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Synopsis:

The gigantic comet had slammed into Earth, forging earthquakes a thousand
times too powerful to measure on the Richter scale, tidal waves thousands
of feet high. Cities were turned into oceans; oceans turned into steam. It
was the beginning of a new Ice Age and the end of civilization. But for the
terrified men and women chance had saved, it was also the dawn of a new
struggle for survival—a struggle more dangerous and challenging than any
they had ever known...
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Prologue

Before the sun burned, before the planets formed, there were chaos and
the comets.

Chaos was a local thickening in the interstellar medium. Its mass was
great enough to attract itself, to hold itself, and it thickened further. Eddies
formed. Particles of dust and frozen gas drifted together, and touched, and
clung. Flakes formed, and then loose snowballs of frozen gases. Over the
ages a whirlpool pattern developed, a fifth of a light-year across. The
center contracted further. Local eddies, whirling frantically near the center
of the storm, collapsed to form planets.

It formed as a cloud of snow, far from the whirlpool's axis. Ices joined
the swarm, but slowly, slowly, a few molecules at a time. Methane,
ammonia, carbon dioxide; and sometimes denser objects struck it and
embedded themselves, so that it held rocks, and iron. Now it was a single
stable mass. Other ices formed, chemicals that could only be stable in the
interstellar cold.

It was four miles across when the disaster came.

The end was sudden. In no more than fifty years, the wink of an eye in its
lifetime, the whirlpool's center collapsed. A new sun burned fearfully
bright.

Myriads of comets flashed to vapor in that hellish flame. Planets lost
their atmospheres. A great wind of light pressure stripped all the loose gas
and dust from the inner system and hurled it at the stars.

It hardly noticed. It was two hundred times as far from the sun as the
newly formed planet Neptune. The new sun was no more than an
uncommonly bright star, gradually dimming now.

Down in the maelstrom there was frantic activity. Gases boiled out of the
rocks of the inner system. Complex chemicals developed in the seas of the
third planet. Endless hurricanes rolled across and within the gas-giant
worlds. The inner worlds would never know calm.

The only real calm was at the edge of interstellar space, in the halo,
where millions of thinly spread comets, each as far from its nearest brother
as Earth is from Mars, cruise forever through the cold black vacuum. Here



its endless quiet sleep could last for billions of years ... but not forever.
Nothing lasts forever.



1: THE ANVIL

Against boredom, even the gods themselves struggle in
vain.
—Nietzsche



January: The Portent

The bay trees in our country are all wither'd
And meteors fright the fixed stars of heaven;
The pale-faced moon looks bloody on the earth
And lean-look'd prophets whisper fearful change.
These signs forerun the death or fall of kings.
—William Shakespeare, Richard I1

T'he blue Mercedes turned into the big circular drive of the Beverly Hills

mansion at precisely five after six. Julia Sutter was understandably startled.
"Good God, George, it's Tim! And dead on time."

George Sutter joined her at the window. That was Tim's car, yup. He
grunted and turned back to the bar. His wife's parties were always important
events, so why, after weeks of careful engineering and orchestration, was
she terrified that no one would show up? The psychosis was so common
there ought to be a name for it.

Tim Hamner, though, and on time. That was strange. Tim's money was
third-generation. Old money, by Los Angeles standards, and Tim had a lot
of it. He only came to parties when he wanted to.

The Sutters' architect had been in love with concrete. There were square
walls and square angles for the house, and softly curving free-form pools in
the gardens outside; not unusual for Beverly Hills, but startling to
easterners. To their right was a traditional Monterey villa of white stucco
and red tile roofs, to the left a Norman chateau magically transplanted to
California. The Sutter place was set well back from the street so that it
seemed divorced from the tall palms the city fathers had decreed for this
part of Beverly Hills. A great loop of drive ran up to the house itself. On the
porch stood eight parking attendants, agile young men in red jackets.

Hamner left the motor running and got out of the car. The "key left"
reminder screamed at him. Ordinarily Tim would have snarled a powerful
curse upon Ralph Nader's hemorrhoids, but tonight he never noticed. His
eyes were dreamy; his hand patted at his coat pocket, then stole inside. The
parking attendant hesitated. People didn't usually tip until they were
leaving. Hamner kept walking, dreamy-eyed, and the attendant drove away.



Hamner glanced back at the red-coated young men, wondering if one or
another might be interested in astronomy. They were almost always from
UCLA or Loyola University. Could be ... Reluctantly he decided against it
and went inside, his hand straying from time to time to feel the telegram
crackle under his fingers.

The big double doors opened onto an enormous area that extended right
through the house. Large arches, rimmed by red brick, separated the entry
from the living areas: a mere suggestion of walls between rooms. The floor
was continuous throughout: brown tile laid with bright mosaic patterns. Of
the two hundred and more guests expected, fewer than a dozen were
clustered near the bar. Their talk was bright and cheery, louder than
necessary. They looked isolated in all that empty space, all that expanse of
tables with candles and patterned tablecloths. There were nearly as many
uniformed attendants as guests. Hamner noticed none of this. He'd grown
up with it.

Julia Sutter broke from the tiny group of guests and hurried to meet him.
There was a tight look around her eyes: Her face had been lifted, and was
younger than her hands. She made a kissing motion a fraction of an inch
from Tim's cheek and said, "Timmy, I'm glad to see you!" Then she noticed
his radiant smile.

She drew back a little and her eyes narrowed. The note of mock concern
in her voice covered real worry. "My God, Timmy! What have you been
smoking?"

Tim Hamner was tall and bony, with just a touch of paunch to break the
smooth lines. His long face was built for melancholy. His mother's family
had owned a highly successful cemetery-mortuary, and it showed. Tonight,
though, his face was cracked wide apart in a blazing smile, and there was a
strange light in his eyes. He said, "The Hamner-Brown Comet!"

"Oh!" Julia stared. "What?" That didn't make sense. You don't smoke a
comet. She tried to puzzle it out while her eyes roved to her husband—was
he having a second drink already?—to the door—when were the others
coming? The invitations had been explicit. The important guests were
coming early—weren't they?—and couldn't stay late, and—

She heard the low purr of a big car outside, and through the narrow
windows framing the door saw half a dozen people spilling out of a dark
limousine. Tim would have to take care of himself. She patted his arm and



said, "That's nice, Timmy. Excuse me, please?" A hasty intimate smile and
she was gone.

If it bothered Hamner it didn't show. He ambled toward the bar. Behind
him Julia went to welcome her most important guest, Senator Jellison, with
his entourage. He always brought everyone, administrative assistants as
well as family. Tim Hamner's smile was blazing when he reached the bar.

"Good evening, Mr. Hamner."

"Good it is. Tonight I'm walking on pink clouds. Congratulate me,
Rodrigo, they're going to name a comet after me!"

Michael Rodriguez, laying out glasses behind the bar, missed a beat. "A
comet?"

"Right. Hamner-Brown Comet. It's coming, Rodrigo, you can see it, oh,
around June, give or take a few weeks." Hamner took out the telegram and
opened it with a snap.

"We will not see it from Los Angeles," Rodriguez laughed. "What may I
serve you tonight?"

"Scotch rocks. You could see it. It could be as big as Halley's Comet."
Hamner took the drink and looked about. There was a group around George
Sutter. The knot of people drew Tim like a magnet. He clutched the
telegram in one hand and his drink in another, as Julia brought the new
guests over and introduced them.

Senator Arthur Clay Jellison was built something like a brick, muscular
rather than overweight. He was bulky, jovial and blessed with thick white
hair. He was photogenic as hell, and half the people in the country would
have recognized him. His voice sounded exactly as it did on TV: resonant,
enveloping, so that everything he said took on a mysterious importance.

Maureen Jellison, the Senator's daughter, had long, dark red hair and pale
clear skin and a beauty that would have made Tim Hamner shy on any other
night; but when Julia Sutter turned to him and (finally!) said, "What was
that about a—"

"Hamner-Brown Comet" Tim waved the telegram. "Kitt Peak
Observatory had confirmed my sighting! It's a real comet, it's my comet,
they're naming it after me!"

Maureen Jellison's eyebrows went up slightly. George Sutter drained his
glass before asking the obvious question. "Who's Brown?"

Hamner shrugged; his untasted drink slopped a little onto the carpet, and
Julia frowned. "Nobody's ever heard of him," Tim said. "But the



International Astronomical Union says it was a simultaneous sighting."

"So what you own is half a comet," said George Sutter.

Tim laughed, quite genuinely. "The day you own half a comet, George,
I'll buy all those bonds you keep trying to sell me. And buy your drinks all
night." He downed his scotch rocks in two swallows.

When he looked up he'd lost his audience. George was headed back to
the bar. Julia had Senator Jellison's arm and was steering him toward new
arrivals. The Senator's administrative assistants followed in her wake.

"Half a comet is quite a lot," Maureen said. Tim Hamner turned to find
her still there. "Tell me, how do you see anything through the smog?"

She sounded interested. She looked interested. And she could have gone
with her father. The scotch was a warm trace in his throat and stomach. Tim
began telling her about his mountain observatory, not too many miles past
Mount Wilson but far enough into the Angeles Mountains that the lights
from Pasadena didn't ruin the seeing. He kept food supplies there, and an
assistant, and he'd spent months of nights watching the sky, tracking known
asteroids and the outer moons, letting his eye and brain learn the territory,
and forever watching for the dot of light that shouldn't be there, the
anomaly that would ...

Maureen Jellison had a familiar glazed look in her eyes. He asked, "Hey,
am I boring you?"

She was instantly apologetic. "No, I'm sorry, it was just a stray thought."

"I know I sometimes get carried away."

She smiled and shook her head; a wealth of deep red hair rippled and
danced. "No, really. Dad's on the Finance Subcommittee for Science and
Astronautics. He loves pure science, and I caught the bug from him. I was
just ... You're a man who knows what he wants, and you've found it. Not
many can say that." She was suddenly very serious.

Tim laughed, embarrassed; he was only just getting used to the fact.
"What can I do for an encore?"

"Yes, exactly. What do you do when you've walked on the moon, and
then they cancel the space program?"

"Why ... I don't know. I've heard they sometimes have troubles ...

"Don't worry about it," Maureen said. "You're on the moon now. Enjoy
it."



The hot dry wind known as the Santa Ana blew across the Los Angeles
hills, clearing the city of smog. Lights glittered and danced in the early
darkness. Harvey Randall, his wife, Loretta, beside him, drove his green
Toronado with the windows open, relishing the summer weather in January.
When they arrived at the Sutter place he turned the car over to the red-
jacketed attendant, and paused while Loretta adjusted her smile before
moving through the big front doors.

They found the usual mob scene for a Beverly Hills party. A hundred
people were scattered among the little tables, and another hundred in
clumps; a mariachi group in one corner played gay background music and
the singer, deprived of his microphone, was still doing pretty well telling
everyone about the state of his corazén. They greeted their hostess and
parted: Loretta found a conversation, and Harvey located the bar by
searching out the thickest cluster of people. He collected two gin and tonics.

Bits of conversation ricocheted around him. "We didn't let him on the
white rug, you see. So the dog had the cat 'treed’ in the middle of the rug
and was pacing sentry duty around the perimeter ... "

" ... was this beautiful young chick one seat ahead of me on the plane. A
real knockout, even if all I could see was her hair and the back of her head.
I was thinking of a way to meet her when she looked back and said, 'Uncle
Pete! What are you doing here?"

" man, it's helped a lot! When I call and say it's Commissioner
Robbins, I get right through. Haven't had a customer miss a good option
since the Mayor appointed me."

They stuck in his mind, these bits and pieces of story. For Harvey
Randall it was an occupational hazard of the TV documentary business; he
couldn't help listening. He didn't want to, really. People fascinated him. He
would have liked to follow up some of these glimpses into other minds.

He looked around for Loretta, but she was too short to stand out in this
crowd. Instead he picked out high-piled hair of unconvincing orange-red:
Brenda Tey, who'd been talking to Loretta before Harvey went to the bar.
He made for that point, easing past shoals of elbows attached to drinks.

"Twenty billion bucks, and all we got was rocks! Those damn big
rockets, billions of dollars dropped into the drink. Why spend all that
money out there when we could be—"

"Bullshit," said Harvey.



George Sutter turned in surprise. "Oh. Hello, Harv ... It'll be the same
with the Shuttle. Just the same. It's all money thrown down the drain—"

"That turns out not to be the case." The voice was clear, sweet and
penetrating. It cut right through George's manifesto, and it couldn't be
ignored. George stopped in midsentence.

Harvey found a spectacular redhead in a green one-shoulder party gown.
Her eyes met his when he looked at her, and he looked away first. He
smiled and said, "Is that the same as bullshit?"

"Yes. But more tactful." She grinned at him, and Harvey let his own
smile stay in place instead of fading away. She turned to the attack. "Mr.
Sutter, NASA didn't spend the Apollo money on hardware. We bought
research on how to build the hardware, and we've still got it. Knowledge
can't go into the drink. As for the Shuttle, that's the price to get out there
where we can really learn things, and not much of a price at that ... "

A woman's breast and shoulder rubbed playfully against Harvey's arm.
That had to be Loretta, and it was. He handed her her drink. His own was
half gone. When Loretta started to speak he gestured her silent, a little more
rudely than he usually did, and ignored her look of protest.

The redhead knew her stuff. If careful reason and logic could win
arguments, she won. But she had a lot more: She had every male's eye, and
a slow southern drawl that made every word count, and a voice so pure and
musical that any interruption seemed stuttered or mumbled.

The unequal contest ended when George discovered that his drink was
empty and, with visible relief, broke for the bar.

Smiling triumph, the girl turned toward Harvey, and he nodded his
congratulations.

"I'm Harvey Randall. My wife, Loretta."

"Maureen Jellison. Most pleased." She frowned for half a second. "I
remember now. You were the last U.S. newsman in Cambodia." She shook
hands, formally, with Harvey and Loretta. "And wasn't your newscopter
shot down over there?"

"Twice," Loretta said proudly. "Harvey brought his Air Force pilot out.
Fifty miles of enemy lines."

Maureen nodded gravely. She was fifteen years younger than the
Randalls, and seemed very self-possessed. "So now you're here. Are you
natives?"



"I am," Harvey said. "Loretta's from Detroit—"

"Grosse Pointe," Loretta said automatically.

"—but I was born in L.A." Harvey could never quite bring himself to tell
Loretta's half-truth for her. "We're scarce, we natives."

"And what do they have you doing now?" Maureen asked.

"Documentaries. News features, mostly," Harvey said.

"I know who you are," Loretta said in some awe. "I just met your father.
Senator Jellison."

"That's right." Maureen looked thoughtful, then grinned broadly. "Say, if
you do news features there's somebody you ought to meet. Tim Hamner."

Harvey frowned. The name seemed familiar, but he couldn't place it.
"Why?"

Loretta said, "Hamner? A young man with a frightening grin?" She
giggled. "He's a teensy bit drunk. He wouldn't let anyone else talk. At all.
He owns half a comet."

"That's him," Maureen said. Her smile made Loretta feel part of a
conspiracy.

"He also owns a lot of soap," Harvey said.

It was Maureen's turn to look blank.

"I just remembered," Harvey said. "He inherited the Kalva Soap
Company."

"May be, but he's prouder of the comet,” Maureen said. "I don't blame
him. Dear old Dad could have been President once, but he's never come
close to discovering a comet." She scanned the room until she spotted her
target. "The tall man in the suit with white and maroon in it. You'll know
him by his smile. Get anywhere near him and he'll tell you all about it."

Harvey felt Loretta tugging at his arm, and reluctantly looked away from
Maureen. When he looked back someone else had snared her. He went to
fetch another pair of drinks.

As always, Harvey Randall drank too much and wondered why he came
to these parties. But he knew; Loretta saw them as a way to participate in
his life. She didn't enjoy his field trips. The one attempt to take her on a
hike with their son had been a disaster. When she went with him on location
she wanted to stay in the best hotels, and if she dutifully came to the small
bars and gathering places Harvey preferred, it was obvious that she was
working hard to hide her unhappiness.



But she was very much at home at parties like this one, and tonight's had
been especially good. She even managed a private conversation with
Senator Jellison. Harvey left her with the Senator and went to find more
drinks. "Light on the gin, Rodriguez. Please."

The bartender smiled and mixed the drink without comment. Harvey
stood with it. Tim Hamner was alone at one of the little tables. He was
looking at Harvey, but the eyes were dreamy; they saw nothing. And that
smile. Harvey made his way across the room and dropped into the other
chair at the table. "Mr. Hamner? Harvey Randall. Maureen Jellison said I
should say 'Comet'."

Hamner's face came alight. The grin broadened, if that were possible. He
took a telegram out of his pocket and waved it. "Right! The sighting was
confirmed this afternoon. Hamner-Brown Comet."

"You skipped a step."

"She didn't tell you anything? Well! I'm Tim Hamner. Astronomer. Well,
not professional, but my equipment's professional. And I work at it—
anyway. I'm an amateur astronomer. A week ago I found a smear of light
not far from Neptune. A dim smear. It didn't belong there. I kept looking at
it, and it moved. I studied it long enough to be sure, and then I reported it.
It's a new comet. Kitt Peak just confirmed it. The IAU is naming it after me
—and Brown."

For just that moment, envy flashed through Harvey Randall like a
lightning strike. It was gone as quickly; he made it go, shoving it into the
bottom of his mind where he could pull it up and look at it later. He was
ashamed of it. But without that flash he would have asked a more tactful
first question. "Who's Brown?"

Hamner's face didn't change. "Gavin Brown is a kid in Centerville, Iowa.
Ground his own mirror to build his telescope. He reported the comet at the
same time I did. The IAU rules it a simultaneous sighting. If I hadn't waited
to be certain ... " Hamner shrugged and continued, "I called Brown this
afternoon. Sent him a plane ticket, because I want to meet him. He didn't
even want to come until I promised to show him around the solar
observatory at Mount Wilson. That's all he really cares about! Sunspots! He
found the comet by accident!"

"When will we see this comet? That is," Harvey backtracked, "will it be
visible at all?"

"Much too early to ask. Wait a month. Watch the news."



"I'm not supposed to watch the news. I'm supposed to report the news,"
said Harvey. "And this could be news. Tell me more."

Hamner was eager to do that. He rattled on, while Harvey nodded with a
broadening grin. Beautiful! You didn't have to know what all the words
meant to know the equipment was expensive, and probably photogenic to
boot. Expensive and elaborate equipment, and the kid with a bent pin for a
hook and a willow stick for a rod had caught just as big a fish as the
millionaire!

Millionaire. "Mr. Hamner, if this comet turns out to be worth a
documentary—"

"Well, it might. And the discovery would be. How amateur astronomers
can be important ... "

Hooked, by God! "What 1 was going to ask was, if we can make a
documentary on the comet, would Kalva Soap be interested in sponsoring
it?"

The change in Hamner was subtle, but it was there. Harvey instantly
revised his opinion of the man. Hamner had a lot of experience with people
after his money. He was an enthusiast, but hardly a fool.

"Tell me, Mr. Randall, didn't you do that thing on the Alaskan glacier?"

"Harvey. Yes."

"It stunk."

"Sure did," Harvey agreed. "The sponsor insisted on control. And got it.
And used it. I didn't inherit control of a big company." And to hell with you,
too, Mr. Timothy Comet Hamner.

"But I did. And this would be worth doing. You did the Hell's Gate Dam
story too, didn't you?"

"Yes."

"I liked that one."

"So did I."

"Good." Hamner nodded several times. "Look, this could be worth
sponsoring. Even if the comet never becomes visible, and I think it will.
Lord knows they spend enough of the advertising budget sponsoring crap
that nobody wants to watch. Might as well tell a story worth telling. Harvey,
you need a refill."

They went to the bar. The party was thinning out fast. The Jellisons were
just leaving, but Loretta had found another conversation. Harvey recognized
a city councilman who'd been after Harvey's station to do a show on a park



that was his current goal. He probably thought Loretta would influence
Harvey—which was correct—and that Harvey had influence over what the
network and its Los Angeles station did—which was a laugh.

Rodriguez was busy for the moment and they stood at the bar. "There's
all kinds of excellent new equipment for studying comets," Hamner said.
"Including a big orbital telescope only used once, for Kahoutek. Scientists
all over the world will want to know how comets differ, how Kahoutek was
different from Hamner-Brown. Lot of scientists right here. Cal Tech, and
the planetary astronomers at JPL. They'll all want to know more about
Hamner-Brown."

Hamner-Brown resonated in his mouth, and Tim Hamner obviously
loved the taste. "You see, comets aren't just something pretty up in the sky.
They're left over from the big gas cloud that formed the solar system. If we
could really learn something about comets—maybe send up a space probe
—we'd know more about what the original cloud of gas and dust was like
before it fell in on itself and made the Sun and the planets and moons and
things like that."

"You're sober," Harvey said in wonder.

Hamner was startled. Then he laughed. "I meant to get drunk just to
celebrate, but I guess I've been talking instead of drinking." Rodriguez
came over and put drinks in front of them. Hamner lifted his scotch rocks in
a salute.

"The way your eyes glow," Harvey said, "I thought you must be drunk.
But what you say makes a lot of sense. I doubt we could get a space probe
launched, but what the hell, we could try. Only you're talking about more
than a single documentary for something like that. Listen, is there a chance?
I mean, could we send a probe into the comet? Because I know some people
in the aerospace industry, and ... "

And, thought Harvey, that would be a story. Who can I get for editor? he
wondered. And Charlie Bascomb's available to do camera ...

"Jellison, too," Hamner said. "He'd be for it. But look, Harv, I know a lot
about comets, but not that much. It's all guesswork right now. Be a few
months before Hamner-Brown gets to perihelion." He added quickly,
"Closest point to the Sun. Which isn't the same as the closest point to the
Earth ... "

"How close will that be?" Harvey asked.



Hamner shrugged. "Haven't analyzed the orbit yet. Maybe close.
Anyway, Hamner-Brown will be moving fast when it rounds the Sun. It will
have fallen all the way from the halo, out there beyond Pluto, a long way.
You understand, I won't really be computing the orbit. I'll have to wait for
the professionals, just like you."

Harvey nodded. They lifted their glasses and drank.

"But I like the idea," Hamner said. "There's going to be a lot of scientific
pressure for studies of Hamner-Brown, and it wouldn't hurt to push the idea
with the general public. I like it."

"Of course," Harvey said carefully, "I'd have to have a firm commitment
on sponsorship before I could do much work on this. Are you sure Kalva
Soap would be interested? The show might pull a good audience—but it
might not."

Hamner nodded. "Kahoutek," he said. "They were burned on that one
before. Nobody wants to be disappointed again."

"Yeah."

"So you can count on Kalva Soap. Let's get across why it's important to
study comets even if you can't see them. Because I can promise the
sponsorship, but I can't promise the comet will deliver. It might not be
visible at all. Don't tell people anything more than that."

"I have a reputation for getting my facts straight."

"When your sponsor doesn't interfere," Hamner said.

"Even then, I have my facts straight."

"Good. But right now there aren't any facts. Hamner-Brown is pretty big.
It has to be, or I couldn't have seen it out that far. And it looks to get pretty
close to the Sun. It has a chance of being spectacular, but really, it's
impossible to tell. The tail could stretch way-y-y out, or it could just blow
away. It depends on the comet."

"Yeah. Look," Harvey said, "can you name one newsman who lost his
reputation because of Kahoutek?" He nodded at the puzzled look that got.
"Right. None. No chance. The public blamed the astronomers for blowing it
all out of proportion. Nobody blamed the news people."

"Why should they? You were quoting the astronomers."

"Half the time," Harvey agreed. "But we quoted the ones who said
exciting things. Two interviews. One man says Kahoutek is going to be the
Big Christmas Comet. Another says, well, it's going to be a comet, but you



might not see it without field glasses. Guess which tape gets shown on the
six o'clock news?"

Hamner laughed. He was draining his glass when Julia Sutter came over.

"Busy, Tim?" she asked, but didn't wait for an answer. "Your cousin
Barry is making a fool of himself out in the kitchen. Can you get him to go
home?" She spoke low and urgently.

Harvey hated her. Was Hamner sober? Would he remember any of this in
the morning? Damn.

"Be right with you, Julia," Hamner said. He broke free and made his way
back to Harvey. "Just remember, our series on Hamner-Brown is going to
be honest. Even if it costs ratings. Kalva Soap can afford it. When do you
want to start?"

Maybe there was some justice in the world after all. "Right away, Tim. I
want some footage of you and Gavin Brown up at Mount Wilson. And his
comments when you show him your setup."

Hamner grinned. He liked that. "Right. Call you tomorrow."

Loretta slept quietly in the other bed.

Harvey had been staring at the ceiling long enough. He knew this feeling.
He would have to get up.

He got up. He made cocoa in a big mug and carried it into his study.
Kipling greeted him with tail-thumping joy, and he rubbed the German
shepherd's ears absently as he opened the drapes. Los Angeles was semi-
dark below. The Santa Ana had blown away the smog. Freeways were
rivers of moving light even at this late hour. Other major streets were
marked by a grid of lights whose yellow-orange brilliance Harvey noticed
for the first time. Hamner had said they played hell with the seeing at
Mount Wilson Observatory.

The city stretched away endlessly. High-rise apartments in shadowed
darkness. Blue squares of still-lit swimming pools. Cars. Bright flashing
light winking at intervals, the police helicopter on patrol. He left the
window and went to the desk, picked up a book, set it down; scratched the
dog's ears once more; and very gently, because he didn't trust himself to
move rapidly, put the cocoa on the desk.

He'd never had any trouble getting to sleep in the mountains on camping
trips. He'd get into his sleeping bag just after dark and sleep all night. It was
only in the city that he had insomnia. For years he'd tried to fight it by lying



rigid on his back. These nights he got up and stayed up until he was sleepy.
Only he didn't usually have trouble on Wednesdays.

Wednesdays, he and Loretta made love.

He'd tried to fight that habit once, but that was years ago; and yes,
Loretta would come to his bed on a Monday night; but not always, and
never in the afternoon when it was light; and it was never as good on a
Tuesday or a Saturday because on Wednesdays they knew it was coming,
they were ready. By now the habit had set like concrete.

He shook away those thoughts and concentrated on his good fortune.
Hamner had meant it. The documentary would be made. He thought about
problems. They'd need an expert on low-light photography; probably time-
lapse for the comet itself. This would be fun. Have to thank Maureen
Jellison for putting me onto Hamner, he thought. Nice girl. Vivid. More real
than most of the women I meet. Too bad Loretta was standing right
there ...

He submerged that thought so quickly that he was barely aware of it. It
was a habit he'd developed long ago. He knew too many men who talked
themselves into hating their wives when they didn't really dislike them at
all. The grass wasn't always greener on the other side of the fence; a lesson
that he'd learned from his father and never forgotten. His father had been an
architect and builder, always close to the Hollywood set but never quite
catching the big contracts that would make him rich; but he'd gone to plenty
of Hollywood parties.

He'd also had time to take Harvey up into the mountains, and on those
long camping hikes he would tell Harvey about producers and stars and
writers who spent more than they earned and built themselves images that
could never be satisfied. "Can't be happy,"” Bert Randall would say. "Keep
thinking somebody else's wife is better in bed, or just prettier at parties, and
talk to themselves enough that they believe it. This whole damn town's got
itself believing its own press agents, and nobody can live up to those
dreams."

And it was all true. Dreams could be dangerous. Better to concentrate on
what you had. And, Harvey thought, I have a lot. A good job, a big house, a
swimming pool ...

None of it paid for, and you can't do what you want on the job, a
malicious voice said inside his head.

Harvey ignored it.



The comets were not alone in the halo.

Local eddies near the center of the maelstrom—that whirling pool of gas
which finally collapsed to form the Sun—had condensed into planets. The
furious heat of the newly formed star had stripped the gas envelopes from
the nearest, leaving nuggets of molten rock and iron. Worlds further out had
remained as great balls of gas which men would, in a billion years, name
for their gods. There had also been eddies very distant from the whirlpool's
axis.

One had formed a planet the size of Saturn, and it was still gathering
mass. Its rings were broad and beautiful in starlight. Its surface churned
with storms, for its center was furiously hot with the energy of its collapse.
Its enormous orbit was tilted almost vertically to the plane of the inner
system, and its stately path through the cometary halo took hundreds of
thousands of years to complete.

Sometimes a comet would stray too near the black giant and be swept
into its ring, or into the thousands of miles of atmosphere. Sometimes that
tremendous mass would pluck a comet from its orbit and swing it out into
interstellar space, to be lost forever. And sometimes the black planet would
send a comet plunging into the maelstrom and hellfire of the inner system.

They moved in slow, stable orbits, these myriads of comets that had
survived the ignition of the Sun. But when the black giant passed, orbits
became chaos. Comets that fell into the maelstrom might return partially
vaporized, and fall back, again and again, until nothing was left but a cloud
of stones. But many never returned at all.



January: Interlude

Be the First in Your Block to Help Blow Out the Electric
Power Network of the Northeast

East Village Other is proud to announce the first annual
blackout of the Werewolves which is fixed for 3 P.M. on
Wednesday, August 19, 1970. Once more let me put the
system to the test. Switch on all the electric equipment you
can lay hands on. Help the companies producing and
distributing electric power to improve their balance sheets
by consuming as much as you can; and even then find some
way of using a bit more. In particular, switch on electric
heaters, toasters, air conditioning, and any other apparatus
with a high consumption. Refrigerator' turned up to the
maximum, with their doors left open, can cool down a large
apartment in an amusing way. After an afternoon's
consumption-spree we will meet in Central Park to bay at
the moon.

TUNE IN! PLUG IN! BLOW OUT!
Hospitals and other emergency services are hereby warned,
and invited to take necessary precautions.
The East Village Other
(an underground paper) July 1970

On a clear day the view stretched out forever. From his vantage point on

the top floor of the San Joaquin Nuclear Project, Site Supervisor Barry
Price had an excellent view of the vast lozenge-shaped saucer that had once
been an inland sea, and was now the center of California's agricultural
industry. The San Joaquin Valley ran two hundred miles to his north, fifty to
the south. The uncompleted nuclear-power complex stood on a low ridge
twenty feet above the totally flat valley—the highest hill in sight.

Even at this early hour there was a bustle of industrial activity. His
construction crews worked a full three shifts, through the night, on



Saturdays and Sundays, and if Barry Price had had his way they'd have
worked Christmas and New Year's too. In their latest flurry of activity
they'd finished Number One reactor and had a good start on Number Two;
others had begun excavation for Three and Four, and none of it did any
good. Number One was finished, but the courts and lawyers wouldn't let
him turn it on.

His desk was buried in paper. His hair was cut very short, his mustache
was neatly trimmed and thin as a razor's edge. He wore what his ex-wife
had called his engineering uniform: khaki trousers, khaki shirt with
epaulets, khaki bush jacket with more epaulets; pocket calculator swinging
from his belt (when his hair was all brown it had been a slide rule), pencils
in his breast pockets, notebook in its own pocket sewed to the jacket. When
forced to—as he increasingly was by court appearances, command
performances before the Mayor of Los Angeles and its Commissioners of
Water and Power, testimony before Congress and the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission or the State Legislature—he reluctantly put on a gray flannel
suit and tie; but on his home turf he gratefully changed back to field
clothing, and he was damned if he'd dress up for visitors.

His coffee cup was empty, dead empty, and there went his last excuse.
He keyed the intercom. "Dolores, I'm ready for our visiting firemen."

"Not here yet," she said.

Reprieved. For a little while. He went back to his papers, hating what he
was doing. As he worked he muttered to himself. "I'm an engineer, dammit.
If I'd wanted to spend all my time with legal briefs or sitting in a courtroom,
I'd have been a lawyer. Or a mass murderer."

Increasingly he regretted taking the job. He was a power systems man,
and a damned good one; he'd proved that by becoming Pennsylvania
Edison's youngest plant supervisor and keeping the Milford nuclear plant
operating with the highest efficiency factor and best safety record in the
country. And he'd wanted this position, to be in charge of San Joaquin and
get the plant on line, four thousand megawatts of clean electric power when
the project was completed. But his job was to build, to operate, not to
explain. He was at home with machinery; more than that, with construction
people, power operators, linemen and switchyard workers, his enthusiasm
for nuclear power was infectious and spread through all those who worked
for him—and so what? he thought sourly. Nowadays he spent all his time
on paper work.



Dolores came in with more urgent memos that had to be answered. Every
one of them was a job for a public-relations type, and every one of them
came from people important enough to demand the time of the supervising
engineer. He hefted the stack of memoranda and documents she dropped
into his IN basket. "Look at this crap,” he said. "And every bit of it from
politicians."

She winked. "Illegitimi non carborundum," she said.

Barry winked back. "It ain't easy. Dinner?"

"Sure."

He felt the anticipation from the bright promise in her quick smile. Barry
Price sleeps with his secretary! I suppose, he thought, I suppose the
Department would get upset if they knew. And to hell with them.

He felt the quiet: The building should be humming with the faint
vibrations of turbines, the feel and sound of megawatts pouring into the
grid, feeding Los Angeles and its industries; but there was nothing. Below
him was the rectangular building that contained the turbines, beautiful
machines, a paean to man's ingenuity, weighing hundreds of tons and
balanced to micrograms, able to spin at fantastic speeds and not vibrate at
all ... Why couldn't people understand? Why didn't everyone appreciate
the beauty of fine machinery, the magnificence?

"Cheer up," Dolores said, reading his thoughts. "The crews are working.
Maybe this time they'll let us finish."

"Wouldn't that make the news?" Barry asked. "Actually, I'd rather it
didn't. The less publicity we have, the better off we are. And that's crazy."

Dolores nodded and went to the windows. She stared across the San
Joaquin Valley toward the Temblor Range thirty miles away. "Haze out
there," she said. "One of these days ... "

"Yes." That was a cheerful thought. Southern California had to have
power, and with natural-gas shortages the only ways were coal and nuclear
—and there was no way at all to burn coal and not get some haze and smog.
"We've got the only clean way to go," Barry said. "And we've won every
time the public got to vote. You'd think even lawyers and politicians would
get the message." He knew he was preaching to the converted, but it helped
to talk to someone, anyone, who would be sympathetic, who understood.

A light went on at his desk and Dolores flashed a parting smile before
hastening out to greet the visiting delegation from the State Assembly.
Barry prepared for another long day.



Morning rush hour in Los Angeles: streams of cars, all moving, thin
smell of smog and exhaust fumes despite last night's Santa Ana wind;
patches of morning mist from the coast dying as warmer winds from inland
swept them away. There was this about the morning rush hour: The
freeways were jammed, but not necessarily with idiots. Most drove the
same route at the same time every morning. They knew the ropes. You
could see it at the off ramps, where nobody had to swerve across lanes; and
at the on ramps, where the cars seemed to take turns.

Eileen had noticed it more than once. Despite the stand-up comics who
had made California drivers the joke of the world, they were much better on
freeways than any people she had seen anywhere else—which meant that
she could drive with half her attention. She knew the ropes, too.

Her routine seldom varied now. Five minutes to finish a last cup of
coffee before she got to the freeway. Stow the cup in the little rack she'd got
from J. C. Whitney, and use the hairbrush for another five minutes. By then
she was awake enough to do some real work. It would take another half-
hour to get to Corrigan's Plumbing Supplies in Burbank, and she could get a
lot done with the dictaphone in that time. It improved her driving, too.
Without the dictaphone she would be tense and nervous, pounding the dash
in helpless frustration at every minor trafiic jam.

"Tuesday. Get on Corrigan's back about the water filters," her voice said
back to her. "We've had two customers install the damned things without
knowing there were parts missing." Eileen nodded. She'd taken care of that
already, and smoothed out the rage of a guy who'd looked like a barge
tender and turned out to be related to one of the biggest developers in the
valley. It just went to show, you could never kiss off a deal just because it
looked like a one-item sale. She hit the rewind, then recorded: "Thursday.
Have the warehouse people check every one of those filters in stock. Look
for missing Leed nuts. And send a letter to the manufacturer." She returned
to PLAYBACK.

Eileen Susan Hancock was thirty-four years old. She was on the thin side
of very pretty, and the reason showed in her hands, which were always in
motion, and in her smile, which was nice, but which flashed always too
suddenly, as if she'd turned on a light bulb, and in her walk. She had a
tendency to leave people behind.



Somebody had once told her that was symbolic: She left people behind
both physically and emotionally. He hadn't said "intellectually," and if he
had she wouldn't have believed him, but it was largely true. She'd been
determined to be something more than a secretary long before there was
anything like a women's rights movement; and she'd managed that despite
the responsibilities of a younger brother to raise.

If she ever talked about it, she laughed at how trite the situation was:
Older sister puts younger brother through college but can't go herself; helps
younger brother get married, but never marries herself; and none of it was
really true. She'd hated college. Maybe, she sometimes thought (but never
said to anyone), a very good college, a place where they make you think,
maybe that would have worked out. But to sit in a classroom while a
timeserver lectured from a book that she'd already read, to teach her nothing
she didn't already know—it had been sheer hell, and when she dropped out
the reasons weren't financial.

And as to marriage, there wasn't anybody she could live with. She'd tried
that once, with a police lieutenant ( and watched how nervous he was to
have her living there without benefit of City Hall license), and what had
been a good relationship came apart inside a month. There had been another
man, but he had a wife he wasn't going to leave, and a third, who'd gone
east for a three-month assignment that hadn't ended after four years; and ...

And I'm doing all right, she told herself when she thought about such
things.

Men called her "hyperthyroid" or "the nervous type," depending on
education and vocabulary, and most didn't try to keep up with her. She had
an acid wit that she used too much. She hated dull talk. She talked much too
fast, otherwise her voice was pleasant with a touch of throatiness derived
from too many cigarettes.

She'd been driving this route for eight years. She took the curve of the
four-level interchange without noticing; but once, years before, she had
swept her car down that curve, then pulled off at the next ramp and parked
her car and strolled back to stare at that maze of concrete spaghetti.

She'd been laughing at her own picture of herself as a gawking tourist,
but she'd stared anyway.

"Wednesday," the recorder told her. "Robin's going to come through on
the Marina deal. If he does, I stand to be Assistant General Manager. If he
doesn't, no chance. Problem ... "



Eileen's ears and throat were red in advance, and her hands shifted too
often on the steering wheel. But she heard it through. Her Wednesday voice
said, "He wants to sleep with me, it's clear it wasn't just repartee and games.
If I cool him, do I blow the sale? Do I go to the mat with him to clinch the
deal? Or am I missing something good because of the implications?"

"Shit-oh-dear," Eileen said under her breath. She ran the tape back and
recorded over that segment. "I still haven't decided whether to accept Robin
Geston's dinner invitation. Memo: I should keep this tape cleaner. If anyone
ever stole the recorder, I wouldn't want to burn his ears off. Anyone
remember Nixon?" She switched the recorder off, hard.

But she still had the problem, and she still felt burning resentment at
living in a world where she had that kind of problem. She thought of how
she'd word the letter to the goddamn manufacturer who'd sent out the filters
without checking to see that all the parts were enclosed, and that made her
feel a little better.

It was late evening in Siberia. Dr. Leonilla Alexandrovna Malik was
finished for the day. Her last patient had been a four-year-old girl, child of
one of the engineers at the space development center here in the Soviet
northern wastes.

It was midwinter, and the wind blew cold from the north. There was
snow piled outside the infirmary, and even inside she could feel the cold.
Leonilla hated it. She had been born in Leningrad, so she was no stranger to
severe winters; but she kept hoping for a transfer to Baikunyar, or even
Kapustin Yar on the Black Sea. She resented being required to treat
dependents, although of course there was little she could do about it; there
weren't many with pediatric training up here. Still, it was a waste. She had
also been trained as a kosmonaut, and she kept hoping she'd get an
assignment in space.

Perhaps soon. The Americans were said to be training women astronauts.
If the Americans looked likely to send a woman into space, the Soviet
Union would do it also, and quickly. The last Soviet experiment with a
woman kosmonaut had been a disaster. (Was it really her fault? Leonilla
wondered. She knew both Valentina Tereskovna and the kosmonaut she'd
married, and they never talked about why her spacecraft had tumbled,
ruining the chance for the Soviet Union to make the first space docking in
history.) Of course, Valentina was much older, Leonilla thought. That had



been in primitive times. Things were different now. The kosmonauts had
little to do anyway; ground control made all the important decisions. A silly
design philosophy, Leonilla thought, and her kosmonaut colleagues (all
male, of course) shared this view, but not loudly.

She put the last of her used instruments into the autoclave and packed her
bag. Kosmonaut or not, she was also a physician, and she carried the tools
of the trade most places she went, just in case she might be needed. She put
on the fur cap and heavy leather coat, shuddering a little at the sound of the
wind outside. A radio in the next office had a news program, and Leonilla
paused to listen when she heard a key word.

Comet. A new comet.

She wondered if there would be plans to explore it. Then she sighed. If
there was a space mission to study the comet, it wouldn't include her. She
had no skills for that. Pilot, physician, life-support-systems engineer; those
she could do. But not astronomy. That would be for Pieter or Basil or
Sergei.

Too bad, really. But it was interesting. A new comet.

On Earth there was plague. Three billion years after the planet's
formation there came a virulent mutation, a form of life that used sunlight
directly. The more efficient energy source gave the green mutant a
hyperactive, murderous vigor; and as it spread forth to conquer the world,
it poured out a flood of oxygen to poison the air. Raw oxygen seared the
tissues of Earth's dominant life and left it as fertilizer for the mutant.

That was a time of disaster for the comet, too. The black giant crossed its
path for the first time.

Enormous heat had been trapped in the planet's formation; it would be
pouring out to the stars for a billion years to come.

A flood of infrared light boiled hydrogen and helium from the comet's
tissues. Then the intruder passed, and calm returned. The comet cruised on
through the cold black silence, a little lighter now, moving in a slightly
changed orbit.



February: One

On the other hand, it is necessary to shape the social
structure of the worker's world in such a way as to take away
his fear of being a mere cog in an impersonal machine. A
true solution can come only through the conception that
work, whatever it must be, is the service of God and of the
community and therefore the expression of man's dignity.
Emil Brurmer, Gifford Lectures, 1948

Westwood Boulevard was not even remotely on the way between the

offices of the National Broadcasting System and the Randall home near
Beverly Glen, which was the main reason Harvey Randall liked the bars
there. He wasn't likely to run into any of the network officials and he wasn't
likely to find any of Loretta's friends.

Students wandered along the wide street. They came in assortments:
bearded and wearing jeans; clean-cut with expensive jeans; deliberately
weird, and young-fogey conservative, and everything between. Harvey
strolled with them. He passed specialty bookstores. One was devoted to gay
lib. Another called itself the Macho Adult Bookstore and meant it. And
another catered to the science-fiction crowd. Harvey made a mental note to
go in there. They'd probably have a lot of stuff about comets and astronomy
geared to a general readership; after he read that he could go to the UCLA
campus store and get the really technical material.

Past the sisterhood place was a plate-glass window. Letters in Gothic
script said SECURITY FIRST FEDERAL BAR. Inside were stools, three
small tables, four booths, a pinball machine and a jukebox. The walls were
decorated with whatever the customers preferred, a supply of marking pens
lay on the bar, and the walls were whitewashed at intervals. Paint peeled
away in places to reveal comments made years before, a kind of pop-culture
archeology.

Harvey moved into the dimness like a tired old man. As his eyes adjusted
he spotted Mark Czescu on a stool. He pulled himself up next to Czescu and
propped elbows on bar.



Czescu was thirty-odd, almost ageless, a perpetual young man about to
launch himself on his career. Harvey knew Mark had been in the Navy for
four years, and had tried several colleges, starting at UCLA and working
down through community junior colleges. He sometimes called himself a
student even yet, but no one believed he'd ever finish. He wore biker's
boots, old jeans, a T-shirt and a crumpled Aussie digger hat. He wore his
black hair long and his black beard full. There was ground-in dirt under his
nails and fresh streaks of grease on the jeans, but his hands and clothes had
been freshly washed for all of that; he just didn't have any pathological need
to be scrubbed pink.

When Mark wasn't smiling he had a dangerous look, despite the
respectable beer belly. He smiled at lot; but he could take some things very
seriously, and he sometimes moved with a tough crowd. They were part of
his image: Mark Czescu could run with the real bikers if he wanted to, but
he didn't want to. Just now he looked concerned. "You don't look good," he
said.

"I feel like killing somebody," said Harvey.

"You feel that way, I could maybe find somebody," Mark said. He let it
trail off.

"No. They're my bosses. They're all of them my bosses, damn their
innumerable souls." Harvey ordered a pitcher and two glasses, and ignored
Mark's suggestion. He knew Mark couldn't arrange a real murder. It was
part of the Czescu image, to know more than you did about whatever
subject came up. It usually amused Harvey, but just now he wasn't in the
mood for games.

"I want something from them," Harvey said. "And they know they're
going to give it to me. How the hell can they not know? I've even got the
sponsor wired! But the sons of bitches have to play games. If one of them
fell off a balcony tomorrow, I'd be in for an extra month breaking in a new
one, and I can't afford the time." It didn't hurt to humor Czescu; the guy
could be useful, and a lot of fun—and maybe he could arrange a murder.
You never really knew.

"So what are they going to give you?" Mark asked.

"A comet. I'm going to make a whole series of documentaries about a
new comet. The guy who discovered it chances to own seventy percent of
the company that will sponsor the documentaries."



Czescu chortled. Harvey nodded agreement. "It's a beautiful setup.
Chance to make the kind of films I really want to do. And to learn a lot. Not
like that last shit, interviewing doomsters, everybody with his own private
vision of the end of the world. I wanted to cut my throat and get it over with
before that one was finished."

"So what's wrong?"

Harvey sighed, and drank more beer, and said, "Look. There are about
four guys who could really tell me to go take a flying frig and make it stick.
But that'd be a mistake, right? The New York people won't put up with
blowing a sponsored series. They're going to buy the show. But how will
anyone know they've got the power to say no if they don't hesitate and
demand I write up treatments and do budget estimates and all that crap?
None of that shit gets used, but they've got to have a sound basis for
decisions. Four fucking prima donnas who actually have the power.

"Okay, I could live with them. But then there are a couple of dozen who
couldn't stop a Time for Beany revival, but they want to show how
important they are, too. So to show each other they could really stop the
show if they wanted to, they raise as many objections as they can. Got the
best interests of the sponsors in mind, right? Don't want to get Kalva Soap
mad, right? Bullshit. But I've got to put up with it." Harvey was suddenly
aware of what he sounded like, "Look, let's change the subject."”

"Right. You've noticed the name of this place?"

"Security First Federal Bar. Cute. Stolen from George Carlin. About
time, too."

"Right! Now maybe some others will pick up the idea. Can you see
Crazy Eddie's Insurance?"

"Why not? They bought cars from Madman Muntz. How about Fat Jack's
Cancer Clinic?"

"Fat Jack's Cancer Clinic and Mortuary," Czescu said.

The tightness in Harvey's neck and shoulders was going away. He drank
more beer, then went to a booth where he could lean against something.
Mark followed and took the opposite seat.

"Hey, Harv, when we making another run? Your bike still work?"

"Yeah." A year ago—no, dammit, two years and more—he'd said the hell
with it and let Mark Czescu lead him on a ride up the coast, drinking in
little bars, talking to other drifters, camping where they felt like it. Czescu
took care of the bikes, and Harvey paid the bills, not that they amounted to



much. It had been a time of no worries. "The bike works, but I won't get a
chance to use it. When this series gets going it'll take full time."

"Anything I can get in on?" Mark asked.

Harvey shrugged. "Why not?" Mark often worked on Harvey's shows.
He carried cameras or clipboards and did maintenance or just plain acted as
gofer. "If you'll shut up once in awhile."

"I'm hip."

The bar was filling up. The jukebox ran out of sound, and Mark got up.
"Something just for you," he said. He retrieved his twelve-string guitar from
behind the bar and took a chair at the end of the room. This, too, was part of
his routine: Czescu sang for drinks and meals in bars. On their run up the
coast Mark had got them free steaks in half the places between L.A. and
Carmel. He was good enough to be professional, but he wouldn't discipline
himself; whenever he got a regular gig it didn't last a week. To Mark, those
who made steady money were magicians with a secret that he couldn't quite
learn.

Mark strummed an experimental chord, then began a prologue. The tune
was the old cowboy number, "Cool Clear Water."

All day I face the TV waste, without a trace of culture,

Pure culture.

With soapbox operas all day long, and giveaway shows that
run too long, And lead you on,

From culture.

Pure ... sweet ... culture.

Harvey laughed approval. A fat man at the bar sent over a pitcher of beer
and Mark acknowledged with a toss of his head.

The sun goes down, and through the town you hear the cry
for culture,

Sweet culture.

While lawyers grin, and cops will win, to stop the sin of
culture.

Culture. Pure ... culture.

There was a short break as Mark picked at the guitar. The chords jangled,
obviously wrong, but obviously right too, as if Mark were searching for
something he could never find.

Keep a tunin’, friend, it'll set you in a trend, And your mind
it's goin' to bend,



And hook you in the end, With culture. Culture. Pure culture.
Friend, can't you see, for you and me, and a mind that's free,
It's pay TV for you and me,

And culture. Culture. Pure ... sweet... culture.

The guitar stopped and Mark said in a plonking voice, "Almost as much
as you get from an old Bogart movie."

PURE, SWEET, CULTURE.

"Leonard Bernstein conducts the London Symphony Orchestra and the

Rolling Stones in a dazzling display of
"CULTURE. Pure, sweet, culture.

"Folks, tonight we have a debate between the president of the United
Farm Workers versus twenty-two hunger-maddened housewives armed with
butcher knives. It's

CULTURE. P*U*R*E, S*W*E*E*T, C*U*L*T*U*R*E."

Jesus, thought Harvey. Jesus, I'd like to play a recording of that in a
goddamn executive council meeting at the network. Harvey leaned back to
enjoy his moment. It wouldn't be long before he had to go home to dinner,
and Loretta, and Andy, and Kipling, and the home he loved but whose price
was just so damned high.

The Santa Ana still blew, hot and dry across the Los Angeles basin.
Harvey drove with open windows, his coat thrown onto the seat beside him,
tie atop the pile. Headlights picked up green hillsides among bare trees,
palm trees at intervals. He drove in the full summery darkness of a
California February and he noticed nothing unusual about it.

He hummed Mark's song as he drove. One day, he thought. One day I'll
slip a tape of that onto the Muzak system so three-quarters of the business
people in Los Angeles and Beverly Hills will have to listen to it. Half
concentrating, he daydreamed in fragments that shattered when some car
ahead slowed and the flare of brake lights surged like a wave.

At the top of the hill he turned right onto Mulholland, right again onto
Benedict Canyon, downhill slightly, then right onto Fox. Fox Lane was one
of a cluster of short curved streets lined with fifteen-year-old houses. One
of them belonged to Harvey, courtesy of Pasadena Savings and Loan.
Further down Benedict Canyon was the turn onto Cielo Drive, where
Charlie Manson had proved to the world that civilization was neither eternal
nor safe. After that Sunday morning of horror in 1969 there was not a gun



or a guard dog to be had in Beverly Hills. Back orders for shotguns
stretched delivery time to weeks. And ever since, despite Harvey's pistol
and shotgun and dog, Loretta wanted to move. She was searching for safety.

Horne. A big white house with green roof, trimmed front lawn, a big tree
and small porch. It had a good resale value, because it was the least
expensive house on the block; but least expensive is a relative thing, as
Harvey well knew.

His house had a conventional driveway, not a big circular entry like the
house across the street. He took the corner at a good clip, slowed in the
drive, and zapped the garage door with the radio-beam widget. The door
swung up before he could reach it; perfect timing, and Harvey scored a
mental point with himself. The garage door closed behind him and he sat
for a moment in darkness. Harvey didn't like driving in rush hours, and he
drove the rush hour twice nearly every day of his life. Time for a shower, he
thought. He got out of the car and walked back down the drive toward the
kitchen door.

"Hey, Harv?" a baritone voice bellowed.

"Yo," Harvey answered. Gordie Vance, Randall's neighbor on the left,
was coming across his lawn with a rake trailing behind him. He leaned on
the fence, and Harvey did the same, thinking as he did of cartoons of
housewives chatting this way; only Loretta didn't like Marie Vance, and
would never be seen leaning on a back fence anyway. "So, Gordie. How are
things at the bank?"

Gordie's smile wavered. "They'll keep. Anyway you're not ready for a
lecture on inflation. Listen, can you get away on the weekend? Thought
we'd take the scouts up for a snow hike."

"Boy, that sounds good." Clean snow. It was hard to believe that no more
than an hour away, in the Angeles Forest Mountains, was deep snow and
wild, whistling wind in the evergreens, while they stood here in their shirt
sleeves in the dark. "Probably not, Gordie. There's a job coming up." Christ,
I hope there's a job coming up. "You better not count on me."

"What about Andy? Thought I'd use him as patrol leader this trip."

"He's a little young for that."

"Not really. And he's got experience. I'm taking some new kids on a first
hike. Could use Andy."

"Sure, he's up on his schoolwork. Where are you going?"

"Cloudburst Summit."



Harvey laughed. Tim Hamner's observatory wasn't far from there,
although Harvey had never seen it. He must have hiked past it a dozen
times.

They discussed details. With the Santa Ana blowing there'd be melt-off
on all but the top elevations, but there would certainly be snow on the north
slopes. A dozen scouts and Gordie. It sounded like fun. It was fun. Harvey
shook his head ruefully. "You know, Gordo, when I was a kid it was a good
week's hike to Cloudburst. No road. Now we drive it in an hour. Progress."

"Yeah. But it is progress, isn't it? I mean, now we can get there and still
keep a job."

"Sure. Damn, I wish I could go." By the time they'd driven up—an hour
—and hiked in and got the gear out of their backpacks and set up camp, and
got damp wood burning and their backpack stoves going, the freeze-dried
mountain food always tasted like ambrosia. And coffee, at midnight,
standing in a shelter out of the wind and listening to it whistle above ...
But it wasn't worth a comet. "Sorry."

"Right. Okay, I'll check with Andy. Go over his gear for me, will you?"

"Sure." What Gordie meant was, "Don't let Loretta pack for your son. It's
hard enough hiking at that altitude without all the crap she'd make him
carry. Hot-water bottles. Extra blankets. Once even an alarm clock."

Harvey had to go back for his jacket and tie. When he came out of the
garage he went another way, into the backyard. He'd thought of asking
Gordie, "How do you feel about calling it 'Gordo's Bank and
Kaffeeklatsch'™?" From the look on Gordie's face when the bank was
mentioned, it wouldn't go over. Some kind of trouble there. Private trouble.

Andy was in the backyard, across the pool, playing basketball solitaire.
Randall stood quietly watching him. In zero time, in what must have been a
year but felt like a week, Andy had changed from a boy into a ... into a
stick figure, all arms and legs and hands, long bones poised behind a
basketball. He launched it with exquisite care, danced to catch the rebound,
dribbled, and fired again for a perfect score. Andy didn't smile; he nodded
in somber satisfaction.

Kid's not bad, Harvey thought.

His pants were new, but they didn't reach his ankles. He'd be fifteen next
September, ready for high school; and there was nothing for it but to send
him to Harvard School for Boys, certainly the best in Los Angeles; only the
school wanted a fortune just to hold a place, and the orthodontist wanted



thousands now and more later. And there was the funny noise from the pool
pump, and the electronics club Andy was involved in, it wouldn't be long
before the boy wanted a micro-computer for himself and who could blame
him? ... And ... Randall went inside, quietly, glad that Andy hadn't
noticed him.

A teen-age boy used to be an asset. He could work in the fields—drive a
team, or even a tractor. The pressure could be shared, shifted to younger
shoulders. A man could ease off.

There was wrapping paper in the kitchen wastebasket. Loretta had been
shopping again. Christmas had been on charge accounts, and those bills
would be coming to roost on his desk. He'd already heard the stock-market
report on the radio. The market was down.

Loretta was nowhere around. Harvey went into the big dressing room off
the bathroom and stripped, got into the shower. Hot water beat down on his
neck, draining away tension. His mind was turned off; he imagined himself
as meat being massaged by hydraulic pressure. Only. If only his mind
would really turn off.

Andy has a conscience. God knows I never tried to make him feel guilty.
Discipline, sure. Punishment, standing in a corner, even a formal spanking,
but when it's over it's over, no lingering guilt ... but he knows guilt
anyway. If Andy knew what he's costing me in dollars and cents—and in
the years of my life. If he ever knew what it does to the way I have to live,
the shit I put up with to keep that goddamn job and win the bonuses that
keep us afloat ... What would Andy do if he knew? Run away? Get a job
as a street sweeper in San Francisco to try to pay me back? He damned well
is not going to know.

A voice in the roar of water. Huh? Randall came out of the internal world
and found Loretta smiling through the glass shower door. She mouthed,
"Hi. How'd it go?"

He waved. Loretta took it as an invitation. Randall watched her undress
slowly, lasciviously, and slide through the glass door quick so the water
wouldn't splash out ... and it wasn't Wednesday. Harvey folded her in his
arms. The water beat down on them, and they kissed. And it wasn't
Wednesday.

She asked, "How'd it go?"

He had read her lips the first time, but she couldn't guess that. Now he
had to answer. "I think they'll do it."



"I don't see why not. It doesn't make sense. If they wait, CBS will take
it."

"Right." The magic went out of the shower/orgy scene, poof.

"Isn't there any way to tell them how silly they're being?"

"No." Harvey fiddled with the shower head. The water expanded to a
fine spray.

"Why not?"

"Because they know. Because they're not playing the same game we are."

"It all depends on you. If you insist on doing it your way, just once ... "
Loretta's hair darkened and dampened under the shower. She held him in
her arms and looked up into his face, looked for the strengthening of
purpose that would mean she'd convinced him: that he would stand by his
principles and force his superiors to face the consequences of their
mistakes.

"Yeah. It all depends on me. Which makes me the obvious target if
anything goes wrong. Turn around and I'll do your back."

She turned her back. Harvey reached for the soap. His will loosed its
hold on the muscles of his face. His soapy hands made patterns in the
slippery contours of Loretta's back ... slowly, every move a caress ... but
he was thinking, Don't you know what they'd do to me? They'd never fire
me, but one day my office is an inside broom closet, the next day the rug is
gone. Then my phone doesn't work. By the time I quit, everyone in the
industry has forgotten I exist. And we're still spending every cent I make.

He had always loved Loretta's back. He searched his mind for growing
lust ... but he felt nothing.

She was in on this from the beginning. It's her life too. Not fair to lock
her out. But she just won't understand. I can get Mark off a subject! He'll
drink my beer and talk about something else, if I make it plain enough. But I
can't talk to Loretta like that ... What I need is a drink.

Loretta washed his back for him, and then they dried each other with the
big towels. She was still trying to tell him how to handle the situation at the
studio. She knew something was wrong, and as usual she probed at it,
trying to understand, trying to help.

Mpyriads of orbits later, when true humans were spreading through a
world held fast in the grip of an ice age, the black planet came again.



The comet was larger now. It had grown, snowflake by isolated
snowflake, over a thousand million years, until it was four and a half miles
across. But now its surface warmed in a bath of infrared heat. Within the
comet's tissues, pockets of hydrogen and helium vaporized and seeped
through the crust. The tiny sun was eclipsed. The ringed black disk covered
a third of the sky, leaking the heat of its birth.

Then it had passed, and calm returned.

The comet had healed from a previous pass. Centuries, millennia, what
are they in the cometary halo? But time had come at last to this comet. The
black giant's passing had stopped it cold in its orbit.

Slowly, urged by the faint tugging of the Sun's gravity, it began to drop
toward the maelstrom.



February: Two

It appears that the inner planets have ceaselessly been
bombarded since their formation. Mars, Mercury, and
Earth's Moon have undergone repeated strikes by objects
ranging in size from micrometeorites to whatever cracked
the Moon and created the large lava basin called Oceanus
Procellarum.

Although it was originally thought that Mars, because it
was at the edge of the asteroid belt, experienced a higher
rate of meteoric bombardment, examination of Mercury
indicates that Mars is not exceptional, and the inner planets
have approximately equal probabilities of being struck ...

Mariner Preliminary Report

The TravelAll was crammed with equipment: cameras, tape recorders,

lights and reflectors, battery belts; the myriad paraphernalia of the roving
TV interview. Charlie Bascomb, cameraman, was in the back with the
sound man, Manuel Arguilez; everything normal, except that Mark Czescu
was in the front seat when Harvey came out of the NBS offices.

Harvey beckoned to Mark. They walked across the studio lot toward
Mercedes Row, where the executives parked. "Look," Harvey said, "your
job title is Production Assistant. That theoretically makes you management.
It has to be that way because of union rules."

"Yeah—" Mark said.

"But you aren't management. You're a gofer."

"I'm hip." Mark sounded hurt.

"Don't get upset and don't get huffy. Just understand. My crew has been
with me a long time. They know the game. You don't."

"I know that, too."

"Fine. You can be a big help. Just remember, what we don't need is—"

"Is me telling everybody how to do their job." He flashed a big grin. "I
like working for you. I won't blow it."

"Good." Harvey detected no signs of irony in Mark's voice It made him
feel better. He had been worried about this interview—it had to be said, but



that didn't make it easier. One of his associates had once remarked that
Mark was like a jungle, all right but you had to chop him back every now
and then or he'd grow all over you.

The TravelAll started instantly. It had been through a lot with Harvey
Randall: from the Alaska pipeline to the lower tip of Baja, even into Central
America. They were old friends, the Travel All and Harvey: a big three-seat
International Harvester four-wheel drive, truck motor, ugly as sin, and
utterly reliable. He drove in silence to the Ventura Freeway and turned
toward Pasadena. Traffic was light.

"You know," Harvey said, "we're always complaining how nothing
works, but here we are going fifty miles for this interview, and we count on
being there in less than an hour. When I was a kid a fifty-mile trip was
something you packed lunches for and hoped you'd make it by dark."

"What'd you have, a horse?" Charlie asked.

"No, just L.A. without the freeways."

"Yuk."

They drove through Glendale and turned north on Linda Vista to go past
the Rose Bowl. Charlie and Manuel talked about bets they'd lost a few
weeks before.

"I thought Cal Tech owned JPL," Charlie said.

"They do," Mark told him.

"Sure put it way the hell far from Pasadena."

"Used to test jet engines there,” Mark said. "JPL. Jet Propulsion
Laboratories, right? Everybody thought they'd blow up, so they made Cal
Tech put the labs out in the Arroyo." He waved to indicate the houses
outside. "Then they built the most expensive suburb in this end of L.A. just
around it."

The guard was expecting them. He waved them into a lot near one of the
large buildings. JPL nestled into its arroyo and filled it with office
buildings. A big central steel and glass tower looked strangely out of place
among the older Air-Force standard "temporary" structures erected twenty
years before.

There was a PR flack waiting for them. She led them through the routine:
Sign in, wear badges. Inside, it looked like any other office building, but not
quite: There were stacks of IBM cards in the corridors, and almost no one
wore coats or ties. They passed a ten-foot color globe of Mars gathering
dust in a corner. No one paid any attention to Harvey and his people; it



wasn't unusual to see TV crews. JPL had built the Pioneer and Mariner
space probes, had set Viking down on Mars.

"Here we are," the PR flack said.

The office looked good. Books on the wall. Incomprehensible equations
on the blackboards. Books on every flat surface in view, IBM print-outs all
over the expensive teak desk.

"Dr. Sharps, Harvey Randall," the flack said. She hovered near the door.

Charles Sharps wore glasses that curved around to cover his whole field
of view; very modernistic, vaguely insectile against his long pale face. His
hair was black and straight, worn short. His fingers played with a felt-tip
pen, or fished into his pockets, always moving. He looked to be about thirty,
but might have been older, and he wore a sport jacket and tie.

"Now let's get this straight," Sharps said. "You want a lecture on comets.
For yourself or for the public?"

"Both. Simple for the camera, as much as I can understand for me. If it's
not too much trouble."

"Too much trouble?" Sharps laughed. "How could it be too much
trouble? Your network tells NASA you want to do a documentary on space,
and NASA sends up red rockets. Right, Charlene?"

The PR flack nodded. "They asked us to cooperate—"

"Cooperate." Sharps laughed again. "I'd jump through hoops if I thought
it would help get a budget. When do we start?"

"Now, please," Harvey said. "The crew will set up while we chat. Just
ignore them. I take it you're the resident expert on comets."

"I suppose so," Sharps said. "Actually I like asteroids, but somebody has
to study comets. I gather you're interested mainly in Hamner-Brown."

"Right."

Charlie caught Harvey's eye. They were ready. Harvey gave them the
nod. Manuel listened and watched the indicator, and said, "Speed."

Mark stepped in front of the camera. "Sharps interview, take one." The
chalkboard came together with a loud clack! Sharps jumped. They always
did, first time. Charlie busied himself with the camera. He kept it aimed at
Sharps; they'd film Harvey asking the questions later, when Sharps wasn't
around.

"Tell me, Dr. Sharps, will Hamner-Brown be visible to the naked eye?"

"Don't know," Sharps said. He sketched something unlikely on the IBM
print-out in front of him. The sketch might have been of a pair of mating



Loch Ness monsters. "A month from now we'll know much better. We
already know it's going to get as close to the Sun as Venus, but—" He broke
off and looked at the camera "What level do you want this at?"

"Anything you like," Harvey said. "Make me understand, then we can
decide how to tell the public."”

Sharps shrugged. "All right. So there's the solar system out there." He
waved toward one wall. A big chart of the planets and their orbits hung next
to the blackboard. "Planets and moons, always where they should be. They
do a great complicated dance around each other. Every planet, every moon,
every little rock in the asteroid belt, all dancing to Newton's song of gravity.
Mercury got a little out of step and we had to revise the universe to make it
fit."

"How's that?" Harvey asked. And I'd have preferred to do the poetry
myself, but what the hell ...

"Mercury. Orbit changes just a little every year. Not much, but more than
Newton says it should. So a man named Einstein found a good explanation,
and incidentally managed to make the universe a stranger place than it was
before."

"Oh. I hope we don't need relativity to understand comets—"

"No, no. But there's more than gravity to a comet's orbit. That's
surprising, isn't it?"

"Yes. Are we going to have to revise the universe again?"

"What? No, it's simpler than that. Look ... " Sharps jumped to his feet
and was at the blackboard. He looked for chalk and muttered

"Here you go." Mark took chalk from his pocket and handed it.

"Thanks." Sharps sketched a white blob, then a parabolic curve. "That's
the comet. Now let's put in planets." He drew two circles. "Earth and
Venus."

"I thought planets moved in elliptical orbits," Harvey said.

"So they do, but on any scale you could draw you can't see the
difference. Now look at the comet's orbit. Both arms of the curve look just
the same, coming in and going out. Textbook parabola, right?"

"Right."

"But here's what the comet really looks like when it falls away from the
Sun. A dense nucleus, a coma of fine dust and gas"—he was drawing again
—"and a plume of dusty gas streaming away from the Sun. Ahead of the
comet, going out. The tail. A big tail, a hundred million miles long,



sometimes. But it's nearly a vacuum. It has to be—if it were thick, there
wouldn't be enough matter in the comet to fill that much space."”

"Sure."

"Okay, and again like the textbooks. Material boils out of the head of the
comet into the coma. It's a thin gas, tiny particles, so tiny that sunlight can
push them around. Light pressure from the Sun makes them stream away,
so the tail always faces away from the Sun. Okay? Tail follows the comet
going in, leads it coming out. But—

"The stuff boils out unevenly. When the comet first falls into the system,
it's a solid mass. We think. Nobody really knows. We have several models
that fit the observations. Me, I like the dirty-snowball model. The comet's
made of rocks and dust, the dirt, balled up with ices and frozen gases. Some
water ice. Methane. Carbon dioxide—dry ice. Cyanogen and nitrogen, all
kinds of stuff. Pockets of these gases thaw and blast out to one side or the
other. Like jet propulsion, and it changes the orbit." Sharps was at work
with the chalk, holding it sideways. When he finished, the incoming arm
had jogs and jiggle in it, and the outgoing arm was blurred into a wide
sweep not unlike the comet's tail. "So we don't know how close to Earth it's
coming."

"I see. And you don't know how big the tail will be."

"Right. But this seems to be a new comet. Maybe it's never made the trip
down close to the Sun before. Not like Halley's Comet, which comes every
seventy years and gets smaller each time. Comets die a little every time
they pass near the Sun. They lose all that tail material forever. So each time
the tail's smaller, until eventually there's nothing left but the nucleus, and
that comes as a handful of rocks. Meteor showers. Some of our best
shooting stars are pieces of old comets falling onto Earth."

"But this one's new—"

"That's right. So it ought to have a spectacular tail."

"I seem to remember people said that about Kahoutek."

"And I seem to remember they were wrong. Wasn't there an outfit selling
commemorative medals that would show Kahoutek exactly as it appeared?
You see there's no way to know. But my guess is that Hamner-Brown will
be quite a sight. And it ought to pass fairly close to Earth."

Sharps drew a dot within the blur of the comet's outgoing course.
"There's where we'll be. Of course we won't see a lot until the comet passes
the Earth, because until it gets by we'll be looking straight into the Sun to



see it. Hard to observe then. But when it's passed us, it should be quite a
sight. There have been comets with tails across half the sky. See them in
daytime. We're overdue for a big comet this century."

"Hey, doc," Mark said. "You've got Earth right in that thing's path. Could
it hit us?"

Harvey turned to look daggers at Mark.

Sharps was laughing. "Chances are zillions to one against it. You see the
Earth as a dot on the blackboard. Actually, if I drew this to scale you
wouldn't be able to see the Earth in the drawing. Or the comet nucleus
either. So what's the chance that a couple of pinpoints will come together?"
He frowned at the board. "Of course, the tail is likely to go where we do.
We might be in it for weeks."

"What does that do?" Harvey asked.

"We went through the tail of Halley's Comet," Mark said. "Didn't hurt a
thing. Pretty lights, and—"

This time Harvey's look was enough.

"Your friend's right," Sharps said.

"Dr. Sharps, why do all the astronomers get so excited about Hamner-
Brown?" Harvey asked.

"Man, we can learn a lot from comets. Things like the origins of the solar
system. They're older than Earth. Made out of primordial matter. This
comet may have been out there way past Pluto for billions of years. Present
theory says the solar system condensed from a cloud of dust and gas, an
eddy in the interstellar medium. Most of that blew away when the Sun
started to burn, but some is still in the comet. We can analyze the tail. The
way we did with Kahoutek. Kahoutek was no disappointment to
astronomers. We used tools we'd never had before. Skylab. Lots of things."

"And that was useful?" Harvey prompted.

"Useful? It was magnificent! We should do it again!" Sharps's hands
waved around in dramatic gestures. Harvey glanced quickly at his crew.
The camera was rolling, and Manuel had that contented look a sound man
has when things are going well in his phones.

"Could we get something like Skylab up there in time?" Harvey asked.

"Skylab? No. But Rockwell's got an Apollo capsule we could use. And
we've got the equipment here at the labs. There are big military boosters
around, things the Pentagon doesn't need anymore. We could do it, if we
started now, and we weren't chicken about it." Sharps's face fell. "But we



won't. Too damn bad, too. We could really learn something from Hamner-
Brown that way."

The cameras and sound equipment were packed away and the crew went
out with the PR lady. Harvey was saying his farewells to Sharps.

"Want some coffee, Harvey? You're in no hurry, are you?" Sharps asked.

"Guess not."

Sharps punched a button on the phone console. "Larry. Get us some
coffee, please." He turned back to Harvey. "Damnedest thing,” he said.
"Whole nation depends on technology. Stop the wheels for two days and
you'd have riots. No place is more than two meals from a revolution. Think
of Los Angeles or New York with no electricity. Or a longer view, fertilizer
plants stop. Or a longer view yet, no new technology for ten years. What
happens to our standard of living?"

"Sure, we're a high-technology civiliz—"

"Yet ... " Sharps said. His voice was firm. He intended to finish. "Yet
the damned fools won't pay ten minutes' attention a day to science and
technology. How many people know what they're doing? Where do these
carpets come from? The clothes you're wearing? What do carburetors do?
Where do sesame seeds come from? Do you know? Does one voter out of
thirty? They won't spend ten minutes a day thinking about the technology
that keeps them alive. No wonder the research budget has been cut to
nothing. We'll pay for that. One day we'll need something that could have
been developed years before but wasn't—" He stopped himself. "Tell me,
Harv, will this TV thing of yours be big or will it get usual billing for a
science program?"

"Prime time," Harvey said. "A series, on the value of Hamner-Brown,
and incidentally on the value of science. Of course, I can't guarantee people
won't turn to reruns of 'l Love Lucy.""

"Yeah. Oh—thank you, Larry. Put the coffee right here."

Harvey had expected styrofoam cups and machine coffee. Instead,
Sharps's assistant brought in a gleaming Thermos pitcher, silver spoons and
sugar-and-cream service on an inlaid teak tray.

"Help yourself, Harvey. It's good coffee. Mocha-Java?"

"Right," the assistant said.

"Good." He waved dismissal. "Harv, why this sudden change of heart by
the networks?"



Harvey shrugged. "Sponsor insists on it. The sponsor happens to be
Kalva Soap. Which happens to be controlled by Timothy Hamner. Who
happens—"

Harvey was cut off by shrieks of laughter. Sharps's thin face contorted in
glee. "Beautiful!" Then he looked thoughtful. "A series. Tell me, Harv, if a
politician helped us with the study—helped a lot—could he be worked into
the series? Get some favorable publicity?"

"Sure. Hamner would insist on it. Not that I'd object—"

"Marvelous." Sharps lifted his coffee cup. "Cheers. Thanks, Harv.
Thanks a lot. I think we'll be seeing more of each other."

Sharps waited until Harvey Randall had left the building. He sat very
still, something unusual for him, and he felt excitement in the pit of his
stomach. It might work. It just might. Finally he punched the intercom.
"Larry, get me Senator Arthur Jellison in Washington. Thanks."

Then he waited impatiently until the phone buzzed. "He'll talk to you,"
his assistant said.

Sharps lifted the phone. "Sharps here." Another wait while the secretary
got the Senator.

"Charlie?"

"Right," Sharps said. "Art, I've got a proposition for you. Know about the
comet?"

"Comet? Oh. Comet. Funny you mention that. I met the guy who
discovered it. Turns out he was a heavy contributor, but I never met him
before."

"Well, it's important,” Sharps said. "Opportunity of the century—"

"That's what they said about Kahoutek—"

"God damn Kahoutek! Look, Art, what's the chance we could get
funding for a probe?"

"How much?"

"Well, take two cases. Second best is anything we can get. The lab can
cobble up an unmanned black box, something that goes on a Thor-Delta—"

"No problem. I can get you that," Jellison said.

"But that's second best. What we need is a manned probe. Say two men
in an Apollo with some equipment instead of the third man. Art, that
comet's going to be close. From up there we could get good pictures, not
just the tail, not just the coma, there's a fair chance we could get pix of the
head! Know what that means?"



"Not really, but you just told me it's important." Jellison was silent for a
moment. "Sorry. I really am, but there's no chance. Not one chance.
Anyway, we couldn't put up an Apollo if we had the budget—"

"Yes we can. I just checked with Rockwell. Higher-risk mission than
NASA likes, but we could do it. We've got the hardware—"

"Doesn't matter. I can't get you a budget for that."

Sharps frowned at the phone. The sick excitement rose in his stomach.
Arthur Jellison was an old friend, and Charlie Sharps did not like blackmail.
But ... "Not even if the Russkis are putting up a Soyuz?"

"What? But they're not—"

"Oh, yes, they are," Sharps said. And it's not a lie, not really. Just an
anticipation

"You can prove that?"

"In a few days. Rely on it, they're going up to look at Hamner-Brown."

"I will be dipped in shit."

"I beg your pardon, Senator?"

"I will be dipped in shit."

"Oh."

"You're playing games with me, aren't you, Charlie?" Jellison demanded.

"Not really. Look, Art, it's important. And we need another manned
mission anyway, just to keep up interest in space. You've been after a
manned flight—"

"Yeah, but I had no chance of getting one." There was more silence.
Then Jellison said, more to himself than Sharps, "So the Russkis are going.
And no doubt they'll make a big deal of it."

"I'm sure they will."

Another silence. Charlie Sharps almost held his breath "Okay," Jellison
said. "TI'll nose around the Hill and see what kind of reactions I get. But you
better be giving it to me straight."”

"Senator, in a week you'll have unmistakable evidence."

"All right. T'll give it a try. Anything else?"

"Not just now."

"Okay. Thanks for the tip, Charlie." The phone went dead.

Abrupt he is, Sharps thought. He smiled thinly to himself, then punched
the intercom button again. "Larry, I want Dr. Sergei Fadayev in Moscow,
and yes, I know what time it is over there. Just get him on for me."




The legend of Gilgamesh was a handful of unconnected tales spreading
through the Earth's Fertile Crescent in Asia ... and the comet was nearly
unchanged. It was still far outside the maelstrom. The orbit of the runaway
moon called Pluto would have looked like a quarter held nearly on edge, at
arm's length. The Sun, an uncomfortably bright pin point, still poured far
less heat across the comet's crust than had the black giant at its worst. The
crust was mostly water ice now; it reflected most of the heat back to the
stars.

Yet time passed.

Mars swallowed its water in another turn of its long, vicious weather
cycle. Men spread across the Earth, laughing and scratching. And the
comet continued to fall. A breath of the solar wind, high-velocity protons,
flayed its crust. Much of the hydrogen and helium in its tissues had seeped
away. The maelstrom came near.



March: One

And the Lord hung a rainbow as a sign,
Won't be water but fire next time.
Traditional spiritual

Mark Czescu looked up at the house and whistled. It was California

Tudor, off-white stucco with massive wood beams inset at angles. They'd be
real wood. Some places, like Glendale, had the same style of house with
plywood strips to fake it, but not Bel Air.

The house was large on a large lot. Mark rang the front door bell.
Presently it was opened by a young man with long hair and pencil-thin
mustache. He looked at Mark's Roughrider trousers and boots and at the
large brown cases Mark had set on the porch. "We don't need any," he said.

"I'm not selling any. I'm Mark Czescu, from NBS."

"Oh. Sorry. You'd be surprised how many peddlers we get. Come on in.
My name's George, I'm the houseboy." He lifted one of the cases. "Heavy."

"Yeah." Mark was busy looking around. Paintings. A telescope. Globes
of Earth, Mars and the Moon. Glass statuary. Steuben crystal. Trip toys. The
front room had been set up as for a theater party, couches facing the TV.
"Must have been a bitch moving that stuff," Mark said.

"Sure was. Here, put that in here. Anything tricky about it?"

"Not if you know video recorders."

"I ought to," George said. "I'm a drama student. UCLA. But we haven't
had that course yet. You better show me."

"Will you be running it tonight?"

"Nah. I've got a rehearsal. Wild Duck. Good part. Mr. Hamner will do it."

"Then I'll show him."

"You'll have to wait, then. He's not home yet. Want a beer?"

"That'd go nice." Mark followed George to the kitchen. A big room,
gleaming chrome and Formica everywhere; two double sinks, two gas
ovens, two ranges. A large counter held trays of canapes covered with Saran
Wrap. There was a desk and bookshelves which held cookbooks, the latest
Travis McGee thrillers and Stanislavski's An Actor Prepares. Only the



thrillers and Stanislavski showed any signs of use. "I'd have thought
Hamner would find himself an astronomy student—"

"Last guy here was," George said. He got out beer. "They fought a lot."

"So Hamner fired him."

"No, he sent him up to his place in the mountains. Hamner likes to fight,
but not when he's at home. He's easy to work for. And there's color TV in
my room, and I get to use the pool and sauna."

"Hard to take." Mark sipped at the beer. "This must be one swinging
party pad."

George laughed. "Like hell. The only parties are when I bring in a show
cast. Or like tonight, relatives."

Mark eyed George carefully. Pencil mustache. Actor's fine features.
What the hell, he thought. "Hamner gay or something?"

"Christ, no," George said. "No, he just doesn't go out much. I fixed him
up with the second lead in our last show Nice Girl, from Seattle. Hamner
took her out a couple of times, then nothing. Irene said he was polite and a
perfect gentleman until they were alone, then he leaped at her."

"She should have leaped back."

"That's what I said, but she didn't." George cocked his head to one side.
"That's Mr. Hamner coming now. I recognize the engine."

Tim Hamner went to the side door and into the small suite that he
thought of as his home. It was the part of the house he felt most comfortable
in although he used the whole place. Hamner didn't like his house. It had
been chosen by the family money managers for resale value, and it had that;
it gave him plenty of space to display the things he'd collected; but it didn't
seem like a home.

He poured himself a short scotch and sank into an Eames chair. He put
his feet up on the matching footstool. It felt good. He'd done his duty. He'd
gone to a directors' meeting and listened to all the reports and congratulated
the company president on the quarterly earnings. Tim's natural inclination
was to let those who liked playing with money do it, but he'd had a cousin
who lost everything that way; it never hurt to let money managers know
you were looking over their shoulders.

Thinking of the meeting reminded him of the secretary at the office.
She'd chatted pleasantly with Tim before the meeting, but she'd pleaded a
date when he asked her for dinner for tomorrow. Maybe she did have a date.
She was polite enough. But she'd turned him down. Maybe, he thought,



maybe I should have asked her for next Friday. Or next week. But then if
she said no there'd have been no doubt about why.

He heard George talking with someone out in the living room and
wondered idly who it might be. George wouldn't disturb him until he came
out; that was one nice thing about this house, he could have this suite to
himself. But then Tim remembered. That would be the man from NBS!
With the cut scenes, the ones Tim had liked but hadn't got into the
documentary. He got up in enthusiasm and began changing clothes.

Penelope Wilson arrived about six. She had never answered to Penny, her
mother had insisted. Tim Hamner, looking at her through the spy-eye in the
door, suddenly remembered that she had given up Penelope too. She'd taken
to using her middle name, and Tim couldn't remember it.

Be brave. He threw the door wide and, letting his agony show, cried,
"Quick! What's your middle name?"

"Joyce. Hello, Tim. Am I the first?"

"Yes. You look elegant." He took her coat. He had known her forever:
since grade school, anyway. Penelope Joyce had gone to the same girls'
prep school as Tim's sister and half a dozen girl cousins. She had been the
homely one, with her wide mouth and too-square jaw and a figure best
described as sturdy. In college she had begun to bloom.

She was indeed elegant tonight. Her hair was long and wavy and
complexly arranged. Her dress was clean of line and of a color and texture
soft to the eye. Tim wanted to touch it. He'd lived with his sister long
enough to know how long it must have taken to get that effect, even if he
had no hint as to how it was done.

Wanting her approval was automatic. He waited as she inspected his
living room, wondering to himself why he'd never invited her before.
Finally she looked up with an expression Tim hadn't seen her use since high
school, when she'd decided she was judge of all morals. "Nice room," she
said approvingly. Then she giggled, ruining the pose.

"Glad you like it. Damned glad, in fact."

"Really? Is my opinion so important?" She was still teasing him with
facial expressions from their childhood.

"Yes. In a few minutes the whole damned family's going to be here, and
most of them haven't seen this place. You think like they do, so if you like
it, they will."

"Hmm. I guess I deserved that."



"Hey, I didn't mean ... " She was laughing at him again. He got her a
drink and they sat.

"I've been wondering," she mused. "We haven't seen each other for two
years at least. Why did you ask me here tonight?"

Tim was partly prepared for that. She had always been direct. He decided
to be truthful. "I was thinking about who I wanted here tonight. A big ego
thing, right? The show about my comet. And I thought of Gil Waters, the
top of my class at Cate, and my family, and you. Then I realized I was
thinking of all the people I wanted to impress most."

"Me?"

"Right. We used to talk, remember? And I never could tell you what I
wanted to do with my life. The rest of my family, everyone we grew up
with, they make money, or collect art, or race cars, or do something. Me, I
only wanted to watch the sky."

She smiled. "I'm really flattered, Tim."

"You really do look elegant. Your own creation?"

"Yes. Thank you."

She was still easy to talk to. Tim was finding that a pleasant rediscovery
when the doorbell rang. The others had come.

It was a pleasant evening. The caterers had done their job well, so there
was no trouble with the food, even without George to help. Tim relaxed and
found he was having fun.

They listened.

They never had before. They listened as Tim told them how it had been:
the cold, dark hours of watching, of studying star patterns, of keeping the
log; of endless hours poring over photographs; all with no result except the
joy of knowing the universe. And they listened. Even Greg, who usually
made no secret of how he felt about rich men who didn't pay proper
attention to their money.

It was only a family gathering in Tim's living room, but he was elated,
and nervous, and quiveringly alert. He saw Barry's smile and headshake and
read Barry's mind from that: What a way to spend a life! He's actually
envying me, Tim thought, and it was delicious. Tim glanced up to catch his
sister watching with wry amusement. Jill had always been able to tell what
Tim was thinking. He'd been closer to her than either had been to their
brother Pat.

But it was Pat who trapped him behind the bar and wanted to talk.



"Like your place," Pat said. "Mom doesn't know what to make of it." He
tilted his head to indicate where their mother was wandering around the
room, looking at gadgets. At the moment she was fascinated by the
Kalliroscope's random and strange patterns. "Bet I know what she's
thinking. Do you?"

"Do I what?"

"Bring girls here. Have wild parties."

"None of your goddamn business."

Pat shrugged. "Too bad. Man, there are times when I wish I ... to hell
with it. But you really ought to take advantage. You won't have forever.
Mom will have her way."

"Sure," Tim said. Why the hell did Pat have to bring that up? His mother
would, before the night was over. Timmy, why aren't you married yet?

One day I'll answer, Tim told himself. One day I'll say it. "Because every
time I find a girl I think I could live with, you scare her spitless and she
runs away, that's why."

"I'm still hungry," Penelope Joyce announced.

"Good Lord." Jill patted her stomach. "Where do you put it? I want your
secret. Only don't tell me it's your clothes. Greg says we can't afford your
creations."

Penelope took Tim's hand. "Come on, show me where the popcorn is. I'll
shake. You get the bowls."

"But—"

"They'll find their own drinks." She led him to the kitchen. "Let them
talk about you while you're out here. They'll admire you even more. After
all, you're the star tonight."

"Think so?" He looked into her eyes. "I can never tell when you're
putting me on."

"There's luck. Where's the butter?"

The show was great. Tim knew that when he saw his family watching it,
watching him on television.

Randall had gone all over the world, showing amateur astronomers
staring at the sky. "Most comets are discovered by amateurs," Randall said.
"The public rarely appreciates how much these skywatchers aid the big
observatories. Of course, some amateurs aren't amateur at all." The scene
cut to Tim Hamner showing off his mountain observatory, and his assistant,
Marty, demonstrating equipment. Tim had thought the sequence would be



too short, but when he watched his family watching him and it ended with
them eager for more he realized that Harv Randall had been right. Always
leave them wanting a little more ...

"And," Randall's voice said, "some are more amateur than others." The
camera zoomed in on a smiling teen-age boy with a telescope. The
instrument looked competent, but it was obviously home-built. "Gavin
Brown, of Centerville, lowa. Gavin, how did you happen to be looking for
comets at the right time and place?"

"I wasn't." Brown's voice was not pleasant. He was young, and shy, and
he talked too loud. "I made some adjustments to the setting circles because I
wanted to look at Mercury in the daytime, only you have to have everything
adjusted right to find Mercury because it's so close to the Sun, and—"

"So you found Hamner-Brown by accident," Harvey Randall said.

Greg McCleve laughed. Jill gave her husband a sharp look.

"Tell me, Gavin," Randall said. "Since you didn't see the comet until well
after Mr. Hamner did, but you reported it almost at the same instant—how
did you know it was a new comet?"

"It was something that didn't belong there."

"You mean you know everything that does belong there?" Randall said.
The screen showed a photograph of the sky around Hamner-Brown. It was
full of stars.

"Sure. Doesn't everybody?"

"He does, too," Tim said. "He stayed here a week, and I swear, he can
draw star maps from memory."

"He stayed here?" Tim's mother asked.

"Sure. In the spare room."

"Oh." Tim's mother stared very hard at the set.

"Where's George tonight?" Jill asked. "Another date? Mother, did you
know that Tim's houseboy has been dating Linda Gillray?"

"Pass the popcorn," Penelope Joyce said. "Where is Brown now, Tim?"

"Back in Iowa."

"Those commercials sell much soap?" Greg asked. He pointed at the set.

"Kalva does all right,” Tim said. "Twenty-six point four percent of the
market last year—"

"Jeez, they must be better than I thought," Greg said. "Who's your
advertising man?"



Then the program was on again. There wasn't much more about Tim
Hamner. Once discovered, Hamner-Brown Comet was the world's. Now the
star was Charles Sharps, who talked about comets and the importance of
knowing the Sun and planets and stars. Tim wasn't disappointed, but he
thought the others were. Except for Pat, who watched Sharps and kept
nodding. Once, Pat looked up and said, "If I'd had a science professor like
him in my freshman year, I might have discovered a comet myself. Do you
know him very well?"

"Sharps? Never met him. But I've got more of him on the video
recordings," Tim said. "There's more of me, too."

Greg pointedly glanced at his watch. "Got to be in the office at five
A.M.," he said. "The market's going crazy. And after that show, it will be
worse."

"Huh?" Tim frowned. "Why?"

"Comets," Greg said. "Signs in the sky. Portents of evil change. You'd be
surprised how many investors take things like that seriously. Not to mention
that diagram the professor drew. The one that showed the comet hitting
Earth."

"But it didn't," Pat protested.

"Tim! Could it?" his mother demanded.

"Of course not! Didn't you listen? Sharps said it was billions to one,"
Tim said.

"I saw it," Greg said. "And he said comets did hit the Earth, sometimes.
And this one will be close."

"But he didn't mean it that way," Tim protested.

Greg shrugged. "I know the market. I'm going to be in the office when
the big board opens—"

The phone rang. Tim looked puzzled. Before he could get up, Jill
answered it. She listened for a moment, then looked puzzled as well. "It's
your answering service. They want to know whether they should put
through a call from New York."

"Eh?" Tim got up to take the phone. He listened. On the TV a NASA
official was explaining how they might, just might, be able to get up a probe
to study the comet. Tim put the phone down.

"You look dazed," Penelope Joyce said.

"I am dazed. That was one of the producers. They want me to be a guest
on the "Tonight Show." With Dr. Sharps, Pat, so I'll meet him after all.”



"I watch Johnny every night," Tim's mother said. She said it admiringly.
People who got on the "Tonight Show' were important.

Randall's documentary ended in a blaze of glory, with photographs of the
Sun and stars taken by Skylab, and a strong plea for a manned probe to
explore Hamner-Brown Comet. Then came the last commercial, and Tim's
audience was leaving. Tim realized, not for the first time, just how far apart
they'd grown. He really didn't have much to say to the head of a stockbroker
firm, or to a man who built town houses, even if they were his brother-in-
law and his brother. He found himself mixing drinks for himself and
Penelope (Joyce!) alone.

"It felt like opening night in a bad play," Tim said.

"In Boston with an allegory and the Shriners are in town," Joyce teased.

He laughed. "Hah. Haven't seen Light Up the Sky since ... by golly,
since you were in that summer drama thing. And you're right. That's what it
was like."

"Poo."

"Poo?"

"Poo. You always did think like that, and there never was any reason to,
and there isn't one now. You can be proud Tim. What's next? Another
comet?"

"No, I don't think so." He squeezed lime into her gin and tonic and
handed it to her. "I don't know. I'm not strong enough on theory to do what I
really want."

"So learn the theory."

"Maybe." He came around and sat next to her. "But anyway, I made the
history books. Skoal."

She lifted her drink in salute. She wasn't mocking him. "Skoal."

He sipped at his drink. "I'll follow it as far as it goes, whatever else I do.
Randall wants another documentary, and we'll do it, if the ratings aren't too
bad."

"Ratings? You worry about ratings?"

"You're teasing me again."

"Not this time."

"Hmm. All right. I'll back another documentary. Because I want it. We'll
go heavy on the space probe. With enough publicity we might get the probe
up, and somebody like Sharps really will understand comets. Thanks."



She put a hand on his arm. "You're welcome. Run with it, Tim. Nobody
else here tonight has done half of what they want to do. You've already got
three-quarters, and a shot at the rest."

He looked at her and thought, If I married her, Mom would heave a great
sigh of relief. She was in that limited class of women. They all seemed to
know his sister Jill; they'd gone east to college, and to New York during
vacations; they'd broken the same rules; they were not afraid of their
mothers; they were beautiful and frightening. The sex urge in a teen-age
boy was too powerful, too easily twisted and repressed. It made the beauty
of a young woman into a flame, and when that flame was coupled to total
self-confidence ... a girl like any of Jill's friends could be a fearsome thing,
to a boy who had never believed in himself.

Joyce wasn't fearsome. She wasn't pretty enough.

She frowned. "What are you thinking?"

God, no! He couldn't answer that one! "I was remembering a lot." Had he
been deliberately left alone with Joyce? Certainly she had stayed after the
others had left. If he made a pass now ...

But he didn't have the courage. Or, he told himself, the kindness. She
was elegant, yes, but you don't go to bed with a Steuben crystal vase. He
got up and went to the video recorder. "Want to watch some of the other
clips?"

For a moment she hesitated. She looked at him carefully, then just as
carefully drained her glass and set it on the coffee table. "Thanks, Tim, but
I'd better get some sleep. There's a buyer coming in tomorrow."

She was still smiling when she left. Tim thought it a bit forced. Or, he
wondered, am I just flattering myself?

The maelstrom was intolerably crowded. Masses of all sizes whirled past
each other, warping space into a complex topology that changed endlessly.
The inner moons and planets were all scar tissue, worn craters beneath the
atmospheres of Earth and Venus, naked ring walls and frozen lakes of
magma spread across the faces of Mars, Mercury, Earth's Moon.

Here was even the chance of escape. The gravity fields around Saturn
and Jupiter could fling a comet back out into the cold and the dark. But
Saturn and Jupiter were wrongly placed, and the comet continued to fall,
accelerating, boiling.



Boiling! Pockets of volatile chemicals burst and spurted away in puffs of
dust and ice crystals. Now the comet moved in a cloud of glowing fog that
might have shielded it from the heat, but didn't. Instead the fog caught the
sunlight across thousands of cubic miles and reflected it back to the comet
head from every direction.

Heat at the surface of the nucleus seeped inward. More pockets of gas
ruptured and fired like attitude jets on a spacecradft, tossing the comet head
this way and that. Masses tugged at it as it passed. Lost and blind and
falling. The dying comet dropped past Mars, invisible within a cloud of dust
and ice crystals the size of Mars itself.

A telescope on Earth found it as a blurred point near Neptune.



March: Interludes

None of the astronauts ever walked on solid lunar rock,
because everywhere they have gone there was "soil"
underfoot. This powdery layer is present because the Moon
has been bombarded by meteorites throughout geologic time.

The unceasing barrage has so pulverized the surface that it
has created a residual layer of rocky debris several meters
thick.
Dr. John A. Wood, Smithsonian Institution

Fred Lauren made delicate adjustments to the telescope. It was a big

instrument, a four-inch refractor on a heavy tripod. The apartment cost him
too much money, but he had to have it for the location. His only furniture
was a cheap couch, a few cushions on the floor, and the big telescope.

Fred watched a darkened window a quarter-mile away. She had to come
home soon. She always did. What could she be doing? She'd left alone. No
one had come for her. The thought frightened him, then made him sick.
Suppose she had met a man somewhere? Had they gone for dinner, and then
to his apartment? Even now he might be putting his filthy hands on her
breasts. He would have hairy hands, rough, like a mechanic's, and they
would be sliding downward, caressingly down across the flat curve of her
belly.

No! She wasn't that kind. She wouldn't let anyone do that to her. She
wouldn't.

But all women did. Even his mother. Fred Lauren shuddered. Unwanted,
the memory came back, when he was just nine, when he'd gone in to ask his
mother to say his prayers, and she'd been lying on the bed with the man he
called Uncle Jack on top of her. She was moaning and writhing, and Uncle
Jack had leaped from the bed.

"You little bastard, I'll cut your goddamn balls off! You want to watch?
You'll sure to God watch? Stand there and if you say one word, I'll cut your
prick off!"

He'd watched. And his mother had let that man—



The window came alight. She was home! Fred held his breath. Was she
alone? Was she?

She was carrying a big bag of groceries, which she took to the kitchen.
Now she'll have her drink, Fred thought. I wish she wouldn't drink so much.
She looks tired. He watched as the girl mixed a martini. She carried the
pitcher with her to the kitchen. Fred didn't follow with the telescope,
although he could have. Instead he teased himself, waiting.

Her face was triangular, with high cheekbones and a small mouth and big
dark eyes. Her long, flowing blond hair was tinted; her pubic hair was very
dark. Fred had forgiven her that small deception, but he'd been shocked.

She came back with the pitcher and a glass spoon. There was a silver-
handled martini spoon in the gift shop down the street, and Fred had often
stared at it, trying to get up the nerve to buy it for her. Maybe she'd invite
him to her apartment. Only she wouldn't until he'd given her gifts, and he
couldn't do that because he knew what she liked and she'd want to know
how he knew that. Fred Lauren reached out to touch her through the magic
mirror of his telescope ... but only in his mind, only in his hopeless
yearning.

Now. Now she'd do it. She didn't have many dresses good enough to
wear to work. She worked in a bank, and although the banks let the girls
wear trousers and all the ugly things girls were wearing lately, she didn't.
Not Colleen. He knew her name. He wanted to keep his money in her bank,
but he didn't dare. She dressed well to win promotions, and she'd been
promoted to New Accounts, and Fred couldn't talk to her there. He was
proud of her promotion, but he wished she'd stayed a teller, because then he
could come in and go to her window and ...

She took off the blue frock and carefully hung it in the only closet. Her
apartment was very small, only one room with a bathroom and kitchen
alcove. She slept on the couch.

Her slip was frayed. He'd watched her mending the straps at night. Under
the slip she wore lacy black underpants. He could see the color through the
slip. Sometimes she wore pink ones with black stripes.

Soon she'd be taking her bath. Colleen took long baths; Fred could be
knocking at her door before she finished. She'd open the door. She trusted
people. Once she'd opened the door wearing nothing but a towel, and the
man outside had been a telephone man, and another time it was the building
superintendent, and Fred knew he could imitate the super's voice. He'd



followed the super to a bar and listened to him. She would open the
door ...

But he couldn't do it. He knew what he'd do if she opened her door to
him. He knew what would happen afterward. This would be his third time.
Third sex offense. They'd lock him up with those men, those animals. Fred
remembered what the caged men had called him and how they had used
him; he whimpered, throttling the sound as if she might hear.

She put on her robe. Her dinner was in the oven, and she sat in the robe
and turned on the TV set. Fred scurried across the room to turn on his own
set and tune it to the same channel, then moved quickly back to the
telescope. Now he could watch over her shoulder, watch her own TV, and
hear the sound, and it was as if Fred and his girl were watching TV
together.

It was a program about a comet.

The stocky man's hands were large and smooth, slender, stronger than
they looked. They moved over Maureen, knowingly, cunningly. "Purr," said
Maureen. She pulled him suddenly against her, and arched sideways,
wrapping him in her long legs.

He gently pushed her away and continued to stroke her, playing her
like ... the attitude jets on a Lunar Lander. The bizarre image stuck in her
mind, jarring. His lips moved against her breast, his tongue darting. Then it
was time, and she could lose herself in him. She had no thought of
technique now. But he had; he was always in control. He wouldn't be
finished until she was, and she could depend on it, and now there was no
time for thought, only the waves of shuddering feeling.

She came home from a long way away.

They lay together, breathing each other's breath. Finally he stirred against
her. She caught a handful of curly hair and tilted his face up. Standing, he
was just her height; astronauts are generally short. Lying above her, his
head reached her throat. She lifted herself to kiss him, and sighed
contentment.

But now her mind was turned on again. I wish I loved him, she said to
herself. Why don't I? Because he's too invulnerable? "Johnny? Does your
mind ever turn off?"

He thought it through before answering. "There's a story they tell about
John Glenn ... " He rolled onto an elbow. "The space medicine boys were



trying to find out what we could go through and still function. They had
John Glenn wired with widgets so they could watch his heartbeat and
perspiration while he went through a program on the Gemini flight
simulator. Right in the middle of it they dropped a shitload of scrap iron
onto a tilted iron plate, right behind him. The whole room rang with it, and
it went on and on. Glenn's heartbeat went blip!" Johnny's finger sketched a
tepee shape. "He never even twitched. He went through the whole
sequence, and then he said, "You sons of bitches' ... "

He watched her laugh, and then he said a bit sadly, "We can't get
distracted." He sat up. "If we're going to watch your program we ought to
be getting up."

"Yes. I suppose. You first."

"Right." He bent to kiss her again, then left the bed. She heard the
shower running and thought of joining him. But he wouldn't be interested
now. She'd said the wrong thing, and now he'd be remembering his ruined
career; ruined not by any mistake of his, but by America's retreat from
space.

She found his robe where he'd left it for her. Forethought. We can't get
distracted. One thing at a time, and do that perfectly. Whether it was
crawling along a ruined Skylab and repairing it in orbit, or conducting a
love affair, he did it right. And he was never in a hurry.

When they met, Baker had been in the Astronaut Office in Houston and
was assigned as liaison to Senator Jellison and party. Johnny Baker had a
wife and two teen-age kids, and had been a perfect gentleman, taking
Maureen to dinner when the Senator was called away, keeping her company
for the week the Senator was in Washington, taking her to the launch in
Florida ...

A perfect gentleman up to the time they'd had to go back to her motel
room for her purse—and she still wasn't sure who had seduced whom. She
didn't sleep with married men. She didn't like sleeping with men she didn't
love, for that matter. But, love aside, he had something, and Maureen had
no defense against it. He had a single goal and the ability to go after it no
matter what.

And she was young and had been married once and had taken no vow of
chastity and the hell with what you're thinking, girl! Maureen rolled off the
bed fast and switched on the TV with a vicious click. Just to break the chain
of thought.



But [ am not a tramp.

His divorce is final next week, and I had nothing to do with that. Ann
never knew. Ann doesn't know now. But maybe he wouldn't have let her
go? If that's my fault, all right, but Ann never knew. We're still good
friends.

"He's not the same anymore," Ann had told her. "Not since he flew the
mission. Before that it was always tough here, he was on training missions
all the time, and I had only a little part of him—but I had something. And
then he got his chance, and everything worked fine, and my husband's a
hero—and I don't have a husband anymore."

Ann couldn't understand it. I can, Maureen thought. It wasn't flying the
mission, it was that there aren't any more missions, and if you're Johnny
Baker and all your life you've worked and trained to do one thing, and
nobody's ever going to do that again ...

One goal in life. Tim Hamner had a touch of that. Johnny had it, and
maybe she had tried to borrow a piece of it. And now look: Johnny had
used up his one goal, and the most important thing in Maureen Jellison's life
was a fight with a silly Washington hostess.

It still bothered her every time she thought of it.

Annabelle Cole was liberated. Six months ago it had been the threatened
extinction of the snail skimmer; in six months more it might be the decline
of artistic tradition among Australian blackfellahs. At the moment there was
nothing for it but to blame men for everything bad that had ever happened.
Nobody really minded. They didn't dare. No mean amount of the world's
business was conducted at Annabelle's parties.

Maureen must have been edgy the night Annabelle braced her for her
father's support. Annabelle wanted Congress to fund studies on artificial
wombs, to free women from months of slavery to their suddenly altered
bodies.

And I told her, Maureen thought. I told her that having babies was part of
the sex act, and if she was willing to give up being pregnant she could give
up fucking too. I said that! And I never had a baby in my life!

Dad might miss some important contacts through his daughter's exercise
in tact, but Maureen could handle that. In six months, when Annabelle
found a new cause, Maureen would host a party and invite someone
Annabelle had to meet. She had it all worked out. That was the problem: As
if a fight with Annabelle Cole was the most important event in her life!



"Il fix some drinks," Johnny called. "Best get your shower, the
program's on in a minute."

"Yo," she answered, and she thought: Him? Marry the man. Promote him
a new career. Get him to run for office, or write his memoirs. He'd be good
at anything he tried ... but why couldn't she find goals of her own?

The room was definitely a man's room, with books, and models of the
fighter planes Johnny Baker had flown, and a Skylab, with broken wings;
and a large framed picture of a bulky-suited man crawling in space along
one of those wings, a faceless, alien shape, disconnected from the
spacecraft, risking the loneliest death ever if he let go for even an instant.
The NASA medal hung below the picture.

Mementos of times past. But only the past. There were no pictures of the
Shuttle, delayed once more; no reminders of the Pentagon, Johnny's present
assignment. Two pictures of the children, one with Ann in the background,
short, browned, competent Ann, who already had a look of puzzled
unhappiness in the photo.

His hand was wrapped around the glass, but he had forgotten glass and
hand. Maureen could watch his face without his knowing it. Johnny Baker
saw only the screen.

Parabolic orbits diagrammed against the concentric circular paths of the
planets. Old photos of Halley's Comet and Brooks's Comet and
Cunningham's Comet and others, culminating in a blurred pinpoint that was
Hamner-Brown. A man with large insectile glasses lectured with fierce
intensity:

"Oh, we'll get hit someday. It probably won't be an asteroid, either. The
orbits are too nearly fixed. There must have been asteroids whose orbits
intersected Earth's, but those have had four billion years to hit us, and most
of them eventually did," said the lecturer. "They hit so long ago that even
the craters are gone, weathered away, except for the biggest and the newest.
But look at the Moon!

"The comets are different."

The lecturer's pointer traced a parabola drawn in chalk. "Some mass way
out there beyond Pluto, maybe an undiscovered planet ... we even have a
name for it. Persephone.

"Some mass disturbs the orbits of these great snowballs, and they come
down on our heads in a wake of boiling chemicals. None of them have ever
had a chance to hit the Earth until they get thrown down into the inner



system. One day we'll be hit. We'd have about a year's warning. Maybe
more, if we can learn enough about Hamner-Brown."

Then an antiseptic young woman proclaimed that she wasn't married to
her house, and was told that was why Kalva Soap had invented a new
disinfectant for her toilet bowl ... and Johnny Baker came smiling back
into the world. "He really makes his points, doesn't he?"

"It is well done. Did I tell you I met the man who put it together? I met
Tim Hamner, too. At the same party with Harvey Randall. Hamner's a case.
Manic. He'd just discovered his comet, and he couldn't wait to tell
everyone."

Johnny Baker sipped his drink. Then, after a long pause, he said, "Some
funny rumors in the Pentagon."

"Oh?"

"Gus called. From Downey. Seems Rockwell's refurbishing an Apollo.
And there's some mutters about diverting one of the Titan boosters from a
Big Bird to something else. Know anything?"

She sipped her drink and felt a wave of sadness. Now she knew why
Johnny Baker had called yesterday. After six weeks in the Pentagon, six
weeks in Washington with no attempt to see her, and then ...

And I was going to surprise him. Some surprise.

"Dad's trying to get Congress to fund a comet-study mission," Maureen
said.

"This for real?" Johnny demanded.

"It's for real."

"But ... " His hands were shaking. His hands never shook. John Baker
had flown fighters over Hanoi, and his maneuvers were always perfect. The
MIGs never had a chance. And once he'd taken splinters out of his crew
chief when there wasn't time to get the medics. There was a splinter in the
chief's chest and Baker had removed it and sliced deftly to expose the
artery, clamped it together with steady fingers while the chief screamed and
the Cong mortars thudded onto the field, and his hands had never shaken.

But they were shaking now. "Congress won't put up the money."

"They might. The Russians are planning a mission. Can't let them outdo
us," Maureen said. "Peace depends on showing them we're still willing to
compete if that's the way they want it. And if we compete, we win."

"I don't care if it's Martians we're competing with. I've got to go. I've got
to." He drained his scotch. His hands were suddenly steady.



Maureen watched in fascination. He's stopped shaking because he's got a
mission. And I know what it is. Me. To get me to get him on that ship. A
minute ago he might really have been in love with me. Not now.

"I'm sorry," he said abruptly. "We don't have all that much time together,
and I'm laying this on you. But ... you had me dead to rights. My mind
doesn't turn off." He drank deeply of his ice-diluted scotch. His attention
went back to the screen, and left Maureen wondering if she'd been
imagining things. Just how clever was John Baker?

The commercial mercifully ended and the cameras zoomed in on the Jet
Propulsion Laboratories.

Harry Newcombe hastily chewed the last of his sandwich while he drove
the mail truck with one hand. The regulations gave him time off for lunch,
but Harry never took it. He used the time for better purposes.

It was long past noon when he got to Silver Valley Ranch. As usual he
stopped at the gate. There was a spot where he could look through a pass in
the foothills to the majesty of the High Sierra to the east. Snow gleamed off
their tops. To the west were more foothills, the sun not too far above them.
Finally he got out to open the gate, drove through, and carefully closed the
gate behind him. He ignored the large mailbox on its post beside the gate.

He stopped along the drive to pick a pomegranate from the grove that
had started as one tree and was still, untended, propagating itself downhill
toward the stream. Harry had seen it grow in the half-year he'd been on the
route, and was guessing when the pomegranates would roll all the way
downhill into the cocklebur patch. Would they choke out the burrs? He had
no idea, really. Harry was a city boy.

Harry was an ex-city boy. Hah! And if he never saw a city again he'd be
happy.

He was grinning as he shouldered his load and walked lopsided to the
door. Rang. Set the bag down.

The dimly heard hurricane of a vacuum cleaner calmed. Mrs. Cox
opened the door and smiled at the bulging bag beside Harry. "That day
again? Hello, Harry."

"Hi. Happy Trash Day, Mrs. Cox!"

"And a Happy Trash Day to you too, Harry. Coffee?"

"Don't stay me. It's against guv'mint regulations."

"Fresh coffee. And new-baked rolls."



"Well ... I can't resist that." He reached into the smaller pouch that still
hung at his side. "Letter from your sister in Idaho. And something from the
Senator." He handed her the letters, then shouldered the bag and wobbled
in. "Anyplace special?"

"The dining table's big enough."

Harry spilled the contents of the larger bag across a polished table of
lovely grain. It seemed to have been carved out of a slice of a single tree,
and must have been fifty years old. They didn't make tables like that
anymore. If there was furniture like that in the caretaker's home, what must
it be like in the big house up the hill?

The wood grain was hidden under a deluge: begging letters from
charities, from several political parties, from colleges. Offers to join
lotteries by buying records, clothing, books, subscriptions to magazines.
"YOU MAY ALREADY HAVE WON $100 A WEEK FOR LIFE!"
Religious tracts. Political lessons. Single-tax literature. Free samples of
soap, mouthwash, detergent, deodorant.

Alice Cox brought in the coffee. She was only eleven, but she was
already beautiful. Long blonde hair. Blue eyes. A trusting girl, as Harry
knew from seeing her when he was off duty. But she could be trusting here;
nobody was going to bother her. Most of the men in Silver Valley kept rifles
slung on racks in their pickups, and they damned well knew what to do with
anybody who'd bother an eleven-year-old girl.

It was one of the things Harry liked about the valley. Not the threat of
violence, because Harry hated violence; but that it was only a threat. The
rifles came off their racks only for deer (in season or out, if the ranchers
were hungry or the deer got into the crops).

Mrs. Cox brought in rolls. Half the people on Harry's route offered him
coffee and eats, on days when he ignored regulations and brought the mail
up to their houses. Mrs. Cox didn't make the best coffee on the route, but
the cup was definitely the finest in the valley: thin bone china, much too
good for a half-hippie mailman. The first time Harry had been to the house
he'd drunk water from a tin cup and stood at the door. Now he sat at the fine
table and drank coffee from bone china. Another reason to stay out of cities.

He sipped hurriedly. There was another blonde girl, this one over
eighteen and legal, and it would be Trash Day for her house, too. She'd be
home. Donna Adams was always home for Harry. "Lot here for the
Senator," Harry said.



"Yes. He's back in Washington," Mrs. Cox answered.

"But he's coming soon," Alice piped.

"Wish he'd hurry," Mrs. Cox said. "It's nice here when the Senator's in
residence. People coming and going. Important people. The President
stayed at the big house one night. Secret Service made a big fuss. Men
wandering all over the ranch." She laughed, and Alice giggled. Harry
looked puzzled. "As if anybody in this valley would harm the President of
the United States," Mrs. Cox said.

"I still think your Senator Jellison's a myth," Harry said. "I've been on
this route eight months, and I haven't seen him yet."

Mrs. Cox looked him up and down. He seemed a nice enough boy,
although Mrs. Adams said her daughter paid him entirely too much
attention. Harry's long, flowing, curly brown hair would have looked good
on a girl. His beard was beautiful. The real masterpiece was the mustache.
It came to long points which, on formal occasions, Harry could curl and
wax into circles like small spectacles.

He can grow hair, Mrs. Cox thought, but he's little and skinny, not as big
as I am. She wondered again what Donna Adams saw in him. Car, maybe.
Harry had a sports car, and all the local boys drove pickups like their
fathers.

"You'll likely meet the Senator soon enough,” Mrs. Cox said. It was a
sign of ultimate approval, although Harry didn't know that. Mrs. Cox was
very careful about who the Senator met.

Alice had been sifting through the mound of multicolored paper on the
table. "Lot of it this time. How much is this?"

"Two weeks," Harry said.

"Well, we do thank you, Harry," Mrs. Cox said.

"So do I," Alice added. "If you didn't bring it up to the house, I'd have to
carry all of it."

Back in the truck, and down the long drive, with another stop to look at
the High Sierra. Then on to the next ranch, a good half-mile away. The
Senator kept a big spread, although a lot of it was dry pasture, shot through
with ground-squirrel holes. It was good land, but there wasn't enough water
to irrigate it.

At the next gate George Christopher was doing something
incomprehensible in the orange groves. Probably setting up to smudge,
Harry decided. Christopher came plodding up as Harry opened the gate. He



was a bull of a man, Harry's height and two or three times Harry's width,
with a thick neck. His head was bald and tanned, but Christopher couldn't
be a lot over thirty. He wore a checkered flannel shirt and dark trousers,
muddy boots.

Harry set the bag down and got out beside it. Christopher frowned.
"Trash Day again, Harry?" He studied the long hair and extravagantly
trimmed beard and the frown deepened.

Harry grinned in return. "Yup, Happy Trash Day, every two weeks, like
clockwork. I'll take it up to the house for you."

"You don't have to."

"I like to." There wasn't a Mrs. Christopher, but George had a sister about
Alice Cox's age, and she liked to talk to Harry. A very bright little girl,
pleasant to talk to and full of news about Harry's valley.

"All right. Mind the dog."

"Sure will." Harry never worried about dogs.

"Ever wonder what the advertising industry would give for your head?"
Christopher asked.

"Il trade 'em question for question,” Harry said. "Why does the
government give them a lower rate so they can waste more of our time?
And your taxes?"

Christopher's frown faded and he almost smiled. "Have at 'em, Harry.
Lost causes are the only ones worth fighting for. And the taxpayer's cause is
about as lost as they come. I'll close the gate behind you."

Day's end. Clockout time. Harry went into the sorting rooms behind the
Post Office. There was a note pinned to his station.

"Hairy, the Wolf wants to see you. Gina XXX"

Gina—tall, black, erect of posture and large of bone, the only black in
the valley as far as Harry knew—was at the counter. Harry winked at her,
then knocked at the supervisor's door.

When he entered, Mr. Wolfe regarded him coldly. "Harry. Happy Trash
Day," Wolfe said.

Oops! But Harry smiled. "Thank you, and a Happy Trash Day to you,
sir."

"Not funny, Harry. Why do you do it? Why do you separate out the
commercial mail and reserve it for one day every two weeks?"



Harry shrugged. He could have explained: Sorting junk mail took so
much of his time that he didn't have a chance to chat with his customers, so
he'd started letting it pile up. It had begun that way, but it had become
popular with his people. "Everybody's happy with it,” Harry said
defensively. "People can go through the stuff or just drop it in the fireplace."

"It is illegal to withhold a citizen's mail," Wolfe said.

"If someone has complained, I'll take him off the list," Harry said. "I like
to keep my customers happy."

"Mrs. Adams," Wolfe said.

"Oh." Too bad. Without Trash Day he wouldn't have an excuse to go up
to the Adams house and talk to Donna.

"You will deliver the commercial mail according to regulations,” Wolfe
was saying. "As it comes in. Not in batches. Trash Day will cease."

"Yes, sir. Any other way I can be obliging?"

"Shave your beard. Cut your hair."

Harry shook his head. That part of the regulations he knew.

Wolfe sighed. "Harry, you just don't have the right attitude to be a
mailman."

Eileen Susan Hancock's office was small and cramped, but it was an
office; she had worked for years to get an office of her own, away from the
area behind the counter. It proved that she was more than a secretary.

She was poking at the buttons on her calculator, frowning, when a
sudden thought made her burst into rippling laughter. A moment later she
realized that Joe Corrigan was standing in her doorway.

Corrigan came into the office. He had unbuttoned the top button of his
trousers again, and it showed. His wife wouldn't let him buy larger sizes.
She hadn't given up hope that he would reduce. He put his thumbs into the
waistband and regarded her quizzically.

Eileen's laughter cut off. She went back to the calculator, and now she
wasn't even smiling.

"Okay," Corrigan said. "What's the punch line?"

Eileen looked up with wide eyes. "What? Oh, no. I couldn't possibly tell
you."

"If you drive me nuts, you think you can gain control of the company,
right? Because it won't work. I've covered that." Corrigan liked to see her
like this. Eileen was all-or-nothing: very serious and hard at work, or



enjoying herself to the full. "Okay," Corrigan sighed. "I'll give away my
secret for yours. I've had the decorators in. You see, Robin Geston signed
up for the Marina deal."

"Oh? That's good."

"Yup. Means we'll need more help. As of the first, you're Assistant
General Manager, if you want the job."

"Oh, I want it. Thank you." She smiled flickeringly (like a flashbulb, on
and off almost before you saw it) and turned back to the desk calculator.

"I knew you would. That's why I had the decorators in. They're turning
that room next to mine into a new office for you. I've told them to consult
you after they do the preliminaries." Corrigan lowered his weight onto the
corner of her desk. "There. I was keeping it for a surprise. Now what's your
secret?"

"I've forgotten," Eileen said. "And I do have to get these estimates done
so you can take them to Bakersfield with you."

"Okay," Corrigan said. He went back to his office, defeated.

If he knew, Eileen thought. She had an urge to giggle, but she held it
back. She wasn't really trying to tease Corrigan. She had been thinking:
Well, T did it. And Robin was nice. Not the world's greatest lover, but he
didn't pretend to be either. The way he'd suggested a rematch: "Lovers need
practice," he'd said. "The second time is always better than the first."

They'd left it vague. Maybe, just maybe, she'd take him up on it
sometime; but probably not. He'd also told her definitely that he was
married; she'd only suspected it before.

Never had there been any suggestion that business had anything to do
with their private lives. But he'd signed up with Corrigan's Plumbing
Supplies for a very large deal—and she felt funny about that, and wondered
if she'd have been as careless about finding out Robin's marital status if the
deal hadn't been pending. But he'd signed up.

So here she was, adding up numbers, pushing papers around, and
suddenly she'd asked herself: What does this have to do with plumbing? I
don't make pipe. I don't lay pipe. I don't ream it out, or tell people where to
put it. What I do is push paper around.

It was an important job. Measure it by the chaos she could create with
one random mistake or one malicious error: Thousands of tons of supplies
might be sent to the ends of the Earth by a slip of her pen. But what she did



had no more to do with creation, with making the things that held a
civilization together, than income tax, or being the fireman on a diesel train.

Mr. Corrigan would probably spend the whole day wondering why she'd
suddenly burst into sparkling laughter, and there was no way she could tell
him. It had just come to her, unexpected and irresistible: What she had done
with Robin Geston on the night before last was the closest she had ever
come to any activity actually connected with plumbing.

The car wouldn't be reported stolen for hours. Alim Nassor was pretty
sure of that, sure enough that he would sit in it for another ten minutes.
Alim Nassor had been a great man. When he had made himself great again,
he would have to hide what he was doing now.

Before he was great he had been George Washington Carver Davis. His
mother had been proud of that name. She'd said the family was named for
Jefferson Davis. That honky had been a tough dude, but it was a loser's
name, no power in it. He'd had a lot of street names since. His mother hadn't
liked those. When she threw him out he took his own.

Alim Nassor meant wise conqueror in both Arabic and Swahili. Not
many knew what it meant, and so what? The name had power. Alim Nassor
had a hell of a lot more power than George Washington Carver ever did.
You could read about Alim Nassor in the newspapers. And he could still
walk into City Hall and get in to see people. He'd been able to do that ever
since he broke up a riot with his switchblade and the razor blades in his
shoes and the chain he carried around his waist. There was all that Federal
money around for a tough dude. The honkies shoveled out money. Anything
for quiet in the black ghetto. It had been a damn good game, and too bad it
was over.

He cursed quietly. Mayor Bentley Allen. Los Angeles had itself another
black mayor and this goddam Tom had cut off the pipeline. New people in
city council. And that stupid son of a bitch of a black congressman who
couldn't be satisfied with the take, no, that asshole had to put all his
relatives on the community payroll and the fucking TV reporters found out.
A black man in politics needed a snow-white rep these days ...

Well, the game was over, and he'd started another. Eleven jobs, each one
worked fine. They'd taken ... what? A quarter of a million dollars in loot in
four years? Less than a hundred thousand after the fences went through it.
Twenty thousand each for four men in four years. That wasn't even wages!



Easy to say, now, that some of it should have been stashed for lawyers' fees,
but at five thousand a year?

This would be the thirteenth. It wouldn't be long now. The store did a lot
of business. Alim waited, always aware of the time. Two customers left, and
nobody was coming down the street.

He wasn't happy about this job. He didn't like ripping off blood. Honkies
were fair game, but you ought to leave brothers alone. He'd hammered that
into his followers' heads, and what were they thinking of him now? But he
was boxed in, he had to act fast.

The place was ripe, and he'd been saving it for an emergency, and this
was one shitpot motherfucker of an emergency. His honky lawyer would
probably beat this for him, but lawyers and bondsmen wanted bread, and
now. It was crazy, robbing a store to pay a lawyer to get him off for robbing
a store, Someday things would be different. Alim Nassor would make them
different.

Almost time. Two minutes ago one of his brothers had got himself
stopped for a traffic violation fourteen blocks away and that took one
pigmobile off patrol. Twenty minutes ago another brother had a "family
argument" and the sister called the station house, and there went the other
fuzzwagon. There'd be only the two. Black areas didn't get patrolled the
way honky business districts did. Blacks didn't have big insurance policies,
or know how to kiss ass down at City Hall.

Sometimes he used as many as four diversions, with traffic jams thrown
in; they only took spreading some bread among the kids to get them playing
in the streets. Alim Nassor was a natural leader. He hadn't been busted since
juvenile days, except for that last one where an off-duty cop had come out
of a laundromat. Who'd have thought that brother was a pig? He still
wondered if he should have shot it out. Anyway, he hadn't. He'd run into an
alley and ditched the gun and the mask and the bag. Lawyers could take
care of those. The only other evidence was the honky storekeeper's
identification, and there were ways to talk him out of testifying ...

Time. Alim got out of the car. The mask looked like a face; from ten feet
away you wouldn't know it was a mask at all. The gun was under his
windbreaker. Windbreaker and mask would be gone five minutes after the
job. Alim's mind closed down, shutting out past and future. He walked
across at an intersection. No jaywalking, nothing to attract attention. The
store was empty.



It went down nice. No problems. He had the money and was on the way
out when the brother came in.

A man Alim had known for years. What was that bastard doing over in
this part of town? Nobody from Boyle Heights ought to be here below
Watts! Aw, shit. But that brother knew. Maybe from his walk, maybe
anything, shit, he knew.

It took him a second to make up his mind. Then Alim turned, aimed and
fired. A second shot to be certain. The man went down, and the old
storekeeper's eyes were big with horror, and Alim fired three times more.
One more robbery wouldn't have upset anyone, but the pigs worked hard on
murder. Best leave no witnesses. Too bad, though.

He came out fast, and didn't go to the stolen car across the street. Instead
he walked a fast half-block, went through an alleyway and came out on
another street. His arm still tingled with that unique, atavistic thrill. Man
was made to use a club. and a gun is the ultimate in clubs. Point and make a
fist, and if the enemy is close enough to see his face, one blow will knock
him over dead. Power! Alim knew people who had got hooked on that
sensation.

His brother (mother's son, not just blood) waited for him in a car that
wasn't hot. They drove off just at the speed limit, fast enough not to attract
attention, slow enough not to get busted.

"Had to waste two," Alim said.

Harold winced, but his voice was cool. "Too bad. Who were they?"

"Nobody. Nobody important."



March: Two

Most astronomers envisage comets as forming a vast
cloud surrounding the solar system and stretching perhaps
halfway to the nearest star; the Dutch astronomer I. H. Oort,
after whom the cloud is usually named, has estimated that
the cloud contains perhaps 100 billion comets.
Brian Marsden, Smithsonian Institution

They loaded them up well in the Green Room. Two ushers and an

astonishingly pretty hostess poured their glasses full as soon as they were
half empty, so that Tim Hamner had drunk more than he liked. At that, he
thought, I'm well off compared to Arnold. Arnold was a best-selling writer,
and Arnold never talked about anything that wasn't in his books. When Tim
told him Hamner-Brown was now visible to the naked eye, Arnold didn't
know what Tim was talking about; when Tim told him, Arnold wanted to
meet Brown.

One of the ushers signaled and Tim got unsteadily to his feet. The stairs
hadn't seemed so steep when he came down them. He arrived onstage to
hear the last of Johnny's smoothly professional monologue and to bask in
the audience applause.

Johnny was in full form, joking with the other guests. Tim remembered
from the monitor downstairs that Sharps of JPL had been giving a lecture
on comets, and that Johnny seemed to know a great deal about astronomy.
The other guest, a dowager whose breast equipment had, twenty years ago,
given a new word to the English language, kept interrupting with off-color
jokes. The dowager was quite drunk. Tim remembered that her name was
Mary Jane, and that no one ever called her by her stage name anymore. At
her age and weight it would have been ridiculous.

The opening chatter got Tim through a terrible moment of stage fright.
Then Johnny turned to him and asked, "How do you discover a comet? I
wish I'd done that." He seemed quite serious.

"You wouldn't have time," Tim said. "It takes years. Decades sometimes,
and no guarantees, ever. You pick a telescope and you memorize the sky



through it, and then you spend every night looking at nothing and freezing
your can off. It gets cold in that mountain observatory."

Mary Jane said something. Johnny was alarmed but didn't show it. The
sound man with his earphones gave Johnny a high sign. "Do you like
owning a comet?" Johnny asked.

"Half a comet," Tim said automatically. "I love it."

"He won't own it long," Dr. Sharps said.

"Eh? How's that?" Tim demanded.

"It'll be the Russians who own it," Sharps said. "They're sending up a
Soyuz to have a close look from space. When they get through, it will be
their comet."

That was appalling. Tim asked, "But can't we do something?"

"Sure. We can put up an Apollo or something bigger. We've got the
equipment sitting around getting rusty. We even did the preliminary work.
But the money has run out."

"But you could put something up,” Johnny asked, "if you had the
money”?"

"We could be up there watching Earth go through the tail. It's a shame
the American people don't care more about technology. Nobody cares a
hang as long as their electric carving knives work. You ever stop to think
just how dependent we are on things that none of us understand?" Sharps
gestured dramatically around the TV studio.

Johnny started to say something—about the housewife who ran a home
computer as a hobby—and changed his mind. The studio audience was
listening. There was a careful silence that Johnny had long since learned to
respect. They wanted to hear Sharps. Maybe this would be one of the good
nights, one of the shows that ran over and over, Sundays, anniversaries ...

"Not just the TV," Sharps was saying. "Your desk. Formica top. What is
Formica? Anyone know how it's made? Or how to make a pencil? Much
less penicillin. Our lives depend on these things, and none of us knows
much about them. Not even me."

"I always wondered what makes bra straps snappy," Mary Jane said.

Johnny jumped in to give the show back to Sharps. "But tell me, Charlie,
what good will it do to study that comet? How will that change our lives?"

Sharps shrugged. "It may not. You're asking what good new research
does. And all I can answer is that it always has paid off. Not the way you
thought it would, maybe. Who'd have thought we'd get a whole new



medical technology out of the space program? But we did. Thousands are
alive right now because the human-factors boys had to develop new
instruments for the astronauts. Johnny, did you ever hear of the Club of
Rome?"

Johnny had, but the audience would need reminding. "They were the
people who did computer simulations to find out how long we could get
along on our natural resources. Even with zero population growth—"

"They tell us we're finished," Sharps broke in. "And that's stupid. We're
only finished because they won't let us really use technology. They say
we're running out of metals. There's more metal in one little asteroid than
was mined all over the world in the last five years! And there are hundreds
of thousands of asteroids. All we have to do is go get 'em."

"Can we?"

"You bet! Even with the technology we already have, we could do it.
Johnny, out there in space it's raining soup, and we don't even know about
soup bowls."

The studio audience applauded. They hadn't been cued by the production
assistants, but they applauded. Johnny gave Sharps an approving smile and
decided how the program would go for the rest of the night. But first there
was a frantic signal: time for a Kalva Soap commercial.

There was more after the commercial. When Sharps got going he was
really dynamic. His thin, bony hands waved aro