‘When his father came back from the stars he smelled of fire and time

v g

By RAY BRADBURY
ILLUSTRATED BY MICHAEL MITCHELL

dark hair to light her path. She stood in her bedroom
door looking out at me as I passed in the silent hall. “You
will help me keep him here this time, won't you?” she asked.
uess 50, T said.

Please." The freflies cast moving bitsof light on her white
face. is time he mustn't go away again.”

“All ngm " 1 said, after standing there a moment.
won’t do any good, it's no use.

She went away, and the fireflies, on their electric cxrcuim
fluttered after her like an errant constellation, sh
how b0 walk i darknees. T beard her say, falatly, “We' o got
to try, a

Ocber hrefien followed me to my room. When the weight
sty By ent 8 sisult i ie B, tho-foroien iend wet: 11
was midnight, and my mother and T waited, our rooms separ-
ated by darkness, in bed. The bed began to rock me and sing
to me.” T touched o switch, the singing and rocking stopped. I
didn’t want to sleep. 1 didn’t want to sleep at all.

This night was no different than a thousand others in our
time. We would wake nights and feel the cool air turn hot,
feel the fire in the wind, or sce the walls burnt a bright color
for an instant, and then we knew his rocket was over our
house, his rocket, and the roak trees swaying from the concus-
sion, and T would lie there, eyes wide, panting, and mother in
ber room. Her voios would core to me over the intar-room

THE electrical fireflies were hovering above mother's

ut it

3

rad
"“Did you feel i7"
And I would answer, ““That was him, all right.””
ik wes ya father, The Rocket Man, in his rocket ship
passing over our town, a small town where space rockets
.+ never came, and here I wrs, fourteen years old, the son of

Tho Rocket Man, ying awake for the next two hours thinking,
s lan w he’s signing_the

pi
"Now ha's walking down Bell Street
never takes a cab . . . now across

b litenicg, lsening.
ways walks . .
. now turning the corner at Oakhurst and

Lhe ,mk

"1 litied my head from my pillow. Far down the strest,
coming closer and close, smartly, quickly, briskly _footateps.
Now turning in at our house, up the porch steps. And we were
both smiling, in the cool darkness, Mom and L, when we heard
the fromt dooe open in secognl

welcome, and shut, dow:
ires o, e 1 sacaed tha brsss knob, o el room
quiely, holding my breath, balancing in o darkness us big 13
the space betwen the planats, my hand out to reach the
of my pnrenln ll:epmg bed.

fon, speak a quiet word of

Taking it, T ran sllev\lly o m on’t

tell me, he doesn’t to k
'And from the opened case spiled his black uniform, like a
black nebula, stars glittering here or there, distantly, in the
i eaded the dark stuff in arm hands, T

Tid bk i my minth, grade abtp. Chat yom, sot 5 whisling,
Soon a fine powder precipitated into a retort. This 1 slid
st 5 Smingn, MO Continued on page 41
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The Rocket Man
Continued from page 14

while my parents slept unaware, and
ouse was asleep, all the

automatic bakers and servers and robot

cleaners in an electric slumber, I stared

down upon brilliant motes of

dust. comet-taj loam from far

billion miles into space, at terrific
secelerations.

At dawn, exhausted with my journey
and fearful of discovery, 1 returned
the bosed uniform to.thei slecping

"Then I slept. only to waken at the
horn of the dry-cleaning car which
stopped in the yard below. They took
the black uniform bos with them. 1¢s
good 1 didn’t wait, I thought. For the
ngtorm would be back in an hour,clean
ofall s destiny and tra
again, with the litle vial of
m.\gmm ok tn Y. polamma. pockets
r my beating heart.

HEN 1 came downstairs there
was Dad at the breakfast table,

biting into his tosst. “Sleep
Dou; id. as if he had been here
ol the time, and hadr't heen pone for
three months.

“All right," 1 said.

“Toast?" B
He pressed a button and the bréak-
fast table made me four pieces, golden
member my father that after-

noon, digging and digging in the gar-
den, ke an anima after something, it
seemed. There he was with his long

wiftly, planting,

o knelt with him t feel the earih soak
up through the overalls at our knees, to
put our hands into the black dirt and
not look at the bright, crazy sky. Then
he would glance t
mother or me, and give

down, the sky staring at his back

HAT night we sat on the mechani:
cal swing. swung us and blew
i pon o a0 . 16 waa
summer and moonlight and we had
lemonade to drink, and we held the
cold glasses in our hands, and Dad read
spapers inserted  into

the special hat which you put on your

the year 1997. After awhile he said, as

d always said, “Why aren’t you
out playing kick-the-can, Doug?”
1 iame say amything, but Mom
5, 34 o, . lahi whis yau'oe
t here.

D Yookt sam and thes o e
frst time that day, at the sky. Mother
always watched him when he glanced

2t the stars. The firt day und night

afraid of the sky in the day so much,

and then I'd hear Mom call him in,

almost like she caled me from
ot i e, A oo T wanld e
Dad ftting the lecirioeye daor lock
in place, with a sigh.  And the next
momning o brenklast 14 slance down
s little black case near
et aw e bttered i st o hother
slept e,
‘Wehl, be secing you, Doug,” he'd
say. and we'd shake hands.
“In about three months?”

e
And he'd walk away down the
t, not taking a helicopter o beetle
or bu. st walking with bis uniform
hidden in his small under-arm case: he
didnt_ want o think he was
vain about being a Rocket M.
ome out (o eat break-
fast, .m(- ,,.m« of dry toast, about an
hour la

it was tonight, the first
ighe o e e S bt
looking at the stars muich at al.

“Let’s o to the television carnival,”

Fine. ad.
Mother smiled at m

and head down with us and not looking
anywhere clse. s wo laughed at

0 oty st looked serious at
the serious ones, I y father
goes 1o Saturn and Neptune and Pluto,
but he never br ts. Other
boy whoss fathers g into pace bring
bac) of ore from Callisto and
hunks uf black meteor or blue

But I have to get my own collection,

trading from other baye, the Martian
rocks and Mercurian sands which filed
m, but about which Dad would

remembered.  he
brought something for Mother. He

planted some Martian sunflowers once

Mom ran out one day, and cut them
all down.

Without thinking, we paused at one

1

41

re was a whisper in the air-flue
« moment late

“Here T am,” said Dad, quietly.
el !nukrd at him in his uniform.

2 glomy black with silver but-
e heels of the

Mather shot me a Tightoned lance.
1t was too late.
Dad stood
minute trying to find an answer, then
he shrugge
1% the best thing in a lietime of

there for a full half

best things
il
You wouldn't |m W
apprehensively
ut you aivays go back
it

nught bimaelt.
tall. Routine,
" He Tooked at me,

Whe

e you going next?”
Tl think it

1 haven’t decided ye.
He always thought it over. Tn those
days rocket plots were rare and he

could pick when he
ke, "On the thin sight of b horme.

coming you could see him picking and
choosing among the stars.
““Come on,” said Mother, “let’s go

WAS still carly when we got hon
wanted Dad to put on his uniform.
1 shouldn't have asked, it always made
Mathor unhapoy. bk could nek el
il § e i, ol e b
,.MW refused, 1 had ‘never scen him
St o he s, O L
the parlor while he
went_ upstairs in the air-
looked at me dully, as if she couldn’t
believe that her own son could do this
to her. I glanced away. “I'm sorry,’
id.

“You're not helping at all,” she said.

Father stood, smiling awkwardly, in
thegentee ofthe room

T said Mo
ers; pomotes Iooklag, st

Her eve
him.

When he was gone, she never talked
of him.  Never said_anything about
anything but the weather or the condi-
tion of my neck and the need of a
psheloth for it or the fact that she

slecp nighis.  Once she snid the
M trong at night.
Tt there's mo moon dhis week,” [

There's starlight,” she said.

I went to the store and bought her
some darker, greener shades.
in bed at night 1 could he
them down tight to the bott
It made a long rustling

Onee I tried to man the law
M

om stos i the door. “Put

LT
So the gromm want three woncha at 8
tting.  Dad cut it

tinkering.

treats me, sometimes, as if 1 weren't
here as 1 were nviaible.”

T had seen her do it. She would look
just beyond him, over his shoulder, at

eyes. If sl
eyes were covered with a film, like an
animal going to sleep. She sai
at the right times, and smiled, but
always a half second later than
expect
“I'm not here for her,” said
Bis e, s s i o e
and he would be there for her, and they
would hold hand: round the

nd w
block, with Mom's hair
fiying like a girl's behind her, and she
rould cut ol the mechanica devices
in the and bake him ineredible
cakes and. pies . looking

was there to
And Dad would s Reiples, asing
about the room as if to find the answer,
it never finding i
Dad turned slowly, in his uniform,
for us to see.
“Turn around again,”

said Mom.

HE next morning Dad came rush-
ing into_the house with handsful
of tickets. Pink tickets for California,

sk plane to Ensena
%t we went to Califoria and up

and down the Pacific Coast for a day

and a half, settling at last on the sands
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of Malibu to cook wieners at night.

ng
s on all sides of him,
holding onto things as if the world wer
a_centrifuge going so swiftly that he
ight be flung off away from us at any
instant

“The last afternoan at Malib

nd b
the ot A s T
it Hia oyes woro gonily clowd, ho

back, drinking the sun.

"kt i

you eouldn't have on the rock

salt wind on th

e hy o e Hitae

conking, You couldn't talk o your
old  rocko

y
ey
at now e P sk,
talked, for th
e A el el
murmur back and forth in the lazy sun
about my school grades, how high
could jumyp
Dad n

ent car, and of the butterflies we
chtin u..- Fain forests of green
warm co oon, seing the
Taiairod Putiorflen. suckod 1o o

“That was the thing he did, as if he was

trying to fill_himself up with all the
inds he could hear. He listened to

the wind and the falling ocean and

pt attention, a

ut his eyes to
laton. T would see him listening 1o the
lawn mower as he cu the grass by hand

afternoon, as we were picking up our
towels and heading back along the
beach near the surf. “I want you to
otuis e something.

“because when
you're out there you want o be e,
and when you're

there. ')unlﬁblrl ot Dt o
it et hold of

“You dom' know what it is. Every
time 'm out there I think, if kever get
et Earch L tay there, 1 moser
2 out agnin. But T go out and 1 gucss
Pllalways

“I've lhou(l\t about being a Rocket
Man for u long

e s oar e, 1 i t0 stay
here. Last Saturday when 1 ot home
1L stated,trying o darned

Y vemembered_him in the garden
sweating, and all the mvumg and
that he
at_ the
2om andthe towna and. the land and s
family were the only ren thinsand the
ood Bu where he
e Lonightz lookins. e the
J(-w(lry in Orion from our front t porch
Promise me you won't be like me,”
he said.
I hesitated awhile. “Okay,” 1 said.
He shook my hand. “Good boy,"

he said.
The dinner was fine that night. Mom

had run about the kilchen with hands
cinnamon and dough and pots
tinkling, and now a great
turkey Tumed on the table, with drese-
ing, cranberry sauce, peas, and pump-
kin pie.
“In the middle of August?” said
Dad, amaz
ou won't be here for Thanks-

from
the flavor steam

aver hia munburned face. Hosaid Ah i
gnch, "Ho looked at the room and b
He gaz ictures on the
c ¢, and

wstruggling beast o the

post canght In # fand |vm)! e

might at last be ca i

ity st S # 10 ot sk

saft forevor.  Hor eyes aparkled
Lilly,” said Dad

e hought era ly. “Say it,
k, sy you'll slay boma this tims,
Tor £ood, and never £o awa, i
ust then o passing helicoptor jarred
the room and the window pane shook
with a crystal sound. Dad glanced
at the window.
“The blue stars of evening were there,
and tho red planct Mars was rising in

(L.a I:mkvd at May Il minute.
The s hand out blindly
S i e s

+Excuse me.” sid Mother. “T'm
& to gt some bren

sm- rushed out into e Kitchen

n the tabl

"B didu't ook at me as he began
his meal.

COULDN'T sleep that night. T
came downstairs at one in_ the
morning and the moonlight was like
ice on all the houselops and dew
glittered in a snowfield on our grass
Tstood in the doorway in my pyjumns,
feeling the warm night wind, and then
T knew that Dad was sitting in the
Toshaslos porch aving; Eliding gently.
T went out and sat im.
ATt 1 i, “How many ways are
ther o die in  space?

e s
“The meteors hit you
rocket, Or carmata take you
along with them. Concussion. Strangu
lation. Explosion. Centrifugal force
Too much acceleration. oo little.
“The heat, the cold,the sun, the moon
tars, the planets, the asteroids,
o glansioids saditien « - -
“And do they bury yo
“They never fi
Where do you go?
miles away. Traveling
graves, they cal them
meteoror a plancioid ravelng fvever

" he said, later, “i

eath. 1Us over like

You don't linger. Most of the

time you don’t even know it. You're
dead and that's

‘e went up t0 bed

I WAS morni

ndis the doorway, Dad
listened to the yellow canary singing in
its golden cage.

il I've decided,” hesuid. “Next
time T come home, I'm home o stay.”
Dad!” I said
Pell, your mother that when she

ts up, he
You mean it
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He nodded gravely. “See you in

about three months.”

here he went off down the

e DO T
secret box, whistling and lool

Bl groen troce. and. picking china:

chinaberry bush aa he

brushed by, tossing them ahead of him

as he walked away.

ASKED Mother about a few things
that morning, after Father bad
been gone a_number of hours. “Dad
said that sometimes you don't act as if
you hear or see him,” I said
"And then ahe xplained everything to
me quictly.

“When he went off into_space te
years ago, I said to myself, ‘he’s dead.”
Oras good as dead. So think of him
dead. And when he comes back, three
S S i 8 ot B 24 Kl
‘s only @ pleasant little memory or a
dream.  And,if » memar r a
drenm stops, it can’t hurt halfas much,
So most of the time T think of him
dead

“But other times
“Other times,
bake pies and (reat him a
<, and then it hurs
hasn’t.been hes
years, e Tl oy sce him again. It
doesn’t hurt as much.”
Didn't he say next time he'd
settle down.”

ox bk hwe hamd oy, =No,

he’s dead. U'm W
e come. wive i then,”

't halp myself. 1

1 sai
“Ten years ago,” said Mother, 1

thought, what i he dies on Venus, ihen
il never be able to see

That if he di - we'll never be

able to look at Mars again, al red in
the sky, without wanting t0 go in and
lock the door. Or what if he died on
Jupiter or Saturn or Neptune; on the
nights when those plancts are high in

wouldn't want. to- hav
anything to do with the stars.”

HE message camo the next day

fold the message and put it in my
pocke

“Nom." 1 said
Dont. el mo anything 1 don't

b lien into the sun
And the sun was big and fiery and
sasesilov and) it was »nlwny»« in tho sky
and you could: y fro
S or-a long L whter my father
y mntues apk: throush he

lays and wouldn't g

hour of six a.m. We
all-night shows and went. to “hed at

" And for a long while the only days
we ever went out to walk were the days
it was raining and there was no



