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AUGUST 2002:
NIGHT MEETING

by Ray Bradbury

Before going on up into the blue hills, Tomas Gomez stopped
for gasoline at the lonely station.®

“Kind of ® alone out here, aren’t you, Pop 7 said Tomis.

The old man wiped off the windshield of the small truck. ‘“Not
bad.”

“How do you like Mars, Pop ?”

“Fine. Always somcthing new. [ made up my mind when I
came here last year 1 wouldn’t expect nothing, nor ask nothing, nor
be surpriscd at nothing.® We've got to forget Earth and how things
were. We've got to look at what we’re in here, and how different
it is. T get a hell of a lot of fun out of just the weather here. It’s
Mariian weather. Hot as hell daytimes, cold as hell nights.®
I get a big kick out of the different flowers and different rain.® I
came to Mars to retire and I wanted to retire in a place where every-
thingis different. An old man needs to have things different. Young

O ZEXRFENCBERSRERMNEN. BXEESG, SHEET, KX
BARE, #EHE—%.

@ kind of...: FHE)L-+. HAONE, HEESH kinda,

® 1 wouldn’t expect nothing, nor ask nothing, nor be surprised at nothing:
~AF, ZARM, =X, =1 wouldn’t expect anything, nor ask anything, nor
be surprised at anything, FRBERELB)TERETEE, ERYERIR K
BHRE L ARESHERBLIIRES L.

@ daytimes=in the daytime; nights=at night. 315 f3:,

® 1 get a big kick out of the different flowers and different rain: X)L
FELRR, WhRE, THBE, kick: MR, R HE
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people don’t want to talk to him, other old people bore hell out of
him. So I thought the best thing for me is a place so different that
all you got to Jdo is open your eycs and you're enterfained. I got
this gas station.. If business picks up too much, I'll move on back
to some other old highway that’s not so busy, where I can earn just
enough to live on and sfill have time to feel the different things kere.”

“You got the right idea, Pop,” said Tomas, his brown hands
idly on the wheel. He was feeling good. He had becn working
in one of the new colonies for ten days straight and now he had two
days off and was on his way to a party.

“Im not surprised at anything any more,” said the old man.
“I'm just looking. I’m just experiencing. If you can’t take Mars
for what she is, you might as well go back to Earth. Everything’s
crazy up here, the soil, the air, the canals, the natives (I never saw
any yet, but I hear they’re around), the clocks. Even my clock acts
funny. Even time is crazy up here. Sometimes I feel I'm here all
by myself, no one else on the whole damn planet. 1’d take bets on
it. Sometimes I feel about eight years old, my body squeezed up
and everything else tall. Jesus, it’s just the place for an old man.
Keeps me alert and keeps me happy. You know what Mars is ?
It’s like a thing 1 got for Christmas seventy years ago—don’t know
if you ever had one—they called them kaleidoscopes, bits of crystal
and cloth and beads and pretty junk. You held it up to the sunlight
and looked in through at it, and it took_your breath away.® All
the patterns ! Well, that’s Mars. Enjoy it. Don’t ask it to be no-
thing else but what it is.® Jésag, you know that highway right
there, built by the Martians, is over sixteen centuries old and still

in good condition ? That’s one dollar and fifty cents, thanks and
good night.”

® take one’s breath away: & AN AE.,
@ Don’t ask it to be nothing else but what it is.=Don’t ask it to be anything
else but what it is, REFEEREE. FiEG®,
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Tomas drove off down the ancient highway, laughing quietly.

It was a long road going into darkness and hills and he held to
the wheel, now and again reaching into his lunch bucket and taking
out a piece of candy. He had been driving steadily for an hour,
with no other car on the road, no light, just the road going under,
the hum, the roar, and Mars out there, so quiet. Mars was always
quiet, but quieter tonight than any other. The deserts and empty
seas swung by him,® and the mountains against the stars.

There was a smell of Time in the air tonight. He smiled and
turned the fancy® in his mind. There was a thought. What did
Time smell like ? Like dust and clocks and people. And if you
wondered what Time sounded like it sounded like water running in
-a dark cave and voices crying and dirt dropping down upon hollow
box lids, and rain. And going further, what did Time look like ?
Time looked like snow dropping silently into a black room or it
looked like a silent film in an ancient theater, one hundred billion
faces falling like those New Year balloons down and down into
nothing. That was how Time smelled and looked and sounded.
And tonight—Tomas shoved a hand into the wind outside the
truck——tonight you could almost touch Time.

He drove the truck between hills of Time. His neck prickled
and he sat up, watching ahead.

He pulled into a little dead Martian town, stopped the engine,
and let the silence come in around him. He sat, not breathing,
looking out at the white buildings in the moonlight. Uninhabited
for centuries. Perfect, faultless, in ruins, yes, but perfect, never-

The deserts and empty seas swung by him: @i, BEEE, 1%
ERARIHNESE, o —RRRERAEXE S FREFL. ZEREAENR
BEE, Filldesert f1 empty sea WEHK, LA KEAT" AR swang, HiE
ié%% FMUEHTRE, EFRHs)BREPWHROEk, SEEREHZ

fancy: 38,
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theless.

He started the engine and drove on another mile or more be-
fore stopping again, climbing out, carrying his lunch bucket, and-
walking to a little promontory where he could look back at that
dusty city. He opened his thermos and poured himself a cup of
coffee. A night bird flew by. He felt very good, very much at
peace.

Perhaps five minutes later there was a sound. Off in the hills..
where the ancient highway curved, there was a motion, a dim light,
and then a murmur.

Toms4s turned slowly with the coffee cup in his hand.

And out of the hills came a strange thing.

It was a machine like a jade-green. insect, a praying mantis,
delicately rushing through the cold air, indistinct, countless green
diamonds winking over its body, and red jewels that glittered with
multifaceted eyes. Its six legs fell upon the ancient highway with
the sounds of a sparse rain which dwindled away, and from the
back of the machine a Martian with melted gold for eyes looked down
at Tomas as if he were looking into a well.

Tom4s raised his hand and thought Hello !® automatically
but did not move his lips, for this was a Martian.@ But Tomis
had swum in blue rivers on Earth, with strangers passing on the
road, and eatcn in strange houses with strange people, and his wea-
pon had always been his smile. He did not carry a gun. And ha
did not feel the need of one now, even with the little fear that gathe-
red about his heart at this moment.

The Martian’s hands were empty too. For a moment they
looked across the cool air at each other.

It was Tomas who moved first.

@ thought Hello: fIiTHMF(HEMHA),
@ for this was a Martian: FPWERTREZMKEAN, was FERH A
%, BREA SFERER.
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“Hello !”” he called.

“Hello 1 called the Martian in his own language.

They did not understand each other.

“Did you say hello 7’ they both asked.

“What did you say 7’ they said, each in a different tongue.

They scowled.

“Who are you ?” said Tomas in English.

“What are you doing here ?” In Martian; the stranger’s lips.
moved.

“Where are you going 7 they said, and looked bewildered.

“I’'m Tomés Gomez.”

“I'm Mube Ca.”

Neither understood, but they tapped their chests with the words
and then it became clear.

And then the Martian laughed. “Wait !” Tomas felt his
head touched, but no hand had touched him. “There !” said the
Martian in English. “That is better !”

“You learned my language, so quick !”

“Nothing at all !”

They looked, embarrassed with a new silence, at the steaming
coffec he had in one hand.

“Something different ?”” said the Martian, eying him and the
coffee, referring to them both, perhaps.

“May I offer you a drink ?” said Toma4s.

“Please.”

The Martian slid down from his machine.®

A second cup was produced and filled, steaming. Tomas held
it out.

Their hands met and—like mist—fell through each other.

*Jesus Christ I”” cried Tomas, and dropped the cup.

@ The Martian slid down from his machine: kB ARATH, slid down
BATTFENWT", EEXFERETHY, ERIEMKEN
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“Name of the Gods !” said the Martian in his own tongue.

“Did you see what happened ?” they both whispered.

They were very cold and terrified.®

The Martian bent to touch the cup but could not touch it.

“Jesus I’ said Tomas. -

“Indeed.” The Martian tried again and again to get hold of
the cup, but could not. He stood up and thought for a moment,
then took a knife from his belt. “Hey !’ cried Tomas. “Ycu mi-
sunderstand, catch !” said the Martian, and tossed it. Tomés cup-
ped his hands. The knife fell through his flesh. It hit the giound.
Tomas bent to pick it up but could not touch it, and he recoiled,
shivering.

Now he looked at the Martian against the sky.

“The stars !” he said.

“The stars 1”” said the Martian, looking, in turn, at Tomas.

The stars were white and sharp beyond the flesh of the Maxtian,
and they were sewn into his flesh like scintillas swallowed into the
thin, phosphorescent membrane of a gelatinous sea fish. You could
see stars flickering like violet cyes in the Martian’s stomach and
-chest, and through his wrists, like jewelry.

*“I can see through you !” said Tomas.

“And I through you !” said the Martian, stepping back.

Tomis felt of his own body and, feeling the warmth, was reas-
sured. I am real, he thoughi.

The Martian touched his own nose and lips. “I have flesh,”
he said, half aloud. “I am alive.” ‘

Tomaés stared at the stranger. “And if I am real, then you
must be dead.”

“No, you !”

“A ghost 1”

@® They were very cold and terrified: FAEB KA, H—-PLAMNGER
BEYFEHEX,
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