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To Walk a City’s Street
Clifford Simak

Joe stopped the car.
“You know what to do,” he said.
“I walk down the street,” said Ernie. “I don’t do nothing. I walk until someone tells me it is time to stop. You got the other fellows out there?”
“We have the fellows out there.”
“Why couldn’t I just go alone?”
“You’d run away,” said Joe. “We tried you once before.”
“I wouldn’t run away again.”
“The hell you wouldn’t.”
“I don’t like this job,” said Ernie.
“It’s a good job. You don’t have to do anything. You just walk down the street.”
“But you say which street. I don’t get a pick of streets.”
“What difference does it make what streets you walk?”
“I can’t do anything I want, that’s the difference that it makes. I can’t even walk where I want to walk.”
“Where would you want to walk?”
“I don’t know,” said Ernie. “Any place you weren’t watching me. It used to be different. I could do what I wanted.”
“You’re eating regular now,” said Joe. “Drinking regular, too. You have a place to sleep each night. You got money in your pocket. You have money in the bank.”
“It don’t seem right,” said Ernie.
“Look, what’s the matter with you? Don’t you want to help people?”
“I ain’t got no beef against helping people. But how do I know I help them? I only got your say‑so. You and that fellow back in Washington.”
“He explained it to you.”
“A lot of words. I don’t understand what he tells me. I’m not sure I believe what he tells me.”
“I don’t understand it, either,” said Joe, “but I have seen the figures.”
“I wouldn’t know even if I seen the figures.”
“Are you going to get started? Do I have to push you out?”
“No, I’ll get out by myself. How far you want I should walk?”
“We’ll tell you when to stop.”
“And you’ll be watching me.”
“You’re damned right we will,” said Joe.
“This ain’t a nice part of town. Why do I always have to walk the crummy parts of all these crummy towns?”
“It’s your part of town. It’s the kind of place you lived before we found you. You wouldn’t be happy in any other part of town.”
“But I had friends back there where you found me. There was Susie and Jake and Joseph, the Baboon and all the other people. Why can’t I ever go back and see my friends?”
“Because you’d talk. You’d shoot off your mouth.”
“You don’t trust me.”
“Should we trust you, Ernie?”
“No, I guess not,” said Ernie.
He got out of the car.
“But I was happy, see?” he said.
“Sure, sure,” said Joe. “I know.”
There was one man sitting at the bar and two sitting at a table in the back. The place reminded Ernie of the place where he and Susie and Joseph, the Baboon, and sometimes Jake and Harry used to spend an evening drinking beer. He climbed up on a stool. He felt comfortable and almost as if he were back in the good old days again.
“Give me a shot,” he said to the bartender.
“You got money, friend?”
“Sure, I got money.” Ernie laid a dollar on the bar. The bartender got a bottle and poured a drink. Ernie gulped it down. “Another one,” he said. The man poured another one.
“You’re a new one,” the bartender said.
“I ain’t been around before,” said Ernie.
He got a third drink and sat quietly, sipping it instead of throwing it right down.
“You know what I do?” he asked the bartender.
“Naw, I don’t know what you do. You do like all the rest of them. You don’t do nothing.”
“I cure people.”
“Is that so?”
“I walk around and I cure people when I walk.”
“Well, great,” said the bartender. “I got the beginning of a cold. So cure me.”
“You’re already cured,” said Ernie.
“I don’t feel no different than when you walked in here.”
“Tomorrow. You’ll be all right tomorrow. It takes a little time.”
“I ain’t going to pay you,” said the bartender.
“I don’t expect no pay. Other people pay me.”
“What other people?”
“Just other people. I don’t know who they are.”
“They must be nuts.”
“They won’t let me go home,” said Ernie.
“Well, now, ain’t that too bad.”
“I had a lot of friends. I had Susie and Joseph, the Baboon–”
“Everyone got friends,” the bartender said.
“I got an aura. That is what they think.”
“You got a what?”
“An aura. That is what they call it.”
“Never heard of it. You want another drink?”
“Yeah, give me another one. Then I got to go.”
Charley was standing on the sidewalk outside the joint, looking in at him. He didn’t want Charley walking in and saying something to him, like get going. It would be embarrassing.
He saw the sign in an upstairs window and darted up the stairs. Jack was across the street and Al just a block or so ahead. They would see him and come running, but maybe he could get to the office before they caught up with him.
The sign on the door said: Lawson & Cramer, Attorneys‑at‑Law. He moved in fast.
“I got to see a lawyer,” he told the receptionist.
“Have you an appointment, sir?”
“No, I ain’t got no appointment. But I need a lawyer quick. And I got money, see.”
He brought out a handful of crumpled bills.
“Mr. Cramer is busy.”
“What about the other one? Is he busy, too?”
“There isn’t any other lawyer. There used to be–”
“Look, lady, I can’t fool around.”
The door to the inner office came open and a man stood in it.
“What’s going on out here?”
“This gentleman–”
“I ain’t no gentleman,” said Ernie. “But I need a lawyer.”
“All right,” said the man. “Come in.”
“You’re Cramer?”
“Yes, I am.”
“You’ll help me?”
“I’ll try.”
The man closed the door and went around the desk and sat down.
“Have a chair,” he said. “What is your name?”
“Ernie Foss.”
The man wrote on a yellow pad.
“Ernie. That would be Ernest, would it?”
“Yeah, that’s right.”
“Your address, Mr. Foss.”
“I ain’t got no address. I just travel around. Once I had an address. I had friends. Susie and Joseph, the Baboon, and–”
“What seems to be the trouble, Mr. Foss?”
“They’re holding me.”
“Who’s holding you?”
“The government. They won’t let me go home and they watch me all the time.”
“Why do you think they’re watching you? What have you done?”
“I ain’t done nothing. I got this thing, you see.”
“What thing? What have you got?”
“I cure people.”
“You can’t mean you’re a doctor.”
“No doctor. I just cure people. I walk around and cure them. I got an aura.”
“You have what?”
“An aura.”
“I don’t understand.”
“It’s something in me. Something I put out. You got a cold or something?”
“No, I haven’t a cold.”
“If you had, I’d cure you.”
“I tell you what, Mr. Foss. Why don’t you go out into the outer office and have a seat. I’ll be back with you right away.”
As he went out the door, Ernie saw the man reaching for the phone. He didn’t wait. He went out the door and into the hall as fast as he could manage. Jack and Al were waiting for him there.
“That was a stupid thing you did,” Joe said to Ernie.
“He didn’t believe me,” Ernie said. “He was reaching for the phone. He would have called the cops.”
“Maybe he did. We thought he might. That’s why we got out of there.”
“He acted as if he thought maybe I was crazy.”
“Why did you do it?”
“I got my rights,” said Ernie. “Civil rights. Ain’t you ever heard of them?”
“Of course we have. You have your legal rights. It was all explained to you. You’re employed. You’re a civil servant. You agreed to certain conditions of employment. You’re being paid. It’s all legal.”
“But I don’t like it.”
“What don’t you like about it? Your pay is good. Your work is light. You just do some walking. There aren’t many people who are paid for walking.”
“If I am paid so good, why do we always stay in crummy hotels like this one?”
“You aren’t paying for your room and food,” said Joe. “You’re on an expense account. We take care of it for you. And we don’t stay in good hotels because we aren’t dressed for it. We’d look funny in a good hotel. We’d attract attention.”
“You guys dress like me,” said Ernie. “Why do you dress like me? You even talk like me.”
“It’s the way we work.”
“Yeah, I know. The crummy part of town. And that’s all right with me. I never was nowhere but the crummy part of town. But you guys, I can tell. You’re used to dressing in white shirts and ties and suits. Suits all cleaned and pressed. And when you aren’t with me, you talk different, too, I bet.”
“Jack,” said Joe, “why don’t you and Al go out with Ernie and have a bite to eat. Charley and me will go later on.”
“That’s another thing,” said Ernie. “You never go into any place or out of any place together. You make it look as if you aren’t all together. Would that be so we aren’t noticed, too?”
“Oh,” said Joe, disgusted, “what difference does it make?”
The three of them left.
“He’s getting hard to handle,” Charley said.
“Wouldn’t you know,” said Joe. “There is only one of him and he has to be a moron. Or damn close to one.”
“There is no sign of any other?”
Joe shook his head. “Not the last time I talked with Washington. Yesterday, that was. They’re doing all they can, of course, but how do you go about it? A statistical approach is the only way. Try to spot an area where there is no disease and once you find it, if you ever find it, try to spot the one who’s responsible for it.”
“Another one like Ernie.”
“Yes, another one like Ernie. You know what? I don’t think there is another one like him. He’s a freak.”
“There might be another freak.”
“The odds, I’d think, would be very much against it. And even if there were, what are the chances they’ll find him? It was just dumb, blind luck that Ernie was located.”
“We’re going at this wrong.”
“Of course we’re going at it wrong. The right way, the scientific way is to find out what makes him the way he is. They tried that, remember? For damn near a year they tried. All sorts of tests and him bitching every minute. Wanting to go back to Susie and Joseph, the Baboon.”
“They might have quit just at the time when they might have found …”
Joe shook his head. “I don’t think so, Charley. I talked with Rosenmeir. He said it was hopeless. A thing has to get real bad for a man like Rosy to admit that it is hopeless. It took a lot of soul searching to decide to do what we are doing. He couldn’t be kept in Washington for further study when there was so little chance of learning anything. They had him. The next logical step was to make some use of him.”
“But the country is so big. There are so many cities. So many ghettos. So many pestholes. So much misery. We walk him down a few miles of street each day. We parade him past hospitals and old folks’ homes and …”
“And don’t forget. For every step he takes there may be a dozen people who are made well, another dozen people who won’t contract the ailments they would have gotten if it hadn’t been for him.”
“I don’t see how he can help but realize that. We’ve told him often enough. He should be glad of it, of a chance to help.”
Joe said, “I told you. The man’s a moron. A little selfish moron.”
“You have to see it his way, too, I suppose,” said Charley. “We jerked him away from home.”
“He never had a home. Sleeping in alleys and flophouses. Panhandling. Doing a little stealing when he had the chance. Shacking up with his Susie when he had a chance. Getting a free meal now and then from some soup kitchen. Raiding garbage cans.”
“Maybe he liked it that way.”
“Maybe he did. No responsibility. Living day to day, like an animal. But now he has a responsibility–perhaps as great a responsibility, as great an opportunity as any man ever did. There is such a thing as accepting a responsibility.”
“In your world, perhaps. In mine. Maybe not in his.”
“Damned if I know,” said Joe. “He has me beat. He’s a complete phony. This talk of his about a home is all phony, too. He was only there for four or five years.”
“Maybe if we let him stay in one place and brought people to him, on one pretext or another. Let him sit in a chair, without being noticeable, and parade them past him. Or take him to big meetings and conventions. Let him live it up a little. He might like it better.”
“This was all hashed out,” said Joe. “We can’t be noticed; we can’t stand publicity. Christ, can you imagine what might happen if this became public knowledge? He brags about it, of course. He probably was telling them all about it in that dive he stopped off at this afternoon. They paid no attention to him. The lawyer thought that he was crazy. He could stand on a rooftop and yell it to all the world and no one would pay attention. But let one hint come out of Washington …”
“I know,” said Charley. “I know.”
“It’s being done,” said Joe, “the only way it can be done. We’re exposing people to good health, just the way they are exposed to disease. And we’re doing it where the need of it is greatest.”
“I have a funny feeling, Joe.”
“What’s that?”
“We may be doing wrong. It sometimes doesn’t seem quite right to me.”
“You mean going blind. Doing something and not knowing what we are doing. Without understanding it.”
“I guess that’s it. I don’t know. I am all confused. I guess we’re helping people.”
“Ourselves included. The exposure we are getting to this guy, we should live forever.”
“Yes, there’s that,” said Charley.
They sat silent for a moment. Finally Charley asked, “You got any idea, Joe, when they’ll end this tour? It’s been going for a month. That’s the longest so far. The kids won’t know me when I get home if it isn’t soon.”
“I know,” said Joe. “It’s tough on a family man like you. Me, it doesn’t matter. And I guess it’s the same with Al. How’s it with Jack? I don’t know him well. He’s a man who never talks. Not about himself.”
“I guess he’s got a family somewhere. I don’t know anything about it, just that he has. Look, Joe, would you go for a drink? I have a bottle in my bag. I could go and get it.”
“A drink,” said Joe, “is not a bad idea.”
The telephone rang and Charley, who had started for the door, stopped and turned around.
“It might be for me,” he said. “I called home a while ago. Myrt wasn’t there. I asked little Charley to have her call. I gave both room numbers, just in case I was here.”
Joe picked up the phone and spoke into it. He shook his head at Charley. “It’s not Myrt. It’s Rosy.”
Charley started for the door.
Joe said, “Just a minute, Charley.”
He went on listening.
“Rosy,” he finally said, “you are sure of this?”
He listened some more. Then he said, “Thanks, Rosy. Thanks an awful lot. You stuck out your neck calling us.”
He hung up the phone and sat, staring at the wall.
“What’s the matter, Joe? What did Rosy want?”
“He called to warn us. There is a mistake. I don’t know how or why. A mistake is all.”
“What did we do wrong?”
“Not us. It’s Washington.”
“You mean about Ernie. His civil rights or something.”
“Not his civil rights. Charley, he isn’t curing people. He is killing them. He’s a carrier.”
“We know he is a carrier. Other people carry a disease, but he carries–”
“He carries a disease, too. They don’t know what it is.”
“But back there in his old neighborhood, he made all the people well. Everywhere he went. That is how they found him. They knew there must be someone or something. They hunted till they–”
“Charley, shut up. Let me tell you. Back in his old neighborhood they’re dying like flies. They started a couple of days ago and they still are dying. Healthy people dying. Nothing wrong with them, but they’re dying just the same. A whole neighborhood is dying.”
“Christ, it can’t be, Joe. There must be some mistake …”
“No mistake. It’s the very people he made well who are dying now.”
“But it doesn’t make sense.”
“Rosy thinks maybe it’s a new kind of virus. It kills all the rest of them, all the viruses and bacteria that make people sick. No competition, see? It kills off the competition, so it has each body to itself. Then it settles down to grow and the body is all right, because it doesn’t intentionally harm the body, but there comes a time …”
“Rosy is just guessing.”
“Sure Rosy is just guessing. But it makes sense to hear him tell it.”
“If it’s true,” said Charley, “think of all the people, the millions of people …”
“That’s what I’m thinking of,” said Joe. “Rosy took a chance in calling us. They’ll crucify him if they find out about the call.”
“They’ll find out. There’ll be a record of it.”
“Maybe none that can be traced to him. He called from a phone booth out in Maryland somewhere. Rosy’s scared. He is in it up to his neck, the same as us. He spent as much time with Ernie as we did. He knows as much as we do, maybe more than we do.”
“He thinks, spending all that time with Ernie, we might be carriers, too?”
“No, I guess not that. But we know. We might talk. And no one can talk about this. No one will be allowed to talk about this. Can you imagine what would happen, the public reaction …”
“Joe, how long did you say Ernie spent in that neighborhood of his?”
“Four or five years.”
“That’s it, then. That’s the time we have. You and I and all the rest of us, maybe have four years, probably less.”
“That’s right. And if they pick us up, we’ll spend those years where there won’t be any chance of us talking to anyone at all. Someone probably is headed here right now. They have our itinerary.”
“Then let’s get going, Joe. I know a place. Up north. I can take the family. No one will ever think of looking.”
“What if you’re a carrier?”
“If I’m a carrier, my family has it now. If I’m not, I want to spend those years–”
“And other people …”
“Where I’m headed there aren’t many people. We’ll be by ourselves.”
“Here,” said Joe. He took the car keys out of his jacket pocket and tossed them across the room. Charley caught them.
“What about you, Joe?”
“I have to warn the others. And, Charley …”
“Yeah?”
“Ditch that car before morning. They’ll be looking for you. And when they miss you here, they’ll watch your family and your home. Be careful.”
“I know. And you, Joe?”
“I’ll take care of myself. As soon as I let the others know.”
“And Ernie? We can’t let him–”
“I’ll take care of Ernie, too,” said Joe.
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