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MADE TO ORDER

Originally published in 1957.


CHAPTER I

Agnes and Claire. I’ll say it again. Agnes—Claire. How could both be so much a part of my life, and so different; and how could I have taken Agnes into my arms before I even knew her name?

Perhaps it wasn’t so strange. How could I have known the name of the girl who stood beside me?

You stand before the humming computers and you fight off terror. You feel a more-than-human wisdom crushing you, denying you the right to think for yourself. You know that your future should be in your own hands, but you can’t wring that much independence from the master controls.

The Big Brain can’t know what a man is thinking, but the feeling is there—the guilt feeling. You want to escape, and can’t. You look around you, and you see your own face mirrored back. You see on gleaming metal the haggard eyes, and tight, despairing lips of a total stranger.

The girl who stood beside me was trembling violently. She’d punched her identity number, and the Big Brain’s answer had struck her like a hard-knuckled hand in the dark.

I could see the punched metal tape gleaming on her palm, four inches of tape. I could see the torment in her eyes, the film of moisture she was furiously trying to blink away. She was staring straight at me, but I knew my face meant nothing to her. It could only have seemed the cold face of a stranger, trapped like herself.

The realization of her torment gave a sharp, heady quality to my anger. The guilt feeling dissolved and I felt only anger. She was so very beautiful that I succumbed to the universal human fantasy. I saw her as an outcast girl in a freedom ruin, and there was the tang of death in the air, the rich, heavy perfume which outcast women wore.

She was standing against a crumbling stone wall, her large dark eyes wide with desperation, her unbound hair falling to her shoulders. She was a hostage to desperation, appealing to the primitive in man in the pitiful hope of awakening love that might know reverence and respect. I had come upon her suddenly, and I was fighting for her in a canyon of crumbling steel against men lost to all honor.

Then I saw the light of the dome glowing on her hair, and the bright, dangerous vision was gone. I wanted to whisper to her: “A computation denying you the right to marry is a crime against beauty such as yours. Don’t accept it. Insist on a more rigorous check on every phase of your ancestry!” But I didn’t say it. How could a man and a woman reach each other with sympathy and warmth when a terrifying weight of non-human wisdom denied them the right to courtship.

A glance is a beginning courtship, a word spoken in a certain way, the briefest of handclasps in a shadowed room. Even that was denied us; we were strangers. There could be no hands stretched forth in friendship or reassurance. If you listened carefully you could hear the humming computers. You could hear the click of the metal tapes being punched, being cut off sharply. You could hear a lifetime of misery being punched out in exactly ten seconds.

Marriage Privilege Permitted

Marriage Privilege Denied

The vault was like a prison, harsh with artificial sunlight, each of the twenty computation units guarded by heavy bars. You could look up at the glittering tears of memory banks and stimulus-response circuits and tell yourself that the Big Brain was society’s only bulwark against decay from within. But if the unit before which you stood flashed its cold light upon you, the dryness in your throat wouldn’t be from pride.

To the simple fellow yonder, the humming meant that the Big Brain was taking a personal interest in every man and woman in the vault. To the junior coordinator, whose lips had gone suddenly white, it was quite otherwise. He was an educated man; he was waiting for the Giant Computer to make an impersonal analysis of data as unalterable as the stars in their courses. It was the Giant Computer in the eyes of Society, and the technicians who had designed and constructed it. But to me “Big Brain” cut closer to the truth.

Popular names have a way of doing that. Whatever the pros and cons of logic and science, a machine that can destroy your happiness takes an interest in you.

Marriage Privilege Permitted

Marriage Privilege Denied

There is more to it than that, of course; but you had to have good eyesight to read the micro-lettering, which told you exactly why you’d made a tragic mistake in allowing yourself to be born.

Biogenetic advances in electron-microscopic Rontgen-ray analysis having made possible the exact determination of the genes of human inheritance in the human adult, the individual’s blindly instinctive urge to marry and have children can now for the first time be successfully controlled. Experience has shown that it is to society’s best interest to maintain at all times a perfect balance of the more desirable genetic types. It thus becomes obvious that curtailment of the marriage privilege must of necessity, be directed solely to that end.

It was as simple as that. I looked down at my own tape, at the cruel words punched into the metal.

John Tabor… Marriage Denied

Ironically, I wasn’t even an undesirable type; I was perfectly healthy mentally and physically. In a few years my type could marry again. But right at that moment there were too many of me.

If I married now, I would be destroying the beautiful socio-biogenetic balance which had to be preserved—even if it meant enforced celibacy, or a freedom ruin, for a man who had thought to find his greatest happiness in marriage and a home.

The girl next to me hadn’t turned. She was still staring at me, and her eyes were clear now—clear and fearless. I hadn’t intended to speak to her. I had fought that impulse, knowing what it could lead to. I thought of the vigilance against unlawful love-making, save in the uncontrolled freedom of one’s rooms, how every instrument of technology was arrayed against it. It could not fail to be detected and the penalty—death. Otherwise, banishment for evermore to a hunted existence in the primitive, decadent ruins of Nuork.

The desires of youth have no beginning, no end. It wasn’t sympathy alone which made me ask: “How bad is it?”

“My classical Mendelian ratio is too low,” she said. “Too low, that is, for anyone of the pooled offspring of a series of families where the parental mating types are identical.”

She laughed a little hysterically. “I seem to have memorized it word for word. It’s funny how you’ll do that when everything stops for you, and you want to die.”

“If it ties in that closely with multiple-family data you can ask for another analysis,” I said. “Computations based on more than fifty predicable ratios are often in error.”

I showed her my tape. “This is my third computation. I received my first two years ago.”

She seemed not to hear me. She was looking at me with a new interest, as if my sympathy had brought her new hope and courage. She drew nearer to me and suddenly there was a flame of yearning between us. Her femininity became so overwhelming it frightened me. I looked around the vault.

A security guard stood by the door, but he wasn’t watching us. His eyes were on another girl, halfway down the vault—a wholly unattractive girl who stood with her head held high, as if defying the humming computers to deny her happiness. Spots of color burned in her cheeks, and in her eagerness to become a wife and mother she seemed suddenly almost beautiful. I looked away quickly, feeling I had no right to stare.

My temples were throbbing, but I refused to admit that I could be in danger. If a woman I did not know was weak, and wanted to touch me, I could be strong. Her hand was suddenly warm in mine. “Tell me about yourself,” she whispered. Realization came with a numbing suddenness. She could have asked anything of me, and I could not have refused her.

I told her my name, my occupation. I told her I’d just come from Venus Base, and I told her why I was going back. “Hard work is the only real compensation,” I said. “When you’re headed for a construction job on the planets, you don’t have time to think much. It’s better than staying on Earth, and seeking a substitute for happiness.”

I told her of the planet’s savage beauty, and there was only one thing I kept back—how different I was from most of the men who sought escape on Venus Base. I didn’t tell her how great and unusual were my telepathic powers. It was far too dangerous a secret to entrust to a woman. When a child has been born abnormally telepathic, he learns caution at an early age—even though he cannot hope to conceal his secret from the Big Brain.

“There are no women on Venus?” she whispered. She was standing very close to me, and suddenly her hair brushed my cheek. I told her about the construction work.

“Men who can’t marry on Earth will have their chance,” I said. “Women will be sent out. There are restrictions you can’t impose on pioneers and builders.”

“Women will be sent out when you are dust,” she whispered.

I pretended I hadn’t heard her. I held on to Venus as a child will hold on its most treasured toy, pretending it has found a way to make it yield adult pleasures.

“The restrictions will be gradually relaxed,” I said. “Even now it is a free and easy world. You can travel from construction camp to construction camp, whenever the urge to roam takes hold of you. To quiet that urge, women will be sent out.”

“They will let you die first. The Brain has not yet made its power felt on Venus. It knows that when men have tasted freedom, society must move with caution.” Her fingers tightened on my arm. “Society needs men like you for construction work, but those who come after you will be a more docile breed. Society will never reward men whom it dares not trust.”

“I’ll have to risk that,” I said.

She gave me an odd look. “I suppose it is better than sitting under a psycho-helmet dreaming about a woman who exists only in your mind.”

“Emotional Illusion Therapy can be a satisfying experience,” I told her. “You can have beautiful experiences in dreams. Sometimes it’s so real you never want to wake up.”

“But when you do wake up?”

“I went to Venus Base because I preferred to stay awake,” I said. “Does that answer you?”

Her eyes searched my face. “Did you ever go to a freedom ruin?”

I shook my head.

I would have gone to the freedom ruins, if the stakes had been clear cut. In the ruins it was kill, or be killed. The women who went expected to be fought over, and the men—

You found a woman you could love and you courted her until tenderness and desire flamed in her eyes. Then, unless you were completely a beast, she became your woman for as long as you could hold her. No society can exist without its safety valves. By computation, a certain percentage of the denied would find their way to the ruins. A certain percentage would die. Whenever I thought about the ruins I could almost hear the Big Brain whispering: “Society has taken certain regions, and about them it has erected barriers of self-loathing. Beyond the barriers there is no law but the law of the jungle. Beyond the barriers my wisdom has no meaning. But it is well that some should go; it is necessary.”

If the stakes had been clear cut—a choice between living and dying—I’d have accepted them gladly. It was kill or be killed, for in the ruins men outnumbered women, five to one.

The eyes of the girl at my side burned into mine. Large eyes she had, a deep lustrous violet which looked black until you discovered that they could glow for you alone. “Do you know why women who can never have love here go to the ruins?”

“This is why!” she said. Her arms went around my shoulder, and she crushed her lips to mine, so hard I couldn’t breathe for an instant.

Then she stepped back quickly, her eyes shining. “Call it anything you wish.”

“There’s a name for it you don’t often hear in the ruins,” I said.

She came into my arms again; it was a madness we couldn’t control, and there was a terrible danger in it.

* * * *

We were saved from disaster by the utterly unexpected.

Far down the vault a man was screaming. His fists were tightly clenched, and he was screaming out imprecations against the humming computers. There was a hopeless rage in his eyes—rage, and bitter, savage defiance. Even as he screamed, he began to slouch forward with a terrible weariness of a man trapped beyond all hope of rescue.

I had no right to interfere; it was a problem for the Security Guard. The Guard was just starting to turn, the electro-sap at his wrist glittering in the harsh light.

The thought of what might happen made me almost physically ill. I had no right to interfere, but I did. I crossed the vault in five long strides, and I grasped the screaming man by the shoulder. I swung him about, and I started slapping his face. First his right cheek, then his left. It may have been bad psychology, but I had to chance it. I’d seen men killed or crippled for life by electro-saps. The guards weren’t deliberately brutal, but sometimes they didn’t know their own strength.

Between slaps I spoke to the poor devil in a whisper, deliberately keeping my voice low, knowing that you can’t reason with a sick man by shouting at him.

“Careful—the guard’s watching you! Don’t force him to use his sap! Do you hear? You won’t walk out of here alive!”

Abruptly the poor devil stopped screaming, sagged forward, and would have collapsed if I hadn’t caught him.

The guard was instantly at my side. “Just what did you say to him, friend? Don’t you know that helping the wrong people can get you into trouble?”

I didn’t answer; I just waited, hoping he’d let my interference pass.

He glared at me, then said, “Get his arm around my shoulder. I want to find out if he can walk.”

I stood watching the Guard assisting the poor devil out of the vault.

It’s funny how tension will distort reality. I watched the Guard pass-from the vault, then turn back to reassure the girl I’d taken so impetuously into my arms.

She was gone.

For a moment I stood staring around the vault, shaken, despairing. Then slowly balance and sanity returned to my mind. I realized with a shudder of relief by what a narrow margin I’d been saved from utter disaster. Unlike that poor devil, I could face the future with confidence. I was a potential “marriage privilege permitted” type, and I knew that hopes temporarily dashed wouldn’t stay buried. I knew that when I left the vault and emerged into the clear, bright sunlight it would light up the world for me.

My heart was singing when I turned, and walked out into the corridor, and descended to the street.


CHAPTER II

I wouldn’t be lonely any more! She’d be slender and gay, with tumbled red-gold hair; and when she came forward to greet me for the first time, her smile would warm me as I’d never been warmed before.

I’d spoken to the man, and it was all arranged; I was on my way to pick her up. My beetle purred as it sped swiftly down the shop level driveway, red sunlight gleaming on its fused tungsten hood. The air was crisp, cool and invigorating, and the future looked bright.

All I had to do now was conquer a tendency towards fuzzy thinking, and face up to the facts. It was as if I could hear the computers humming, giving it to me straight. All right, the computers couldn’t talk. You fed them your identity data, and answers came out punched into a metal tape. But it was as if I could hear the Big Brain itself whispering to me.

“Not for you a quiet fireside, and a cloak around your shoulders when you’re too old to dream, boy! You’ll die on Venus Base.

“Take your happiness while you can. Make the best of it. You’ve got strength and you’ve got courage far beyond the average—so take it in your stride. This is the year 2486! There are gadgets, a million satisfying gadgets—glittering, and beautiful, and new. Gadgets to make up for everything nature, or society, or the perversity of fate denies us.

“There are compensations for every bitter frustration, every handicap of body and mind, every tragic lack of the raw materials of happiness. Wade in, and wise up. Take a substitute for what doesn’t come naturally. Drive down to the shop level arcades, and buy yourself a wig with synthetic nerve roots which will grow into your scalp. Buy yourself a bone ear, a musical or art appreciation grove-in, a money-sense illusion, anything you’d care to name.

“You don’t have to be reminded that there are some men who might say: ‘There is no substitute for the real thing. You’ll never get around it and you may as well stop lying to yourself.’

“But not you, boy! You’d never say that because you don’t give up as easily as that. Naturally they’ve been keeping it quiet. You have to dial the right shop. You’ve got to speak in a persuasive whisper to the right people. You’ve got to mention just how many trips you’ve made to Venus Base.

“Buy yourself a beautiful Android. Naturally it’s labeled: For Spacemen Only! If you’ve got something new and tremendous to sell you’d be crazy to offer it on the open market, wouldn’t you? Mass production takes years to build up. Until the mass production stage is reached, high profits can only be made without State Bureau interference.

“Why not sell your products directly to men whose need is so great and urgent—they’ll pay specialty prices? Pay eagerly and disappear into space?

“It’s the only policy that makes sense and you’ve no quarrel with it, have you, boy? You’ve spoken to the man, and you know exactly what you want, and you’ve the money to pay for it.”

* * * *

The big brain, of course, wouldn’t speak quite so frankly. The Big Brain wouldn’t conspire with an outlay firm to deceive the State Bureaus, much as it might want me to accept a substitute for the wife I couldn’t have.

I was really listening to a separate rebellious part of myself arguing with my more cautious self. My reckless self was now completely in the saddle. It pleased me to listen to that inner voice hammering home the facts, garnished up a bit by the Big Brain’s authority.

We’d better get it straight right at the start that artificial women are as old as the human race. There are Aurignacian Venuses from rock caverns in the Pyrenees you could date in your dreams with no effort at all. A bit on the plump side perhaps, but what of that?

What is a statue really? Hasn’t a statue a definite mechanical function to perform? Isn’t the statue of a beautiful woman a kind of android designed to delight the eye and the brain?

Remember, an object doesn’t have to move at all to be mechanically functional. If a certain arrangement of lines and curves and dimples can evoke a biogenetic response in a man you’ve got a mechanical prime mover, and if that object happens to be a statue you’ve got an android in a strict sense. You can do without the photoelectric brain cells and the Cybernetic memory banks.

The Pygmalion fantasy is the key. Every man carries about with him a subconscious image of the one perfect woman. There’s a biological norm, and that norm constitutes the ultimate in desirability. Every individual woman departs from the norm to a greater or a lesser degree. Nature is constantly attempting to create new species, and that tendency towards mutational variation keeps altering the norm, throwing it off center.

Features too large or too small will distort or completely shatter the norm. A woman with a too large mouth, for instance, may have other features so perfect she will still be beautiful. But her beauty won’t be perfect if a single one of her features departs from the norm. The closer women approach the norm in all respects, the more beautiful they are.

Unfortunately a woman who seems beautiful to a Hottentot may not seem beautiful to you. You’ve got to go back to your ancestry for the key; you’ve got to find out precisely the kind of norm woman your ancestors mated with for hundreds of thousands of years.

You could marry any one of ten thousand woman picked at random, and be reasonably happy. But to be perfectly content, you have to have a perfect biogenetic mate.

Now for the first time you could get your norm girl. Your biogenetic tape recordings supplied the key. You gave the man your biogenetic tape number, all the data available to the Big Brain, and the firm did the rest.

Waiting for me was an android female with a living colloidal brain. The human brain is a colloid with a billion teeming memory cells, made up of molecular aggregates just large enough to be visible in a powerful ultra-microscope.

Just large enough to be visible. Visibility was the key, for a visible structure could be studied and duplicated. Not exactly perhaps; we’d get that in another century or so. But enough of the structure could be duplicated to yield results.

I had been warned that there would be no emotional overtones in the woman who was waiting for me. A seven-year-old level of intelligence perhaps, no more. Curiously enough the limitation did not depress me too much. When beauty becomes overwhelming, you can think of nothing else.

The shop-level arcades were a purple and gold glimmer for ten thousand feet. At night, the lights are so dazzling that you can’t see the individual beetle; but in broad daylight every window stands out, and the level becomes a tunnel of weaving lights and shadows.

It’s like plunging into a revolving kaleidoscope to pluck out a rare and glittering prize. Come early, take your pick.

I knew that the shop where I’d left my order would be using some kind of false front; but I wasn’t prepared for the beauty of the display which filled the window: a terraced garden with a fountain gushing silver spray, a breathtaking Watteau-gambol of fauns and satyrs in a twilight nymph pursuit.

In the window a little square sign read:

Enjoy Yourself Without

Breaking the Law

Which Shall It Be?

Ten Minutes of Emotional Illusion Therapy

Or Ten Months of Freud?

For an instant, I was tempted to go inside, and forget to mention my name. I knew the routine of the illusion therapy shops backward. If the human brain is paralyzed in certain centers, and stimulated abnormally in others, you get an illusion which can only be compared to sheet lightning.

When I closed my eyes, I was inside the shop, relaxing in the scented darkness. I could feel the incredible lightness of the big impulse-transmitting helmet resting on my head. I could hear the therapist saying in a cool, soothing voice: “The women whom you are about to see are incredibly beautiful. Not one woman, but twenty. Now if you’ll just relax—”

It’s a swift, effective way to cure frustration. But when you wake up, the savor of living is dulled for you, just as heavy smoking often dulls the pleasures of the palate. I told myself I’d be crazy to pay that kind of penalty when I could have the real thing.

The man was expecting me. He was tall, quiet and soft-spoken; but I never really got a good look at his face.

You know how it is when you whisper over a wire. Someone has to be at the other end to take down your message. He may be young or old, an executive of the firm, or just a front man, a go-between. Instinctively, you know you’re not going to like him. When you actually meet him, you see no reason for studying him closely. If he has authority, you simply accept him as a vital link in the arrangement. He becomes a person with no real identity—a figurehead, a mummer. He becomes—the man.

He looked me over carefully. It takes skilled training to judge a man’s occupation at a glance. Often as not it’s a hit-or-miss task—but if you’re really good at it there is always a high-salaried undercover job waiting for you.

He was good at it. You spend two years at Venus Base and it shows in your eyes, the way you carry your shoulders when you walk, the very rhythms of your speech. Spend a lifetime hoeing a field in blazing sunlight, or pacing the deck of a ship at sea and you’ll get deep creases in the back of your neck, crow’s feet about your eyes and a leathery texture of skin such as you can’t possibly get if you’re a sedentary worker under glass. Two years at Venus Base can’t quite do that to you, but a really good occupation-guesser can tag you every time.

The man said: “I think you’ll be satisfied, sir. But you’ve got to remember that a woman can be made for just one man alone, and not quite satisfy him at first glance.”

I wasn’t sure I liked the way he smiled when he said that—as if he knew a great deal about women himself, and was treating the matter as an amusing episode in the course of his philanderings. As if he’d discovered a girl that suited him fine, and was trying to palm off an old flame on the first gullible guy to walk into the trap. Some girl he’d decided not to like for no particular reason.

“I guess you know that caution is our stock-in-trade,” he said. “We have to be careful right from the start. You’ve got to forgive me if I seem a little ill at ease. I’ll be frank with you. I would have preferred to be a creative artist, a painter, or a musician, or something of the sort. But I guess we all get sidetracked. You’re sidetracked in a bad way.”

His eyes grew suddenly sympathetic and for a moment I found myself actually liking the guy.

“I’ve been married ten years myself,” he said. “It’s a headache at times, but I wouldn’t want to be alone on Venus Base without a woman. No, sir; that’s one thing I don’t envy you lads.”

He’d have gone right on talking if I hadn’t reminded him that I was very eager to complete my purchase and be on my way. There was a hammering at my temples, and my heart was pounding like a bass drum.

He seemed to sense what was passing through my mind. He nudged my arm and said, quite simply: “Follow me.”

I accompanied him along a narrow, dimly-lighted corridor and down a short flight of stairs to another corridor with three branching offshoots. We turned right, then left, then right again.

The room was huge and blank-walled. It didn’t look like a laboratory and until the lights came on my thoughts were in a turmoil. Would, she be as beautiful as I had allowed myself to believe?

I could see vague objects towering in the shadows. One caught and held my attention. It looked in the gloom like an enormous stationary globe with shining crystal tubes branching off from it.

The lights came on with a startling abruptness, flooding every corner of the room with a dazzling radiance.

She was lying motionless beneath the globe in a transparent tank filled with shifting lights and shadows, her long, unbound hair descending to her shoulders in a tumbled, red-gold mass that caught and held the radiance.

Her eyes were closed, her pale, beautiful face turned a little sideways.

She was as I had imagined she would be.

Her face I had always known. In youth’s awakening dreams, she had smiled and beckoned to me; the magic of her features was a wondrously changing thing, like flickering of tall candles on a shrine, or the sunglow on strange, jungle-shadowed beaches in the morning of the world.

I shut my eyes, and we were walking together by the sea, her bronzed loveliness etched against the dawn glow, a miracle time itself could not tarnish.

* * * *

I opened my eyes, but for a moment the room seemed remote, unreal. Only the woman in the tank existed for me. She wore a simple white garment, belted in at the waist. Her arms and shoulders were bare, and her skin had the ruddy glow of perfect health—the natural bronze which only a warm tropical sun can impart to the skin of northern women who have long embraced its warmth. Her cheeks were shadowed by long, dark lashes, and her mouth was a curving rosebud, and beneath the smooth-textured cloth of her belted tunic her young breasts rose firmly, twin bright mounds in a sea of billowy whiteness.

The sound was faint at first, a barely audible hum. I didn’t know it was an alarm at first. It sounded for an instant like the drowsy murmur of bees in a noonday glade. But swiftly it grew in volume, turning into a steady drone, filling me with a sudden uneasiness.

The man turned abruptly, and gripped my arm. “It’s a Security Police raid!” he whispered, alarm in his eyes. “We’ve got to get her out of here, and upstairs fast!”

I stared at him in consternation. “But why should they raid this shop?” I asked. “Do they know about her?”

“Of course not,” he said. “But there’s a law against concealment in an emotional therapy shop—any kind of concealment. We’re not supposed to have underground rooms.”

I’d forgotten about that. Emotional illusion therapy could break down all barriers and lead to actual physical orgies. The police had to keep a careful check.

“We’ve got to get her upstairs!” the man insisted, his fingers tightening on my arm; “we’ve got to convince the police there’s nothing wrong. She’s simply your wife, understand? She came to the shop with you for therapy.”

I stared at him, aghast. “But she hasn’t said a word to me! She’s lying there in a deep sleep. She is asleep, isn’t she? Speak up, man! What do you want me to do?”

“I’ll wake her up,” he said. “I’m going to attach an electric-stimulator to her right temple, and wake her up right now. Then you’ve got to help me lift her out of the tank. We haven’t a moment to lose.”

He did what he said he’d do. I watched him, a dull pounding at my temples, resenting the fact that she could not awaken to me alone. The presence of an outsider seemed like a desecration. He’d become an outsider the instant I’d set eyes on her, and I regretted that she could not awaken to me in a moonlit garden in the first bright flush of dawn.

We had no chance at all to be alone. The instant she opened her eyes, he removed the electric stimulator from her right temple, and turned to me in urgent appeal.

“Come on, we’ve got to hurry,” he urged. “Help me lift her out. She isn’t heavy.”

I had an impulse to knock him down. If there was any lifting to be done I wanted to do it alone. Then I remembered that you can’t walk into a shop and make a purchase of any kind without assistance.

In another twenty minutes the man would be an ugly, receding memory—nothing more.

Another thought struck me, incredible at such a time. I hadn’t even asked her name. “I don’t know her name,” I protested, my voice suddenly out of control. “Tell me her name—then I’ll help you.”

He seemed startled and taken aback by my sudden vehemence. “You can give her any name that suits your fancy.”

He lost his temper then, for the first time. “Do you want me to give you a catalogue of women’s names? Gloria, Anne, Helen—the face that launched a thousand ships—Barbara, Janice—pick one quickly, and let’s get on with this!’”

His features hardened. “The police won’t be interested in your romantic ideas. They’ll put you through a grilling. You’ll have to know something about her, not just her name alone.”

The shock of the sudden raid must have thrown me off my rocker. I still felt that she ought to have a name.

I knew that if I named her under pressure I might regret it later. But I had no choice. Claire, I thought. Claire will do for now.

I stepped quickly to the man’s side, and together we lifted Claire out of the tank, and set her on her feet.

In the tank, with her eyes closed, her beauty had seemed breathtaking. But the instant she was on her feet facing me, the instant she opened her eyes and looked straight at me I couldn’t speak at all.

“Say something to her!” the man urged. “You’ve got to get acquainted fast. Speak up—she’ll answer you!”

I cleared my throat. “I’m John, Claire,” I said. “Look at me, Claire. Don’t be afraid.”

She had never seen me before, of course, but I knew that an artificial memory picture of my general aspect had been skillfully stippled into her mind.

Her voice was low and musical, and it matched in all respects the wondrous beauty of her features. “John,” Claire said.

I knew that a bond of sympathy and understanding could only be established between us if I talked to her at first about simple things—the few simple things a man and a woman meeting under stress and, sharing certain basic memory patterns, would have in common.

“Yes, I’m John, Claire,” I reiterated. “Do you like me?”

She stared at me as if puzzled. Her words came slowly. “I like you,” she said.

I leaned forward, and put my arm about her shoulder. “I am taking you away with me, Claire,” I told her. “You have never seen the city with your own eyes. There are memories of the city in your mind, but they are not living memories. You will like the city, Claire.”

“I will like the city.”

I took her hand. It was warm and soft, and the fingers closed quickly on mine.

A torturing doubt had crept into my mind. So far her words had merely parroted my own. I had dangled a promise before her, had opened a gate on shining adventure that would have delighted a child. Would not a child have asked: “Will it be fun?” Or “Have you a beetle? Will we go riding?”

The man was becoming impatient. “We’ve got to hurry,” he warned. “If the police find this room I can’t answer for the consequences.”

He looked steadily at me. “You’ve put her at her ease; she’s not as startled as I was afraid she might be. Be satisfied with that, can’t you? Do you have to make love to her?”

His eyes flashed angrily when I didn’t say a word. “We made her especially for you, and you’re not satisfied,” he complained. “You have to start playing all the stops immediately. You wouldn’t do that with a new musical instrument. You’d have more sense.”

He had a point there, all right. But how wise had been my decision not to study him too closely. I knew that the memory of that moment would always hold emotional overtones of ugliness for me. It would always make the illusion a little less than perfect, a sordid reminder that I had not met her in a moonlit garden at the home of an old and trusted friend.

He had nothing further to say, and neither did I. I followed his advice, and together we walked Claire out of the vault, and along a corridor thronged with flickering shadows and up a narrow flight of stairs to the shop.

There were two police officers waiting for us in the shop, close to the big metal helmet which gave the customers the kind of illusions that could shut out the law completely. For us the policemen were real, and they were earnest.

The instant they saw us they did a slow take. One was burly, with muscular shoulders, and a florid, granite-firm face. The other was a skinny bantamweight.

The burly cop did all of the talking. The instant he saw us he asked: “You two together?”

The man answered for me. “Mr. Tabor is one of our regular customers,” he said quickly. “This is his wife.”

The officer planted his hands on his hips, and looked Claire up and down. “Married folk, eh? Did you put on the helmets together?”

I knew that I had to think fast. The question was a deliberately insulting one, obviously designed to trap us.

“I just dropped in to make an appointment for next week,” I said. “Mrs. Tabor doesn’t take emotional illusion therapy.”

The officer grinned. “No repressions, eh?”

If Claire had really been my wife, the question would have infuriated me. I became angry anyway. The cop saw the flushed look come into my face, and it aroused his suspicions.

He moved closer to Claire and studied her face. “Been married long?”

Claire shook her head. Such reticence wasn’t natural in a woman, and I could see that the officer felt that he had scored a triumph.

“I shouldn’t think your husband would need emotional illusion therapy if you’ve just been married,” he said. “I’m curious to know just how long you’ve been married. Seven months? A year?”

Claire didn’t say a word.

The officer looked at her. “It’s none of my business, I suppose,” he said. “But it makes a difference. If you were married recently, you shouldn’t need emotional illusion therapy at all—and neither should your husband.

“It’s an important thing to get straight. In fact, there are laws against illusion therapy for the newly-married. There’s a waiting list, you know; and if a lot of honeymooners crowd in when there’s no real reason for them to compensate for anything, the State suffers in the end.”

He looked at Claire again, even more steadily. “Now suppose you answer my question. Just how long have you been married?”

Claire said: “John is my husband. I like John. John likes me.”

That did it. The officer swung on me. “Can’t she answer simple questions?” he demanded. “What is she—a moron?”

“Wait a minute now—” I protested.

He didn’t give me a chance to calm down. He beckoned to Skin-and-Bones, and the little bantamweight grabbed my arm from behind. “We’ll have to take you both in for questioning! She must have something to conceal—or she’d speak up.”

I lost my head completely then; I saw red. I straightened my shoulders, wrenched my arm free and gave Skin-and-Bones a violent shove. Then, without turning, I grabbed Claire by the wrist, and we started for the door.

Instantly the burly cop stepped in front of us, and barred our path. “Now you’re really in trouble! You’ve attacked an officer in the performance of his duty.”

There was only one thing to do. I took a slow step backward, and sent my right fist crashing against his jaw. I put all of my strength into the blow, counting on the advantage of surprise. I followed through with a hard left to the stomach, the kind of jab that had served me well on Venus Base on a good many occasions.

He let out a yell, staggered back, and collapsed with a dizzy swaying of his entire bulk.

I gripped Claire’s wrist again. “Trust me, and don’t look back,” I whispered urgently. “We’ve got to keep moving!”

We were out of the shop before the big cop could flatten out on the floor. We ran swiftly across the pavement outside, and climbed into my beetle.

“You made him sit down!” Claire gasped.

“For a minute,” I whispered. “I took the bark out of him, but not the bite. When he gets up a general alarm will go out, and then we’ll be in the deadliest kind of danger.”

Swiftly the beetle picked up speed, sweeping up the driveway with a dull roar. I looked at Claire, sitting straight and still at my side. I felt a fierce surge of exaltation. I’d broken the law for a beautiful woman for the first time in my life.

We were getting acquainted fast.

Perhaps it was the heady wine of exhilaration which made me reckless. But I said something to her that I had wanted to say in the shop, in defiance of the man’s presence.

“Claire,” I whispered.

She looked at me as if startled. “Claire is my name.”

“Sure, I know,” I said. “You just said you liked me. Could you say, ‘I love you!’”

“I love you,” Claire said. Her voice was strangely toneless, automatic.

“Say it again,” I urged.

“I love you,” Claire said.

There it was; but it just didn’t mean anything to her. I could tell by the way she said it.

Would it mean anything later? Whether it would or not, right at the moment I knew I’d have to think and move fast. When a general alarm goes out every traffic tower becomes a scanning trap. With luck, you can outwit a Security Police network on the human level; the law isn’t infallible, and never was. But when invisible beams fasten on you, and start working you over, the odds against you really start mounting.

Put a frog in a glass of water—any ordinary bullfrog, mottled green and brown—and it will start shedding skin cells at a prodigious rate. No two frogs are exactly alike, and a frog in a glass would have little chance of keeping its identity a secret from a determined biologist.

We were in the same kind of trap. I knew that before we could travel a mile, identity-ray projectors would scan my skin, hair and optic disks. They would scan me from head to toe, with scant regard for my modesty. They wouldn’t miss a square inch, and the whorl-findings would be flashed to Central Identification; and at Central my name disk would slide from the big general file, and go clicking into an emergency alarm slot.

They’d have me tabbed in nothing flat.

I reached over, and gripped Claire’s arm. “When we get out—keep close to me,” I warned. “We’ve got to make a dash for it.”
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