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Grimby, alone, he fought his spectral battle

*

—the man who could not die . . . yet never

quite succeeded in living. . . .

THAT

LOW

By
Theodore Sturgeon

HERE was a “psychic” operating on

Vine Street. Fowler went to see her.

Not that he had any faith in mumbo-
jumbo; far from it. He had been told that
this Mrs. Hallowell worked along strict
logical lines. That’s why he went. He
Hked the sound of that, being what he was.
He went to her and asked her if there
were any good reason for not killing him-
self. She said he couldn’t do it. Not “You
won’t.” She said, “You can't.”

This Fowler was a failure specialist, in
the sense that a man is a carburetor spe-
clalist or a drainage specialist or a nerve
specialist. You don’t get to be that kind of

ialist without ding a lot of time
with carburetors or drainage layouts or
nerves. You don’t stay nice and objective
about it, either. You get in it up to the
elbows, up to the eyeballs. Fowler was a
man who knew all that one man could
know about failure. He knew all of the
techniques, from the small social failure
of letting his language forget what room
of the house he was in, through a declara-
tion of war on the clock and the calendar
(every appointment and schedule in his
life was a battle lost) to the crowning
stupidity of regarding his opinions as right
purely because they were his opinions. So
he bad fallen and floundered through life,
never following through, j ing when he
should have crept, and lyilng down at
sprinting-time. He could have written a
book on the subject of failure, except for
the fact that if he had, it might have been
a success

.. .2and he hated failure. Well,
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you don’t have to love your specialty to be
a specialist. You just have to live with it.

It was understandable, therefore, that
he should be d by Mrs. Ha
reputation for clarity and logic, for he
truly believed that here was a kindred
spirit. He brought his large features and
his flaccid handshake to her and her office,
which were cool. The office was Swedish
modern and blond. Mrs. Hallowell. was
dark, and said, “Sit down. Your name?”

“Mazxwell Fowler.”

“Occupation?”

“Engineer.”

She glanced up. She had aluminum
eyes. “Not a graduate engineer.” It was
not a question.

“I would of been,” saild Fowler, “except
for a penny-ante political situation in the
school. There was a fellow—"

“Yes,” she sald. “Married?”

“I was. You know, the kind that will
kick a man when he’s down. She was a—"

“Now, Mr. Fowler. What was it you
wanted here?”

“I hear you can foretell the future.”

“I'm not interested in gossip,” she said,
and it was the only cautionary thing she
said in the entire interview. “I know about
people, that’s all.”

He said, “Ever since I could walk and
talk, people have been against me. I can
whip one or two or sometimes a half dozen
or more, but by and large I'm outnum-
bered. I'm tired. Sometimes I think I'l
check out.”

“Are you going to ask me if you should?”
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“No. If I will.”

She said, “All right. I don’t give advice.
I just tell about what's going to happen.”

“What's going to happen?”

“Fill out a check. Leave the amount
blank and don’t sign it. Give it to me.”

“But—"

“You wouldn’t pay me afterward.”

“My word’s as good as—" and then he
looked into the eyes. He got out his check-
book. When he had done as she asked, she
took a pen and wrote on the check.

“That’s foolish,” he said.

“You have it, though.”

“Yes, I have, but—"

“Sign 1t,” she said casually, “or go
away.”

He signed it. “Well?”

She hesitated. There was something—

“Well?” he rapped again. “What will I
do? I'm tired of all this persecution.”

“Your tenses are mixed up.” She smiled.
“Do you want to know what you .should
do? Or what you shall do?”

“What shall I do?”

She wet her lips. “You shall live a long
and unhappy life.”

“It can't be any unhappier than it is.”

“I said nothing comparative.”

-“Then I don’t want to live a long life.”

“You shall, however.”

“Not if I don’t want to,” he sald grimly.
“I'm tired, I tell you.”

She shook her head. “You've gone too
far,” she sald, not unkindly. “You can’t
change it.”

“Any time I don’t like it, I can kill my-
selt.”

That was when she told him he couldn’t.
He was very angry, but she did not give
him back his check. By the time he
thought of stopping payment on it, it had
cleared the bank. He went on living his
life.

But Mrs. Hallowell had one bad moment
over the matter. She started up out of her
sleep one night, thinking about Fowler.

“Oh, how awful,” she sald. “I made a
mistake!”

HE phoned in the morning. Fowler was

not there. He had just decided to kill
himself. The amount he had paid Mrs.
Hallowell made it impossible for him to
meet a certaln vital obligation, and since
his efforts to borrow failed, he had no
choice but to face his creditor. Or to kill
himself. So he got a piece of rope and
made a noose and put it around his neck.
He tiled the other end to the leg of the
radiator and jumped out the window. He
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was a big man. The rope held, but the leg
broke off the radiator. He fell six stories,
struck the canvas marquee, tore through
it and fell heavily to the sidewalk. There
was quite a crowd there to listen to the
noises he made because of what was
broken.

Mrs. Hallowell called and called until
someone answered who could tell her what
had happened. The someone said, “Is
there any message I could send to him?”
And Mrs. Hallowell said, “No. No, there
izn't. He'll find out when the time comes.”

Fowler took a while to mend, during
which he developed a scheme to clear him-
self with his creditors. Some money was
entrusted to him and he stole it, and be-
fore he could sink it into his new plan, he
was billed for the hospital expenses and.
threatened with a suit. He could not
handle the suit. He paid the money to the
hospital and his money-making scheme
leﬂ’ through. He determined to kill him-
self.

While he was bleeding in the bathroom
from his opened wrists, the tenant in the
next apartment, who had a bad cold, lit a
match in a gas-filled kitchen and blew the
end of the building out. Fowler was picked
up from the wreckage, still bleeding. They
saved him that time, too. It was a lot of
trouble. They had to take this and that
off, and the other out. He was put, finally,
in a very short bed with a mass of equip-
ment beside him, which hummed and
clicked all the time. The equipment cir-
culated fluids, and another part of it
dripped into a tube, and another part
pressured him gently to hold his breath-
ing. It was all highly efficient.

That was the trouble with- Mrs. Hallo-
well's talent. It lay in such broad lines.
No detalls. A mistake could cover a lot of
territory. Her mistake showed up after
Fowler had been in that short bed for
two months.

People came by and clucked their
tongues when they saw him. There was a
bright-eyed, dry-faced old lady who put
flowers near him every couple of weeks.
Everybody was sorry for him, and every-
body always would be, as long as he lved,
which would be very nearly as long as the
equipment could be kept running. A long
time. A long life. Mrs. Hallowell had been
perfectly right, there. Where she made
her mistake was in thinking that he
would be unhappy. He didn't work. He
didn’t move very much. He just lay and
was served and people were sorry. Max-
well Fowler was quite happy.



