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THE LITTLE BLACK Box

I

BOGART CROFTS of the State Department said, “Miss Hiashi, we want to
send you to Cuba to give religious instruction to the Chinese population
there. It’s your Oriental background. It will hetp.”

With a faint moan, Joan Hiashi reflected that her Oriental background
consisted of having been born in Los Angeles and having attended courses at
UCSB, the University of Santa Barbara. But she was technically, from the
standpoint of training, an Asian scholar, and she had properly listed this on
her job-application form.

“Let’s consider the word caritas,” Crofts was saying. “In your estimation,
what actually does it mean, as Jerome used it? Charity? Hardly. But then what?
Friendliness? Love?”

Joan said, “My field is Zen Buddhism >

“But everybody,” Crofts protested in dismay, “knows what caritas means
in {ate Roman usage. The esteem of good people for one another; that’s what
it means.” His gray, dignified eyebrows raised. “Deo you want this job, Miss
Hiashi? And if so, why?”

“I want to disseminate Zen Buddhist propaganda to the Communist
Chinese in Cuba,” Joan said, “because —»* She hesitated. The truth was
simply that it meant a good salary for her, the first truly high-paying job she
had ever held. From a career standpoint, it was a plum. “Aw, hell,” she said.
“What is the nature of the One Way? I don’t have any answer’

“It’s evident that your field has taught you a method of avoiding giving
honest answers.” Crofts said sourly. “And being evasive. However — ” He
shrugged. “Possibly that only goes to prove that you’re well trained and the
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20 PHIiLIP K. DIicK

proper person for the job. In Cuba you’ll be running up against some rather
worldly and sophisticated individuals, who in addition are quite well off even
from the U.S. standpoint. I hope you can cope with them as well as you've

coped with me.”
Joan said, “Thank you, Mr. Crofts.” She rose. “I’ll expect to hear from

you, then.”

“T am impressed by you,” Crofts said, half to himself. “After all, you're the
young lady who first had the idea of feeding Zen Buddhist riddles to UCSB’s
big computers.”

«] was the first to o it” Joan corrected. “But the idea came from a friend
of mine, Ray Meritan. The gray-green jazz harpist.”

“Jazz and Zen Buddhism,” Crofts said. “State may be able to make use of

you in Cuba.”

To Ray Meritan she said, “I have to get out of Los Angeles, Ray. I really
can’t stand the way we're living here” She walked to the window of his
apartment and looked out at the monorail gleaming far off. The silver car
made its way at enormous speed, and Joan hurriedly looked away.

If we only could suffer, she thought. That’s what we lack, any real experi-
ence of suffering, because we can escape anything. Even this.

“But you are getting out,” Ray said. “You’re going to Cuba and convert
wealthy merchants and bankers into becoming ascetics. And it’s a genuine
Zen paradox; you’ll be paid for it”” He chuckied. “Fed into a computer, a
thought like that would do harm. Anyhow, you won’t have to sit in the Crystal
Hall every night listening to me play— if that’s what you’re anxious to get
away from.”

“No,” Joan said, “I expect to keep on listening to you on TV.Imay even be
able to use your music in my teaching” From a rosewood chest in the far
corner of the room she lifted out a .32 pistol. It had belonged to Ray Meritan’s
second wife, Edna, who had used it to kill herself, the previous February, late
one rainy afternoon. “May I take this along?” she asked.

“For sentiment?” Ray said. “Because she did it on your account?”

“Edna did nothing on my account. Edna liked me. 'm not taking any
responsibility for your wife’s suicide, even though she did find out about
us — seeing each other, so to speak.”

Ray said meditatively, “And you’re the girl always telling people to accept
blame and not to project it out on the world. What do you call your principle,
dear? Ah” He grinned. “The Anti-paranoia Prinzip. Doctor Joan Hiashi’s
cure for mental illness; absorb all blame, take it all upon yourself.” He glanced
up at her and said acutely, “I'm surprised you’re not a follower of Wilbur
Mercer”

“That clown,” Joan said.
“But that’s part of his appeal. Here, I'll show you.” Ray switched on the
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TV set across the room from them, the legl i
" gless black Oriental- ithi
ornamentation of Sung dynasty dragons. SO
;‘{Odd ﬁrou would know when Mercer is on,” Joan said.
ay, shrugging murmured, “I’m interested. A new religi i
; ; ,“In 3 gion, replacing 7,
Buddhism, sweeping out of the Middle West to engulf Californial.) You Eugfl::
to pay at.tell:t;on, too, fsmce you claim religion as your profession. You’re
etting a job because of it. Religion i i i sl

fnockgit_” It. Ketigion is paying your bills, my dear girl, so don’t

The TY had come on, and there was Wilbur Mercer.

“W}l:y isn’t he saying anything?” Joan said.

“Why, Mercer has taken a vow this week. C i

' | . Complete silence.” Ray 1

c1g:gette. _St’ate ought to be sending me, not you. You’re a fake.” lics

RAt least.l (1;1 3(1): a clown,” Joan said, “or a follower of a clown.”

ay reminded her softly, “There’s a Zen saying, “The B i i

toilet paper.” And another. “The Buddha often Y_ F:’ Hdhals  piece of

‘ ge still,” she said sharply. “I want to watch Mercer”

“You want to watch,” Ray’s voice was hea ith i «

: vy with irony. “Is that what
want, for GO(.i s sake? No one matches Mercer; that’s the whole point” TOSS};?IE
his cigarette into Fhe fireplace, he strode to the TV set; there, before it Joan
?y a 1:11;{9,1 bo?r w;lthhtwo handles, attached by a lead of twin-cable wire ;o the

set. Ray seized t i in sho
Y ect. y e two handles, and at once a grimace of pain shot across
:ghat is it?” she asked, in anxiety.
-nothing.” Ray continued to gri
p the handles. On the screen, Wilb
II:/_Iercer vYalkcd slowly over the barren, jagged surface of a desolate ,hillsidtr
is face lifted, an expression of serenity — or vacuity — on his thin middle:
?ged features. Gasplqg, l‘{ay released the handles. “I could only hold’them for
borty-ﬁve seconds ’t}us time.” To Joan, he explained, “This is the empathy
T{;,X’ my dear. I.can t tell you how I got it — to be truthful I don’t really know.
¢y brought it by, the organization that distributes it— Wilcer, Incorpo:
fated. Butl can te!l you that when you take hold of these handles you're no
onger Watchl’ng Wilbur Mercer. You’re actually participating in his apotheo-
sis. Why, you’re feeling what he feels.”
_gan said, “It looks like it hurts” -
uietly, Ray Meritan said, “Yes. Because Wilb is bei
, y, , ; ur M i
He’s walking to the place where he’s going to die.” B
InY horror, Joan moved away from the box.
“You said that was what we needed,” Ray said.
: » Ray said. “Remember, I'm a rather
?}cliequate ‘telcpath; I don’t have to bestir myself very much to read your
qughts. If only we could suffer. That’s what you were thinking, just a little
while ago. Well, here’s your chance, Joan.” ,
“It’s — morbid!”
“Was your thought morbid?”
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“Yes!” she said.

Ray Meritan said, “Twenty million people are followers of Wilbur Mercer
now. All over the world. And they’re suffering with him, as he walks along
toward Pueblo, Colorado. At least that’s where they’re told he’s going. Person-
ally I have my doubts. Anyhow, Mercerism is now what Zen Buddhism was
once; you're going to Cuba to teach the wealthy Chinese bankers a form of
asceticism that’s already obsolete, already seen its day.”

Silently, Joan turned away from him and watched Mercer walking.

“You know I’m right,” Ray said. “I can pick up your emotions. You may not
be aware of them, but they’re there.”

On the screen, a rock was thrown at Mercer. It struck him on the shoulder.

Everyone who’s holding onto his empathy box, Joan realized, felt. that
along with Mercer.

Ray nodded. “You’re right* :

“And — what about when he’s actually killed?”” She shuddered.

“We’ll see what happens then,” Ray said quietly. “We don’t know.”

I

To Bogart Crofts, Secretary of State Douglas Herrick said, “I think you’re
wrong, Boge. The girl may be Meritan’s mistress but that doesn’t mean she
knows”

“We’ll wait for Mr. Lee to tell us,” Crofts said irritably. “When she gets to
Havana he’ll be waiting to meet her.”

“Mr. Lee can’t scan Meritan direct?™

“One telepath scan another?” Bogart Crofts smiled at the thought. It
conjured up a nonsensical situation: Mr. Lee reading Meritan’s mind, and
Meritan, also being a telepath, would read Mr. Lee’s mind and discover that
Mr. Lee was reading his mind, and Lee, reading Meritan’s mind, would
discover that Meritan knew — and so forth. Endless regression, winding up
with a fusion of minds, within which Meritan carefully guarded his thoughts
s0 that he did not think about Wilbur Mercer.

“It’s the similarity of names that convinces me,” Herrick said. “Meritan,
Mercer. The first three letters — ?”

Crofts said, “Ray Meritan is not Wilbur Mercer. I'l] tell you how we know.
Over at CIA, we made an Ampex video tape from Mercer’s telecast, had it
enlarged and analyzed. Mercer was shown against the usual dismal back-
ground of cactus plants and sand and rock. .. you know.”

“Yes,” Herrick said, nodding. “The Wilderness, as they call it.”

“In the enlargement something showed up in the sky. It was studied. It’s
niot Luna. It’s a moon, but tco small to be Luna. Mercer is not on Earth. I
would guess that he is not a terrestrial at all.”

T—————
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Bending down, Crofts picked up a small metal box, carefully avoiding the
two handles. “And these were not designed and built on Earth. The entire
Mercer Movement is null-T all the way, and that’s the fact we’ve got to
contend with.”

Herrick said, “If Mercer is not a Terran, then he may have suffered and
even died before, on other planets.”

“Oh, yes,” Crofts said. “Mercer — or whatever his or its real name is —
may be highly experienced in this. But we still don’t know what we want to
know.” And that of course was, What happens to those people holding onto
the handles of their empathy boxes?

Crofts seated himself at his desk and scrutinized the box resting directly
before him, with its two inviting handles. He had never touched them, and he
never intended to. But—

“How soon will Mercer die?” Herrick asked.

“They’re expecting it some time late next week”

“And Mr. Lee will have gotten somiething from the girl’s mind by then,
you think? Some clue as to where Mercer really is?”

“I hope so,” Crofts said, still seated at the empathy box but still not
touching it. It must be a strange experience, he thought, to place your hands
on two ordinary-looking metal handles and find, all at once, that you’re no
longer yourself; you’re another man entirely, in another place, laboring up a
long, dreary inclined plain toward certain extinction. At least, so they say. But
hearing about it... what does that actually convey? Suppose I tried it for
myself. '

The sense of absolute pain ... that was what appalled him, held him back.

It was unbelievable that people could deliberately seek it out, rather than
avoiding it. Gripping the handles of the empathy box was certainly not the act
of a person secking escape. It was not the avoidance of something but the
secking of something. And not the pain as such; Crofts knew better than to
suppose that the Mercerites were simple masochists who desired discomfort.
It was, he knew, the meaning of the pain which attracted Mercer’s followers.

The followers were suffering from something.

Aloud, he said to his superior, “They want to suffer as 2 means of denying
their private, personal existences. It’s a communion in which they all suffer
and experience Mercer’s ordeal together.” Like the Last Supper, he thought.
That’s the real key: the communion, the participation that is behind all
religion. Or ought to be. Religion binds men together in a sharing, corporate
body, and leaves everyone else on the outside.

Herrick said, “But primarily it’s a political movement, or must be treated
assuch.”

“From our standpoint,” Crofts agreed. “Not theirs”
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The intercom on the desk buzzed and his secretary said, “Sir, Mr. John
Lee is here.”

“Tell him to come in.”

The tall, slender young Chinese entered, smiling, his hand out. He wore
an old-fashioned single-breasted suit and pointed black shoes. As they shook
hands, Mr. Lee said, “She has not left for Havana, has she?”

“No,” Crofts said.

“s she pretty?” Mr. Lee said.

“Yes.” Crofts said, with a smile at Herrick. “But— difficult. The snap-
pish kind of woman. Emancipated, if you follow me.”

“QOh, the suffragette type.” Mr. Lee said, smiling. “I detest that type of
female. It will be hard going, Mr. Crofts.”

“Remember,” Crofts said, “your job is simply to be converted. All you
have to do is listen to her propaganda about Zen Buddhism, learn to ask a few
questions such as, ‘Is this stick the Buddha?’ and expect a few inexplicable
blows on the head — a Zen practice, I understand, supposed to instill sense.”

With a broad grin, Mr. Lee said, “Or to instill nonsense. You see, I am
prepared. Sense, nonsense; in Zen it’s the same thing.” He became sober,
now. “Of course, I myself am a Communist,” he said. “The only reason I'm
doing this is because the Party at Havana has taken the official stand that
Mercerism is dangerous and must be wiped out.” He looked gloomy. “I must
say, these Mercerites are fanatics.”

“True,” Crofts agreed. “And we must work for their extinction.” He
pointed to the empathy box. “Have you ever —?”

“Yes.”” Mr. Lee said. “It’s a form of punishment. Self-imposed, no doubt
for reasons of guilt. Leisure gleans such emotions from people if itis properly
utilized; otherwise not.”

Crofts thought, This man has no understanding of the issues atall. He’s a
simple materialist. Typical of a person born in a Communist family, raised in
a Communist society. Everything is either black or white.

“You’re mistaken,” Mr. Lee said; he had picked up Crofts’ thought.

Flushing, Crofts said, “Sorry, I forgot. No offense.”

“] see in your mind;” Mr. Lee said, “that you believe Wilbur Mercer, ashe
calls himself, may be non-T. Do you know the Party’s position on this ques-
tion? It was debated just a few days ago. The Party takes the stand that there
are no non-T races in the solar system, that to believe remnants of once-supe-
rior races still exist is a form of morbid mysticism.”

Crofts sighed. “Deciding an empirical issue by vote — deciding it on a
strictly political basis. I can’t understand that.”

At that point, Secretary Herrick spoke up, spothing both men. “Please,
let’s not become sidetracked by theoretical issues on which we don’t all agree.
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L[et’s s’tick to basics — the Mercerite Party and its rapid growth all over the
planet.”

Mr. Lee said, “You are right, of course.”
B HI

At the Havana airfield Joan Hiashi looked around her as the other passen-
gers walked rapidly from the ship to the entrance of the number twenty
COncourse.

Relatives and friends had surged cautiously out onto the field, as they
always did, in defiance of ficld rulings. She saw among them a tall, lean young
Chinese man with a smile of greeting on his face.

Walking toward him she called, “Mr. Lee?”

“Yes.” He hurried toward her. “It’s dinner time, Would you care to eat? I’ll
take you to the Hang Far Lo restaurant. They have pressed duck and bird’s
nest soup, all Canton-style ... very sweet but good once in a long while.”

Soon they were at the restaurant, in a red-leather and imitation teak
booth. Cubans and Chinese chattered on all sides of them; the air smelled of
frying pork and cigar smoke.

“You are President of the Havana Institute for Asian Studies?” she asked,
just to be certain there had been no slip-ups.

“Correct. It is frowned on by the Cuban Communist Party because of the
religious aspect. But many of the Chinese here on the island attend lectures
or ar¢ on our mailing list. And as you know we’ve had many distinguished
scholars from Europe and Southern Asia come and address us... By the way.
There is a Zen parable which I do not understand. The monk who cut the
kitten in half — I have studied it and thought about it, but I do not see how the

Buddha could be present when cruelty was done to an animal.” He hastened
to add, “I’m not disputing with you. I am merely seeking information.”
Joan said, “Of all the Zen parables that has caused the most difficulty. The
question to ask is, Where is the kitten now?”

““T'hat recalls the opening of the Bhagavad-Gita,” Mr. Lee said, with a
quick nod. “I recall Arjura saying,

The bow Gandiva slips from

my hand...

Omens of evil!

What can we hope from this killing of kinsmen?

“Correct,” Joan said, “And of course you remember Krishna’s answer. Itis
the most profound statement in all pre-Buddhistic religion of the issue of
death and of action.”
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The waiter came for their order. He was a Cuban, in khaki and a beret.

“Try the fried won ton,” Mr. Lee advised. ‘And the chow yuk, and of
course the egg roll. You have egg roll today?”’ he asked the waiter.

“Si, Sefior Lee.” The waiter picked at his tecth with a toothpick.

Mr. Lee ordered for both of them, and the waiter departed.

“You know,” Joan said, “when you’ve been around a telepath as much as 1
have, you become conscious of intensive scanning going on ... 1 could always
tell when Ray was trying to dig at something in me. You’re a telepath. And
you’re very intensively scanning me right now.”

Smiling, Mr. Lee said, “I wish I was, Miss Hiashi.”

“I have nothing to hide,” Joan said. “But I wonder why you are so inter-
ested in what 'm thinking. You know P'm an employee of the United States
Department of State; there’s nothing secret about that. Are you afraid I've
come to Cuba as a spy? To study military installations? Is it something like
that?” She felt depressed. “This is not a good beginning,” she said. “You
haven’t been honest with me.”

“You are a very attractive woman, Miss Hiashi,” Mr. Lee said, losing none
of his poise. “I was merely curious to see— shall I be blunt? Your attitude
toward sex.”

* “You’re lying,” Joan said quietly.

Now the bland smile departed; he stared at her.

“Bird’s nest soup, sefior.” The waiter had returned; he set the hot steam-
ing bowl in the center of the table. “Tea” He laid out a teapot and two small
white handleless cups. “Sefiorita, you want chopsticks?”

“No,” she said absently.

From outside the booth came a cry of anguish. Both Joan and Mr. Lee
leaped up. Mr. Lee pulled the curtain aside; the waiter was staring, too, and
laughing,

At a table in the opposite corner of the restaurant sat an elderly Cuban
gentleman with his hands gripping the handles of an empathy box.

“Here, too,” Joan said,

“They are pests,” Mr. Lee said. “Disturbing our meal.”

The waiter said, “Loco.” He shook his head, still chuckling.

“Yes,” Joan said. “Mr. Lee, I will continue here, trying to do my job,
despite what’s occurred between us. I don’t know why they deliberately senta
telepath to meet me — possibly it’s Communist paranoid suspicions of
outsiders — but in any case I have a job to do here and I mean to do it. So shall
we discuss the dismembered kitten?”

“At meal time?”” Mr. Lee said faintly. _

“You brought it up,” Joan said, and proceeded, despite the expression of
acute misery on Mr. Lee’s face as he sat spooning up his bird’s nest soup.

At the Los Angeles studio of television station KKHF, Ray Meritan sat at
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his harp, waiting for his cue. How High the Moon, he had decided, would be his
first number. He yawned, kept his eye on the control booth.

Beside him, at the blackboard, jazz commentator Glen Goldstream pol-
ished his rimless glasses with a fine linen handkerchief and said, “I think I’l1
tie in with Gustav Mahler tonight.”

“Who the hell is he?”

“A great late nineteenth century composer. Very romantic. Wrote long
peculiar symphonies and folk-type songs. I’'m thinking, however, of the
rhythmic patterns in The Drunkard in Springtime from Song of the Earth. You’ve
never heard it?”

“Nope,” Meritan said restlessly.

“Very gray-green.”

Ray Meritan did not feel very gray-green tonight. His head still ached
from the rock thrown at Wilbur Mercer. Meritan had tried to let go of the
empathy box when he saw the rock coming, but he had not been quick enough.
It had struck Mercer on the right temple, drawing blood.

“I’ve run into three Mercerites this evening,” Glen said. “And all of them
looked terrible. What happened to Mercer today?”

“How would [ know?”

“You’re carrying yourself the way they did today. It’s your head, isn’t it?
know you well enough, Ray. You’d be mixed up in anything new and odd —
what do I care if you’re 2 Mercerite? I just thought maybe you’d like a pain
pill?

Brusquely, Ray Meritan said, “That would defeat the entire idea wouldn’t
it? A pain pill. Here, Mr. Mercer, as you go up the hillside, how about a shot of
morphine? You won’t feel a thing.” He rippled a few cadences on his harp,
releasing his emotions.

“You're on,” the producer said from the control room.

Their theme, That’s a Plenty, swelled from the tape deck in the control
room, and the number two camera facing Goldstream lit up its red light. Arms
folded, Goldstream said, “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. What is
jazz?”

That’s what I say, Meritan thought, What is jazz? What is life? He rubbed
his splintered, pain-racked forehead and wondered how he could endure the
next week. Wilbur Mercer was getting close to it now. Each day it would
become worse ...

“And after a brief pause for an important message,” Goldstream was
saying, “we’ll be back to tell you more about the world of gray-green men and
women, those peculiar people, and the world of the artistry of the one and
only Ray Meritan.”

The tape of the commercial appeared on the TV monitor facing Meritan.

Meritan said to Goldstream, “I’ll take the pain pill.”

A yellow, flat, notched tablet was held out to him. “Paracodein,” Gold-
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stream said. “Highly illegal, but effective. An addictive drug ... Pm surprised
you, of all people, don’t carry some.”

“J used to,” Ray said, as he got a dixie cup of water and swallowed the pill.

“And now you’re on Mercerism.” _

“Now I’'m — ” He glanced at Goldstream; they had known each other, in
their professional capacities, for years. “I'm not a Mercerite,” he said, “so
forget it, Glen. It’s just coincidence I got a headache the night Mercer was hit
on the temple by a sharp rock thrown by some moronic sadist who ought to be
the one dragging his way up that hillside.” He scowled at Goldstream.

“] understand,” Goldstream said, “that the U.S. Department of Mental
Health is on the verge of asking the Justice Department to pick up the
Mercerites.”

Suddenly he swung to face camera two. A faint smile touched his face and
he said smoothly, “Gray-green began about four years ago, in Pinole, Califor-
nia, at the now justly-famous Double Shot Club where Ray Meritan played,
back in 1993 and *4. Tonight, Ray will let us hear one of his best known and
liked numbers, Once in Love with Amy.”’ He swung in Meritan’s direction.
“Ray ... Meritan!”

Plunk-plunk, the harp went as Ray Meritan’s fingers riffled the strings.

An object lesson, he thought as he played. That’s what the FBI would
make me into for the teenagers, to show them what not to grow up to be. First
on Paracodein, now on Mercer. Beware, kids! .

Off camera, Glen Goldstream held up a sign he had scribbled.

IS MERCER A NON-TERRESTRIAL?
Underneath this, Goldstream wrote with a marking pencil:
IT’S THAT THEY WANT TO KNOW.

[nvasion from outside there somewhere, Meritan thought to himself as he
played. That’s what they’re afraid of. Fear of the unknown, like tiny children.
That’s our ruling circles: tiny, fear-ridden children playing ritualistic games
with super-powerful toys.

A thought came to him from one of the network officials in the control
room. Mercer has been injured.

At once, Ray Meritan turned his attention that way, scanned as hard as he
could. His fingers strummed the harp reflexively.

Government outlawing so-called empathy boxes.

He thought immediately of his own empathy box, before his TV set in the
living room of his apartment. .

Organization which distributes and sells the empathy boxes declared illegal, and
FBI making arrests in several major cities. Other countries expected to follow.

e ———
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How badly injured? he wondered. Dying?

And — what about the Mercerites who had been holding onto the handles
of their empathy boxes at that moment? How were they, now? Receiving
medical attention?

Should we air the news now? the network official was thinking. Or wait until
the commercial?

Ray Meritan ceased playing his harp and said clearly into the boom
microphone, “Wilbur Mercer has been injured. This is what we’ve expected
but it’s still a major tragedy. Mercer is a saint.”’

Wide-eyed, Glen Goldstream gawked at him.

“I'believe in Mercer,” Ray Meritan said, and all across the United States
his television audience heard his confession of faith. “I believe his suffering
and injury and death have meaning for each of us”

It was done; he had gone on record. And it hadn’t even taken much
courage.

“Pray for Wilbur Mercer,” he said and resumed playing his gray-green
style of harp.

You fool, Glen Goldstream was thinking. Giving yourself away! You’ll be
in jail within a week. Your career is ruined!

Plunk-plunk, Ray played on his harp, and smiled humorlessly at Glen.

IV

Mr. Lee said, “Do you know the story of the Zen monk, who was playing
bide and go seek with the children? Was it Basho who tells this? The monk hid
in an outhouse and the children did not think of looking there, and so they
forgot him. He was a very simple man. Next day — ”

“I admit that Zen is a form of stupidity,” Joan Hiashi said. “it extols the
virtues of being simple and gullible. And remember, the original méaning of
‘gullible’ is one who is easily gulled, easily cheated.” She sipped a little of her
tea and found it now cold.

“Then you are a true practitioner of Zen,” Mr. Lee said. “Because you
have been gulled.” He reached inside his coat and brought out a pistol, which
he pointed at Joan. “You’re under arrest.”

“By the Cuban Government?” she managed to say.

“By the United States Government,” Mr. Lee said. “I have read your
mind and I learn that you know that Ray Meritan is a prominent Mercerite
and you yourself are attracted to Mercerism.”

“But I’m not!”

“Unconsciously you are attracted. You are about to switch over. I can pick
up those thoughts, even if you deny them to yourself. We are going back to the
United States, you and I, and there we will find Mr. Ray Meritan and he will
lead us to Wilbur Mercer; it is as simple as that.”’
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“And this is why I was sent to Cuba?” .

“T am a member of the Central Committee of the Cuban Communist
Party” Mr. Lee said. “And the sole telepath on that committee. We have vofed
to work in cooperation with the United States Department of State _dunng
this current Mercer crisis. Qur plane, Miss Hiashi, leaves for Washington,
D.C. in half an hour; let us get down to the airport at once.” .

Joan Hiashi looked helplessly about the restaurant. Other people eating,
the waiters ... nobody paid attention. She rose to her fee't as a waiter pass:e‘a.d
with a heavily-loaded tray. “This man,” she said, pointing to Mr. Lee, “is

i ing me. Help me, please.”
kld{?ﬁg wiiter g]anied a]: Mr. Lee, saw who it was, smilfad at Joan and
shrugged. “Mr. Lee, he is an important man,” the waiter said, and went on
with his tray.

“What he says is true,” Mr. Lee said to her. ’ .

Joan ran from the booth and across the restaurant. “Help me, s.he f‘al’d to
the elderly Cuban Mercerite who sat with his empathy box before him. “I’'ma
Mercerite. They’re arresting me.”

The lined old face lifted; the man scrutinized her.

“Help me,” she said.

“Praise Mercer,” the old man said.

You can’t help me, she realized. She turned back to Mr. Lee, Wh(.) had
followed after her, still holding the pistol pointed at her. “This old man is not
going to do a thing,” Mr. Lee said. “Not even get to his feet.”

She sagged. “All right. I know.” -

The television set in the corner suddenly ceased its yammering of day-
time trash; the image of a woman’s face and bottle ?f cleans_er abruptly
disappeared and there was only blackness. Then, in Spanish, a news
announcer began to speak.

“Hurt,” Mr. Lee said, listening. “But Mercer is not dead. How do you
feel, Miss Hiashi, as a Mercerite? Does this affect you? Oh, but that’s right.
One must take hold of the handles first, for it to reach you. It must be a

ntary act.”
VOh_;ozgicked up the elderly Cuban’s empathy box, held it for a moment, and
then seized the handles. Mr. Lee stared at her in surprise; he moved toward
ing for the box...

hcr,llt‘e;lellzgt gait: that she felt. Is this how it is? she wondered as she saw
around her, the restaurant dim and faded. Maybe Wilbur Mercer is uncon-
scious; that must be it. I’'m escaping from you, she thought to Mr. Lee. You
can’t—or at least you won’t— follow me where I’ve gone: into the tomb
world of Wilbur Mercer, who is dying somewhgre on a barren plain, sur-
rounded by his enemies. Now I’'m with him. And it is an escape from some-
thing worse. From you. And you’re never going to be able to get me back.

_—.
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She saw, around her, a desolate expanse. The air smelled of harsh blog-
soms; this was the desert, and there was no rain.,

A man stood before her, a sorrowful light in his gray, pain-drenched eyes.

“l am your friend,” he said, “but you must go on as if I did not exist. Can you
understand that?” He spread empty hands.

“No,” she said, “I can’t understand that

“How can I save you,” the man said, “4f I can’t save myself?”” He smiled:
“Don’tyou see? There is no satvation.”

“Then what’s it all for?” she asked.

“To show you,” Wilbur Mercer said, “that you aren’talone. I am here with
you and always will be. Go back and face them. And tell them that.”

She released the handles.

Mr. Lee, holding his gun to her, said, “Well?”

“Let’s go,” she said. “Back to the United States. Turn me over to the FBI.
It doesn’t matter”

“What did you see?” Mr. Lee said, with curiosity:

“Iwon’t tell you.”

“But I can learn it anyhow. From you mind.” He was probing, now,
listening with his head cocked on one side. The corners of his mouth turned
down as if he was pouting.

“Idon’t call that much,” he said. “Mercer looks youin the face and says he
can’t do anything for you — is this the man you’d lay down your life for, you
and the others? You’re ill.”

“In the society of the insane,” Joan said, “the sick are well

“What nonsense!” Mr. Lee said.

To Bogart Crofts Mr. Lee said, “It was interesting. She became a Mercer-
ite directly in front of me. The latency transforming itself into actuality ... it
proved I was correct in what I previously read in her mind »

“We’ll have Meritan picked up any time now,” Crofts said to his superior,
Secretary Herrick. “He left the television studio in Los Angeles, where he got
news of Mercer’s severe injury. After that, no one seems to know what he did.
He did not return to his apartment. The local police picked up his empathy
box, and he was beyond a doubt not on the premises.”’

“Where is Joan Hiashi?” Crofts asked.

“Being held now in New York,” Mr. Lee said.

“On what charge?” Crofts asked Secretary Herrick.

“Political agitation inimical to the safety of the United States”

Smiling, Mr. Lee said, “And arrested by a Communist official in Cuba. It
is a Zen paradox which no doubt fails to delight Miss Hiashi.”

Meanwhile, Bogart Crofts reflected, empathy boxes were being collected
in huge quantities. Soon their destruction would begin. Within forty-eight
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hours most of the empathy boxes in the United States would no longer exist,
including the one here in his office.

It still rested on his desk, untouched. It was he who originally had asked
that it be brought in, and in all this time he had kept his hands off it, had never
yielded. Now he walked over to it.

“What would happen,” he asked Mr. Lee, “if 1 took hold of these two
handles? There’s no television set here. I have no idea what Wilbur Mercer is
doing right now; in fact for all that I know, now he’s finally dead”

Mr. Lee said, “If you grip the bandles, sir, you will enter a— I hesitate to
use the word but it seems to apply. A mystical communion. With Mr. Mercer,
wherever he is; you will share his suffering, as you know, but that is not all.
You will also participate in his —* Mr. Lee reflected. « “World-view’ is not
the correct term. Ideology? No”

Secretary Herrick suggested, “What about trance-state?”

“Perhaps that is it,” Mr. Lee said, frowning. “No, that is not it either. No
word will do, and that is the entire point. It cannot be described — it mustbe
experienced.”

“Pll try;” Crofts decided.

“No.” Mr. Lee said. “Not if you are following my advice. I would warnyou
away from it. I saw Miss Hiashi do it, and I saw the change in her. Would you
have tried Paracodein when it was popular with rootless cosmopolite
masses?”’ He sounded angry.

“] have tried Paracodein,” Crofts said. “It did absolutely nothing for me.”

“What do you want done, Boge?” Secretary Herrick asked him.

Shrugging, Bogart Crofts said, “I mean I could see no reason for anyone
liking it, wanting to become addicted to it”” And at last he took hold of the two

handles of the empathy box.
A

Walking slowly in the rain, Ray Meritan said to himself, They got my
empathy box and if I go back to the apartment they’ll get me.

His telepathic talent had saved him. As he entered the building he had
picked up the thoughts of the gang of city police.

It was now past midnight. The trouble is I'm too well-known, he realized,
from my damned TV show. No matter where I go ’ll be recognized.

At least anywhere on Earth.

Where is Wilbur Mercer? he asked himself, In this solar system or some-
where beyond it, under a different sun entirely? Maybe we’ll never know. Or at
least I'll never know.

But did it matter? Wilbur Mercer was somewhere; that was all that was
important. And there was always a way t0 reach him. The empathy box was
always there — or at least had been, until the police raids. And Meritan hada

T
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feeling Fhat the distribution company which had supplied the empathy boxes
and which led a shadowy existence anyhow, would find a way around thf;
police. If he was right about them —

Ahead in the rainy darkness he saw the red lights of a bar. He turned and

entered it.

To the bartender he said, “Look, do you have an empathy box? I'll

one hundred dollars for the use of it’.” LA
The bartender, a big burly man with hair id, ’
] y arms, said, “Naw, I d
nuthin like that. Go on.” P R

'I,"he people at the bar watched, and one of them said, “Those are illegal
now.

“Hey, it’s Ray Meritan,” another said. “The jazz man.”

Another man said lazily, “Play some gray-green jazz for us, jazz man.” He
sipped at his mug of beer.

Meritan started out of the bar.

“Wait,” the bartender said. “Hold on, buddy. Go to this address.”” He
wrote on a match folder, then held it out to Meritan.

“How much do I owe you?” Meritan said.

“Qh, five dollars ought to do it.”

Meritan paid and left the bar, the match folder in his pocket. It’s probably
the address of the local police station, he said to himself. But I’ll give it a try
anyhow.

If I could get to an empathy box one more time —

The ad.dr§ss _which the bartender had given him was an old, decaying
wo.ogen building in downtown Los Angeles. He rapped on the door and stood
waiting.

’ The door opened. A middle-aged heavy woman in bathrobe and furry
slippers peeped out at him. “I'm not the police,” he said. “I’m a Mercerite
Can 1 use your empathy box?” .

The door gradually opened; the woman scrutinized hi i

_ : ; ed him and
believed him, although she said nothing. S

:Sorry‘ to bother you so late,” he apologized.

“V\.:hat pappened to you, mister?” the woman said. “You look bad.”

It’s Wilbur Mercer,” Ray said. “He’s hurt.”

{6 : 3 . .

Tura it on,” the woman said, leading him with shuffling into a dark, cold
pighf)‘r ‘}le.hereda pczlirrot 1ls);lc:].‘)t in a huge, bent, brass-wire cage. There, on an
old-fashioned radio cabinet, he saw the empathy box. He felt reli ,
him at the sight of it. ’ P eleterelieforeep over

-“Don’t be shy,” the woman said.
“Thanks,” he said, and took hold of the handles.

A voice said in his ear, “We’ll use the gi I i
] . girl. She’ll lead us to M .
right to hire her in the first place.” o Meritan. fas

Ray Meritan did not recognize the voice. It was not that of Wilbur Mercer.
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But even so, bewildered, he held tightly onto the handles, listening; he
remained frozen there, hands extended, clutching.

“The non-T force has appealed to the most credulous segment of our
community, but this segment — [ firmly believe — is being manipulated by a
cynical minority of opportunists at the top, such as Meritan. They’re cashing
in on this Wilbur Mercer craze for their own pocketbooks.” The voice,
self-assured, droned on.,

Ray Meritan felt fear as he heard it. For this was someone on the other
side, he realized. Somehow he had gotten into empathic contact with him,
and not with Wilbur Mercer.

Or had Mercer done this deliberately, arranged this? He listened on, and
now he heard:

“ ... have to get the Hiashi girl out of New York and back here, where we
can quiz her further.” The voice added, “As I told Herrick...”

Herrick, the Secretary of State. This was someone in the State Depart-
ment thinking, Meritan realized, thinking about Joan. Perhaps this was the
official at State who had hired her.

Then she wasn’t in Cuba. She was in New York. What had gone wrong?
The whole implication was that State had merely made use of Joan to getat
him.

He released the handles and the voice faded from his presence..

“Did you find him?” the middle-aged woman asked.

“Y.yes.” Meritag said, disconcerted, trying to orient himself in the unfa-
miliar room.

“How is he? Is he well?”

“] — don’t know right now,” Meritan answered, truthfully. He thought, I
must go to New York. And try to help Joan. She’s in this because of me;1 have
no choice. Even if they catch me because of it ... how can I desert her?

Bogart Crofts said, “I didn’t get Mercer.”

He walked away from the empathy box, then turned to glare at it, balefully.
“I got Meritan. But I don’t know where he is. At the moment I took hold of the
handles of this box, Meritan took hold somewhere else. We were connected
and now he knows everything I know. And we know everything he knows,
which isn’t much.”” Dazed he turned to Secretary Herrick. “He doesn’t know
any more about Wilbur Mercer than we do; he was trying to reach him. He
definitely is not Mercer” Crofts was silent then.

“There’s more,” Herrick said, turning to Mr. Lee. “What else did he get
from Meritan, Mr. Lee?”

“Meritan is coming to New York to try to find Joan Hiashi,” Mr. Lee said,
obligingly reading Crofts’ mind. “He got that from Mr. Meritan during the
moment their minds were fused.”

“We’ll prepare to receive Mr. Meritan,” Secretary Herrick said, with a
grimace.
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“Did I experience what you telepaths engage in all the time?” Crofts asked
Mr. Lee.

“Only when one of us comes close to another telepath,” Mr. Lee said. “It
can be unpleasant. We avoid it, because if the two minds are thoroughly
dissimilar and hence clash, it is psychologically harmful. I would assume you
and Mr, Meritan clagshed.”

Crofts said, “Listen, how can we continue with this? I know now that
Meritan is innocent. He doesn’t know a damn thing about Mercer or the
organization that distributes these boxes except its name)”

There was momentary silence.

“But he is one of the few celebrities who has joined the Mercerites,”
Secretary Herrick pointed out. He handed a teletype dispatch to Crofts. “And
he has done it openly. If vou’ll take the trouble to read this—

“I know he affirmed his loyalty to Mercer on this evening’s TV program,”
Crofts said, trembling.

“When you're dealing with a non-T force originating from another solar
system entirely,” Secretary Herrick said, “you must move with care. We wil}
still try to take Meritan, and definitely through Miss Hiashi. We’ll release her
from jail and have her followed. When Meritan makes contact with her—”

To Crofts, Mr. Lee said, “Don’t say what you intend, Mr. Crofts. It will
permanently damage your career.”

Crofts said, “Herrick, this is wrong. Meritan is innocent and so is Joan
Hiashi. If you try to trap Meritan I’ll resign from State”

“Write out your resignation and hand it to me,” Secretary Herrick said.
His face was dark.

“Thisis unfortunate,” Mr. Lee said. “I would guess thatyour contact with
Mr. Meritan warped your judgment, Mr. Crofts. He has influenced you
malignly; shake it off, for the sake of your long career and country, not to
mention your family.”

“What we’re doing is wrong,” Crofts repeated.

Secretly Herrick stared at him angrily. “No wonder those empathy boxes
Lave done harm! Now I’ve seen it with my own eyes. | wouldn’t turn back on
any condition now.”

He picked up the empathy box which Crofts had used. Lifting it high he
dropped it to the floor. The box cracked open and then settled in a heap of
irregular surfaces. “Don’t consider that a childish act,” he said. “I want any
contact between us and Meritan broken. It can only be harmful.”

“If we capture him,” Crofts said, “he may continue to exert influence over
us.” He amended his statement: “Or rather, over me.”?

“Be that as it may, I intend to continue,” Secretary Herrick said. “And
please present your resignation. Mr. Crofts, I intend te act on that matter as
well” He looked grim and determined.

Mr. Lee said, “Secretary, [ can read Mr. Crofts’ mind and I see that he is
stunned at this moment. He is the innocent victim of a situation, arranged



36 PriLIPK. DIicKk

perhaps by Wilbur Mercer to spread confusion among us. And if you accept
Mr. Crofts’ resignation, Mercer will have succeeded.”

“It doesn’t matter whether he accepts it or not,” Crofts said. “Because in
any case I'm resigning.”

Sighing, Mr. Lee said, “The empathy box made you suddenly into an
involuntary telepath and it was just too much.” He patted Mr. Crofts on the
shoulder. ‘““Telepathic power and empathy are two versions of the same thing.
It should be called ‘telepathic box.” Amazing, those non-T individuals; they
can build what we can only evolve.”

“Since you c¢an read my mind,” Crofts said to him, “you know what I'm
planning to do. I have no doubt you’ll tell Secretary Herrick.”

Grinning blandly, Mr. Lee said, “The Secretary and I are cooperating in
the interest of world peace. We both have our instructions.” To Herrick he
said, “This man is so upset that he now actually considers switching over.

Joining the Mercerites before all the boxes are destroyed. He /iked being an
involuntary telepath.”

“If you switch,” Herrick said, “you’ll be arrested. I promise it.”

Crofts said nothing.

“He has not changed his mind,” Mr. Lee said urbanely, nodding to both
men, apparently amused by the situation.

But underneath, Mr. Lee was thinking, A brilliant bold type of stroke by
the thing that calls itself Wilbur Mercer, this hooking up of Crofts with
Meritan direct. It undoubtedly foresaw that Crofts would receive the strong
emanations from the movement’s core. The next step is that Crofts will again
consult an empathy box — if he can find one — and this time Mercer itself
will address him personatly. Address its new disciple.

They have gained a man, Mr. Lee realized. They are ahead.

But ultimately we will win. Because ultimately we will manage to destroy
all the empathy boxes, and without them Wilbur Mercer can do nothing. This
is the only way he has — or # has — of reaching and controlling pecple, as it
has done here with unfortunate Mr. Crofts. Without the empathy boxes the
movement is helpless.

VI

At the UWA desk, at Rocky Field in New York City, Joan Hiashi said to the
uniformed clerk, “I want to buy a one-way ticket to Los Angeles on the next
flight. Jet or rocket; it doesn’t matter. I just want to get there”

“First class or tourist?” the clerk asked.

“Aw, hell,” Joan said wearily, “just sell me a ticket. Any kind of a ticket.”
She opened her purse.

As she started to pay for the ticket a hand stopped hers. She turned -— and
there stood Ray Meritan, his face twisting with relief.

——
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“What a place to try to pick up your thoughts,” he said. “Come on, let’s g0
where it’s quiet. You have ten minutes before your flight”

They hurried together through the building until they came to a deserted
ramp. There they stopped, and Joan said, “Listen, Ray, I know it’s a trap for
you. That’s why they let me out. But where else can I go except to you?”

Ray said, “Don’t worry about it. They were bound to pick me up sooner or
later. I'm sure they know I left California and came here” He glanced around.
“No FBI agents near us yet. At least I don’t pick up anything suggesting it.”
He lit a cigarette.

“I don’t have any reason to go back to L.A.,” Joan said, “now that you’re
here. I might as well cancel my flight.” ‘

“You know they’re picking up and destroying all the empathy boxes they
can,” Ray said. -

“No,” she said. “I didn’t know; I was just released half an hour ago. That’s
dreadful. They really mean business.”

Ray laughed. “Let’s say they’re really frightened.” He put his arm around
her and kissed her. “Itell you what we’ll do. We’ll try to sneak out of this place,
go to the lower East Side and rent a little cold-water walk-up. We’ll hide out
and find an empathy box they missed.” But, he thought, it’s unlikely; they
probably have them all by now. There weren’t that many to start with.

“Anything you say,” Joan said drably.

“Doyou love me?” he asked her. “I can read your mind; you do* And then
he said quietly, “I can also read the mind of a Mr. Lewis Scanlan, an FBI man
who’s now at the UWA desk. What name did you give?”

“Mrs. George Mclsaacs,” Joan said. “I think” She examined her ticket
and envelope. “Yes, that’s right.”

“But Scanlan is asking if a Japanese woman has been at the desk in the last
fifteen minutes,” Ray said. “And the clerk remembers you. So— > He took
hold of Joan’s arm. “We better get started.”

They hurried down the deserted ramp, passed through an electric-eye
operated door and came out in a baggage lobby. Everyone there was far too
busy to pay any attention as Ray Meritan and Joan threaded their way to the
street door and, a moment later, stepped out onto the chill gray sidewalk
where cabs had parked in a long double row. Joan started to hail a cab ...

“Wait,” Ray said, pulling her back. “I’m getting a jumble of thoughts. One
of the cab drivers is an FBI man but I can’t tell which.” He stood uncertainly,
not knowing what to do.

“We can’t get away, can we?” Joan said.

“If's going to be hard.” To himself he thought, More like impossible;
you’re right. He experienced the girl’s confused, frightened thoughts, her
anxiety about him, that she had made it possible for them to locate and capture
him, her fierce desire not to return to jail, her pervasive bitterness at having
E)eg: ll))etrayed by Mr. Lee, the Chinese Communist bigshot who had met her
in Cuba.
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“What a life,” Joan said, standing close to him.

And still he did not know which cab to take. One precious second after
another escaped as he stood there. “Listen,” he said to Joan, “maybe we
should separate.”

“No,” she said clinging to him. “I can’t stand to do it alone any more.
Please

Abewhiskered peddler walked up to them with a tray suspended by a cord
which ran about his neck. “Hi, folks,” he mumbled.

“Not now,” Joan said to him.

“Free sample of breakfast cereal,” the peddler said. “No cost. Just take a
box, miss. You mister. Take one.” He extended the tray of small, gaily colored
cartons toward Ray.

Strange, Ray thought. I’m not picking up anything from this man’s mind.
He stared at the peddler, saw — or thought he saw — a peculiar insubstanti-
ality to the man. A diffused quality.

Ray took one of the samples of breakfast cereal.

“Merry Meal, it’s called,” the peddler said. “A new product they’re intro-
ducing to the public. There’s a coupon inside. Entitles you to—"

“QOkay;” Ray said, sticking the box in his pocket. He took hold of Joan and
led her along the line of cabs. He chose one at random and opened the rear
door. “Get in,” he said urgently to her.

“T took a sample of Merry Meal, too,” she said with a wan smile as he
seated himself beside her. The cab started up, left the line and pulled past the
entrance of the airfield terminal. “Ray, there was something strange about
that salesman. It was as if he wasn’t actually there, as if he was nothing more
than — a picture.”

As the cab drove down the auto ramp, away from the terminal, another cab
left the line and followed after them. Twisting, Ray saw riding in the back of it
two well-fed men in dark business suits. FBI men, he said to himself,

Joan said, “Didn’t that cereal salesman remind you of anyone:”

((wh(}?”

“A little of Wilbur Mercer. But I haven’t seen him enough to—"

Ray grabbed the cereal box from her hand, tore the cardboard top from it.
Poking up from the dry cereal he saw the corner of the coupon the peddler had
spoken about; he lifted out the coupon, held it up and studied it. The coupon
said in large clear printing:

HOW TO ASSEMBLE ANEMPATHY BOX .
FROM ORDINARY HOUSEHOLD OBJECTS

“It was them,” he said to Joan.
He put the coupon carefully away in his pocket, then he changed his mind.
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Folding it up, he tucked it in the cuff of his trousers. Where the FBI possibly
wouldn’t find it.

Behind them, the other cab came closer, and now he picked up the
thoughts of the two men. They were FBI agents; he had been right. He settled
back against the seat.

There was nothing to do but wait.

Joan said, “Could I have the other coupon?”

“Sorry.” He got out the other cereal package. She opened it, found the
coupon inside and, after a pause, folded it and hid it in the hem of her skirt.

“I wonder how many there are of those so-called peddlers,” Ray said
musingly. “Id be interested to know how many free samples of Merry Meal
they’re going to manage to give away before they’re caught”

The first ordinary household object needed was a common radio set; he
had noticed that. The second, the filament from a five-year light-bulb. And
next — he’d have to look again, but now was not the time. The other cab had
drawn abreast with theirs.

Later. And if the authorities found the coupon in the cuff of his trousers,
they, he knew, would somehow manage to bring him another.

He put his arm around Joan. “I think we’ll be all right”

The other cab, now, was nosing theirs to the curb and the two FBI men
were waving in a menacing, official manner to the driver to stop.

“Shall I stop?” the driver said tensely to Ray.

“Sure,” he said. And, taking a deep breath, prepared himself.






