They were a long way from civilization, but there was something of home here
for her...

STOP-OVER
By ROBERT F. YOUNG

| T WASthekind of snow that fallsal day and al night and al the next day. It had been falling now
snce morning, steadily falling, softly faling, -piling ever higher around the little Sation, Sfting soundiesdy
down through the branches of the surrounding trees, filling the aides and the meandering paths between
the trees. Down the hill the raw wet wound which the departing ship had |eft on the snow-covered
tarmac had long since hedled, and the spaceport was once more an immeaculate white clearing in a
continenta forest on aman-forsaken primitive planet.

"For heaven's sake, Deborah, haven't you ever seen it snow before?”

She turned from the wide window. Ralph was pacing the room again, the trade journal he had been
trying to read lying in adisheveled heap on thetable. "Not since | wasalittlegirl,” she said.

"Well, you've certainly made up for it today. Y ou haven't budged from that window since we got
here

"| used to live on a primitive planet, remember? And sometimes it would snow like thisand we'd he
cooped up in the house for days, and there wouldn't be anything to do but sit by the window and watch
the snow drift down—"

"And read old romantic novels and anemic pre-expansion poetry. Y ou've told me dl that before."

"Y ou werein one of thenovels,” shesad.

He stopped pacing and stood before her. "'I'm behaving like anirritable old man,” he said suddenly.
"Forgive me, Debs. It'sthisdamned delay. It's so upsetting, so humiliating.”

"I know itis, darling.”

"Imagine landing us here so they could go chasing haf-way across the gaaxy to pick up some
barbaric tycoon! | may not be the most important citizen in the Empire, but | deserve some
congderation.”

"Why don't you mix yourself adrink and try to relax. I'm sure the second section will he along soon.”

"Y ou know how | fedl about drinking."

"Of course | do; but there isn't the remotest possibility of your having to negotiate any business dedl's
on this planet, so what difference can it makeif your mind does become less acute?’

He shook his head. "It'samatter of principle. Y ou know that, Debs.”

SHE looked down at her hands. They werelong dender hands and she held them interlaced on her
lap. "You didn't drink inthe nove ether,” shesaid. "'l thought it was so noble of you.”

"That sounds like sarcasm.”

"l didn't mean it that way...do you remember thefirst time you saw me? | was sitting on top of the
wagonload of hay my father had brought into the community silo. It was a summer morning, and you
were standing in front of the big red office talking with the Grange L eader, and suddenly you glanced up
and the sunlight struck your facein just the right way, and—"

"What's come over you, Deborah? Y ou've never talked thisway before.”

"It'sthe occasion, | guess. The snow, the forest, this quiet little room. But you do remember, don't
you?’

"Sure | remember. It wasn't that long ago.”

"I had been reading an old novel. An ever so old novel. And | had apicture of the hero in my mind. It
was such aresplendent beautiful picturethat | knew he could not possibly bered, and yet there he was,



standing not fifty feet away, asred asl| was, asred asthe morning was, asred asredlity can ever be. . .

"So that'swhy you nearly fdl off the wagon.” Ralph laughed. "I've aways wondered what there was
about methat you found so irresistible. Now | know." For amoment he looked very young, almost
boyish. Then, swiftly, hishabitud facia pattern returned: the relentless lines flowed back and sst—the
hard mouth lines, the deep forehead lines, thefaint radial lines at the eye corners.

Helooked at hiswatch. "It should be here by now," he said. "The captain said eight hours.”

"Eight or ten hours," Deborah said in alifdlessvoice.

"I think I'll call the tower."

"Youjus cdled haf an hour ago."

"I know, but something may have comein." He went over to the communicator.

The operator's youthful face wriggled into focus on the screen. "Anything on the second section yet?!
Ralph asked.

"Not yet, sr. It be here soon, though.”

". should think so! It'slate now."

"Not technically, gr. It sill has nearly, two hours grace-time."

“It'll probably use up every minute of them, too! They know they've got two passengersto pick up, |
hope."

"Thefirgt section notified them. There's nothing to worry about, Sir.”

"What's the name of this atrocious planet, anyway?"

"Weden, gr."

"Waden! | suppose that was the name of the character who discovered it!”

"I don't think so, gir. It's one of those diehard words that have lost their meaning. It probably datesdl
the way back to the Early Expansion Erawhen the planet wasinhabited. Before the Hui Migration.”

"It'snot important anyway," Raph said. "W, make sure you notify us the minute that section comes
in*

"I will, gir."

The face faded and the screen reassumed its gray pallor. Ralph walked over to the table, picked up
the trade journd, and riffled through it. After amoment he threw it down on thetable again. Helita
cigarette with jerky fingers. "We could have been home by now," he said.

VWHEN he received no reply he looked around. Deborah was curled up in her chair, her face close
to thewindow, her breath making little vapor smudges on the glass. Outside the snow fdll steadily, and
beyond the digphanous changeable curtain of the falling snow the dark blue mass of the forest showed.

"Damn it, Deborah, you act asif you don't care whether the ship comes or not!”

She turned from the window, dowly. There was an expression on her face he had never seen before.
"Supposeit doesn't come, Ralph.”

"It hasto come!”

"But suppose it doesn't. Suppose we have to stay here for afew days, maybe even aweek. All alone
inthislittle station, with nothing to do but eat and deep and talk; with nothing to worry us, with no oneto
bother us. Just the two of us, here, done, way out in the middle of nowhere."

"Y ou're being absurd, Deborah. Y ou know perfectly well that I'm scheduled to appear before the
Board tomorrow night. | have areport to make, or did you forget that thiswas an important business
trip?"

"But just supposeyou can't bethere. No one could ever have a better excuse. The other directors
would never hold it against you."

"I'm afraid you don't understand. | have to be there!"

"BU—"

"And the ship has to come. It hasto!"

"Wdl don't worry, darling,” shesaid. "If it hasto, I'm sure it will."



"I'm not worried!"

"Of course you're not. It's a sacrilege to worry about the vicissitudes of spacetravel. Itimpliesa
doubt of the galactic scheme of things."

"Now you're being cynica.”

"Maybe | am. Maybe we've been here too long dready—Iet's go out and watch for the ship.”

"Inthe snow?"

"Why of course. The snow won't hurt us. That way well he sure not to missit.”

He looked at hiswatch. "It's overdue now," he said. "All right. Well go out and watch it comein.”

They donned their white snowsuits and pulled up the fleece-lined hoods. Ralph picked tip their
portmanteau. " Couldn't we come back for it?' Deborah asked.

"When that ship comes down I'm not coming back herefor anything.”

THEY had to squint their eyes against the snow. It stung their faces. It melted on their cheeks and
ran coldly down to their lips. They turned their backs to the wind and ran to the lee of the station. The
woods were at their elbow and the hill dropped away below them, down to the unsullied circle of the
port. Thetower was barely discerniblein the bluish dusk. It was an ungainly mechanica tree standing on
the circumference of the circle, distinguishable from the redl trees by the warm yellow light that glowed in
the window of its metalic tree house.

Deborah took adeep breath. "How beautiful!" she said.

Raph was shivering. "We should have stayed indde. Well freeze out here.”

"No wewon't. How could anybody freeze on aworld aslovely asthidl"

Their breaths made pae cloudsintheair.

"Wouldn't it he niceif we could go outside our own gpartment and find aworld like this," Deborah
said, "instead of corridors and arcades and make-believe parks and other gpartments? It would be nice,
even, if they'd put something on the tele-windows besides summer days and summer sunshine.”

"| thought you liked to see the sun every day. Everybody else does.”

"Not every day. Besides, it's hard to forget sometimesthat's an dien sun, light-years away, shining on
awegther-conditioned primitive planet, and that the only thing outside my window, redly, isan ugly little
box filled with slver tubes and copper wires."

"But what more practical arrangement could you have for ashielded city?'Y ou wouldn't want to be
subjected to the combined radiations of the Hub suns, would you?"

"The least they could do is condition three more primitive planets; one for autumn, one for winter, and
onefor spring. Then we could have four telewindow programs, insteed of one eternd, glaring summer
program...."

"Y ou're being unfair, Deborah. Y ou know perfectly well that summer westher isan integrd part of
the environmenta psychology of our civilization. It hat a definite euphoric effect upon theindividud; it
imbues him with zed for hiswork; it brightens hisexisence."

"In my father's house there were real windows," Deborah said. "When it rained you could hear the
raindrops spattering against the panes and if you wanted to you could step outside the door and fedl the
rain againgt your face, soft and cool and clean. But when it snowed it was best of dl because then you
could look out and see the ordinary world you knew dowly change into aresplendent white kingdom.

Y ou could see the trees, like these trees, and see the little snow ridges building up aong their branches,
and you could see the snow piling deeper and deeper around the trunks, and if you knew a certain tree
real well, and you could remember the details of itstrunk, the knotholes, the bark patterns, the scars, you
could alwaystell just how deep the snow wes. . .

Ralph was staring at her. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes had microcosmic starsin them. He
had seen those eyes only once before in hislife, he remembered in sudden astonishment. They werethe
eyes he had gazed into, too many years ago, when he had looked up and seen the lovely little peasant girl
gtting on top of the wagonload of hay.

"Darling, theré's an old poem my father taught me," Deborah said. "An ever so old poem. Would you



mind if said it now? Maybe therell never he another moment quite likethis one.”
"All right. Debs."
"It'sabeautiful poem. Ligten:

Whose woods these are | think | know.
His house isin the village though;

He will not see me stopping here

To watch hiswoods fill up with snow.

* % *

The woods ore lovely, dark and deep,
But | have Promises to keep.

And milesto go before | sleep,

And milesto go before | sleep."*

"The ship! Therésthe ship Ralph shouted. He started running down the hill, haf dragging the heavy
port-manteau. The snow fel thickly al around him.

The shipwasagray ghost. It settled down from the murky sky on incandescent bursts of fire. Steam
rose up from outraged snow; the old wound reopened and the raw blackness of the tarmac showed in a
ragged circle. The ship came down in the middle of the circle and squatted on metalic spider legs.
"Hurry up!" Raph shouted from hallway down the hill. ™Y ou don't want to be stranded here, do
you?’
Shehurried after him, ssumbling numb legs, the sdlt taste of her tearsintermingling with the clean
Sweet taste of the snow. . . .

*From " Complete Poems of Robert Frost" by permission of Henry Holt & Co., Inc.



