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HOW LUCKY WE MET

by Wade Miller

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE EVENINGS
that he had to think about him-
self. He had to get out of the
house and be alone yet not be
alone. How can you run with the
pack when there is no pack? His
name was Ralph Maclntire and
he had settled for the dimmest
deadend corner of the neighbor-
hood bar, apart from all the
strangers but still among them.
He wasn’t a drinking man, al-
though that had occurred to him
as the modern first-to-mind an-
swer to his misery.

In the jangle and chatter of
the strangers, he sat aloof. People
kept playing the jukebox and
often it emitted the highpitched
siren sounds that keenly hurt his
ears but didn’t seem to affect the
laughing others. He had ordered
a bourbon in milk and a rare beef
sandwich. The drink he had
scarcely touched, but in that re-
volting mixture was the only way

he could down whisky at all any
more. The milk cloaked the odor.
As for the sandwich, he had done
much better by it, although leav-
ing the bread mostly untouched.

He raised his head sharply, his
nostrils flaring in the smoky air.
He couldn’t believe his senses at
first, although he had come to
trust them. There was someone
else here, an odd someone eise,
like himself. He began to breathe
harder through his open moutn
as he peered about through his
heavy spectacles.

He sighted ..er finally. She too
wore glasses that she had barely

ulled out of her purse. Tawny

head tilted back, she was staring
directly at him through the crowd,
suspicious but rigid with antici-
pation.

To Ralph Maclntire it was a
miracle, worth treasuring and cry-
ing over. For the first time in the
past year, he didn’t care what kind
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She was a well-dressed matron in.
her thirties, full-bosomed, trim|
girdled, her cheeks alive ‘;vith thz
pretty red of embarrassment as she
watched his approach.

Another unattached male was
also heading toward the prize.
Ralph bodied against him rough-
ly, said low in his throat, “Get out
of my wayv.” The other man
glanced at him arrogantly, then
mumbled something and melted
back into the crowd.

Ralph squinted down at her.
“Please may I join you?” He in-
troduced himself in the same
plaintive tone of voice.

The woman’s voice was thrill-
ingly husky. “Of course. I think
this is simply wonderful. But I'm
not as surprised as you, am [?”
She told him her name, Mrs.
Something Waring. “My nickname
is Princess. Do you understand
about the nicknames?”

He didn’t. He slid into the
booth close to her until their flanks
touched. His leg trembled badly.

She said, “Calm down. Don'’t
derange yourself, as the French
say. Everything is going to be all

right.
g}'i'hank God,” he muttered.
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“Thank God,” he said again.

She pressed her hand over his
then squinted more closely at h1;
fingernails. “Oh, Ralph—you've
been digging, haven't you?”

He told her about late last night,
after his wife was asleep, going
out into the backyard. “Nobody
saw.” He added lamely, “We have
gophers, quite badly right now.”

To his relief, she chuckled,
“I’'ve caught a couple of stray cats
myself. Actually, they were little
more than kittens. I didn't eat
them, understand, or even taste
them. I put the horrid little things
down the garbage disposal. But
there was the appeal of hunting.”

“Yes.” Holding hands, they
gazed out at the rest of tl.le PEO%
ple, dancing, drinking, joking. It
gets on my Nerves, the confusion
of spoors. Thousands of them

criss-crossing, everywhere I go.””
“You'll get used to it gradually.
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Jaughed shakily. “I'm

- not at all in practice—Princess. I

to pretend I'd slipped and
;‘fm agfinst him with my mouth
' ope"lll.et me see your teeth,” she
demanded. He bared them for
her. She traced her finger across
them, frowning. Then she riffled
around in her purse until she
found a business card. “Theyll
have to come out, of course. Defi-
nitely growing—I mean the two
at the upper corners of your
mouth. This fellow will do it for
you and you'll never hear another
word about it. I had to have it
done, too.” She smiled broadly to
show him. “Neat? Simply a nice
little two-tooth bridge. I was wor-
ried sick at first. I wanted so
much to stay pretty.”

“I'm still worried sick. A whole
year of this—all alone. I didn'’t
even dare tell my doctor much. I
was afraid of being put away
somewhere,”

“Caged up? Stay away from the

200, Ralph. That's one place sure -

to give you a really sick feeling.”
§he squeezed his arm consolingly.
octors can’t help—it’s a matter

97
of personal adjustment, accept-
ance.”

“But how long has it been go-
ing on?”

“Historically—who knows? Our
group has been trying to work out
a theory, but you know how many
crackpots populate any given
group. There’s the Cerberus fac-
tion and the Anubis faction and
the bunch that stands foursquare
behind Caleb in the Bible. Me—
I don’t much care as long as I
function. And I've seen very few
jobs performed by humans that
can’t be done just as well by ani-
mals.”

Ralph flinched. He wasn’t
ready for the distinction.

“I'm sorry,” she said softly.

“Don’t be. Just finding you is
the biggest reassurance I've ever
gotten in my life.” They rubbed
shoulders .affectionately. He said,
“It's been one hell of a year.”

“Only a year? You poor darling.
I've lived with it for four years
now. Oh, there are terrible prob-
lems. You have to bathe so much
oftener and pay attention to in-
secticides—you know. My God, I
thought I'd shrivel up and die
the day I found my first flea. But
when you get to paying attention,
why, there are lots of fine mange
medicines on the market, and
vermifuges . . . and be on a
very sharp lookout against con-
junctivitis,” -

He took off his glasses and
rubbed his eyes. “That was the
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first symptom, when my eyesight
began blurring on me. Then 1 be-
gan to be so conscious of odors——
and the difference in my hearing.
The slightest sound, and I'd wa!?e
up in the night and I could fee]
my ears actually move. What
brought it on?”

“We don’t know. In my case, it
happened right after 1 had my
first litter. I mean my children. I
had triplets. That was when the
sounds began bothering me, the
highpitched sounds, like my hus-
band’s whistling. The eye thing,
too. Watching TV, I discovered I
couldn’t meet anybody’s eyes for
long. The salesmen or the singers
would stare out at me—me and a
million other people—and I
couldn’t stare back. I had to look
away. That was the strangest
thing.”

He snorted. “I've given up try-
ing to nominate one single strang-
est thing. Last week . . .” He
hesitated, peering at her unde-
cidedly, nostrils working.

“Oh, that!” She grinned, letting
her tongue hang out a little.
“I've heard that tale before. Re-
garding your married life. Your
wife called you disgusting, right?”

He nodded. “Not that I don’t
love her, you understand. But to
be told at two o’clock in the morn-
ing that—"

“Spare me the details, Ralph,
my pet. Pity my poor husband.
Sometimes it makes me want to
cry. For nearly six months of the
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gloomily into her glass, “ gazed “:
could stand the smel] of thi:vISh 1
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me, but I'd still like to get% S
tacularly drunk. I'm tired mm
having him wake me up in the
night and tell me I've been ryp.
ning with my feet—and making
funny noises. He means snarling,
I know. I hate curling around:
making a nest for myself, every
time I go to bed. I don’t mean to
rob him of the blanket.”

Ralph gazed at her in delight.
“You, too! What would I have
done if 1 hadn’t smelled you out
here tonight? Do you ever have
that overpowering urge to crawl
into somebody’s lap and cuddle |
and feel safe? Do you ever want |
to sprawl out in the sun and think
of nothing? Princess?”

She worked up a smile for him. !
How much prettier it would have
been had her side teeth been long-
er. “All that, Ralph. Like why I
took a night job on the switch-
board in that office building
down the street. I can’t abide the
sight of the moon. I wouldn’t
want to give myself away. Have
you had your distemper shots?”

P e



-ér on the back Of‘ his
up in fear and anxiety.

g

Must [ ially bad in
A . It’s especially bad 1
'Wﬁdb:rtmter. eil::d fright dis-
“but no one even knows
hat cAuses that, so 1 shouldn’t
1 vementioned it.”

u“’;;ﬁ,n if haven’t bgen fright;
ened enough before tonight . . .
" Princess smiled. He decided she
ad the longest and loveliest
oue he'd ever seen. “I'd might
| as well get you prepared for the
. other things. I imagine you already
| have yourself disciplined in re-
| gard to lavatory difficulties. That's
~ ¢he first problem we come up
| ggainst. But you mustn’t be
" shocked when you begin to lose
" the little toe on each foot. It's
~ painless, more or less absorbed,
" and no one need know. And soon-
. er or later you're bound to have
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~ ten more teeth come in.”

.~ He licked around the inside of
- his mouth. His rear gums had
- seemed tender lately.
. Princess indicated the lower
- back of her dress. “And this.”
- “Td been wondering about
- that,” he confessed.
-~ “The simplest answer is to have
- It excised. You know, bobbed. Fit-
- tings are awfully difficult, other-
- wise, and the thing serves no use-
ful purpose. How much do you
have so far, by the way?”
“Only about an inch.”
“You'll have an easy time. Use
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the card 1 gave you—the same
doctor will fix you up. Though it
is a pity that we have to do such
things. I really think they're kind
of cute.”

Ralph clasped her hands warm-
ly. “What would I have done
without you, Princess?”

She nuzzled his neck. “Sniffed
out somebody else, I've no doubt.
We're so indiscriminate.” She
raised her head alertly. “You un-
derstand that I still love my hus-
band. I've never been crazier
about any fellow but him, the
poor guy.”

“I feel the same way about my
wife.”

“In that case.” She nestled
against him. “Don’t you despise
those slanders, though? The man-
ger story. The one about return-
ing to your vomit?”

“We'll have our day.” He gazed
intently at the smoothness of her
cheek and throat. “I've got to ad-
mit I've worried about the possi-
bility of—well, fur. I've been
watching the sides of my hands
very closely.” _

“We seem to be what they call
at the bench shows a hairless va-
riety. You phone me tomorrow.
I'll tell you where we meet. Once
a week, the few of us get together
to talk out our problems and have
a good romp. We're even consid-
ering organizing some field trials
—but that’s still in the planning
stage. Think how proud I'll be to
announce I've smelled out a new
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member. . . . I've really got to
get on my way to work now.”

“You can spare a few minutes
more.”

“Not even a few minutes.” She
took her mirror out of her purse
and inspected her face. “Oh, how
glad I am I had those teeth out.
They made me look like—did I
tell you how much I detest the
word they have for the female of
the species? The naughty word?”

“I don’t blame you.”

“Well now, you stay house-
broken and call me the first chance
you get. You and I can get to-
gether and I'll introduce you to
the rest of us. And you'll be able
to get your nickname.” She stud-
ied his yearning expression. “Rex.
You give me a Rex feeling.
Would you like that?”

“Very much.” He whispered
the name to himself.

“I suppose you'd like to kiss me
goodnight.”

He wanted nothing more. They
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put their faces to |
thrilled to discover glf;gerp]:nﬁinge X
cold her nose was. After makjnyg !
certain no one was looking, th
lapped each other’s cheeks Inrieﬂey g
As Princess rose to leaye tﬂe
booth, Ralph rose, too, He
watched her out the door, gp |
happy when she flashed her evep-
toothed smile back at him. He sat
down again and finished off the
nearly raw meat in both their |
sandwiches. He found he was
panting but not so audibly that
the others could hear.
He left the bar himself soon
after, heading home. Rex. He
rolled the new name around in |
his mouth. As soon as he got out =
from under the sterile light of the
neon sign, around the corner into 3
the dark of the parking lot where =
he'd left his car, unobserved by a =
soul but never again to be abso= =
lutely alone ever, in his newfound |
delight he wagged his rump

happily.
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