HUDDLI NG PLACE

by difford D. Sinmak

The drizzle sifted fromthe | eaden skies, |ike snoke drifting through the
bare-branched trees. It softened the hedges and hazed the outlines of the
buil di ngs and blotted out the distance. It glinted on the netaffic skins of
the silent robots and silvered the shoulders of the three hunmans listening to
the intonations of the black-garbed man, who read fromthe book cupped between
hi s hands.

“For | amthe Resurrection and the Life—=

The noss-nel |l owed graven figure that reared above the door of the crypt
seened straining upward, every crystal of its yearning body reaching toward
somet hing that no one else could see. Straining as it had strained since that
day of long ago when nmen had chipped it fromthe gram ite to adorn the fanily
tomb with a synbolismthat had pleased the first John J., Webster in the | ast
years he held of life.

“And whosoever liveth and belleveth in M=

Jeronme A. Webster felt his son’s fingers tighten on his arm heard the
nmuf f1 ed sobbing of his nmother, saw the lines of robots standing rigid, heads
bowed in respect to the master they had served. The master who now was. goi ng
home—to the final honme of all

Nurmbl y, Jerome A. Webster wondered if they understood—f they understood
life and death—f they understood what it meant that Nelson F. Webs~er |ay
there in the casket, that a man with a book intoned words above him

Nel son F. Webster, fourth of the line of Wbsters who
had lived on these acres, had lived and di ed here, scarcely |eaving, and now
was going to his final rest in that place the first of themhad prepared for
the rest of them+for that long |ine of shadowy descendants who would live here
and cherish the things and the ways and the life that the first John J.
Webst er had established.

Jerome A. Webster felt his jaw muscles tighten, felt alittle trenor run
across his body. For a nonment his eyes burned and the casket blurred in his
sight and the words the man in black was saying were one with the w nd that
whi spered in the pines standing sentinel for the dead. Wthin his brain
renmenbr ance mar ched—+enmenbrance of a gray-haired man stal king the hills and
fields, sniffing the breeze of an early norning, standing, |egs braced, before
the flaring fireplace with a glass of brandy in his hand.

Pride—the pride of land and life, and the humlity and greatness that
quiet living breeds within a man. Contentneat of casual |eisure and surety of
pur pose. | ndependence of assured security, confort of familiar surroundi ngs,
freedom of broad acres.

Thomas Webster was joggling his el bow “Father,” he was whispering.

“Fat her.”

The service was over. The bl ack-garbed man had cl osed his book. Six
robots stepped forward, lifted the casket

Slowy the three foll owed the casket into the crypt, stood silently as
the robots slid it into its receptacle, closed the tiny door and affixed the
pl ate that read:

NELSON F. WEBSTER
20342117

That was all. Just the nanme and dates. And that, Jerome A. Wbster found
hi nsel f thinking, was enough. There was nothing el se that needed to be there.
That was all those others had. The ones that called the fanmly rol
—starting with WIlliam Stevens, 1920-1999. (henp Stevens, they had called him
Webster renenbered. Father of the wife of that first John J. Webster, who was
here binsel f—2951-2020. And after himhis son, Charles F. Wbster, 1980—20(-~0.



And his son, John J. |1, 2004—2086. Webster could remenber John J. 1J-—a

gr andf at her who

had sl ept beside the fire with his, pipe hanging fromhis nmouth, eternally
threatening to set his whiskers afl ane.

Webster’'s eyes strayed to another plate. Mary Webster, the nother of the
boy here at his side. And yet not a boy. He kept forgetting that Thomas was
twenty now,—in a week or so would be |eaving for Mars, even as in his younger
days he, too, had gone to Mars.

Al'l here together, he told hinmself. The Wbsters and their w ves and
children. Here in death together as they had |ived together, sleeping in the
pride and security of bronze and marble with the pines outside and the synlo
bolic figure above the age-greened door

The robots were waiting, standing silently, their. task fulfilled.

Hi s not her | ooked at him

“You're the head of the famly now, nmy son,” she told

He reached out and hugged her cl ose against his side. Head of the
fam | y—what was left of it. Just the three of themnow H s nother an, his
son. And his son would be |eaving soon, going out to Mars. But he would cone
back. Conme back with a wife, perhaps, and the fanmily would go on. The fanily
woul d& stay at three. Most of the big house wouldn’t stay closed off, as it
now was cl osed off. There had been a time when it had rung with the life of a
dozen units of the famly, living in their separato6 apartnents under one big
roof. That tine, -he knew, would cone again.

The three of themturned and |left the crypt, took the path back to the
house, loonm ng like a huge gray shadow
i nthem dst. - -

A fire blazed in the hearth and the book | ay upon his desk. Jerome A
Webst er reached out and picked it up, read the title once again:

“Martian Physiol ogy, Wth Especial Reference to the Brain” by Jerone A
Webster, MD.

Thi ck and authoritative—the work of a lifetinme. Standing al nost alone in
its field. Based upon the data gathered during those five plague years on
Mar s—years when he had | abored al nost day and night with his fellow col |l eagues
of the Wirld Conmittee’ s medical conmi ssion
di spatched on an errand of mercy to. the neighboring planet.

A tap sounded on the door.

“Cone in,” he called.

The door opened and a robot glided in.

“Your whiskey, sir.”

“Thank you, Jenkins,” Wbster said.

“The minister, sir,” said Jenkins, “has left.”

“Ch, yes. | presume that you took care of him”

“1 did, sir. Gave himthe usual fee and offered hima drink. He refused
the drink.”

“That was a social error,” Wbster told him “Mnisters don't drink.”

“I"'msorry, sir. | didn't know. He asked me to ask you to cone to church
sonetine.”

“Eh?”

‘9 told him sir, that- you never went anywhere.”

“That was quite right, Jenkins,” said Webster. “None of us ever go
anywhere.”

Jenki ns headed for the door, stopped before he got there, turned around.
“I'f I may say so, sir, that was a touching service at the crypt. Your father
was a fine human, the finest ever was. The robots Wre saying the service was
very fitting. Dignified like, sir. He would have liked it had he known.”

“My father,” said Wbster, “would be even nore
pl eased to hear you say that, Jenkins.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Jenkins, and went out.



Webster sat with the whi skey and the book and fire—felt the confort of
the well -known roomclose in about him felt the refuge that was in it.

This was hone. It had been home for the Wbsters since that day when the
first John J. had cone here and built the first unit of the spraw ing house.
John J. had chosen it because it had a trout stream or so he always said. But
it was sonmething nore than that It nust have been, Wbster told hinself,
somet hi ng nore than that.

O perhaps, at first, it had only been the trout stream The trout.
stream and the trees and neadows, the rocky. ridge where the mst drifted in
each morning fromthe river. Maybe the rest of it had grown, grown gradually
t hrough the years, through years of famly association
until the very soil was soaked with something that approached, but wasn’'t
quite, tradition. ‘Sonmething that nade each tree, each rock, each foot of soi

a Webster tree or rock or clod of soil. It all bel onged.
John J., the first John J., had come after the breakup of the ‘cities,
after men had forsaken, once and for all, the twentieth century huddling

pl aces, had broken free of the tribal instinct to stick together in one cave
or in one clearing against a conmon foe or a conmon fear. An instinct that had
become outnoded, for there were no fears or foes. Man revolting against the
herd instinct ceonoinic and social conditions had i npressed upon himin ages
past. A new security and a new sufficiency had made it possible to break away.

The trend had started back in the twentieth century, nore than two
hundred years before, when nen noved to country homes to get fresh air and
el bow room and a graciousness in life that conmunal existence, inits
strictest sense, never had given them

And here was the end result. A quiet living. A peace that could only
cone with good things. The sort of life that nmen had yearned for years to
have. A manorial existence, based 6n~ old famly homes and | eisurely acres,
wi th atom cs supplying power and robots in place of serfs.

Webster snmiled at the fireplace with its blazing wood. That was an
anachroni sm but a good one—sonet hing that Man had brc~ught forward fromthe
caves. Usel ess, because atomic heating was better—but nore pleasant. One
couldn’t sit and watch atonics and dream and build castles in the flanes.

Even the crypt out there, where they had put his father that afternoon. That
was famly, too. Al of a piece with the rest of it. The sonber pride and
leisured life and peace. In the old days the dead were buried in vast plots
all together, stranger cheek by jowl wth stranger-—He never goes anywhere. -
That is what Jenkins had told the mnister

And that was right. For what need was there to go anywhere? It all was
here. By sinmply twirling a dial one could talk face to face with anyone one
wi shed, could go, by sense, if not in body, anywhere one w shed. Could attend
the theater or hear a concert or browse in a library
hal fway around the world. Could transact any busii*~
one m ght need to transact without rising fromone's chair~ Wbster drank the
whi skey, then swung to the dial ed~
machi ne beside his desk

He spun dials fromnenmory without resorting to the | og. He knew where he
was goi ng.

Hs finger ifipped a toggle and the room nelted away
—or seened to nelt. There was left the chair within
whi ch he sat, part of the desk, part of the machine itself:
and that was all.

The chair was on a hillside swept with gol den grass
and dotted with scraggly, wind-twi sted trees, a hillside that straggled down
to a lake nestling in the grip of purple’
mount ai n spt~rs. The spurs, darkened in long streaks with the bl ui sh-green of
di stant pine, clinbed in staggering stairs, nelting into the blue-tinged
snow- capped peaks that reared beyond and above themin jagged sawt oot hed
out | i ne.

The wind tal ked harshly in the crouching trees and ripped the |long grass



i n sudden gusts. The last rays of the sun struck fire fromthe distant peaks.

Solitude and grandeur, the |long sweep of tunbled | and, the cuddl ed | ake,
t he knifelike shadows on the far-off ~ranges.

Webster sat easily in his chair, eyes squinting at the peaks.

A voice said alnost at his shoulder: “May | cone in?”

A soft, sibilant voice, wholly unhuman. But one that Webster knew.

He nooded his head. “By all neans, Juwain.”

He turned slightly and saw the el aborate crouching
pedestal, the furry, soft-eyed figure of the Martian squat- ting on it. Qher
alien furniture |l oonmed indistinctly beyond the pedestal, half guessed
furniture fromthat dwelling out on Mars

The Martian flipped a furry hand toward the nountain range. -

“You love this,” he said. “You can understand it. And | can understand
how you understand it, but to me there is nore terror than beauty init. It is
somet hi ng we coul d never have on Mars.”

Webst er reached out a hand, but the Martian stopped him

“Leave it on,” he said. “I know why you cane here. | would not have cone
at atine like this except | thought perhaps an old friend—=

“I't is kind of you,” said Wbster. “I amglad that you have cone.”

“Your father,” said Juwain, “was a great man. | renenber how you used to

talk to me of. him those years you spent on Mars. You said then yQu woul d
come back
sometine. Why is it you' ve never conme?” -

“Way,” said Webster, “l just never—= -

“Do not tell me,” said the Martian. “I al Eeady- know. ”

“My son,” said Webster, “is going to Mars in a few days~ | shall have
himcall on you.”

“That woul d be a pleasure,” said Juwain. “lI shall be expecting him”

He stirred uneasily on the crouching pedestal. “Perhaps be carries on
tradition.”

“No,” said Webster~ “He is studying engi neering. He never cared for
surgery.”

“He has a right,” observed the Martian, “to followthe life that he has
chosen. Still, one mght be permitted to

wi sh.” -

“One could,” Webster agreed. “But that is over and done w th. Perhaps he
will be a great engineer. Space structure. Tal ks of ships out to the stars.”

“Per haps,” suggested Juwain, “your famly has done enough for nedica
sci ence. You and your father—=

“And his father,” said Wbster, “before him”

“Your book,” declared Juwain, “has put Mars in debt to you. It may focus
nore attention on Martian specialization. My people do not nmake good doctors.
They have no background for it. Queer how the m nds of races run. Queer that
Mars never thought of nedicine—titerally never thought of it. Supplied the
need with a cult of fatallam Wile even in your early history, when nen stil
lived in caves—=

“There are many things,” said Wbster, “that you thought of and we
didn’t. Things we wonder now how we ever mssed. Abilities that you devel oped
and we do not have. Take your own specialty, philosophy. But dif
ferent fromours. A science, while ours never was nmor6’ than ordered funbling.
Yours an orderly, logical develop.... nment of philosophy, workable, practical
applicable, an
actual tool.”

Juwai n started to speak, hesitated, then went ahead. “I amnear to
somet hi ng, sonething that may be new and startling. Sonething that will be a
tool for you humans as well as for the Martians. |'ve worked on it for years,
starting with certain nental concepts that first were suggested to me with
arrival of the Earthnen. | have said nothing, for | could not be sure.”

“And now, ” suggested Webster, “you are sure.”

“Not quite,” said Juwain. “Not positive. But alnost.’

They sat in



silence, watching the nountains and the |ake. A bird cane and sat in one of
the scraggly trees and sang. Dark clouds piled up behind the nountain ranges
and the snowtipped peaks stood out |ike graven stone. The sun sank in a | ake
of crimson, hushel finally to the glow of a fire burned | ow

A tap sounded froma door and -Webster stirred in his chair, suddenly
brought back to the reality of the study, of the chair beneath him

Juwai n was gone. The ol d phil osopher had come and sat an hour of
contenplation with his friend and then had quietly slipped away. - -

The rap cane agai n.

Webst er | eaned forward, snapped the toggle and the nountains vani shed;
t he room became a room agai n. Dusk
filtered through the high windows and the fire was a rosy flicker in the
ashes.

“Cone in,” said Webster.

Jenki ns opened the door. “Dinner is served, sir,’

“Thank you,” said Wbster. He rose slowy fromthe
chair. -

“Your place, sir,” said Jenkins, “is laid at the head of the -table.”

“Ah, yes,” said Webster. “Thank you, Jenkins. Thankyou very much, for
rem nding nme.”

he sai d.

Webster stood on the broad ranp of the space field and watched the shape
that dwindled in the sky with taint
flickering points of red | ancing through the wintry sunlight.

For long mnutes after the shape was gone he stood there, hands gripping
the railing in front of him eyes still staring up into the sky.

Hs |lips moved and they said: “CGood-by son”; but there was no sound. -

Slowy he cane alive to his surroundings. Knew that people noved about
the ranp, saw that the landing field seemed to stretch intermnably to the far
hori zon, dotted here and there with hunp-backed things that were waiting
spaceshi ps. Scooting tractors worked near one hangar, clearing away the | ast
of the snowfall of the night before.

Webst er shivered and thought that it was queer, - for the noonday sun
was warm And shivered again.

Slowy he turned away fromthe railing and headed for the adm nistration
buil ding. And for the one brai nwenching nonent he felt a sudden fear—-an
unr easonabl e and enbarrassing fear of that stretch of concrete that formed the
ranp. A fear that left himshaking mentally as he drove his feet toward the
wai ti ng door.

A man wal ked toward him briefcase swinging in his hand and Webster,
eyeing him wi shed fervently that the man woul d not speak to him

The man did not speak, passed himw th scarcely a glance, and \Wbster
-felt relief.

If he were back honme, Webster told hinself, he would have finished
[ unch, would now be ready to |lie down for his midday nap. The fire would be
bl azing on the hearth and the flicker of the flanes would be reflected from
t he andirons. Jenkins would bring hima |iqueur and would say a word or
t wo—nconsequenti al conversation

He hurried toward the door, quickening - his step, anxious to get away
fromthe bare-cold expanse of the nassive ranmp. -

Funny how he had felt about Thomas. Natural, of course, that he should
have hated to see himgo. But entirely unnatural that he should, in those |ast
fewmiiutes, find such horror welling up within him Horror of the trip
t hr ough space, horror of the alien | and of Mars
—al t hough Mars was scarcely alien any |onger. For nore

than a century iioWEarthnen had known it, had fought it, lived with it; some
of them had even grown to love it. -
But it had only been utter will power that had pre- vented him in those

| ast few seconds before the ship hadtaken off, fromrunning out into the
field, shrieking for Thomas to cone back, shrieking for himnot to go.



And that, of course, never would have done. It would have been
exhi bi tionism disgraceful and humliating—the sort of a thing a Wbster
coul d not do.

After all, he told hinself, a trip to Mars was- no great adventure, not
any | onger. There had been a day when it had been, but that day was gone
forever. He, hinmself, in his earlier days had made a trip to Mars, had stayed
there for five long years. That had been—he gasped when he thought of it—that
had been alnpbst thirty years ago. -

The babbl e and hum of the I obby hit himin the face as the robot
attendant opened the door for him and in that babble ran a vein of something
that was al nost terror. For a noment he hesitated, then stepped inside. The
door closed softly behind him

He stayed close to the wall to keep out of people’ s way, iieaded for a chair
in one corner. He sat down and huddl ed back, forcing his body deep into the
cushions, watching the mlling humanity that seethed out in the

room - -

Shrill people, hurrying people, people with strange, unneighborly faces.

Strangers—every one of them Not a face he knew. Peopl e going places. Heading
out for the planets. Anxious to be off. Worried about |ast details.
Rushi ng here and there.

Qut of the crowd | ooned a fam liar face. Webster hunched forward.

“Jenkins!” he shouted, and then was sorry for the shout, although no one
seemed to notice. -

The robot noved toward him stood before him

“Tell Raynond,” said Webster, “that j nust return Imediately. Tell him
to bring the ‘copter in front at once.”

“I amsorry, sir,” said - Jenkins, “but we cannot |eave at once. The
nmechanics found a flaw in the atomi cs cham
her. They - are installing a newone. It will take several hours.”

“Surely,” said Webster, inpatiently, “that could wait until some ot her
tine.”

“The mechanic said not, sir,’
m nute. The entire charge of power—=-

Jenkins told him “It mght go at any

“Yes, yes,” agreed Webster, “l suppose so.”
He fidgeted with his hat. “I just remenbered,” he said, “sonething
must do. Something that nust be done at once. | nust get hone. | can't wait

several hours.”
He hitched forward to the edge of the chair, eyes staring at the mlling
crowd. - -
Faces—faces—"“Perhaps you could tel evise,” suggested Jenkins. “One
of the robots might be able to do it. There is a boot h-=~
“Wait, Jenkins,” said Webster. He hesitated a nonent.
“There is nothing to do back hone. Nothing at all. But
| must get there. | can't stay here. If |I have to, I'll -go crazy. | was
frightened out there on the ranp. |1’ m bew | dered and confused here. | have a
feeling—a strange, terrible feeling. Jenkins, |-—=

“l understand, sir,” said Jenkins. “Your father had it, too.

Webst er gasped. “My father?”

“Yes; sir, that is why he never went anywhere. He was about your age,
sir, when he found it out. He tried to make a trip to Europe and he couldn't.
He got hal fway there and turned back. He had a nane for it.”

Webster sat in stricken silence.

“Aname for it,” he finally said. “Of course there’s a nanme for it. My
father had it. My grandfather—did he have it, too?”

“I wouldn’t know that, sir,” said Jenkins. “I wasn't created until after
your grandfather was an elderly man. But he may have. He never went anywhere,
either.”

“You understand, then,” said Webster. “You know how it is. | feel like
" mgoing to be sick—physically IlI.



See if you can charter a ‘copter—anything, just so we
get home.”

“Yes, sir,” said Jenkins.

He started off and Webster called hi m back.

“Jenki ns, does anyone el se know about this? Anyone—=

“No, sir,” said Jenkins. “Your father never nentioned it and | felt,
sonehow, that he wouldn’'t wi sh ne to.” - -

“Thank you, Jenkins,” said Wbster

Webst er huddl ed back into his chair again, feeling desolate and al one
and m splaced. Alone in a hunm ng | obby that pulsed with life—a | oneliness
that tore at him that left himlinp and weak

Homesi ckness. Downri ght, shameful honesi ckness, he told hinself.
Sonet hi ng that boys are supposed to feel when they first |eave honme, when they
first go out to neet the world.

There was a fancy word for it—agoraphobia, the nor. bid dread of being
in the mdst of open spaces—fromthe Geek root for the fear—+titerally, of the
mar ket pl ace.

If he crossed the roomto the tel evision booth, he could put in a call
talk with his nother or one of the robots—or, better yet, just sit and | ook
at the place until Jenkins cane for him -

He started to rise, then sank back in the chair again. It was no dice.
Just talking to someone or |looking in on the place wasn't being there. He
couldn’t snell the pines in the wintry air, or hear famliar snow crunch on
the wal k beneath his feet or reach out a hand and touch one of the nassive
oaks that grew along the path. He couldn’'t feel the heat of the - fire or
sense the sure, deft touch of belonging, of being one with a tract of ground
and the things upon it.

And yet —perhaps it would help. - Not rmuch, maybe, but some. He started
to rise fromthe chair again and froze. The few short steps to the booth held
terror, a terrible, overwhelning terror. If he crossed them he would have to
run. Run to escape the watching eyes, the unfanmliar sounds, the agonizing
near ness of strange faces.

Abruptly he sat down.

A woman’ s shrill voice cut across the | obby and he shrank away fromit.
He felt terrible. }l~e felt like hell.He w shed Jenkins would get a hustle on

The first breath of spring came through the wi ndow, filling the study
with the promi se of nelting snows, of coming | eaves and flowers, of
nort h- bound wedges O
wat erfow stream ng through the blue, of trout that lurked in pools waiting
for the fly.

Webster lifted his eyes fromthe sheaf of papers on his desk, sniffed
the breeze, felt the- cool whisper of it on his cheek. H's hand reached out
for the brandy glass, found it enpty, and put it back. -

He bent back above the papers once again, picked up a pencil and crossed
out n word.

- Critically, he read the final paragraphs:

The fact that of the two hundred fifty men who were invited to visit ne,
presumably on mi ssions of nore than ordinary inportance, only three were able
to come, does not necessarily prove that all but those three are victinms of
agor aphobi a. Sone may have had |l egitimte reasons for being unable to accept
my invitation. But it does indicate a growing unw llingness of nmen |iving
under thenode of Earth existence set up followi ng the breakup of the cities to
nmove fromfamliar places, a deepening instinct to stay anong the scenes and

possessions whicl~ in their mnd have becone associated with contentnent and
graci ousness of life.
What the result of such a trend will be, no one can clearly indicate

since it applies to only a small portion of Earth’s popul ati on. Anong the
larger famlies econonmic pressure forces sone of the sons to seek their



fortunes either in other parts of the Earth or on one of the

other planets. Many others deliberately seek adventure and opportunity in
space while still others become associated with professions or trades which
make a sedentary existence inpossible. -

He flipped the page over, went on to the | ast one.

It was a good paper, he knew, but it could not be pub
lished, not just yet. Perhaps after he had died. No one, so far as he could
determi ne, had ever so nuch as realized the trend, had taken as matter of
course the fact that nmen seldomleft their homes. Wy, after all, should they
| eave their hones? - -
Certai n dangers may be recogni zed I n—The tel evisor nuttered at his el bow and
be reached out
toifip the toggle. -

The room faded and he was face to face with a man
who sat behind a desk,. alnmost as if he sat on the opposite side of Webster’s
desk. A gray-haired man- with sad eyes behind heavy | enses.

For a nonent Webster stared, nmenory tugging at him

“Could it be—= he asked and the man snil ed gravely.

“l have changed,” he said. “So have you. My nanme is C ayborne. Renenber?
The Martian nedical conmi ssion—= -

“C ayborne! 1'd often thought of you. You stayed oil Mars.”

“d ayborne nodded. “I’ve read your book, doctor. It is a real
contribution. |I've often thought one should be witten, wanted to nyself, but
| didn’t have the tine.

Just as well | didn’t. You did a better job. Especially on the brain.”

“The Martian brain,” Webster told him "“always in- trigued nme. Certain

peculiarities. I'"'mafraid | spent nore of those five years taking notes on it

than | should have. There was other work to do.”

“A good thing you did,” said C aybonme. “That’s why Fmcalling you now. |
have a patient—a brain operation
Only you can handle it.”

Webst er gasped, his hands trembling. “You' Il bring himhere?”

Cl ayborne shook his head. “He cannot be nmoved. You know him | believe.
Juwai n, the phil osopher.”

‘~Juwai nl” said Webster. “He’s one of my best friends. W talked
toget her just a couple of days ago.”

“The - attack was sudden,” said C ayborne. “He’s been asking for you.”

Webster was silent and cold—old with a chill that crept upon himfrom
some unguessed place. Cold that sent perspiration out upon his forehead, that
knotted his

“I'f you start inmediately,” said O ayborne, “you can be here on tine.
|"ve already arranged with the World Conmittee to havé a ship at your disposa
instantly. The
- ut nost speed i s necessary.”

“But,” said Webster, “but. , . | cannot cone.”
“You can’t cone!”
“It’s inpossible,” said Webster. “1 doubt in any case that | am needed.

Surely, you yoursel f—=
“I can’t,” said C ayborme. “No one can but you. No one el se has the
know edge. You hold Juwain's life in
your hands. If you cone, he lives. If you don’t, he dies.”
“I can’t go into space,” said Wbster.
“Anyone- can go into space,” snapped C ayborne. “It’s not like it used
to be. Conditioning of any sort - desired. is available.” -
“But you don’t understand,” pleaded Wbster. “You—=~
“No, I . don’t,” said Clayborne. “Frankly, 1. don’t. That anyone shoul d
refuse to save the life of his friend-=



The two nmen stared at one another for a long nonent,. neither speaking.
“I shall tell the conmrittee to send the ship straight to your hone,”
said Caybone finally. “lI hope by that tithe you will see your way clear, to
cone.”
- G ayborne faded and the wall cane into view agai n—
the wall and books, the fireplace and the paintings, the well-loved furniture,
the prom se of spring that came through the open w ndow.

Webster sat frozen in his chair, staring at the wall in front of him

Juwai n, the furry, winkled face, the sibilant whisper, the friendliness
and understandi ng that was his. Juwain, grasping the stuff that dreans are
made of and shaping theminto logic, into rules of Iife and conduct. Juwain,
usi ng phil osophy as a too!, as a science, as a steppingstone to better living.

Webst er dropped his face into his hands and fought the agony that welled
up within him

C ayborne had not understood. One could not expect himto understand
since there was no way for himto know. And even knowi ng, ~aul d he understand?
Even he, Webster, would not hav~ understood it in sonmeone else until he bad
di scovered it in hinself—the terrible fear of leaving his own fire, his own
| and, his own possessions, the little synbolisnms that he had erected. And yet,
not he, hinself, alone, but those other Websters as
well. Starting with the Thst John J. Men and wonmen who had set up a cult of
life, a tradition of behavior

He, Jerone A. Wbster, had gone to Mars when be was a young man, and had
not felt or suspected the psychol ogi cal poison that ran through his veins.
Even as Thonas a few nonths ago had gone to Mars. But thirty years of quiet
life here in the retreat that the Websters called a home had brought it forth,
had devel oped it without his even knowing it. There had, in fact, been no
opportunity to know it.

It was clear how it had devel oped—l ear as crystal now - Habit and
mental pattern and a happi ness association with certain things—+things that had
no actual value in thenselves, but had been assigned a value, a definite,
concrete value by one famly through five generations.

No wonder other places seened alien, no wonder other horizons held a
hint of horror in their sweep.

And there was nothing one could do about it—nothing, that is, unless one cut
down every tree and burned ~the house and changed the course of waterways.
Even that mght not do it—even that—The tel evisor purred and Wbster |ifted
hi s head from

hi s hands, reached out and thunbed the tunbler

The room becane a flare of white, but there was no i nage. A voice said:
“Secret call. Secret call.”

Webster slid back a panel in the nmachine, spun -a pair of dials, heard
t he hum of power surge into a screen that bl ocked out the room
“Secrecy established,” he said. -

The white flare snapped out and a man sat across the desk fromhim A
man he had seen many tines before in tel evised addresses, in his daily paper

Hender son, president of the Wrld Conmittee.

“l have had a call from C ayborne,” said Henderson
Webst er nodded wit hout speaking. “He tells me you refuse to go to Mars.”

“l have not refused,” said Webster. “Wen d ayborne

e cut off the question was left open. | had told himit was inpossible for ne
to go, but he had rejected that, did not seemto understand.”
“Webster, you nust go,” said Henderson. “You are the

only man with the necessary know edge of the Martian
brain to performthis operation. If it were a sinple operation, perhaps
soneone el se could do it. But not one
such as this.” - -
“That may be true,” said Webster, “but—=



“I't’s not iust a question of saving a life,” said Henderson. “Even the
life of so distinguished a personage as Juwain. It involves even nore than
that. Juwain is a friend of yours. Perhaps he hinted of sonmething he has
found.”

“Yes,” said Webster. “Yes, he did. A new concept of
phi | osophy.”

“A concept,” decl ared Henderson, “that we cannot do without. A concept
that will remake the solar, systemthat will ‘put manki nd ahead a hundred
t housand years in the space of two generations. A new direction of purpose
that will aimtoward a goal we heretofore had not suspected, bad not even
known existed. A brand- new truth, you see. One that never before had occurred
to anyone.”

Webster’s hands gripped the edge of the desk until his knuckl es stood
out white.

“I'f Juwain dies,” said Henderson, “that concept dies with him My be
| ost forever.”

- “I"1l try,” said Webster. “1"Il try—= - - -

Henderson’s eyes were hard. “Is that the -best you can do?”

“That is the- best,” said Wbster

“But, man, you nust have a reason! Sone explanation.”

“None,” said Webster, “that | would care to give.”

Del i berately he reached out and flipped up the switch.

Webster sat at the desk and held his -hands in front of him staring at

them Hands - that had skill, held know - edge. Hands that could save a life
if he could get them to Mars. Hands that could save for the solar system for
manki nd, for the Martians an - idea—a new i dea—that

woul d advance - them a hundred thousand years in tha
next two generations. - -

But hands chai ned by a phobia that grew out of this quiet life.
Decadence—a strangely beautiful —and deadly
—decadence. - .

Man had, forsaken the teenming cities, the huddling

pl aces, two hundred years ago. He had done with the old foes and the ancient
fears that kept himaround the corn. nmon canpfire, had | eft behind the
hobgobl i ns that bad wal ked with himfromthe caves.

And yet—and yet. -

Here was anot her huddling place. Not a huddling place for one’ s body,
but one’s mind. A psychol ogi cal canmpfire
- that still held a man within the circle of its light. Still, Wbster knew,
he nust |eave that fire. As the
nmen had done with the cities two centuries before, he nust walk off and |eave
it. And he nust not | ook back

He had to go to Mars—er at |east start for Mars. There was no question
there, at all. He had to go.

Whet her he woul d survive the trip, whether he could performthe
operation once he had arrived, he did not know He wondered vaguely, whether
agor aphobi a could be fatal. In its nost exaggerated form he supposed it
coul d.

He reached out a hand to ring, then hesitated. No use having Jenkins
pack. He Whuld do it hinmsel f-something to keep himbusy until the ship
arrived.

Fromthe top shelf of the wardrobe in the bedroom be took down a bag
and saw that it was dusty. He blewon it, but the dust still clung. It had
been there for too
- many years.

As he packed, the roomargued with him talked in
that rmute tongue with which inanimate but fam liar things
may converse with a man.

“You can't go,” said the room “You can’t go off and | eave ne.”



And Webster argued back, half pleading, half explanatory. “I have to go. Can't
you understand? It’s a friend, an old friend. | will be com ng back.”

Packi ng done, Wbster returned to the study, slunped
into his chair.

- He -must go and yet he couldn’t go. But when the ship arrived, when the tine
had come, he knew that he would wal k out of the house and toward the waiting
shi p.

He steeled his nind to that, tried to set it in arigid pattern, tried
to bl ank out everything but the thought
that he was | eavi ng. - -

Things in the - roomintruded on his brain, as if they
were part of a conspiracy to keep himthere. Things that he saw as if be were
seeing themfor the first tine. Ad, renmenbered things that suddenly were new.
The chronometer that showed both Earthian - and Martian tinme, the days of the
nmont h, the phases of the noon. The picture of his dead wife on the desk. The
trophy he had won at prep school. The franed short snorter bill that had cost
himten bucks on his trip to Mrs.

He stared at them half unwilling at first, then eagerly, storing up the
menory of themin his brain~ Seeing them as separate conponents of a room he
had accepted all these years as a finished whole, never realizing what a
mul titude of things went to make—t up

Dusk was falling, the dusk of early spring, a dusk that snelled of early
pussy wi || ows.

The ship should have arrived | ong ago. He caught hinself |istening for
it, even as he realized that he would not hear it. A ship, driven by atonic
nmotors, was silent except when it gathered speed. Landing and - taking off, it
floated like thistledown, with not a murnur init.

It woul d be here soon. It would have to be here soon or he could never
go. Miuch longer to wait, he knew, and his high~. keyed resolution would crunbl e
like a mound of dust in beating.rain. Not nuch | onger could he hold his
pur pose agai nst the pleading of the, room against the flicker of the -fire,
agai nst the nurnur of the |and where five generations of Wbsters had |ived
their lives and died.

He shut his eyes and fought down the chill that crept across his body.
He couldn't let it get himnow, he told hinself. He had to stick it out. Wen
the ship arrived he still mnmust be able to get up and wal k out the door to
the waiting port. -

A tap canme on the door.

“Cone in,” Wbster call ed.

It was Jenkins, the light fromthe fireplace flickering on his shining
netal hide.

“Had you called earlier, sir?” he asked.

Webst er shook his head.

“I was afraid you might have,” Jenkins expl ai ned, “and wondered why I
didn't cone. There was a nost extraordi nary occurrence, sir. Two men cane with
a ship and said they wanted you to go to Mars.”

“They are here,” said Webster. “Wiy didn't you call ne?”

He struggled to his feet. - -

“I didn't think, sir,” said Jenkins, “that you would want to be
bothered. It was so preposterous. | finally nmade them understand you coul d not
possibly want to go to Mars.”

Webster stiffened, felt chill fear gripping at his heart. Hands groping
for the edge of the desk, ‘he sat down in the chair, sensed the walls of the
roomclosing in about him a trap that woul d never |et him go.



