
Everyth�ng was perfectly swell.

There were no pr�sons, no slums, no �nsane asylums, no cr�pples, no
poverty, no wars.

All d�seases were conquered. So was old age.

Death, barr�ng acc�dents, was an adventure for volunteers.

The populat�on of the Un�ted States was stab�l�zed at forty-m�ll�on souls.

One br�ght morn�ng �n the Ch�cago Ly�ng-�n Hosp�tal, a man named
Edward K. Wehl�ng, Jr., wa�ted for h�s w�fe to g�ve b�rth. He was the only
man wa�t�ng. Not many people were born a day any more.

Wehl�ng was f�fty-s�x, a mere str�pl�ng �n a populat�on whose average age
was one hundred and twenty-n�ne.

X-rays had revealed that h�s w�fe was go�ng to have tr�plets. The ch�ldren
would be h�s f�rst.

Young Wehl�ng was hunched �n h�s cha�r, h�s head �n h�s hand. He was so
rumpled, so st�ll and colorless as to be v�rtually �nv�s�ble. H�s camouflage
was perfect, s�nce the wa�t�ng room had a d�sorderly and demoral�zed a�r,
too. Cha�rs and ashtrays had been moved away from the walls. The floor
was paved w�th spattered dropcloths.

The room was be�ng redecorated. It was be�ng redecorated as a memor�al to
a man who had volunteered to d�e.

A sardon�c old man, about two hundred years old, sat on a stepladder,
pa�nt�ng a mural he d�d not l�ke. Back �n the days when people aged v�s�bly,
h�s age would have been guessed at th�rty-f�ve or so. Ag�ng had touched
h�m that much before the cure for ag�ng was found.

The mural he was work�ng on dep�cted a very neat garden. Men and women
�n wh�te, doctors and nurses, turned the so�l, planted seedl�ngs, sprayed
bugs, spread fert�l�zer.

Men and women �n purple un�forms pulled up weeds, cut down plants that
were old and s�ckly, raked leaves, carr�ed refuse to trash-burners.



Never, never, never—not even �n med�eval Holland nor old Japan—had a
garden been more formal, been better tended. Every plant had all the loam,
l�ght, water, a�r and nour�shment �t could use.

A hosp�tal orderly came down the corr�dor, s�ng�ng under h�s breath a
popular song:

If you don't l�ke my k�sses, honey,
Here's what I w�ll do:
I'll go see a g�rl �n purple,
K�ss th�s sad world toodle-oo.
If you don't want my lov�n',
Why should I take up all th�s space?
I'll get off th�s old planet,
Let some sweet baby have my place.

The orderly looked �n at the mural and the mural�st. "Looks so real," he
sa�d, "I can pract�cally �mag�ne I'm stand�ng �n the m�ddle of �t."

"What makes you th�nk you're not �n �t?" sa�d the pa�nter. He gave a sat�r�c
sm�le. "It's called 'The Happy Garden of L�fe,' you know."

"That's good of Dr. H�tz," sa�d the orderly.

He was referr�ng to one of the male f�gures �n wh�te, whose head was a
portra�t of Dr. Benjam�n H�tz, the hosp�tal's Ch�ef Obstetr�c�an. H�tz was a
bl�nd�ngly handsome man.

"Lot of faces st�ll to f�ll �n," sa�d the orderly. He meant that the faces of
many of the f�gures �n the mural were st�ll blank. All blanks were to be
f�lled w�th portra�ts of �mportant people on e�ther the hosp�tal staff or from
the Ch�cago Off�ce of the Federal Bureau of Term�nat�on.

"Must be n�ce to be able to make p�ctures that look l�ke someth�ng," sa�d the
orderly.

The pa�nter's face curdled w�th scorn. "You th�nk I'm proud of th�s daub?"
he sa�d. "You th�nk th�s �s my �dea of what l�fe really looks l�ke?"



"What's your �dea of what l�fe looks l�ke?" sa�d the orderly.

The pa�nter gestured at a foul dropcloth. "There's a good p�cture of �t," he
sa�d. "Frame that, and you'll have a p�cture a damn s�ght more honest than
th�s one."

"You're a gloomy old duck, aren't you?" sa�d the orderly.

"Is that a cr�me?" sa�d the pa�nter.

The orderly shrugged. "If you don't l�ke �t here, Grandpa—" he sa�d, and he
f�n�shed the thought w�th the tr�ck telephone number that people who d�dn't
want to l�ve any more were supposed to call. The zero �n the telephone
number he pronounced "naught."

The number was: "2 B R 0 2 B."

It was the telephone number of an �nst�tut�on whose fanc�ful sobr�quets
�ncluded: "Automat," "B�rdland," "Cannery," "Catbox," "De-louser," "Easy-
go," "Good-by, Mother," "Happy Hool�gan," "K�ss-me-qu�ck," "Lucky
P�erre," "Sheepd�p," "War�ng Blendor," "Weep-no-more" and "Why
Worry?"

"To be or not to be" was the telephone number of the mun�c�pal gas
chambers of the Federal Bureau of Term�nat�on.

The pa�nter thumbed h�s nose at the orderly. "When I dec�de �t's t�me to go,"
he sa�d, "�t won't be at the Sheepd�p."

"A do-�t-yourselfer, eh?" sa�d the orderly. "Messy bus�ness, Grandpa. Why
don't you have a l�ttle cons�derat�on for the people who have to clean up
after you?"

The pa�nter expressed w�th an obscen�ty h�s lack of concern for the
tr�bulat�ons of h�s surv�vors. "The world could do w�th a good deal more
mess, �f you ask me," he sa�d.

The orderly laughed and moved on.



Wehl�ng, the wa�t�ng father, mumbled someth�ng w�thout ra�s�ng h�s head.
And then he fell s�lent aga�n.

A coarse, form�dable woman strode �nto the wa�t�ng room on sp�ke heels.
Her shoes, stock�ngs, trench coat, bag and overseas cap were all purple, the
purple the pa�nter called "the color of grapes on Judgment Day."

The medall�on on her purple musette bag was the seal of the Serv�ce
D�v�s�on of the Federal Bureau of Term�nat�on, an eagle perched on a
turnst�le.

The woman had a lot of fac�al ha�r—an unm�stakable mustache, �n fact. A
cur�ous th�ng about gas-chamber hostesses was that, no matter how lovely
and fem�n�ne they were when recru�ted, they all sprouted mustaches w�th�n
f�ve years or so.

"Is th�s where I'm supposed to come?" she sa�d to the pa�nter.

"A lot would depend on what your bus�ness was," he sa�d. "You aren't about
to have a baby, are you?"

"They told me I was supposed to pose for some p�cture," she sa�d. "My
name's Leora Duncan." She wa�ted.

"And you dunk people," he sa�d.

"What?" she sa�d.

"Sk�p �t," he sa�d.

"That sure �s a beaut�ful p�cture," she sa�d. "Looks just l�ke heaven or
someth�ng."

"Or someth�ng," sa�d the pa�nter. He took a l�st of names from h�s smock
pocket. "Duncan, Duncan, Duncan," he sa�d, scann�ng the l�st. "Yes—here
you are. You're ent�tled to be �mmortal�zed. See any faceless body here
you'd l�ke me to st�ck your head on? We've got a few cho�ce ones left."

She stud�ed the mural bleakly. "Gee," she sa�d, "they're all the same to me. I
don't know anyth�ng about art."



"A body's a body, eh?" he sa�d. "All r�ghty. As a master of f�ne art, I
recommend th�s body here." He �nd�cated a faceless f�gure of a woman who
was carry�ng dr�ed stalks to a trash-burner.

"Well," sa�d Leora Duncan, "that's more the d�sposal people, �sn't �t? I
mean, I'm �n serv�ce. I don't do any d�spos�ng."

The pa�nter clapped h�s hands �n mock del�ght. "You say you don't know
anyth�ng about art, and then you prove �n the next breath that you know
more about �t than I do! Of course the sheave-carr�er �s wrong for a hostess!
A sn�pper, a pruner—that's more your l�ne." He po�nted to a f�gure �n purple
who was saw�ng a dead branch from an apple tree. "How about her?" he
sa�d. "You l�ke her at all?"

"Gosh—" she sa�d, and she blushed and became humble—"that—that puts
me r�ght next to Dr. H�tz."

"That upsets you?" he sa�d.

"Good gravy, no!" she sa�d. "It's—�t's just such an honor."

"Ah, You... you adm�re h�m, eh?" he sa�d.

"Who doesn't adm�re h�m?" she sa�d, worsh�p�ng the portra�t of H�tz. It was
the portra�t of a tanned, wh�te-ha�red, omn�potent Zeus, two hundred and
forty years old. "Who doesn't adm�re h�m?" she sa�d aga�n. "He was
respons�ble for sett�ng up the very f�rst gas chamber �n Ch�cago."

"Noth�ng would please me more," sa�d the pa�nter, "than to put you next to
h�m for all t�me. Saw�ng off a l�mb—that str�kes you as appropr�ate?"

"That �s k�nd of l�ke what I do," she sa�d. She was demure about what she
d�d. What she d�d was make people comfortable wh�le she k�lled them.

And, wh�le Leora Duncan was pos�ng for her portra�t, �nto the wa�t�ngroom
bounded Dr. H�tz h�mself. He was seven feet tall, and he boomed w�th
�mportance, accompl�shments, and the joy of l�v�ng.

"Well, M�ss Duncan! M�ss Duncan!" he sa�d, and he made a joke. "What are
you do�ng here?" he sa�d. "Th�s �sn't where the people leave. Th�s �s where



they come �n!"

"We're go�ng to be �n the same p�cture together," she sa�d shyly.

"Good!" sa�d Dr. H�tz heart�ly. "And, say, �sn't that some p�cture?"

"I sure am honored to be �n �t w�th you," she sa�d.

"Let me tell you," he sa�d, "I'm honored to be �n �t w�th you. W�thout
women l�ke you, th�s wonderful world we've got wouldn't be poss�ble."

He saluted her and moved toward the door that led to the del�very rooms.
"Guess what was just born," he sa�d.

"I can't," she sa�d.

"Tr�plets!" he sa�d.

"Tr�plets!" she sa�d. She was excla�m�ng over the legal �mpl�cat�ons of
tr�plets.

The law sa�d that no newborn ch�ld could surv�ve unless the parents of the
ch�ld could f�nd someone who would volunteer to d�e. Tr�plets, �f they were
all to l�ve, called for three volunteers.

"Do the parents have three volunteers?" sa�d Leora Duncan.

"Last I heard," sa�d Dr. H�tz, "they had one, and were try�ng to scrape
another two up."

"I don't th�nk they made �t," she sa�d. "Nobody made three appo�ntments
w�th us. Noth�ng but s�ngles go�ng through today, unless somebody called
�n after I left. What's the name?"

"Wehl�ng," sa�d the wa�t�ng father, s�tt�ng up, red-eyed and frowzy. "Edward
K. Wehl�ng, Jr., �s the name of the happy father-to-be."

He ra�sed h�s r�ght hand, looked at a spot on the wall, gave a hoarsely
wretched chuckle. "Present," he sa�d.

"Oh, Mr. Wehl�ng," sa�d Dr. H�tz, "I d�dn't see you."

"The �nv�s�ble man," sa�d Wehl�ng.



"They just phoned me that your tr�plets have been born," sa�d Dr. H�tz.
"They're all f�ne, and so �s the mother. I'm on my way �n to see them now."

"Hooray," sa�d Wehl�ng empt�ly.

"You don't sound very happy," sa�d Dr. H�tz.

"What man �n my shoes wouldn't be happy?" sa�d Wehl�ng. He gestured
w�th h�s hands to symbol�ze care-free s�mpl�c�ty. "All I have to do �s p�ck
out wh�ch one of the tr�plets �s go�ng to l�ve, then del�ver my maternal
grandfather to the Happy Hool�gan, and come back here w�th a rece�pt."

Dr. H�tz became rather severe w�th Wehl�ng, towered over h�m. "You don't
bel�eve �n populat�on control, Mr. Wehl�ng?" he sa�d.

"I th�nk �t's perfectly keen," sa�d Wehl�ng tautly.

"Would you l�ke to go back to the good old days, when the populat�on of
the Earth was twenty b�ll�on—about to become forty b�ll�on, then e�ghty
b�ll�on, then one hundred and s�xty b�ll�on? Do you know what a drupelet �s,
Mr. Wehl�ng?" sa�d H�tz.

"Nope," sa�d Wehl�ng sulk�ly.

"A drupelet, Mr. Wehl�ng, �s one of the l�ttle knobs, one of the l�ttle pulpy
gra�ns of a blackberry," sa�d Dr. H�tz. "W�thout populat�on control, human
be�ngs would now be packed on th�s surface of th�s old planet l�ke drupelets
on a blackberry! Th�nk of �t!"

Wehl�ng cont�nued to stare at the same spot on the wall.

"In the year 2000," sa�d Dr. H�tz, "before sc�ent�sts stepped �n and la�d
down the law, there wasn't even enough dr�nk�ng water to go around, and
noth�ng to eat but sea-weed—and st�ll people �ns�sted on the�r r�ght to
reproduce l�ke jackrabb�ts. And the�r r�ght, �f poss�ble, to l�ve forever."

"I want those k�ds," sa�d Wehl�ng qu�etly. "I want all three of them."

"Of course you do," sa�d Dr. H�tz. "That's only human."

"I don't want my grandfather to d�e, e�ther," sa�d Wehl�ng.



"Nobody's really happy about tak�ng a close relat�ve to the Catbox," sa�d
Dr. H�tz gently, sympathet�cally.

"I w�sh people wouldn't call �t that," sa�d Leora Duncan.

"What?" sa�d Dr. H�tz.

"I w�sh people wouldn't call �t 'the Catbox,' and th�ngs l�ke that," she sa�d.
"It g�ves people the wrong �mpress�on."

"You're absolutely r�ght," sa�d Dr. H�tz. "Forg�ve me." He corrected h�mself,
gave the mun�c�pal gas chambers the�r off�c�al t�tle, a t�tle no one ever used
�n conversat�on. "I should have sa�d, 'Eth�cal Su�c�de Stud�os,'" he sa�d.

"That sounds so much better," sa�d Leora Duncan.

"Th�s ch�ld of yours—wh�chever one you dec�de to keep, Mr. Wehl�ng,"
sa�d Dr. H�tz. "He or she �s go�ng to l�ve on a happy, roomy, clean, r�ch
planet, thanks to populat�on control. In a garden l�ke that mural there." He
shook h�s head. "Two centur�es ago, when I was a young man, �t was a hell
that nobody thought could last another twenty years. Now centur�es of
peace and plenty stretch before us as far as the �mag�nat�on cares to travel."

He sm�led lum�nously.

The sm�le faded as he saw that Wehl�ng had just drawn a revolver.

Wehl�ng shot Dr. H�tz dead. "There's room for one—a great b�g one," he
sa�d.

And then he shot Leora Duncan. "It's only death," he sa�d to her as she fell.
"There! Room for two."

And then he shot h�mself, mak�ng room for all three of h�s ch�ldren.

Nobody came runn�ng. Nobody, seem�ngly, heard the shots.

The pa�nter sat on the top of h�s stepladder, look�ng down reflect�vely on
the sorry scene.



The pa�nter pondered the mournful puzzle of l�fe demand�ng to be born and,
once born, demand�ng to be fru�tful ... to mult�ply and to l�ve as long as
poss�ble—to do all that on a very small planet that would have to last
forever.

All the answers that the pa�nter could th�nk of were gr�m. Even gr�mmer,
surely, than a Catbox, a Happy Hool�gan, an Easy Go. He thought of war.
He thought of plague. He thought of starvat�on.

He knew that he would never pa�nt aga�n. He let h�s pa�ntbrush fall to the
drop-cloths below. And then he dec�ded he had had about enough of l�fe �n
the Happy Garden of L�fe, too, and he came slowly down from the ladder.

He took Wehl�ng's p�stol, really �ntend�ng to shoot h�mself.

But he d�dn't have the nerve.

And then he saw the telephone booth �n the corner of the room. He went to
�t, d�aled the well-remembered number: "2 B R 0 2 B."

"Federal Bureau of Term�nat�on," sa�d the very warm vo�ce of a hostess.

"How soon could I get an appo�ntment?" he asked, speak�ng very carefully.

"We could probably f�t you �n late th�s afternoon, s�r," she sa�d. "It m�ght
even be earl�er, �f we get a cancellat�on."

"All r�ght," sa�d the pa�nter, "f�t me �n, �f you please." And he gave her h�s
name, spell�ng �t out.

"Thank you, s�r," sa�d the hostess. "Your c�ty thanks you; your country
thanks you; your planet thanks you. But the deepest thanks of all �s from
future generat�ons."
 


