
        
            
                
            
        

    

Bread Overhead

Fritz Reuter Leiber Jr.





Published:JollyJoy Books 

Categorie(s): Fiction, Science Fiction, Short Stories

ISBN:  9789362380371




About Leiber Jr.:

Fritz Reuter Leiber Jr. (December 24, 1910–September 5, 1992)
was an influential American writer of fantasy, horror and science
fiction. He was also an expert chess player and a champion fencer.
Leiber (pronounced Lie-ber) married Jonquil Stephens on January 16,
1936, and their son Justin Leiber was born in 1938. Jonquil's death
in 1969 precipitated a three-year bout of alcoholism, but he
returned to his original form with a fantasy novel set in
modern-day San Francisco, Our Lady of Darkness — serialized in The
Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction as "The Pale Brown Thing"
(1977) — in which cities were the breeding grounds for new types of
elementals called paramentals, summonable by the dark art of
megapolisomancy, with such activities centering around the
Transamerica Pyramid. Our Lady of Darkness won the World Fantasy
Award. In the last years of his life, Leiber married his second
wife, Margo Skinner, a journalist and poet with whom he had been
friends for many years. Many people believed that Leiber was living
in poverty on skid row, but the truth of the matter was that Leiber
preferred to live simply in the city, spending his money on dining,
movies and travel. In the last years of his life, royalty checks
from TSR, the makers of Dungeons and Dragons, who had licensed the
mythos of the Fafhrd and Gray Mouser series, were enough in
themselves to ensure that he lived comfortably. Leiber's death
occurred a few weeks after a physical collapse while traveling from
a science-fiction convention in London, Ontario with Skinner. The
cause of his death was given as "organic brain disease." He wrote a
short autobiography, Not Much Disorder and Not So Early Sex, which
can be found in The Ghost Light (1984). A critical biography,
Witches of the Mind by Bruce Byfield, is available, and an essay
examining his literary relationship with H. P. Lovecraft appears in
S. T. Joshi's The Evolution of the Weird Tale (2004). In 2007,
Benjamin Szumskyj edited Fritz Leiber: Critical Essays, a
collection of essays on various aspects of Leiber's work. Leiber's
own literary criticism, including several ground-breaking essays on
Lovecraft, was collected in the volume Fafhrd and Me (1990).









As a blisteringly hot but guaranteed weather-controlled future
summer day dawned on the Mississippi Valley, the walking mills of
Puffy Products ("Spike to Loaf in One Operation!") began to tread
delicately on their centipede legs across the wheat fields of
Kansas.

The walking mills resembled fat metal serpents, rather larger
than those Chinese paper dragons animated by files of men in
procession. Sensory robot devices in their noses informed them that
the waiting wheat had reached ripe perfection.

As they advanced, their heads swung lazily from side to side,
very much like snakes, gobbling the yellow grain. In their throats,
it was threshed, the chaff bundled and burped aside for pickup by
the crawl trucks of a chemical corporation, the kernels quick-dried
and blown along into the mighty chests of the machines. There the
tireless mills ground the kernels to flour, which was instantly
sifted, the bran being packaged and dropped like the chaff for
pickup. A cluster of tanks which gave the metal serpents a
decidedly humpbacked appearance added water, shortening, salt and
other ingredients, some named and some not. The dough was at the
same time infused with gas from a tank conspicuously labeled
"Carbon Dioxide" ("No Yeast Creatures in Your Bread!").

Thus instantly risen, the dough was clipped into loaves and shot
into radionic ovens forming the midsections of the metal serpents.
There the bread was baked in a matter of seconds, a fierce
heat-front browning the crusts, and the piping-hot loaves sealed in
transparent plastic bearing the proud Puffyloaf emblem (two cherubs
circling a floating loaf) and ejected onto the delivery platform at
each serpent's rear end, where a cluster of pickup machines, like
hungry piglets, snatched at the loaves with hygienic claws.

A few loaves would be hurried off for the day's consumption, the
majority stored for winter in strategically located mammoth deep
freezes.

But now, behold a wonder! As loaves began to appear on the
delivery platform of the first walking mill to get into action,
they did not linger on the conveyor belt, but rose gently into the
air and slowly traveled off down-wind across the hot rippling
fields.

 

The robot claws of the pickup machines clutched in vain, and,
not noticing the difference, proceeded carefully to stack
emptiness, tier by tier. One errant loaf, rising more sluggishly
than its fellows, was snagged by a thrusting claw. The machine
paused, clumsily wiped off the injured loaf, set it aside—where it
bobbed on one corner, unable to take off again—and went back to the
work of storing nothingness.

A flock of crows rose from the trees of a nearby shelterbelt as
the flight of loaves approached. The crows swooped to investigate
and then suddenly scattered, screeching in panic.

The helicopter of a hangoverish Sunday traveler bound for
Wichita shied very similarly from the brown fliers and did not
return for a second look.

A black-haired housewife spied them over her back fence, crossed
herself and grabbed her walkie-talkie from the laundry basket.
Seconds later, the yawning correspondent of a regional newspaper
was jotting down the lead of a humorous news story which, recalling
the old flying-saucer scares, stated that now apparently bread was
to be included in the mad aerial tea party.

The congregation of an open-walled country church, standing up
to recite the most familiar of Christian prayers, had just reached
the petition for daily sustenance, when a sub-flight of the loaves,
either forced down by a vagrant wind or lacking the natural
buoyancy of the rest, came coasting silently as the sunbeams
between the graceful pillars at the altar end of the building.

Meanwhile, the main flight, now augmented by other bread flocks
from scores and hundreds of walking mills that had started work a
little later, mounted slowly and majestically into the
cirrus-flecked upper air, where a steady wind was blowing strongly
toward the east.

About one thousand miles farther on in that direction, where a
cluster of stratosphere-tickling towers marked the location of the
metropolis of NewNew York, a tender scene was being enacted in the
pressurized penthouse managerial suite of Puffy Products. Megera
Winterly, Secretary in Chief to the Managerial Board and referred
to by her underlings as the Blonde Icicle, was dealing with the
advances of Roger ("Racehorse") Snedden, Assistant Secretary to the
Board and often indistinguishable from any passing office boy.

"Why don't you jump out the window, Roger, remembering to shut
the airlock after you?" the Golden Glacier said in tones not
unkind. "When are your high-strung, thoroughbred nerves going to
accept the fact that I would never consider marriage with a
business inferior? You have about as much chance as a starving
Ukrainian kulak now that Moscow's clapped on the interdict."

 

Roger's voice was calm, although his eyes were feverishly
bright, as he replied, "A lot of things are going to be different
around here, Meg, as soon as the Board is forced to admit that only
my quick thinking made it possible to bring the name of Puffyloaf
in front of the whole world."

"Puffyloaf could do with a little of that," the business girl
observed judiciously. "The way sales have been plummeting, it won't
be long before the Government deeds our desks to the managers of
Fairy Bread and asks us to take the Big Jump. But just where does
your quick thinking come into this, Mr. Snedden? You can't be
referring to the helium—that was Rose Thinker's brainwave."

She studied him suspiciously. "You've birthed another
promotional bumble, Roger. I can see it in your eyes. I only hope
it's not as big a one as when you put the Martian ambassador on 3D
and he thanked you profusely for the gross of Puffyloaves, assuring
you that he'd never slept on a softer mattress in all his life on
two planets."

"Listen to me, Meg. Today—yes, today!—you're going to see the
Board eating out of my hand."

"Hah! I guarantee you won't have any fingers left. You're bold
enough now, but when Mr. Gryce and those two big machines come
through that door—"

"Now wait a minute, Meg—"

"Hush! They're coming now!"

Roger leaped three feet in the air, but managed to land without
a sound and edged toward his stool. Through the dilating iris of
the door strode Phineas T. Gryce, flanked by Rose Thinker and Tin
Philosopher.

The man approached the conference table in the center of the
room with measured pace and gravely expressionless face. The
rose-tinted machine on his left did a couple of impulsive
pirouettes on the way and twittered a greeting to Meg and Roger.
The other machine quietly took the third of the high seats and
lifted a claw at Meg, who now occupied a stool twice the height of
Roger's.

"Miss Winterly, please—our theme."

The Blonde Icicle's face thawed into a little-girl smile as she
chanted bubblingly:

"Made up of tiny wheaten motes And reinforced with sturdy
oats, It rises through the air and floats— The bread on which all
Terra dotes!"

 

"Thank you, Miss Winterly," said Tin Philosopher. "Though a
purely figurative statement, that bit about rising through the air
always gets me—here." He rapped his midsection, which gave off a
high musical clang.

"Ladies—" he inclined his photocells toward Rose Thinker and
Meg—"and gentlemen. This is a historic occasion in Old Puffy's long
history, the inauguration of the helium-filled loaf ('So Light It
Almost Floats Away!') in which that inert and heaven-aspiring gas
replaces old-fashioned carbon dioxide. Later, there will be kudos
for Rose Thinker, whose bright relays genius-sparked the idea, and
also for Roger Snedden, who took care of the details.

"By the by, Racehorse, that was a brilliant piece of work
getting the helium out of the government—they've been pretty stuffy
lately about their monopoly. But first I want to throw wide the
casement in your minds that opens on the Long View of Things."

Rose Thinker spun twice on her chair and opened her photocells
wide. Tin Philosopher coughed to limber up the diaphragm of his
speaker and continued:

"Ever since the first cave wife boasted to her next-den neighbor
about the superior paleness and fluffiness of her tortillas,
mankind has sought lighter, whiter bread. Indeed, thinkers wiser
than myself have equated the whole upward course of culture with
this poignant quest. Yeast was a wonderful discovery—for its
primitive day. Sifting the bran and wheat germ from the flour was
an even more important advance. Early bleaching and preserving
chemicals played their humble parts.

"For a while, barbarous faddists—blind to the deeply spiritual
nature of bread, which is recognized by all great religions—held
back our march toward perfection with their hair-splitting
insistence on the vitamin content of the wheat germ, but their case
collapsed when tasteless colorless substitutes were triumphantly
synthesized and introduced into the loaf, which for flawless
purity, unequaled airiness and sheer intangible goodness was
rapidly becoming mankind's supreme gustatory experience."

"I wonder what the stuff tastes like," Rose Thinker said out of
a clear sky.

"I wonder what taste tastes like," Tin Philosopher echoed
dreamily. Recovering himself, he continued:

"Then, early in the twenty-first century, came the epochal
researches of Everett Whitehead, Puffyloaf chemist, culminating in
his paper 'The Structural Bubble in Cereal Masses' and making
possible the baking of airtight bread twenty times stronger (for
its weight) than steel and of a lightness that would have been
incredible even to the advanced chemist-bakers of the twentieth
century—a lightness so great that, besides forming the backbone of
our own promotion, it has forever since been capitalized on by our
conscienceless competitors of Fairy Bread with their enduring
slogan: 'It Makes Ghost Toast'."

"That's a beaut, all right, that ecto-dough blurb," Rose Thinker
admitted, bugging her photocells sadly. "Wait a sec. How
about?—

"There'll be bread Overhead When you're dead— It is
said."

 

Phineas T. Gryce wrinkled his nostrils at the pink machine as if
he smelled her insulation smoldering. He said mildly, "A somewhat
unhappy jingle, Rose, referring as it does to the end of the
customer as consumer. Moreover, we shouldn't overplay the
figurative 'rises through the air' angle. What inspired you?"

She shrugged. "I don't know—oh, yes, I do. I was remembering one
of the workers' songs we machines used to chant during the Big
Strike—

"Work and pray, Live on hay. You'll get pie In the sky When
you die— It's a lie!

"I don't know why we chanted
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