Che Root and the Ring

The root of the trouble was the ring
. . as long as you had it, you

covldn’t get a single wrong number!

By WYMAN GUIN
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URING the depression, I

D didn’t have a job, but I

married a lovely girl who
did—and she held onto it.

One day, she declared to me, “I
want to have a baby.”

“Well,” I said, “don’t act as if I
am an obstacle to that ambition.”

“As a matter of fact, dear, you
are.”

Until she announced this blunt
business, I had been sitting quietly,
thinking, and bothering no one.
Now 1 asserted testily, “You have
no proof yet.”

Hlustrated by KOSSIN
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She came over and bent and
kissed me, and the way she did
this made it obvious that I was
misunderstanding her. She then
drew back and looked in my eyes,
her pretty auburn head tilted a
little to one side, her chin raised
a degree.

Quite calmly, and with supreme
logic, she observed, “If I am going
to have a baby, you will have to
have a job.”

That is how I was launched on
the road to success. I didn’t dream
in those days that I could owe as
much money as I do now.

In fact, as the happy years rolled
along, bringing two fine children
and the carefully geared stages of
success, I began to realize that I
could probably be even more suc-
cessful and accumulate more and
more property and that certainly I
would have bigger and bigger bills
to worry about and more and more
social obligations.

I got to thinking about that.

Presently I could see that being
any more successful than I was
right then, when we were so happy,
wasn’t very practical. Finally, it
came to me that if I got to be as
successful as some of the fellows
around me, I wouldn’t have the
time and insight to sit down and
realize I didn’t want to be that
successful.

“This is it,” I said to myself at
the office one day. “This is where
I get off the train. I will have to
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find a way to stay moderately un-
successful, the way I am now.”

HERE seemed no better time

than the present to go to work
at it, so I scooped all the hot
projects up off my desk and tossed
them in a drawer to cool for a
week or so. Then I sat there and
thought about how I was going to
tell my wife of the new plan.

I could see that wasn’t going to
be easy.

After a while, I was interrupted
by my secretary coming in. She
opened her mouth to speak and
shut it. She stared at me, then at
the clean desk-top. She started
backing out of the office.

There was an unnatural rise in
my voice as I asked her, “What is
it?”

“It’s all right. It can wait. I
didn’t realize you were busy think-
ing.”

She closed the door with a lin-
gering look of surprised respect.

What a hot new beginning I had
made! A few more mistakes like
that and I would be doomed to
success. Just imagine, if the boss
had come in and found me sitting
there thinking . . .

Good Lord!—the words might
have flashed through his mind—
this man has caliber. Just because
he can’t count beyond his fingers
doesn’t mean there isn’t a place
for him at the top. That would be
the one-way door. I would have
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to join the Riverdale Club and
worry annually about the station
wagon set voting me back in. I
would have to develop ulcers and
take them to Mayo’s at the end of
each fiscal year.

I would be like the man who
bought a second-hand yacht be-
cause the price was so low—and
then discovered it burned 900 gal-
lons of fuel a day, needed a crew
of four, including a captain, and
that the boat made his clothes and
house and car and wife look shab-
by—all of which explained why the
previous owner had practically
given it away. In a situation like
that, you can take your beating
and get out, or run yourself into
bankruptcy trying to look and act
and live as though you could
afford a yacht.

Success is a lot harder to work
your way out of; the gains and
losses aren’t so easy to see. When
we were married, for instance, we
lived in a furnished cottage and
took buses. Then came raises. They
meant, successively, better houses
in better sections of town, taxis,
then a car, then a car for each of
us, period furniture, modern furni-
ture, individually designed cus-
tom-built furniture, a record col-
lection, a hi-fi sound system, TV
screens at least as big as our neigh-
bors’, a liquor cabinet, then a small
bar, finally a big one with some-
thing for every taste, a freezer,
washing machine, a whole laundry

THE ROOT AND THE RING

room, a glassed-in stall shower,
only one wasn’t enough, which
meant another bathroom, and so
forth.

ERE, let me make it even

clearer. You know that the
national budget is mostly indebted-
ness from past wars—I understand
we're still paying off on 1812, and
didn’t somebody put in a claim for
stuff appropriated in the Revolu-
tionary War, except that the in-
terest was disallowed? Well, I was
still paying off on things from sev-
eral raises ago, only the interest
damned well was not disallowed.
Any more raises and we’d be living
in the most luxurious penury, com-
plete with swimming pool, any-
body could imagine!

So I hastily got out the hot proj-
ects and scattered them about my
desk. I would just have to go on
working hard at them, taking good
care never to get anywhere with
them. I settled down safely behind
the paper barrier and began to
think about how I would tell my
wife.

I never got the chance. That
night, while I was trying to get
started, she gave me a wedding
ring. I know that sounds strange,
but it’s like the problem of suc-
cess—once you understand the
facts, the whole thing becomes
clear.

She gave me a wedding ring,
even though we’d been married a
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long while and had two children,
because, as I've mentioned, 1
didn’t have a job when she and 1
were married. That is the concrete
but not the symbolic reason why
I had borrowed the money for the
ring I gave her. I borrowed five
dollars, the most money he has
ever loaned in his life, from the
fellow she was engaged to. Then I
took this lovely girl who had said
she would marry me, and we pick-
ed out a depression-style wedding
ring for that price.

My wife’s old boy-friend had
money to start with. He is a per-
fect example of the strength of
character that comes with an at-
mosphere of moderate wealth.
Even while we were in college, he
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invested, little by little, in stuff
that would make him really rich a
few years later. After he was really
rich, he put a fabulous engagement
ring on this girl who just wasn’t
his type. She realized this and was
unhappy about it.

So I borrowed five dollars from
him to replace his ring and make
her happy again.

My wife has never wanted any
other ring. As a matter of prin-
ciple, I didn’t pay him back.

My wife always felt that I should
have had a wedding ring, too. And
the very day that I sat in my office,
working out my plan to remain
moderately unsuccessful, my wife
was innocently arranging the time-
payments on my wedding ring.
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THAT evening, after our son
and daughter had gone off to
an early movie, we sat down to a
quiet martini before dinner. I was
bursting with my new plan, but I
noticed that she kept looking at
me sort of starry-eyed, and I saw
the time wasn’t ripe. She took my
hands in hers and drew me down
beside her on a couch.

“Darling, this is a little cere-
mony.”

“Yes?” I asked uncomfortably,
but with an appropriately eager
smile.

She glanced obliquely at the
coffee table, where there was a
little box beside my martini. I
picked it up, knowing it was a ring
and that it meant a lot to her.

Practically all men wear rings—
wedding rings, old school rings,
lodge rings. Many buy and wear
expensive rings of no special sig-
nificance. I lost my high school
class ring within a week of the
time I got it, and I was surprised
how strongly some of the fellows
felt this to be a pretty shoddy piece
of negligence. Even so, I have
never cared much to wear a ring.

I decided, when I looked at this
ring my wife was offering me, that
it would be a small inconvenience
if it made her a little happier. After
she had slipped it on my finger, I
kissed her gratefully. I admired its
dull gold surfaces in silence for a
while. Then I commented on how
rich it looked. Finally I had a long
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sip from my nearly dry martini.

My wife rested her auburn head
on my shoulder and held my hand
and looked at the ring. “It would
have been silly to get you a real
wedding ring after fifteen years,”
she explained. “We will under-
stand, just between us, that it’s a
wedding ring, won’t we?”’

“That’s right. It’s a real wed-
ding ring to us.”

“Did you notice that the raised
work down the center is a line of
symbols?”’

“No, I didn’t realize that.” 1
lifted my hand and scrutinized the
ring. I started to take it off for
a better look and noticed the hasty,
partial motion of her hand, as
though she wished to prevent me.
I pretended I had only meant to
turn the ring on my finger to re-
view the whole line of symbols.
Then 1 saw the band had an odd
half-twist.

“The words are ancient Arabic,”
she supplied. “It’s a very old ring.
Nobody knows- how old. When the
jeweler showed me this, I fell in
love with it. You do like it, too,
don’t you?” _

“Of course I do, darling. It’s
a very handsome thing.”

“I thought you seemed a little
hesitant about it.”

I looked shocked. “Oh, no—no,
I like it very much. And you’re
wonderful to want to give it to
me.”

“Aren’t you curious about what



the symbols mean, darling?”

“I was just going to ask. What
do they mean?”

“You won’t think it’s a foolish
notion?”’

“Why should I think a thing like
that? It isn’t foolish, 1s 1t?”

“l don’t think so.”

“Well?”

“The jeweler wasn’t sure, of
course, but it says something about
the person under the influence of
this ring being favored above all
men in the arts of numbers.”

GLANCED sharply at my

wife’s face. It looked complete-
ly innocent. Besides, she’s not the
practical-joker type, or any kind of
joker, for that matter.

“Don’t you think,” I asked hesi-
tantly, “that I'm a little inappro-
priate as the wearer? I can’t even
keep our checkbook balanced.”

“Darling, the symbols are a
beautiful design and we don’t have
to think about what they mean. I
fell in love with the ring before I
knew they meant anything. I wish
now I hadn’t told you.”

“Forget it, dear,” I said lightly.
“I like it. I won’t give the symbols
another thought.”

I have an old school friend m
the anthropology department over
at the university. The next day, I
called on him, with the ring as
heavy as a millstone on my finger.

I slipped it off and handed it to
him. He poked it about in his
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palm for a while and then said,
“Hmmmm!” Then, later, he said,
“Hmmmm! It’s a moebius curve,
isn’t it?”

I didn’t say anything, figuring
he was the guy with the answers.
He got a reading glass out of his
desk. and studied the ring more
closely.

Finally he asked, “Where did
you get this?”

“One of the jewelers downtown
picked it up in Europe for my
wife.”

“I've never heard of anything
like it and I know the Gujarat
gold-work of India pretty well.”

“I thought it was supposed to
be Arabic.”

“Oh, there’s some Arabic here.
For that matter, there’s some
Latin, too. But the original in-
scription is in Gujarati. Near as
I can make it out, it says, ‘The
ring of magic that brought our
minds the zero.” That makes sense,
naturally, because the zero makes
its appearance in Gujarat inscrip-
tions of the 6th century A.D.”

“What does the Arabic say?”

“Can’t read it. You've read the
Latin, I suppose?”

“Flunked it.”

“Well, your ring was blessed by
Sylvester I1.”

“Who’s he?”

He indicated an encyclopedia in
the bookshelves. I found the name
and read for a while.

“Well?”
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“He was formerly known as
Gerbert and he was the first man
in Europe to use an abacus with
ciphers. The story that he stole
it from an Arab in Spain is dis-
credited.” I put the book back.
“Maybe it was this ring he
filched?”

MY friend the anthropologist
was certainly excited about it.
The two of us pranced off to an-
other room in the building, where
a little bald-headed man studied
the Arabic inscription under a
glass.

He looked up and said, “Rough-
ly, ‘The magic ring of al-Khwar-
izmi, manipulator of emptiness.” ”

I repeated, “Emptiness?”’

“It’s the Arabic word, sifr, from
which our cipher is derived.”

My friend the anthropologist
said, “Al-Khwarizmi was the great
Arabian mathematician who de-
veloped the decimal system. Do
you realize this ring has followed
the zero through three different
.cultures, from one revolution in
mathematics to another?”

I asked the little bald-headed
man, “Doesn’t it say anything else
in Arabic?”

He studied it again. “No, that’s
all the Arabic there is on it.”

Somehow. I was doubly dis-
turbed that the ring did not say
what my wi‘e had thought it said.
It actually said so much more.

I took the ring from the little
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bald-headed man and slipped it
back on my finger. I said, “I’ll
think about it,” when my friend
the anthropologist suggested I
bring it back another time for him
to study.

One week later, I lost the ring.

It happened that the director’s
monthly report for our company
had been circulated the day before
I lost the ring and, ever since
glancing through those figures, my
mind had been working out some
remarkably simple changes in our
operation that would result in a
much better profit picture. The
ease with which I grasped and re-
planned the financial structure of
the company frightened me. I had
no intention of drifting into more
raises and more debts. Not when
my plans called, instead, for lov-
ing my wife, raising my kids and
building an amateur telescope in
the backyard of the only house
east of the Mississippi that I cared
to own.

I knew the damned ring fitted
my finger loosely. I had even men-
tioned this a couple of times to my
wife. She assured me it was a good
fit, but on Saturday, while I was
building a retaining wall around
the big apple tree on the steep
slope of our back yard, I lost it.
With my attention on the building
of the retaining wall and my mind
working miracles with the company
figures, I didn’t notice that the ring
was gone until late in the after-
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noon. By then, I had already filled
in the planting area behind the
retaining wall and around the tree
and planted ivy in the resulting
bed.

I went into the house and ex-
plained carefully to my wife what
had happened. For a moment, I
thought she was going to cry.

I suggested the best thing would
be to tear out the right side of the
new retaining wall and start dig-
ging from there, because I was sure
I had had the ring when I built up
the left side.

My wife smiled, not too unkind-
ly, and said, “No, darling. Let’s
forget it.”

AS the summer passed, she did

seem to forget. But my guilt
converted the ivy bed about the
apple tree into a taboo place.
When it came time to help the
children pick the apples, I hated to
walk under the tree. I watched the
seared leaves tumble down the hill
like arid supplicants and cling,
trembling, in the ivy.

The frost came and then the
snow and, as my love’s token
froze in ice, I feared she might one
day see me out there, hacking at
the iron earth with the pick-ax. If
that day came, the terrible thing
about it would be the ease with
which I might find it. Some fugi-
tive memory told me just where the
ring lay—at the root of the apple
tree.
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The Christmas season came and
we began to eat the apples we had
picked. ‘

Two nights before Christmas,
we were down on the floor in front
of the fireplace, the whole family,
cutting stars and paper chains for
the tree. My wife had sliced apples
for us to eat while we worked.
Outside, there was a raging bliz-
zard and 1 had boomed up a birch
fire on the grate. It occurred to
me that we were a picture of the
American family in a consumer-
goods ad, it being impossible to
tell, from all this happiness, how
much we owed.

I suppose you could say that
cutting the strips of paper for the
tree reminded me of cutting a
moebius curve, though I had never
cut one before. I slit a strip of
green paper about three feet long
and two inches wide, and I said,
“Hey, you guys, look at this trick.”

I held the paper out in front
of me. “You take one end in your
left hand, with the thumb upper-
most. The other end you take in
your right hand, with the thumb
down. Turn the fingers of the right
hand down and in; like this, until
they point to your body, and
you’ve put a half-twist in the strip
of paper. Now bring the left hand
over without twisting and join the
ends for gluing.”

I proceeded to glue the ends.

My wiie asked, “Do you have
to interrupt us for that?”
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“Now, now—this is a magic ring,
because it has a half-twist in it.
You see, you poke a scissor
through the strip, like this, and
start to slit it lengthwise and . . .”

Our daughter was ten and in-
clined to be a little impenetrable.
But at this point, her face bright-
ened and she said, “Oh, I see.
That’s clever. It has only one edge
and one side.” ,

I stared at her for a moment.
“Yes. But you interrupted rather
rudely.”

“I’'m sorry, Daddy.”

“Now, you see, you keep cutting
down the center of the strip . . .”

“Mother interrupted before,”
she insisted on reminding me.

“I forgive you both. You keep
cutting down the center of the strip
and—how many rings do you think
you’ll have when you’re finished?”

“One,” the boy stated. He was
thirteen and inclined to make up
his mind before he knew the facts.

“You’re only guessing,” I ac-
cused, approaching the end of the
cut. “Look at the double ring hang-
ing here below the scissors. Doesn’t
it seem to you I'll end up with
two rings?”

“No. You’ll end up with one.”

COMPLETED the cut. “Well,

of course, you’re right. It makes
only one ring.” I held up the ring.
Everyone was looking at me.

My wife gave me a bitter-sweet
smile.
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My daughter returned without a
word to the red-and-green paper
chain she had been working on
before I'd interrupted.

“That was a moebius curve,” 1
explained. “It’s a remarkable fig-
ure in geometry. Many illustrious
mathematicians have been mysti-
fied by it.”

“Anyone can see,” my son said
casually, “that it splits into one
ring.” His voice shifted to a shock-
ing -treble on the word “splits”—
which was all that kept me from
boxing his ears.

I got up and went into the kitch-
en and mixed myselfr a highball.
Reluctantly, I went back to the
living room and sat down with

‘them again.

My wife glanced at my drink
and then back to her work. “We’ll
need about ten feet more of that
chain,” she said to the girl.

The burning around my ears
spread over my whole scalp. Such
a smart damned family. Knew
everything and didn’t know any-
thing. I would have just liked to
stun them into a gibbering shock
with the dynamic topology of
space-time.

The wind slammed sleet into the
storm-windows in great whooshes
that were made up of a million icy
clicks. My family planned the dec-
oration of the tree while they
worked.

Suddenly, I had hold of an
enormous idea. It made the hair at

115



the back of my neck stir. From
burning with shame, I felt my face
abruptly cool and go pale. There
in my mind, as clearly and as
illusively as the dancing flames on
the grate, rose a nameless and in-
tricate pattern.

I grabbed a piece of the green
Christmas paper and a pencil and
started drawing. If a plane were
cut so—and so—the simple matter
of a moebius curve would be-
come .

Drawing rapidly, I felt my wife's
eyes on me and the children look-
ing up and becoming silent. By the
time I had finished marking out the
cuts and indicating the edges to
be glued, my growing self-con-
sciousness had oblitcrated the geo-
metrical structure in my mind. The
last lines I drew on the paper from
my memory of what would have
to be done. They no longer made
sense to me.

Stubbornness buoyed me and 1
went to work with outward calm,
cutting the paper and folding and
gluing it the way I had marked.
A hurried glance disclosed my son
resting his chin in his hand and
staring at me. My daughter’s agate-
green eyes and her round face were
making an attempt to mimic one
of her mother’s moments of toler-
ant suspicion. I don’t know what
my wife’s expression was like—I
didn’t dare look at her.

The wind outside was howling
up a crescendo as I finished glu-
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ing the thing together and peered
into its surfaces at a point that
beckoned from infinity. If you
pulled here with one hand, and
here with the other, it began to
fold in on itseif with the com-
plicated movements of an inter-
dependent system. It was going to
do something incredible if 1
stretched it any more.

It disappeared, completely and
instantly, when I pulied.

MY hands fell apart and there
was nothing there. I was
looking into three utterly aston-
ished faces. The firelight danced
like liquid gold on their wide eyes.
Then there were squeals of laugh-
ter and the kids were saying,
“Daddy, do it again!” “Do it again,
Dad!”

My wife just sat there looking
at me and a strange smile had
come over her face. After a while,
she got up from the floor and
came over and knelt beside me.
She kissed me first and then, close
to my ear, she whispered, “Dar-
ling, I'm sorry we made you feel
that badly. You didn’t have to
outdo yourself.”

When she drew back, my daugh-
ter put her arms around me and
hugged me tightly. “You’re the
most marvelous daddy in the
world. Do it again, please!”

I looked into her proud face
for a long moment. “I can’t,” I said
slowly, and turned to my wife.
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“The directions were on the piece
of paper.”

“But, darling,” my wife laughed,
“surely you can remember how
you did it.”

I stared into the fire. “No, I
haven’t any idea.”

My boy said, “Well, for the love
of Mike!”

There was a long silence. Then
my wife sighed. “That’s a shame.
It would have made a wonderful
trick for parties. Come, children—
let’s get ready for bed.”

I sat there for a while. Finally
I got up and said, “Well, I'm
pretty tired. I guess I'll go to bed,
too.”

They were discussing the time
tomorrow that they would decorate
the tree and they didn’t hear me.

From where 1 lay in bed, a little
later, I could occasionally see the
limbs of the apple tree, ghostly in
the sallow light from the street.
The tree writhed violently in the
storm like a live thing struggling
up out of the frozen ivy. A wed-
ding ring that was a moebius curve
was buried there, a ring with a
fantastic history that carried for
me an irrational threat of un-
wanted eminence.

That structure I had built out
of the Christmas paper . . . What
unknown geometry had I tapped?
It was an absurd notion that the
ring had magic powers, let alone
that it could contaminate the roots
and fruit of the tree. Yet where
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else had that structure come from?

The threat from the ring had
ballooned far beyond mere finan-
cial success. The first thing I knew,
I would be writing world-shaking
formulas like E == mc2. Then some
jockey would use my figures to
power space flights. Then I would
be directly responsible for the ugly
interplanetary incidents that would
follow, when tourists started
throwing coke bottles and cigar
butts in the canals of Mars. I
would get the Nobel Peace Prize
for making an interplanetary war
possible.

Then an electrifying realization
stiffened my back. Good Lord, the
whole family was eating those
apples!

PRESENTLY, my wife entered
from her dressing room and
got into her bed. I wanted very
much to tell her about the threat
to us all, but then, suddenly, the
notion of a magic ring and con-
taminated apples seemed too ab-
surd to talk about.

After a while in the dark, I said,
“Darling, don’t you think we’re
eating too many apples lately, just
because we have so many of them?
I don’t think they’re very good
apples anyway.”

“Oh, are you awake? I didn’t
come to kiss you because I thought
you were asleep. They’re perfectly
good apples. We've eaten them for
years.”
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“They keep me awake,” I said
honestly. “I thought the children
were looking a little washed out.”

“Darling, that’s a silly notion.
The children have a balanced diet.
You won’t mind if I don’t come to
kiss you, will you. I've got cream
all over my face.”

On New Year’s Eve, she pre-
pared an apple pie and it seemed
ridiculous not to enjoy it.

When the next director’s report
came to my desk, I got to thinking
again about how easily our cor-
porate structure could be reor-
ganized to provide a much more
profitable operation. I was sitting
at my desk, without one hot project
before me, nothing but the report
and a pad of paper where I had
jotted down a few crucial calcula-
tions.

Then, of course, our president
walked in.

Well, he had caught me red-
handed in thought, so 1 would
probably get a raise anyway. I
sincerely liked the man and it
seemed definitely unfair for me to
sit there, a newly realized Einstein
of the business world, and not tell
him what I had learned. This was
so big that I would be risking
promotion to the board if I didn’t
play it down.

I explained it to him as off-
handedly as I could and claimed
I got a lot of the ideas from fel-
lows around the office. I guess that
was a mistake. The way he glanced
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at me, both of us knew nobody
around that office had ideas like
this. I tried to keep the develop-
ment of the ideas from getting ex-
citing, but I could hear the sparks
crackling in his tycoonery.

When I walked into the living
room that evening, my wife was
reading the evening paper.

She looked up briefly. “Hello,
darling. Did you have an interest-
ing day?”’

AFTER losing the ring, I had
never gotten around to telling
her about my plan to stay unsuc-
cessful. Till then, I had just quietly
pursued the plan in my own way
and today had been a necessary
break in procedure, because I
couldn’t be dishonest with my
boss. Now I found that, after
twenty years of coming home to
Mom and then fifteen years of
coming home to my wife, it was
impossible not to feel proud when
I brought home the best report
card, the biggest fish, an enemy’s
scalp or a raise.

“I had a wonderful day,” I
beamed.

“I did, too. Last week, I was
listening to the women at the club
talk about their husband’s invest-
ments and I got to thinking I ought
to know more about stocks. This
morning, I took some books out
of the library—" she indicated a
formidable pile to the right of her
chair—“and, dear, it’s a fascinating
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subject. 1 think I’m going to be
very good at it.”

“Good at what?”

“Investing. I have a thousand
dollars saved, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know.”

“Oh, yes. I've always felt a wife
should keep a nest egg. 1 feel
now, since this is such an easy
subject for me, that I ought to
put some money to work for us.”

“I thought we might have some
martinis and celebrate a little.”

“Not tonight, dear. You know
how sleepy 1 get afterward and I
want to get in some reading to-
night.” She indicated the formid-
able pile again.

“Oh.9’

“What was your news?”

“l got a raise of two thousand
a year.”

She lowered the. paper to her
lap. “Really, darling, I think that’s
wonderful. You've waited a long
time for it, haven’t you?”

“Well, not that long.”

“I think it’s wonderful, Aowever
long you’ve waited.”

STOOD there for a while, and

then I said, “What are we hav-
ing for dinner?”

“l fixed a cold buffet, because
the children and I didn’t care to
eat right away. Each of us can eat
when he wants to. You don’t mind,
do you?”

“No, that’s all right. I think I’ll
eat now.”
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“Why don’t you, dear? Dear?”

“Yes?”

“Aren’t you going to kiss me?”’

I kissed her and she went back
to her stock quotations.

I had thought the boy might be
interested in eating, which he usu-
ally was, but when 1 entered his
room, I saw better. He had a
bunch of “art-photo” and “girlie”
magazines scattered across his
desk. The blonde nude he had be-
fore him hit me right in the mid-
riff, but he sat there, calm as a
cucumber, measuring the distance
from her navel to her chin with
calipers.

He said, “Oh, hi, Dad.”

I said, “Hello. How’s the school-
work going?”

“Oh, this isn’t schoolwork.”

I smiled. “I only said it for a
joke.”

There was a silence while he
entered, on three different tabular
sheets beside him, the delicate
measurement he had just made.

“What on earth are you doing?”
I asked at last.

He delayed answering while he
spanned an even more intimate
distance on the topology of the
blonde. “Oh, just taking a healthy
interest in girls, I guess you might
say.” His sparsely whiskered bass
skidded with a shriek on the word
“girls.”

I looked around his desk at the
busty, laughing array and felt the
dull thud of middle age. “What has
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led you to believe,” I asked care-
fully, “that such precise measure-
ment of these undefended citadels
will be necessary?”

“It isn’t necessary to measure
most of them. Most of them aren’t
any good.”

I said to myself, “None of them
are any good, my boy,” and I
grinned back knowingly at a sloe-
eyed brunette. Aloud I asked,
“What makes some of them good
to measure?”’ _

“Recognize any of the books in
this picture?”

THE page with the blonde on it

was titled, A Librarian’s Day
Off. The blonde, wearing -only a
pair of horn-rimmed glasses, was
cuddled up in a pile of books. She
was good-naturedly sharing in the
huge joke.

“Well, it’s quite a library.”

“That one there is in your li-
brary.” He indicated an illustrated
edition of Anatole France’s Thais.
“It measures nine and five-eighths
inches from top to bottom and
gives me a reference against which
to convert the measurements of the
girl.”

“I see.”

He indicated other pictures. “I
found this beach ball at the sport-
goods store and over here are
standard boxing gloves. That cock-
tail glass looks a little oversized,
doesn’t it?”

I allowed as how it did.
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“It isn’t, though. It’s just that
she’s a very small girl. I calculate
she stands a little under four feet
eleven inches.”

This whole business was begin-
ning to depress me and I was on
the verge of protesting his mechan-
ized approach, when he added an
afterthought, “She’s about six
inches shorter than I am.”

Here, at last, was a healthy sign.
The boy did identify himself in a
role, even if it was only one of
comparative height. Well, a father
ought to be more than a close
friend. In a case like this, he
ought to guide the child’s interest
toward more realistic goals.

I indicated a languidly sprawling
creature and remarked with mod-
erate enthusiasm, “This one’s a
lulu, isn’t she?”

“What? Oh! Well, she’s an ecto-
morphic mesomorph with a three
in endomorphy.”

Then I saw that he had pulled
several texts from my library and
among them were two of W. H.
Sheldon’s books on body types.

“You know,” he explained,
“that’s her somatotype.”

“You’re sure it isn’t her tomato-
type?”

He tossed aside his calipers and
assumed a man-to-man position in
his chair. “You see, Dad, the fe-
male figure is much more inter-
esting to me than the male, because
it’s a structural compromise be-
tween two functions. It’s a second-
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rate muscular engine, because of
its reproductive functions, but it’s
interesting how the compromise is
worked out structurally in various
female figures.”

I looked at this boy of mine and
I said to myself, “Here ends a
proud line that sprang from the
magnificent lust of a Viking who
surprised a barbaric maid on
Shannon’s shore.”

E didn’t seem to worry about
himself at all. “If I can find
enough pictures containing a quan-
titative reference,” he said, “I hope
to establish a statistical ideal.”

“And then you’ll start looking
for her?”

“Well, sure.”

Not without some trepidation,
I asked, “How are you going to be
sure you've located a real-life
ideal?”

He thought about that for a
while. “I guess there’ll be only one
way to be sure.”

I nodded. “Rope her, throw her
to the floor and get out your cali-
pers.”

“I don’t think it will come to
that. Do you?”

I looked at my watch. “I thought
you might like to eat with me.
There’s a cold buffet in the dining
room.”

He came back from his con-
templation of the roping trick.
“Oh, I couldn’t leave this right
now. I have three more pictures to
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measure and tabulate.”

Some healthy interest in girls ke
had.

I went out into the dining room.
The buffet was neatly laid out and
the place was very quiet. I stood
around a bit and looked at the
food. Then I walked back to my
daughter’s room.

“Hi, Daddy.”

“Hello,” I said. “I thought you
might like to eat now.”

“Oh, do I have to, Daddy? 1
was just working on some figures.”

“By God!” I thought. “This is
too much!” Aloud I asked sternly,
“What kind of figures?”

“Like this.” She held up sheets
of drawing paper from her desk.
She had numerals drawn on them
in all manner of styles and eso-
teric designs. “It’s as much fun as
arithmetic. Daddy, did you know
that I'm getting one hundred in
arithmetic every day now and
Teacher says I'm a budding ge-
nius?”

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“But this is very interesting, too.
Daddy, do you think the signs for
the numbers mean anything else?”

“Not that I know of. Of course,
the figure one and the word I are
pretty much the same.”

“Do you think the other signs
were made up from the one and
zero?”’

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, you can make them up
that way by using zeros and half-
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zeros, and then they look like
this.” She held up a sheet and then
put it down and drew lines, relat-
ing the numerals in pairs. “See
how they are married?”

(2345 7890

“Well,” I said, “that really is
interesting.”

“See, Daddy, if you lifted the
two off the page and flipped it
over, it would be a five. All you
have to do is slide the six around
on the page and it’s a nine. Of
course, the three is half of the
eight, isn’t it?”’

“It is at that.”

“The only one that disappoints
me is the seven. It should be like
the four, only it isn’t. Not even a
little.”

I SAID contemplatively, “Since
you're this deeply into the
problem, I'll let you in on some-
thing. In Europe, people generally
write the seven like this.” I drew
the figure on a piece of paper.

'.7.

“Oh, Daddy!
true?”

“I won’t swear to the accuracy
of my drawing,” I hedged, “but
they really do put a cross-bar on
the seven.”

“Look how it fits into the de-
sign!” she exclaimed, delighted.

Is that really
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“Very neatly,” I confessed. “A
tilted mirror-image of the four. I'll
admit I never thought of tying the
numbers together like this, but
now that you’ve got it, what have
you got?”

“Daddy, do you think the line
of numbers connected this way is
a message to us?”’

“Absolutely. To me, it says
quite clearly, ‘Man does not live
by figures alone.”” I heard my
stomach growl and I asked again
hesitantly, “Are you sure you
wouldn’t like to eat with me?”

“Oh, Daddy, I couldn’t! This is
too exciting.”

Sometimes it seems to me that
the quality of a lot of the prepared
foods sold in this country rates a
prison sentence. The manufactur-
ers take all the nutrition out of
wheat flour and it bakes up into a
sandwich loaf that has a little tex-
ture only because it is pre-sliced
and dried out. It’s a laugh, what
they call “cold-cuts” — sawdust
pasted together with waste colla-
gen. God knows what’s in those
sandwich spreads, but they can
throw a man’s digestion out of
whack faster than a double dose of
castor oil.

When I had finished my sand-
wich and a glass of warm milk, I
went back to the buffet and looked
around. There was half a cold ap-
ple pie there and when I went to
pick it up, I dropped it on the
floor. I was bending down to pick
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up the plate when I realized my
wife was standing in the door.

She asked quietly, “Why did
you do that?”

“Isn’t the correct word ‘how’?”

We looked at each other across
the apple pie for a time and then
my wife walked slowly past me to
the window. I stood over the spill-
ed pie, feeling foolish about not
picking it up, but unable to take
my eyes off my wife. She stood at
the window and stared down
across the snowy lawn at the apple
tree.

Presently, she said without turn-
ing, “Perhaps there is a fate that
follows the loss of a magic wed-
ding ring. Do you believe this is
happening to us?”

“It definitely is happening to all
of us,” I said bluntly. “I am not
going to eat any more apples.”

Her fine figure leaned back
against the casing and her head
relaxed toward the cold pane. Her
bosom rose and fell tranquilly,
without excitement. After a while,
she declared, ‘“I will continue to

eat apples and prepare them for
the children.”

WENT over to the window and
took her hands in mine and
turned her to me. I told her I
wanted to avoid getting any more
successful and why I felt that way.
“You don’t really want more
money,” I concluded. “This fool-
ishness about stocks just came
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about because of that wedding
ring.”

She chose to misinterpret what
I had said. “There is nothing fool-
ish about wedding rings,” she said
hotly, “except when people violate
or lose them.”

She drew away from me and
stood very straight. “I'm going to
make so much money, the Federal
Reserve Bank will start sending us
envoys.”

When I got home the next eve-
ning, there was a robin’s-egg-blue
Cadillac parked in the drive. The
gleaming hood was flanked by pro-
digious chrome trumpets. The up-
holstery was cream leather. About
the only thing it lacked was a
squirrel’s plume on the buggy-whip
aerial.

I went into the living room and
there was my wife’s old boy friend
sitting in my favorite chair. I saw
that he had lost quite a bit of hair,
which probably explained the col-
lege-boy decorations on his Cadil-
lac.

He stirred hugely in Scottish
tweed and rose, extending a hand.

I said, “Well, the dim past re-
turns in big live chunks, doesn’t
it?”

“It hasn’t been as long ago as
all that.” He said this as if he
would brook no further analysis
on the point.

“It’s been every bit as long ago
as all that. Fifteen long years, to
be exact.”
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His jaw jutted out against the
fact.

I added, “That’s the better part
of a man’s life.”

My wife breezed in with a tray
and a pitcher of martinis. “How
nice to see you two getting reac-
quainted.”

[ lifted a glass off the tray as
she went by me toward him. “We
hardly recognized each other,” 1
said wryly.

“Darling, we’ll have to explain
the occasion to you.”

“Oh, I'm not going to insist
on it.”

“We've been together all day
and we’ve formed a loose associa-
tion.”

I could only goggle silently at
her.

“Business,” he supplied. “Busi-
ness association.” He has always
had a sense of humor like a stretch
of Mohave Desert.

“He says I have a remarkable
eye for figures.”

*So does he,” I insinuated.

MY wife was disgusted. “Now

you stop that. You are not
going to spoil our chance to make
millions.”

He swallowed his anger and
said, “Your wife has an almost
magical grasp of the market. I
have promised to pay her a thou-
sand dollars a week as a consult-
ant. This arrangement will give me
the advantage of her insight and
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afford her money for her own in-
vestments.”

“I don’t like it,” I stated. “It’s
out.”

“But, darling, we can have all
the things we want.”

I looked at her for a long time.
“What is it we want?”

“Well . . .”

“Do we want a yacht?”

“Of course not, dear.”

“Do we need a third car?”

“Darling, please!”

“Do you want a mink coat?”

She declared levelly, *“Yes, I
do.”

“Do you want some house-
help?”

“Certainly.”

“All right,” I said. “You don’t
have to upset the national econ-
omy, after all. I'll get you the mink
coat and a maid, and you call off
this Hettie Green act.”

My wife’s old boy friend stuck
his nose in solicitously. “I was
thinking,” he offered smoothly, ““of
putting you up for the Riverdale
Club. And the children — they
should be going to the proper
schools. I can arrange to get them
entered.”

I thought about the Riverdale
Club—and about the kids becom-
ing nasty little prep-school snobs.
I thought of the man who bought
the second-hand yacht.

I walked over to him and smiled.
“I owe you something.”

He dodged back. Then he saw
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me pull the five dollars from my
pocket and he recovered. “What’s
this for?”

“I borrowed it from you for my
wedding ring.”

He took it sullenly and stuffed it
into his pocket.

“But I also owe you the inter-
est,” I added, and I cracked him
a dilly under his second chin.

He collapsed all over the carpet
and our wide-eyed kids seemed to
appear from the woodwork.

The boy said, “Gee, Dad, you
really lifted him up and laid him
down!”

“Is he dead?” the girl asked, as
if it were the second act in a TV
show.

“My God, darling!” My wife
said this as though she had found
a dead horse in her living room.
“What will we do with him?”

“Kids,” I said softly, “you had
better go on back to your rooms.”

THEY went reluctantly. 1 took
the flowers from a bowl on the
mantle and dumped the bowl in
his face. He began to splutter.

I left them alone to dissolve
their “association.” Out in the
back hall, T put on a windbreaker
and cap. I went down to the base-
ment and carried the last bushel of

apples out and dumped them in

the garbage. I grinned down the
lawn at the apple tree and went to
the garage and got out the ax. I
was sitting at the bench, honing it,
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when I heard the Cadillac start
out of the drive.

Presently, my wife stepped
through the door into the garage.

“Darling, you wouldn’t!”’

“Huh?” 1 asked vacantly, then
saw her staring at the ax. “I love
you. Besides, there are the chil-
dren to think of—I can’t manage
them by myself.”

“Silly, T didn’t niean that. I
mean I know what you’re plan-
ning.”

“In that case, I must say I will.”

“l won’t let you. You have your
choice of digging up that ring and
wearing it the rest of your life, or
living here with a family of apple
eaters. Do you just resent wear-
ing a ring because it makes you
feel tied down?”

My wife can say the damnedest
things. “Of course not.”

“Don’t you think that, whatever
peculiarities there are about the
ring I gave you, it was given in
good faith?”

“Certainly I do.”

“If it is a magic ring and fate
has brought it down through his-
tory to you, don’t you think you’re
trying to duck a pretty serious re-
sponsibility?”

I put down the ax and held up
my hands. “All right, let’s cut out
the cross-examination.”

She brought her beautiful body
forward and stood over me. Her
lovely head, which was still au-
burn, was tilted slightly to one
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side. Looking up into her explor-
ing eyes, and thinking of what she
had just said, I suddenly thought
of Gerbert, who had quietly intro-
duced the cipher into pre-Renais-
sance Europe. There were ways to
use that ring.

UITE calmly and with supreme
logic, she observed, “You
know, you have assumed the re-
sponsibility of raising a couple of
children. Don’t you think you owe
it to them to leave them the best
possible world?”

I rose slowly and went over and
collected the pick-ax and shovel.
Then I grinned at her and went
out of the garage and down the
lawn toward the apple tree.

That is how [ was relaunched
on the road to success. I didn’t

dream then that you can be as
quiet and unseen about it as I am
now. I don’t owe a cent—in fact, I
own all sorts of businesses and
property, through proxies, of
course—yet I'll bet you’ve never
heard of me. Maybe you’ve noticed
I haven’t told you my name or
anybody else’s in this account.
That’s one way it’s done.

And I did rediscover the figure
that vanished from my hands when
I pulled. That was my first discov-
ery.

There are lots more, but they
won’t be known for a long while.

Like the discovery of the zero,
you see.
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PREDICTION

‘Tis a startling practitioner af the arcone arts yau'll meet in THE GREEN
MAGICIAN, L. Sprogue de Camp ond Fletcher Prott’s novella in the next
issue. That most incomplete of enchonters, Horold Sheaq, finds himself still
mare af a butterfingered wizard when he is trapped with his beauteous wife
and a raugh but erudite detective on the brawling medieval Emerald Isle.
No little bit of Heoven is this, but o place where a druid has to know his
business to sove his wife’s honor and his own heod . . . ond Sheo is os green
a magician os ever wos!"

Naw for a different sort of prablem altogether, there is UPON THE DULL
EARTH, & novelet by Philip K. Dick, which orgues with the plointive poeticol
query: “Who is Silvia? What is she?’ Whot is she indeed . . . but more
important: “Who isn’t she?”

De we see anything else in the crystal ball? Ah, yes! A caven of short
staries thot will roise o hockle here, o chuckle there . . . ond all you hove
to do to get them is cross the newsstond deoler’s hond with 35¢c. Or yau
con save o goodly bit of silver ond receive future copies ot leost ten doys
before he daes by filling out the coupon on poge 128!
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