THE SPACEMAN'SVAN GOGH
Clifford D. Smak

THE PLANET was so unimportant and so far out toward the rim that it didn't have aname, but just a
code and number as akey to its postion. The village had aname, but one that wasimpossiblefor a
human to pronounce correctly.

- It cost alot to get there. Wdll, not to get there, exactly, for al one did was poll there; but it cost a
hunk of cash to have the co-ordinates set up for the polling. Because the planet was so far away, the
computer had to do atop-notch job, correct to seven decima points. Otherwise one took the chance of
materidizing amillion miles off destination, hi the depths of space; or if you hit the planet, athousand or
so miles up; or worse yet, a couple hundred underneath the surface. Any one of which would be highly
inconvenient, if not positively fad.

There was no reason in the universe for anyone to go there—except Anson Lathrop. Lathrop had to
go there because it was the place where Reuben Clay had died.

S0 he paid out a pocketful of cash to get himsalf indoctrinated to the planet's mores and speech, and a
bucketful of cash to get his polling plotted—atwo-way job, to get both there and back.

He arrived there just about midday, not at the village exactly, for even seven decima points weren't
good enough to land him squarely in it—but not more than twenty miles away, asit turned out, and no
more than twelve fegt off the ground.

He picked himself up and dusted himself off and was thankful for the knapsack that he wore, for he
had landed on it and been cushioned from thefdll.

The planet, or what he could see of it, wasadismal place. It was a cloudy day and he had trouble
making out, so colorless was the land, where the horizon ended and the sky began. The ground wasflat,
agresat plain unrelieved by trees or ridge, and covered here and there by patches of low brush.

He had landed near apath and in this he considered himsdf lucky, for he remembered from his
indoctrination that the planet had no roads and not too many paths.

He hoisted his knapsack firmly into place and started down the path. Inamile or so hecameto a
signpost, badly weather-beaten, and while he wasn't too sure of the symbols, it seemed to indicate he
was headed in the wrong direction. So he turned back, hoping fervently he had read the sign correctly.

Hearrived at the village just as dusk was setting in, after alondly hike during which he met no one
except astrange and rather ferocious animal which sat erect to watch him pass, whistling at him l the
while asif it were astounded at him.

Nor did he see much more when he reached the village. Thevillage, as he had known it would,
resembled nothing quite so much as one of the prairie dog towns which one could see in the western part
of North America, back on his native Earth.

At the edge of the village he encountered plots of cultivated ground with strange crops growing in them;
and working among some of these plotsin the gathering darkness were little gnome-like figures. When he
stopped and called to them, they merely stared at him for amoment and then went back to work.

He walked down the village's single street, which was little more than awell-travelled path, and tried to
make some sense out of the entrances to the burrows, each of which was backed by atumulus of the
ground dug up inits excavation. Each mound looked amost exactly like every other mound and no
burrow mouth seemed to have anything to distinguish it from any of the others.

Before some of the burrowstiny gnome-like figures played—children, he supposed—but at his
approach they -scuttled rapidly inside and did not reappear.

Hetravelled the entire length of the street; and stand- ing there, he saw what he took to be a somewhat
larger mound, somelittle distance off, surmounted by what appeared to be some sort of rude monument,
astubby spire that pointed upward like an accusing finger amed toward the sky.

And that was abit surprising, for there had been no mention hi hisindoctrination—of monuments or of
religious structures. Although, he redlized, hisindoctrination would be necessarily skimpy for aplacelike
this; there was not agreat dedl known of the planet or its people.



Stll, it might not be unreasonable to suppose that these gnomes might possess religion; here and there
one gtill found patches of it. Sometimesit would be indigenousto the planet, and in other casesit would
be survivd transplantations from the planet Earth or from one of the other severd sysslemswhere great
religions once had nourished.

He turned around and went back down the street agaia and came to ahdt in the middle of the village.
No one came out to meet him, so he sat down in the middle of the path and waited. He took alunch out
of hisknapsack, ateit, and drank water out of the vacuum bottle that he carried, and wondered why
Reuben Clay had picked thisdismd place in which to spend hisfinal days.

Not that it would be out of keeping with the man. 1t was ahumble place and Clay had been ahumble
man, known asthe " Spaceman's Van Gogh" a onetime. He had lived within himsdf rather than with the
universe which surrounded him. He had not sought glory or acclaim, athough he could have clamed them
both—at times, indeed, it gppeared that he might be running from them. Throughout his entire life there
had been the sense of a man who hid away. Of aman who ran from something, or aman who ran after
something—a seeking, searching man who never quite caught up with the thing he sought for. Lathrop
shook his head. It was hard to know which sort Clay had been—a hunted man or hunter. If hunted, what
had it been he feared? And if a hunter, what could it be he sought?

Lathrop heard alight scuffing in the path and turned his head to see that one of the gnome-like
creatures was approaching him. The gnome was old, he saw. Itsfur was gray and grizzled and when it
came closer he saw the other marks of age upon it—the rheumy eyes, the wrinkled skin, the cragged
bushiness of its eyebrows, the cramped gtiffness of its hands.

It stopped and spoke to him and he puzzled out the language.

"Good seeing to you, Sr." Not "sir," of course, but the nearest trand ation one could make.

"Good hearing," Lathrop said ceremonioudly.

"Good degping.”

"Good edting,” Lathrop said.

Findly they both ran out of "goods."

The gnome stood in the path and had another long look at him. Then: "Y ou are like the other one."

"Clay," said Lathrop.

"Younger," said the gnome.

"Younger," Lathrop admitted. "Not much younger.”

"Jud right," said the gnome, meaning it to be a diplomatic compliment.

"Thank you."

"Not sick."

"Hedthy," Lathrop said.

"Clay wassick. Clay......" Not "died.” Morelike

"discontinued” or possibly "ended," but the meaning was clear.

"l know that. | cameto talk about him."

"Lived with us" said the gnome. "He (die?) with us."

How long ago? How did you ask how long? There was, Lathrop redlized with something of a shock,
no gnome-words for duration or measurement of time. A past, present and future tense, of course, but no
word for measurement of either time or space.

"You...." Therewasno word for buried. No word for grave.

"Y ou planted him?" asked Lathrop.

He sensed the horror that his question raised. "We.... him."

Ate him? Lathrop wondered. Some of the ancient tribes of Earth and on other planets, too, ate their
dead, thereby conferring tender honors on them.

But it was not edt.

Burned? Scaffolded? Exposed?

No, it was none of those.

"We.... him," thegnomeinssted. "It was Mswish. Weloved him. We could do no less."

Lathrop bowed gratefully. "I am honored that you did.”



That seemed to moallify the gnome. "Hewas aharmlessone,” said the gnome. Not exactly "harmless.”
Kind, perhaps. Uncrud. With certain connotations of soft-wittedness. Which was naturd, of course, for
in his nonconformity through lack of understanding, any dien must appear dightly soft-witted to another
people.

Asif he might have known what Lathrop was thinking, the gnome said, "We did not understand him.
He had what he called a brushandpaints. He made streaks with them.” Streaks?

Brushandpaints? Sure, brush and paints. Streaks? of course. For the people of this planet were
colorblind. To them Clay's painting would be stresks. "He did that here?' "Yes. It here.” "I wonder.
Might | seeit?" "Certainly," said the gnome. "If you follow me." They crossed the street and approached
aburrow's mouth. Stooping, Lathrop followed down the tunnel. Ten or twelve feet down it becamea
room, asort of earthen cave.

Therewasalight of asort. Not too good alight, asoft, dim light that came from little hegps of glowing
materid piled in crude clay dishes placed about the burrow.

Foxfire, thought Lathrop. The phosphorescent light of rotting wood.

"There," said the gnome.

The painting leaned against one wall of the burrow, an alien square of color in this outlandish place.
Under ordinary circumstances, the faint foxfire light would have been too feeble for oneto seethe
painting, but the brush strokes on the canvas seemed to have afaint light of their own, so that the colors
stood out like another world glimpsed through awindow beyond the foxfire dimness.

AsLathrop looked at the propped-up square, the glowing quality seemed to become more
pronounced, until the picture was quite clear in dl its unfinished detall—and it was not a glow, Lathrop
thought; it was ashiningness. And it was Clay. The painting, unfinished asit was, could not be mistaken.
Evenif one had not known that Clay had spent the last days of hislife within thisvillage, he till would
have known that the work was Clay's. The clean outline was there, the authority of craftsmanship
combined with the restrained quality, the masterly understatement, the careful detail and the keen sharp
color. But there was something € se as well—a certain happiness, ahumble happiness that had no hint of
triumph.

"Hedid not finishit,” said Lathrop. "He did not have the .. . (there was no word for tune). He
(discontinued) before hefinished it.”

"His brushandpaints discontinued. He sat and looked &t it."

So that wasit. That was how it happened. Clay's paints had given out and there had been no place, no
way— perhaps no time—in which he could have gotten more.

So Reuben Clay had sat in this burrow and looked at hislast painting, knowing it wasthe last painting
he would ever do, propped there against the wall, and had known the hopel essness of ever finishing the
great canvas he had started. Although more than likely Clay had never thought of it asgreet. His
paintings, for him, had never been more than an expression of himsdf. To him they had been something
that lay ingde himself waiting to be transferred into some expression that the universe could see, a sort of
artistic communication from Clay to dl hisfellow creatures.

"Rest yoursdlf," said the gnome. "Y ou aretired.”

"Thanks," said Lathrop.

He sat down on the hard-packed floor, with his back against the wall, opposite the painting.

"You knew him," said the gnome.

Lathrop shook his head.

"But you came seeking him."

"1 sought word of him."

How could one, he wondered, explain to the little gnome what he sought in Clay, or why he'd tracked
him down when dl the universe forgot? How could one explain to these people, who were colorblind and
more than likely had no conception of what a painting was— how could one explain the greatness that
was Clay's? The technique that lived within his hands, the clean, quick sense of color, the dmost
unworldly ability to see acertain thing exactly asit was.

To seethe truth and to reproduce that truth—not as asingle facet of the truth, but the entiretruth in its



right perspective and its precise color, and with its meaning and its mood pinpointed so precisely that one
need but ook to know.

That may have been why | sought him, thought L ath-rop. That may be why I've spent twenty Earth
years and abarrel of money to learn al the facts of him. The monograph | some day will writeon himis
no more than afauit attempt to rationalize my search for facts—the logic that is needed to justify athing.
But it was the truth, thought Lathrop. That'sthe find answer of what | sought in Clay—the truth that lay in
him and in his painting. Because, too, at onetime worked in truth.

"Itismagic," sad the gnome, staring & the painting.

"Of asort,” said Lathrop. And that probably had been why, at first, they had accepted Clay, in the
expectation that some of his magic might rub off on them. But not entirely, perhaps, certainly not toward
the end. For Clay was not the sort of smple, unassuming man these smple creatures would respect and
love

They'd let him live among them, more than likely findly as one of them, probably without the thought of
payment for hisliving space and food. He may have worked alittle in thefields and he may have puttered
up things, but he would have been essentialy their guest, for no aien creature could fit himself
economicaly into such asmple culture.

They had helped him through hisfina days and watched him in his dying and when he had findly died
they'd done to him a certain act of high respect and honor.

What was that word again? He could not remember it. The indoctrination had been inadequate; there
were word gaps and blank spaces and blind spots and that was wholly understandable in aplace like
this

He saw the gnome was waiting for him to explain the magic, to explain it better than Clay had been
ableto explainit. Or maybe Clay had not attempted to explain, for they might not have asked him.

The gnome waited and hoped and that was dll, for he™ could not ask. Y ou do not ask another race
about the details of their magic,

"Itisa ... (noword for representation, no word for picture) ... place that Clay saw. Hetried to bring it
back to life. Hetried to tell you and | what he had seen. He tried to make us seeit, t0o." "Magic," said
the gnome.

Lathrop gave up. It wasimpossible. To the gnome it was Smple magic. So beit—smple magic.

It was avaley with abrook that gurgled somberly and with massive trees and a deep wash of light that
was more than sunlight lay over dl of it. Therewasno living creaturein it and that wastypicd, for Clay
was alandscape artist without the need of people or of other creatures.

A happy place, thought Lathrop, but a solemn happiness. A place to run and laugh, but not to run too
swiftly nor to laugh too loudly, for therewas alordly reverence implicit in the composition.

"He saw many places," Lathrop told the gnome. "He put many places on a(no word for canvas or
board or plane) ... on aflat like that. Many different planets. Hetried to catch the .. . (no word for spirit)
... theway that each planet looked."

"Magic," said the gnome. "Hiswas powerful magic." The gnome moved to the far wall of the room and
poked up a peet firein aprimitive stove fashioned out of mud. "Y ou are hungry,” said the gnome. | ate."

"Y ou must eat with us. The otherswill be coming. It istoo dark to work."

"l will est with you," said Lathrop.

For he must break the bread with them. He must be one of them if he wereto carry out hismission.
Perhaps not one of them as Clay had been one of them, but at least accepted. No matter what
horrendous and disgusting thing should comprise the menu, he must egt with them.

But it was more than likely that the food would not be too bad. Roots and vegetables, for they had
gardens. Pickled insects, maybe, and perhaps some a coholic concoction hed have to be alittle careful
with.

But no matter what it was, he would have to eat with them and deep with them and be asfriendly and
asthoughtful as Clay had been thoughtful and friendly.

For they'd have thingsto tell him, data that he'd given up al hope of getting, the story of the final days
of Reuben Qay. Perhaps even some clue to the mystifying "lost years," the years when Clay had dropped



completely out of Sght.

He sat quietly, thinking of how thetrail had come to an end, out near the edge of the galaxy, not too
many light-years from thisvery place. For year on absorbing year he had followed Clay'strail from star
to star, gathering data on the man, talking with those who'd known him, tracking down one by onethe
paintings he had made. And then thetrail had ended. Qay had |eft acertain planet and no one knew
where he'd gone; for years Lathrop had searched for some hint to where he'd gone, and had been close
to giving up when hefindly had found evidence that Clay had cometo this placeto die. But the evidence
had strongly indicated that he had not come here directly from where the trail had stopped, but had spent
severa years at some other place. So therewas still agap in the story that he followed—a gap of lost
years, how many yearsthere was no way of knowing.

Perhaps here, in thisvillage, he might get a clue to where Clay had spent those years. But, hetold
himsdlf it could be no more than aclue. It could not be specific, for theselittle creatures had no concept
of time or otherwhere.

Morethan likely the painting herein this burrow wasin itself aclue. Morethan likdly it was apainting
of that unknown place Clay had visited before coming hereto die. But if that were so, thought Lathraop, it
was adender hope, for one might spend three lifetimes—or more— combing planet after planet inthe
vain hope of recognizing the scene Clay had spread upon the canvas.

He watched the gnome busy at the stove, and there was no sound except the londly whining of the
wind in the chimney and at the tunnel's mouth. Lonely wind and empty moor and thelittle villages of
heaped earth, here at the far edge of the galaxy, out in the rim of the mighty whedl of suns. How much do
we know of it, he thought, thisthing we call our galaxy, thisblob of matter hurled out into the gulf of
space by some mighty Fist? We do not know the beginning of it nor the end of it nor the reason for its
being; we are blind creatures groping in the darkness for redlities and the few redlities we find we know
asablind man knows the things within his room, knowing them by the sense of touch alone. For hi the
larger sensewe dl are asblind ashe—al of ustogether, al the creaturesliving in the galaxy. And
presumptuous and precocious despite our stumbling blindness, for before we know the galaxy we must
know ourselves.

We do not understand ourselves, have no idea of the purpose of us. We have tried devicesto explain
oursalves, materidistic devices and spiritudistic devices and the application of purelogic, which wasfar
from pure. And we have fooled oursalves, thought Lathrop. That is mostly what we've done. We have
laughed a things we do not understand, substituting laughter for knowledge, using laughter asashied
againgt our ignorance, asadrug to still our sense of panic. Once we sought comfort in mysticism, fighting
tooth and nail againgt the explanation of the mysticism, for only solong asit remained mysticism and
unexplained could it comfort us. We once subscribed to faith and fought to keep the faith from becoming
fact, because in our twisted thinking faith was stronger than the fact.

And are we any better now, he wondered, for having banished faith and mysticism, sending the old
faths and the old religions scurrying into hiding places againgt the snickers of agalaxy that believesin
logic and pinsits hope on nothing lessthan fact. A step, he thought—it is but a step, this advancement to
thelogic and the fact, thisfetish for explaining. Some day, far distant, we may find another fact that will
alow usto keep thelogic and the fact, but will supply once again the comfort that we lost with faith.

The gnome had started cooking and it had agood smell to it. Almost an Earth smell. Maybe, after all,
the eating would not be as bad as he had feared.

"Youlike Clay?"' the gnome asked.

"Liked him. Sure, | liked him."

"No. No. You do like he? Y ou make the stresks like he?’

Lathrop shook hishead. "1 do nothing now. | am (how did you say retired?).... My work is ended.
Now | play (play, because there was no other word)."

"Play?"

"I work no more. | do now as| please. | learn of Clay'slifeand | (no word for write) ... | tell hislifein
streaks. Not those kind of streaks. Not the kind of streaks he made. A different kind of stresks.”

When he had sat down he'd put his knapsack beside him. Now he drew it to his lap and opened it. He



took out the pad of paper and apencil. "Thiskind of streaks," he said.

The gnome crossed the room to stand beside him.

Lathrop wrote on his pad: / was awhitherer. | used facts and logic to learn whither are we going. | was
aseeker Q] truth.

"Those kind of stregks," hesaid. "I have made many streaks of Clay'slife.”

"Magic," said thegnome.

It wasdl down, thought Lathrop, al that he had learned of Clay. All but the missing years. All downin
page after page of notes, waiting for the writing. Notes telling the strange story of a strange man who had
wandered star to star, painting planet after planet, leaving his paintings strewn acrossthe galaxy. A man
who had wandered asif he might be seeking something other than new scenesto put upon his canvases.
Asif his canvases were no more than apassing whim, no more than aquaint and convenient deviceto
earn the little money that he needed for food and polling plots, the money that enabled him to go onto
system after system. Making no effort to retain any of hiswork, sdlling every bit of it or even, a times,
smply walking off and leaving it behind.

Not that his paintings weren't good. They were—star-tlingly good. They were given honored places hi
many galeries, or what passed as gdlleries, on many different planets.

Clay had stayed for long at no place. He had aways hurried on. Asif there were apurpose or aplot
which drove him from star to Sar.

And the sum total of the wandering, of the driven purpose, had ended here in this very burrow, no
more than a hiding place againgt the wind and wegther.

"Why?" asked the gnome. "Why make the stresks of Clay?"

"Why?" said Lathrop. "Why?1 do not know!"

But the answer, not only of Clay'swandering, but of hisfollowing in Clay'stracks, might be within his
grasp. Findly, after al the years of searching, he might find the answer here.

"Why do you streek?’

And how to answer that?

How had Clay answered? For they must have asked him, too. Not how, because you do not ask the
how of magic. But why ... that was permissable. Not the secret of the magic, but the purpose of it.

"So we may know," said Lathrop, groping for thewords, "So dl of usmay know, you and | and dl the
others on other stars may know what kind of being (man?) Clay was."

"Hewas.... (kind?). Hewas one of us. Weloved him. That isal we need to know."

"All you may need,” said Lathrop. "But not enough for others."

Although there probably would not be many who would read the monograph once he had written it.
Only apitiful few would take thetimeto read it, or even careto readit.

He thought: Now, findly, | know what I've known all dong, but refused to admit | knew; that I'm not
doing thisfor others, but for mysdlf done. And not for the sake of occupation, not for the sake of
keeping busy in retirement, but for some deeper reason and for some greater need. For some factor or
some sense, perhaps, that | missed before. For some need | do not even recognize. For some purpose
that might astound meif | ever understood it.

The gnome went back to the stove and got on with the meal and Lathrop continued to sit with his back
againg the wdll, redizing now the tiredness that was in him. Hed had a busy day. Polting was not
difficult, actualy seemed easy, but it took alot out of aman. And, in addition to that, hed walked twenty
milesfrom bislanding place to reach the village.

Polting might be easy, but it had not been easy to come by, for its development had been forced to
wait upon the suspension of erroneous beief, had come only with the end of certain superdtitions and the
false screen of the prgudice set up to shield Man againgt hislack of knowledge. For if aman did not
understand athing, he called it asilly superdtition and let it go at that. The human race could disregard a
slly supergtition and be quite easy in itsmind, but it could not disregard a stubborn fact without a sense of
quilt.

Shuffling footsteps came down the tunnel and four gnomes emerged into the burrow. They carried
crude gardening tools and these they set against thewall, then stood silently in arow to stare a the man



gtting on thefloor.

Theold gnome sad: "It isanother onelike Clay. He will stay with us"

They moved forward, the four of them, and stood in asemi-circle facing Lathrop. One of them asked
the old gnome at the stove: "WUI he stay here and die?* And another one said, "Heis not closeto dying,
thisone." There was anticipation in them.

"l will not diehere,” said Lathrop, unessily. "Wewill....," said one of them, repeating thet word which
told what they had done with Clay when he had died, and he said it dmost asif it were abribe to make
the human want to stay and die.

"Perhaps he would not want usto,” said another one.

"Clay wanted usto do it. He may not fed like Clay."

There was horror in the burrow, afaint, flesh-cregping horror hi the words they said and in the way
they looked at him with anticipation.

The old gnome went to one corner of the burrow and came back with abag. He set it down in front of
Lathrop and tugged at the string which tied it, while al the others watched. And one could see that they
watched with reverence and hope and that the opening of the bag was a great occasion—and thet if there
could be anything ap- preaching solemnity in their squat bodies, they watched most solemnly.

The string findly came loose and the old gnometilted the bag and grasped it by its bottom and emptied
it upon the earthen floor. There were brushes and many tubes of paint, all but afew squeezed dry and a
battered wallet and something el se that the old gnome picked up from the floor and handed to the
Earthman.

Lathrop stretched out his hand and took it and held it and looked at it and suddenly he knew what they
had doneto Clay, knew without question that great and final honor. Laughter gurgled in his throat—not
laughter at the humor of it, for there was no humor, but laughter at the twisted values, at the
Cross-purposes of concepts, a wondering how, and knowing how the gnomes might have arrived at the
conclusion which they reached in rendering to Clay the great and final honor.

He could see it even now asit might have happened— how they worked for days carrying the earth to
make the mound he'd seen beyond the village, knowing that the end was nearing for thisaien friend of
theirs, how they must have searched far for timber in thisland of little bushes, and having found it, brought
it in upon many bended backs, since they did not know the wheel; and how they fitted it together,
fumblingly, perhaps, with wooden pegs and laborioudy bored-out holes, for they had no metal and they
knew no carpentry.

Andthey did it dl for thelovethat they bore Clay, and al their labor and their time had been as nothing
intheglory of thisthing they did so lovingly.

He looked at the crucifix and now it seemed that he understood what had seemed so strange of
Clay—the eternal searching, the mad, feverish wandering from one star system to another, evenin part,
the superb artistry that spoke so clearly of ahidden, half-guessed truth behind the many truths he'd
spoken with hisbrush.

For Clay had been a surviva-member of that strange, gentle sect out of Earth'sfar antiquity; he had
been one of those who, inthisworld of logic and of fact, had clung to the mysticism and the faith.
Although for Clay, perhaps, the naked faith aone had not been enough, even asfor him, Anson Lathrop,
bare facts at times seemed not enough. And that he had never guessed thistruth of Clay was easy to
explan—onedid not fling onesfaith into the gigantic snicker of aLogic universe.

For both of them, perhaps, neither fact nor faith could stand aone, but each must have some leavening
of the other.

Although that k wrong, Lathrop told himsdlf. | do not need the faith. | worked for years with logic and
with fact and that isal one needs. If thereis other need, it liesin another as-yet-undiscovered fact or; we
need not go back to faith.

Strip the faith and the mumbo-jumbo from the fact and you have something you can use. As Man long
ago had gtripped the disbelief and laughter from the poltergeist and had come up with the principle of
polling, the fact and principle that moved aman from star to star aseadly asin the ancient days he might
walk down the street to hisfavorite bar.



Y et there could be no doubt that for Clay it had not worked that way, that with fact alone he could not
have painted as he did, that it took the smple faith and the inner glow of that mplefaith to give him the
warmth and the dedication to make his paintings what they were.

And it had been the faith that had sent nun on his search throughout the galaxy.

Lathrop looked at the painting and saw the smplicity and the dignity, the tenderness and the happiness
and the sense of flooding light.

Exactly the kind of light, thought Lathrop, that had been so cruddy drawn in theillustrations of those
old books he had studied hi his course on Earth's comparative religions. There had been, he
remembered, one ingtructor who'd spent some tune on the symbolism of the light.

He dropped the crucifix and put out his hand and picked up some of the twisted tubes of ails.

The painting was unfinished, the gnome had said, because Clay had run out of paint, and there was
truth hi that, for the tubes were flattened and rolled up hard againgt the caps and one could see the
imprint of the fingersthat had applied the pressure to squeeze out the last drop of the precious ails.

Hefled across the galaxy, thought Lathrop, and | tracked him down.

Even after hewas dead | went on and tracked him down, sniffing along the cold trail he had |eft among
the stars. And | tracked him because | loved him, not the man himsalf—for | did not know nor have any
way to know what kind of man he was—but because | saw within has paintings something that al the
critics missed. Something that cdled out to me. Deny it as| may, it may have been the ancient faith calling
out to me. Thefaith that ismissing now. The smplefaith that long ago waskilled by smplelogic.

But he knew Clay now, Lathrop told himself. He knew him by the virtue of thetiny crucifix and by the
symbol of the last great canvas and by the crude actuality of the mound that stood at the village end on
thisthird rate planet.

And he knew why it had to be athird rate planet.

For there must be humility—even asin faith there had been humility, asthere had never beenin logic.

Lathrop could shut his eyes and see it—the somber clouds and the vast dreariness of the wastelands,
the moors that swept on to foreverness, and the white figure on the cross and the crowd that stood
beneath it, staring up at it, marked for al time by athing they did not understand, athing they could not
understand, but a thing they had done out of utter kindnessfor one whose faith had touched them.

"Did he ever tdll you," he asked the gnomes, "where he had been? Where he came from? Where he
had been just before he came here.”

They shook their heads at Lathrop. "He did not tell,”" they said.

Somewhere, thought Lathrop, where the trees grow like those treesin the painting. Where therewas
peace and dignity and tenderness—and the light.

Man had stripped the husk of superdtition from the poltergeist and had found akernel in the polling
principle. Man had done the same with anti-gravity, and with telepathy, and many other things but he had
not tried to trip the husks from faith to find the hidden kernel. For faith did not submit to investigation.
Faith stood sufficient to itself and did not admit of fact.

What was faith and what the god of faith? In the many tongues of ancient Earth, what had been the
god of those who subscribed to faith? Happy hunting ground, vahalla, heaven, theidands of the
blest—how much faith, how much could be fact? One would not know unless he lived by faith done and
no being now, or very few, lived entirely by their faith.

But might there not be, in the last great reckoning of gaactic life and knowledge another principle which
would prove greater than either faith or fact—a principle as yet unknown, but only to be gamed by aeons
of intellectual evolution. Had Clay stumbled on that principle, aman who sought far ahead of tune, who
ran away from evolutionary knowledge and who, by that very virtue, would have grasped no more than a
dim impression of the principle-to-come.

Faith had failed because it had been blinded by the shining glory of itsdf. Could fact aswell havefailed
by the hard glitter of itsbeing?

But abandoning both faith and fact, armed with agreater tool of discernment, might aman not seek and
find the eventud glory and the god for which life has grasped, knowing and unknowing, from thefirst
faint stir of consciousness upon the myriad solar systems?



Lathrop found the tube of white and unscrewed the cap and squeezed the tube and a bit of oil came
out, atiny drop of ail. He held the tube steady in one hand and picked up abrush. Carefully he
transferred the color to the brush.

He dropped the tube and walked across the burrow to the painting and squatted down and squinted at
itinthefeeblelight, trying to make out the source of theflood of light.

Upintheleft hand corner, just above the horizon, athough he couldn't be entirely sure that he was
right.

He extended the brush, then drew it back.

Y es, that must beit. A man would stand benegth the massive trees and face toward the light.

Careful now, he thought. Very, very careful. Just afaint suggestion, for it was mere symbolism. Just a
hint of color. One stroke perpendicular and a shorter one at right angle, closer to the top.

The brush was awkward in his hand.

It touched the canvas and he pulled it back again.

It wasasilly thing, he thought. A silly thing and crazy. And, besides, he couldn't do it. He didn't know
how to do it. Even at hislightest touch, it would be crude and wrong. It would be desecration.

He let the brush drop from hisfingers and watched it roll ong thefloor.

| tried, hesaid to Clay.



