
        
            
                
            
        

    
Time Is the Traitor



  Introduction


  I READ  an  interview  with  a  top  management  executive  in  which  he  said  he  was  no  different  from  any other employee of the cor-poration; as  a  matter  of  fact,  he  did  less  work  than  most.  What  he  was  paid  an enormous salary for was making decisions. And he added rather wryly that his decisions had  no  better  than a fifty-fifty chance of being correct. 


  That stayed with me. I began to think  about  decision  making,  and  since  my  habit  is  to  look  at  characters from  the  Freudian  point  of  view  first—other  points  of  view  receive  equal  time  later—  I  thought  that decisions might well be an aspect of compulsion. My wife and I, who are quick and firm deciders,  are  often an-noyed  by  the  many  hesitating,  vacillating  people  we  see  in action.  What's  the  answer?  The  others  are the normals and we're the compelled. Fair enough. Good, at least for a story. 


  But  are  you  born  a  compulsive  or  are  you  kicked  into  it  by  background  and/or  a  traumatic  experience? 


  Both,  probably,  but  it's  better  for  a  story  to  have  a  single  shattering  event  bigger  the  decision  compulsion, 


  provided  the  event  ties  into  the  body  of  the  story.  I  thought  of  an  amusing  couplet  Manly  Wade  Wellman had written to the effect that if your girl is one girl in a million, there must be at least  six  like  her  in a  city  of any  size.  Good.  It'll  work  and  lock  in to  give  us  a  chase  quality.  It  will  also  provide  conflict,  mystery  and suspense. 


  And  all  this  is  a  damned  tissue  of  lies.  I  don't  coolly  block  a  story  in  progressive  steps  like  an  attorney preparing a brief for the supreme court. I'm more like Zerah Colburn, the American  idiot-savant,  who  could perform mathematical marvels mentally and recognize prime numbers at sight. He did it,  but  he  didn't  know how he  did  it.  I  write  stories,  but  as  a  rule  I  don't  know  how  I  do  it.  There  are  occasional  exceptions,  but this isn't one. 
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  STARLIGHT All I do know is that the ingredients  mentioned  above  went  into  the  stockpot  along  with  a  lot  of  others.  I don't know in what order. I don't know why some were fished out a moment after they went in while others were permitted to remain and "marry." This is why most authors agree that writing can't be taught; it can be mastered only through trial and error, and the more errors the better.  Youngsters  have  a  lot  of  damned  bad writing to get out of their systems before they can find their way. 


  The  purpose  of  trial  and  error,  imitations  and  experiments,  constant  slaving  through  uncertainty  and despair is twofold: to acquire merciless self-discipline; to acquire conscious story pat-terns and  reduce  them to unconscious practice. I've often said that you become a writer when you  think   story, not  about  a story. 


  When a writer tells you how he  wrote  something,  he's  usually  second-guessing.  He's  telling  you  what  he figures may have  hap-pened,  after  the  fact.  He  can't  report  on  what  went  on  deep  under  the  surface;  the unconscious matrix which  shapes  the  story,  the  unconscious  editing,  the  unconscious  revelation  of  his  own character. All he can  do  is  give  you  the  things  that  went  on  consciously  and  gussy  them  up  to  make  them sound  logical  and  sensible.  But  writing  isn't  logical  and  sensible.  It's  an  act  of  in-sane  violence  committed against yourself and the rest of the world ... at least it is with me. 


  You can't go back and you can't catch up. Happy endings are always bittersweet. 


  There was a man named John Strapp; the most valuable, the most powerful, the most legendary  man  in a world containing seven hundred planets and seventeen hundred billion people. He was prized for one  quality alone. He could make Decisions. Note the  capital  D.  He  was  one  of  the  few  men  who  could  make  Major Decisions  in  a  world  of  incredible  complexity,  and  his  De-cisions  were  87  percent  correct  He  sold  his Decisions for high prices. 


  There  would  be  an  industry  named,  say,  Braxton  Biotics,  with  plants  on  Deneb  Alpha,  Mizar  III,  Terra, 


  and  main  offices  on  Alcor  IV.  Braxton's  gross  income  was  Cr.  270  billions.  The  invo-lutions  of  Braxton's trade relations with consumers and competi-tors required the specialized services of two hundred company Star Light, Star Bright
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  economists,  each  an  expert  on  one  tiny  facet  of  the  vast  overall  picture.  No  one  was  big  enough  to coordinate the entire picture. 


  Bruxton  would  need  a  Major  Decision  on  policy.  A  research  expert  named  E.  T.  A.  Goland  in the Deneb  laboratories  had  dis-covered  a  new  catalyst  for  biotic  synthesis.  It  was  an  embryolog-ical hormone  that  rendered  nucleonic  molecules  as  plastic  as  clay.  The  clay  could  be  modeled  and developed in any direction. Query: Should Bruxton abandon the old culture methods and re-tool  for  this new  technique?  The  Decision  involved  an  intricate  ramification  of  interreacting  factors:  cost,  saving, 


  time, supply, demand, training, patents, patent  legislation,  court  actions  and  so  on.  There  was  only  one answer: Ask Strapp. 


  The initial negotiations were crisp. Strapp Associates replied that John Strapp's  fee  was  Cr.  100,000


  plus 1 percent of the vot-ing stock of  Bruxton  Biotics.  Take  it  or  leave  it.  Bruxton  Biotics  took  it  with pleasure. 


  The second step was more complicated. John Strapp was very  much  in demand.  He  was  scheduled for Decisions at  the  rate  of  two  a  week  straight  through  to  the  first  of  the  year.  Could  Brux-ton  wait that  long  for  an  appointment?  Bruxton  could  not.  Brux-ton  was  TTd  a  list  of  John  Strapp's  future appointments and told  to  arrange  a  swap  with  any  of  the  clients  as  best  he  could.  Bruxton  bargained, 


  bribed,  blackmailed  and  arranged  a  trade.  John  Strapp  was  to  appear  at  the  Alcor  central  plant  on Monday, June 29, at noon precisely. 


  Then the mystery began. At nine o'clock that Monday  morn-ing,  Aldous  Fisher,  the  acidulous  liaison man  for  Strapp,  ap-peared  at  Bruxton's  offices.  After  a  brief  conference  with  Old  Man  Bruxton himself,  the  following  announcement  was  broad-cast  through  the  plant:  attention!  attention!  urgent! 


  urgent! 


  ALL MALE PERSONNEL NAMED KRUGER REPORT TO CENTRAL. REPEAT. ALL MALE PERSONNEL NAMED KRUGER REPORT TO CENTRAL. URGENT. REPEAT. URGENT! 


  Forty-seven  men  named  Kruger  reported  to  Central  and  were  sent  home  with  strict  instructions  to stay  at  home  until  further  notice.  The  plant  police  organized  a  hasty  winnowing  and,  goaded  by  the irascible  Fisher,  checked  the  identification  cards  of  all  employees  they  could  reach.  Nobody  named Kruger should remain in the  plant,  but  it  was  impossible  to  comb  out  2,500  men  in three  hours.  Fisher burned and fumed like nitric acid. 


  By eleven-thirty, Bruxton Biotics was running a fever. Why send  home  all  the  Krugers?  What  did  it have to do with the leg-
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  STARLIGHT endary John Strapp? What kind of man was Strapp? What did he look like? How  did  he  act?  He  earned  Cr.  10 millions a year.  He  owned  1 percent  of  the  world.  He  was  so  close  to  God  in  the  minds  of  the  personnel  that  they  expected angels and golden trumpets and a giant bearded creature of infinite wisdom and compassion. 


  At  eleven-forty  Strapp's  personal  bodyguard  arrived—a  secu-rity  squad  of  ten  men  in  plainclothes  who  checked doors and halls and cul-de-sacs with icy efficiency. They gave orders. This had to be removed. That had  to  be  locked. 


  Such and such had to be done. It was done. No  one  argued  with  John  Strapp.  The  se-curity  squad  took  up  positions and waited. Bruxton Biotics held its breath. 


  Noon  struck,  and  a  silver  mote  appeared  in  the  sky.  It  ap-proached  with  a  high  whine  and  landed  with  agonizing speed  and  precision  before  the  main  gate.  The  door  of  the  ship  snapped  open.  Two  burly  men  stepped  out  alertly, 


  their  eyes  busy.  The  chief  of  the  security  squad  made  a  sign.  Out  of  the  ship  came  two  secretaries,  brunette  and redheaded, striking, chic, efficient. After them came a thin, fortyish clerk in a baggy suit with papers  stuffed  in  his  side pockets,  wearing  horn-rimmed  spectacles  and  a  harassed  air.  After  him  came  a  magnificent  creature,  tall,  majestic, 


  clean-shaven but of infinite wisdom and compassion. 


  The  burly  men  closed  in  on  the  beautiful  man  and  escorted  him  up  the  steps  and  through  the  main  door.  Bruxton Biotics  sighed  happily.  John  Strapp  was  no  disappointment.  He  was  in-deed  God,  and  it  was  a  pleasure  to  have  1


  percent of yourself owned by him. The visitors marched  down  the  main  hall  to  Old  Man  Bruxton's  office  and  entered. 


  Bruxton  had  waited  for  them,  poised  majestically  behind  his  desk.  Now  he  leaped  to  his  feet  and  ran  forward.  He grasped the magnificent man's  hand  fer-vently  and  exclaimed,  "Mr.  Strapp,  sir,  on  behalf  of  my  entire  or-ganization,  I welcome you." 


  The  clerk  closed  the  door  and  said,  "I'm  Strapp."  He  nodded  to  his  decoy,  who  sat  down  quietly  in  a  corner. 


  "Where's your data?" 


  Old Man Bruxton pointed faintly to his desk. Strapp sat down behind it, picked up the fat folders and  began  to  read. 


  A thin man. A harassed man. A fortyish man. Straight  black  hair.  China-blue  eyes.  A  good  mouth.  Good  bones  under the skin. One quality stood out—a complete lack of self-consciousness. But when Star Light, Star Bright
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  he spoke there was a hysterical  undercurrent  in  his  voice  that  showed  something  violent  and  possessed  deep  inside him. 


  After  two  hours  of  breakneck  reading  and  muttered  comments  to  his  secretaries,  who  made  cryptic  notes  in Whitehead symbols, Strapp said, "I want to see the plant" 


  "Why?" Bruxton asked. 


  "To feel it," Strapp answered. "There's always the nuance in-volved in a Decision. It's the most important factor." 


  They left the office and the parade began: the security squad, the burly men, the secretaries, the clerk, the  acidulous Fisher  and  the  magnificent  decoy.  They  marched  everywhere.  They  saw  everything.  The  "clerk"  did  most  of  the legwork  for  "Strapp."  He  spoke  to  workers,  foremen,  technicians,  high,  low  and  middle  brass.  He  asked  names, 


  gossiped,  introduced  them  to  the  great  man,  talked  about  their  families,  working  conditions,  ambitions.  He  explored, 


  smelled and felt. After four exhausting hours they returned to Bruxton's office. The "clerk" closed the door. The  decoy stepped aside. 


  "Well?" Bruxton asked. "Yes or No?" 


  "Wait," Strapp said. 


  He glanced through his secretaries' notes, absorbed them, closed his eyes and stood still and silent in  the  middle  of the office like a man straining to hear a distant whisper. 


  "Yes,"  he  Decided,  and  was  Cr.  100,000  and  1  percent  of  the  voting  stock  of  Bruxton  Biotics  richer.  In  return, 


  Bruxton  had  an  87  percent  assurance  that  the  Decision  was  correct.  Strapp  opened  the  door  again,  the  parade reassembled and marched out of the plant. Personnel grabbed its last chance to take  photos  and  touch  the  great  man. 


  The clerk helped promote public rela-tions with eager affability. He asked  names,  introduced,  and  amused.  The  sound of voices and laughter increased as they reached the ship. Then the incredible happened. 


  "Youl" the clerk cried suddenly. His voice screeched horribly. "You  sonofabitchl  You  goddamned  lousy  murdering bastardl I've been waiting for this. I've waited  ten  years!"  He  pulled  a  flat  gun  from  his  inside  pocket  and  shot  a  man through the forehead. 


  Time  stood  still.  It  took  hours  for  the  brains  and  blood  to  burst  out  of  the  back  of  the  head  and  for  the  body  to crumple. Then the Strapp staff  leaped  into  action.  They  hurled  the  clerk  into  the  ship.  The  secretaries  followed,  then the  decoy.  The  two  burly  men  leaped  after  them  and  slammed  the  door.  The  ship  took  off  and  disappeared  with  a fading whine. The ten men in plain-
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  STARLIGHT clothes quietly drifted off and  vanished.  Only  Fisher,  the  Strapp  liaison  man,  was  left  alongside  the  body  in the center of the horrified crowd. 


  "Check his identification," Fisher snapped. 


  Someone pulled the dead man's wallet out and opened it. 


  "William F. Kruger, biomechanic." 


  "The  damned  fool!"  Fisher  said  savagely.  "We  warned  him.  We  warned  all  the  Krugers.  All  right.  Call the police." 


  That was John Strapp's sixth murder. It cost exactly Cr. 500,000 to fix. The other five  had  cost  the  same, 


  and half the amount usually went to a man desperate enough to substitute for the killer  and  plead  temporary insanity. The other half went to the  heirs  of  the  deceased.  There  were  six  of  these  substitutes  lan-guishing in various penitentiaries, serving from twenty to fifty years, their families Cr. 250,000 richer. 


  In their suite in the Alcor Splendide, the Strapp staff consulted gloomily. 


  "Six  in  six  years,"  Aldous  Fisher  said  bitterly.  "We  can't  keep  it  quiet  much  longer.  Sooner  or  later somebody's going to ask why John Strapp always hires crazy clerks." 


  "Then we fix him too," the redheaded secretary said. "Strapp can afford it." 


  "He can afford a murder a month," the magnificent decoy murmured. 


  "No."  Fisher  shook  his  head  sharply.  "You  can  fix  so  far  and  no  further.  You  reach  a  saturation  point. 


  We've reached it now. What are we going to do?" 


  "What the hell's the matter with Strapp anyway?" one of the burly men inquired. 


  "Who  knows?"  Fisher  exclaimed  in exasperation.  "He's  got  a  Kruger  fixation.  He  meets  a  man  named Kruger—any man named Kruger. He screams. He curses. He murders. Don't  ask  me  why.  It's  something buried in his past." 


  "Haven't you asked him?" 


  "How can I? It's like an epileptic fit. He never knows it hap-pened." 


  "Take him to a psychoanalyst," the decoy suggested. 


  "Out of the question." 


  "Why?" 


  "You're new," Fisher said. "You don't understand." 


  "Make me understand." 


  Star Light, Star Bright
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  111  make  an  analogy.  Back  in  the  nineteen  hundreds,  people  played  card  games  with  fifty-two cards  in the  deck.  Those  were  simple  times.  Today  everything's  more  complex.  We're  playing  with fifty-two hundred in the deck. Understand?" 


  Til go along with it." 


  "A mind  can  figure  fifty-two  cards.  It  can  make  decisions  on  that  total.  They  had  it  easy  in  the nineteen hundreds. But no mind is big enough to figure fifty-two hundred—no mind except Strapp's." 


  "We've got computers." 


  "And they're perfect when only  cards  are  involved.  But  when  you  have  to  figure  fifty-two  hundred cardplayers,  too,  their  likes,  dislikes,  motives,  inclinations,  prospects,  tendencies  and  so  on—  what Strapp  calls  the  nuances—then  Strapp  can  do  what  a  ma-chine  can't  do.  He's  unique,  and  we  might destroy his unique-ness with psychoanalysis." 


  "Why?" 


  "Because  it's  an  unconscious  process  in Strapp,"'Fisher  ex-plained  irritably.  "He  doesn't  know  how he  does  it.  If  he  did  he'd  be  one  hundred  percent  right  instead  of  eighty-seven  per-cent.  It's  an unconscious process,  and  for  all  we  know  it  may  be  linked  up  with  the  same  abnormality  that  makes him murder Krugers. If we get rid of one, we may destroy the other. We can't take the chance." 


  "Then what do we do?" 


  "Protect  our  property,"  Fisher  said,  looking  around  ominously.  "Never  forget  that  for  a  minute. 


  We've put in too much work on Strapp to let it be destroyed. We protect our property!" 


  "I think he needs a friend," the brunette said. 


  "Why?" 


  "We  could  find  out  what's  bothering  him  without  destroying  anything.  People  talk  to  their  friends. 


  Strapp might talk." 


  "We're his friends." 


  "No, we're not. We're his associates." 


  "Has he talked with you?" 


  "No." 


  "You?" Fisher shot at the redhead. 


  She shook her head. 


  "He's looking for something he never finds." 


  "What?" 


  "A woman, I think. A special land of woman." 


  "A woman named Kruger?" 
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  "I don't know." 


  "Damn it, it doesn't make sense." Fisher thought a moment. "All right. We'll have to hire him a  friend,  and  we'll  have to  ease  off  the  schedule  to  give  the  friend  a  chance  to  make  Strapp  talk.  From  now  on  we  cut  the  program  to  one Decision a week." 


  "My GodI" the brunette exclaimed. "That's cutting five million a year." 


  "It's got to be done," Fisher said grimly. "It's cut now or take a total loss later. We're rich enough to stand it." 


  "What are you going to do for a friend?" the decoy asked. 


  "I said we'd hire one. We'll hire the best. Get Terra on the TT. Tell them to locate Frank Alceste and  put  him  through ur-gent." 


  "Frankiel" the redhead squealed. "I swoon." 


  "Ooh! Frankie!" The brunette fanned herself. 


  "You  mean  Fatal  Frank  Alceste?  The  heavyweight  champ?"  the  burly  man  asked  in  awe.  "I  saw  him  fight  Lonzo Jordan. Oh, man!" 


  "He's an actor now," the decoy explained. "I worked with him once. He sings. He dances. He—" 


  "And he's twice as fatal," Fisher interrupted. "We'll hire him. Make  out  a  contract.  He'll  be  Strapp's  friend.  As  soon as Strapp meets him, he'll—" 


  "Meets  who?"  Strapp  appeared  in  the  doorway  of  his  bed-room,  yawning,  blinking  in  the  light.  He  always  slept deeply  after  his  attacks.  "Who  am I going  to  meet?"  He  looked  around,  thin,  graceful,  but  harassed  and  indubitably possessed. 


  "A  man  named  Frank  Alceste,"  Fisher  said.  "He  badgered  us  for  an  introduction,  and  we  can't  hold  him  off  any longer." 


  "Frank Alceste?" Strapp murmured. "Never heard of him." 


  Strapp  could  make  Decisions;  Alceste  could  make  friends.  He  was  a  powerful  man  in  his  middle  thirties, 


  sandy-haired, freckle-faced, with a broken nose and  deep-set  grey  eyes.  His  voice  was  high  and  soft.  He  moved  with the athlete's lazy poise that is al-most feminine. He charmed you without knowing how he did it, or even  wanting  to  do it. He charmed Strapp, but Strapp also charmed him. They became friends. 


  "No, it really is friends,"  Alceste  told  Fisher  when  he  returned  the  check  that  had  been  paid  him.  "I  don't  need  the money, and old Johnny needs me. Forget you hired me original-like.  Tear  up  the  contract.  I'll  try  to  straighten  Johnny out on my own." 


  Star Light, Star Bright
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  Alceste turned to leave the suite in the  Rigel  Splendide  and  passed  the  great-eyed  secretaries.  "If  I wasn't  so busy, ladies," he murmured, "I'd sure like to chase you a little." 


  "Chase me, Frankie," the brunette blurted. 


  The redhead looked caught. 


  And  as  Strapp  Associates  zigzagged  in  slow  tempo  from  city  to  city  and  planet  to  planet,  making  the  one Decision  a  week,  Alceste  and  Strapp  enjoyed  themselves  while  the  magnificent  decoy  gave  interviews  and posed  for  pictures.  There  were  inter-ruptions  when  Frankie  had  to  return  to  Terra  to  make  a  picture,  but  in between they golfed, tennised, brubaged, bet on horses, dogs and dowlens,  and  went  to  fights  and  routs.  They hit the night spots  and Alceste came back with a curious report. 


  "Me,  I don't  know  how  close  you  folks  been  watching  Johnny,"  he  told  Fisher,  "but  if  you  think  he's  been sleeping every night, safe in his little trundle, you better switch notions." 


  "How's that?" Fisher asked in surprise. 


  "Old Johnny, he's been sneaking out nights all along when you folks thought he was getting his brain rest." 


  "How do you know?" 


  "By  his  reputation,"  Alceste  told  him  sadly.  "They  know  him  everywhere.  They  know  old  Johnny  in  every bistro from here to Orion. And they know him the worst way." 


  "By name?" 


  "By nickname. Wasteland, they call him." 


  "Wasteland!" 


  "Uh-huh. Mr. Devastation. He runs through women like a prairie fire. You don't know this?" 


  Fisher shook his head. 


  "Must  pay off out of his personal pocket," Alceste mused and departed. 


  There  was  a  terrifying  quality  to  the  possessed  way  that  Strapp  ran  through  women.  He  would  enter  a  club with  Alceste,  take  a  table,  sit  down  and  drink.  Then  he  would  stand  up  and  coolly  survey  the  room,  table  by table, woman by woman. Upon occasion men would become angered and offer to  fight.  Strapp  disposed  of  them coldly and viciously, in a manner that excited Alceste's professional admiration. Frankie never fought himself.  No professional ever touches an amateur. But he tried to keep the peace, and failing that, at least kept the ring. 


  After the survey of the women guests, Strapp would sit down
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  STARLIGHT and wait for the show, relaxed, chatting, laughing. When the girls  appeared,  his  grim  possession  would  take over  again  and  he  would  examine  the  line  carefully  and  dispassionately.  Very  rarely  he  would  discover  a girl that interested him; always the identical type—a girl with jet hair, inky eyes, and clear,  silken  skin.  Then the trouble began. 


  If  it  was  an  entertainer,  Strapp  went  backstage  after  the  show.  He  bribed,  fought,  blustered  and  forced his way into her dress-ing room. He would confront the astonished girl, examine her in silence,  then  ask  her to speak.  He  would  listen  to  her  voice,  then  close  in like  a  tiger  and  make  a  violent  and  unexpected  pass. 


  Sometimes  there  would  be  shrieks,  sometimes  a  spirited  defense,  sometimes  compliance.  At  no  time  was Strapp satisfied. He would  abandon  the  girl  abruptly,  pay  off  all  complaints  and  damages  like  a  gentleman, 


  and leave to repeat the performance in club after club until curfew. 


  If it was one  of  the  guests,  Strapp  immediately  cut  in, dis-posed  of  her  escort,  or  if  that  was  impossible, 


  followed the girl home and  there  repeated  the  dressing-room  attack.  Again  he  would  abandon  the  girl,  pay like a gentleman and leave to con-tinue his possessed search. 


  "Me, I been around, but I'm scared by it," Alceste  told  Fisher.  "I  never  saw  such  a  hasty  man.  He  could have most any woman agreeable if he'd slow down a little. But he can't. He's driven." 


  "By what?" 


  "I don't know. It's like he's working against time.*


  After  Strapp  and  Alceste  became  intimate,  Strapp  permitted  him  to  come  along  on  a  daytime  quest  that was  even  stranger.  As  Strapp  Associates  continued  its  round  through  the  planets  and  industries,  Strapp visited  the  Bureau  of  Vital  Statistics  in each  city.  There  he  bribed  the  chief  clerk  and  presented  a  slip  of paper. On it was written:


  Height


  5'6" 


  Weight


  110


  Hair Black Eyes Black Bust


  34


  Waist


  26


  Hips


  36


  Size


  12


  Star Light, Star Bright


  229


  "I want the name and  address  of  every  girl  over  twenty-one  who  fits  this  description,"  Strapp  would  say.  "I'll  pay ten credits a name." 


  Twenty-four hours later would come the list, and off Strapp would chase on a possessed  search,  examining,  talking, 


  listening, sometimes making the terrifying pass, always paying  off  like  a  gentleman.  The  procession  of  tall,  jet-haired, 


  inky-eyed, busty girls made Alceste dizzy. 


  "He's got an idee fix," Alceste told Fisher in the Cygnus Splen-dide, "and I got it figured this much.  He's  looking  for a special particular girl and nobody comes up to specifications." 


  "A girl named Kruger?" 


  "I don't know if the Kruger business comes into it." 


  "Is he hard to please?" 


  "Well, I'll tell you. Some of those girls—me, I'd call them sen-sational. But he don't pay any mind to them.  Just  looks and moves on. Others—dogs, practically; he jumps like old Waste-land." 


  "What is it?" 


  "I think it's a kind  of  test.  Something  to  make  the  girls  react  hard  and  natural.  It  ain't  that  kind  of  passion  with  old Waste-land. It's a cold-blooded trick so he can watch 'em in action." 


  "But what's he looking for?" 


  "I  don't  know  yet,"  Alceste  said,  "but  I'm  going  to  find  out.  I  got  a  little  trick  figured.  It's  taking  a  chance,  but Johnny's worth it." 


  It happened in the arena where Strapp and Alceste went to watch a pair of gorillas tear each other  to  pieces  inside  a glass  cage.  It  was  a  bloody  affair,  and  both  men  agreed  that  gorilla-fighting  was  no  more  civilized  than  cockfighting and left in dis-gust. Outside, in  the  empty  concrete  corridor,  a  shriveled  man  loitered.  When  Alceste  signaled  to  him, 


  he ran up to them like an autograph hound. 


  "Frankiel" the shriveled man shouted. "Good old Frankiel Don't you remember me?" 


  Alceste stared. 


  "I'm Blooper Davis. We was raised together in the old pre-cinct. Don't you remember Blooper Davis?" 


  "Blooper!" Alceste's face lit up. "Sure enough. But it was Blooper Davidoff then." 
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  "Sure." The shriveled man laughed. "And it was Frankie Kruger then." 


  "Kruger!" Strapp cried in a thin, screeching voice. 


  "That's right," Frankie said. "Kruger. I changed my name when I went  into  the  fight  game."  He  motioned  sharply  to the shriveled man, who backed against the corridor wall and slid away. 


  "You  sonofabitchl"  Strapp  cried.  His  face  was  white  and  twitched  hideously.  "You  goddamned  lousy  murdering bastardl I've been waiting for this. I've waited ten years." 


  He whipped a flat gun from  his  inside  pocket  and  fired.  Alceste  sidestepped  barely  in  time  and  the  slug  ricocheted down  the  corridor  with  a  high  whine.  Strapp  fired  again,  and  the  flame  seared  Alceste's  cheek.  He  closed  in,  caught Strapp's  wrist  and  paralyzed  it  with  his  powerful  grip.  He  pointed  the  gun  away  and  clinched.  Strapp's  breath  was hissing. His eyes rolled. Over-head sounded the wild roars of the crowd. 


  "All right, I'm Kruger," Alceste grunted. "Kruger's the name, Mr. Strapp. So what?  What  are  you  going  to  do  about it?" 


  "Sonofabitchl" Strapp screamed, struggling like one of the go-rillas. "Killer! Murderer! I'll rip your guts out!" 


  "Why me? Why Kruger?" Exerting  all  his  strength,  Alceste  dragged  Strapp  to  a  niche  and  slammed  him  into  it.  He caged him with his huge frame. "What did I ever do to you ten years ago?" 


  He got the story in hysterical animal outbursts before Strapp fainted. 


  After  he  put  Strapp  to  bed,  Alceste  went  out  into  the  lush  liv-ing  room  of  the  suite  in  the  Indi  Splendide  and explained to the Staff. 


  "Old Johnny was in love with a girl named Sima Morgan," he began. "She was  in  love  with  him.  It  was  big  romantic stuff. They v/ere going to be married. Then Sima Morgan got killed by a guy named Kruger." 


  "Kruger! So that's the connection. How?" 


  "This Kruger was  a  drunken  no-good.  Society.  He  had  a  bad  driving  record.  They  took  his  license  away  from  him, 


  but that didn't make  any  difference  to  Kruger's  kind  of  money.  He  bribed  a  dealer  and  bought  a  hot-rod  jet  without  a license.  One  day  he  buzzed  a  school  for  the  hell  of  it.  He  smashed  the  roof  in  and  killed  thirteen  children  and  their teacher .... This was on Terra in Berlin. 
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  "They  never  got  Kruger.  He  started  planet-hopping  and  he's  still  on  the  lam.  The  family  sends  him  money.  The police can't find him. Strapp's looking for him because the schoolteacher was his girl, Sima Morgan." 


  There was a pause, then Fisher asked, "How long ago was this?" 


  "Near as I can figure, ten years eight months." 


  Fisher calculated intently. "And ten years three months ago, Strapp first showed  he  could  make  decisions.  The  Big Decisions. Up  to  then  he  was  nobody.  Then  came  the  tragedy,  and  with  it  the  hysteria  and  the  ability.  Don't  tell  me one didn't produce the other." 


  "Nobody's telling you anything." 


  "So he kills Kruger over and over again," Fisher said coldly. "Right.  Revenge  fixation.  But  what  about  the  girls  and the Wasteland business?" 


  Alceste smiled sadly. "You ever hear the expression 'One girl in a million?" 


  "Who hasn't?" 


  "If your girl was one in a million, that means there ought to be nine more like her in a city of ten million, yes?" 


  The Strapp staff nodded, wondering. 


  "Old Johnny's working on that idea. He thinks he can find Sima Morgan's duplicate." 


  "How?" 


  "He's  worked  it  out  arithmetic-wise.  He's  thinking  like  so:  There's  one  chance  in  sixty-four  billion  of  fingerprints matching. But today there's seventeen hundred billion people. That means there  can  be  twenty-six  with  one  matching print, and maybe more." 


  "Not necessarily." 


  "Sure,  not  necessarily,  but  there's  the  chance  and  that's  all  old  Johnny  wants.  He  figures  if  there's  twenty-six chances  of  one  print  matching,  there's  an  outside  chance  of  one  person  match-ing.  He  thinks  he  can  find  Sima Morgan's duplicate if he just keeps on looking hard enough." 


  "That's outlandish!" 


  "I didn't say it wasn't, but it's the only thing that keeps him going. It's a  kind  of  life  preserver  made  out  of  numbers. 


  It keeps his head above water—the crazy notion that sooner or later he can pick up  where  death  left  him  off  ten  years ago." 


  "Ridiculous!" Fisher snapped. 
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  "Not to Johnny. He's still in love." 


  "Impossible." 


  "I wish you could feel  it  like  I  feel  it," Alceste  answered.  "He's  looking  .  .  .  looking.  He  meets  girl  after girl. He hopes. He talks. He makes  the  pass.  If  it's  Sima's  duplicate,  he  knows  she'll  respond  just  the  way he remembers  Sima  responding  ten  years  ago.  'Are  you  Sima?'  he  asks  himself.  'No,'  he  says  and  moves on. It hurts, thinking about a lost guy like that. We ought to do something for him." 


  "No," Fisher said. 


  "We  ought   to   help  him  find  his  duplicate.  We  ought  to  coax  him  into  believing  some  girl's  the  duplicate. 


  We ought to make him fall in love again." 


  "No," Fisher repeated emphatically. 


  "Why no?" 


  "Because  the  moment  Strapp  finds  his  girl,  he  heals  himself.  He  stops  being  the  great  John  Strapp,  the Decider. He turns back into a nobody—a man in love." 


  "What's he care about being great? He wants to be happy." 


  "Everybody  wants  to  be  happy,"  Fisher  snarled.  "Nobody  is.  Strapp's  no  worse  off  than  any  other  man, 


  but he's a lot richer. We maintain the  status quo." 


  "Don't you mean  you're   a lot richer?" 


  "We  maintain  the   status  quo,"  Fisher  repeated.  He  eyed  Alceste  coldly.  "I  think  we'd  better  terminate the contract. We have no further use for your services." 


  "Mister, we terminated when I handed back the check. You're talking to Johnny's friend now." 


  "I'm sorry, Mr. Alceste, but  Strapp  won't  have  much  time  for  his  friends  from  now  on.  I'll  let  you  know when he'll be free next year." 


  "You'll never pull it off. I'll see Johnny when and where I please." 


  "Do  you  want  him  for  a  friend?"  Fisher  smiled  unpleasantly.  "Then  you'll  see  him  when  and  where  I please.  Either  you  see  him  on  those  terms  or  Strapp  sees  the  contract  we  gave  you.  I  still  have  it  in  the files,  Mr.  Alceste.  I  did  not  tear  it  up.  I  never  part  with  anything.  How  long  do  you  imagine  Strapp  will be-lieve in your friendship after he sees the contract you signed?" 


  Alceste clenched his fists. Fisher held his ground. For a mo-ment  they  glared  at  each  other,  then  Franlde turned away. 


  "Poor Johnny," he muttered. "It's like a man being run by his Star Light, Star Bright


  233


  tapeworm. Til say so long to him. Let me know when you're ready for me to see him again." 


  He  went  into  the  bedroom,  where  Strapp  was  just  awakening  from  his  attack  without  the  faintest memory, as usual. Aiceste sat down on the edge of the bed. 


  "Hey, old Johnny." He grinned. 


  "Hey, Frankie." Strapp smiled. 


  They punched each other solemnly, which is the only way that men friends can embrace and kiss. 


  "What happened after that gorilla fight?" Strapp asked. "I got fuzzy." 


  "Man,  you  got  plastered.  I  never  saw  a  guy  take  on  such  a  load."  Aiceste  punched  Strapp  again. 


  "Listen,  old  Johnny.  I  got  to  get  back  to  work.  I  got  a  three-picture-a-year  contract,  and  they're howling." 


  "Why, you  took  a  month  off  six  planets  back,"  Strapp  said  in disappointment  "I  thought  you  caught up." 


  "Nope. I'll be pulling out today, Johnny. Be seeing you real soon." 


  "Listen,"  Strapp  said.  "To  hell  with  the  pictures.  Be  my  part-ner.  111  tell  Fisher  to  draw  up  an agreement." He blew his nose. "This is the first time I've had laughs in—in a long time." 


  "Maybe  later,  Johnny.  Right  now  I'm  stuck  with  a  contract.  Soon  as  I  can  get  back,  I'll  come a-running. Cheers." 


  "Cheers," Strapp said wistfully. 


  Outside the bedroom, Fisher was waiting like a watchdog. Aiceste looked at him with disgust. 


  "One thing you learn in the fight game," he said slowly. 'It's  never  won  till the  last  round.  I  give  you this one, but it isn't the last." 


  As he left, Aiceste said, half to himself, half aloud, "I want him to be happy. I want every  man  to  be happy. Seems like every man could be happy if we'd all just lend a hand." 


  Which is why Frankie Aiceste couldn't help making friends. 


  So the  Strapp  staff  settled  back  into  the  same  old  watchful  vig-ilance  of  the  murdering  years,  and stepped up Strapp's Decision appointments to two a week. They knew why Strapp had to be watched. 


  They  knew  why  the  Krugers  had  to  be  protected.  But  that  was  the  only  difference.  Their  man  was miserable, hysteric, almost psychotic; it made no difference. That was a fair price to pay for  1  percent of the world. 
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  STARLIGHT But Frankie Alceste  kept  his  own  counsel,  and  visited  the  Deneb  laboratories  of  Bruxton  Biotics.  There he  consulted  with  one  E.  T.  A.  Goland,  the  research  genius  who  had  discovered  that  novel  technique  for molding life  which  first  brought  Strapp  to  Bruxton,  and  was  indirectly  responsible  for  his  friendship  with Alceste. Ernst Theodor Amadeus Goland was short, fat, asth-matic and enthusiastic. 


  "But yes, yes," he sputtered when the layman had finally made himself clear to the scientist. "Yes, indeedl A  most  ingen-ious  notion.  Why  it  never  occurred  to  me,  I  cannot  think.  It  could  be  accomplished  without any difficulty whatsoever." He considered. "Except money," he added. 


  "You could duplicate the girl that died ten years ago?" Alceste asked. 


  "Without any difficulty, except money." Goland nodded em-phatically. 


  "She'd look the same? Act the same? Be the same?" 


  "Up to ninety-five percent, plus or minus point nine seven five." 


  "Would  that  make  any  difference?  I  mean,  ninety-five  percent  of  a  person  as  against  one  hundred percent." 


  "Ach!  No.  It  is  a  most  remarkable  individual  who  is  aware  of  more  than  eighty  percent  of  the  total characteristics of another person. Above ninety percent is unheard of." 


  "How would you go about it?" 


  "Ach?  So.  Empirically  we  have  two  sources.  One:  complete  psychological  pattern  of  the  subject  in  the Centaurus  Master  Files.  They  will  TT  a  transcript  upon  application  and  payment  of  one  hundred  credits through formal channels. I will apply." 


  "And I'll pay. Two?" 


  "Two: the embalmment process of modern times, which— She is buried, yes?" 


  "Yes." 


  "Which  is  ninety-eight  percent  perfect.  From  remains  and  psychological  pattern  we  re-clone  body  and psyche by the equa-tion sigma equals the square root  of  minus  two  over—  We  do  it  without  any  difficulty, 


  except money." 


  "Me, I've got the money," Frankie Alceste said. "You do the rest." 


  For the sake of his friend,  Alceste  paid  Cr.  100  and  expedited  the  formal  application  to  the  Master  Files on Centaurus for the transcript of the complete psychological pattern of Sima Morgan, 
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  deceased. After it arrived, Alceste returned to  Terra  and  a  city  called  Berlin,  where  he  blackmailed  a gimpster named Augen-blick into turning grave robber. Augenblick visited the  Stoats-Gottesacker   and removed  the  porcelain  coffin  from  under  the  marble  headstone  that  read  sima  morgan.  It  contained what ap-peared to be  a  black-haired,  silken-skinned  girl  in deep  sleep.  By  devious  routes,  Alceste  got the porcelain coffin through four cus-toms barriers to Deneb. 


  One  aspect  of  the  trip  of  which  Alceste  was  not  aware,  but  which  bewildered  various  police organizations, was the  series  of  catastrophes  that  pursued  him  and  never  quite  caught  up.  There  was the  jetliner  explosion  that  destroyed  the  ship  and  an  acre  of  docks  half  an  hour  after  passengers  and freight  were  discharged.  There  was  a  hotel  holocaust  ten  minutes  after  Alceste  checked  out.  There was  the  shuttle  disaster  that  extinguished  the  pneu-matic  train  for  which  Alceste  had  unexpectedly canceled pas-sage. Despite all this he was able to present the coffin to bio-chemist Goland. 


  "AchI" said Ernst Theodor Amadeus. "A beautiful creature. She  is   worth  re-creating.  The  rest  now is simple, except money." 


  For the sake of his friend, Alceste arranged a leave  of  absence  for  Goland,  bought  him  a  laboratory and financed an incredibly expensive series of experiments. For the  sake  of  his  friend,  Alceste  poured forth  money  and  patience  until  at  last,  eight  months  later,  there  emerged  from  the  opaque  maturation cham-ber  a  black-haired,  inky-eyed,  silken-skinned  creature  with  long  legs  and  a  high  bust.  She answered to the name of Sima Morgan. 


  "I heard the jet coming down toward the  school,"  Sima  said,  unaware  that  she  was  speaking  eleven years later. "Then I heard a crash. What happened?" 


  Alceste was jolted. Up to this moment she had been an objec-tive ... a goal .  .  .  unreal,  unalive.  This was  a  living woman.  There  was  a  curious  hesitation  in  her  speech,  almost  a  lisp.  Her  head  had  an engaging tilt when she spoke. She arose from  the  edge  of  the  table,  and  she  was  not  fluid  or  graceful as Alceste had expected she would be. She moved boyishly. 


  Tm Frank Alceste," he said quietly.  He  took  her  shoulders.  "I  want  you  to  look  at  me  and  make  up your mind whether you can trust me." 


  Their  eyes  locked  in  a  steady  gaze.  Sima  examined  him  gravely.  Again  Alceste  was  jolted  and moved. His hands began to tremble and he released the girl's shoulders in panic
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  "Yes," Sima said. "I can trust you." 


  "No matter what I say, you must trust me. No matter what I tell you  to  do, 


  you must trust me and do it," 


  "Why?" 


  "For the sake of Johnny Strapp." 


  Her eyes widened. "Something's happened to him," she said quickly. "What is it?" 


  "Not  to  him,  Sima.  To  you.  Be  patient,  honey.  I'll  explain.  I  had  it  in  my mind to explain now, but I can't I—I'd best wait until tomorrow." 


  They  put  her  to  bed  and  Alceste  went  out  for  a  wrestling  match  with himself.  The  Deneb  nights  are  soft  and  black  as  vel-vet,  thick  and  sweet with romance—or so it seemed to Frankie Alceste that night. 


  

    

  


  "You can't be falling in  love  with her," he muttered. 'It's crazy." 


  And  later,  "You  saw  hundreds  like  her  when  Johnny  was  hunt-ing.  Why didn't you fall for one of them?" 


  And last of all, "What are you going  to  do?" 


  He did the only thing an  honorable  man  can  do  in a  situation  like  that,  and tried  to  turn  his  desire  into  friendship.  He  came  into  Sima's  room  the  next morning,  wearing  tattered  old  jeans,  needing  a  shave,  with  his  hair  standing


   on  end. He hoisted him-self up on the foot of  her  bed,  and  while  she  ate  the first  of  the  careful  meals  Goland  had  prescribed,  Frankie  chewed  on  a ciga-rette  and  explained  to  her.  When  she  wept,  he  did  not  take  her  in  his arms to console her, but thumped her on the back like a brother. 


  He ordered a dress for her. He had ordered the wrong size,  and  when  she showed  herself  to  him  in  it,  she  looked  so  adorable  that  he  wanted  to  kiss her. Instead he punched her,  very  gently and very solemnly, and took her  out to buy  a  wardrobe.  When  she  showed  herself  to  him  in proper  clothes,  she looked  so  en-chanting  that  he  had  to  punch  her  again.  Then  they  went  to  a ticket office and booked immediate passage for Ross-Alpha III. 


  Alceste  had  intended  delaying  a  few  days  to  rest  the  girl,  but  he  was compelled to rush for fear of himself. It  was  this  alone  that  saved  both  from the  explosion  that  destroyed  the  private  home  and  private  laboratory  of biochemist  Goland,  and  de-stroyed  the  biochemist  too.  Alceste  never  knew this.  He  was  al-ready  on  board  ship  with  Sima,  frantically  fighting temptation. 


  One of the things that everybody knows about space travel Star Light, Star Bright
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  but  never  mentions  is  its  aphrodisiac  quality.  Like  the  ancient  days  when  travelers  crossed  oceans  on  ships,  the passengers  are isolated in their own tiny world for a week. They're cut off  from  reality.  A  magic  mood  of  freedom  from ties  and  responsibilities  pervades  the  jetliner.  Everyone  has  a  fling.  There  are  thousands  of  jet  romances  every week—quick, passionate affairs that are en-joyed in complete safety and ended on landing day. 


  In  this  atmosphere,  Frankie  Alceste  maintained  a  rigid  self-control.  He  was  not  aided  by  the  fact  that  he  was  a celebrity  with  a  tremendous  animal  magnetism.  While  a  dozen  handsome  women  threw  themselves  at  him,  he persevered in the role of big brother and thumped and punched Sima until she protested. 


  "I  know  you're  a  wonderful  friend  to  Johnny  and  me,"  she  said  on  the  last  night  out.  "But  you  are  exhausting, 


  Frankie. I'm covered with bruises." 


  "Yeah. I know. It's habit. Some people, like Johnny, they think with their brains. Me, I think with my fists." 


  They were standing before the starboard crystal, bathed in the soft light of  the  approaching  Ross-Alpha,  and  there is  nothing  more  damnably  romantic  than  the  velvet  of  space  illuminated  by  the  white-violet  of  a  distant  sun.  Sima tilted her head and looked at him. 


  "I was talking to some of the passengers," she said. "You're fa-mous, aren't you?" 


  "More notorious-like." 


  "There's so much to catch up on. But I must catch up on you first." 


  "Me?" 


  Sima nodded. "It's all been so  sudden.  I've  been  bewildered—  and  so  excited  that  I haven't  had  a  chance  to  thank you, Frankie. I do thank you. I'm beholden  to  you forever." 


  She put her arms around his neck and kissed him with parted lips. Alceste began to shake. 


  "No," he thought. "No. She doesn't know what she's doing. She's  so crazy   happy  at  the  idea  of  being  with  Johnny again that she doesn't realize . . ." 


  He  reached  behind  him  until  he  felt  the  icy  surface  of  the  crystal,  which  passengers  are  strictly  enjoined  from touching. Be-fore he could give way, he deliberately pressed the backs of  his  hands  against  the  subzero  surface.  The pain made him start. Sima released him in surprise and when he pulled his hands away, he left six square inches of  skin and blood behind. 
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  STARLIGHT So he landed on Ross-Alpha III with one girl in good condi-tion and two hands in bad shape and he  was  met  by  the acid-faced  Aldous  Fisher,  accompanied  by  an  official  who  requested  Mr.  Alceste  to  step  into  an  office  for  a  very serious private talk. 


  'It has been brought to our attention  by  Mr.  Fisher,"  the  official  said,  "that  you  are  attempting  to  bring  in  a  young woman of illegal status." 


  "How would Mr. Fisher know?" Alceste asked. 


  "You fooll" Fisher spat. "Did you think I would let it go at that? You were followed. Every minute." 


  "Mr. Fisher informs us,"  the  official  continued  austerely,  "that  the  woman  with  you  is  traveling  under  an  assumed name. Her papers are fraudulent." 


  "How fraudulent?" Alceste said. "She's Sima Morgan. Her papers say she's Sima Morgan." 


  "Sima Morgan died eleven years ago," Fisher answered. "The woman with you can't be Sima Morgan." 


  "And unless the question of her true identity is cleared up," the official said, "she will not be permitted entry." 


  "I'll have the documentation on Sima Morgan's death here within the week," Fisher added triumphantly. 


  Alceste looked at Fisher and shook his head wearily. "You don't know it, but you're making  it  easy  for  me,"  he  said. 


  'The one thing in the world I'd like to do is take her out  of  here  and  never  let  Johnny  see  her.  I'm so  crazy  to  keep  her for myself that—" He stopped himself and touched the bandages on his hands. "Withdraw your charge, Fisher." 


  "No," Fisher snapped. 


  "You can't keep 'em apart.  Not  this  way.  Suppose  she's  in-terned?  Who's  the  first  man  I subpoena  to  establish  her identity? John Strapp. Who's the first man I call to come and see her? John Strapp. D'you think you could stop him?" 


  "That contract," Fisher began. "I'll-" 


  "To  hell  with  the  contract.  Show  it  to  him.  He  wants  his  girl,  not  me.  Withdraw  your  charge,  Fisher.  And  stop fighting. You've lost your meal ticket." 


  Fisher  glared  malevolently,  then  swallowed.  "I  withdraw  the  charge,"  he  growled.  Then  he  looked  at  Alceste  with blood in his eyes. "It isn't the last round yet," he said and stamped out of the office. 


  Fisher was prepared. At a distance of light-years he might be Star Light, Star Bright


  239


  too late with too little. Here on Ross-Alpha III he was protecting his property. He had all the power and money of  John Strapp to call on. The floater that Frankie Alceste and Sima  took  from  the  spaceport  was  piloted  by  a  Fisher  aide  who unlatched  the  cabin  door  and  performed  steep  banks  to  tumble  his  fares  out  into  the  air.  Alceste  smashed  the  glass partition  and  hooked  a  meaty  arm  around  the  driver's  throat  until  he  righted  the  floater  and  brought  them  safely  to earth. Alceste was pleased to note that Sima did not fuss more than was necessary. 


  On the road level they were picked up by one of a hundred cars that had been pacing  the  floater  from  below.  At  the first shot, Alceste clubbed Sima into a doorway and followed  her  at  the  expense  of  a  burst  shoulder,  which  he  bound hastily with strips of Sima's lingerie. Her dark eyes were enormous,  but  she  made  no  complaint.  Alceste  complimented her  with  mighty  thumps  and  took  her  up  to  the  roof  and  down  into  the  adjoining  building,  where  he  broke  into  an apartment and telephoned for an ambulance. 


  When  the  ambulance  arrived,  Alceste  and  Sima  descended  to  the  street,  where  they  were  met  by  uniformed policemen who had official instructions to pick up a couple answering to their description. "Wanted for floater robbery with assault. Danger-ous. Shoot to kill." The police Alceste disposed of, and also  the  ambulance  driver  and  intern.  He and Sima departed in the am-bulance, Alceste driving like a fury, Sima operating the siren like a banshee. 


  They abandoned the ambulance in the downtown shopping dis-trict, entered a department  store,  and  emerged  forty minutes later as a young valet in uniform pushing an old man in  a  wheel-chair.  Outside  the  difficulty  of  the  bust,  Sima was boyish enough to pass as a valet. Frankie was weak enough from assorted inju-ries to simulate the old man. 


  They checked into the Ross Splendide, where Alceste bar-ricaded Sima in a suite,  had  his  shoulder  attended  to  and bought a gun. Then he went looking for John  Strapp.  He  found  him  in  the  Bureau  of  Vital  Statistics,  bribing  the  chief clerk and pre-senting him with a slip of paper that gave the same description of the long-lost love. 


  "Hey, old Johnny," Alceste said. 


  "Hey, Frankie I" Strapp cried in delight. 


  They punched each other affectionately. With a happy grin, Alceste watched Strapp explain and  offer  further  bribes to the
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  STARLIGHT chief clerk for the names and addresses of all girls over twenty-one who fitted the description on the  slip  of paper. As they left, Alceste said, "I met a girl who might fit that, old Johnny." 


  That cold look came into Strapp's eyes. "Oh?" he said. 


  "She's got a kind of half lisp." 


  Strapp looked at Alceste strangely. 


  "And a funny way of tilting her head when she talks." 


  Strapp clutched Alceste's arm. 


  "Only trouble is, she isn't girlie-girlie like most. More like a fella. You know what I mean? Spunky-like." 


  "Show her to me, Frankie," Strapp said in a low voice. 


  They  hopped  a  floater  and  were  taxied  to  the  Ross  Splendide  roof.  They  took  the  elevator  down  to  the twentieth floor and walked  to  suite  ao-M.  Alceste  code-knocked  on  the  door.  A  girl's  voice  called,  "Come in." Alceste shook Strapp's hand  and  said,  "Cheers,  Johnny."  He  unlocked  the  door,  then  walked  down  the hall  to  lean  against  the  balcony  balustrade.  He  drew  his  gun  just  in  case  Fisher  might  get  around  to last-ditch interruptions. Look-ing out across the glittering city, he reflected that every man could  be  happy  if everybody would just lend a hand; but some-times that hand was expensive. 


  John  Strapp  walked  into  the  suite.  He  shut  the  door,  turned  and  examined  the  jet-haired  inky-eyed  girl, 


  coldly,  intently.  She  stared  at  him  in  amazement.  Strapp  stepped  closer,  walked  around  her,  faced  her again. 


  "Say something," he said. 


  "You're not John Strapp?" she faltered. 


  "Yes." 


  "Nol" she exclaimed. "No! My Johnny's young. My Johnny is-" 


  Strapp closed in like  a  tiger.  His  hands  and  lips  savaged  her  while  his  eyes  watched  coldly  and  intently. 


  The  girl  screamed  and  struggled,  terrified  by  those  strange  eyes  that  were  alien,  by  the  harsh  hands  that were alien, by the alien compulsions of the creature who was  once  her  Johnny  Strapp  but  was  now  aching years of change apart from her. 


  "You're someone else!" she cried. "You're not Johnny Strapp. You're another man." 


  And Strapp, not so much eleven years older  as  eleven  years  other  than  the  man  whose  memory  he  was fighting  to  fulfill,  asked  himself,  "Are  you  my  Sima?  Are  you  my  love—my  lost,  dead  love?"  And  the change within him answered, "No, this isn't Star Light, Star Bright
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  Sima.  This  isn't  your  love  yet.  Move  on,  Johnny.  Move  on  and  search.  You'll  find  her  someday—the  girl you lost." 


  He paid like a gentleman and departed. 


  From the balcony, Alceste saw him leave. He was so  as-tonished  that  he  could  not  call  to  him.  He  went back  to  the  suite  and  found  Sima  standing  there,  stunned,  staring  at  a  sheaf  of  money  on  a  table.  He realized  what  had  happened  at  once.  When  Sima  saw  Alceste,  she  began  to  cry—not  like  a  girl,  but boyishly, with her fists clenched and her face screwed up. 


  "Frankie," she wept. "My God!  Frankie!"  She  held  out  her  arms  to  him  in desperation.  She  was  lost  in a world that had passed her by. 


  He  took  a  step,  then  hesitated.  He  made  a  last  attempt  to  quench  the  love  within  him  for  this  creature, 


  searching for a way to bring her and Strapp together. Then he lost all control and took her in his arms. 


  "She doesn't know what she's doing," he thought. "She's so scared of being  lost.  She's  not  mine.  Not  yet. 


  Maybe never." 


  And then, "Fisher's won, and I've lost." 


  And last  of  all,  "We  only  remember  the  past;  we  never  know  it  when  we  meet  it.  The  mind  goes  back, 


  but time goes on, and farewells should be forever." 
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