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Happiness: A
Planet


Foreword

What follows is a reconstruction
of events that took place seven years and not sixty thousand
million kilometres from this city.

 


Chapter
One

"Somebody stole our moon," the
Member for North Two held the orb. "That's the length and breadth
of it."

His brief peroration pointedly
delivered, the Member for North Two released the orb. It glided
across the circular table to the member for South Six, sitting
almost directly opposite.

The rules governing this
Extraordinary Convention of the Senate were those given it by
Space. No Member of the Senate might speak unless at least one hand
rested on the orb. Nor, if the panel in front of any other Member
of the Senate came alight, could he or she continue to speak beyond
the minute visually counted down before him or her.

The mechanics of the Senate are
the same as that for every other populated planet and for every
populous station and city under Space's jurisdiction. Members
register their desire to speak on the panel before them, or cancel
their desire to do so if someone else speaks their mind for them.
The duration of the speech is governed by how many others have
registered their desire to speak and by how much time has been
allowed for the debate. So, even in the most heated of discussions,
no matter how agitated the Senate Members may be, none speak out of
turn, none interrupt, because all know that eventually, and with
precise equity, the orb will come to them.

At this Senate Meeting the Member
for South Six, as usual, appointed himself the voice of reason and
calm.


"Let us examine the facts. The
fact is that not one of us here can be sure when our moon
disappeared. Not one of us, from what I've heard here, can remember
exactly when we last saw it." The panel before North Three,
diametrically opposite, came alight. The sixty second countdown
before the Member for South Six started.

"The only fact we can be certain
of is that it has been missing for the last five days. Because it
was five days ago when the Member for South Eight started asking
others if anyone had seen the moon. Then, and only then, did we
notice its absence. Then, and only then, did we notice that we had
lost contact with XE2. The fact is, until contact is
re-established, we can't know what has happened."

On its release the orb floated
over to North Three.

"I don't wish to appear
offensive," the Member for North Three said, "but the fact is that
the Member for South Six doesn't appear to care. It matters,
however, to me. If I don't get my crops off, bang goes my
livelihood. If we never re-establish contact he can carry on as he
is. Me? Space is my only market.”

North followed by South the
Senate Members were sitting in numerical order around the table.
North One sitting beside South One, North Two beside South Two, and
so on, until South Eight came to sit beside North One. And exactly
half of those Senate Members were farmers. Which is only to be
expected on any planet.

On any colonised planet Space
divides the globe into sixteen equal segments, regardless of local
topography, even where the dividing line cuts through a local city,
even where it cuts through individual dwellings. The occupant of
such a divided dwelling may then opt to vote in one segment or
another. In the more populous segments the most articulate, the
most energetic, are invariably elected. In the less populous areas
it is generally the farmer with the greatest amount of land.
Although the few other local citizenry of that segment probably
have livelihoods dependent on that farmer, those citizenry are
protected by the laws of Space, therefore their votes cannot be
blatantly coerced. The farmer being elected is rather a natural
outcome of the situation. Because the farmer, having most dealings
with Space, is better able to represent the planet there. The
farmer is also the most interested in having his views represented
to Space and is, consequently, the keenest to see himself
elected.

The Member for South Eight, who
now held the orb, was just such a farmer.

"Actually the Member for South
Six is incorrect when he says that we can only be sure that no-one
has seen the moon in the last five days. It was three weeks ago
when I noticed that it didn’t rise. I didn't pay much attention for
a couple of days, then it was cloudy for a couple more days. Then I
realised that it wasn't there. And I didn't believe it. That's why
I kept it to myself. No-one wants to appear a fool. But I knew, by
that time, that we should have had a half moon. I checked my
calendar and my dates. They agreed with me. And it was then, and
only then, that I started asking around. It was five days ago that
the convention of this Extraordinary Meeting was first mooted.
Three days ago it was decided."

Seventy two hours is the minimum
time in which a Senate can be convened on a planet. Time for the
Senate Members to rearrange their affairs, prepare their case, do
some research into the subject under debate and physically travel
to the Senate, in this case in the planet's equatorial capital. At
first on colonised planets, because of the inconvenient overland
distances, the Senates were held by televisual links. But these
were found to be ineffective. At such removes the subtleties of
conversation were lost, nuances and inflexions filtered out; the
passive reactions of one's fellow Members passing unnoticed, the
underlying mood going unremarked. And such dispersed Senates were
prone to manipulation by determined lobbyists. Whereas having to
physically congregate in the one place views and experiences could
be exchanged away from the debating table, off the record.
Consensus is thus often achieved prior to any debate; and the
debate simply takes the form of putting on record the majority and
opposing views. So, despite the inconvenience of attending the
Senate, like the rest of the constitution given them by Space,
planetary inhabitants accept it because, for the best of all
reasons, like the slow movement of the orb leads to reasoned
debate, it works.

The Member for North Four, a
technician, now held the orb.

"I was one of the first to be
contacted by the Member for South Eight." A nod across the table
acknowledged their friendship. "I was compiling some reports for
XE2. My constituents' crops have all gone. I'm expecting no ships
until next year. So I included in my report an urgent request for
any information concerning the absence of our moon. I should have
received that information, by return transmission, two days ago at
the latest. None came."

The orb moved across to North
One, a trader. "Four days ago I had a ship at my place. It left an
hour or so before this meeting was called. No reply on
that?"

For direct question and answer
the orb can be directed three times back and forth between
interrogator and interlocutor.

"No,” the Member for North Four
replied, "And I've checked back over the last three weeks. All
information we have received has come via ship. The ship in North
One and a ship two weeks ago in North Five. All routine
information. The next ship is due in two weeks in North
Three.”

The orb was now directed to North
Three.

"Exactly. And if that ship
doesn't come all my fruit will spoil. It's alright for you Southern
Members, and for you timber farmers and technicians, but if I don't
get that fruit off I’m finished here."

The laws governing the action of
the individuals on any planet being the same as those which pertain
throughout the rest of civilisation, the Senate of a planet has few
actual powers. It can raise revenue for planetary projects through
taxation of its own inhabitants, but, even then, both taxes and
projects are subject to Space veto, in this instance in the person
of the Director of the Station known as XE2. If the station should
disagree with that veto, there of course exist ever higher courts
of appeal. But that is beside the point. The main function of any
Senate is to represent the views of its constituents to Space. In
the case of this Senate, the North Seven segment of the planet
being entirely composed of ocean and icecap, and being therefore
wholly uninhabited, that Member was elected by everyone on the
planet to be their Senate Spokesman.

The Member for North Seven was
rotund and red-faced. Physically the other Senate Members were as
diverse as anywhere else in Space. As Spokesman the Member for
North Seven now called the orb to him.

"I'd like to point out to the
Member for North Three that it was a Southern Member who first
brought our attention to the absence of our moon; and it has been a
Northern technician who has attempted to find out what is happening
Out There.”

The orb travelled back to North
Three.

“I
apologise unreservedly. It was my anxiety speaking. But I am the
first to be affected by this. So what are we going to
do?"

“All I
want to know," the Member for South Four held the orb, "is where is
our moon? It must be somewhere. Moons don't just
disappear.”

A few Members glanced askance at
the Member for South Four. The orb moved along to the Member for
South Five.

The Member for South Five was not
run-of-the-mill for Senate Members. A resident scientist, an
anthropologist, his presence in the Senate had come about due to
his campaigning for funds and permission for his research; and
having once started campaigning, almost of its own volition, he had
ended up in the Senate.

He hadn't yet spoken at this
Extraordinary Convention.

"I fully sympathise with the
Member for North Three's anxieties. However, if we could look at
the wider implications, we will see that this concerns every single
person on this planet. I agree with the Member for South Eight that
the moon has been absent for about three weeks. As you all know I
live on a river estuary." Another oddity. "Three weeks ago we had
neap tides. Those tides have gradually subsided altogether. I have
checked. We now have no tides of any note anywhere around the
globe. The absence of tides must affect the weather. At the moment
it is too soon to say what any new weather pattern will be.
Entirely subjective of course, but the weather on my estuary
appears extremely unseasonable and erratic at the moment. A new
stable pattern will take possibly years to emerge. Sea levels will
change. As will the extent of the icecaps. Areas of land now under
cultivation may become wholly unproductive. Some settlements may
become uninhabitable. Land temperatures will change. Crops now
viable in one area may no longer be so. Farm boundaries will have
to be redrawn. Those are the probable long term effects; and they
affect us all. Space will redraw those boundaries, therefore it is
imperative that we re-establish contact with Space as soon as
possible.”

“Boundaries redrawn!" the Member for North Two expostulated
as soon as his fingers contacted the orb, "Moon stolen!” No-one
knows when or where. No more tides! Weather stabilising! The point
is farms will have to be moved. And we all know what that means.
One long endless battle with the Department. Remember that drought?
See what I mean." He released the orb.

Like many other farmers the
Member for North Two affected bad grammar to hide his, to him,
unseemly intelligence.

The spokesman called the orb to
him.

"While whatever caused our moon
to disappear, and I have heard many suggestions — some bizarre,
some plausible — the exact reason must, for the moment, remain a
mystery. The probable results of that disappearance, however, have
been admirably summed up by the Member for South Five. For the
immediate benefit of the Member for North Three, and for the peace
of mind of the rest of us, I propose that we send one of our ships
immediately to XE2. That way we will know within four days what is
happening. Are there any dissenters?"

The Member for North Three
registered his desire to speak.

“I’d like
to propose, as I stand to gain most from an early answer, that I
send a ship to XE2. My son will be only too willing to
go."

The orb travelled back to the
Spokesman.

"Then we are agreed?" No panels
came alight. "I therefore declare this meeting closed."

All waited until the orb had
moved to the centre of the table and then, murmuring among
themselves, the Senate Members one by one left their
seats.

 



Chapter
Two

Colonised planets have few ships.
Having voluntarily relinquished life in Space the colonists own a
frame of mind which does not wish to seem less than wholeheartedly
committed to the planet of their choice. Owning a space ship makes
doubtful their allegiance.

However, for safety's sake, every
colonised planet has to have at least two ships at their disposal
for use in an emergency, as ambulances if nothing more. Planets are
prone to 'natural' disasters. Apart from those two mandatory ships,
a few of the more prosperous farmers and traders may own a ship in
order that they may occasionally venture abroad for their own
profit or amusement. As for the less prosperous citizenry, should
they wish to escape the exigencies of life on a planet, they can
always seek passage on a passing freighter.

At the time of the Extraordinary
Senate Meeting there were nine privately owned ships on the planet,
all of them small luxury craft. One of those ships belonged to the
Senate Member for North Three. The ship had been a present for his
son, Halk Fint, on his sixteenth birthday.

The purpose of its purchase had
been, paradoxically, an attempt to induce Halk Fint to remain on
the planet. Give him the toys of Space, his father had reasoned,
and he might stay and help run the farm. And Halk Fint had, out of
affection for his mother and his father, stayed this last
year.

Written into the constitution of
every colonised planet is the law that says that all children, when
they reach the age of twelve (Space years), must be sent into Space
to complete their education. To separate parent and child at such
an early age may seem unnecessarily hard to us in the city, where a
school is never more than 500 meters distant and our children come
home to us every night. But our children are already in Space, they
know of life here, are told of life on planets; and, if they so
desire, and a few always do, they can emigrate to the planet of
their choice. Freedom is choice.

Our citizens are a free people.
Those of our citizens who happen to have been born on a planet must
also be able to make that choice. But no film nor book, no teaching
machine, no individual teacher no matter how inspired, can
adequately portray life in Space like firsthand experience. So, to
be able to enjoy the same freedom of choice as their fellow
citizens, planetary children are therefore compulsorily sent into
Space.

Cynics among you might say that
to kidnap children in their most formative years is to weight the
balance in favour of Space. Let it be said, though, that the
planets do advertise throughout Space for settlers, and their
advertisements cannot be said to be without bias. And Space is the
civilisation on which those planets ultimately depend. While many
of those ex-planetary children, who have chosen to come into Space,
have contributed greatly to the progress of civilisation and
therefore, indirectly, to the well-being of all
colonists.

Even so, to the chagrin of their
parents, the majority (88.67%) of planetary children, on completion
of their education, do elect to stay in Space. And it must be said
that what attracts those children is not the noble ideals of our
civilisation, but its gadgets and gewgaws and its frivolous
pastimes. This gives weight to the argument of those advocates of
planetary life who say that Space corrupts their children. This
argument is countered by the defenders of the present system, who
say that innocence founded on ignorance is not innocence. Added to
that must also be the same ‘natural' motives, desires, dreams that
drove all our ancestors into space. Indeed a large proportion of
those children who do come into Space, after the limitations of a
single planet, become compulsive travellers. No intergalactic
freighter crew is without at least one planet-born member among its
number.

Seventeen year old Halk Fint was
just such a product of this state of affairs. Though, in his case,
his simple longing to live in Space and partake of its pleasures
was offset by his unusually strong devotion to his mother and
father. This is another peculiarity of planetary life — the number
of long lasting monogamous relationships it sustains and the close
family ties that relationships of such duration create. There are
two schools of thought as to why this should be. One school says
that this monogamy is born of the vicissitudes of planetary life,
the common adversities strengthening the bonds between the
partners. The second school of thought maintains that it is due
simply to their isolation, to the paucity of alternative partners,
of lack of choice, of freedom. Whatever the case this excessive
devotion extends to the offspring of such partnerships, which
probably explains why many of those children who come into Space
bring with them troublesome feelings of guilt, which make them so
emotionally unpredictable to those of us who have been raised in
Space, who have never tasted the acrid dust of planets or known our
fathers.

Halk Fint, the third child of the
Senate Member for North Three, had these conflicting desires
battling within him. His elder brother and sister had already left
the planet. Their father had done everything in his power to
legitimately stop them. Not, let it be said, out of malice, but
because he sincerely believed that life on the planet was better
than life in Space. After all, he had chosen it; and he naturally
wanted what he believed was best for his children. However, despite
his blandishments, despite his blustering threats and his emotional
entreaties, no matter what petty difficulties he had placed in
their way, as soon as his two eldest children had reached the age
of majority, they had taken passage on a passing
freighter.

For his youngest son the Senate
Member for North Three had changed tactics. Where the other two had
been denied, where possible, everything to do with Space, he had
indulged his youngest son's every passing fancy. Providing he
remained at home. So Halk Fint owned many of the toys of Space,
took many holidays in Space, only to reluctantly return home, only
to grudgingly remain on his parents' farm.... until he was again
allowed to leave for Space. His was a comfortable and tortured
trap.

As a child Halk had, with
sympathy and incomprehension, beheld his parents' despondency over
the departure of first his elder brother and then his sister. He
too had felt the pain of their parting. Since then he had ruefully
noted the delight on his parents' faces at his every homecoming. He
had no wish to hurt them, to bring about such naked misery again,
to not bring them pleasure again. So, for the past six months, to
resolve the conflict within himself, to reconcile his filial
devotion to them with his desire to leave them, he had been trying
to talk his parents into selling the farm and returning to Space to
live.

The Senate Member for North Three
was not an unkind man. He knew that his son remained with him only
out of gratitude, out of love. But all Halk’s friends his own age
were in Space, his interests were all in Space, his ambitions were
in Space. So, after the Extraordinary Convention of the Senate, he
asked his son if he would fly to XE2, tell the Director what was
happening, and return immediately with his reply.

At mention of an unexpected jaunt
into Space Halk's thin face had filled with a smile, only for it to
vanish as soon as he had been told that he must return immediately.
The Senate Member for North Three loved his youngest son, did not
want to be the cause of his misery.

“Do this
one thing for me," he told Halk, “and you are free forever from all
obligations to me. After your return here you may take this ship
and go wheresoever you wish in the universe. With my, and your
mother’s, blessing.”

So it was with an irrepressible
smirk that Halk Fint strapped himself into his seat and issued
instructions for his take off and course. He gave himself only five
seconds to wave farewell to his mother and father; and then the
small ship lifted off, rose above the line upon feathery line of
his father's date palms.

For the first time since he had
known Space Halk did not look down on the farm with loathing, with
the contempt a prisoner has for his keeper. Now he gazed down on
those blue-green rows, as they massed into so many geometric
patterns, with something akin to affection, with the indulgence of
incipient nostalgia. The farm, after all, was but his father's
eccentricity. And he, Halk Fint, was heading out, in a ship of his
own, for the new, for the exciting, the different.

A longing for life itself urged
Halk Fint on; a desire to escape the known for the unknown, to go
in search of life in all its guessed-at magnificence, in all its
supposed multitudinous variety. Propelled too by the fear that if
he stayed much longer on the planet then he would miss something
vital; drawn on also by the feeling that somehow the future held
all the answers, and he knew life on the planet and the answers
weren't down there. He knew what he would become down there, and he
wanted something more, something better than that. Because Halk
Fint owned the unlimited potential of the young; and the planet was
old and limited in scope.

Such are the conceited
aspirations of the young — so general that they are always
indefinable. Like all the young Halk Fint saw himself as the first
of his kind; and the life he already knew didn't have anything new
to offer him. Suffice it to say that life itself, that
ever-regenerated mystery for the young, lured him out into
Space.

Away on the horizon he caught a
blue glimpse of the sea.

“Amendment,” he said. “Direct course to XE2. Maximum speed.
Least deviations.”

He had intended going over to
manual once clear of the planet and making a couple of quick orbits
to look for the moon. Now, out of gratitude, he wanted to obey his
father's instructions to the letter, fulfil his mission and be
free. And faced by the black infinity of space one small moon
seemed very unimportant. What, he asked himself, did one small moon
matter when Out There men travelled galaxies?

The ship acknowledged the new
instructions, told him the amended course and his ETA at XE2. He
had by now risen through the uppermost clouds, was accelerating as
he left the planet’s atmosphere.

“Better
than talking to a stupid tractor,” he jubilantly said.

Those were the last words that
Halk Fint was heard to utter. Seconds later he started in panic as
his ship shuddered under an impact. A massive electrical discharge
then caused the small ship to explode.

 



Chapter
Three

In his office chair Munred
Danporr reclined sideways on to his desk. Heels on the floor, his
buttocks on the edge of his seat and his shoulders against the back
of the chair, he consciously maintained his body in a straight
line. With his limp arms hanging vertically, this was his thinking
pose.

Munred Danporr was considered a
handsome man. He was tall, had tightly curled hair, prominent
facial bones and dark glittering deep-set eyes. As Departmental
Director of XE2 he was responsible, not only for the station and
its 300,000 inhabitants, but also for all the substations within an
eighteen thousand million kilometre radius of XE2. Those
substations included three food platforms, four food processing
plants, one antiquated smelter, two factories, three scientific
substations and one inhabited planet. Within his Department was
also one white dwarf and one yellow G star. One would have thought
that such numerous responsibilities were sufficient for any one
man; Munred Danporr, though, had ambitions.

Ambition was central to Munred's
character. His was a state of mind that had always required
objectives. At school, and then at university, that objective had
been, simply, to excel. And shone he indubitably had; and, having
scholastically succeeded, he had cast about for a suitable vehicle
for his adult ambitions.

His youthful ego would have
preferred him to have entered the Legislature. Success there,
however, depended on the notorious fickleness of the electorate and
on his untested ability to make himself generally popular. He was,
though, confident that he could charm a select few, such as an
interviewing board. So he had decided on the safer, if less
glamorous, next best thing, the Civil Service, which is better
known to all and sundry simply as Service.

Munred Danporr was born and
raised in this city. But he knew that if he remained in the city
then he would never rise very high in Service, the upper ranks of
Service being reserved for those with the widest experience.
Service maintains that only those with the most comprehensive
experience of our civilisation should be allowed to undertake the
positions of highest responsibility. How can anyone, Service
thinking goes, decide on the fate of others when they do not, at
first hand, know of the lives of others? That wider experience,
however, can only be gained by leaving the city and by taking some
lowly Service position in one of the far off stations.

So Munred applied for, and was
awarded, a post in the distant environs of the city’s authority.
The post that he occupied, on that far off station, may have been
lowly, his responsibilities quantitatively few, but the rank that
he held was far higher than any he could have achieved in the city
itself, even after five years assiduous labour.

Our civilisation has been
described as a society of itinerants, travelling never to arrive,
much like the universe we inhabit. Planet dwellers, however, in
such a peripatetic society, are remarkable for their steadfastness.
Rarely do they move even to other settlements upon their chosen
planet.

Munred Danporr, though, was no
planet dweller: he became one of Space's itinerants, travelling to
arrive at his point of departure; became in so doing a participant
in one of mankind's greatest exercises in futility, in a
self-perpetuating folly, namely — the gaining of
experience.

Those who have undergone the
process being in the highest Service ranks, and solely because they
themselves have survived the process, they lay great store by the
mystique of experience and so promote only those who have similarly
endured the time-consuming process, who in their turn promote only
those who have the credentials of experience... when often all that
is required to do their job is rational thought. However,
experience being the measure of Service personnel, young Munred set
out to acquire that experience.

From Sub-director of Hygiene on a
small outstation, after a year Munred moved inward, towards the
city, to become Sub-director of Transport on another small
outstation. After a year there he moved to a larger outstation as
Sub-director of Police Liaison and Communications. Every annual
move brought him into contact with a different Service discipline.
When he had acquired experience of all those disciplines, he began
to be promoted.

First he was made Director of
Welfare and Leisure on a small station; and moving ever inward,
back towards the city, his annual moves eventually gave him
experience as Departmental Sub-director. Then he was, as a
Director, promoted to the larger stations, given ever greater
responsibility; until he came to XE2 as Departmental Director with
overall responsibility.

To the
uninitiated it might seem, so assured was Munred Danporr's advance,
that he was a man of phenomenal intellectual capabilities.
Practically all of the work in every Service discipline, though, is
done by machine. All that Munred Danporr had to do was to not make
mistakes. The machines called on him only to keep a watching brief
and to deal with the unanticipated. And in all of his many
positions he had been called on but twice, and the decisions he'd
had to make had been so trivial that they are not worthy here of
mention. The only other decisions he'd been called on to make were
those regarding personnel, seeking and interviewing replacements
for substation Service staff, most of whom were technicians.
And there he either gave the
most suitable person the job; or, in pursuit of his ambition, did
someone with influence a favour. Politics was the name of that
game.

Now ambition is a peculiar human
trait. For instance Munred Danporr, at first, wanted only to excel,
to be the best, to shine before his compatriots and his
contemporaries. That same ambition, though, took him away from the
very city where he wanted to excel, away from those very
contemporaries and compatriots whom he wanted to outshine.
Consequently, in his first few years of self-imposed exile from the
city, knowing that his rival contemporaries and compatriots would
likewise have dispersed, his ambition soon changed, became instead
solely an overriding desire to work his way back to the city of his
birth.

One could describe his ambition
in purely conventional terms — that Munred aspired to a position of
authority and prestige. Which of course would be true. But it would
be more true to say that the whole of his ambition could be
encapsulated in a vision he had of himself in the city. He saw
himself, with his consort, rear view, unhurriedly mounting the
transparent steps of a certain exclusive restaurant in this
city.

Some among you might sneer at
that dream, might perhaps denigrate the restaurant, might call
those transparent steps tasteless in the extreme, might claim that
its exclusivity is only its being expensive; but that does not
invalidate the assertion that that vision of himself and his
consort, slowly ascending those steps, as if they very much
belonged, was not the ultimate driving force behind all his
ambitions. Who is to say that many of the great characters of
history were not driven by similar small dreams?

And now Munred Danporr was but
eighteen months away from his triumphant ascent of those steps.
Local boy made good. A Departmental Directorship had become vacant
on a station the other side of the city, thirty six thousand
million kilometers and one year's travail closer to it. Service
rumour had it that there was one other serious competitor for the
position, but she had marginally less experience than Munred. The
position was his, if....

It was that 'if' that had Munred
pensively reclining sideways on to his desk. He reclined sideways
because he couldn’t bear to look at his desk screens. On one screen
flashed the message, 'Priority Happiness.' In three days time that
message would go to 'Urgent Happiness'; and it was inconceivable
that he should attend an interview for a vacant Departmental
Directorship while he had an outstanding 'Urgent' in any one of his
sub-departments.

The
interviewing board would know that he had an 'Urgent'
because his ship would take
that information with him. Nor did he dare, and he had desperately
considered it in passing, tamper with the ship's data. If his
tinkerings were to be discovered later, and it was inevitable that
they would be, such a scandal would have him ending his career in
the far reaches of civilisation. Nor could he postpone this
interview: a similar prestigious vacancy this close in might not
occur for another year. If then.

Two weeks ago, on his return from
lunch, the polite request to 'Please Investigate Happiness' had
been flashing on one of his desk screens. He and his Sub had joked
about it, and Munred had told his Sub to look into it. In his turn
the Sub-director, a small bald and anxious man, had delegated the
task to the Director of Communications. Like the majority of
Service personnel, both Munred and his Sub had early learnt that,
as soon as one is in a position to do so, one delegates all work.
Then, if the work proves to be of some use, one takes the credit
for it. Should the work, however, prove to be unsatisfactory, one
then upbraids one's subordinates.

The following morning
the Director of Communications had reported back to the
Sub-director and the Sub-director had reported back to Munred. The
machines on the planet Happiness, Munred was told, made regular
reports by radio to XE2. Those radio reports were augmented by ship
dispatches. If XE2's machines heard nothing for a week from
Happiness they were programmed to flash the message ‘Please
Investigate Happiness.' Happiness was, in its orbit at the time of
these events, approximately 7ｽ days radio distance from
XE2.

Munred had once been Sub-director
of Substation Liaison, had had an inhabited planet within his
Department. He therefore knew that any inhabited planet had more
than one transmitter, that it was therefore unlikely to be an
overall transmission failure on the planet. He therefore suspected
that the fault might have nothing whatsoever to do with Happiness,
but might lie in XE2's own receivers; or, more drastically, that it
might be the first distress symptom of a major machine fault on
XE2. Which is a perfectly valid assumption to make when any machine
starts behaving unusually.

Munred instructed the Director of
Communications and the Hygeine Director to exhaustively investigate
XE2's machines. Both Directors reported back, after three days,
that all machines were in perfect working order, all back up and
fail-safe systems responding correctly. The Director of
Communications told Munred that all receivers were faultlessly
functioning, that radio messages had been received from three other
substations within the last four days.

"Nothing's wrong," he
concluded.

"Yes it is," Munred told him.
"Look." On his central desk screen flashed the message 'Please
Investigate Happiness.’

Munred summoned to his presence
the Directors of Transport and of Substation Liaison. The Director
of Transport informed him that ordinarily there were few direct
flights between Happiness and XE2. The last ship presumed to have
left Happiness, bearing dates, had been bound for a processing
plant within the city limits. By indirect linkage they would know
of that ship's safe arrival in three weeks time.

"That is," the Director of
Transport said, "if its itinerary wasn't changed on Happiness. You
know how it is. Normally we'd have heard about it on their
transmission, or when the next ship called here."

"When is the next ship
due?"

“Here?
From Happiness? One private flight provisionally booked. In twelve
weeks."

Munred asked the Director of
Substation Liaison to tell him about Happiness.

"Three million inhabitants. No
indigenous population. Forty eight percent surface area land, fifty
percent sea, two percent permanent ice. Forty two percent of land
under cultivation. Timber and fruit principal exports. Other crops
domestic use. No manufactured goods. Three urban conurbations.
Small. Eighty six ground transmitters. Sixteen satellites. Three
continents therefore three semi-independent systems. Failure in all
three extremely unlikely."

"Mining?"

"None."

“Anything
unusual in their last communication?"

"No personal messages," the
Director of Transport said. “All machine language. Run of the mill
stuff. Weather reports, crop evaluations... A request for current
market prices. Since transmitted. No human agency
involved."

Munred sent for the Director of
Police Liaison and requested that a police ship be sent to
Happiness. The Director of Police Liaison uncomfortably informed
Munred that there were no police ships available. XE2, like most
stations its size, boasted but two police ships. The Inspector had
taken one of those ships to investigate a fraud on one of the
processing stations.

(The investigation into that
fraud runs concurrently with the events to be related here. To give
a blow by blow account of the prosecution of that fraud, although
interesting in itself, would unnecessarily complicate this story.
Suffice to say that throughout the subsequent events on Happiness
the Inspector, the highest ranking police officer on XE2, was
preoccupied elsewhere with his own detection work.)

The other police ship was on a
regular patrol of outstations, would not return for another nine
days. No-one knew when the Inspector's ship was likely to return.
Munred registered an official protest at the station being left
without a police ship at his disposal.

During the following nine days
the message on Munred’s central screen was updated to 'Action
Required Happiness.'

During those nine days Munred
asked for any other message concerning Happiness to be directed to
him. None came by either radio or by ship. Neither could any ship
that had recently been to Happiness, within the last two months, be
traced. But nothing unusual or sinister in that. Those ships could
all, by now, be beyond all adjacent Departments; only where their
paths crossed those of other ships bound for XE2 would XE2 learn of
them.

So for nine more days the crisis
developed unchecked. The only other crisis that Munred had had to
deal with on XE2 had come from a woman begging to be taken off an
outstation because of the violent behaviour of a drunken
technician. Munred had had them both removed, had replaced them
with a competent recluse.

“Why,”
Munred had asked the recluse during his interview, "do you dislike
people so much?”

"They disappoint me," the
technician had replied, and had refused to elaborate.

For those nine days Munred had
fretted and fumed at the planet called Happiness and its
uncommunicative inhabitants. He had called them many derogatory
names, gave full vent to his prejudices against those who chose to
live on dusty unstable planets.

Munred's prejudice was not
untypical. Probably because like many another he felt insulted by
the settlers dismissing as cheap all that Space holds dear, by
their voluntary relinquishment of all the beauties and benefits of
Space for a grubby existence on a hazardous planet. Planetary
inhabitants, incidentally, think of this prejudice as Space
snobbery.

While for the rest of us the
perverse values of planetary inhabitants are largely an academic
affront, in Munred's instance the prejudice had a more personal
foundation, for he had interviewed two prospective emigrants to
Happiness. He had concluded that interview with the distinct
impression that it had been they who, regarding him with the
contempt of neophytes, had patronised him. Hence his dislike of
them all, intensified by their now causing him so much needless
anxiety and threatening his prospects of promotion.

So Munred
sat sideways on to his desk and, though he was deliberately not
looking directly at it, was acutely aware of the message’s
insistent flashing. The day before the message had been updated to
'Priority Happiness.' Tomorrow afternoon the police ship returned
from its regular patrol. The 'priority' signal gave Munred the
authority to dispatch it immediately to Happiness. The round trip
would take four days. Two days to reach there, a day to get the
transmissions restarted, seven days for those transmissions to
reach XE2 and cancel what would be by then the ‘Urgent Happiness'
signal, leaving him just five days to get to the interview.
A tight schedule. And nothing
he could for another nineteen hours but wait.

Folding his body out of the
chair, he stood, grunted once at the 'Priority Happiness', and went
home.

 



Chapter
Four

Petre Fanne lay on the floor, one
foot held close to her face. To the count of three she pressed her
big toe against her cheek, released it, then arched herself into a
bridge and, flipping her legs over her head, landed on her feet.
Arms spread she rocked back on her heels, then did a a forward
flip. This was as much gymnastic tumbling as the apartment would
allow.

Two of her previous apartments
owned dented walls where she had missed her footing. Nevertheless
Petre Fanne exercised daily in the privacy of her apartment.
Because Petre Fanne was as ambitious as Munred Danporr. Indeed it
had been her ambition that had led her to form an official liaison
with Munred Danporr. And it was ambition, or the habits born of
ambition, that had Petre Fanne daily on the floor contorting
herself in painful exertions — to maintain her figure, to remain
attractive.

Petre had met Munred nine years
before, nine stations out. (For the purpose of this narrative 'in'
is towards this city, 'out' is away from this city; until, in the
far reaches of space, the dominion of this city touches the
influence of other cities and ‘out’ starts to become 'in' again.
'In', when Petre Fanne had met Munred Danporr, was towards this
city, was where she had wanted to come.)

Petre’s ambition had been born
when she had been but ten years old. As part of her station's
gymnastic troupe she had come to this city to take part in a
festival of gymnastics. The sheer size of this city, its abundant
variety, had entranced her. Having to leave so much of it
unexplored had been the saddest, the most traumatic moment of her
young life.

Back on her station the boys and
girls who had accompanied her had boasted of their having been to
the city, of the wonders and oddities they had seen here. Petre,
however, saw their boasts as parochial: she had wanted to belong to
this city, to be a part of its largeness, to be as familiar with
it, to take it as for granted as those of us who have lived here
always, not crow over having once visited it. And, after that one
visit, everything about Petre's home station had seemed small and
unsatisfactory, unworthy of her. So was sown in her the desire and
the determination to return to this city.

Having
already found passage once to this city as a gymnast, she at first
believed gymnastics to be the route whereby she might gain adult
passage. The hard nose of her ambition soon saw, though, that she
was not a particularly outstanding performer, was not even
considered the best on her small station; and to be invited back to
this city as an individual she would have had to have been the
supreme gymnast in her corner of the galaxy. The only other
possible route through gymnastics lay in her becoming a coach. But
to become a noteworthy and sought after coach she would first have
had to have been a champion gymnast. And she was decidedly not championship
material.

Instead she devoted herself to
her schoolwork and, because it pleased the teachers who would
decide her grades, she kept up her gymnastics. But no matter how
much she swotted, no matter how sycophantic she was to those
teachers, she was gradually made aware that she was not considered
intelligent enough to apply even for Technical School let alone
University. And without attending either of those she would gain no
specialist knowledge and, therefore, no career to take her to the
city.

The only other option left open
to her was that she could join a freighter crew, call occasionally
at the city. But that wasn't good enough: she had to be a part of
this city, to be one of the many mysterious figures on its streets.
And the prospect of failure so early in her life so depressed her
that between the ages of fourteen and sixteen she twice secretly
attempted suicide. Fortunately also without success. During that
period, because of her sudden and utter indifference to her
schoolwork, her doting mother had her several times examined by a
psychiatrist.

Then, at sixteen years old, Petre
began to notice that men of all ages were attracted to her. Besides
the flushed skin of youth she had a gymnast's poise; and, though
not tall, she owned an alertness, a smoothness of movement that
gave her an alluring grace. She saw men speculatively eyeing her
supple movements. And here, she realised, was a talent that she
could exploit, that could be her ticket back to the city. Because,
unlike Munred, she cared not in what capacity she returned to this
city, providing that return she did.

Her first liaison was with a
police constable. (Police personnel, too, are promoted inwards.)
However the police constable proved to be impressed only by her
gymnastic contortions in bed, did not once mention taking her with
him to his next posting.

Her second liaison was with a
freighter skipper who had a regular run past the station and who
lived in the city. To him, however, she was but a welcome diversion
on his boring route; and he had other diversions in the
city.

After a couple more equally
unsuccessful affairs she came to realise that men were more
generous in word and deed before sex than after it. And, no sooner
had she come to that realisation, than she met Munred Danporr at a
Service function. (She assiduously attended such functions in the
hope of meeting someone like Munred Danporr.)

He was attracted to her: her
seductive talents were cultivated. She was attracted to him: he
owned a lofty and solemn charm. She, however, withheld her sexual
favours until he proposed taking her with him to his next posting.
Then, and only then, did she saturate him with her new-found sexual
expertise.

Munred had known that an official
liaison with Petre would do no harm to his career. In Service eyes
a man with a stable liaison is considered less likely to shoot off
in pursuit of an ideal, either in the abstract or in the flesh, is
regarded as more trustworthy. Whereas, for a woman in Service, the
opposite holds true: in the absence of other commitments a woman is
seen as more likely to devote herself to Service. Be that as it
may, in the case of Petre Fanne and Munred Danporr, so began a
formidable partnership.

If Munred had formed a permanent
liaison with someone less ambitious than Petre he, like many
another ambitious young man, would probably have — eventually —
compromised his ambition for the sake of his beloved, have
reconciled himself to life on some far off station near her family,
have become dopily enmeshed in happy domesticity. Like others
before him, with the passage of time, he would have come to see
that all dreams are illusory, especially in their attainment, so
what's the point? Petre, though, invigorated the dynamism of his
ambition.

Although not academically bright,
Petre had the advantage of knowing exactly what she wanted. So,
learning from the tactics she had employed in seducing Munred, she
put those same talents to work on his colleagues and his superiors.
The promise of sexual excitement being a more powerful inducement
than the easy gratification of sexual advances, she led men by the
nose, acquired the art of making men want to give her something so
that she would think well of them. So, to please her, even though
by pleasing her they might never see her again, those men
recommended Munred for promotion.

If Munred's colleagues happened
to be women Petre won their friendship by the exchange of
confidences, charmed them with her intimacy, sought their opinions
and left their men alone. And because both men and women enjoyed
her pretty ways, and because that enjoyment assisted her ambition,
Petre religiously twisted her small body into peculiar shapes. And
she did this alone in her apartment, because to have made a public
display of her devotion to her daily exercises might have detracted
from her attractiveness. (When we know how an effect is created we
are no longer so impressed by it.) Consequently Petre secretively
exercised within her apartment, presented her small public with the
finished product.

After only two promotions Munred
was in no doubt what an asset Petre was to his ambition, and he
pitied his single-handed competitors. Thereafter, in their
partnership, Petre became the power. It was she who was the
impatient pusher, she who was the busy socialite, she the eager
opportunist. Without Petre, Munred was well aware, his career would
have proceeded at a less hectic pace. Indeed it was Munred who had
suggested that they succumb to the financial inducements to have
children; and it was Petre who had resisted. She had seen what an
unnecessary tie a child would have been, how Munred's superiors
would not have wanted to too often disrupt the child's
upbringing.

“The city
first,” she told him. “Then a child."

To paint Munred and Petre as a
scheming pair of self-seekers cynically plotting their every small
advance would, though, be far from the truth. Theirs was not a
single-minded overpowering monomania. Their ambition was, of
course, central to their life; but it did not dominate their
personalities. True, when alone together and dreaming, their dreams
took shape with the words,

"When we're in the city
we’ll...”

When Petre reached the city she
had solemnly promised herself, if not Munred, a child. Although, in
regard to this, it must be said that, having acknowledged in
herself a proper and natural maternal instinct, also entering her
thinking was that if she and Munred should happen to part in the
city then, as the mother of a child born in the city, she would be
entitled to remain in the city.

That aside the city was not
always at the forefront of their minds. And their ambition was
perfectly in keeping with their position, was considered natural by
their Service colleagues and, as such, was rarely acknowledged.
Certainly Munred Danporr and Petre Fanne did not see themselves as
two emotionless slaves to ambition. Neither thought of themselves
as anything other than two reasonable, normal people. Their
ambition was apart from their many dealings with colleagues and
neighbours, many of whom they had met with on the simplest terms of
friendship. Bearing in mind
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