When We Went to See the End |

the World

For his second contribution to the best science fiction
of 1972, Robert Silverberg tells a mordant tale of the
the world as seen from a cocktail party. In its black

a very funny story . . . but perhaps you have to be é:ﬁ ;

the emperor Nero to get a real belly-laugh out of it.

Nick and Jane were glad that they had gone to see
end of the world, because it gave them something s
to talk about at Mike and Ruby’s party. One always
to come to a party armed with a little conversation. 1
and Ruby give marvelous parties. Their home is suj
one of the finest in the neighborhood. It is truly a home
all seasons, all moods. Their very special corner—of-the'-w

With more space indoors and out . . . more wide-
freedom. The living room with its exposed ceiling bean
a natural focal point for entertaining. Custom-finished,
a conversation pit and fireplace. There’s also a fa
room with beamed ceiling and wood paneling . . . pl
study. And a magnificent master suite with 12-foot d
ing room and private bath. Solidly impressive exterior
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sign. Sheltered courtyard. Beautifully wooded 1/3-acre
grounds. Their parties are highlights of any month. Nick
and Jane waited until they thought enough people had ar-
rived. Then Jane nudged Nick and Nick said gaily, “You
know what we did last week? Hey, we went to see the end
of the world!”

“The end of the world?” Henry asked.

“You went to see it?” said Henry’s wife Cynthia.

“How did you manage that?”’ Paula wanted to know.

“It’s been available since March,” Stan told her. “I think
a division of American Express runs it.”

Nick was put out to discover that Stan already knew.
Quickly, before Stan could say anything more, Nick said,
“Yes, it’s just started. Our travel agent found out for us.
What they do is they put you in this machine, it looks like
a tiny teeny submarine, you know, with dials and levers
up front behind a plastic wall to keep you from touching
anything, and they send you into the future. You can charge
it with any of the regular credit cards.”

“It must be very expensive,” Marcia said.

“They’re bringing the costs down rapidly,” Jane said. “Last
year only millionaires could afford it. Really, haven’t you
heard about it before?”

“What did you see?” Henry asked.

“For a while, just grayness outside the porthole,” said
Nick. “And a kind of flickering effect.” Everybody was
looking at him. He enjoyed the attention. Jane wore a rapt,
loving expression. “Then the haze cleared and a voice said
over a loudspeaker that we had now reached the very end
of time, when life had become impossible on Earth. Of course
we were sealed into the submarine thing. Only looking out.
On this beach, this empty beach. The water a funny gray
color with a pink sheen. And then the sun came up. It was
red like it sometimes is at sunrise, only it stayed red as it
got to the middle of the sky, and it looked lumpy and
sagging at the edges. Like a few of us, hah hah. Lumpy and
sagging at the edges. A cold wind blowing across the beach.”

“If you were sealed in the submarine, how did you know
there was a cold wind?”’ Cynthia asked.

Jane glared at her. Nick said, “We could see the sand
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scowled at the boy and said, “It’s after your bedtime,
Timmy.” The boy went out. The doorbell rang. Ruby an-
swered it and returned with Eddie and Fran.

Paula said, “Nick and Jane went to see the end of the
world. They’ve just been telling us all about it.”

“Gee,” said Eddie, “we did that too, on Wednesday
night.” ;

Nick was crestfallen. Jane bit her lip and asked Cynthia
quietly why Fran always wore such flashy dresses. Ruby.
said, “You saw the whole works, eh? The crab and every-
thing?”

“The crab?” Eddie said. “What crab? We didn’t see the
crab.” ; :

“It must have died the time before,” Paula said. “When
Nick and Jane were there.” § :

Mike said, “A fresh shipment of Cuernavaca Lightning
is in. Here, have a toke.”

“How long ago did you do it?”” Eddie said to Nick.

“Sunday afternoon. I guess we were about the first.”

“Great trip, isn’t it?” Eddie said. “A little somber, though.
When the last hill crumbles into the sea.”

“That’s not what we saw,” said Jane. “And you didn’t
see the crab? Maybe we were on different trips.”

Mike said, “What was it like for you, Eddie?”’

Eddie put his arms around Cynthia from behind. He
said, “They put us into this little capsule, with a porthole,
you know, and a lot of instruments and . . .” .

“We heard that part,” said Paula. “What did you see?
| “The end of the world,” Eddie said. “When water covers
everything. The sun and the moon were in the sky at the
same time . . .” :

“We didn’t see the moon at all,” Jane remarked. “It just
wasn’t there.”

“It was on one side and the sun was on the other,”
Eddie went on. “The moon was closer than it should have
been. And a funny color, almost like bronze. And the ocean
creeping up. We went halfway around the world and a‘11
we saw was ocean. Except in one place, there was this

Leu tem about the crab,” said Jane. i
“Yes, and the crab. The last life-form on Earth, It
really a crab, of course, it was something about -
wide and a foot high, with thick shiny green
and maybe a dozen legs and some curving horns
up, and it moved slowly from right to left in from
It took all day to cross the beach. And toward nigh
died. Its horns went limp and it stopped moving. ’
came in and carried it away. The sun went down
wasn’t any moon. The stars didn’t seem to be
right places. The loudspeaker told us we had just s
death of Earth’s last living thing.” ;

“How eerie!” cried Paula.

“Were you gone very long?”’ Ruby asked.

“Three hours,” Jane said. “You can spend weeks
at the end of the world, if you want to pay extra,
always bring you back to a point three hours afte
went. To hold down the baby-sitter expenses.”

Mike offered Nick some pot. “That’s really som
he said. “To have gone to the end of the world
Ruby, maybe we’ll talk to the travel agent about it.”

Nick took a deep drag and passed the joint to Ja
felt pleased with himself about the way he had t
story. They had all been very impressed. That swi
red sun, that scuttling crab. The trip had cost more
month in Japan, but it had been a good investment, |
and Jane were the first in the neighborhood wh
gone. That was important. Paula was staring at him i
Nick knew that she regarded him in a complete
ferent light now. Possibly she would meet him at a I
on Tuesday at lunchtime. Last month she had turned
down but now he had an extra attractiveness for her
winked at her. Cynthia was holding hands with Stan. |
and Mike both were crouched at Jane’s feet. Mike and Ru
12-year-old son came into the room and stood at the

of the conversation pit. He said, “There just was a bull
on the news. Mutated amoebas escaped from a governt
research station and got into Lake Michigan. They’re carr













