ODD MAN OUT

B'Y L EWTIS S HI N E R

F IRST THE DREAM. Then, when he rolled over to escape it, the bright,
shooting pain in his arm. He woke up with the pain and a buzzing,
throbbing head. For a few seconds he lay dazed, unable to recognize the
cramped, stufty metal room he lay in. Slowly, the memories began to trickle
back. He got only pieces. He knew he was in a spaceship. He remembered
that he had been to the moons of Jupiter. He had no idea what he had found
there. There were four other people on board. He could not seem to recall
their names. Each piece of data was isolated, conjured up no corollaries, led to
no further revelations.

He got up and searched through his things. His eyes did not want to open
all the way; a close, alkaline smell caught in his throat. He rubbed his shoulder
absently. Finding a diary, he sat down on his narrow cot and opened it.

The writing inside shifted and blurred. He struggled to keep his eyes in
focus, managed to read a few disjointed sentences. He learned that his name
was Swenson. It seemed right enough, but not irrevocably correct. The names
of the other crewmen were also there, and he had a fair idea of the faces. One
name, Miller, echoed something from his dream. The dream itself was gone.

Someone pounded on the door. The cubicle was smaller than a broom
closet, and the noise resounded in his brain.

“Okay, okay!” he shouted. “What do you want?”

“Are you all right?” He recognized the muffled voice as belonging to Jones,
the captain.

He got up, careful not to bump his head on the low ceiling, and opened the
door. Jones, medium height, black, ordinarily handsome, looked terrible. His
eyes were bloodshot and pufty, his face drawn, blotchy and unshaven. He
smelled bad as well, but Swenson knew that it was a problem they shared. His
own body felt sticky and unpleasant.

Beyond him, in the cramped center section of the ship, sat Davis and
Ingersol. They were equally bleary, equally morose. The air outside Swenson’s
room was no better than inside, and possibly worse: thick, malodorous, hard to
breathe.

“I'm okay,” Swenson said. “What’s wrong?”

Jones turned away and one of the others said, “Something fucked up in the
air system.” Swenson thought it was Davis, but he wasn’t certain of anything.
“We’d all be dead except that the computer finally figured out what was going
on and cleaned it up.”

Swenson was lost for words. He had no experience to draw from, was afraid
to ask questions. The other astronauts seemed unpleasant and distasteful to him,
but he had no idea if this was unusual. Did the air always smell this bad?
Should he admit his amnesia?

“I was really groggy when I woke up,” he said. The others all nodded.
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“Where’s Miller?” he asked.

“Sleeping it off. We already checked him, he’s okay. Just shaky.”

He sat down at the table. He was repelled by Davis and Ingersol—their
haggard faces, their heavy, sweaty bodies, their complacency. They started a
canasta game, ignoring him. A book lay upside down near them; Swenson
spun it around and looked at the cover. Celestial Mechanics. He found both the
title and the concept offensive, turned the book back around. He drummed his
fingers on the table.

He needed to know where they were, how long it would be till they got
back to Earth, what he was supposed to do on the return trip. The emanations
of hostility from Davis and Ingersol pushed him away from the table, even as
the thought of returning to his coffin-like cubicle seemed unbearable. He got
up and climbed the ladder to his crash couch.

The top of the central chamber was a domed display screen, with computer
readouts in green superimposed over the black of space. The vertex of the
dome was seven feet from the floor, and the couches grew horizontally out of
the wall beneath it. His couch was in the highest rank, next to Jones’. Again,
this knowledge had an objective ring to it, not the conviction of true memory.

Hoisting himself onto the couch, a sharp pain went through his arm. He
winced, and a momentary flash of the dream shot across his consciousness, too
fast for him to hold onto. He could not remember what had happened to his
arm—could not conceive of anything on board that could have caused it. The
sudden violence of it disoriented him, left him with a helpless, childlike fear.

He crawled into his couch and leafed through his mission plan. The
timetables, graphs and numbers helped fill the holes in his understanding,
oriented him in terms of the ship’s progress. According to the mission clock,
they were only a few days out from Jupiter, with weeks to go before they
reached Earth. He wondered if he would be able to stand the confinement, the
smells, the alienation for that much longer.

Jones pulled himself into the seat next to him and studied the readouts
flickering above them. After a moment or two he began to covertly examine
his own mission book. Swenson recognized the forced casualness, knew that
Jones’ memory was weak too. He wanted to say something to the captain, but
was afraid of embarrassing him, forcing him into a comer.

“You all right?” Jones asked.

He noticed the room spinning a little, knew he must look green and bilious.
“Not really,” he said.

“Maybe you better go lie down again.”

He nodded, and clambered back down the ladder.

Davis and Ingersol did not look up as he squeezed by them and shut himself
in his own cabin.

The pain in his head had eased a little, and the cramps in his legs had
relaxed. He felt more of a gentle drowsiness than the heavy stupor he had
awakened with. He assumed he was coming out of it, recovering from the
effects of the bad air. He lay down, forcing his fears away, wanting to sleep oft
the rest of the poisons in his system.

He slept, and when he woke up this time, he remembered the dream.
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