricaneBot 

 

#Jeruto April 15, 2020 1200h UTC 

https://donottouchyourface.com/
https://twitter.com/goldenratiobot
https://twitter.com/goldenratiobot
https://twitter.com/freezeframebot
https://twitter.com/chernobylstatus
https://twitter.com/chernobylstatus
https://twitter.com/100yearsrising
https://twitter.com/dailyglacier
https://twitter.com/NuclearTrains
https://twitter.com/BotHourly
https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot
https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Jeruto?src=hash
https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot/status/1250514705069887488
https://twitter.com/chernobylstatus
https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot
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See The Hurricane Bot's other Tweets 

 

Another is Hurricane Bot, created by Kevin Pluck. Pluck, along with artist Marlo Garnsworthy, is part of 

Pixel Movers and Makers. The pair aim to better communicate the notoriously difficult-to-explain science of 

how the climate is changing. For example, it’s difficult to picture the Antarctic’s loss of 3 trillion tons of ice 

until you see it laid over New York City. 

They offer up work for all kinds of purposes, including professional websites and articles, but can also be 

contracted to make other bots. Pluck says that Twitter is a great platform for getting this kind of visualisation 

across “because of its open nature.” 

 

https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot
https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot
https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4_pS_89tL0
https://twitter.com/TheHurricaneBot/status/1250514705069887488
https://twitter.com/dailyglacier
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Daily Glacier Bot @dailyglacier 

 

https://twitter.com/dailyglacier
https://twitter.com/dailyglacier
https://twitter.com/dailyglacier/status/1251558255941218304
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A glacier 1985-2017, Qikiqtaaluk Region, Nunavut, Canada 

https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-

glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&

Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType

=0&EndDate=-

9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionn

ame=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_nam

e=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N

&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-

04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&Bgn

Date=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 … 

GIF: https://home.glaciology.net/dailyglacier/G288975E70706N.gif … 

 

See Daily Glacier Bot 's other Tweets 

 

Hurricane Bot plots both observations and predictions about major storms. (It shouldn’t, the page emphasises, 

be used for emergency planning.) Pluck says he was inspired by seeing similar animations. “I wanted to see 

more and spent some time hunting down the data sources and thought I'd see if I could do something similar. 

After finding out how often the data updated, I knew I had to make a bot out of it. So, after a few evenings of 

head scratching, The Hurricane Bot posted its first tweet last September and has posted nearly 800 hurricane 

reports since then.” 

Like Moore, he originally made the bot on a whim, for his own entertainment. “I made it for me, and I would 

have been happy just to see the output myself,” he says, “but because Twitter is such an open environment, 

it’s very easy to share my personal interest with the world.” 

 

https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://www.glaciology.net/2017/daily-glacier/?Form=0&Status=0&anigif=G288975E70706N.gif&Area=12.599&CenLat=70.7062&Zmax=1361&Connect=0&unicodeflag=%F0%9F%87%A8%F0%9F%87%A6&video=G288975E70706N.mp4&TermType=0&EndDate=-9999999&Zmed=924&Zmin=226&productid2=LC08_L1TP_024010_20170805_20170812_01_T1&regionname=Qikiqtaaluk+Region%2C+Nunavut%2C+Canada&Lmax=7957&Surging=9&Aspect=61&friendly_name=A+glacier&productid1=LT05_L1TP_024010_19850813_20170219_01_T1&GLIMSId=G288975E70706N&Slope=16.6&CenLon=-71.0247&RGIId=RGI60-04.03163&O1Region=4&images=G288975E70706N_1.png%2CG288975E70706N_2.png&Name=nan&BgnDate=20040902&Linkages=9&O2Region=5 …
https://t.co/QCz7bpZaI6
https://twitter.com/dailyglacier
https://twitter.com/dailyglacier
https://twitter.com/savagedata/status/909818032012144640?s=20
https://twitter.com/dailyglacier
https://twitter.com/NuclearTrains
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A nuclear waste train has departed Crewe depot en route to Sellafield 

http://www.realtimetrains.co.uk/train/H40111/2020/04/21/advanced …  

 

See Nuclear Trains's other Tweets 

 

This is a typical attitude among those who create Twitter bots, no matter the purpose. An investigation by 

curation site BotWiki found that most aren’t really looking for a massive followership for their bots. So a 

project like Hurricane Bot gathering a few hundred followers is perfectly aligned with its ambition — to 

simply find a few others like Pluck who are curious to see the data. The open atmosphere of Twitter means 

that people who are interested are quite happy to see a gif of a hurricane spinning across the ocean 

sandwiched between breaking news and food pics. 

Promote health. Save lives. Serve the vulnerable. Visit who.int 

But Chernobyl Bot has attracted much more attention – more than any of the other bots Moore has created. “I 

wouldn’t think that anybody would want constant updates,” he says. “Turns out [more than] 40,000 people 

do.” 

Chernobyl Status@chernobylstatus 

 

CHERNOBYL IS CURRENTLY 

█▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒

▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒ 

1.10000307465% SAFE 

 

He says that he doesn’t quite know why it’s so popular. “I definitely saw a spike when the HBO 

show Chernobyl came out, but besides that, it’s grown for an unknown reason,” he says. “Perhaps people are 

obsessed with the potential of nuclear holocaust?” 

https://t.co/6zTyhuJ4Im
https://twitter.com/NuclearTrains
https://twitter.com/NuclearTrains
https://botwiki.org/blog/most-popular-twitter-bots-most-followers/
https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N1297696.3675797TEADS.COM/B24079047.272003249;dc_trk_aid=466771834;dc_trk_cid=131592044;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=
https://twitter.com/chernobylstatus
https://twitter.com/chernobylstatus
https://twitter.com/chernobylstatus
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Chernobyl does have a certain draw thanks to its fame, but there’s another key difference between Moore’s 

bot and those focused on climate change: Moore’s shows forward progress, no matter how slow. Twitter is 

always a real-time manifestation cramming as much of the present moment onto one screen as possible. For 

tens of thousands of people, that includes the fact that Chernobyl is now 0.0001% closer to being fit for 

human habitation again. And they seem to be cheerful about it – to Moore’s surprise, when the meter ticked 

over to 1.1%, dozens of people celebrated in the replies. It’s now Chernobyl Status’s pinned Tweet, capturing 

where we’re at as the percentage builds toward two, even if we can’t even begin to imagine where we’ll be 

when it approaches 100. 

https://www.mic.com/p/meet-the-bots-documenting-our-existential-dread-one-tweet-at-a-time-

22835908?utm_campaign=mic&utm_source=sendgrid&utm_medium=email 

  

https://www.mic.com/p/meet-the-bots-documenting-our-existential-dread-one-tweet-at-a-time-22835908?utm_campaign=mic&utm_source=sendgrid&utm_medium=email
https://www.mic.com/p/meet-the-bots-documenting-our-existential-dread-one-tweet-at-a-time-22835908?utm_campaign=mic&utm_source=sendgrid&utm_medium=email
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Shayla Lawson: All of Us Came from the Same Root 

The poet and essayist Shayla Lawson, author of This Is Major, talks about the meaning of race, Black History 

Month, and her love for Lizzo. 

Shayla Lawson 

 Photo by Kareem Black 

By: Hope Reese 

 “Black women have always had limits set upon what they should be—how big, how sexy, how successful, 

how accommodating, how black,” essayist Shayla Lawson writes in This Is Major: Notes on Diana Ross, 

Dark Girls & Being Dope. 

In this essay collection, Lawson delves into everything from bias in artificial intelligence to being on Tinder 

as a black woman to what cultural icons like Diana Ross mean for black women (the title, “This Is Major,” 

refers to Ross and others like her). This Is Major explores how black women have been shaped by—and 

overcome—cultural expectations. 

https://www.kareemblack.com/
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/hope-reese/
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HarperCollins 

Previously a poet, Lawson has experimented with various ways to tell a story. And before earning her MFA, 

she spent six years as an architect because of her “interest in telling a story,” she told me, where she learned 

“the importance of having clear definitions of what we wanted to say.” As an essayist, Lawson plays around 

with structure, including essays that look like charts, and others that have been built in the form of plays, or 

that are heavily footnoted. 

Lawson has published three books—I Think I’m Ready to See Frank Ocean, A Speed Education in Human 

Being, and Pantone—and is currently teaching a collaborative course called “Poetry with Friends” at 

Amherst. I talked to her on the phone from her apartment in New York. We discussed Black History Month, 

the n-word, and Lizzo, among other subjects. 

Here is our conversation, edited for length and clarity. 

Hope Reese: Before writing essays, you focused on poetry. In a 2018 interview, you said that “poets are 

really good about taking the sentiment of the time and figuring out a way to distill it.” What do you 

think is the best medium for distilling our current era? 

https://medium.com/@lehomebodi/poet-shayla-lawson-on-writing-frank-ocean-inspired-poetry-eb0a0d8e965e
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Shayla Lawson: I’m writing essays. I think a lot of poets need to, and are, moving into essays as a genre. 

Cathy Park Hong’s book just came out recently. I think things switched for me post-election, four years ago, 

and it switched for a lot of poets. We needed an expansion. People who were marginalized were getting lost in 

the details. In the things people felt could be erased. In this very cliffnotes-society, in this very abbreviated, 

annotated society, I think more poets are continuing to be responsible for the fact that we might need our 

voices to take on larger spaces. 

In one of your essays, you bring up the expectation for black women to show up to work and prove 

themselves—as “magical priestesses.” Has this expectation affected you personally, in your work as a 

professor? 

I definitely see this among women of color. This is something that people of color have always known: that 

we need to present ourselves in ways that are exceptional in order for us to prove that we have the basic 

human rights to be in the same space as white people. 

A heavy amount of the expectation is put on people of color—this is something I’m up against in my 

pedagogy. Coming out of west coast corporate, I wrote campaigns for Nike and Google. The mode of dress 

was very different from what I was used to. [If you] showed up for work impeccably dressed in that field, it 

was looked at as you not knowing what you were doing. This is extending to the creative Millennial world—if 

you have to show up in a suit, it’s because you’re not the boss. You have something to prove. 
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That hasn’t extended necessarily to the academic world. But a lot of my reason for teaching creative writing is 

to teach students how to manage the fact that when they go out in the world, their bosses are going to be 

millennials—and millennials have a very different philosophical approach to what it means to be successful, 

and a lot of that comes from startup culture. I teach in an oversized Adidas sweatshirt. I do it intentionally, 

because they have to get used to somebody who looks like me, wearing clothes that black people have been 

stereotyped or arrested for, being their boss. That is the way the world is moving. It’s an adjustment for them.  

You see it as a problem, during Black History Month, when educators are assigning black students, for 

instance, to write reports on important black figures. Why do you view this as problematic? And do 

you see a better way to teach students about black achievements? 
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I’m not speaking to Black History Month. But what often happens to black children is that if you go to school 

in an environment where you’re one of the only black students, a teacher will think they’re doing you a 

service by handing you a name of a black person and saying “you go study this.” 

“Why do we assume that there are just a handful of people of color that we can talk about?” 

In your question, I ask: Why would we need to deal with black achievements, black contributions, black 

history, by relegating them to the margin? Who does that serve? In what way does it serve a black student to 

feel emboldened to say: “Here, I’m going to give you a report on this because it represents me?” Why does it 

become an issue that this can only be represented by this kind of person? The thing that I think is better, is: In 

the stories we’re communicating as part of history, why do we assume that the way to do it is to say that there 

are just a handful of people of color that we can talk about? And then why are we saying that the only way 

they can be talked about is by handing them over to people who they “represent,” so we can make them feel 

comfortable? 

When I was in 4th grade, my friend was [assigned to write] a report of Muhammad Ali as the only black male 

in the class. Why wouldn’t you give that to a white person? What does it do except further marginalize the 

story to say that the only way we can talk about this is to hand it off to one person that this applies to? We’ve 

done far too much for this country for that to be the way that we’re treated. 

You write about white supremacy, saying that even you were “becoming a white supremacist.” How 

did you mean this? And as our country becomes increasingly polarized and we see white supremacy on 

the rise, how should we think about the term? 

I’m not redefining white supremacy. As a poet and a scholar, as someone who works with language, the 

construction of the conversation is saying that white people are more important than everybody else. Why is 

this a concept that we would want to uphold? 

When you ask: what is the way we should be looking at it? I would ask why is it a system that we continue to 

maintain has value? By saying that “white supremacy is just these people over here”—what pops into my 

mind is how big this whole Tiger documentary [Tiger King] has been in the United States, while all of us are 

sequestered in our houses, and videos have been circulating of the “Tiger King,” Joe Exotic, caught on 

camera asking why he can’t use the n-word—because black people are using it all the time. That’s what we 

associate with white supremacy—why are we not looking at white supremacy from zero, where we create this 

definition that white people exist? 

Because whiteness doesn’t really exist. We’ve created it so that a group of people can feel superior. So that 

they can feel supreme. Anyone who goes through the educational system in America, especially if you’re not 

affiliated with an education rooted in the idea of having conversations about any marginalized population—

we’re all being indoctrinated in white supremacy. It’s in television, it’s in religion, it’s where people can live, 

it’s who is allowed what jobs, it’s how we decide what our children can be named—to make it easier for them 

to get jobs. 

When you ask that question, I don’t know where your metric is for where white supremacy starts. That’s what 

we need to change. As soon as we move it to the people who are going out burning tiki torches, and the 
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people who are still asking why they can’t say the n-word, we’ve gone too far into the level of extremism that 

we’re never going to get out of. 

Sojourner Truth’s quote, “Ain’t I a Woman?” was originally written in proper english, as “I am a 

woman’s rights”—but later translated to this famous version. What are the implications of this kind of 

rewriting of history? 

That was something my students taught me! It’s one of the things I love about being a teacher—a shout out to 

Amherst College. The first thing I did was go into the bat cave of archives, went to the library, and found a 

copy of the original newspaper, and what was printed there. I went online and read that Sojourner Truth, and 

the person who republished the speech, an abolitionist, worked hand-in-hand to make sure it was translated 

the way she said it. But 12 years later, another woman came in, a white woman, and “translated” it—she felt 

that the voice didn’t carry, because it was written in standard, academic english. That was the way Sojourner 

Truth spoke. But the woman couldn’t believe that was a way to communicate the speech of slaves. 

“We’re still dealing with a culture in which we don’t believe that slaves read or had complex thoughts.” 

What’s interesting about that was that she was right. We wouldn’t pay the same attention that we do to that as 

a sound byte if it wasn’t communicated to us in the minstrel black english that we’ve come to expect. The 

idea that Sojourner Truth would be educated enough is still a concept that we’re very removed from. I also 

looked at how often, when it came to slaves’ autobiographies or memoirs, it was reiterated that it was written 

by the slave or in the slaves’ language. Even in Frederick Douglas’s biography, it said something to that effect 

in the title. 

We’re still dealing with a culture in which we don’t believe that slaves read or had complex thoughts. Or had 

an ability to associate that what was happening to them was completely abhorrent. We have to think of 

Sojourner Truth in this way—the only way of communicating her personhood was “Ain’t I a woman?” as 

opposed to “I am a woman’s rights.” We still have a hard time synthesizing that. This is the version of a story 

we continue to accept. 

The n-word is “America’s baby,” and “still in adolescence,” you argue. Can you talk about where we 

are in the history of that word, and what you see as its trajectory? 

The n-word does not have a long history. We’re using words that have been around thousands of years. We 

don’t have a more evolved relationship to the word than an adolescent. If we take the English language 100 

years out from now, we will have a more evolved relationship—in the same way that there are a lot of racial 

slurs that have not continued to carry, or if you hear someone bring it back, it feels like they are resurrecting 

something from the past. To the point that it becomes painful, but also comical. For instance: If someone 

called me a “tart,” I would find it quaint. They would be meaning to insult me, but I would think, “really? 

You have to resurrect an Oscar Wilde-style insult in order to insult me?” The n-word is too present. It’s too 

near. 

It’s got to get boring before it loses its power, and the only way to do that is to let it live out its life 

expectancy. I’m trying to map out a way that can potentially do that in a way that’s a little bit more respectful. 

Who that word belongs to—which, to me is still definitively white culture—but then who it has been imparted 
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upon—which is, writ large, black culture. This is a word that has been used to humiliate black people, to hurt 

us. So, how do all of us allow black people to deal with many generations of language as trauma, and how do 

we allow that healing to happen in a way that is capacious? 

You write that, “no matter how we represent ourselves as we rebuild and repair, our blackness is still 

in its infancy, its weakest state.” What do you mean by this? 

It goes back to: Why is it important to see whiteness as a construct? That is that whiteness doesn’t exist—all 

of us came from the same root. We all come from Africa. And yet, in America, we define a small percentage 

of the population as black. We have decided that black has to do with skin color, but then there are whole 

swaths of the population that are removed from this definition because they might speak a different language 

or they might be black and Latinx at the same time. Or they might be dark-skinned and Southeast Asian. So 

what are we talking about when we talk about black? There is a longstanding legacy of darker skinned people. 

The version of blackness that we’re talking about is a way of categorizing a very specific group of people as 

subhuman because they are descendants of slavery. We continue to apply that definition to people who come 

to America, who might not come from that same historical root. This definition of what blackness is is new. 

It’s only been around a few hundred years. We’ve been around for so much longer than that, but we haven’t 

been talking about each other in this particular way. I’m not saying there wasn’t racism—but what we defined 

as blackness in America, that only represents eight to ten percent of the population, is very new. 

Lizzo, the pop star, is now a cultural icon. Does she break the mold of what we expect Black women 

should do or look like? How does she—or doesn’t she—fit our expectations? 

I love Lizzo. She is not breaking the expectations of black women. I mean this in the proudest sense. We have 

always expected ourselves to be exceptional. We have always loved our bodies. We had to love our bodies in 

a way that other people have not, because of the fact that they define what is loveable based on a particular 

size, a particular color, a particular body shape—and we’ve never fit in. We’ve always had a multitudinous 

relationship to ourselves and what we can do. Lizzo is major in the way that I define major throughout the 

book. She’s not an atypical black woman, she’s a prototypical black woman. 

Majority culture wants to feel sorry for us. You want to look at someone like Lizzo and say: “Isn’t it great that 

she’s being accepted?” by the fact that she’s fat, and she’s dark skinned, and she spent a good portion of her 

career living out of her car. But we’ve been doing that for fucking ever. And have still loved ourselves and 

still managed to create things in spite of the fact that people look at those things as something that we’ve 

overcome. As opposed to the things we knew as black women. The places we’ve been relegated to. 

At the same time, being black women is our joy. That’s one of the things that people are accepting about 

Lizzo that Lizzo didn’t necessarily learn to accept about herself—because all of a sudden we’re all paying 

attention to her. She already loved herself for what she is. She’s gone through watching her life go through 

changes, spent a good portion of her life not being accepted because of the way she did not fit into white 

culture’s mold. And now because she’s being accepted as an individual who’s achieved something great—

even she uses it as a platform to draw attention to the fact that she’s not unusual. 
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The floral fabric that was banned 

It originated in India, and came to dominate Western interiors and fashion. Joobin Bekhrad traces the 

fascinating – and turbulent – history of all things ‘chintzy’. 

 By Joobin Bekhrad 

 

 

 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/designed
http://www.bbc.com/culture/designed
http://www.bbc.com/culture/designed
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/8b/05/p08b056j.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

107 

A coverlet of typical English chintz – the floral fabric in fact originated in India 

In a letter to her sister penned in 1851, the novelist George Eliot gave her opinion on some muslin fabrics. 

“The quality of the spotted one is best,” she said, “but the effect is chintzy”. Eliot, to whom the first use of the 

term ‘chintzy’ is attributed, was most likely slighting not bona fide chintz but rather an inferior copy of it. The 

real thing was vivid and luxuriant. Its production is something that “modern science still cannot explain,” says 

Sarah Fee, the curator of a future exhibition about chintz at the Royal Ontario Museum. “By that time, 

Britain’s factories had flooded world markets with cheap imitations of chintz, industrial imitation [which 

made] it widely available to the masses, disassociating any original connotation of luxury.” 

Chintz — although it might today be largely associated with twee or cutesy armchairs and wallpaper — is, in 

its true form, a fabric that was not only once highly prized the world over, and helped revolutionise fashion 

and design, but also changed the course of history — in many cases, unfortunately, for the worse. “[Chintz 

tells] a story that is much larger, and often much less pleasant”, according to Harvard historian Dr Sven 

Beckert. “A tale of armed trade, colonialism, slavery, and the dispossession of native peoples.” 

The story Beckert is referring to begins, for the most part, in the late 15th Century; but the history of chintz 

extends far beyond that. Chintz — which comes from the Hindi word chint, meaning “‘spotted’, ‘variegated’, 

‘speckled’, or ‘sprayed’”, as Fee writes in the book Cloth That Changed the World — originated in modern-

day India and Pakistan thousands of years ago. Contrary to what many think, chintz does not necessarily have 

anything to do with glazed fabric, or even floral prints. Simply put, chintz is cotton to which substances called 

‘mordants’ and ‘resists’ — used to help dyes adhere to it — have been applied. 

Thanks to the catch-all term ‘chintzy’ for gaudy floral designs, it has come to evoke images of ‘your 

grandmother’s curtains’ 

Over time, the word ‘chintz’ came to be used to refer to a variety of fabrics. “The term was appropriated in 

[the] English-speaking world in the 18th Century to reference industrially printed cottons,” says Fee. “In 

popular imagination, over the 19th Century, the term became associated with floral designs and heavy 

glazing”. As Alexandra Palmer, another curator at the ROM, explains, “More costly Indian chintz had a 

glazed finish… which added a stiff, luxurious hand”. Whether glazed or not, the use of mordants, resists, and 

dyes originally defined chintz, the intricate patterns of which were painstakingly produced by hand in two 

main ways: either with wooden blocks or through the more complex process of kalamkari (from the Persian 

“ghalamkari”, meaning “pen-work”). 

https://www.rom.on.ca/en/exhibitions-galleries/exhibitions/the-cloth-that-changed-the-world-indias-painted-and-printed
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Richard Quinn – worn here by Billy Porter at London Fashion Week, February 2020 – is among the current 

designers who favour chintz 

India has been producing and exporting chintz for millennia, but it wasn’t until the Portuguese explorer Vasco 

da Gama successfully reached Calicut in India in 1498 that Indian chintz really started to create a stir around 

the globe. Unlike Christopher Columbus, who several years earlier had tried in vain to find India, as Beckert 

puts it: “[da Gama] returned to Portugal not just with highly desired spices, but also some of India’s fabulous 

cottons. This was the beginning of a trade that was often violent… and that climaxed a hundred years later 

with the establishment of various European East India Companies”. 
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Flowering trees are depicted in this early textile, created in western India for the Egyptian market in the late 

13th or early 14th Century 

After da Gama returned to Portugal, European traders began exporting textiles to markets in the Indian Ocean 

region. They were quick to find out, however, that their wools and linens weren’t appreciated there, and so 

they turned to Indian chintz instead. At first, they traded in Indian chintz in markets in the same region, but 

they later set their sights on Europe itself, realising the profits they could make at home. 

Wool manufacturers protested and even rioted against ‘the tawdry, bespotted’ cottons made by 

‘Heathens and Pagans’ 

While they were at first dependent on Arab and Turkish merchants for much of their trade in textiles, they 

later, as Beckert states, “[grew] tired of … [these] middlemen” and discovered sea-routes that afforded them 

direct access to and from India. Their efforts more than paid off, for the chintzes they started bringing back 

with them in the 1500s resulted in the ‘calico craze’, which peaked in the late 17th Century. 
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Carved wooden blocks are used to apply the dyes and the mordant to textiles 

Before it appeared in fashion, chintz was big in interior design. Indian chintzes in Europe, Fee says, “were 

coveted as elite home furnishings, particularly to beautify small antechambers and bedrooms with colourful 

carpets, wallcoverings, and bedcovers”. In 1663, for example, Samuel Pepys bought chintz wallpaper for his 

wife’s study. According to Dr Rosemary Crill, a senior curator at the V&A Museum, chintz was used in such 

settings as it “was mainly seen as a feminine, informal fabric”. 
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A palampore (wall or bed hanging) made in southeast India for the western market, around 1720-1740 

Until 1625, the chintzes brought to Europe largely featured exotic designs. Most prominent amongst the 

images featured in these was the Iranian and Chinese-inspired ‘flowering tree’, which, writes Crill “has come 

to epitomise India’s textile trade with Europe”. The chintzes made for consumption in India and nearby 

featured coloured backgrounds, but the ones sent to Europe mostly had white ones, as Chinese porcelain was 

popular at the time. Crill writes that white also “reflected new sociocultural attitudes about health, cleanliness, 

and purity: all clear signifiers of luxury”. 

‘Purposefully exotic’ 

Things changed in the middle of the 17th Century, when chintz began to be used to make clothes. While there 

was still demand for Indian designs, from 1625 onwards, European traders began sending Indian artisans 

instructions to make ones more in line with European aesthetics. The way in which chintz was adopted as a 

dress fabric, however, differed across the continent. In France, it was first sought after by the aristocracy; but 

in England and Spain, the elites only began wearing chintz “from the 1670s [onwards],” says Fee, “decades 

after working women had already adopted the fabric.  Working women [in these countries] would use cast-

offs [of furnishing fabrics] for clothing”. As it was worn by all classes and both women and men throughout 

Europe — “there were rules against the masses wearing silk, but not cotton”, she notes — Indian chintz “is 

recognised as the first mass fashion”. 
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These men’s banyans made of Indian chintz are glazed brown, and were created around 1765 

While European importers of chintz were profiting immensely from the calico craze, local European textile 

merchants were far from happy. “Long-established silk, linen, hemp, and wool manufacturers,” Fee writes, 

“rose up in protest and even rioted against ‘the tawdry, bespotted’ cottons made by ‘Heathens and Pagans’”. 

Accordingly, in order to protect domestic businesses, chintz was fully banned in France between 1686 and 

1759, and partially banned in Britain between 1700 and 1774. There were also various edicts issued in Spain, 

Venice, Prussia, and the Ottoman Empire pertaining to the import and use of chintz and other Asian textiles. 

However, despite traders facing even the threat of execution, they continued to smuggle chintz into Europe, 

and it was still extensively worn. 
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The textile for this jacket was hand-drawn and dyed in southeast India in the 18th Century, then tailored in 

Europe 

In the 1700s, a European manufacturer began to imitate chintz at home, sparking a series of technological 

innovations. This resulted in the emergence of Britain as Europe’s main printer of textiles. At the same time, 

though, Britain had to remain largely dependent on Indian manufacturers for its supply of cotton base cloth. 

Despite traders facing even the threat of execution, they continued to smuggle chintz into Europe 

As with the Arab and Turkish middlemen, British traders did not want anyone else taking away from their 

profits. Unfortunately, their solution to this problem was to lead to devastating consequences. The US 

developed varieties of cotton that could withstand frost and were well suited to machinery. There was a 

double tragedy enacted: slavery and the removal of indigneous Americans. To cultivate this cotton, British 

(and other European) planters used slaves from West Africa, whom they obtained in exchange for European 

and Indian cottons. Fee writes that this was concomitant with “the tragic state-sponsored removal of 

indigenous American populations”. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/8b/03/p08b033f.jpg
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The detailed work on this palampore features gold leaf, suggesting it would have been used in a wealthy 

household (Credit: Harry Wearne Collection) 

Through such unethical means, these British traders brought about a “burst of technological innovations from 

circa 1770 to 1830… leading to the first massive factories and mill towns” in Fee’s words – or, as Beckert 

writes in his book Empire of Cotton, “the launching pad for the broader Industrial Revolution”. 

Following the US Declaration of Independence in 1776, chintz’s fortunes in the West started to wane. For 

one, Britain had lost the US as a market for its machine-manufactured chintz. Also, minimalist ideals in 19th-

Century European fashion meant that the multicoloured fabric had more or less gone out of style. In addition, 

Britain’s Arts and Crafts movement of the mid-1800s was influential in rejecting “industrial production and 

[promoting] instead handcrafts and Eastern designs, including those of India”, according to Fee. In interior 

design, however, as well in chinaware, chintz was still in demand, both in Britain and  amongst British ex-

pats in colonial India, and there was actually a growing desire for chintz clothing in countries like Iran, one of 

India’s major markets. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/8b/05/p08b059b.jpg
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Created in coastal southeast India in around 1740-50, this highly detailed textile is typical of the era 

Although chintz largely fell out of style in Western fashion in the 19th Century, it has made various 

comebacks since then, most notably in the hippiedom of the 1960s, when Marc Bolan sang about a man 

“upon the seas of Abyssinia… [whose] robes of chintz were melting in the snows”. In the 1980s, it was used 

extensively and again popularised by interior decorators like the late Mario Buatta (‘The Prince of Chintz’) 

and home furnishing brands like Laura Ashley; but Ikea put an end to this resurgence with its influential 1996 

‘Chuck Out Your Chintz’ ad campaign. 

Thanks to George Eliot’s coinage of the term ‘chintzy’ in reference to the cheap British imitations of real 

chintz, as well as its use as a catch-all term for gaudy floral designs, it has come to evoke images of “your 

grandmother’s curtains”, among other such “dowdy” things, to quote Fee. There are those, however, who 

would beg to differ. In India, for instance, chintz and other indigenous textiles are being used by 

contemporary designers like Sufiyan Khatri and Rajesh Pratap Singh, according to senior V&A curator Divia 

Patel. Likewise, Eiluned Edwards of Nottingham Trent University says that varieties of Indian chintz 

like ajrakh “[are] seen on the catwalk at India Fashion Week, as well as on the rails of retailers… in the malls 

of metropolitan India”. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/8b/06/p08b061f.jpg
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Intricate small-scale floral patterns are used in this 18th-Century textile 

Not that the fabric is only appreciated in its place of origin today. Since the 2010s, chintz (in the Western 

sense of the term) has been used by designers such as Alexander McQueen’s Sarah Burton, Richard Quinn, 

Erdem Moralıoğlu, and Mulberry’s Johnny Coca. And designers like Cath Kidston and Betsey Johnson have 

used and been inspired by chintz for decades. “I have always been fascinated by chintz,” says Kidston, whose 

new book A Place Called Home more than bears its mark. “It’s the ultimate fabric in terms of printing and 

drawing and so versatile.” Similarly, Johnson tells BBC Designed that “chintz patterns and the whole look of 

chintz have been my mainstay in all my work over the last 35 years. I’ve always loved the feeling of being in 

a garden that chintz gives you. It’s beautiful and floral, like Scarlett O’Hara and Southern belles.” 

https://www.pavilionbooks.com/book/a-place-called-home/
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/8b/03/p08b039t.jpg
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Models backstage at the Erdem show at London Fashion Week, September 2019 

In the 2010s, numerous publications wrote about the chintz comeback, including Vogue, which in 2018 called 

it “the print that’s back in a big way”. This remains to be seen; but, if history is any guide, it can be said that 

chintz won’t, at least, go the way of powdered wigs in fashion. “It will always come in and out of home decor 

and fashion,” says Betsey Johnson, “because it’s so damn good”. 

For more information on The Cloth that Changed the World: India’s Painted and Printed Cottons, visit 

the Royal Ontario Museum website. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20200420-the-cutesy-fabric-that-was-banned?xtor=ES-213-

[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2020May1-[Culture|%20Button] 

  

https://www.rom.on.ca/en/exhibitions-galleries/exhibitions/the-cloth-that-changed-the-world-indias-painted-and-printed
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20200420-the-cutesy-fabric-that-was-banned?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2020May1-%5bCulture|%20Button%5d
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20200420-the-cutesy-fabric-that-was-banned?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2020May1-%5bCulture|%20Button%5d
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/8b/05/p08b055k.jpg
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The Variable Man 

by Philip K. Dick 

 

The Variable Man is featured in our collection of Dystopian Stories and Science Fiction. 

 

 

He fixed things—clocks, refrigerators, vidsenders and destinies. But he had no business in the future, where 

the calculators could not handle him. He was Earth’s only hope—and its sure failure! 

Security Commissioner Reinhart rapidly climbed the front steps and entered the Council building. Council 

guards stepped quickly aside and he entered the familiar place of great whirring machines. His thin face rapt, 

eyes alight with emotion, Reinhart gazed intently up at the central SRB computer, studying its reading. 

"Straight gain for the last quarter," observed Kaplan, the lab organizer. He grinned proudly, as if personally 

responsible. "Not bad, Commissioner." 

https://americanliterature.com/author/philip-k-dick
https://americanliterature.com/dystopian-stories
https://americanliterature.com/science-fiction-study-guide


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

119 

"We're catching up to them," Reinhart retorted. "But too damn slowly. We must finally go over—and soon." 

Kaplan was in a talkative mood. "We design new offensive weapons, they counter with improved defenses. 

And nothing is actually made! Continual improvement, but neither we nor Centaurus can stop designing long 

enough to stabilize for production." 

"It will end," Reinhart stated coldly, "as soon as Terra turns out a weapon for which Centaurus can build no 

defense." 

"Every weapon has a defense. Design and discord. Immediate obsolescence. Nothing lasts long enough to—" 

"What we count on is the lag," Reinhart broke in, annoyed. His hard gray eyes bored into the lab organizer 

and Kaplan slunk back. "The time lag between our offensive design and their counter development. The lag 

varies." He waved impatiently toward the massed banks of SRB machines. "As you well know." 

At this moment, 9:30 AM, May 7, 2136, the statistical ratio on the SRB machines stood at 21-17 on the 

Centauran side of the ledger. All facts considered, the odds favored a successful repulsion by Proxima 

Centaurus of a Terran military attack. The ratio was based on the total information known to the SRB 

machines, on a gestalt of the vast flow of data that poured in endlessly from all sectors of the Sol and 

Centaurus systems. 

21-17 on the Centauran side. But a month ago it had been 24-18 in the enemy's favor. Things were improving, 

slowly but steadily. Centaurus, older and less virile than Terra, was unable to match Terra's rate of 

technocratic advance. Terra was pulling ahead. 

"If we went to war now," Reinhart said thoughtfully, "we would lose. We're not far enough along to risk an 

overt attack." A harsh, ruthless glow twisted across his handsome features, distorting them into a stern mask. 

"But the odds are moving in our favor. Our offensive designs are gradually gaining on their defenses." 

"Let's hope the war comes soon," Kaplan agreed. "We're all on edge. This damn waiting...." 

The war would come soon. Reinhart knew it intuitively. The air was full of tension, the elan. He left the SRB 

rooms and hurried down the corridor to his own elaborately guarded office in the Security wing. It wouldn't 

be long. He could practically feel the hot breath of destiny on his neck—for him a pleasant feeling. His thin 

lips set in a humorless smile, showing an even line of white teeth against his tanned skin. It made him feel 

good, all right. He'd been working at it a long time. 

First contact, a hundred years earlier, had ignited instant conflict between Proxima Centauran outposts and 

exploring Terran raiders. Flash fights, sudden eruptions of fire and energy beams. 

And then the long, dreary years of inaction between enemies where contact required years of travel, even at 

nearly the speed of light. The two systems were evenly matched. Screen against screen. Warship against 

power station. The Centauran Empire surrounded Terra, an iron ring that couldn't be broken, rusty and 

corroded as it was. Radical new weapons had to be conceived, if Terra was to break out. 
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Through the windows of his office, Reinhart could see endless buildings and streets, Terrans hurrying back 

and forth. Bright specks that were commute ships, little eggs that carried businessmen and white-collar 

workers around. The huge transport tubes that shot masses of workmen to factories and labor camps from 

their housing units. All these people, waiting to break out. Waiting for the day. 

Reinhart snapped on his vidscreen, the confidential channel. "Give me Military Designs," he ordered sharply. 

***** 

He sat tense, his wiry body taut, as the vidscreen warmed into life. Abruptly he was facing the hulking image 

of Peter Sherikov, director of the vast network of labs under the Ural Mountains. 

Sherikov's great bearded features hardened as he recognized Reinhart. His bushy black eyebrows pulled up in 

a sullen line. "What do you want? You know I'm busy. We have too much work to do, as it is. Without being 

bothered by—politicians." 

"I'm dropping over your way," Reinhart answered lazily. He adjusted the cuff of his immaculate gray cloak. "I 

want a full description of your work and whatever progress you've made." 

"You'll find a regular departmental report plate filed in the usual way, around your office someplace. If you'll 

refer to that you'll know exactly what we—" 

"I'm not interested in that. I want to see what you're doing. And I expect you to be prepared to describe your 

work fully. I'll be there shortly. Half an hour." 

***** 

Reinhart cut the circuit. Sherikov's heavy features dwindled and faded. Reinhart relaxed, letting his breath 

out. Too bad he had to work with Sherikov. He had never liked the man. The big Polish scientist was an 

individualist, refusing to integrate himself with society. Independent, atomistic in outlook. He held concepts 

of the individual as an end, diametrically contrary to the accepted organic state Weltansicht. 

But Sherikov was the leading research scientist, in charge of the Military Designs Department. And on 

Designs the whole future of Terra depended. Victory over Centaurus—or more waiting, bottled up in the Sol 

System, surrounded by a rotting, hostile Empire, now sinking into ruin and decay, yet still strong. 

Reinhart got quickly to his feet and left the office. He hurried down the hall and out of the Council building. 

A few minutes later he was heading across the mid-morning sky in his highspeed cruiser, toward the Asiatic 

land-mass, the vast Ural mountain range. Toward the Military Designs labs. 

Sherikov met him at the entrance. "Look here, Reinhart. Don't think you're going to order me around. I'm not 

going to—" 
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"Take it easy." Reinhart fell into step beside the bigger man. They passed through the check and into the 

auxiliary labs. "No immediate coercion will be exerted over you or your staff. You're free to continue your 

work as you see fit—for the present. Let's get this straight. My concern is to integrate your work with our total 

social needs. As long as your work is sufficiently productive—" 

Reinhart stopped in his tracks. 

"Pretty, isn't he?" Sherikov said ironically. 

"What the hell is it? 

"Icarus, we call him. Remember the Greek myth? The legend of Icarus. Icarus flew.... This Icarus is going to 

fly, one of these days." Sherikov shrugged. "You can examine him, if you want. I suppose this is what you 

came here to see." 

Reinhart advanced slowly. "This is the weapon you've been working on?" 

"How does he look?" 

Rising up in the center of the chamber was a squat metal cylinder, a great ugly cone of dark gray. Technicians 

circled around it, wiring up the exposed relay banks. Reinhart caught a glimpse of endless tubes and 

filaments, a maze of wires and terminals and parts criss-crossing each other, layer on layer. 

"What is it?" Reinhart perched on the edge of a workbench, leaning his big shoulders against the wall. "An 

idea of Jamison Hedge—the same man who developed our instantaneous interstellar vidcasts forty years ago. 

He was trying to find a method of faster than light travel when he was killed, destroyed along with most of his 

work. After that ftl research was abandoned. It looked as if there were no future in it." 

"Wasn't it shown that nothing could travel faster than light?" 

"The interstellar vidcasts do! No, Hedge developed a valid ftl drive. He managed to propel an object at fifty 

times the speed of light. But as the object gained speed, its length began to diminish and its mass increased. 

This was in line with familiar twentieth-century concepts of mass-energy transformation. We conjectured that 

as Hedge's object gained velocity it would continue to lose length and gain mass until its length became nil 

and its mass infinite. Nobody can imagine such an object." 

"Go on." 

"But what actually occurred is this. Hedge's object continued to lose length and gain mass until it reached the 

theoretical limit of velocity, the speed of light. At that point the object, still gaining speed, simply ceased to 

exist. Having no length, it ceased to occupy space. It disappeared. However, the object had not 

been destroyed. It continued on its way, gaining momentum each moment, moving in an arc across the 

galaxy, away from the Sol system. Hedge's object entered some other realm of being, beyond our powers of 

conception. The next phase of Hedge's experiment consisted in a search for some way to slow the ftl object 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

122 

down, back to a sub-ftl speed, hence back into our universe. This counterprinciple was eventually worked 

out." 

"With what result?" 

"The death of Hedge and destruction of most of his equipment. His experimental object, in re-entering the 

space-time universe, came into being in space already occupied by matter. Possessing an incredible mass, just 

below infinity level, Hedge's object exploded in a titanic cataclysm. It was obvious that no space travel was 

possible with such a drive. Virtually all space contains some matter. To re-enter space would bring automatic 

destruction. Hedge had found his ftl drive and his counterprinciple, but no one before this has been able to put 

them to any use." 

Reinhart walked over toward the great metal cylinder. Sherikov jumped down and followed him. "I don't get 

it," Reinhart said. "You said the principle is no good for space travel." 

"That's right." 

"What's this for, then? If the ship explodes as soon as it returns to our universe—" 

"This is not a ship." Sherikov grinned slyly. "Icarus is the first practical application of Hedge's principles. 

Icarus is a bomb." 

"So this is our weapon," Reinhart said. "A bomb. An immense bomb." 

"A bomb, moving at a velocity greater than light. A bomb which will not exist in our universe. The 

Centaurans won't be able to detect or stop it. How could they? As soon as it passes the speed of light it will 

cease to exist—beyond all detection." 

"But—" 

"Icarus will be launched outside the lab, on the surface. He will align himself with Proxima Centaurus, 

gaining speed rapidly. By the time he reaches his destination he will be traveling at ftl-100. Icarus will be 

brought back to this universe within Centaurus itself. The explosion should destroy the star and wash away 

most of its planets—including their central hub-planet, Armun. There is no way they can halt Icarus, once he 

has been launched. No defense is possible. Nothing can stop him. It is a real fact." 

"When will he be ready?" 

Sherikov's eyes flickered. "Soon." 

"Exactly how soon?" 

The big Pole hesitated. "As a matter of fact, there's only one thing holding us back." 
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Sherikov led Reinhart around to the other side of the lab. He pushed a lab guard out of the way. 

"See this?" He tapped a round globe, open at one end, the size of a grapefruit. "This is holding us up." 

"What is it?" 

"The central control turret. This thing brings Icarus back to sub-ftl flight at the correct moment. It must be 

absolutely accurate. Icarus will be within the star only a matter of a microsecond. If the turret does not 

function exactly, Icarus will pass out the other side and shoot beyond the Centauran system." 

"How near completed is this turret?" 

Sherikov hedged uncertainly, spreading out his big hands. "Who can say? It must be wired with infinitely 

minute equipment—microscope grapples and wires invisible to the naked eye." 

"Can you name any completion date?" 

Sherikov reached into his coat and brought out a manila folder. "I've drawn up the data for the SRB machines, 

giving a date of completion. You can go ahead and feed it. I entered ten days as the maximum period. The 

machines can work from that." 

Reinhart accepted the folder cautiously. "You're sure about the date? I'm not convinced I can trust you, 

Sherikov." 

Sherikov's features darkened. "You'll have to take a chance, Commissioner. I don't trust you any more than 

you trust me. I know how much you'd like an excuse to get me out of here and one of your puppets in." 

Reinhart studied the huge scientist thoughtfully. Sherikov was going to be a hard nut to crack. Designs was 

responsible to Security, not the Council. Sherikov was losing ground—but he was still a potential danger. 

Stubborn, individualistic, refusing to subordinate his welfare to the general good. 

"All right." Reinhart put the folder slowly away in his coat. "I'll feed it. But you better be able to come 

through. There can't be any slip-ups. Too much hangs on the next few days." 

"If the odds change in our favor are you going to give the mobilization order?" 

"Yes," Reinhart stated. "I'll give the order the moment I see the odds change." 

***** 

Standing in front of the machines, Reinhart waited nervously for the results. It was two o'clock in the 

afternoon. The day was warm, a pleasant May afternoon. Outside the building the daily life of the planet went 

on as usual. 
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As usual? Not exactly. The feeling was in the air, an expanding excitement growing every day. Terra had 

waited a long time. The attack on Proxima Centaurus had to come—and the sooner the better. The ancient 

Centauran Empire hemmed in Terra, bottled the human race up in its one system. A vast, suffocating net 

draped across the heavens, cutting Terra off from the bright diamonds beyond.... And it had to end. 

The SRB machines whirred, the visible combination disappearing. For a time no ratio showed. Reinhart 

tensed, his body rigid. He waited. 

The new ratio appeared. 

Reinhart gasped. 7-6. Toward Terra! 

Within five minutes the emergency mobilization alert had been flashed to all Government departments. The 

Council and President Duffe had been called to immediate session. Everything was happening fast. 

But there was no doubt. 7-6. In Terra's favor. Reinhart hurried frantically to get his papers in order, in time for 

the Council session. 

At histo-research the message plate was quickly pulled from the confidential slot and rushed across the central 

lab to the chief official. 

"Look at this!" Fredman dropped the plate on his superior's desk. "Look at it!" 

Harper picked up the plate, scanning it rapidly. "Sounds like the real thing. I didn't think we'd live to see it." 

Fredman left the room, hurrying down the hall. He entered the time bubble office. "Where's the bubble?" he 

demanded, looking around. 

One of the technicians looked slowly up. "Back about two hundred years. We're coming up with interesting 

data on the War of 1914. According to material the bubble has already brought up—" 

"Cut it. We're through with routine work. Get the bubble back to the present. From now on all equipment has 

to be free for Military work." 

"But—the bubble is regulated automatically." 

"You can bring it back manually." 

"It's risky." The technician hedged. "If the emergency requires it, I suppose we could take a chance and cut 

the automatic." 

"The emergency requires everything," Fredman said feelingly. 
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"But the odds might change back," Margaret Duffe, President of the Council, said nervously. "Any minute 

they can revert." 

"This is our chance!" Reinhart snapped, his temper rising. "What the hell's the matter with you? We've waited 

years for this." 

The Council buzzed with excitement. Margaret Duffe hesitated uncertainly, her blue eyes clouded with worry. 

"I realize the opportunity is here. At least, statistically. But the new odds have just appeared. How do we 

know they'll last? They stand on the basis of a single weapon." 

"You're wrong. You don't grasp the situation." Reinhart held himself in check with great effort. "Sherikov's 

weapon tipped the ratio in our favor. But the odds have been moving in our direction for months. It was only a 

question of time. The new balance was inevitable, sooner or later. It's not just Sherikov. He's only one factor 

in this. It's all nine planets of the Sol System—not a single man." 

One of the Councilmen stood up. "The President must be aware the entire planet is eager to end this waiting. 

All our activities for the past eighty years have been directed toward—" 

Reinhart moved close to the slender President of the Council. "If you don't approve the war, there probably 

will be mass rioting. Public reaction will be strong. Damn strong. And you know it." 

Margaret Duffe shot him a cold glance. "You sent out the emergency order to force my hand. You were fully 

aware of what you were doing. You knew once the order was out there'd be no stopping things." 

A murmur rushed through the Council, gaining volume. "We have to approve the war!... We're committed!... 

It's too late to turn back!" 

Shouts, angry voices, insistent waves of sound lapped around Margaret Duffe. "I'm as much for the war as 

anybody," she said sharply. "I'm only urging moderation. An inter-system war is a big thing. We're going to 

war because a machine says we have a statistical chance of winning." 

"There's no use starting the war unless we can win it," Reinhart said. "The SRB machines tell us whether we 

can win." 

"They tell us our chance of winning. They don't guarantee anything." 

"What more can we ask, beside a good chance of winning?" 

Margaret Duffe clamped her jaw together tightly. "All right. I hear all the clamor. I won't stand in the way of 

Council approval. The vote can go ahead." Her cold, alert eyes appraised Reinhart. "Especially since the 

emergency order has already been sent out to all Government departments." 

"Good." Reinhart stepped away with relief. "Then it's settled. We can finally go ahead with full mobilization." 
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Mobilization proceeded rapidly. The next forty-eight hours were alive with activity. 

Reinhart attended a policy-level Military briefing in the Council rooms, conducted by Fleet Commander 

Carleton. 

"You can see our strategy," Carleton said. He traced a diagram on the blackboard with a wave of his hand. 

"Sherikov states it'll take eight more days to complete the ftl bomb. During that time the fleet we have near 

the Centauran system will take up positions. As the bomb goes off the fleet will begin operations against the 

remaining Centauran ships. Many will no doubt survive the blast, but with Armun gone we should be able to 

handle them." 

Reinhart took Commander Carleton's place. "I can report on the economic situation. Every factory on Terra is 

converted to arms production. With Armun out of the way we should be able to promote mass insurrection 

among the Centauran colonies. An inter-system Empire is hard to maintain, even with ships that approach 

light speed. Local war-lords should pop up all over the place. We want to have weapons available for them 

and ships starting now to reach them in time. Eventually we hope to provide a unifying principle around 

which the colonies can all collect. Our interest is more economic than political. They can have any kind of 

government they want, as long as they act as supply areas for us. As our eight system planets act now." 

Carleton resumed his report. "Once the Centauran fleet has been scattered we can begin the crucial stage of 

the war. The landing of men and supplies from the ships we have waiting in all key areas throughout the 

Centauran system. In this stage—" 

Reinhart moved away. It was hard to believe only two days had passed since the mobilization order had been 

sent out. The whole system was alive, functioning with feverish activity. Countless problems were being 

solved—but much remained. 

He entered the lift and ascended to the SRB room, curious to see if there had been any change in the 

machines' reading. He found it the same. So far so good. Did the Centaurans know about Icarus? No doubt; 

but there wasn't anything they could do about it. At least, not in eight days. 

Kaplan came over to Reinhart, sorting a new batch of data that had come in. The lab organizer searched 

through his data. "An amusing item came in. It might interest you." He handed a message plate to Reinhart. 

It was from histo-research: 

                           May 9, 2136 

   This is to report that in bringing the research time bubble up     to the present the manual return was used for 

the first time.     Therefore a clean break was not made, and a quantity of     material from the past was 

brought forward. This material     included an individual from the early twentieth century who     escaped 

from the lab immediately. He has not yet been taken     into protective custody. Histo-research regrets this 

incident,     but attributes it to the emergency. 
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                                                       E. Fredman 

Reinhart handed the plate back to Kaplan. "Interesting. A man from the past—hauled into the middle of the 

biggest war the universe has seen." 

"Strange things happen. I wonder what the machines will think." 

"Hard to say. Probably nothing." Reinhart left the room and hurried along the corridor to his own office. 

As soon as he was inside he called Sherikov on the vidscreen, using the confidential line. 

The Pole's heavy features appeared. "Good day, Commissioner. How's the war effort?" 

"Fine. How's the turret wiring proceeding?" 

A faint frown flickered across Sherikov's face. "As a matter of fact, Commissioner—" 

"What's the matter?" Reinhart said sharply. 

Sherikov floundered. "You know how these things are. I've taken my crew off it and tried robot workers. 

They have greater dexterity, but they can't make decisions. This calls for more than mere dexterity. This calls 

for—" He searched for the word. "—for an artist." 

Reinhart's face hardened. "Listen, Sherikov. You have eight days left to complete the bomb. The data given to 

the SRB machines contained that information. The 7-6 ratio is based on that estimate. If you don't come 

through—" 

Sherikov twisted in embarrassment. "Don't get excited, Commissioner. We'll complete it." 

"I hope so. Call me as soon as it's done." Reinhart snapped off the connection. If Sherikov let them down he'd 

have him taken out and shot. The whole war depended on the ftl bomb. 

The vidscreen glowed again. Reinhart snapped it on. Kaplan's face formed on it. The lab organizer's face was 

pale and frozen. "Commissioner, you better come up to the SRB office. Something's happened." 

"What is it?" 

"I'll show you." 

Alarmed, Reinhart hurried out of his office and down the corridor. He found Kaplan standing in front of the 

SRB machines. "What's the story?" Reinhart demanded. He glanced down at the reading. It was unchanged. 
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Kaplan held up a message plate nervously. "A moment ago I fed this into the machines. After I saw the results 

I quickly removed it. It's that item I showed you. From histo-research. About the man from the past." 

"What happened when you fed it?" 

Kaplan swallowed unhappily. "I'll show you. I'll do it again. Exactly as before." He fed the plate into a 

moving intake belt. "Watch the visible figures," Kaplan muttered. 

Reinhart watched, tense and rigid. For a moment nothing happened. 7-6 continued to show. Then— 

The figures disappeared. The machines faltered. New figures showed briefly. 4-24 for Centaurus. Reinhart 

gasped, suddenly sick with apprehension. But the figures vanished. New figures appeared. 16-38 for 

Centaurus. Then 48-86. 79-15 in Terra's favor. Then nothing. The machines whirred, but nothing happened. 

Nothing at all. No figures. Only a blank. 

"What's it mean?" Reinhart muttered, dazed. 

"It's fantastic. We didn't think this could—" 

"What's happened?" 

"The machines aren't able to handle the item. No reading can come. It's data they can't integrate. They can't 

use it for prediction material, and it throws off all their other figures." 

"Why?" 

"It's—it's a variable." Kaplan was shaking, white-lipped and pale. "Something from which no inference can be 

made. The man from the past. The machines can't deal with him. The variable man!" 

II 

Thomas Cole was sharpening a knife with his whetstone when the tornado hit. 

The knife belonged to the lady in the big green house. Every time Cole came by with his Fixit cart the lady 

had something to be sharpened. Once in awhile she gave him a cup of coffee, hot black coffee from an old 

bent pot. He liked that fine; he enjoyed good coffee. 

The day was drizzly and overcast. Business had been bad. An automobile had scared his two horses. On bad 

days less people were outside and he had to get down from the cart and go to ring doorbells. 

But the man in the yellow house had given him a dollar for fixing his electric refrigerator. Nobody else had 

been able to fix it, not even the factory man. The dollar would go a long way. A dollar was a lot. 
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He knew it was a tornado even before it hit him. Everything was silent. He was bent over his whetstone, the 

reins between his knees, absorbed in his work. 

He had done a good job on the knife; he was almost finished. He spat on the blade and was holding it up to 

see—and then the tornado came. 

All at once it was there, completely around him. Nothing but grayness. He and the cart and horses seemed to 

be in a calm spot in the center of the tornado. They were moving in a great silence, gray mist everywhere. 

And while he was wondering what to do, and how to get the lady's knife back to her, all at once there was a 

bump and the tornado tipped him over, sprawled out on the ground. The horses screamed in fear, struggling to 

pick themselves up. Cole got quickly to his feet. 

Where was he? 

The grayness was gone. White walls stuck up on all sides. A deep light gleamed down, not daylight but 

something like it. The team was pulling the cart on its side, dragging it along, tools and equipment falling out. 

Cole righted the cart, leaping up onto the seat. 

And for the first time saw the people. 

Men, with astonished white faces, in some sort of uniforms. Shouts, noise and confusion. And a feeling of 

danger! 

Cole headed the team toward the door. Hoofs thundered steel against steel as they pounded through the 

doorway, scattering the astonished men in all directions. He was out in a wide hall. A building, like a hospital. 

The hall divided. More men were coming, spilling from all sides. 

Shouting and milling in excitement, like white ants. Something cut past him, a beam of dark violet. It seared 

off a corner of the cart, leaving the wood smoking. 

Cole felt fear. He kicked at the terrified horses. They reached a big door, crashing wildly against it. The door 

gave—and they were outside, bright sunlight blinking down on them. For a sickening second the cart tilted, 

almost turning over. Then the horses gained speed, racing across an open field, toward a distant line of green, 

Cole holding tightly to the reins. 

Behind him the little white-faced men had come out and were standing in a group, gesturing frantically. He 

could hear their faint shrill shouts. 

But he had got away. He was safe. He slowed the horses down and began to breathe again. 

The woods were artificial. Some kind of park. But the park was wild and overgrown. A dense jungle of 

twisted plants. Everything growing in confusion. 
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The park was empty. No one was there. By the position of the sun he could tell it was either early morning or 

late afternoon. The smell of the flowers and grass, the dampness of the leaves, indicated morning. It had been 

late afternoon when the tornado had picked him up. And the sky had been overcast and cloudy. 

Cole considered. Clearly, he had been carried a long way. The hospital, the men with white faces, the odd 

lighting, the accented words he had caught—everything indicated he was no longer in Nebraska—maybe not 

even in the United States. 

Some of his tools had fallen out and gotten lost along the way. Cole collected everything that remained, 

sorting them, running his fingers over each tool with affection. Some of the little chisels and wood gouges 

were gone. The bit box had opened, and most of the smaller bits had been lost. He gathered up those that 

remained and replaced them tenderly in the box. He took a key-hole saw down, and with an oil rag wiped it 

carefully and replaced it. 

Above the cart the sun rose slowly in the sky. Cole peered up, his horny hand over his eyes. A big man, stoop-

shouldered, his chin gray and stubbled. His clothes wrinkled and dirty. But his eyes were clear, a pale blue, 

and his hands were finely made. 

He could not stay in the park. They had seen him ride that way; they would be looking for him. 

Far above something shot rapidly across the sky. A tiny black dot moving with incredible haste. A second dot 

followed. The two dots were gone almost before he saw them. They were utterly silent. 

Cole frowned, perturbed. The dots made him uneasy. He would have to keep moving—and looking for food. 

His stomach was already beginning to rumble and groan. 

Work. There was plenty he could do: gardening, sharpening, grinding, repair work on machines and clocks, 

fixing all kinds of household things. Even painting and odd jobs and carpentry and chores. 

He could do anything. Anything people wanted done. For a meal and pocket money. 

Thomas Cole urged the team into life, moving forward. He sat hunched over in the seat, watching intently, as 

the Fixit cart rolled slowly across the tangled grass, through the jungle of trees and flowers. 

***** 

Reinhart hurried, racing his cruiser at top speed, followed by a second ship, a military escort. The ground sped 

by below him, a blur of gray and green. 

The remains of New York lay spread out, a twisted, blunted ruin overgrown with weeds and grass. The great 

atomic wars of the twentieth century had turned virtually the whole seaboard area into an endless waste of 

slag. 

Slag and weeds below him. And then the sudden tangle that had been Central Park. 
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Histo-research came into sight. Reinhart swooped down, bringing his cruiser to rest at the small supply field 

behind the main buildings. 

Harper, the chief official of the department, came quickly over as soon as Reinhart's ship landed. 

"Frankly, we don't understand why you consider this matter important," Harper said uneasily. 

Reinhart shot him a cold glance. "I'll be the judge of what's important. Are you the one who gave the order to 

bring the bubble back manually?" 

"Fredman gave the actual order. In line with your directive to have all facilities ready for—" 

Reinhart headed toward the entrance of the research building. "Where is Fredman?" 

"Inside." 

"I want to see him. Let's go." 

Fredman met them inside. He greeted Reinhart calmly, showing no emotion. "Sorry to cause you trouble, 

Commissioner. We were trying to get the station in order for the war. We wanted the bubble back as quickly 

as possible." He eyed Reinhart curiously. "No doubt the man and his cart will soon be picked up by your 

police." 

"I want to know everything that happened, in exact detail." 

Fredman shifted uncomfortably. "There's not much to tell. I gave the order to have the automatic setting 

canceled and the bubble brought back manually. At the moment the signal reached it, the bubble was passing 

through the spring of 1913. As it broke loose, it tore off a piece of ground on which this person and his cart 

were located. The person naturally was brought up to the present, inside the bubble." 

"Didn't any of your instruments tell you the bubble was loaded?" 

"We were too excited to take any readings. Half an hour after the manual control was thrown, the bubble 

materialized in the observation room. It was de-energized before anyone noticed what was inside. We tried to 

stop him but he drove the cart out into the hall, bowling us out of the way. The horses were in a panic." 

"What kind of cart was it?" 

"There was some kind of sign on it. Painted in black letters on both sides. No one saw what it was." 

"Go ahead. What happened then?" 
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"Somebody fired a Slem-ray after him, but it missed. The horses carried him out of the building and onto the 

grounds. By the time we reached the exit the cart was half way to the park." 

Reinhart reflected. "If he's still in the park we should have him shortly. But we must be careful." He was 

already starting back toward his ship, leaving Fredman behind. Harper fell in beside him. 

Reinhart halted by his ship. He beckoned some Government guards over. "Put the executive staff of this 

department under arrest. I'll have them tried on a treason count, later on." He smiled ironically as Harper's 

face blanched sickly pale. "There's a war going on. You'll be lucky if you get off alive." 

Reinhart entered his ship and left the surface, rising rapidly into the sky. A second ship followed after him, a 

military escort. Reinhart flew high above the sea of gray slag, the unrecovered waste area. He passed over a 

sudden square of green set in the ocean of gray. Reinhart gazed back at it until it was gone. 

Central Park. He could see police ships racing through the sky, ships and transports loaded with troops, 

heading toward the square of green. On the ground some heavy guns and surface cars rumbled along, lines of 

black approaching the park from all sides. 

They would have the man soon. But meanwhile, the SRB machines were blank. And on the SRB machines' 

readings the whole war depended. 

About noon the cart reached the edge of the park. Cole rested for a moment, allowing the horses time to crop 

at the thick grass. The silent expanse of slag amazed him. What had happened? Nothing stirred. No buildings, 

no sign of life. Grass and weeds poked up occasionally through it, breaking the flat surface here and there, but 

even so, the sight gave him an uneasy chill. 

Cole drove the cart slowly out onto the slag, studying the sky above him. There was nothing to hide him, now 

that he was out of the park. The slag was bare and uniform, like the ocean. If he were spotted— 

A horde of tiny black dots raced across the sky, coming rapidly closer. Presently they veered to the right and 

disappeared. More planes, wingless metal planes. He watched them go, driving slowly on. 

Half an hour later something appeared ahead. Cole slowed the cart down, peering to see. The slag came to an 

end. He had reached its limits. Ground appeared, dark soil and grass. Weeds grew everywhere. Ahead of him, 

beyond the end of the slag, was a line of buildings, houses of some sort. Or sheds. 

Houses, probably. But not like any he had ever seen. 

The houses were uniform, all exactly the same. Like little green shells, rows of them, several hundred. There 

was a little lawn in front of each. Lawn, a path, a front porch, bushes in a meager row around each house. But 

the houses were all alike and very small. 

Little green shells in precise, even rows. He urged the cart cautiously forward, toward the houses. 
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No one seemed to be around. He entered a street between two rows of houses, the hoofs of his two horses 

sounding loudly in the silence. He was in some kind of town. But there were no dogs or children. Everything 

was neat and silent. Like a model. An exhibit. It made him uncomfortable. 

A young man walking along the pavement gaped at him in wonder. An oddly-dressed youth, in a toga-like 

cloak that hung down to his knees. A single piece of fabric. And sandals. 

Or what looked like sandals. Both the cloak and the sandals were of some strange half-luminous material. It 

glowed faintly in the sunlight. Metallic, rather than cloth. 

A woman was watering flowers at the edge of a lawn. She straightened up as his team of horses came near. 

Her eyes widened in astonishment—and then fear. Her mouth fell open in a soundless O and her sprinkling 

can slipped from her fingers and rolled silently onto the lawn. 

Cole blushed and turned his head quickly away. The woman was scarcely dressed! He flicked the reins and 

urged the horses to hurry. 

Behind him, the woman still stood. He stole a brief, hasty look back—and then shouted hoarsely to his team, 

ears scarlet. He had seen right. She wore only a pair of translucent shorts. Nothing else. A mere fragment of 

the same half-luminous material that glowed and sparkled. The rest of her small body was utterly naked. 

He slowed the team down. She had been pretty. Brown hair and eyes, deep red lips. Quite a good figure. 

Slender waist, downy legs, bare and supple, full breasts—. He clamped the thought furiously off. He had to 

get to work. Business. 

Cole halted the Fixit cart and leaped down onto the pavement. He selected a house at random and approached 

it cautiously. The house was attractive. It had a certain simple beauty. But it looked frail—and exactly like the 

others. 

He stepped up on the porch. There was no bell. He searched for it, running his hand uneasily over the surface 

of the door. All at once there was a click, a sharp snap on a level with his eyes. Cole glanced up, startled. A 

lens was vanishing as the door section slid over it. He had been photographed. 

While he was wondering what it meant, the door swung suddenly open. A man filled up the entrance, a big 

man in a tan uniform, blocking the way ominously. 

"What do you want?" the man demanded. 

"I'm looking for work," Cole murmured. "Any kind of work. I can do anything, fix any kind of thing. I repair 

broken objects. Things that need mending." His voice trailed off uncertainly. "Anything at all." 

"Apply to the Placement Department of the Federal Activities Control Board," the man said crisply. "You 

know all occupational therapy is handled through them." He eyed Cole curiously. "Why have you got on 

those ancient clothes?" 
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"Ancient? Why, I—" 

The man gazed past him at the Fixit cart and the two dozing horses. "What's that? What are those two 

animals? Horses?" The man rubbed his jaw, studying Cole intently. "That's strange," he said. 

"Strange?" Cole murmured uneasily. "Why?" 

"There haven't been any horses for over a century. All the horses were wiped out during the Fifth Atomic 

War. That's why it's strange." 

Cole tensed, suddenly alert. There was something in the man's eyes, a hardness, a piercing look. Cole moved 

back off the porch, onto the path. He had to be careful. Something was wrong. 

"I'll be going," he murmured. 

"There haven't been any horses for over a hundred years." The man came toward Cole. "Who are you? Why 

are you dressed up like that? Where did you get that vehicle and pair of horses?" 

"I'll be going," Cole repeated, moving away. 

The man whipped something from his belt, a thin metal tube. He stuck it toward Cole. 

It was a rolled-up paper, a thin sheet of metal in the form of a tube. Words, some kind of script. He could not 

make any of them out. The man's picture, rows of numbers, figures— 

"I'm Director Winslow," the man said. "Federal Stockpile Conservation. You better talk fast, or there'll be a 

Security car here in five minutes." 

Cole moved—fast. He raced, head down, back along the path to the cart, toward the street. 

Something hit him. A wall of force, throwing him down on his face. He sprawled in a heap, numb and dazed. 

His body ached, vibrating wildly, out of control. Waves of shock rolled over him, gradually diminishing. 

He got shakily to his feet. His head spun. He was weak, shattered, trembling violently. The man was coming 

down the walk after him. Cole pulled himself onto the cart, gasping and retching. The horses jumped into life. 

Cole rolled over against the seat, sick with the motion of the swaying cart. 

He caught hold of the reins and managed to drag himself up in a sitting position. The cart gained speed, 

turning a corner. Houses flew past. Cole urged the team weakly, drawing great shuddering breaths. Houses 

and streets, a blur of motion, as the cart flew faster and faster along. 

Then he was leaving the town, leaving the neat little houses behind. He was on some sort of highway. Big 

buildings, factories, on both sides of the highway. Figures, men watching in astonishment. 
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After awhile the factories fell behind. Cole slowed the team down. What had the man meant? Fifth Atomic 

War. Horses destroyed. It didn't make sense. And they had things he knew nothing about. Force fields. Planes 

without wings—soundless. 

Cole reached around in his pockets. He found the identification tube the man had handed him. In the 

excitement he had carried it off. He unrolled the tube slowly and began to study it. The writing was strange to 

him. 

For a long time he studied the tube. Then, gradually, he became aware of something. Something in the top 

right-hand corner. 

A date. October 6, 2128. 

Cole's vision blurred. Everything spun and wavered around him. October, 2128. Could it be? 

But he held the paper in his hand. Thin, metal paper. Like foil. And it had to be. It said so, right in the corner, 

printed on the paper itself. 

Cole rolled the tube up slowly, numbed with shock. Two hundred years. It didn't seem possible. But things 

were beginning to make sense. He was in the future, two hundred years in the future. 

While he was mulling this over, the swift black Security ship appeared overhead, diving rapidly toward the 

horse-drawn cart, as it moved slowly along the road. 

Reinhart's vidscreen buzzed. He snapped it quickly on. "Yes?" 

"Report from Security." 

"Put it through." Reinhart waited tensely as the lines locked in place. The screen re-lit. 

"This is Dixon. Western Regional Command." The officer cleared his throat, shuffling his message plates. 

"The man from the past has been reported, moving away from the New York area." 

"Which side of your net?" 

"Outside. He evaded the net around Central Park by entering one of the small towns at the rim of the slag 

area." 

"Evaded?" 

"We assumed he would avoid the towns. Naturally the net failed to encompass any of the towns." 

Reinhart's jaw stiffened. "Go on." 
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"He entered the town of Petersville a few minutes before the net closed around the park. We burned the park 

level, but naturally found nothing. He had already gone. An hour later we received a report from a resident in 

Petersville, an official of the Stockpile Conservation Department. The man from the past had come to his 

door, looking for work. Winslow, the official, engaged him in conversation, trying to hold onto him, but he 

escaped, driving his cart off. Winslow called Security right away, but by then it was too late." 

"Report to me as soon as anything more comes in. We must have him—and damn soon." Reinhart snapped 

the screen off. It died quickly. 

He sat back in his chair, waiting. 

Cole saw the shadow of the Security ship. He reacted at once. A second after the shadow passed over him, 

Cole was out of the cart, running and falling. He rolled, twisting and turning, pulling his body as far away 

from the cart as possible. 

There was a blinding roar and flash of white light. A hot wind rolled over Cole, picking him up and tossing 

him like a leaf. He shut his eyes, letting his body relax. He bounced, falling and striking the ground. Gravel 

and stones tore into his face, his knees, the palms of his hands. 

Cole cried out, shrieking in pain. His body was on fire. He was being consumed, incinerated by the blinding 

white orb of fire. The orb expanded, growing in size, swelling like some monstrous sun, twisted and bloated. 

The end had come. There was no hope. He gritted his teeth— 

The greedy orb faded, dying down. It sputtered and winked out, blackening into ash. The air reeked, a bitter 

acrid smell. His clothes were burning and smoking. The ground under him was hot, baked dry, seared by the 

blast. But he was alive. At least, for awhile. 

Cole opened his eyes slowly. The cart was gone. A great hole gaped where it had been, a shattered sore in the 

center of the highway. An ugly cloud hung above the hole, black and ominous. Far above, the wingless plane 

circled, watching for any signs of life. 

Cole lay, breathing shallowly, slowly. Time passed. The sun moved across the sky with agonizing slowness. It 

was perhaps four in the afternoon. Cole calculated mentally. In three hours it would be dark. If he could stay 

alive until then— 

Had the plane seen him leap from the cart? 

He lay without moving. The late afternoon sun beat down on him. He felt sick, nauseated and feverish. His 

mouth was dry. 

Some ants ran over his outstretched hand. Gradually, the immense black cloud was beginning to drift away, 

dispersing into a formless blob. 
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The cart was gone. The thought lashed against him, pounding at his brain, mixing with his labored pulse-

beat. Gone. Destroyed. Nothing but ashes and debris remained. The realization dazed him. 

Finally the plane finished its circling, winging its way toward the horizon. At last it vanished. The sky was 

clear. 

Cole got unsteadily to his feet. He wiped his face shakily. His body ached and trembled. He spat a couple 

times, trying to clear his mouth. The plane would probably send in a report. People would be coming to look 

for him. Where could he go? 

To his right a line of hills rose up, a distant green mass. Maybe he could reach them. He began to walk 

slowly. He had to be very careful. They were looking for him—and they had weapons. Incredible weapons. 

He would be lucky to still be alive when the sun set. His team and Fixit cart were gone—and all his tools. 

Cole reached into his pockets, searching through them hopefully. He brought out some small screwdrivers, a 

little pair of cutting pliers, some wire, some solder, the whetstone, and finally the lady's knife. 

Only a few small tools remained. He had lost everything else. But without the cart he was safer, harder to 

spot. They would have more trouble finding him, on foot. 

Cole hurried along, crossing the level fields toward the distant range of hills. 

The call came through to Reinhart almost at once. Dixon's features formed on the vidscreen. "I have a further 

report, Commissioner." Dixon scanned the plate. "Good news. The man from the past was sighted moving 

away from Petersville, along highway 13, at about ten miles an hour, on his horse-drawn cart. Our ship 

bombed him immediately." 

"Did—did you get him?" 

"The pilot reports no sign of life after the blast." 

Reinhart's pulse almost stopped. He sank back in his chair. "Then he's dead!" 

"Actually, we won't know for certain until we can examine the debris. A surface car is speeding toward the 

spot. We should have the complete report in a short time. We'll notify you as soon as the information comes 

in." 

Reinhart reached out and cut the screen. It faded into darkness. Had they got the man from the past? Or had he 

escaped again? Weren't they ever going to get him? Couldn't he be captured? And meanwhile, the SRB 

machines were silent, showing nothing at all. 

Reinhart sat brooding, waiting impatiently for the report of the surface car to come in. 

***** 
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It was evening. 

"Come on!" Steven shouted, running frantically after his brother. "Come on back!" 

"Catch me." Earl ran and ran, down the side of the hill, over behind a military storage depot, along a neotex 

fence, jumping finally down into Mrs. Norris' back yard. 

Steven hurried after his brother, sobbing for breath, shouting and gasping as he ran. "Come back! You come 

back with that!" 

"What's he got?" Sally Tate demanded, stepping out suddenly to block Steven's way. 
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Steven halted, his chest rising and falling. "He's got my intersystem vidsender." His small face twisted with 

rage and misery. "He better give it back!" 

Earl came circling around from the right. In the warm gloom of evening he was almost invisible. "Here I am," 

he announced. "What you going to do?" 

Steven glared at him hotly. His eyes made out the square box in Earl's hands. "You give that back! Or—or I'll 

tell Dad." 

Earl laughed. "Make me." 

"Dad'll make you." 

"You better give it to him," Sally said. 

"Catch me." Earl started off. Steven pushed Sally out of the way, lashing wildly at his brother. He collided 

with him, throwing him sprawling. The box fell from Earl's hands. It skidded to the pavement, crashing into 

the side of a guide-light post. 

Earl and Steven picked themselves up slowly. They gazed down at the broken box. 

"See?" Steven shrilled, tears filling his eyes. "See what you did?" 

"You did it. You pushed into me." 

"You did it!"' Steven bent down and picked up the box. He carried it over to the guide-light, sitting down on 

the curb to examine it. 

Earl came slowly over. "If you hadn't pushed me it wouldn't have got broken." 

Night was descending rapidly. The line of hills rising above the town were already lost in darkness. A few 

lights had come on here and there. The evening was warm. A surface car slammed its doors, some place off in 

the distance. In the sky ships droned back and forth, weary commuters coming home from work in the big 

underground factory units. 

Thomas Cole came slowly toward the three children grouped around the guide-light. He moved with 

difficulty, his body sore and bent with fatigue. Night had come, but he was not safe yet. 

He was tired, exhausted and hungry. He had walked a long way. And he had to have something to eat—soon. 

A few feet from the children Cole stopped. They were all intent and absorbed by the box on Steven's knees. 

Suddenly a hush fell over the children. Earl looked up slowly. 
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In the dim light the big stooped figure of Thomas Cole seemed extra menacing. His long arms hung down 

loosely at his sides. His face was lost in shadow. His body was shapeless, indistinct. A big unformed statue, 

standing silently a few feet away, unmoving in the half-darkness. 

"Who are you?" Earl demanded, his voice low. 

"What do you want?" Sally said. The children edged away nervously. "Get away." 

Cole came toward them. He bent down a little. The beam from the guide-light crossed his features. Lean, 

prominent nose, beak-like, faded blue eyes— 

Steven scrambled to his feet, clutching the vidsender box. "You get out of here!" 

"Wait." Cole smiled crookedly at them. His voice was dry and raspy. "What do you have there?" He pointed 

with his long, slender fingers. "The box you're holding." 

The children were silent. Finally Steven stirred. "It's my inter-system vidsender." 

"Only it doesn't work," Sally said. 

"Earl broke it." Steven glared at his brother bitterly. "Earl threw it down and broke it." 

Cole smiled a little. He sank down wearily on the edge of the curb, sighing with relief. He had been walking 

too long. His body ached with fatigue. He was hungry, and tired. For a long time he sat, wiping perspiration 

from his neck and face, too exhausted to speak. 

"Who are you?" Sally demanded, at last. "Why do you have on those funny clothes? Where did you come 

from?" 

"Where?" Cole looked around at the children. "From a long way off. A long way." He shook his head slowly 

from side to side, trying to clear it. 

"What's your therapy?" Earl said. 

"My therapy?" 

"What do you do? Where do you work?" 

Cole took a deep breath and let it out again slowly. "I fix things. All kinds of things. Any kind." 

Earl sneered. "Nobody fixes things. When they break you throw them away." 
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Cole didn't hear him. Sudden need had roused him, getting him suddenly to his feet. "You know any work I 

can find?" he demanded. "Things I could do? I can fix anything. Clocks, type-writers, refrigerators, pots and 

pans. Leaks in the roof. I can fix anything there is." 

Steven held out his inter-system vidsender. "Fix this." 

There was silence. Slowly, Cole's eyes focussed on the box. "That?" 

"My sender. Earl broke it." 

Cole took the box slowly. He turned it over, holding it up to the light. He frowned, concentrating on it. His 

long, slender fingers moved carefully over the surface, exploring it. 

"He'll steal it!" Earl said suddenly. 

"No." Cole shook his head vaguely. "I'm reliable." His sensitive fingers found the studs that held the box 

together. He depressed the studs, pushing them expertly in. The box opened, revealing its complex interior. 

"He got it open," Sally whispered. 

"Give it back!" Steven demanded, a little frightened. He held out his hand. "I want it back." 

The three children watched Cole apprehensively. Cole fumbled in his pocket. Slowly he brought out his tiny 

screwdrivers and pliers. He laid them in a row beside him. He made no move to return the box. 

"I want it back," Steven said feebly. 

Cole looked up. His faded blue eyes took in the sight of the three children standing before him in the gloom. 

"I'll fix it for you. You said you wanted it fixed." 

"I want it back." Steven stood on one foot, then the other, torn by doubt and indecision. "Can you really fix it? 

Can you make it work again?" 

"Yes." 

"All right. Fix it for me, then." 

A sly smile flickered across Cole's tired face. "Now, wait a minute. If I fix it, will you bring me something to 

eat? I'm not fixing it for nothing." 

"Something to eat?" 

"Food. I need hot food. Maybe some coffee." 
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Steven nodded. "Yes. I'll get it for you." 

Cole relaxed. "Fine. That's fine." He turned his attention back to the box resting between his knees. "Then I'll 

fix it for you. I'll fix it for you good." 

His fingers flew, working and twisting, tracing down wires and relays, exploring and examining. Finding out 

about the inter-system vidsender. Discovering how it worked. 

Steven slipped into the house through the emergency door. He made his way to the kitchen with great care, 

walking on tip-toe. He punched the kitchen controls at random, his heart beating excitedly. The stove began to 

whirr, purring into life. Meter readings came on, crossing toward the completion marks. 

Presently the stove opened, sliding out a tray of steaming dishes. The mechanism clicked off, dying into 

silence. Steven grabbed up the contents of the tray, filling his arms. He carried everything down the hall, out 

the emergency door and into the yard. The yard was dark. Steven felt his way carefully along. 

He managed to reach the guide-light without dropping anything at all. 

Thomas Cole got slowly to his feet as Steven came into view. "Here," Steven said. He dumped the food onto 

the curb, gasping for breath. "Here's the food. Is it finished?" 

Cole held out the inter-system vidsender. "It's finished. It was pretty badly smashed." 

Earl and Sally gazed up, wide-eyed. "Does it work?" Sally asked. 

"Of course not," Earl stated. "How could it work? He couldn't—" 

"Turn it on!" Sally nudged Steven eagerly. "See if it works." 

Steven was holding the box under the light, examining the switches. He clicked the main switch on. The 

indicator light gleamed. "It lights up," Steven said. 

"Say something into it." 

Steven spoke into the box. "Hello! Hello! This is operator 6-Z75 calling. Can you hear me? This is operator 6-

Z75. Can you hear me?" 

In the darkness, away from the beam of the guide-light, Thomas Cole sat crouched over the food. He ate 

gratefully, silently. It was good food, well cooked and seasoned. He drank a container of orange juice and 

then a sweet drink he didn't recognize. Most of the food was strange to him, but he didn't care. He had walked 

a long way and he was plenty hungry. And he still had a long way to go, before morning. He had to be deep in 

the hills before the sun came up. Instinct told him that he would be safe among the trees and tangled growth—

at least, as safe as he could hope for. 
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He ate rapidly, intent on the food. He did not look up until he was finished. Then he got slowly to his feet, 

wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 

The three children were standing around in a circle, operating the inter-system vidsender. He watched them 

for a few minutes. None of them looked up from the small box. They were intent, absorbed in what they were 

doing. 

"Well?" Cole said, at last. "Does it work all right?" 

After a moment Steven looked up at him. There was a strange expression on his face. He nodded slowly. 

"Yes. Yes, it works. It works fine." 

Cole grunted. "All right." He turned and moved away from the light. "That's fine." 

The children watched silently until the figure of Thomas Cole had completely disappeared. Slowly, they 

turned and looked at each other. Then down at the box in Steven's hands. They gazed at the box in growing 

awe. Awe mixed with dawning fear. 

Steven turned and edged toward his house. "I've got to show it to my Dad," he murmured, dazed. "He's got to 

know. Somebody's got to know!" 

III 

Eric Reinhart examined the vidsender box carefully, turning it around and around. 

"Then he did escape from the blast," Dixon admitted reluctantly. "He must have leaped from the cart just 

before the concussion." 

Reinhart nodded. "He escaped. He got away from you—twice." He pushed the vidsender box away and 

leaned abruptly toward the man standing uneasily in front of his desk. "What's your name again?" 

"Elliot. Richard Elliot." 

"And your son's name?" 

"Steven." 

"It was last night this happened?" 

"About eight o'clock." 

"Go on." 
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"Steven came into the house. He acted queerly. He was carrying his inter-system vidsender." Elliot pointed at 

the box on Reinhart's desk. "That. He was nervous and excited. I asked what was wrong. For awhile he 

couldn't tell me. He was quite upset. Then he showed me the vidsender." Elliot took a deep, shaky breath. "I 

could see right away it was different. You see I'm an electrical engineer. I had opened it once before, to put in 

a new battery. I had a fairly good idea how it should look." Elliot hesitated. "Commissioner, it had 

been changed. A lot of the wiring was different. Moved around. Relays connected differently. Some parts 

were missing. New parts had been jury rigged out of old. Then I discovered the thing that made me call 

Security. The vidsender—it really worked." 

"Worked?" 

"You see, it never was anything more than a toy. With a range of a few city blocks. So the kids could call 

back and forth from their rooms. Like a sort of portable vidscreen. Commissioner, I tried out the vidsender, 

pushing the call button and speaking into the microphone. I—I got a ship of the line. A battleship, operating 

beyond Proxima Centaurus—over eight light years away. As far out as the actual vidsenders operate. Then I 

called Security. Right away." 

For a time Reinhart was silent. Finally he tapped the box lying on the desk. "You got a ship of the line—

with this?" 

"That's right." 

"How big are the regular vidsenders?" 

Dixon supplied the information. "As big as a twenty-ton safe." 

"That's what I thought." Reinhart waved his hand impatiently. "All right, Elliot. Thanks for turning the 

information over to us. That's all." 

Security police led Elliot outside the office. 

Reinhart and Dixon looked at each other. "This is bad," Reinhart said harshly. "He has some ability, some 

kind of mechanical ability. Genius, perhaps, to do a thing like this. Look at the period he came from, Dixon. 

The early part of the twentieth century. Before the wars began. That was a unique period. There was a certain 

vitality, a certain ability. It was a period of incredible growth and discovery. Edison. Pasteur. Burbank. The 

Wright brothers. Inventions and machines. People had an uncanny ability with machines. A kind of intuition 

about machines—which we don't have." 

"You mean—" 

"I mean a person like this coming into our own time is bad in itself, war or no war. He's too different. He's 

oriented along different lines. He has abilities we lack. This fixing skill of his. It throws us off, out of kilter. 

And with the war.... 
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"Now I'm beginning to understand why the SRB machines couldn't factor him. It's impossible for us to 

understand this kind of person. Winslow says he asked for work, any kind of work. The man said he could do 

anything, fix anything. Do you understand what that means?" 

"No," Dixon said. "What does it mean?" 

"Can any of us fix anything? No. None of us can do that. We're specialized. Each of us has his own line, his 

own work. I understand my work, you understand yours. The tendency in evolution is toward greater and 

greater specialization. Man's society is an ecology that forces adaptation to it. Continual complexity makes it 

impossible for any of us to know anything outside our own personal field—I can't follow the work of the man 

sitting at the next desk over from me. Too much knowledge has piled up in each field. And there's too many 

fields. 

"This man is different. He can fix anything, do anything. He doesn't work with knowledge, with science—the 

classified accumulation of facts. He knows nothing. It's not in his head, a form of learning. He works by 

intuition—his power is in his hands, not his head. Jack-of-all-trades. His hands! Like a painter, an artist. In his 

hands—and he cuts across our lives like a knife-blade." 

"And the other problem?" 

"The other problem is that this man, this variable man, has escaped into the Albertine Mountain range. Now 

we'll have one hell of a time finding him. He's clever—in a strange kind of way. Like some sort of animal. 

He's going to be hard to catch." 

Reinhart sent Dixon out. After a moment he gathered up the handful of reports on his desk and carried them 

up to the SRB room. The SRB room was closed up, sealed off by a ring of armed Security police. Standing 

angrily before the ring of police was Peter Sherikov, his beard waggling angrily, his immense hands on his 

hips. 

"What's going on?" Sherikov demanded. "Why can't I go in and peep at the odds?" 

"Sorry." Reinhart cleared the police aside. "Come inside with me. I'll explain." The doors opened for them 

and they entered. Behind them the doors shut and the ring of police formed outside. "What brings you away 

from your lab?" Reinhart asked. 

Sherikov shrugged. "Several things. I wanted to see you. I called you on the vidphone and they said you 

weren't available. I thought maybe something had happened. What's up?" 

"I'll tell you in a few minutes." Reinhart called Kaplan over. "Here are some new items. Feed them in right 

away. I want to see if the machines can total them." 

"Certainly, Commissioner." Kaplan took the message plates and placed them on an intake belt. The machines 

hummed into life. 
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"We'll know soon," Reinhart said, half aloud. 

Sherikov shot him a keen glance. "We'll know what? Let me in on it. What's taking place?" 

"We're in trouble. For twenty-four hours the machines haven't given any reading at all. Nothing but a blank. A 

total blank." 

Sherikov's features registered disbelief. "But that isn't possible. Some odds exist at all times." 

"The odds exist, but the machines aren't able to calculate them." 

"Why not?" 

"Because a variable factor has been introduced. A factor which the machines can't handle. They can't make 

any predictions from it." 

"Can't they reject it?" Sherikov said slyly. "Can't they just—just ignore it?" 

"No. It exists, as real data. Therefore it affects the balance of the material, the sum total of all other available 

data. To reject it would be to give a false reading. The machines can't reject any data that's known to be true." 

Sherikov pulled moodily at his black beard. "I would be interested in knowing what sort of factor the 

machines can't handle. I thought they could take in all data pertaining to contemporary reality." 

"They can. This factor has nothing to do with contemporary reality. That's the trouble. Histo-research in 

bringing its time bubble back from the past got overzealous and cut the circuit too quickly. The bubble came 

back loaded—with a man from the twentieth century. A man from the past." 

"I see. A man from two centuries ago." The big Pole frowned. "And with a radically different 

Weltanschauung. No connection with our present society. Not integrated along our lines at all. Therefore the 

SRB machines are perplexed." 

Reinhart grinned. "Perplexed? I suppose so. In any case, they can't do anything with the data about this man. 

The variable man. No statistics at all have been thrown up—no predictions have been made. And it knocks 

everything else out of phase. We're dependent on the constant showing of these odds. The whole war effort is 

geared around them." 

"The horse-shoe nail. Remember the old poem? 'For want of a nail the shoe was lost. For want of the shoe the 

horse was lost. For want of the horse the rider was lost. For want—'" 

"Exactly. A single factor coming along like this, one single individual, can throw everything off. It doesn't 

seem possible that one person could knock an entire society out of balance—but apparently it is." 
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"What are you doing about this man?" 

"The Security police are organized in a mass search for him." 

"Results?" 

"He escaped into the Albertine Mountain Range last night. It'll be hard to find him. We must expect him to be 

loose for another forty-eight hours. It'll take that long for us to arrange the annihilation of the range area. 

Perhaps a trifle longer. And meanwhile—" 

"Ready, Commissioner," Kaplan interrupted. "The new totals." 

The SRB machines had finished factoring the new data. Reinhart and Sherikov hurried to take their places 

before the view windows. 

For a moment nothing happened. Then odds were put up, locking in place. 

Sherikov gasped. 99-2. In favor of Terra. "That's wonderful! Now we—" 

The odds vanished. New odds took their places. 97-4. In favor of Centaurus. Sherikov groaned in astonished 

dismay. "Wait," Reinhart said to him. "I don't think they'll last." 

The odds vanished. A rapid series of odds shot across the screen, a violent stream of numbers, changing 

almost instantly. At last the machines became silent. 

Nothing showed. No odds. No totals at all. The view windows were blank. 

"You see?" Reinhart murmured. "The same damn thing!" 

Sherikov pondered. "Reinhart, you're too Anglo-Saxon, too impulsive. Be more Slavic. This man will be 

captured and destroyed within two days. You said so yourself. Meanwhile, we're all working night and day on 

the war effort. The warfleet is waiting near Proxima, taking up positions for the attack on the Centaurans. All 

our war plants are going full blast. By the time the attack date comes we'll have a full-sized invasion army 

ready to take off for the long trip to the Centauran colonies. The whole Terran population has been mobilized. 

The eight supply planets are pouring in material. All this is going on day and night, even without odds 

showing. Long before the attack comes this man will certainly be dead, and the machines will be able to show 

odds again." 

Reinhart considered. "But it worries me, a man like that out in the open. Loose. A man who can't be predicted. 

It goes against science. We've been making statistical reports on society for two centuries. We have immense 

files of data. The machines are able to predict what each person and group will do at a given time, in a given 

situation. But this man is beyond all prediction. He's a variable. It's contrary to science." 

"The indeterminate particle." 
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"What's that?" 

"The particle that moves in such a way that we can't predict what position it will occupy at a given second. 

Random. The random particle." 

"Exactly. It's—it's unnatural." 

Sherikov laughed sarcastically. "Don't worry about it, Commissioner. The man will be captured and things 

will return to their natural state. You'll be able to predict people again, like laboratory rats in a maze. By the 

way—why is this room guarded?" 

"I don't want anyone to know the machines show no totals. It's dangerous to the war effort." 

"Margaret Duffe, for example?" 

Reinhart nodded reluctantly. "They're too timid, these parliamentarians. If they discover we have no SRB 

odds they'll want to shut down the war planning and go back to waiting." 

"Too slow for you, Commissioner? Laws, debates, council meetings, discussions.... Saves a lot of time if one 

man has all the power. One man to tell people what to do, think for them, lead them around." 

Reinhart eyed the big Pole critically. "That reminds me. How is Icarus coming? Have you continued to make 

progress on the control turret?" 

A scowl crossed Sherikov's broad features. "The control turret?" He waved his big hand vaguely. "I would say 

it's coming along all right. We'll catch up in time." 

Instantly Reinhart became alert. "Catch up? You mean you're still behind?" 

"Somewhat. A little. But we'll catch up." Sherikov retreated toward the door. "Let's go down to the cafeteria 

and have a cup of coffee. You worry too much, Commissioner. Take things more in your stride." 

"I suppose you're right." The two men walked out into the hall. "I'm on edge. This variable man. I can't get 

him out of my mind." 

"Has he done anything yet?" 

"Nothing important. Rewired a child's toy. A toy vidsender." 

"Oh?" Sherikov showed interest. "What do you mean? What did he do?" 

"I'll show you." Reinhart led Sherikov down the hall to his office. They entered and Reinhart locked the door. 

He handed Sherikov the toy and roughed in what Cole had done. A strange look crossed Sherikov's face. He 
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found the studs on the box and depressed them. The box opened. The big Pole sat down at the desk and began 

to study the interior of the box. "You're sure it was the man from the past who rewired this?" 

"Of course. On the spot. The boy damaged it playing. The variable man came along and the boy asked him to 

fix it. He fixed it, all right." 

"Incredible." Sherikov's eyes were only an inch from the wiring. "Such tiny relays. How could he—" 

"What?" 

"Nothing." Sherikov got abruptly to his feet, closing the box carefully. "Can I take this along? To my lab? I'd 

like to analyze it more fully." 

"Of course. But why?" 

"No special reason. Let's go get our coffee." Sherikov headed toward the door. "You say you expect to 

capture this man in a day or so?" 

"Kill him, not capture him. We've got to eliminate him as a piece of data. We're assembling the attack 

formations right now. No slip-ups, this time. We're in the process of setting up a cross-bombing pattern to 

level the entire Albertine range. He must be destroyed, within the next forty-eight hours." 

Sherikov nodded absently. "Of course," he murmured. A preoccupied expression still remained on his broad 

features. "I understand perfectly." 

***** 

Thomas Cole crouched over the fire he had built, warming his hands. It was almost morning. The sky was 

turning violet gray. The mountain air was crisp and chill. Cole shivered and pulled himself closer to the fire. 

The heat felt good against his hands. His hands. He gazed down at them, glowing yellow-red in the firelight. 

The nails were black and chipped. Warts and endless calluses on each finger, and the palms. But they were 

good hands; the fingers were long and tapered. He respected them, although in some ways he didn't 

understand them. 

Cole was deep in thought, meditating over his situation. He had been in the mountains two nights and a day. 

The first night had been the worst. Stumbling and falling, making his way uncertainly up the steep slopes, 

through the tangled brush and undergrowth— 

But when the sun came up he was safe, deep in the mountains, between two great peaks. And by the time the 

sun had set again he had fixed himself up a shelter and a means of making a fire. Now he had a neat little box 

trap, operated by a plaited grass rope and pit, a notched stake. One rabbit already hung by his hind legs and 

the trap was waiting for another. 
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The sky turned from violet gray to a deep cold gray, a metallic color. The mountains were silent and empty. 

Far off some place a bird sang, its voice echoing across the vast slopes and ravines. Other birds began to sing. 

Off to his right something crashed through the brush, an animal pushing its way along. 

Day was coming. His second day. Cole got to his feet and began to unfasten the rabbit. Time to eat. And then? 

After that he had no plans. He knew instinctively that he could keep himself alive indefinitely with the tools 

he had retained, and the genius of his hands. He could kill game and skin it. Eventually he could build himself 

a permanent shelter, even make clothes but of hides. In winter— 

But he was not thinking that far ahead. Cole stood by the fire, staring up at the sky, his hands on his hips. He 

squinted, suddenly tense. Something was moving. Something in the sky, drifting slowly through the grayness. 

A black dot. 

He stamped out the fire quickly. What was it? He strained, trying to see. A bird? 

A second dot joined the first. Two dots. Then three. Four. Five. A fleet of them, moving rapidly across the 

early morning sky. Toward the mountains. 

Toward him. 

Cole hurried away from the fire. He snatched up the rabbit and carried it along with him, into the tangled 

shelter he had built. He was invisible, inside the shelter. No one could find him. But if they had seen the 

fire— 

He crouched in the shelter, watching the dots grow larger. They were planes, all right. Black wingless planes, 

coming closer each moment. Now he could hear them, a faint dull buzz, increasing until the ground shook 

under him. 

The first plane dived. It dropped like a stone, swelling into a great black shape. Cole gasped, sinking down. 

The plane roared in an arc, swooping low over the ground. Suddenly bundles tumbled out, white bundles 

falling and scattering like seeds. 

The bundles drifted rapidly to the ground. They landed. They were men. Men in uniform. 

Now the second plane was diving. It roared overhead, releasing its load. More bundles tumbled out, filling the 

sky. The third plane dived, then the fourth. The air was thick with drifting bundles of white, a blanket of 

descending weed spores, settling to earth. 

On the ground the soldiers were forming into groups. Their shouts carried to Cole, crouched in his shelter. 

Fear leaped through him. They were landing on all sides of him. He was cut off. The last two planes had 

dropped men behind him. 

He got to his feet, pushing out of the shelter. Some of the soldiers had found the fire, the ashes and coals. One 

dropped down, feeling the coals with his hand. He waved to the others. They were circling all around, 
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shouting and gesturing. One of them began to set up some kind of gun. Others were unrolling coils of tubing, 

locking a collection of strange pipes and machinery in place. 

Cole ran. He rolled down a slope, sliding and falling. At the bottom he leaped to his feet and plunged into the 

brush. Vines and leaves tore at his face, slashing and cutting him. He fell again, tangled in a mass of twisted 

shrubbery. He fought desperately, trying to free himself. If he could reach the knife in his pocket— 

Voices. Footsteps. Men were behind him, running down the slope. Cole struggled frantically, gasping and 

twisting, trying to pull loose. He strained, breaking the vines, clawing at them with his hands. 

A soldier dropped to his knee, leveling his gun. More soldiers arrived, bringing up their rifles and aiming. 

Cole cried out. He closed his eyes, his body suddenly limp. He waited, his teeth locked together, sweat 

dripping down his neck, into his shirt, sagging against the mesh of vines and branches coiled around him. 

Silence. 

Cole opened his eyes slowly. The soldiers had regrouped. A huge man was striding down the slope toward 

them, barking orders as he came. 

Two soldiers stepped into the brush. One of them grabbed Cole by the shoulder. 

"Don't let go of him." The huge man came over, his black beard jutting out. "Hold on." 

Cole gasped for breath. He was caught. There was nothing he could do. More soldiers were pouring down into 

the gulley, surrounding him on all sides. They studied him curiously, murmuring together. Cole shook his 

head wearily and said nothing. 

The huge man with the beard stood directly in front of him, his hands on his hips, looking him up and down. 

"Don't try to get away," the man said. "You can't get away. Do you understand?" 

Cole nodded. 

"All right. Good." The man waved. Soldiers clamped metal bands around Cole's arms and wrists. The metal 

dug into his flesh, making him gasp with pain. More clamps locked around his legs. "Those stay there until 

we're out of here. A long way out." 

"Where—where are you taking me?" 

Peter Sherikov studied the variable man for a moment before he answered. "Where? I'm taking you to my 

labs. Under the Urals." He glanced suddenly up at the sky. "We better hurry. The Security police will be 

starting their demolition attack in a few hours. We want to be a long way from here when that begins." 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

152 

***** 

Sherikov settled down in his comfortable reinforced chair with a sigh. "It's good to be back." He signalled to 

one of his guards. "All right. You can unfasten him." 

The metal clamps were removed from Cole's arms and legs. He sagged, sinking down in a heap. Sherikov 

watched him silently. 

Cole sat on the floor, rubbing his wrists and legs, saying nothing. 

"What do you want?" Sherikov demanded. "Food? Are you hungry?" 

"No." 

"Medicine? Are you sick? Injured?" 

"No." 

Sherikov wrinkled his nose. "A bath wouldn't hurt you any. We'll arrange that later." He lit a cigar, blowing a 

cloud of gray smoke around him. At the door of the room two lab guards stood with guns ready. No one else 

was in the room beside Sherikov and Cole. 

Thomas Cole sat huddled in a heap on the floor, his head sunk down against his chest. He did not stir. His 

bent body seemed more elongated and stooped than ever, his hair tousled and unkempt, his chin and jowls a 

rough stubbled gray. His clothes were dirty and torn from crawling through the brush. His skin was cut and 

scratched; open sores dotted his neck and cheeks and forehead. He said nothing. His chest rose and fell. His 

faded blue eyes were almost closed. He looked quite old, a withered, dried-up old man. 

Sherikov waved one of the guards over. "Have a doctor brought up here. I want this man checked over. He 

may need intravenous injections. He may not have had anything to eat for awhile." 

The guard departed. 

"I don't want anything to happen to you," Sherikov said. "Before we go on I'll have you checked over. And 

deloused at the same time." 

Cole said nothing. 

Sherikov laughed. "Buck up! You have no reason to feel bad." He leaned toward Cole, jabbing an immense 

finger at him. "Another two hours and you'd have been dead, out there in the mountains. You know that?" 

Cole nodded. 
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"You don't believe me. Look." Sherikov leaned over and snapped on the vidscreen mounted in the wall. 

"Watch, this. The operation should still be going on." 

The screen lit up. A scene gained form. 

"This is a confidential Security channel. I had it tapped several years ago—for my own protection. What we're 

seeing now is being piped in to Eric Reinhart." Sherikov grinned. "Reinhart arranged what you're seeing on 

the screen. Pay close attention. You were there, two hours ago." 

Cole turned toward the screen. At first he could not make out what was happening. The screen showed a vast 

foaming cloud, a vortex of motion. From the speaker came a low rumble, a deep-throated roar. After a time 

the screen shifted, showing a slightly different view. Suddenly Cole stiffened. 

He was seeing the destruction of a whole mountain range. 

The picture was coming from a ship, flying above what had once been the Albertine Mountain Range. Now 

there was nothing but swirling clouds of gray and columns of particles and debris, a surging tide of restless 

material gradually sweeping off and dissipating in all directions. 

The Albertine Mountains had been disintegrated. Nothing remained but these vast clouds of debris. Below, on 

the ground, a ragged plain stretched out, swept by fire and ruin. Gaping wounds yawned, immense holes 

without bottom, craters side by side as far as the eye could see. Craters and debris. Like the blasted, pitted 

surface of the moon. Two hours ago it had been rolling peaks and gulleys, brush and green bushes and trees. 

Cole turned away. 

"You see?" Sherikov snapped the screen off. "You were down there, not so long ago. All that noise and 

smoke—all for you. All for you, Mr. Variable Man from the past. Reinhart arranged that, to finish you off. I 

want you to understand that. It's very important that you realize that." 

Cole said nothing. 

Sherikov reached into a drawer of the table before him. He carefully brought out a small square box and held 

it out to Cole. "You wired this, didn't you?" 

Cole took the box in his hands and held it. For a time his tired mind failed to focus. What did he have? He 

concentrated on it. The box was the children's toy. The inter-system vidsender, they had called it. 

"Yes. I fixed this." He passed it back to Sherikov. "I repaired that. It was broken." 

Sherikov gazed down at him intently, his large eyes bright. He nodded, his black beard and cigar rising and 

falling. "Good. That's all I wanted to know." He got suddenly to his feet, pushing his chair back. "I see the 

doctor's here. He'll fix you up. Everything you need. Later on I'll talk to you again." 
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Unprotesting, Cole got to his feet, allowing the doctor to take hold of his arm and help him up. 

After Cole had been released by the medical department, Sherikov joined him in his private dining room, a 

floor above the actual laboratory. 

The Pole gulped down a hasty meal, talking as he ate. Cole sat silently across from him, not eating or 

speaking. His old clothing had been taken away and new clothing given him. He was shaved and rubbed 

down. His sores and cuts were healed, his body and hair washed. He looked much healthier and younger, 

now. But he was still stooped and tired, his blue eyes worn and faded. He listened to Sherikov's account of the 

world of 2136 AD without comment. 

"You can see," Sherikov said finally, waving a chicken leg, "that your appearance here has been very 

upsetting to our program. Now that you know more about us you can see why Commissioner Reinhart was so 

interested in destroying you." 

Cole nodded. 

"Reinhart, you realize, believes that the failure of the SRB machines is the chief danger to the war effort. But 

that is nothing!" Sherikov pushed his plate away noisily, draining his coffee mug. "After all, wars can be 

fought without statistical forecasts. The SRB machines only describe. They're nothing more than mechanical 

onlookers. In themselves, they don't affect the course of the war. We make the war. They only analyze." 

Cole nodded. 

"More coffee?" Sherikov asked. He pushed the plastic container toward Cole. "Have some." 

Cole accepted another cupful. "Thank you." 

"You can see that our real problem is another thing entirely. The machines only do figuring for us in a few 

minutes that eventually we could do for our own selves. They're our servants, tools. Not some sort of gods in 

a temple which we go and pray to. Not oracles who can see into the future for us. They don't see into the 

future. They only make statistical predictions—not prophecies. There's a big difference there, but Reinhart 

doesn't understand it. Reinhart and his kind have made such things as the SRB machines into gods. But I have 

no gods. At least, not any I can see." 

Cole nodded, sipping his coffee. 

"I'm telling you all these things because you must understand what we're up against. Terra is hemmed in on 

all sides by the ancient Centauran Empire. It's been out there for centuries, thousands of years. No one knows 

how long. It's old—crumbling and rotting. Corrupt and venal. But it holds most of the galaxy around us, and 

we can't break out of the Sol system. I told you about Icarus, and Hedge's work in ftl flight. We must win the 

war against Centaurus. We've waited and worked a long time for this, the moment when we can break out and 

get room among the stars for ourselves. Icarus is the deciding weapon. The data on Icarus tipped the SRB 
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odds in our favor—for the first time in history. Success in the war against Centaurus will depend on Icarus, 

not on the SRB machines. You see?" 

Cole nodded. 

"However, there is a problem. The data on Icarus which I turned over to the machines specified that Icarus 

would be completed in ten days. More than half that time has already passed. Yet, we are no closer to wiring 

up the control turret than we were then. The turret baffles us." Sherikov grinned ironically. "Even I have tried 

my hand at the wiring, but with no success. It's intricate—and small. Too many technical bugs not worked 

out. We are building only one, you understand. If we had many experimental models worked out before—" 

"But this is the experimental model," Cole said. 

"And built from the designs of a man dead four years—who isn't here to correct us. We've made Icarus with 

our own hands, down here in the labs. And he's giving us plenty of trouble." All at once Sherikov got to his 

feet. "Let's go down to the lab and look at him." 

They descended to the floor below, Sherikov leading the way. Cole stopped short at the lab door. 

"Quite a sight," Sherikov agreed. "We keep him down here at the bottom for safety's sake. He's well 

protected. Come on in. We have work to do." 

In the center of the lab Icarus rose up, the gray squat cylinder that someday would flash through space at a 

speed of thousands of times that of light, toward the heart of Proxima Centaurus, over four light years away. 

Around the cylinder groups of men in uniform were laboring feverishly to finish the remaining work. 

"Over here. The turret." Sherikov led Cole over to one side of the room. "It's guarded. Centauran spies are 

swarming everywhere on Terra. They see into everything. But so do we. That's how we get information for 

the SRB machines. Spies in both systems." 

The translucent globe that was the control turret reposed in the center of a metal stand, an armed guard 

standing at each side. They lowered their guns as Sherikov approached. 

"We don't want anything to happen to this," Sherikov said. "Everything depends on it." He put out his hand 

for the globe. Half way to it his hand stopped, striking against an invisible presence in the air. 

Sherikov laughed. "The wall. Shut it off. It's still on." 

One of the guards pressed a stud at his wrist. Around the globe the air shimmered and faded. 

"Now." Sherikov's hand closed over the globe. He lifted it carefully from its mount and brought it out for Cole 

to see. "This is the control turret for our enormous friend here. This is what will slow him down when he's 

inside Centaurus. He slows down and re-enters this universe. Right in the heart of the star. Then—no more 

Centaurus." Sherikov beamed. "And no more Armun." 
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But Cole was not listening. He had taken the globe from Sherikov and was turning it over and over, running 

his hands over it, his face close to its surface. He peered down into its interior, his face rapt and intent. 

"You can't see the wiring. Not without lenses." Sherikov signalled for a pair of micro-lenses to be brought. He 

fitted them on Cole's nose, hooking them behind his ears. "Now try it. You can control the magnification. It's 

set for 1000X right now. You can increase or decrease it." 

Cole gasped, swaying back and forth. Sherikov caught hold of him. Cole gazed down into the globe, moving 

his head slightly, focussing the glasses. 

"It takes practice. But you can do a lot with them. Permits you to do microscopic wiring. There are tools to go 

along, you understand." Sherikov paused, licking his lip. "We can't get it done correctly. Only a few men can 

wire circuits using the micro-lenses and the little tools. We've tried robots, but there are too many decisions to 

be made. Robots can't make decisions. They just react." 

Cole said nothing. He continued to gaze into the interior of the globe, his lips tight, his body taut and rigid. It 

made Sherikov feel strangely uneasy. 

"You look like one of those old fortune tellers," Sherikov said jokingly, but a cold shiver crawled up his 

spine. "Better hand it back to me." He held out his hand. 

Slowly, Cole returned the globe. After a time he removed the micro-lenses, still deep in thought. 

"Well?" Sherikov demanded. "You know what I want. I want you to wire this damn thing up." Sherikov came 

close to Cole, his big face hard. "You can do it, I think. I could tell by the way you held it—and the job you 

did on the children's toy, of course. You could wire it up right, and in five days. Nobody else can. And if it's 

not wired up Centaurus will keep on running the galaxy and Terra will have to sweat it out here in the Sol 

system. One tiny mediocre sun, one dust mote out of a whole galaxy." 

Cole did not answer. 

Sherikov became impatient. "Well? What do you say?" 

"What happens if I don't wire this control for you? I mean, what happens to me?" 

"Then I turn you over to Reinhart. Reinhart will kill you instantly. He thinks you're dead, killed when the 

Albertine Range was annihilated. If he had any idea I had saved you—" 

"I see." 

"I brought you down here for one thing. If you wire it up I'll have you sent back to your own time continuum. 

If you don't—" 

Cole considered, his face dark and brooding. 
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"What do you have to lose? You'd already be dead, if we hadn't pulled you out of those hills." 

"Can you really return me to my own time?" 

"Of course!" 

"Reinhart won't interfere?" 

Sherikov laughed. "What can he do? How can he stop me? I have my own men. You saw them. They landed 

all around you. You'll be returned." 

"Yes. I saw your men." 

"Then you agree?" 

"I agree," Thomas Cole said. "I'll wire it for you. I'll complete the control turret—within the next five days." 

IV 

Three days later Joseph Dixon slid a closed-circuit message plate across the desk to his boss. 

"Here. You might be interested in this." 

Reinhart picked the plate up slowly. "What is it? You came all the way here to show me this?" 

"That's right." 

"Why didn't you vidscreen it?" 

Dixon smiled grimly. "You'll understand when you decode it. It's from Proxima Centaurus." 

"Centaurus!" 

"Our counter-intelligence service. They sent it direct to me. Here, I'll decode it for you. Save you the trouble." 

Dixon came around behind Reinhart's desk. He leaned over the Commissioner's shoulder, taking hold of the 

plate and breaking the seal with his thumb nail. 

"Hang on," Dixon said. "This is going to hit you hard. According to our agents on Armun, the Centauran High 

Council has called an emergency session to deal with the problem of Terra's impending attack. Centauran 

relay couriers have reported to the High Council that the Terran bomb Icarus is virtually complete. Work on 

the bomb has been rushed through final stages in the underground laboratories under the Ural Range, directed 

by the Terran physicist Peter Sherikov." 
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"So I understand from Sherikov himself. Are you surprised the Centaurans know about the bomb? They have 

spies swarming over Terra. That's no news." 

"There's more." Dixon traced the message plate grimly, with an unsteady finger. "The Centauran relay 

couriers reported that Peter Sherikov brought an expert mechanic out of a previous time continuum to 

complete the wiring of the turret!" 

Reinhart staggered, holding on tight to the desk. He closed his eyes, gasping. 

"The variable man is still alive," Dixon murmured. "I don't know how. Or why. There's nothing left of the 

Albertines. And how the hell did the man get half way around the world?" 

Reinhart opened his eyes slowly, his face twisting. "Sherikov! He must have removed him before the attack. I 

told Sherikov the attack was forthcoming. I gave him the exact hour. He had to get help—from the variable 

man. He couldn't meet his promise otherwise." 

Reinhart leaped up and began to pace back and forth. "I've already informed the SRB machines that the 

variable man has been destroyed. The machines now show the original 7-6 ratio in our favor. But the ratio is 

based on false information." 

"Then you'll have to withdraw the false data and restore the original situation." 

"No." Reinhart shook his head. "I can't do that. The machines must be kept functioning. We can't allow them 

to jam again. It's too dangerous. If Duffe should become aware that—" 

"What are you going to do, then?" Dixon picked up the message plate. "You can't leave the machines with 

false data. That's treason." 

"The data can't be withdrawn! Not unless equivalent data exists to take its place." Reinhart paced angrily back 

and forth. "Damn it, I was certain the man was dead. This is an incredible situation. He must be eliminated—

at any cost." 

Suddenly Reinhart stopped pacing. "The turret. It's probably finished by this time. Correct?" 

Dixon nodded slowly in agreement. "With the variable man helping, Sherikov has undoubtedly completed 

work well ahead of schedule." 

Reinhart's gray eyes flickered. "Then he's no longer of any use—even to Sherikov. We could take a chance.... 

Even if there were active opposition...." 

"What's this?" Dixon demanded. "What are you thinking about?" 

"How many units are ready for immediate action? How large a force can we raise without notice?" 
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"Because of the war we're mobilized on a twenty-four hour basis. There are seventy air units and about two 

hundred surface units. The balance of the Security forces have been transferred to the line, under military 

control." 

"Men?" 

"We have about five thousand men ready to go, still on Terra. Most of them in the process of being 

transferred to military transports. I can hold it up at any time." 

"Missiles?" 

"Fortunately, the launching tubes have not yet been disassembled. They're still here on Terra. In another few 

days they'll be moving out for the Colonial fracas." 

"Then they're available for immediate use?" 

"Yes." 

"Good." Reinhart locked his hands, knotting his fingers harshly together in sudden decision. "That will do 

exactly. Unless I am completely wrong, Sherikov has only a half-dozen air units and no surface cars. And 

only about two hundred men. Some defense shields, of course—" 

"What are you planning?" 

Reinhart's face was gray and hard, like stone. "Send out orders for all available Security units to be unified 

under your immediate command. Have them ready to move by four o'clock this afternoon. We're going to pay 

a visit," Reinhart stated grimly. "A surprise visit. On Peter Sherikov." 

***** 

"Stop here," Reinhart ordered. 

The surface car slowed to a halt. Reinhart peered cautiously out, studying the horizon ahead. 

On all sides a desert of scrub grass and sand stretched out. Nothing moved or stirred. To the right the grass 

and sand rose up to form immense peaks, a range of mountains without end, disappearing finally into the 

distance. The Urals. 

"Over there," Reinhart said to Dixon, pointing. "See?" 

"No." 
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"Look hard. It's difficult to spot unless you know what to look for. Vertical pipes. Some kind of vent. Or 

periscopes." 

Dixon saw them finally. "I would have driven past without noticing." 

"It's well concealed. The main labs are a mile down. Under the range itself. It's virtually impregnable. 

Sherikov had it built years ago, to withstand any attack. From the air, by surface cars, bombs, missiles—" 

"He must feel safe down there." 

"No doubt." Reinhart gazed up at the sky. A few faint black dots could be seen, moving lazily about, in broad 

circles. "Those aren't ours, are they? I gave orders—" 

"No. They're not ours. All our units are out of sight. Those belong to Sherikov. His patrol." 

Reinhart relaxed. "Good." He reached over and flicked on the vidscreen over the board of the car. "This 

screen is shielded? It can't be traced?" 

"There's no way they can spot it back to us. It's non-directional." 

The screen glowed into life. Reinhart punched the combination keys and sat back to wait. 

After a time an image formed on the screen. A heavy face, bushy black beard and large eyes. 

Peter Sherikov gazed at Reinhart with surprised curiosity. "Commissioner! Where are you calling from? 

What—" 

"How's the work progressing?" Reinhart broke in coldly. "Is Icarus almost complete?" 

Sherikov beamed with expansive pride. "He's done, Commissioner. Two days ahead of time. Icarus is ready to 

be launched into space. I tried to call your office, but they told me—" 

"I'm not at my office." Reinhart leaned toward the screen. "Open your entrance tunnel at the surface. You're 

about to receive visitors." 

Sherikov blinked. "Visitors?" 

"I'm coming down to see you. About Icarus. Have the tunnel opened for me at once." 

"Exactly where are you, Commissioner?" 

"On the surface." 
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Sherikov's eyes flickered. "Oh? But—" 

"Open up!" Reinhart snapped. He glanced at his wristwatch. "I'll be at the entrance in five minutes. I expect to 

find it ready for me." 

"Of course." Sherikov nodded in bewilderment. "I'm always glad to see you, Commissioner. But I—" 

"Five minutes, then." Reinhart cut the circuit. The screen died. He turned quickly to Dixon. "You stay up 

here, as we arranged. I'll go down with one company of police. You understand the necessity of exact timing 

on this?" 

"We won't slip up. Everything's ready. All units are in their places." 

"Good." Reinhart pushed the door open for him. "You join your directional staff. I'll proceed toward the 

tunnel entrance." 

"Good luck." Dixon leaped out of the car, onto the sandy ground. A gust of dry air swirled into the car around 

Reinhart. "I'll see you later." 

Reinhart slammed the door. He turned to the group of police crouched in the rear of the car, their guns held 

tightly. "Here we go," Reinhart murmured. "Hold on." 

The car raced across the sandy ground, toward the tunnel entrance to Sherikov's underground fortress. 

Sherikov met Reinhart at the bottom end of the tunnel, where the tunnel opened up onto the main floor of the 

lab. 

The big Pole approached, his hand out, beaming with pride and satisfaction. "It's a pleasure to see you, 

Commissioner. This is an historic moment." 

Reinhart got out of the car, with his group of armed Security police. "Calls for a celebration, doesn't it?" he 

said. 

"That's a good idea! We're two days ahead, Commissioner. The SRB machines will be interested. The odds 

should change abruptly at the news." 

"Let's go down to the lab. I want to see the control turret myself." 

A shadow crossed Sherikov's face. "I'd rather not bother the workmen right now, Commissioner. They've 

been under a great load, trying to complete the turret in time. I believe they're putting a few last finishes on it 

at this moment." 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

162 

"We can view them by vidscreen. I'm curious to see them at work. It must be difficult to wire such minute 

relays." 

Sherikov shook his head. "Sorry, Commissioner. No vidscreen on them. I won't allow it. This is too 

important. Our whole future depends on it." 

Reinhart snapped a signal to his company of police. "Put this man under arrest." 

Sherikov blanched. His mouth fell open. The police moved quickly around him, their gun tubes up, jabbing 

into him. He was searched rapidly, efficiently. His gun belt and concealed energy screen were yanked off. 

"What's going on?" Sherikov demanded, some color returning to his face. "What are you doing?" 

"You're under arrest for the duration of the war. You're relieved of all authority. From now on one of my men 

will operate Designs. When the war is over you'll be tried before the Council and President Duffe." 

Sherikov shook his head, dazed. "I don't understand. What's this all about? Explain it to me, Commissioner. 

What's happened?" 

Reinhart signalled to his police. "Get ready. We're going into the lab. We may have to shoot our way in. The 

variable man should be in the area of the bomb, working on the control turret." 

Instantly Sherikov's face hardened. His black eyes glittered, alert and hostile. 

Reinhart laughed harshly. "We received a counter-intelligence report from Centaurus. I'm surprised at you, 

Sherikov. You know the Centaurans are everywhere with their relay couriers. You should have known—" 

Sherikov moved. Fast. All at once he broke away from the police, throwing his massive body against them. 

They fell, scattering. Sherikov ran—directly at the wall. The police fired wildly. Reinhart fumbled frantically 

for his gun tube, pulling it up. 

Sherikov reached the wall, running head down, energy beams flashing around him. He struck against the 

wall—and vanished. 

"Down!" Reinhart shouted. He dropped to his hands and knees. All around him his police dived for the floor. 

Reinhart cursed wildly, dragging himself quickly toward the door. They had to get out, and right away. 

Sherikov had escaped. A false wall, an energy barrier set to respond to his pressure. He had dashed through it 

to safety. He— 

From all sides an inferno burst, a flaming roar of death surging over them, around them, on every side. The 

room was alive with blazing masses of destruction, bouncing from wall to wall. They were caught between 

four banks of power, all of them open to full discharge. A trap—a death trap. 

***** 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 528  august 2020 

 

163 

Reinhart reached the hall gasping for breath. He leaped to his feet. A few Security police followed him. 

Behind them, in the flaming room, the rest of the company screamed and struggled, blasted out of existence 

by the leaping bursts of power. 

Reinhart assembled his remaining men. Already, Sherikov's guards were forming. At one end of the corridor a 

snub-barreled robot gun was maneuvering into position. A siren wailed. Guards were running on all sides, 

hurrying to battle stations. 

The robot gun opened fire. Part of the corridor exploded, bursting into fragments. Clouds of choking debris 

and particles swept around them. Reinhart and his police retreated, moving back along the corridor. 

They reached a junction. A second robot gun was rumbling toward them, hurrying to get within range. 

Reinhart fired carefully, aiming at its delicate control. Abruptly the gun spun convulsively. It lashed against 

the wall, smashing itself into the unyielding metal. Then it collapsed in a heap, gears still whining and 

spinning. 

"Come on." Reinhart moved away, crouching and running. He glanced at his watch. Almost time. A few more 

minutes. A group of lab guards appeared ahead of them. Reinhart fired. Behind him his police fired past him, 

violet shafts of energy catching the group of guards as they entered the corridor. The guards spilled apart, 

falling and twisting. Part of them settled into dust, drifting down the corridor. Reinhart made his way toward 

the lab, crouching and leaping, pushing past heaps of debris and remains, followed by his men. "Come on! 

Don't stop!" 

***** 

Suddenly from around them the booming, enlarged voice of Sherikov thundered, magnified by rows of wall 

speakers along the corridor. Reinhart halted, glancing around. 

"Reinhart! You haven't got a chance. You'll never get back to the surface. Throw down your guns and give 

up. You're surrounded on all sides. You're a mile, under the surface." 

Reinhart threw himself into motion, pushing into billowing clouds of particles drifting along the corridor. 

"Are you sure, Sherikov?" he grunted. 

Sherikov laughed, his harsh, metallic peals rolling in waves against Reinhart's eardrums. "I don't want to have 

to kill you, Commissioner. You're vital to the war: I'm sorry you found out about the variable man. I admit we 

overlooked the Centauran espionage as a factor in this. But now that you know about him—" 

Suddenly Sherikov's voice broke off. A deep rumble had shaken the floor, a lapping vibration that shuddered 

through the corridor. 

Reinhart sagged with relief. He peered through the clouds of debris, making out the figures on his watch. 

Right on time. Not a second late. 
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The first of the hydrogen missiles, launched from the Council buildings on the other side of the world, were 

beginning to arrive. The attack had begun. 

At exactly six o'clock Joseph Dixon, standing on the surface four miles from the entrance tunnel, gave the 

sign to the waiting units. 

The first job was to break down Sherikov's defense screens. The missiles had to penetrate without 

interference. At Dixon's signal a fleet of thirty Security ships dived from a height of ten miles, swooping 

above the mountains, directly over the underground laboratories. Within five minutes the defense screens had 

been smashed, and all the tower projectors leveled flat. Now the mountains were virtually unprotected. 

"So far so good," Dixon murmured, as he watched from his secure position. The fleet of Security ships roared 

back, their work done. Across the face of the desert the police surface cars were crawling rapidly toward the 

entrance tunnel, snaking from side to side. 

Meanwhile, Sherikov's counter-attack had begun to go into operation. 

Guns mounted among the hills opened fire. Vast columns of flame burst up in the path of the advancing cars. 

The cars hesitated and retreated, as the plain was churned up by a howling vortex, a thundering chaos of 

explosions. Here and there a car vanished in a cloud of particles. A group of cars moving away suddenly 

scattered, caught up by a giant wind that lashed across them and swept them up into the air. 

Dixon gave orders to have the cannon silenced. The police air arm again swept overhead, a sullen roar of jets 

that shook the ground below. The police ships divided expertly and hurtled down on the cannon protecting the 

hills. 

The cannon forgot the surface cars and lifted their snouts to meet the attack. Again and again the airships 

came, rocking the mountains with titanic blasts. 

The guns became silent. Their echoing boom diminished, died away reluctantly, as bombs took critical toll of 

them. 

Dixon watched with satisfaction as the bombing came to an end. The airships rose in a thick swarm, black 

gnats shooting up in triumph from a dead carcass. They hurried back as emergency anti-aircraft robot guns 

swung into position and saturated the sky with blazing puffs of energy. 

Dixon checked his wristwatch. The missiles were already on the way from North America. Only a few 

minutes remained. 

The surface cars, freed by the successful bombing, began to regroup for a new frontal attack. Again they 

crawled forward, across the burning plain, bearing down cautiously on the battered wall of mountains, 

heading toward the twisted wrecks that had been the ring of defense guns. Toward the entrance tunnel. 
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An occasional cannon fired feebly at them. The cars came grimly on. Now, in the hollows of the hills, 

Sherikov's troops were hurrying to the surface to meet the attack. The first car reached the shadow of the 

mountains.... 

A deafening hail of fire burst loose. Small robot guns appeared everywhere, needle barrels emerging from 

behind hidden screens, trees and shrubs, rocks, stones. The police cars were caught in a withering cross-fire, 

trapped at the base of the hills. 

Down the slopes Sherikov's guards raced, toward the stalled cars. Clouds of heat rose up and boiled across the 

plain as the cars fired up at the running men. A robot gun dropped like a slug onto the plain and screamed 

toward the cars, firing as it came. 

Dixon twisted nervously. Only a few minutes. Any time, now. He shaded his eyes and peered up at the sky. 

No sign of them yet. He wondered about Reinhart. No signal had come up from below. Clearly, Reinhart had 

run into trouble. No doubt there was desperate fighting going on in the maze of underground tunnels, the 

intricate web of passages that honeycombed the earth below the mountains. 

In the air, Sherikov's few defense ships were taking on the police raiders. Outnumbered, the defense ships 

darted rapidly, wildly, putting up a futile fight. 

Sherikov's guards streamed out onto the plain. Crouching and running, they advanced toward the stalled cars. 

The police airships screeched down at them, guns thundering. 

Dixon held his breath. When the missiles arrived— 

The first missile struck. A section of the mountain vanished, turned to smoke and foaming gasses. The wave 

of heat slapped Dixon across the face, spinning him around. Quickly he re-entered his ship and took off, 

shooting rapidly away from the scene. He glanced back. A second and third missile had arrived. Great gaping 

pits yawned among the mountains, vast sections missing like broken teeth. Now the missiles could penetrate 

to the underground laboratories below. 

On the ground, the surface cars halted beyond the danger area, waiting for the missile attack to finish. When 

the eighth missile had struck, the cars again moved forward. No more missiles fell. 

Dixon swung his ship around, heading back toward the scene. The laboratory was exposed. The top sections 

of it had been ripped open. The laboratory lay like a tin can, torn apart by mighty explosions, its first floors 

visible from the air. Men and cars were pouring down into it, fighting with the guards swarming to the 

surface. 

***** 

Dixon watched intently. Sherikov's men were bringing up heavy guns, big robot artillery. But the police ships 

were diving again. Sherikov's defensive patrols had been cleaned from the sky. The police ships whined 
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down, arcing over the exposed laboratory. Small bombs fell, whistling down, pin-pointing the artillery rising 

to the surface on the remaining lift stages. 

Abruptly Dixon's vidscreen clicked. Dixon turned toward it. 

Reinhart's features formed. "Call off the attack." His uniform was torn. A deep bloody gash crossed his cheek. 

He grinned sourly at Dixon, pushing his tangled hair back out of his face. "Quite a fight." 

"Sherikov—" 

"He's called off his guards. We've agreed to a truce. It's all over. No more needed." Reinhart gasped for 

breath, wiping grime and sweat from his neck. "Land your ship and come down here at once." 

"The variable man?" 

"That comes next," Reinhart said grimly. He adjusted his gun tube. "I want you down here, for that part. I 

want you to be in on the kill." 

Reinhart turned away from the vidscreen. In the corner of the room Sherikov stood silently, saying nothing. 

"Well?" Reinhart barked. "Where is he? Where will I find him?" 

Sherikov licked his lips nervously, glancing up at Reinhart. "Commissioner, are you sure—" 

"The attack has been called off. Your labs are safe. So is your life. Now it's your turn to come through." 

Reinhart gripped his gun, moving toward Sherikov. "Where is he?" 

For a moment Sherikov hesitated. Then slowly his huge body sagged, defeated. He shook his head wearily. 

"All right. I'll show you where he is." His voice was hardly audible, a dry whisper. "Down this way. Come 

on." 

Reinhart followed Sherikov out of the room, into the corridor. Police and guards were working rapidly, 

clearing the debris and ruins away, putting out the hydrogen fires that burned everywhere. "No tricks, 

Sherikov." 

"No tricks." Sherikov nodded resignedly. "Thomas Cole is by himself. In a wing lab off the main rooms." 

"Cole?" 

"The variable man. That's his name." The Pole turned his massive head a little. "He has a name." 

Reinhart waved his gun. "Hurry up. I don't want anything to go wrong. This is the part I came for." 

"You must remember something, Commissioner." 
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"What is it?" 

Sherikov stopped walking. "Commissioner, nothing must happen to the globe. The control turret. Everything 

depends on it, the war, our whole—" 

"I know. Nothing will happen to the damn thing. Let's go." 

"If it should get damaged—" 

"I'm not after the globe. I'm interested only in—in Thomas Cole." 

They came to the end of the corridor and stopped before a metal door. Sherikov nodded at the door. "In 

there." 

Reinhart moved back. "Open the door." 

"Open it yourself. I don't want to have anything to do with it." 

Reinhart shrugged. He stepped up to the door. Holding his gun level he raised his hand, passing it in front of 

the eye circuit. Nothing happened. 

Reinhart frowned. He pushed the door with his hand. The door slid open. Reinhart was looking into a small 

laboratory. He glimpsed a workbench, tools, heaps of equipment, measuring devices, and in the center of the 

bench the transparent globe, the control turret. 

"Cole?" Reinhart advanced quickly into the room. He glanced around him, suddenly alarmed. "Where—" 

The room was empty. Thomas Cole was gone. 

When the first missile struck, Cole stopped work and sat listening. 

Far off, a distant rumble rolled through the earth, shaking the floor under him. On the bench, tools and 

equipment danced up and down. A pair of pliers fell crashing to the floor. A box of screws tipped over, 

spilling its minute contents out. 

Cole listened for a time. Presently he lifted the transparent globe from the bench. With carefully controlled 

hands he held the globe up, running his fingers gently over the surface, his faded blue eyes thoughtful. Then, 

after a time, he placed the globe back on the bench, in its mount. 

The globe was finished. A faint glow of pride moved through the variable man. The globe was the finest job 

he had ever done. 
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The deep rumblings ceased. Cole became instantly alert. He jumped down from his stool, hurrying across the 

room to the door. For a moment he stood by the door listening intently. He could hear noise on the other side, 

shouts, guards rushing past, dragging heavy equipment, working frantically. 

A rolling crash echoed down the corridor and lapped against his door. The concussion spun him around. 

Again a tide of energy shook the walls and floor and sent him down on his knees. 

The lights flickered and winked out. 

Cole fumbled in the dark until he found a flashlight. Power failure. He could hear crackling flames. Abruptly 

the lights came on again, an ugly yellow, then faded back out. Cole bent down and examined the door with his 

flashlight. A magnetic lock. Dependent on an externally induced electric flux. He grabbed a screwdriver and 

pried at the door. For a moment it held. Then it fell open. 

Cole stepped warily out into the corridor. Everything was in shambles. Guards wandered everywhere, burned 

and half-blinded. Two lay groaning under a pile of wrecked equipment. Fused guns, reeking metal. The air 

was heavy with the smell of burning wiring and plastic. A thick cloud that choked him and made him bend 

double as he advanced. 

"Halt," a guard gasped feebly, struggling to rise. Cole pushed past him and down the corridor. Two small 

robot guns, still functioning, glided past him hurriedly toward the drumming chaos of battle. He followed. 

At a major intersection the fight was in full swing. Sherikov's guards fought Security police, crouched behind 

pillars and barricades, firing wildly, desperately. Again the whole structure shuddered as a great booming 

blast ignited some place above. Bombs? Shells? 

Cole threw himself down as a violet beam cut past his ear and disintegrated the wall behind him. A Security 

policeman, wild-eyed, firing erratically. One of Sherikov's guards winged him and his gun skidded to the 

floor. 

A robot cannon turned toward him as he made his way past the intersection. He began to run. The cannon 

rolled along behind him, aiming itself uncertainly. Cole hunched over as he shambled rapidly along, gasping 

for breath. In the flickering yellow light he saw a handful of Security police advancing, firing expertly, intent 

on a line of defense Sherikov's guards had hastily set up. 

The robot cannon altered its course to take them on, and Cole escaped around a corner. 

He was in the main lab, the big chamber where Icarus himself rose, the vast squat column. 

Icarus! A solid wall of guards surrounded him, grim-faced, hugging guns and protection shields. But the 

Security police were leaving Icarus alone. Nobody wanted to damage him. Cole evaded a lone guard tracking 

him and reached the far side of the lab. 
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It took him only a few seconds to find the force field generator. There was no switch. For a moment that 

puzzled him—and then he remembered. The guard had controlled it from his wrist. 

Too late to worry about that. With his screwdriver he unfastened the plate over the generator and ripped out 

the wiring in handfuls. The generator came loose and he dragged it away from the wall. The screen was off, 

thank God. He managed to carry the generator into a side corridor. 

Crouched in a heap, Cole bent over the generator, deft fingers flying. He pulled the wiring to him and laid it 

out on the floor, tracing the circuits with feverish haste. 

The adaptation was easier than he had expected. The screen flowed at right angles to the wiring, for a distance 

of six feet. Each lead was shielded on one side; the field radiated outward, leaving a hollow cone in the center. 

He ran the wiring through his belt, down his trouser legs, under his shirt, all the way to his wrists and ankles. 

He was just snatching up the heavy generator when two Security police appeared. They raised their blasters 

and fired point-blank. 

Cole clicked on the screen. A vibration leaped through him that snapped his jaw and danced up his body. He 

staggered away, half-stupefied by the surging force that radiated out from him. The violet rays struck the field 

and deflected harmlessly. 

He was safe. 

He hurried on down the corridor, past a ruined gun and sprawled bodies still clutching blasters. Great drifting 

clouds of radioactive particles billowed around him. He edged by one cloud nervously. Guards lay 

everywhere, dying and dead, partly destroyed, eaten and corroded by the hot metallic salts in the air. He had 

to get out—and fast. 

At the end of the corridor a whole section of the fortress was in ruins. Towering flames leaped on all sides. 

One of the missiles had penetrated below ground level. 

Cole found a lift that still functioned. A load of wounded guards was being raised to the surface. None of 

them paid any attention to him. Flames surged around the lift, licking at the wounded. Workmen were 

desperately trying to get the lift into action. Cole leaped onto the lift. A moment later it began to rise, leaving 

the shouts and the flames behind. 

The lift emerged on the surface and Cole jumped off. A guard spotted him and gave chase. Crouching, Cole 

dodged into a tangled mass of twisted metal, still white-hot and smoking. He ran for a distance, leaping from 

the side of a ruined defense-screen tower, onto the fused ground and down the side of a hill. The ground was 

hot underfoot. He hurried as fast as he could, gasping for breath. He came to a long slope and scrambled up 

the side. 

The guard who had followed was gone, lost behind in the rolling clouds of ash that drifted from the ruins of 

Sherikov's underground fortress. 
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Cole reached the top of the hill. For a brief moment he halted to get his breath and figure where he was. It was 

almost evening. The sun was beginning to set. In the darkening sky a few dots still twisted and rolled, black 

specks that abruptly burst into flame and fused out again. 

Cole stood up cautiously, peering around him. Ruins stretched out below, on all sides, the furnace from which 

he had escaped. A chaos of incandescent metal and debris, gutted and wrecked beyond repair. Miles of 

tangled rubbish and half-vaporized equipment. 

He considered. Everyone was busy putting out the fires and pulling the wounded to safety. It would be awhile 

before he was missed. But as soon as they realized he was gone they'd be after him. Most of the laboratory 

had been destroyed. Nothing lay back that way. 

Beyond the ruins lay the great Ural peaks, the endless mountains, stretching out as far as the eye could see. 

Mountains and green forests. A wilderness. They'd never find him there. 

Cole started along the side of the hill, walking slowly and carefully, his screen generator under his arm. 

Probably in the confusion he could find enough food and equipment to last him indefinitely. He could wait 

until early morning, then circle back toward the ruins and load up. With a few tools and his own innate skill 

he would get along fine. A screwdriver, hammer, nails, odds and ends— 

A great hum sounded in his ears. It swelled to a deafening roar. Startled, Cole whirled around. A vast shape 

filled the sky behind him, growing each moment. Cole stood frozen, utterly transfixed. The shape thundered 

over him, above his head, as he stood stupidly, rooted to the spot. 

Then, awkwardly, uncertainly, he began to run. He stumbled and fell and rolled a short distance down the side 

of the hill. Desperately, he struggled to hold onto the ground. His hands dug wildly, futilely, into the soft soil, 

trying to keep the generator under his arm at the same time. 

A flash, and a blinding spark of light around him. 

The spark picked him up and tossed him like a dry leaf. He grunted in agony as searing fire crackled about 

him, a blazing inferno that gnawed and ate hungrily through his screen. He spun dizzily and fell through the 

cloud of fire, down into a pit of darkness, a vast gulf between two hills. His wiring ripped off. The generator 

tore out of his grip and was lost behind. Abruptly, his force field ceased. 

Cole lay in the darkness at the bottom of the hill. His whole body shrieked in agony as the unholy fire played 

over him. He was a blazing cinder, a half-consumed ash flaming in a universe of darkness. The pain made 

him twist and crawl like an insect, trying to burrow into the ground. He screamed and shrieked and struggled 

to escape, to get away from the hideous fire. To reach the curtain of darkness beyond, where it was cool and 

silent, where the flames couldn't crackle and eat at him. 
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He reached imploringly out, into the darkness, groping feebly toward it, trying to pull himself into it. 

Gradually, the glowing orb that was his own body faded. The impenetrable chaos of night descended. He 

allowed the tide to sweep over him, to extinguish the searing fire. 

Dixon landed his ship expertly, bringing it to a halt in front of an overturned defense tower. He leaped out and 

hurried across the smoking ground. 

From a lift Reinhart appeared, surrounded by his Security police. "He got away from us! He escaped!" 

"He didn't escape," Dixon answered. "I got him myself." 

Reinhart quivered violently. "What do you mean?" 

"Come along with me. Over in this direction." He and Reinhart climbed the side of a demolished hill, both of 

them panting for breath. "I was landing. I saw a figure emerge from a lift and run toward the mountains, like 

some sort of animal. When he came out in the open I dived on him and released a phosphorus bomb." 

"Then he's—dead?" 

"I don't see how anyone could have lived through a phosphorus bomb." They reached the top of the hill. 

Dixon halted, then pointed excitedly down into the pit beyond the hill. "There!" 

They descended cautiously. The ground was singed and burned clean. Clouds of smoke hung heavily in the 

air. Occasional fires still flickered here and there. Reinhart coughed and bent over to see. Dixon flashed on a 

pocket flare and set it beside the body. 

The body was charred, half destroyed by the burning phosphorus. It lay motionless, one arm over its face, 

mouth open, legs sprawled grotesquely. Like some abandoned rag doll, tossed in an incinerator and consumed 

almost beyond recognition. 

"He's alive!" Dixon muttered. He felt around curiously. "Must have had some kind of protection screen. 

Amazing that a man could—" 

"It's him? It's really him?" 

"Fits the description." Dixon tore away a handful of burned clothing. "This is the variable man. What's left of 

him, at least." 

Reinhart sagged with relief. "Then we've finally got him. The data is accurate. He's no longer a factor." 

Dixon got out his blaster and released the safety catch thoughtfully. "If you want, I can finish the job right 

now." 
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At that moment Sherikov appeared, accompanied by two armed Security police. He strode grimly down the 

hillside, black eyes snapping. "Did Cole—" He broke off. "Good God." 

"Dixon got him with a phosphorus bomb," Reinhart said noncommittally. "He had reached the surface and 

was trying to get into the mountains." 

Sherikov turned wearily away. "He was an amazing person. During the attack he managed to force the lock on 

his door and escape. The guards fired at him, but nothing happened. He had rigged up some kind of force field 

around him. Something he adapted." 

"Anyhow, it's over with," Reinhart answered. "Did you have SRB plates made up on him?" 

Sherikov reached slowly into his coat. He drew out a manila envelope. "Here's all the information I collected 

about him, while he was with me." 

"Is it complete? Everything previous has been merely fragmentary." 

"As near complete as I could make it. It includes photographs and diagrams of the interior of the globe. The 

turret wiring he did for me. I haven't had a chance even to look at them." Sherikov fingered the envelope. 

"What are you going to do with Cole?" 

"Have him loaded up, taken back to the city—and officially put to sleep by the Euthanasia Ministry." 

"Legal murder?" Sherikov's lips twisted. "Why don't you simply do it right here and get it over with?" 

Reinhart grabbed the envelope and stuck it in his pocket. "I'll turn this right over to the machines." He 

motioned to Dixon. "Let's go. Now we can notify the fleet to prepare for the attack on Centaurus." He turned 

briefly back to Sherikov. "When can Icarus be launched?" 

"In an hour or so, I suppose. They're locking the control turret in place. Assuming it functions correctly, that's 

all that's needed." 

"Good. I'll notify Duffe to send out the signal to the warfleet." Reinhart nodded to the police to take Sherikov 

to the waiting Security ship. Sherikov moved off dully, his face gray and haggard. Cole's inert body was 

picked up and tossed onto a freight cart. The cart rumbled into the hold of the Security ship and the lock slid 

shut after it. 

"It'll be interesting to see how the machines respond to the additional data," Dixon said. 

"It should make quite an improvement in the odds," Reinhart agreed. He patted the envelope, bulging in his 

inside pocket. "We're two days ahead of time." 

***** 
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Margaret Duffe got up slowly from her desk. She pushed her chair automatically back. "Let me get all this 

straight. You mean the bomb is finished? Ready to go?" 

Reinhart nodded impatiently. "That's what I said. The Technicians are checking the turret locks to make sure 

it's properly attached. The launching will take place in half an hour." 

"Thirty minutes! Then—" 

"Then the attack can begin at once. I assume the fleet is ready for action." 

"Of course. It's been ready for several days. But I can't believe the bomb is ready so soon." Margaret Duffe 

moved numbly toward the door of her office. "This is a great day, Commissioner. An old era lies behind us. 

This time tomorrow Centaurus will be gone. And eventually the colonies will be ours." 

"It's been a long climb," Reinhart murmured. 

"One thing. Your charge against Sherikov. It seems incredible that a person of his caliber could ever—" 

"We'll discuss that later," Reinhart interrupted coldly. He pulled the manila envelope from his coat. "I haven't 

had an opportunity to feed the additional data to the SRB machines. If you'll excuse me, I'll do that now." 

***** 

For a moment Margaret Duffe stood at the door. The two of them faced each other silently, neither speaking, 

a faint smile on Reinhart's thin lips, hostility in the woman's blue eyes. 

"Reinhart, sometimes I think perhaps you'll go too far. And sometimes I think you've already gone too far...." 

"I'll inform you of any change in the odds showing." Reinhart strode past her, out of the office and down the 

hall. He headed toward the SRB room, an intense thalamic excitement rising up inside him. 

A few moments later he entered the SRB room. He made his way to the machines. The odds 7-6 showed in 

the view windows. Reinhart smiled a little. 7-6. False odds, based on incorrect information. Now they could 

be removed. 

Kaplan hurried over. Reinhart handed him the envelope, and moved over to the window, gazing down at the 

scene below. Men and cars scurried frantically everywhere. Officials coming and going like ants, hurrying in 

all directions. 

The war was on. The signal had been sent out to the warfleet that had waited so long near Proxima Centaurus. 

A feeling of triumph raced through Reinhart. He had won. He had destroyed the man from the past and 

broken Peter Sherikov. The war had begun as planned. Terra was breaking out. Reinhart smiled thinly. He had 

been completely successful. 
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"Commissioner." 

Reinhart turned slowly. "All right." 

Kaplan was standing in front of the machines, gazing down at the reading. "Commissioner—" 

Sudden alarm plucked at Reinhart. There was something in Kaplan's voice. He hurried quickly over. "What is 

it?" 

Kaplan looked up at him, his face white, his eyes wide with terror. His mouth opened and closed, but no 

sound came. 

"What is it?" Reinhart demanded, chilled. He bent toward the machines, studying the reading. 

And sickened with horror. 

100-1. Against Terra! 

He could not tear his gaze away from the figures. He was numb, shocked with disbelief. 100-1. What had 

happened? What had gone wrong? The turret was finished, Icarus was ready, the fleet had been notified— 

There was a sudden deep buzz from outside the building. Shouts drifted up from below. Reinhart turned his 

head slowly toward the window, his heart frozen with fear. 

Across the evening sky a trail moved, rising each moment. A thin line of white. Something climbed, gaining 

speed each moment. On the ground, all eyes were turned toward it, awed faces peering up. 

The object gained speed. Faster and faster. Then it vanished. Icarus was on his way. The attack had begun; it 

was too late to stop, now. 

And on the machines the odds read a hundred to one—for failure. 

At eight o'clock in the evening of May 15, 2136, Icarus was launched toward the star Centaurus. A day later, 

while all Terra waited, Icarus entered the star, traveling at thousands of times the speed of light. 

Nothing happened. Icarus disappeared into the star. There was no explosion. The bomb failed to go off. 

At the same time the Terran warfleet engaged the Centauran outer fleet, sweeping down in a concentrated 

attack. Twenty major ships were seized. A good part of the Centauran fleet was destroyed. Many of the 

captive systems began to revolt, in the hope of throwing off the Imperial bonds. 

Two hours later the massed Centauran warfleet from Armun abruptly appeared and joined battle. The great 

struggle illuminated half the Centauran system. Ship after ship flashed briefly and then faded to ash. For a 
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whole day the two fleets fought, strung out over millions of miles of space. Innumerable fighting men died—

on both sides. 

At last the remains of the battered Terran fleet turned and limped toward Armun—defeated. Little of the once 

impressive armada remained. A few blackened hulks, making their way uncertainly toward captivity. 

Icarus had not functioned. Centaurus had not exploded. The attack was a failure. 

The war was over. 

"We've lost the war," Margaret Duffe said in a small voice, wondering and awed. "It's over. Finished." 

The Council members sat in their places around the conference table, gray-haired elderly men, none of them 

speaking or moving. All gazed up mutely at the great stellar maps that covered two walls of the chamber. 

"I have already empowered negotiators to arrange a truce," Margaret Duffe murmured. "Orders have been 

sent out to Vice-Commander Jessup to give up the battle. There's no hope. Fleet Commander Carleton 

destroyed himself and his flagship a few minutes ago. The Centauran High Council has agreed to end the 

fighting. Their whole Empire is rotten to the core. Ready to topple of its own weight." 

Reinhart was slumped over at the table, his head in his hands. "I don't understand.... Why? Why didn't the 

bomb explode?" He mopped his forehead shakily. All his poise was gone. He was trembling and broken. 

"What went wrong?" 

Gray-faced, Dixon mumbled an answer. "The variable man must have sabotaged the turret. The SRB 

machines knew.... They analyzed the data. They knew! But it was too late." 

Reinhart's eyes were bleak with despair as he raised his head a little. "I knew he'd destroy us. We're finished. 

A century of work and planning." His body knotted in a spasm of furious agony. "All because of Sherikov!" 

***** 

Margaret Duffe eyed Reinhart coldly. "Why because of Sherikov?" 

"He kept Cole alive! I wanted him killed from the start." Suddenly Reinhart jumped from his chair. His hand 

clutched convulsively at his gun. "And he's still alive! Even if we've lost I'm going to have the pleasure of 

putting a blast beam through Cole's chest!" 

"Sit down!" Margaret Duffe ordered. 

Reinhart was half way to the door. "He's still at the Euthanasia Ministry, waiting for the official—" 

"No, he's not," Margaret Duffe said. 
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Reinhart froze. He turned slowly, as if unable to believe his senses. "What?" 

"Cole isn't at the Ministry. I ordered him transferred and your instructions cancelled." 

"Where—where is he?" 

There was unusual hardness in Margaret Duffe's voice as she answered. "With Peter Sherikov. In the Urals. I 

had Sherikov's full authority restored. I then had Cole transferred there, put in Sherikov's safe keeping. I want 

to make sure Cole recovers, so we can keep our promise to him—our promise to return him to his own time." 

Reinhart's mouth opened and closed. All the color had drained from his face. His cheek muscles twitched 

spasmodically. At last he managed to speak. "You've gone insane! The traitor responsible for Earth's greatest 

defeat—" 

"We have lost the war," Margaret Duffe stated quietly. "But this is not a day of defeat. It is a day of victory. 

The most incredible victory Terra has ever had." 

Reinhart and Dixon were dumbfounded. "What—" Reinhart gasped. "What do you—" The whole room was 

in an uproar. All the Council members were on their feet. Reinhart's words were drowned out. 

"Sherikov will explain when he gets here," Margaret Duffe's calm voice came. "He's the one who discovered 

it." She looked around the chamber at the incredulous Council members. "Everyone stay in his seat. You are 

all to remain here until Sherikov arrives. It's vital you hear what he has to say. His news transforms this whole 

situation." 

***** 

Peter Sherikov accepted the briefcase of papers from his armed technician. "Thanks." He pushed his chair 

back and glanced thoughtfully around the Council chamber. "Is everybody ready to hear what I have to say?" 

"We're ready," Margaret Duffe answered. The Council members sat alertly around the table. At the far end, 

Reinhart and Dixon watched uneasily as the big Pole removed papers from his briefcase and carefully 

examined them. 

"To begin, I recall to you the original work behind the ftl bomb. Jamison Hedge was the first human to propel 

an object at a speed greater than light. As you know, that object diminished in length and gained in mass as it 

moved toward light speed. When it reached that speed it vanished. It ceased to exist in our terms. Having no 

length it could not occupy space. It rose to a different order of existence. 

"When Hedge tried to bring the object back, an explosion occurred. Hedge was killed, and all his equipment 

was destroyed. The force of the blast was beyond calculation. Hedge had placed his observation ship many 

millions of miles away. It was not far enough, however. Originally, he had hoped his drive might be used for 

space travel. But after his death the principle was abandoned. 
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"That is—until Icarus. I saw the possibilities of a bomb, an incredibly powerful bomb to destroy Centaurus 

and all the Empire's forces. The reappearance of Icarus would mean the annihilation of their System. As 

Hedge had shown, the object would re-enter space already occupied by matter, and the cataclysm would be 

beyond belief." 

"But Icarus never came back," Reinhart cried. "Cole altered the wiring so the bomb kept on going. It's 

probably still going." 

"Wrong," Sherikov boomed. "The bomb did reappear. But it didn't explode." 

Reinhart reacted violently. "You mean—" 

"The bomb came back, dropping below the ftl speed as soon as it entered the star Proxima. But it did not 

explode. There was no cataclysm. It reappeared and was absorbed by the sun, turned into gas at once." 

"Why didn't it explode?" Dixon demanded. 

"Because Thomas Cole solved Hedge's problem. He found a way to bring the ftl object back into this universe 

without collision. Without an explosion. The variable man found what Hedge was after...." 

The whole Council was on its feet. A growing murmur filled the chamber, a rising pandemonium breaking out 

on all sides. 

"I don't believe it!" Reinhart gasped. "It isn't possible. If Cole solved Hedge's problem that would mean—" 

He broke off, staggered. 

"Faster than light drive can now be used for space travel," Sherikov continued, waving the noise down. "As 

Hedge intended. My men have studied the photographs of the control turret. They don't know how or why, 

yet. But we have complete records of the turret. We can duplicate the wiring, as soon as the laboratories have 

been repaired." 

Comprehension was gradually beginning to settle over the room. "Then it'll be possible to build ftl ships," 

Margaret Duffe murmured, dazed. "And if we can do that—" 

"When I showed him the control turret, Cole understood its purpose. Not my purpose, but the original purpose 

Hedge had been working toward. Cole realized Icarus was actually an incomplete spaceship, not a bomb at 

all. He saw what Hedge had seen, an ftl space drive. He set out to make Icarus work." 

"We can go beyond Centaurus," Dixon muttered. His lips twisted. "Then the war was trivial. We can leave the 

Empire completely behind. We can go beyond the galaxy." 

"The whole universe is open to us," Sherikov agreed. "Instead of taking over an antiquated Empire, we have 

the entire cosmos to map and explore, God's total creation." 
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Margaret Duffe got to her feet and moved slowly toward the great stellar maps that towered above them at the 

far end of the chamber. She stood for a long time, gazing up at the myriad suns, the legions of systems, awed 

by what she saw. 

"Do you suppose he realized all this?" she asked suddenly. "What we can see, here on these maps?" 

"Thomas Cole is a strange person," Sherikov said, half to himself. "Apparently he has a kind of intuition 

about machines, the way things are supposed to work. An intuition more in his hands than in his head. A kind 

of genius, such as a painter or a pianist has. Not a scientist. He has no verbal knowledge about things, no 

semantic references. He deals with the things themselves. Directly. 

"I doubt very much if Thomas Cole understood what would come about. He looked into the globe, the control 

turret. He saw unfinished wiring and relays. He saw a job half done. An incomplete machine." 

"Something to be fixed," Margaret Duffe put in. 

"Something to be fixed. Like an artist, he saw his work ahead of him. He was interested in only one thing: 

turning out the best job he could, with the skill he possessed. For us, that skill has opened up a whole 

universe, endless galaxies and systems to explore. Worlds without end. Unlimited, untouched worlds." 

Reinhart got unsteadily to his feet. "We better get to work. Start organizing construction teams. Exploration 

crews. We'll have to reconvert from war production to ship designing. Begin the manufacture of mining and 

scientific instruments for survey work." 

"That's right," Margaret Duffe said. She looked reflectively up at him. "But you're not going to have anything 

to do with it." 

Reinhart saw the expression on her face. His hand flew to his gun and he backed quickly toward the door. 

Dixon leaped up and joined him. "Get back!" Reinhart shouted. 

Margaret Duffe signalled and a phalanx of Government troops closed in around the two men. Grim-faced, 

efficient soldiers with magnetic grapples ready. 

Reinhart's blaster wavered—toward the Council members sitting shocked in their seats, and toward Margaret 

Duffe, straight at her blue eyes. Reinhart's features were distorted with insane fear. "Get back! Don't anybody 

come near me or she'll be the first to get it!" 

Peter Sherikov slid from the table and with one great stride swept his immense bulk in front of Reinhart. His 

huge black-furred fist rose in a smashing arc. Reinhart sailed against the wall, struck with ringing force and 

then slid slowly to the floor. 

The Government troops threw their grapples quickly around him and jerked him to his feet. His body was 

frozen rigid. Blood dripped from his mouth. He spat bits of tooth, his eyes glazed over. Dixon stood dazed, 

mouth open, uncomprehending, as the grapples closed around his arms and legs. 
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Reinhart's gun skidded to the floor as he was yanked toward the door. One of the elderly Council members 

picked the gun up and examined it curiously. He laid it carefully on the table. "Fully loaded," he murmured. 

"Ready to fire." 

Reinhart's battered face was dark with hate. "I should have killed all of you. All of you!" An ugly sneer 

twisted across his shredded lips. "If I could get my hands loose—" 

"You won't," Margaret Duffe said. "You might as well not even bother to think about it." She signalled to the 

troops and they pulled Reinhart and Dixon roughly out of the room, two dazed figures, snarling and resentful.  

For a moment the room was silent. Then the Council members shuffled nervously in their seats, beginning to 

breathe again. 

Sherikov came over and put his big paw on Margaret Duffe's shoulder. "Are you all right, Margaret?" 

She smiled faintly. "I'm fine. Thanks...." 

Sherikov touched her soft hair briefly. Then he broke away and began to pack up his briefcase busily. "I have 

to go. I'll get in touch with you later." 

"Where are you going?" she asked hesitantly. "Can't you stay and—" 

"I have to get back to the Urals." Sherikov grinned at her over his bushy black beard as he headed out of the 

room. "Some very important business to attend to." 

***** 

Thomas Cole was sitting up in bed when Sherikov came to the door. Most of his awkward, hunched-over 

body was sealed in a thin envelope of transparent airproof plastic. Two robot attendants whirred ceaselessly at 

his side, their leads contacting his pulse, blood-pressure, respiration, body temperature. 

Cole turned a little as the huge Pole tossed down his briefcase and seated himself on the window ledge. 

"How are you feeling?" Sherikov asked him. 

"Better." 

"You see we've quite advanced therapy. Your burns should be healed in a few months." 

"How is the war coming?" 

"The war is over." 
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Cole's lips moved. "Icarus—" 

"Icarus went as expected. As you expected." Sherikov leaned toward the bed. "Cole, I promised you 

something. I mean to keep my promise—as soon as you're well enough." 

"To return me to my own time?" 

"That's right. It's a relatively simple matter, now that Reinhart has been removed from power. You'll be back 

home again, back in your own time, your own world. We can supply you with some discs of platinum or 

something of the kind to finance your business. You'll need a new Fixit truck. Tools. And clothes. A few 

thousand dollars ought to do it." 

Cole was silent. 

"I've already contacted histo-research," Sherikov continued. "The time bubble is ready as soon as you are. 

We're somewhat beholden to you, as you probably realize. You've made it possible for us to actualize our 

greatest dream. The whole planet is seething with excitement. We're changing our economy over from war 

to—" 

"They don't resent what happened? The dud must have made an awful lot of people feel downright bad." 

"At first. But they got over it—as soon as they understood what was ahead. Too bad you won't be here to see 

it, Cole. A whole world breaking loose. Bursting out into the universe. They want me to have an ftl ship ready 

by the end of the week! Thousands of applications are already on file, men and women wanting to get in on 

the initial flight." 

Cole smiled a little, "There won't be any band, there. No parade or welcoming committee waiting for them." 

"Maybe not. Maybe the first ship will wind up on some dead world, nothing but sand and dried salt. But 

everybody wants to go. It's almost like a holiday. People running around and shouting and throwing things in 

the streets. 

"Afraid I must get back to the labs. Lots of reconstruction work being started." Sherikov dug into his bulging 

briefcase. "By the way.... One little thing. While you're recovering here, you might like to look at these." He 

tossed a handful of schematics on the bed. 

Cole picked them up slowly. "What's this?" 

"Just a little thing I designed." Sherikov arose and lumbered toward the door. "We're realigning our political 

structure to eliminate any recurrence of the Reinhart affair. This will block any more one-man power grabs." 

He jabbed a thick finger at the schematics. "It'll turn power over to all of us, not to just a limited number one 

person could dominate—the way Reinhart dominated the Council. 
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"This gimmick makes it possible for citizens to raise and decide issues directly. They won't have to wait for 

the Council to verbalize a measure. Any citizen can transmit his will with one of these, make his needs 

register on a central control that automatically responds. When a large enough segment of the population 

wants a certain thing done, these little gadgets set up an active field that touches all the others. An issue won't 

have to go through a formal Council. The citizens can express their will long before any bunch of gray-haired 

old men could get around to it." 

***** 

Sherikov broke off, frowning. 

"Of course," he continued slowly, "there's one little detail...." 

"What's that?" 

"I haven't been able to get a model to function. A few bugs.... Such intricate work never was in my line." He 

paused at the door. "Well, I hope I'll see you again before you go. Maybe if you feel well enough later on we 

could get together for one last talk. Maybe have dinner together sometime. Eh?" 

But Thomas Cole wasn't listening. He was bent over the schematics, an intense frown on his weathered face. 

His long fingers moved restlessly over the schematics, tracing wiring and terminals. His lips moved as he 

calculated. 

Sherikov waited a moment. Then he stepped out into the hall and softly closed the door after him. 

He whistled merrily as he strode off down the corridor. 
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