THE TROUBLE WITH MACHINES

fiction By RON GOULART when you come up with a gizmo like maximo

to destroy your opposition, just make sure it’s not merely a penultimate weapon

THE LONG-LEGGED BLONDE on the chrome
MOoLOr SCooLer M’K‘illt’d 10 hil\'{' H fever., As
she blurred inwo the fog on the coastal
highway, Bill Majors drove his Volks.
wagen bus into the back end of a produce
truck. The little bus quivered and buckled
slightly, huppcd ahead when the truck
made a stalling stop. In the shadowed
storage arca behind  Bill, the sky-blue
refrigerator he was hauling fell over back-
ward and made an angry sound.

“Oh, bov.” Bill said and hit his own
brakes hard.

The refrigerator got itself upright
and, after a faint whir, handed Bill a
yellow note.

“Not now,” said Bill. He clicked of
the engine of his bus.

The vanguard ol a motorcycle gang
shot out of the fog behind Bill and rear-
ended the bus. The refrigerator toppled
forward and slammed against Bill's
shoulder.

“Take it easy, Maximo,” said Bill.

The blue refrigerator snorted and got
itsell standing again. It whirred and
slipped Bill another note.

Bill wouldn't recad the messages.
“Don’t do this in front of people,”
he said, straightlipped. The first two
words of the top message were, “You
schmuch!”

The produce-truck driver had a lan-
guid face. He rested his large hands on
the window ledge beside Bill. “You
didn’t come talk to me, so I'll come and
talk to you.”

“This fog,” said Bill.

“My cases of soybeans and kelp are
all topsy-turvy,” said the driver, scratch-
ing at the freckled skin below the rolled-
up cuffs of his plaid shirt.

The leader of the motorcycle gang
came and stood beside the truck driver.
“Dont let the death’'sheads and red
devils on our outhis fool you. I'm David
G. Germershausen and that's my high
school civics class back there. Our proj-
cct today is 1o dress up like a band of
roving speedway hoodlums. Afterward
we'll have a picnmic lunch.”

“I got distracted by all this fog,” said
Bill. “Sorry.” The refrigerator was pok-
ing him on the shoulder with a new
note. “Now I'll just get out my insur-
ance plate and we can send a report in
on the nearest telephone slot.”

“Your refrigerator has little arms and
hands,” said the produce-truck driver.
“Is that new in refrigerators?™

“Yes. it is.” Bill gave the refrigerator a
negative hunch. “Won't be in the stores
until. oh, a couple of years. Until 1976

o

at the earliest. This is a test model.”

“Could I bring the kids over for a
look?” asked Germershausen. He wisted
one of the jewels in the eye of his coat’s
front- skull. “They’'re very interested in
gadgetry.”

“No, actually,” Bill told him, “this ma-
chine is sort of secret and when the front
ofhce learns about even this little incident,
I'll be really eniticized.” He reached into
the left-hand breast pocket of his driving
tunic and ook out an identification
packet. “Yes, here are all my insurance
cards. The pile-up was my fault. I'll mark
the responsibility square, there. Do you
have a phone in your truck? We can slot
this right to the insurance company and
let them make the report to the highway
patrol.”

“Sure,” said the truck driver. “Then
we can all resume our journeys.” A sil-
ver trailer swung by, honking angrily.
The produce-truck driver thumbed his
nose. then took the insurance charge
plate and cards. "I'll handle it, Mr.
Netcher. Charles Netcher is your name,
huh? They call you Charlie?”

“Chuck,” said Bill.

“Your Volks going 1o
run OK?" asked Germers-
hausen as the driver re-
wurned to his truck.

Bill turned on the switch
and the elearic engme
hummed. “Sounds fine.
You're sure vyour pupils
are all in good shaper”

“Yes.” The refrigerator
dropped another note over
Bill's shoulder and the
teacher asked, “What are
the litle memos for?”

“Houschold hints,” said
Bill. “Another new fea-
ture. Also confidemial.”
The yellow note in his lap
read: You dumb mitunt!
You've probably blown the
whole thing. Get us the
hell out of here and stop
shooting the breeze!

Germershausen adjusted
the bill of his cap and
nodded. “Yes, my wife
would like that. What
company is going to put
this baby on the market?”

“That,” said Bill, “1'm
not at liberty to say.”

“Well, can 1 give you
my home address and have
you send my wife a bro-
chure in 19762

“Fine,” said Bill.
The refrigerator snorted.
- - -

Fifteen miles from the gate of the Carl-
quist Estate, the big blue refrigerator be-
gan shuffling restlessly and exuding wispy
yellow smoke. After a full minute of that,
the machine shot out a hand and gave
Bill a note.

“I 1old you I can’t read when I'm driv-
ing.” Bill hunched and squinted through
the thick Pacihc fog. He was 100 miles
down the coast from the Carmel laboratory
ol Dr. Jack Mackinson: and before he
could complete his mission, in Southern
California, he had to stop at the ececuc
hilitop estate of Con Carlquist. The delay
couldn’t be avoided. Carlquist, who con-
trolled Bogman /Carlquist Appliances, was
funding this whole opcration and had
insisted on a look at Maximo. Maximo
was what Dr. Mackinson clled the
refrigerator.

Bill dropped his glance for an instant,
returned to studying the blurred road.
“Hey,” he said up the
latest note.

The memo

and  grabbed
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