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Hobie's parents might have seen the first signs if they had been watching about eight-thirty on Friday
nights. But Hobie was the youngest of five active bright-normal kids. Who was to notice one more
uproar around the TV? 

A couple of years later, Hobie's Friday-night battles shifted to ten PM, and then his sisters got their own
set. Hobie was growing fast then. In public he featured chiefly as a tanned streak on the tennis courts and
a ninety-ninth percentile series of math grades. To his parents, Hobie featured as the one without
problems. This was hard to avoid in a family that included a diabetic, a girl with an IQ of 185 and another
with controllable petit mal, and a would-be ski star who spent most of his time in a cast. Hobie's own IQ
was in the fortunate 140s, the range where you're superior enough to lead but not too superior to be
followed. He seemed perfectly satisfied with his communications with his parents, but he didn't use them
much. 

Not that he was in any way neglected when the need arose. The time he got staph in a corneal scratch,
for instance, his parents did a great job of supporting him through the pain bit and the hospital bit and so
on. But they couldn't know all the little incidents. Like the night when Hobie called so fiercely for Dr.
McCoy that a young intern named McCoy went in and joked for half an hour with the feverish boy in his
dark room. 

To the end, his parents probably never understood that there was anything to understand about Hobie.
And what was to see? His tennis and his model rocket collection made him look almost too normal for
the small honors school he went to first. 

Then his family moved to an executive bedroom suburb where the school system had a bigger budget
than Monaco and a soccer team loaded with National Merit Science finalists. Here Hobie blended right
in with the scenery. One more healthy, friendly, polite kid with bright gray eyes under a blond bowl-cut
and very fast with any sort of ball game. 

The brightest eyes around him were reading The Double Helix to find out how to make it in research, or
marking up the Dun & Bradstreet flyers. If Hobie stood out at all, it was only that he didn't seem to be
worried about making it in research or any other way, particularly. But that fitted in too. Those days a lot
of boys were standing around looking as if they couldn't believe what went on, as if they were waiting
for—who knows?—a better world, their glands, something. Hobie's faintly aghast expression was not
unique. Events like the installation of an armed patrol around the school enclave were bound to have a
disturbing effect on the more sensitive kids. 

People got the idea that Hobie was sensitive in some indefinite way. His usual manner was open but
quiet, tolerant of a put-on that didn't end. 

His advisor did fret over his failure to settle on a major field in time for the oncoming threat of college.
First his math interest seemed to evaporate after the special calculus course, although he never blew an
exam. Then he switched to the precollege anthropology panel the school was trying. Here he made good



grades and acted very motivated, until the semester when the visiting research team began pounding on
sampling techniques and statistical significance. Hobie had no trouble with things like chi-square, of
course. But after making his A in the final, he gave them his sweet, unbelieving smile and faded. His
advisor found him spending a lot of hours polishing a six-inch telescope lens in the school shop. 

So Hobie was tagged as some kind of an underachiever, but nobody knew what kind because of those
grades. And something about that smile bothered them; it seemed to stop sound. 

The girls liked him, though, and he went through the usual phases rather fast. There was the week he and
various birds went to thirty-five drive-in movies. And the month he went around humming "Mrs.
Robinson" in a meaningful way. And the warm, comfortable summer when he and his then-girl and two
other couples went up to Stratford, Ontario, with sleeping bags to see the Czech multimedia thing. 

Girls regarded him as different, although he never knew why. "You look at me like it's always good-bye,"
one of them told him. Actually, he treated girls with an odd detached gentleness, as though he knew a
secret that might make them all disappear. Some of them hung around because of his quick brown hands
or his really great looks, some because they hoped to share the secret. In this they were disappointed.
Hobie talked and he listened carefully, but it wasn't the mutual talk-talk-talk of total catharsis that most
couples went through. But how could Hobie know that? 

Like most of his peer group, Hobie stayed away from heavies and agreed that pot was preferable to
getting juiced. His friends never crowded him too much after the beach party where he spooked
everybody by talking excitedly for hours to people who weren't there. They decided he might have a
vulnerable ego-structure. 

The official high school view was that Hobie had no real problems. In this they were supported by a test
battery profile that could have qualified him as the ideal normal control. Certainly there was nothing to get
hold of in his routine interviews with the high school psychologist. 

Hobie came in after lunch, a time when Dr. Morehouse knew he was not at his most intuitive. They went
through the usual openers, Hobie sitting easily, patient and interested, with an air of listening to some
sound back of the acoustical ceiling tiles. 

"I meet a number of young people involved in discovering who they really are. Searching for their own
identities," Morehouse offered. He was idly trueing up a stack of typing headed Sex Differences in the
Adolescent Identity Crisis. 

"Do you?" Hobie asked politely. 

Morehouse frowned at himself and belched disarmingly. 

"Sometimes I wonder who I am," he smiled. 

"Do you?" inquired Hobie. 

"Don't you?" 

"No," said Hobie. 

Morehouse reached for the hostility that should have been there, found it wasn't. Not passive aggression.
What? His intuition awoke briefly. He looked into Hobie's light hazel eyes and suddenly found himself



slipping toward some very large uninhabited dimension. A real pubescent preschiz, he wondered
hopefully? No again, he decided, and found himself thinking, What if a person is sure of his identity, but it
isn't his identity? He often wondered that; perhaps it could be worked up into a creative insight. 

"Maybe it's the other way around," Hobie was saying before the pause grew awkward. 

"How do you mean?" 

"Well, maybe you're all wondering who you are." Hobie's lips quirked; it was clear he was just making
conversation. 

"I asked for that," Morehouse chuckled. They chatted about sibling rivalry and psychological statistics
and wound up in plenty of time for Morehouse's next boy, who turned out to be a satisfying High Anx.
Morehouse forgot about the empty place he had slid into. He often did that too. 

It was a girl who got part of it out of Hobie, at three in the morning. "Dog" she was called then, although
her name was Jane. A tender, bouncy little bird who cocked her head to listen up at him in a way Hobie
liked. Dog would listen with the same soft intensity to the supermarket clerk and the pediatrician later on,
but neither of them knew that. 

They had been talking about the state of the world, which was then quite prosperous and peaceful. That
is to say, about seventy million people were starving to death, a number of advanced nations were
maintaining themselves on police terror tactics, four or five borders were being fought over, Hobie's
family's maid had just been cut up by the suburban peacekeeper squad, and the school had added a
charged wire and two dogs to its patrol. But none of the big nations were waving fissionables, and the
U.S.-Sino-Soviet détente was a twenty-year reality. 

Dog was holding Hobie's head over the side of her car because he had been the one who found the maid
crawling on her handbones among the azaleas. 

"If you feel like that, why don't you do something?" Dog asked him between spasms. "Do you want some
Slurp? It's all we've got." 

"Do what?" Hobie quavered. 

"Politics?" guessed Dog. She really didn't know. The Protest Decade was long over, along with the New
Politics and Ralph Nader. There was a school legend about a senior who had come back from Miami
with a busted collarbone. Sometime after that the kids had discovered that flowers weren't really very
powerful and that movement organizers had their own bag. Why go on the street when you could really
do more in one of the good jobs available Inside? So Dog could offer only a vague image of Hobie
running for something, a sincere face on TV. 

"You could join the Young Statesmen." 

"Not to interfere," gasped Hobie. He wiped his mouth. Then he pulled himself together and tried some of
the Slurp. In the dashlight his seventeen-year-old sideburns struck Dog as tremendously mature and
beautiful. 

"Oh, it's not so bad," said Hobie. "I mean, it's not unusually bad. It's just a stage. This world is going
through a primitive stage. There's a lot of stages. It takes a long time. They're just very, very backward,
that's all." 



"They," said Dog, listening to every word. 

"I mean," he said. 

"You're alienated," she told him. "Rinse your mouth out with that. You don't relate to people." 

"I think you're people," he said, rinsing. He'd heard his before. "I relate to you," he said. He leaned out to
spit. Then he twisted his head to look up at the sky and stayed that way awhile, like an animal's head
sticking out of a crate. Dog could feel him trembling the car. 

"Are you going to barf again?" she asked. 

"No." 

But then suddenly he did, roaringly. She clutched at his shoulders while he heaved. After a while he
sagged down, his head lolling limply out at one arm. 

"It's such a mess," she heard him whispering. "It's such a s——ting miserable mess mess mess MESS
MESS—" 

He was pounding his hand on the car side. 

"I'll hose it," said Dog, but then she saw he didn't mean the car. 

"Why does it have to go on and on?" he croaked. "Why don't they just stop it? I can't bear it much
longer, please, please, I can't—" 

Dog was scared now. 

"Honey, it's not that bad. Hobie, honey, it's not that bad," she told him, patting at him, pressing her soft
front against his back. 

Suddenly he came back into the car on top of her, spent. 

"It's unbearable," he muttered. 

"What's unbearable?" she snapped, mad at him for scaring her. "What's unbearable for you and not for
me? I mean, I know it's a mess, but why is it so bad for you? I have to live here too." 

"It's your world," he told her absently, lost in some private desolation. 

Dog yawned. 

"I better drive you home now," she said. 

He had nothing more to say and sat quietly. When Dog glanced at his profile, she decided he looked
calm. Almost stupid, in fact; his mouth hung open a little. She didn't recognize the expression, because
she had never seen people looking out of cattle cars. 

Hobie's class graduated that June. His grades were well up, and everybody understood that he was



acting a little unrelated because of the traumatic business with the maid. He got a lot of sympathy. 

It was after the graduation exercises that Hobie surprised his parents for the first and last time. They had
been congratulating themselves on having steered their fifth offspring safely through the college crisis and
into a high-status Eastern. Hobie announced that he had applied for the United States Air Force
Academy. 

This was a bomb, because Hobie had never shown the slightest interest in things military. Just the
opposite, really. Hobie's parents took it for granted that the educated classes viewed the military with
tolerant distaste. Why did their son want this? Was it another of his unstable motivational orientations? 

But Hobie persisted. He didn't have any reasons, he had just thought carefully and felt that this was for
him. Finally they recalled that early model rocket collection; his father decided he was serious and began
sorting out the generals his research firm did business with. In September Hobie disappeared into
Colorado Springs. He reappeared for Christmas in the form of an exotically hairless, erect, and polite
stranger in uniform. 

During the next four years, Hobie the person became effectively invisible behind a growing pile of
excellent evaluation reports. There seemed to be no doubt that he was working very hard, and his
motivation gave no sign of flagging. Like any cadet, he bitched about many of the Academy's little ways
and told some funny stories. But he never seemed discouraged. When he elected to spend his summers in
special aviation skills training, his parents realized that Hobie had found himself. 

Enlightenment—of a sort—came in his senior year when he told them he had applied for and been
accepted into the new astronaut training program. The U.S. space program was just then starting up
again after the revulsion caused by the tragic loss of the manned satellite lab ten years before. 

"I bet that's what he had in mind all along," Hobie's father chuckled. "He didn't want to say so before he
made it." They were all relieved. A son in the space program was a lot easier to live with, statuswise. 

When she heard the news, Dog, who was now married and called herself Jane, sent him a card with a
picture of the Man in the Moon. Another girl, more percipient, sent him a card showing some stars. 

But Hobie never made it to the space program. 

It was the summer when several not-very-serious events happened all together. The British devalued their
wobbly pound again, just when it was found that far too many dollars were going out of the States. North
and South Korea moved a step closer to reunion, which generated a call for strengthening the U.S.
contribution to the remains of SEATO. Next there was an expensive, though luckily nonlethal, fire at
Kennedy, and the Egyptians announced a new Soviet aid pact. And in August it was discovered that the
Guévarrista rebels in Venezuela were getting some very unpleasant-looking hardware from their Arab
allies. 

Contrary to the old saying that nations never learn from history, the U.S. showed that it had learned from
its long agony in Vietnam. What it had learned was not to waste time messing around with popular
elections and military advisory and training programs, but to ball right in. Hard. 

When the dust cleared, the space program and astronaut training were dead on the pad and a third of
Hobie's graduating class was staging through Caracas. Technically, he had volunteered. 

He found this out from the task force medico. 



"Look at it this way, Lieutenant. By entering the Academy, you volunteered for the Air Force, right?" 

"Yes. But I opted for the astronaut program. The Air Force is the only way you can get in. And I've been
accepted." 

"But the astronaut program has been suspended. Temporarily, of course. Meanwhile, the Air Force—for
which you volunteered—has an active requirement for your training. You can't expect them just to let you
sit around until the program resumes, can you? Moreover, you have been given the very best option
available. Good God, man, the Volunteer Airpeace Corps is considered a superelite. You should see the
fugal depressions we have to cope with among men who have been rejected for the VAC." 

"Mercenaries," said Hobie. "Regressive." 

"Try 'professional,' it's a better word. Now—about those headaches." 

The headaches eased up some when Hobie was assigned to long-range sensor recon support. He
enjoyed the work of flying, and the long, calm, lonely sensor missions were soothing. They were also
quite safe. The Guévarristas had no air strength to waste on recon planes and the U.A.R. SAM sites
were not yet operational. Hobie flew the pattern, and waited zombielike for the weather, and flew again.
Mostly he waited, because the fighting was developing in a steamy jungle province where clear sensing
was a sometimes thing. It was poorly mapped. The ground troops could never be sure about the little
brown square men who gave them so much trouble; on one side of an unknown line they were
Guévarristas who should be obliterated, and on the other side they were legitimate national troops
warning the blancos away. Hobie's recon tapes were urgently needed, and for several weeks he was left
alone. 

Then he began to get pulled up to a forward strip for one-day chopper duty when their tactical duty
roster was disrupted by gee-gee. But this was relatively peaceful too, being mostly defoliant spray
missions. Hobie, in fact, put in several months without seeing, hearing, smelling, or feeling the war at all.
He would have been grateful for this if he had realized it. As it was, he seemed to be trying not to realize
anything much. He spoke very little, did his work, and moved like a man whose head might fall off if he
jostled anything. 

Naturally he was one of the last to hear the rumors about gee-gee when they filtered back to the coastal
base where Hobie was quartered with the long-range stuff. Gee-gee's proper name was Guairas Grippe.
It was developing into a severe problem in the combat zone. More and more replacements and relief
crews were being called forward for temporary tactical duty. On Hobie's next trip in, he couldn't help but
notice that people were acting pretty haggard and the roster was all scrawled up with changes. When
they were on course, he asked about it. 

"Are you kidding?" his gunner grunted. 

"No. What is it?" 

"B.W." 

"What?" 

"Bacteriological weapon, skyhead. They keep promising us vaccines. Stuck in their zippers—look out,
there's a ground burst." 



They held Hobie up front for another mission, and another after that, and then they told him that a sector
quarantine was now in force. 

The official notice said that movement of personnel between sectors would be reduced to a minimum as a
temporary measure to control the spread of respiratory ailments. Translation: you could go from the
support zone to the front, but you couldn't go back. 

Hobie was moved into a crowded billet and assigned to Casualty and Supply. Shortly he discovered that
there was a translation for respiratory ailments too. Gee-gee turned out to be a multiform misery of groin
rash, sore throat, fever, and unending trots. It didn't seem to become really acute; it just cycled along.
Hobie was one of those who were only lightly affected, which was lucky because the hospital beds were
full. So were the hospital aisles. Evacuation of all casualties had been temporarily suspended until a
controlled corridor could be arranged. 

The Gués did not, it seemed, get gee-gee. The ground troops were definitely sure of that. Nobody knew
how it was spread. Rumor said it was bats one week, and then the next week they were putting stuff in
the water. Poisoned arrows, roaches, women, disintegrating canisters, all had their advocates. However
it was done, it was clear that the U.A.R. technological aid had included more than hardware. The official
notice about a forthcoming vaccine yellowed on the board. 

Ground fighting was veering closer to Hobie's strip. He heard mortars now and then, and one night the
Gués ran in a rocket launcher and nearly got the fuel dump before they where chased back. 

"All they got to do is wait," said the gunner. "We're dead." 

"Gee-gee doesn't kill you," said C/S control. "You just wish it did." 

"They say." 

The strip was extended, and three attack bombers came in. Hobie looked them over. He had trained on
AX92's all one summer; he could fly them in his sleep. It would be nice to be alone. 

He was pushing the C/S chopper most of the daylight hours now. He had gotten used to being shot at
and to being sick. Everybody was sick, except a couple of replacement crews who were sent in two
weeks apart, looking startlingly healthy. They said they had been immunized with a new antitoxin. Their
big news was that gee-gee could be cured outside the zone. 

"We're getting reinfected," the gunner said. "That figures. They want us out of here." 

That week there was a big drive on bats, but it didn't help. The next week the first batch of replacements
were running fevers. Their shots hadn't worked, and neither did the stuff they gave the second batch. 

After that, no more men came in except a couple of volunteer medicos. The billets and the planes and the
mess were beginning to stink. That dysentery couldn't be controlled after you got weak. 

What they did get was supplies. Every day or so another ton of stuff would drift down. Most of it was
dragged to one side and left to rot. They were swimming in food. The staggering cooks pushed steak and
lobster at men who shivered and went out to retch. The hospital even had ample space now, because it
turned out that gee-gee really did kill you in the end. By that time, you were glad to go. A cemetery
developed at the far side of the strip, among the skeletons of the defoliated trees. 



On the last morning, Hobie was sent out to pick up a forward scout team. He was one of the few left
with enough stamina for long missions. The three-man team was far into Gué territory, but Hobie didn't
care. All he was thinking about was his bowels. So far he had not fouled himself or his plane. When he
was down by their signal, he bolted out to squat under the chopper's tail. The grunts climbed in, yelling at
him. 

They had a prisoner with them. The Gué was naked and astonishingly broad. He walked springily; his
arms were lashed with wire and a shirt was tied over his head. This was the first Gué Hobie had been
close to. As he got in, he saw how the Gué's firm brown flesh glistened and bulged around the wire. He
wished he could see his face. The gunner said the Gué was a Sirionó, and this was important because the
Sirionós were not known to be with the Gué's. They were a very primitive nomadic tribe. 

When Hobie began to fly home, he realized he was getting sicker. It became a fight to hold onto
consciousness and keep on course. Luckily nobody shot at them. At one point he became aware of a lot
of screaming going on behind him but couldn't pay attention. Finally he came over the strip and horsed
the chopper down. He let his head down on his arms. 

"You okay?" asked the gunner. 

"Yeah," said Hobie, hearing them getting out. They were moving something heavy. Finally he got up and
followed them. The floor was wet. That wasn't unusual. He got down and stood staring in, the floor a
foot under his nose. The wet stuff was blood. It was sprayed around, with one big puddle. In the puddle
was something soft and fleshy-looking. 

Hobie turned his head. The ladder was wet. He held up one hand and looked at the red. His other hand
too. Holding them out stiffly, he turned and began to walk away across the strip. 

Control, who still hoped to get an evening flight out of him, saw him fall and called the hospital. The two
replacement parameds were still in pretty good shape. They came out and picked him up. 

When Hobie came to, one of the parameds was tying his hands down to the bed so he couldn't tear the
IV out again. 

"We're gong to die here," Hobie told him. 

The paramed looked noncommittal. He was a thin dark boy with a big Adam's apple. 

"'But I shall dine at journey's end with Landor and with Donne,'" said Hobie. His voice was light and
facile. 

"Yeats," said the paramed. "Want some water?" 

Hobie's eyes flickered. The paramed gave him some water. 

"I really believed it, you know," Hobie said chattily. "I had it all figured out." He smiled, something he
hadn't done for a long time. 

"Landor and Donne?" asked the medic. He unhooked the empty IV bottle and hung up a new one. 

"Oh, it was pathetic, I guess," Hobie said. "It started out … I believed they were real, you know? Kirk,



Spock, McCoy, all of them. And the ship. To this day, I swear … one of them talked to me once; I
mean, he really did … I had it all figured out; they had me left behind as an observer." Hobie giggled. 

"They were coming back for me. It was secret. All I had to do was sort of fit in and observe. Like a
report. One day they would come back and haul me up in that beam thing; maybe you know about that?
And there I'd be back in real time where human beings were, where they were human. I wasn't really
stuck here in the past. On a backward planet." 

The paramed nodded. 

"Oh, I mean, I didn't really believe it; I knew it was just a show. But I did believe it too. It was like
there, in the background, underneath, no matter what was going on. They were coming for me. All I had
to do was observe. And not to interfere. You know? Prime directive … Of course, after I grew up, I
realized they weren't; I mean, I realized consciously. So I was going to go to them. Somehow,
somewhere. Out there … Now I know. It really isn't so. None of it. Never. There's nothing … Now I
know I'll die here." 

"Oh, now," said the paramed. He got up and started to take things away. His fingers were shaky. 

"It's clean there," said Hobie in a petulant voice. "None of this shit. Clean and friendly. They don't torture
people," he explained, thrashing his head. "They don't kill—" He slept. The paramed went away. 

Somebody started to yell monotonously. 

Hobie opened his eyes. He was burning up. 

The yelling went on, became screaming. It was dusk. Footsteps went by, headed for the screaming.
Hobie saw they had put him in a bed by the door. 

Without his doing much about it, the screaming seemed to be lifting him out of the bed, propelling him
through the door. Air. He kept getting close-ups of his hands clutching things. Bushes, shadows.
Something scratched him. 

After a while the screaming was a long way behind him. Maybe it was only in his ears. He shook his
head, felt himself go down onto boards. He thought he was in the cemetery. 

"No," he said. "Please. Please no." He got himself up, balanced, blundered on, seeking coolness. 

The side of the plane felt cool. He plastered his hot body against it, patting it affectionately. It seemed to
be quite dark now. Why was he inside with no lights? He tried the panel; the lights worked perfectly.
Vaguely he noticed some yelling starting outside again. It ignited the screaming in his head. The screaming
got very loud—loud—LOUD—and appeared to be moving him, which was good. 

He came to above the overcast and climbing. The oxy-support tube was hitting him in the nose. He
grabbed for the mask, but it wasn't there. Automatically, he had leveled off. Now he rolled and looked
around. 

Below him was a great lilac sea of cloud, with two mountains sticking through it, their western tips on fire.
As he looked, they dimmed. He shivered, found he was wearing only sodden shorts. How had he got
here? Somebody had screamed intolerably and he had run. 



He flew along calmly, checking his board. No trouble except the fuel. Nobody serviced the AX92's any
more. Without thinking about it, he began to climb again. His hands were a yard away and he was
shivering, but he felt clear. He reached up and found his headphones were in place; he must have put
them on along with the rest of the drill. He clicked on. Voices rattled and roared at him. He switched off.
Then he took off the headpiece and dropped it on the floor. 

He looked around: 18,000, heading 88-05. He was over the Atlantic. In front of him the sky was
darkening fast. A pinpoint glimmer ten o'clock high. Sirius, probably. 

He thought about Sirius, trying to recall his charts. Then he thought about turning and going back down.
Without paying much attention, he noticed he was crying with his mouth open. 

Carefully he began feeding his torches and swinging the nose of his pod around and up. He brought it
neatly to a point on Sirius. Up. Up. Behind him, a great pale swing of contrail fell away above the lilac
shadow, growing, towering to the tiny plane that climbed at its tip. Up. Up. The contrail cut off as the
plane burst into the high cold dry. 

As it did so, Hobie's ears skewered and he screamed wildly. The pain quit; his drums had burst. Up!
Now he was gasping for air, strangling. The great torches drove him up, up, over the curve of the world.
He was hanging on the star. Up! The fuel gauges were knocking. Any second they would quit, and he
and the bird would be a falling stone. "Beam us up, Scotty!" he howled at Sirius, laughing,
coughing—coughing to death, as the torches faltered— 

 
· · · · ·  

—And was still coughing as he sprawled on the shining resiliency under the arcing grids. He gagged,
rolled, finally focused on a personage leaning toward him out of a complex chair. The personage had
round eyes, a slitted nose, and the start of a quizzical smile. 

Hobie's head swiveled slowly. It was not the bridge of the Enterprise. There were no viewscreens, only
a View. And Lieutenant Uhura would have had trouble with the freeform flashing objects suspended in
front of what appeared to be a girl wearing spots. The spots, Hobie made out, were fur. 

Somebody who was not Bones McCoy was doing something to Hobie's stomach. Hobie got up a hand
and touched the man's gleaming back. Under the mesh it was firm and warm. The man looked up,
grinned; Hobie looked back at the captain. 

"Do not have fear," a voice was saying. It seemed to be coming out of a globe by the captain's console.
"We will tell you where you are." 

"I know where I am," Hobie whispered. He drew a deep, sobbing breath. 

"I'm HOME!" he yelled. Then he passed out. 

 
The End
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