



[image: Cover Image]





THE FAR CALL


Gordon R. Dickson


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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He and the others—the image formed itself in Jens Wylie’s mind suddenly, out of his state of light-headed exhaustion—were like nothing so much as mindless ants crawling about on the monstrous toy of some giant child, with toy and child alike beyond their understanding. He, with the other five diplomatic representatives of the six nations involved in this International Manned Expedition to Mars, was dwarfed now to less than insect-size by this great vehicle named the space shuttle on which they climbed.


Uncomfortably aloft on the spidery gantry of the launch tower that embraced the shuttle with its steel arms, the six of them stood crowding closely about the tall, postlike, gray-haired figure of Bill Ward, Launch Director for the Expedition. They were supported on a small metal platform between the unshielded sky and the massively curving hull of the shuttle itself. Even at as close as arm’s length, in the explosive brilliance of the Florida afternoon, through Jens’s dark glasses the others looked black and tiny against the white-painted hull, like barnacles on the belly of a whale.


“Ordinarily, we could go further up,” Bill Ward was saying, “but the elevator to the command section of the shuttle is currently undergoing general decontamination procedures before the launch tomorrow…”


Jens saw no eagerness in those about him to go up. On the faces of several, and in particular on the heavy, white face of Walther Guenther, the Deputy Minister for Space from Pan-Europe, Jens read the clear feeling that this third level of the gantry was already too high a perch for them. He did not mind the altitude. He found the vast windy emptiness about them a healing relief. The stiff breeze blew away the last blurring of the wine that had been served at lunch, and left him alone with the words of the marsnaut who would be Commander of the Expedition; words about the experiment workload.


“…but what can you do about it?” Tadell Hansard had asked.


“I can talk to the President,” he had answered without thinking.


Now he turned away from the rest. For the first time since he had eagerly accepted his appointment as U.S. Undersecretary for the Development of Space, he found the title a hollow thing to consider. Tad did not really understand his position. He could talk; whether the President would listen was something else. He turned his back to the steady buzz of Ward’s lecturing and the gargantuan vehicle itself, and looked out over a red-painted steel railing at the National Aerospace Administration’s Kennedy Space Center, spread over Cape Canaveral.


Below and all around, the view of the calm, flat Cape land, green with tangled brush, soothed his jangled thoughts. It stretched away on all sides, uninterrupted except for the scattered NASA buildings and the blue water in the canals that would find their way to the more distant Indian River. At the farthest visible point to his right, Jens could just make out the Atlantic Ocean, a dark line on the horizon. Almost within arm’s reach by comparison loomed the towering Vehicle Assembly Building, capable of holding four Apollo vehicles, each nearly double the height of the shuttle. The VAB stood less than four miles off, dwarfing all the other man-made constructs—tricking the eye into a belief that it was half as big as it was, and half again as close, because no structure could be so huge. Overhead, there were only a few stray clouds, white as the flanks of the shuttle, under the searing bowl of the sky, and some restlessly soaring seagulls.


Jens turned once more to his five diplomatic counterparts, and saw Bill Ward already herding them back to the elevator that would take them down again. They were real—he was not. Jens followed them into the latticed shadow of the open-work elevator, almost stumbling against the giant, craggy shape of Sir Geoffrey Mayence, the British deputy minister.


“Hold up!” said Sir Geoffrey, catching Jens’s elbow as he tripped. The bony, lined face stared from six and a half feet of height down at Jens. “Heat getting you?”


“It’s the sun,” said Jens thickly. “I couldn’t see.”


“God, yes. And the heat. We could use a drink.”


The elevator sank under them, with Bill Ward still talking steadily. Jens rested his eyes in the relative dimness of the elevator shaft. Alinde West had been due in this morning, but she had not shown up. For the first time in the four years he had known her he felt a longing—more than a longing, almost a desperate need—for her. He forced his mind away from her nonarrival and back to the immediate place and moment. Below was their bus and air conditioning, cold drinks and a phone. Jens’s stomach ached and felt hollow.


The elevator touched bottom. They emerged on the landing pad and walked, sweating, down one of the parallel concrete ramps that had supported the treads of the massive crawler when it had carried the shuttle here from the VAB. At the foot of the ramp, their hoverbus was waiting.


Its front door swung open as they reached it. They pushed into its dimly seen long shape, like a loaf of bread with its upper half all tinted glass coming down to floor level. The self-adjusting gray coloration of that polychromic glass was now so dark in response to the sunlight outside that only indistinct, dim shapes within hinted at seats, attendants, and the driver.


Here, suddenly, everything was reasonable again. The white-bright sun outside and the stark contrast of light and shadow in the natural landscape were toned down by the adaptable gray tint of the glass to plausible sources of original or reflected illumination. The rediscovery of coolness around them was like a technological benediction.


Blinking against the dimness, Jens turned to the outline of a uniformed figure standing to his left as he reached the top of the steps. As he did so, he came abruptly to a decision.


“Phones?” Jens asked.


“At the back, sir,” the answer came. “To the left of the bar.”


Jens turned and went down the length of the bus toward its rear, his vision adjusting as he went. The ordinary seats on this vehicle had been replaced with heavy lounge chairs that swiveled or slid about according to the desires of their users. Most of his fellow diplomats had already seated themselves. At the back of the bus, seeing clearly now, Jens shook his head at the white-jacketed security man behind the small, semicircular bar and stepped over to the row of three v-phones along the wall at his left. The polished surface of the wall gave him back his image—thirtyish, tall, a gangling body with a lean, bone-plain face above it, in a short-sleeved white dress shirt and gray slacks.


He sat down before the first phone and put his hand on the code buttons. They were cool under his fingers and for a second he hesitated. No one had ever given him authority to go to the President in this way…. He shook off the twinge of a feeling very like cowardice, and began deliberately punching for a long-distance call to the White House number he wanted. As the first button was touched, a transparent sound baffle slid silently out from one side of the phone and curved around, enclosing him and his chair. With the last button a chime-tone sounded, but the v-screen before him retained its pearl-gray blankness.


“Scrambling,” he said. He took his pocket scrambler from the inside pocket of his borrowed jacket and slipped it into the slot at the base of the phone. A different note sounded but the screen stayed blank.


“Scrambling,” said another voice, a woman’s, hard-edged and on guard. “Who’s calling, please?”


“Undersecretary for the Development of Space Jens Wylie,” he answered. “I’m calling Selden Rethe.”


“One moment…” There was a pause. “I’m sorry, Mr. Rethe can’t answer right now. Would you like to call back?”


“I’ll wait.” Jens leaned his hot forehead against the deliciously cool plastic of the phone booth wall above the instrument.


“It may be several minutes.”


“I’ll wait.”


“Very well.”


Silence, filled by the slowly oscillating tone that signaled the connection was still unbroken, but on hold.


Jens closed his eyes and breathed out deeply. This was the sort of situation that would have been so clear-cut to his father that the sensible choice to be made might have been etched by acid on metal. He could hear Horace Wylie’s voice now, telling him to back off from the whole situation.


“You’ve got to think, kid.”


The voice of his father’s ghost sounded now in the back of Jens’s mind. That had been the Senator’s favorite remark to his son. According to Senator Wylie, Jens had never stopped to think. He had not thought, nearly eight years ago, when he had made the decision to pass up the fellowship he had applied for—the Charles Evans Hughes Fellowship at Columbia Law School—in order to choose newspaper work, instead of taking a path that would have followed his father into politics. Nor had he thought when he had grabbed the chance to move from his St. Paul newspaper job to the paper’s Washington bureau. Nor had he been thinking, by his father’s standards, when he had considered leaving the bureau to do the book on the history of the space program—as a purely speculative, freelance venture. The one thing he had done in the last eight years that the elder Wylie would have approved of Was take advantage of the President’s friendship with his father, immediately following the senator’s death, to get this appointment as Undersecretary; and his father would consider that done for all the wrong reasons, since Jens had seen it as valuable experience before doing the book, not a step toward fame and fortune.


No, the senator would not have approved what Jens was about to do. He had loved Jens as much as any father might be expected to love his only offspring; but Jens had understood early that to the senator there was something unmanly about a son who let his feelings get in the way of his thinking. The only time the senator had ever really made an attempt to protest what Jens did or change Jens’s mind by arguments had been after Jens had turned down the law school scholarship. For the first time, then, the senator had walked the floor, and a great many things had come out of him that Jens had only suspected. One was the senator’s own feeling of helplessness at having been left on the death of his wife to raise his son alone. The other had been that Jens’s attitude toward the world was not only one the senator did not understand, but one he could never understand. It was an attitude that Jens’s mother had had, and that Jens now had and that the Senator stood somehow walled-off from.


Basically, it was the feeling that there was a right thing to do in any situation to which every right-thinking person would respond instinctively. To the senator, instinct was something that had been superseded by the conscious mind. To the senator the mind would examine a situation, tot up the advantages and disadvantages of each course possible and choose the one that gave the most attractive total. Once you made such a choice, whether the course chosen was instinctively or emotionally, or even morally attractive, was irrelevant. The senator was not a bad man in any sense of the word, but his ethics were pragmatic, and he assumed that a practical world threw up practical choices—others did not exist.


Jens had been aware of this since the time of his mother’s death. He had wanted, like most sons, to have his father understand him—even to be like his father. But he could not, any more than the senator could understand him. And because he could not, and because he could not defend what he was or explain it to the senator’s satisfaction, he was left with a low opinion of himself, a consciousness of his own impracticality in the Senator’s eyes, his uselessness, what the Senator called in that one outburst, his “lightmindedness.”


He had never been able to change himself from that; and he had never been able to justify the fact that he was as he was. His father had disapproved; and his father’s ghost would be disapproving now, of everything that his son had done since getting this appointment—from the business of Lin to Jens’s other love affair, the one with space. Jens, deliberately sticking his neck out into forbidden territory, as he was about to do, would have sent his father through the roof—


“Jens?”


As the voice sounded from the instrument, the pearl-gray oblong of the screen dwindled suddenly to a dot and disappeared, to show a lean, pale face, the face of a trim middle-aged man in a neat blue office jacket, sitting at a desk.


“Hi, Jens,” said Presidential Private Secretary Selden Rethe. His eyes were a neutral tone—almost colorless.


“Sel,” said Jens, “you know I’ve got special permission to go direct to the President in an emergency.”


He waited. Selden raised his eyebrows but said nothing.


“I think I need to talk to him now,” Jens said. “I think it’s something he ought to hear personally.”


Selden sat for an additional second without speaking.


“I don’t know, right now,” he answered at last. His speech was precise, northern, and like his eyes, colorless. “He’s on his way to Philadelphia for the William Penn Memorial dedication. You’ll see him tonight at his reception down there, as scheduled.”


“That’s not going to be in time.” Jens stopped to take a deep breath. Selden watched him with unmoving face. “This is something important, Sel. It could even wreck the Expedition.”


“Oh?” said Selden. The eyebrows were still up.


“Yes,” said Jens grimly.


“What is it all about, Jens?”


“I think I ought to tell him myself.”


Selden nodded slowly, and the eyebrows descended.


“Well, as I say,” he said. “There’s no way for you to catch him before tonight at his reception down there at Merritt Island.”


“Will he talk to me then?”


Selden frowned slightly.


“I couldn’t promise.” His long face under its neatly balding middle-aged skull looked out from the three-dimensional depths of the holographic screen without emotion. “You’re sure you don’t want to tell me what it’s about?”


“I’d rather talk to him. It may be touchy.”


“I see… maybe tomorrow morning, then.”


“That’s almost launch time. It’ll be too late.”


“I’m sorry, Jens,” said Selden. “I don’t know what else I can do.”


Jens sagged a little.


“All right, then,” he said. “I’ll tell you. Tadell Hansard just talked to me—”


“Who?” asked Selden.


“Tad Hansard—the Expedition Commander. Our own U.S. marsnaut. He’s upset over the number of experiments they keep adding to the workload of the Expedition. Every country’s been fighting for as many of its own pet experiments as possible to be part of the program; and the whole program’s got too heavy.”


“He thinks so, does he?” Selden said. “What do the others think?”


“Others?”


“The other marsnauts,” said Selden, patiently. “The Pan-European, the Japanese…”


“Oh. They agree, of course.”


“Are they saying the same thing to their own government people?”


“I don’t know,” said Jens. “For Christ’s sake, Sel! Tad only had a moment to speak to me alone at the lunch the ’nauts gave us today at the Operations and Checkout Building here.”


“I see,” said Selden. “Well, Jens, you know we’ve got no control over what the other participating countries want.”


“But the President ought to know what’s going on!” said Jens. “Tad thinks the results could be serious. It could cause real trouble to the Expedition.”


Selden sat for a second.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what can be done at this time to arrange a talk for you.”


“You know God damn well what can be done!” Jens lowered his voice. “Damn it, Sel, we’re scrambled aren’t we? This is me, Jens! Don’t try that bureaucratic polite-evasion stuff with me!”


“Well, I can pass along what you’ve said, of course.”


“Sel,” said Jens. “I want to talk to the President at the earliest possible moment, on an emergency matter. That’s an official request from me as Undersecretary of Science for the Development of Space.”


“All right,” said Selden calmly. “Of course, Jens. I’ll get on it right away and do the best I can, naturally.”


Jens stared at him.


“Sel,” he said. “For God’s sake, Sel, I tell you this is important!”


“Don’t worry about it, Jens. I appreciate your concern and everybody else here will too. Make sure the VIP Message Center there can locate you at any time. I’ll call you just as soon as I have some kind of word. Good-bye.”


Selden’s picture disintegrated into a crazy quilt of color which swirled away like water down a drain shrinking to a single bright dot. The screen was left pearl-gray, quiescent.


“Good-bye,” said Jens emptily, to the pictureless surface before him.


He pulled his scrambler, put it in his jacket pocket and walked toward the front of the bus, passing Sir Geoffrey, who was now at the little bar, a drink looking tiny in his great hand.


“You?” he asked, raising his glass as Jens passed.


“Thanks. No, I guess not,” said Jens, going on.


The bus had risen on the cushion of its air jets some seconds since, and was sliding along the asphalt roadpath away from the shuttle launch pad. Jens sat down in one of the three heavy lounge chairs that had been pulled together to form a group. In the chair beside him was Bill Ward, listening with brisk, controlled patience to the Soviet Deputy Minister for the Development of Space, Sergei Verigin. Their conversation clattered in his ear.


“…your brother,” Verigin was saying. “A doctor of veterinary medicine, I understand?”


“Yes,” Bill Ward said. “He’s on the faculty at the University of Minnesota Veterinary School—”


He broke off, standing up as the bus slid almost imperceptibly to a halt.


“Excuse me,” he said to Verigin, and turned to raise his voice so that it could be heard through the whole of the bus. “We’re going to stop out here for a moment so you can all see the shuttlecraft and the launch pad as a whole. We’ll be about half a kilometer from it, but still close enough so that you can get a good look, overall.”


They were indeed quite close. It was the opposite side of the bus from Jens that faced the launch pad, but the bus itself was so sparsely passengered that he could see clearly between the opposite lounge chairs without needing to stand up or move.


The bus had halted some three hundred yards from the platform holding the space vehicle. The two joined shuttle-craft that made it up could now be seen as essentially an upright two-stage vehicle, such as the earlier Saturn rockets had been. Awaiting launch, the shuttle rested, as the Saturns had done, in vertical position; but, unlike the Saturns, it looked like one heavy-bodied small aircraft—the orbiter—glued to the back of its big brother, identical in appearance but scaled larger, like a remora self-attached to a shark. The mobile launch structure from which the diplomats had just come down pressed against both skyward-pointing craft.


“The orbiter will ride piggyback on the booster, as you see it now,” Bill Ward was now saying to the deputy ministers, “to about two hundred thousand feet. By this time we’re about three minutes past lift-off. Then separation occurs—”


Someone broke in with a question. His mind still occupied with the problem of the experiment overload and the image of shark-remoralike partnerships, Jens only belatedly recognized Guenther’s voice, and lost the sense of the question entirely.


“No, the booster lands like any other aircraft—slides in, actually, on its belly skids,” Bill Ward answered the Pan-European deputy minister. “Just the same way the orbiter itself does, when it comes back. Both are piloted. Meanwhile, after it separates from the booster, the orbiter proceeds to climb into the parking orbit of the Mars craft….”


Staring out through the light-reducing glass which covered the top half of the bus, Jens found it difficult to believe in the reality of what he saw. Here, only a few hundred yards from the launch pad, the two parts of the shuttlecraft loomed impossibly large. There was something about them reminiscent of the eye-tricking size of the huge Vehicle Assembly Building, which the diplomats had been taken through before lunch. All these structures and machines were too big to be real, too titanic not to be a mock-up by some moviemaker whose only aim was to awe an audience with his film.


Jens closed his eyes.


The truth was, he thought, Man had now moved up into a scale beyond the small dimensions of Earthside reality.


But still, there were people—people in power—who had not yet recognized this and were still trying to play their usual small business-as-usual games, as if the familiar, safe conditions of Earth were to be found everywhere in the universe. In the case of this manned expedition to a planet that was a next-door neighbor, how far was Mars, really? How far? How far was a world in the neighborhood of fifty millions of miles distant, when downtown Cocoa Beach was only seventeen miles? How deep was the ocean of space…?


Jens felt an inward shudder at his momentary vision of the cold depths of infinity stretching away all around him.


“We’ve just finished mating the orbiter to the booster,” Bill Ward was saying. “The prelaunch checkout is still going on. It’s a matter of checking innumerable little details….”


…With our own tiny world circling its little sun, lost way out on the spiral arm of our galaxy, which is itself lost among other and greater galaxies, in a universe that goes on without end…


Jens woke suddenly to a firm grip on his forearm, and saw the face of Verigin only a few inches away, looking at him with concern on his round, aging features. He realized suddenly that he was a little dizzy, that he must have been swaying.


“Are you all right?” Verigin was asking in a remarkably gentle voice. “You aren’t ill?”


“Ill? No!” Jens pulled himself upright. “Tired… that’s all.”


“Oh, yes. Yes,” said Verigin, letting go of his arm. “It is always tiring, this sort of thing.”


Bill Ward finished speaking and sat down again in the chair from which he had risen earlier. Verigin turned almost eagerly to him, again.


“Your brother, you were telling me,” Jens heard him say, “is on the faculty of the School of Veterinary Medicine, at this University?”


“Joel—oh yes,” said Bill. “Yes, the last six years.”


“I wonder,” Verigin said. “Do you know if he’s been involved in any work or research on nerve degeneration in animals? I have a dog at home, a small dog—”


“Afraid I don’t know anything about that,” said Bill. “He doesn’t usually tell me much about what he’s doing.”


“It’s not important, of course,” said Verigin. “I hardly see the dog, these days. But to my wife—we only had two children, adult some time since of course. The older, the boy, was a test pilot. In fact Piotr and Feodor Asturnov, our marsnaut on this flight, were test pilots together. Not that they were close, you understand, but they knew each other. Unfortunately Piotr’s—a plane my son was testing came apart in the air and he was not able to get out in time.”


“Oh. Sorry,” said Bill, restlessly and uncomfortably, sitting stiffly upright in his seat.


“And his sister, our daughter, is married and lives in… well, you would not know the name, one of the new towns of Siberia. My wife and this dog—we call him Chupchik—are alone most of the time; I have to be away so much. Chupchik means a great deal to us.”


“Ah… yes,” said Bill, glancing past the Russian’s head at the road still separating them from the landing space where the VTOL—Vertical Takeoff and Landing—aircraft waited to take the deputy ministers back to their hotel on Merritt Island.


“Chupchik’s hind legs, lately, have been failing him—he’s not a young dog. Ten, twelve years old, I think. Yes,” said Verigin, “twelve years old. When he was young, he was hit by a truck; but he seemed to recover very well. It’s only this last year it’s become harder and harder for him to walk.”


“That’s too bad,” said Bill Ward. “That’s a shame. You’ve had a veterinarian look at him before this?”


“Oh, of course,” said Verigin. “But—so little seems to be known about dogs, in this way. They tell us Chupchik is just getting old; and we’re not veterinarians ourselves. We can’t argue. But Chupchik got along so well with those back legs all those years… I thought, perhaps, if someone over here was looking into nerve troubles, or whatever causes paralysis like this, in dogs… your brother might have heard of something…?”


Jens saw the fingers of Bill Ward’s left hand twitch on the arm of his chair.


“I can drop him a line. Be glad to,” he said.


“Would you?” said Verigin. “I’d appreciate it greatly.”


The bus pulled up at last at the landing area; and the VTOL plane waiting there took them into its interior, which was hardly less spacious than that of the bus. A moment later, the plane lifted smoothly, elevator-fashion, to about five hundred feet and flew them to the landing area on top of the Merritt Island Holiday Inn that had been partly taken over by the government for VIP quarters.


Jens headed for the stairs, thankful at the prospect of a chance to lie down, and call the desk. There might be a message from Lin that had come in since he had been gone. As he went toward his own suite on the floor just below the landing area on the roof, which had been set aside for the deputy ministers and undersecretaries representing the six nations cooperating on the Expedition, he heard Verigin being hailed by Guenther, who, with the representative from India, Ahri Ambedkar, intercepted the Russian as he turned into the central lounge area leading to his suite.
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“Sergei, have you a minute? Stop and have a drink with us,” Walther Guenther called in Russian as Verigin started off toward his suite.


The Pan-European’s command of the language was good enough, but obviously required some effort. Verigin faced about and went to join the other two, answering in much more fluent German.


“Thank you,” he said. “That’s a pleasant invitation, now that we’re off duty for an hour or two.” He seated himself in one of the heavy, overstuffed green armchairs by a circular table of the lounge area. “I believe we are free until the President’s reception at eight?”


“I believe nine P.M.” said Ahri Ambedkar. “There has been some delay in making the arrival of President Fanzone on time. The official hour of the reception remains, but we are quietly informed to consider nine our hour of beginning.”


It was immediately apparent that the Indian deputy minister’s German was effortful as Guenther’s Russian. Verigin switched again, this time to French.


“I didn’t know that,” he said.


“We just heard it,” said Ambedkar in French and with obvious relief.


“Yes,” said Guenther easily in the same language, “the pilot of the ‘copter that will take us there was just now telling us. What will you have, Sergei?”


“Cognac,” said Verigin, “since we’ve ended up where we have.”


The other two smiled. Ahri is really an old man, thought Verigin, studying the brown, round face next to the middle-aged white, square one that was Guenther’s, while Guenther delivered the order into the telephone grid on the table beside him. I spend most of my time dealing with old men—men my age—and I forget that most of the world is younger. The world is run by old men—necessarily, of course, since the young have not yet learned….


“It’s a relief to sit back and relax, as you say,” said Guenther, after the order was in. “By the way, I am a little surprised, I thought Fanzone would have made an appearance here before this.”


“He’s somewhat above our rank, of course,” said Ambedkar.


“Politically, yes,” said Guenther. The cognac was brought in by a young U.S. Air Force corporal who was on duty in the lounge; and the conversation paused until he was gone again.


“Politically, yes,” said Guenther again. “The chief executive of a nation like this; and ourselves only deputy ministers for the Development of Space.” He smiled. The others smiled. “We won’t talk about political antecedents, our own—or his.”


Verigin chuckled politely. But Ambedkar looked interested.


“There is, indeed, then,” he asked, “some truth to this noise about underworld support having helped him gain the presidency of the U.S.?”


Guenther waved a square hand.


“No, no. I hardly think so, really,” he said. “Not that it’s important. They’re all half-gangsters at heart, these Americans. But they never let that stand in the way of business.”


“You might say,” agreed Verigin, sampling the cognac, which had been brought, sensibly, in a snifter glass, “that the U.S. is such a fat dog it doesn’t really mind a few fleas. It would feel lonesome without its gangster element.”


“But,” said Ambedkar, “if gangsterism should be a factor in their political consideration at this moment—particularly in regard to this international mission…”


“I think we can ignore anything so minor,” said Guenther. “It’s the obvious elements in Fanzone’s thinking that are worthy of concern. The private agreement was that he would not be here for the actual launch, so as not to disturb the balance of unity at that time. Now an accident makes him late for his reception the night before. I merely wonder if another such accident might not delay him here until the shuttle actually takes off?”


“I doubt that,” said Verigin.


“Perhaps you are right,” said Guenther. “There’s a natural tendency to speculate about changes in schedule, all the same. But then, he does have Wylie here on the spot.”


He put his glass down on the low coffee table between them and lowered his head in the process. Above that head, the eyes of Verigin and Ambedkar consulted each other.


“I’m afraid I don’t follow you, Walther,” Verigin said. “We’re all aware that Wylie is, both by experience and situation, in rather a different position from the rest of us. Has there been some change in his condition? Is he doing something we don’t know about?”


“Oh, nothing I know of,” said Guenther, looking up at both of them. “Perhaps I’m letting myself become unduly concerned about things.”


Ambedkar looked at Verigin again.


“What do you think, Sergei?”


“There’s always a cause for concern, of course,” Verigin said, “particularly when dealing with the American mind. Of all such capitalist organs—no offense, my friends—the American mind is the most self-centered and therefore the most unpredictable. But I find it hard to believe even an American president—” he hesitated slightly “—or his representative, would risk his country’s image by any obvious move to shoulder the representatives of other nations aside.”


“But perhaps we should keep the possibility in mind,” said Guenther.


“Oh, yes,” said Verigin. “By all means we should keep the possibility in mind.”


In his own suite down the hall from the lounge area, Jens, having put off for the moment his plans to lie down, was once more speaking to Selden Rethe over a scrambled circuit.


“Look,” Jens said patiently, “if he can’t talk to me will you ask him at least to talk to Tad at the reception tonight?”


“I’ll ask, of course,” said Selden. “But this reception down there where you are is strictly a stage appearance, Jens. I believe you know that. The last thing a president can do in a case like this is give the impression of being partisan toward you or the American astronaut.”


“Marsnaut, damn it, Sel!” Jens interrupted. “They’re proud of the name marsnaut—why can’t people understand that? They’re the only ones there are.”


“If you like, Jens—marsnaut, then.”


“Look,” said Jens, “this concerns everybody involved with the Expedition, all the countries, every ’naut—not just Tad. But if you could just explain to the President that since Tad’s senior captain for the Expedition, he knows what he’s talking about when he says the work schedule’s too heavy with tests, particularly on the outgoing leg—”


“But there’s a reason for that, of course,” said Selden. “The Mars Expedition’s going to be at its biggest as news during the first nine weeks. That’s why you national reps are all staying on here that long, and that’s when what’s most needed will be the ’nauts reporting they’ve just done this experiment that Hamamuri of Nagasaki wanted done, or that experiment for Müller at Bonn University, and so on…”


“All right. All right,” said Jens, keeping his voice down. “But the thing is, there’s too much now for the crew to do; and not enough time. Tad’s point is, what if they get up there and have to skip some of the experiments, or some of the tests get bungled because they’re trying to work too fast? All he wants is for the President to drop a word to the deputy ministers of the other countries, here—and this late, he’s the only one who can do it—so that everybody concerned agrees to cut their list by one experiment, or two. There’s more potential dynamite in letting them go off this way than there is in facing the thing now.”


“That’s only his opinion, of course,” Selden said calmly. “Besides, if he’s so sure that’s the case, why can’t he just handle the priorities for the experiment list himself once they’re on their way?”


“Man!” said Jens, staring into the screen with Selden’s face printed on it. “Oh, man! When you want a scapegoat you don’t fool around, do you? You just shout out his name, rank, and serial number and wait for him to take three paces forward. Tad’s a marsnaut. They’re all marsnauts—not politicians!”


Selden stared back at Jens from the screen without speaking for several seconds. When he did speak, it was with a new remoteness.


“We’ve all got our jobs to do,” he said. “Including me. As I said, I’ll pass on what you’ve said to the president. That’s all I can do, pass the word to him. However, I wouldn’t expect anything much, if I were you.”


“Sure,” said Jens.


“All right, then. Unscramble.” Selden broke the circuit.


Jens sat back in the chair beside his bed, slumping. He felt as if he had just been punched in the stomach, drained of strength and a little sick. The phone buzzed again. Automatically he stabbed it to on; and a woman’s face, oval, brown-eyed under chestnut hair, appeared.


“Hi!” it said, affectionately. “If you’d stay off your phone for five minutes, maybe somebody could call in!”


A sudden deep feeling of gratitude and relief wiped out the battered feeling.


“Lin!” he said, happily. “Where are you?”


“Here. Downstairs, that is,” Alinde West said. “I was going to come up and just knock on your door; but evidently you’ve got security guards around you, five ranks deep. I told one of them I was your common-law wife; but it didn’t move him. He’s watching me now while I phone you from the lobby.”


“Who is it?” Jens asked. “Gervais? Black man, middle-aged? Slim and sort of stiff—looks like a Roman senator?”


“With a scowl.”


“Let me talk to him.”


There was a short pause; and then the face of Security Department Agent Albert Gervais took over the screen.


“Sorry if I’ve been holding up someone I shouldn’t,” Gervais said. He did not look sorry at all. “She said something about being your wife; and according to our records you’re not married.”


“Not exactly, no,” said Jens. “She’s a very old friend, though; and she’s had White House clearance to accompany me before. If you put a call in to Selden Rethe’s office, you ought to find authorization for her to visit me.”


“Just a minute, Mr, Wylie.” The screen went blank with a holding light. Jens sat waiting for several minutes, thinking that Gervais could at least have put Lin back on while the check was being made. Then Gervais himself appeared again. “Yes, sir. There’s White House record of clearance for her. It’s been reactivated on a twenty-four-hour basis. If you want it extended beyond that time, they ask that you call them.”


“Thanks,” said Jens. “I will.”


He felt a sudden sympathy with Gervais, who was a professional. Lin’s visit represented a complication and an increase in the duties of guarding the international representatives attending the launch. “I promise she’ll go directly to my suite up here and directly from it,” Jens said. “And I’ll let you know as soon as she leaves the area.”


“Thank you, Mr. Wylie,” said Gervais, with no more emotion than he had shown before. “I’ll have her escorted to you now.”


One of the agents, whom Jens had seen around but whose name he did not know—a square, blond young man with a New England accent, brought Lin to the suite. It was incredibly good to hold her—a trim, vibrant womanshape, long-limbed and firm-muscled in a tan and green pantsuit with only the hint of some clean, light perfume about her.


“When I didn’t hear from you this morning, I thought something had come up to keep you from getting here,” Jens said as he let her go. “Hey, what would you like to do first?”


“Sit down and have a drink,” she said. “Oof! All the first-class flights were booked and I had to sit in economy with fifty pounds of recording and transcribing equipment in my lap, all the way down.”


She walked over and dropped into one of the suite’s armchairs. Jens went to the little bar to make them both a Scotch on the rocks.


“But how was it you didn’t get here this morning?”


He handed her her drink, and sat down himself on the sofa opposite her armchair.


“Thanks. The magazine decided to make the time pay. So instead of taking it off, while I’m down here I’m to do a piece on the marsnauts’ wives—how they adjust their families to the idea that dad’s going to be gone three years in outer space.”


“There’s not a lot of wives for you to ask,” said Jen. “Feodor Asturnov is a widower. Both Anoshi Wantanabe and the Pan-European ’naut, Bern Callieux, have wives who decided to stay home with their children and not come for the launch. Bapti Lal Bose, the Indian, isn’t married. That just leaves Dirk Welles’s wife and Tadell Hansard’s.”


“You’ve met them, haven’t you?” Lin asked. “The wives of those two, I mean?”


Jens nodded.


“You’ll like Wendy Hansard, I think,” he said. “She looks something like you. She’s the sort of woman you’d kind of expect an astronaut to marry. Dirk’s wife, Penanine—Penny, he calls her—I don’t know as well. But she seems likeable, too. Big, young girl. Sort of more English than Dirk. Blonde.”


“Can you help me get to see them tomorrow?” Lin asked.


“I can try. You shouldn’t have any trouble once the launch is over. Before, there’s no chance, of course. Look—” He came over with the drinks, put them on the table before the couch and sat down, turning urgently to her. “There’s a presidential reception for all of us to go to this evening; and it’s not the sort of thing where I can get you on the invitation list. But if you think you can wait here, I ought to be back about eleven—”


She got up, leaving her drink behind and thumped down beside him on the sofa.


“Idiot!” she said, putting her arms around him fondly and nestling up against him. “Of course I’ll be here when you get back—waiting. Why do you think I managed to get down here anyway?”


“I didn’t know that you were going to manage it all,” he muttered, feeling peculiarly lighthearted and rather warm inside.


She let go of him, but she did not move away.


“Now, let’s not get off on that right away,” she said. “I said I’d be here for the launch, and here I am.”


“I know,” he said, “and you couldn’t come at a time when I wanted to see you more.”


She looked at him narrowly.


“I thought you seemed wound up about something,” she said. “What is it?”


He shook his head.


“Oh, just this job.”


“What about just the job?” she asked.


“Well,” he said, heavily, “the Expedition to Mars is one thing. The international politics behind it is something else. You wouldn’t believe that end of it.”


“Try me.”


“It’s all the nations involved, pulling and hauling against each other to see who gets the biggest piece of the publicity involved—the most credit—and, above all, the most of the marsnauts’ time for their own experiments. That last, in particular.”


“You mean the science experiments they’re going to do on the flight to Mars and back again?”


“I mean those,” Jens said, “and the end result of it all is that the marsnauts are overscheduled. They’ve got too much to do. Oh, on paper, it works out. But all it’ll take is some small thing going wrong, one of them being sick for a few days or some such thing, and the work load is going to get on top of them. And you can figure that on an Expedition like this that’s never been done before something is bound to come along to interfere with their doing everything clickety-bang.”


“What’s the problem?” Lin asked. Her face was suddenly interested. “Don’t the governments involved know this? Can’t they just get together and settle on a reasonable experimental load?”


Jens laughed.


“The governments in this can’t get together on anything,” he said. “To begin with, it’s all the rest against the U.S.—”


“All the rest?”


“Sure, Lin. Which of them can use Shared-Management Technique as profitably as we can? The only nation it really works for is us. Or rather, it works so much better for us that it might as well work only for us.”


“All right,” said Lin, “but they’re all supposed to be cooperating on this Expedition, aren’t they?”


“The cooperation’s all in the public relations end,” said Jens. “For us, too.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean it’s the U.S. which stands to get the most out of the publicity from this flight. Why do you think we’re in it? We’re only putting in one crew member, just like the other nations; but our government can still point its finger at the fact that the lion’s share of everything that goes to Mars, except the people, is either U.S. hardware or U.S. technology.”


“Pretty expensive stunt,” said Lin.


“Well, we need it.” Jens frowned again. “As I say, this Shared-Management Technique has been looking too much like it’s God’s own gift to His favorite United States. We need something to take the shine off that. We’re just too rich-looking, as things stand right now. It’s us who’ve got the most factories in space, for making the parts that make the Computer Communications Network possible. Without the industry we had to start with, we’d never have been able to produce a network like that in a little over three years, with a terminal on every desk in the country; and without a business and industry pattern geared to conference-style management, the whole process of being able to lay your fingers on just the right consultant at a moment’s notice wouldn’t have done any good.”


“Maybe,” said Lin.


“No maybe about it, damn it!” Jens said. “That’s what nobody in the street seems to realize! Lin, without that input of consulting information and the improvement in decision-making, would our gross national product have quadrupled overnight the way it has? No wonder our efficiency’s going right off the top of the charts! But look at it from the standpoint of any of the people-rich, industry-poor countries. If it doesn’t look to them like a clear case of the rich getting richer hand over fist, I’ll eat it. What this whole Expedition can do is lightning-rod some of the bitterness from people who see it just that way.”


“All right.” Lin half-turned on the couch so that she was facing him more squarely. “But what’s all that got to do with too large an experiment load? And above all, what’s it got to do with you, personally?”


“The marsnauts are worried about the load, and it looks like I’m the only one who listens to them,” muttered Jens. “They’ve talked to everyone else they could to hold the work load down. Today, at lunch, Tad Hansard dumped it in my lap.”


“Why you?” Lin frowned. “It’s not your responsibility.”


“But I can talk to the President—maybe.” Jens shook his head. “Though so far I haven’t had much luck doing it. I’ve been trying to get to Fanzone through Selden Rethe.”


“You can’t get hold of Rethe either?”


“Oh, I got to him, all right. But he keeps finding reasons why Fanzone can’t see me.”


Jens reached for his drink absentmindedly, then took his hand away again without lifting the glass from the table where it stood.


“But Fanzone’s coming in to this diplomatic reception tonight; and I ought to be able to corner him there, with or without permission. The marsnauts are going to be there too. That’s what the dinner’s for. It’s a case of us national representatives to the launch entertaining the ’nauts, and Fanzone is due to put in—theoretically—a surprise visit.”


“I still don’t follow you,” said Lin. “Why should you have trouble talking to the President? You’re the man he appointed, aren’t you?”


Jens laughed a little bitterly.


“Oh, sure,” he said, “but I’m a fake!”


She stared at him and suddenly, he found himself telling her—the whole story.


“That’s what I am,” he said grimly. “You weren’t too far off, Lin, back when you told me if I took this appointment I’d be nothing but a sort of token diplomat. Not that I’m regretting I took it. It’s still going to be worth its weight in gold when I sit down to serious writing and do the book. But the truth is, since the Launch and Expedition Control are both here at Merritt Island, in this country, a national representative to the launch from the United States doesn’t mean a thing. The real U.S. representative to this Expedition is the President, himself. So I’m just stuck up here like a straw figure on a pole to fill the quota, but look harmless—above all, to look harmless. You ought to see my opposite numbers. They’re the best tough old political infighters the other countries could send. Compared to them, I’m like a puppy among wolves.”


Lin laughed, then sobered. She put down her drink and slid her arm around him, holding him.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to laugh. But it struck me funny, you being a puppy among wolves. Are they all wolves, Jens?”


“Yes. Well—” said Jens. “Sir Geoffrey Mayence isn’t so bad. In fact, he’s a pretty good old character. But he’s as sharp as any of the rest of them. Maybe more so.”


“Well,” said Lin. “If they’re all together against the U.S., they ought to be able to get together themselves on reducing the experimental load.”


“It’s not that simple, though,” Jens said. “There’re divisions and factions among them, too; and what it boils down to is every nation for itself. The only thing holding everybody together is the fact that each country’s got its own interests in space-based industries.”


“Well, the others may not have as much in the way of factories in space as we do,” said Lin, “but what about this other system that’s supposed to work for them as well as the Shared-Management Technique works for us—according to what I hear, anyway? What’s that ‘Belle-Petite’ thing called in English? Oh, yes, the Incremental Production Theory. Can’t they get together in the name of that?”


“I don’t think so. Propaganda aside, it is all very pretty, the idea of putting a piece of a factory in everybody’s home, using the same kind of computer communications hookup we’re using for Shared-Management. But the countries trying it never did have an existing business pattern like ours to build on. To get that’s something that’s going to cost them five to ten years of programming first, before they can really put their system into effect. When they finally do, of course—” he grinned at her “—all those nations with tremendous populations like India and China may sweep us off the face of the Earth, but right now we’re the only ones who’re getting our GNP quadrupled, and that may put us so far ahead by the time they come on line—” He broke off suddenly, making an effort to push the whole problem away, at least temporarily. He looked at her and suddenly he did not want to talk any more.


“But why are we sitting around discussing all this?” he asked.


She grinned back at him.


“I don’t know,” she answered. “Why?”


“I thought as much,” he said. “You don’t know, either. In that case, let’s not. It’s high time we got on to more important matters.”
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The thin face under the receding black hairline looked out from the phone screen at Albert Gervais.


“I just got word,” it said, “you let someone named Alinde West up to Jens Wylie’s suite, on the National Reps’ floor.”


Gervais watched the face. Amory Hammond and he had been trainees together. But Hammond had been on loan to the Air Force for two years now, and the recommendations the Air Force had given him had pushed him up the ladder. He had been moved back to Washington and put in charge of Gervais’s section from there.


“I checked,” said Gervais. “She had clearance.”


“Yes, I know, Albert,” said Hammond. “But she’s not a relative or anything. She’s just some bed-partner or other.”


“I checked with the White House,” said Gervais. “They okayed it. She’s had clearance to be with him before.”


“I know. I know.” Hammond looked aside from the screen for a moment and then back into it. “But what you don’t know is, she’s media. She works for New Worlds. It’s a large, slick, women’s sort of magazine.”


“I assume the White House knows that,” Gervais said.


“Of course they know it!” said Hammond. “And they don’t care. But they’re not the ones on the spot. If anything goes wrong, it’s us who’ll get the blame.”


“I don’t know what could go wrong,” said Gervais. “Besides, what do you want me to do about it? When they gave her clearance I couldn’t turn her away.”


“All right,” said Hammond. “But it’s not good. If any kind of a fuss should come out of it… These women’s magazines are worse than anything else when it gets into anything they can call scandal.”


Gervais sat for a second looking into the screen at the other man.


“I repeat,” he said at last, slowly, “What do you want me to do about it?”


“Well, watch her, for God’s sakes!” said Hammond. “Try to get her out of there, one way or another.”


“How?”


“How? Can’t you think of something?” Hammond’s face twisted.


“No,” said Gervais. “I can’t.”


“Albert,” said Hammond, “Albert, you aren’t cooperating.”


Gervais did not move or speak. Not a line in his face altered. He sat as still as a monument.


On the screen, Hammond looked away from him abruptly, and lit a cigarette. The thin man puffed the white cylinder alight and dropped the hand holding it to the desk. The lit cigarette trembled slightly between his fingers.


“I’m sorry,” he said, looking away again. “That’s a little hasty. I didn’t mean that, Albert.”


Gervais said nothing.


“Look!” said Hammond, facing him from the screen once more. “I’m sorry. It just popped out. You don’t know what the pressure’s been like here. I’ll get down there myself just as soon as I can clear my desk off a little. But you know there’s things that can be done!”


“No,” said Gervais, “I don’t know what you mean.”


“All right!” Hammond snubbed out the cigarette. “All right. That’s all right. I shouldn’t have gotten hasty. It’s my own fault. But, damn it! If this woman, whoever she is, ends up writing something unpleasant for that magazine she works for, then it’ll be our necks on the block, all of our necks.”


Gervais waited.


“You’ll do what you can, anyway?” Hammond asked, finally.


“Of course,” said Gervais.


“Well, all right then. That takes a load off my mind.”


Hammond punched off.


Gervais stayed gazing at the dead screen for a long second. Then he sat back in his chair and breathed slowly. There was no such thing as a slip of the tongue that did not count, no such thing as stepping by mistake for a second over the line, then pulling back and never stepping over it again. Once stepped over, the line moved in the direction of the step, and the next violation moved it a little further in the same direction and so on. Anyone stepping over the line at all, even by accident, could expect a reaction.


Hammond, like anyone else, had understood that, once. But Hammond had always been weak, and now the Air Force had spoiled him, made him dangerous as well. Gervais rubbed his chin thoughtfully and began to think.


Jens drifted gradually back to consciousness, without really being aware of the moment in which he became fully awake. Lin lay sleeping on the big hotel bed beside him.


The most ancient tranquilizer in the world had had its effects, and he felt clearheaded and calm for the first time in days. The overall exhaustion from the excitement and the heavy social pressure of those days was still with him, but now it had moved off a small distance. The steam cloud of emotion enveloping him had blown away, and his thoughts were now bathed in the clear cool sunlight of practicality.


Lying there, with some little time yet before he had to get up and dress and go to the diplomatic dinner, he found himself at last in a position to stand back from everything and take a long look at the situation in which he was caught up—the situation of the Manned Expedition to Mars and all the concern of a world with it.


It was like standing on a high mountain and looking down at a landscape spread around the base of the mountain. The mountain itself was the fact of the Expedition, the effort to reach Mars, the whole theory of cooperation of six nations. But the flat landscape stretching to the horizon from the base of this mountain was divided into differing territories, into special kingdoms, all concerned in their own way with the Expedition, but seeing—really only seeing—one face of the whole mountain.


Those on the mountain could not see its entirety, either. Only at the very peak, standing on the topmost crag, where the marsnauts stood and some of the NASA people, and—yes, possibly himself—could the whole territory be seen, mountain and surrounding territories, all at once.


Jens looked down now from the peak of the mountain at the territories, imagining them laid out in different colors, like the colors of countries on maps. How many colors was it that were necessary—three or five? At any rate, there was some finite number that made it possible to do a map without ever having two areas side by side with the same color. A matter of topology. The colors he looked down at now would be five; because there were, in effect, five main groups of people, five human territories concerned with the Mars Expedition.


One of the territories was the mountain itself, the mountain of the marsnauts, of NASA, of the actual Expedition. Of the other four at the mountain’s feet, one was the territory of the diplomats and the politicians. Another was the territory of the technology people, the engineering companies and all the rest who supported the building of the spacecraft and all else that was physically necessary to support the Expedition and make it possible. A third was the territory of related people; the whole local human community, including the wives and children of the marsnauts, who were connected with the Expedition in a human sense. Finally, there was the territory to which half of him still belonged. The territory of the newspeople and their public—the men and women on the streets of the world to whom the newspeople were responsible.


In fact, now that he stopped to think about it, what placed him up on the peak of the mountain, along with the marsnauts and a few others, was the fact that he was not wholly of any of these kingdoms, but partly of all of them. Part of him was still newsman. Part of him, by present occupation, was politician/diplomat. Part of him, by sympathy—a would-be wish to be what he could never be—was a marsnaut; and he was at once both one of the people in the street watching, and someone who had been immersed for some years now in a study of the technology, the worldwide industrial pattern that had made this whole thing possible.


What was now happening, what would happen tomorrow at the launch and in the days and months to follow, would not be just the matter of the two ships of the Expedition falling on their long curved path through space to rendezvous with Mars nearly ten months later. It would be this plus all the interaction of the kingdoms back here on Earth who had a stake in it one way or another—from the third-world villager reaching out toward whatever could be touched of the rich life that could be seen in the more favored parts of the Earth, to the men and women caught up in the machinery of the politics of the most powerful of the human communities, the people who were at the very top and controlling the machinery, yet caught up in it at the same time.


But no, you couldn’t have it. Each territory was set off separately. The kingdoms overlaid each other and interacted, forming intricate designs, each mingled with the others. Out of the back of his mind came the image of a medieval tapestry he had seen once in a chateau in the south of France; a room-wide cloth, crowded with scenes of workmen, noblemen, foresters, savage beasts, and mythological creatures. Above them, the greater fantasies of the sky, and the great wheel of the Zodiac—an attempt by centuries-dead hands to crowd the magnificence of creation and man’s place within it into one magnificent sweep of fabric.


As he remembered it now, the image of a tapestry in which he and everyone else were individual threads grew and focused in his mind. He was caught up in its pattern. It was weaving itself and being woven by each and every human act as he watched. Countless threads like his own made up the background, individually invisible but each necessary, the brighter ones deftly woven together to create the elements of the grand design. Those brighter threads would be the movers and the shakers among the people; the politicians, technicians, the missionaries—Jens himself, Lin, even people like that security man, Gervais, and who knew else, among those crowding Merritt Island and the Cape. Yet none of them in the final essential were any more than a single thread, no matter what their color or their position. They were meaningless, except as they were woven with the other threads, in this effort now going on to break out of the eggshell of Earth’s atmosphere.


The clash between the mental images of tapestries and eggshells was enough to rouse him momentarily from his introspection. The image of Earth as the eggshell from which humans as a spacegoing race must hatch was powerful and real enough. But it did not catch at him like the image of the great unrolling tapestry, which now took over his imagination again. It was real and it was there, stretching off into eternity and infinity; and it seemed to him now to float before and over him. He searched out again the thread in it that was Jens Wylie, and thought he saw it there with its part in the tapestry, whole and clear, trending toward some certain end, interweaving with all the threads about it; and with that thought, still imagining, still dreaming, still tracing himself into the overall pattern, he fell asleep.
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Fourteen levels below, on the ground floor, the cavelike interior of the cocktail lounge was almost uncomfortably cold. A black-haired man in his early thirties, named Malcolm Schroeder, went toward the dimly-seen ridgeback shape of the bar with his hands held a little before him in automatic self-defense against obstacles. He touched the bar, groped for a bar stool, and climbed on to it.


“What’d you like?”


The woman behind the bar was also in her early thirties and not bad-looking, but a little thin. Her dark brown hair was cut short and curled closely about her head and neck. She wore a short-sleeved burgundy-colored outfit, tight about the breasts and waist but with a full, short, ruffled skirt. To Malcolm’s Philadelphia ear her voice had only a trace of southern accent. He gazed past her at the ranks of softly-lit bottles climbing the face of a mirror.


“Tom Collins,” he said, then remembered it was only mid-week and said, “No. Beer. You’ve got Schlitz?”


“We sure have.”


She went away. His eyes were adjusting to the dimness now. Not as thin as he’d thought. Down near the rounded far end of the lounge, a heavy man with brown, curly hair and a tough, clown-cheerful face, about forty years old, leaned on the bar.


“Nurse!” he cried faintly, slyly. “Oh, nurse…”


“Thanks,” said Malcolm, smiling at her as she brought his beer. “Got a patient down there?”


“Oh, he’s one of those press people. His name’s Barney Something.”


“Nurse…”


“Press people?” said Malcolm quickly, though he knew what she meant. Maybe it was only her way of showing the calling man that she wasn’t going to run at a word; but it seemed to Malcolm she was inclined to linger here with him.


“You know, newspeople,” she said. “The Press Center’s just across the street.”


“Oh,” said Malcolm, still smiling at her, though it was obvious she was going off now. She smiled back and went.


“Martini on the rocks again?” he heard her say to the man named Barney.


It would not be impossible to get to know her, Malcolm thought, looking after her. He smiled as he thought of the sweet deal he had worked. A whole month on his own down here, while he settled into the new job and looked around for a house. Myrt hadn’t liked it much, but he had pointed out that it was important to get the right place, and you couldn’t rush that. Especially, he thought, looking again at the bartender, if you made damn sure not to hunt too hard for it. It was too bad he had never been able to move fast with women. Every time he had tried it, he had made a fool of himself. It was a better technique to smile and hope, anyway, he told himself. He had a good smile, after all. He was fairly tall and not bad-looking—still lean, dark-haired. No, smile and sit tight. Calling out “nurse”… well maybe some could make it work…


He sipped his beer to stretch it out. Here, that nurse-caller had caught her again, and she was talking and laughing with him. Maybe the management required her to put up with press people, for the sake of publicity or some such….


He went back to thinking. Money was the problem.


Suppose he sent a wire—better yet, called long distance—back to their bank with something about needing a few hundred dollars suddenly in connection with hunting for the new house? They could take it out of the savings account, wire it to him, and Myrt would never—no, don’t be a damn fool. Of course she would, at the end of the month when she made the regular deposit to the account. Besides the bank might not… after all, he was leaving their area and going to be switching everything to some new bank down here, after the house was bought and he was in the new job. They might even phone Myrt to check, when he called them asking for the few hundred. Wouldn’t that be nice?


The bartender came back. There were only four other drinkers at the bar now, all men. She began to slice some limes by the small sink behind the bar—quite close to Malcolm.


“Work you pretty hard, these launches?” he said, as sympathetically as he could.


“Not bad now. Later on—but I’m off at four. Five through closing, it’ll be a madhouse.”


Four P.M.


“I can imagine, with guys like that one down there hollering ‘nurse’ at you all the time.”


She laughed.


“He’s not that bad. Some of them—but not him. It’s just the launch, you know. Everybody thinks it’s a great thing—and it is, of course.”


“I think it’s a great thing, too,” Malcolm said, quickly. “When I was young I built model rockets. We had a club. I’m being transferred to a job in Orlando, and I told myself I had to come over and see the launch. I didn’t realize there wouldn’t be any motel rooms, though. Oh, well.”


“I suppose you could call it great.” She finished one lime, and started on another, the last of those she had laid out to slice.


“You don’t…?”


“Two, three days and then everybody’s gone again. And when’s there going to be another launch? Six months? A year, maybe? The space program was supposed to bring in all kinds of industry and business. You see the empty office buildings up and down the street out there?”


“Well, yes. But I thought people around here were all for it.”


“Nobody’s against it. It’s just that for us it’s not the prize package it’s made out to be, that’s all. And what can ordinary people like us do about it? Nothing. We just have to live with the world they give us.”


“I know what you mean…” he began, but she had just finished slicing the last lime, and now she half-turned to put the dish with the slices an arm’s length away, on the service counter behind the bar, with the cherries, olives, nuts and other solid material for drinks. The movement pulled her burgundy-colored dress tight against the side of her body. Following her movement with his eyes, with a little shock he realized that the newsman and everyone else in the bar had left. Freakishly, on this busy day, for a moment they were alone together.


Now was the chance. His heart beat. Go on, you gutless…


“It’s too bad you aren’t one of that press crowd,” she said, turning back to face him and wiping her hands on a bar towel, “and you’d print what I said. Not that you would. Now Barney—the one who was just in here—is pretty good; but most of them just want to stand around drinking and sending their papers the stuff the NASA people hand out across the street.”


Too late, he thought. Well, maybe it was all right, still, in the long run. He smiled his best smile at her.


“You know that’s all they do, don’t you?” she was saying. “They don’t even make up their own stories. The NASA publicity people do it for them. I could tell them a few real things to print, but they don’t want to hear that sort of stuff.”


“I bet you could, too,” Malcolm said.


“Do you know we’ve got twelve percent more unemployment here in Brevard County? That’s nearly three times the national average. Money’s so tight around here nobody’s making any of it. And this is the place they take off from to go to the moon and Mars, and places nobody ever heard of ‘til twenty years ago. All right, let them. They can go right ahead, if that’s what they want. But they could find some work for the local people while they’re at it, and bring some money for the local businesses. They could do that if they wanted to.”


“Washington always messes up on things like that,” said Malcolm. “In Philadelphia, where I live—”


“Just a minute.”


She went off to serve a tall, lean man with a deep tan who had just come in. To Malcolm’s disgust she started talking with him and did not come back. The bar began to fill again; and soon she was busy.


Malcolm looked at the inch of flattish beer in the bottom of his bottle. Carefully, he poured it into his glass. He could get her attention by ordering another beer, but there were too many people around now, anyway. And money really was a problem. He drained his glass and stood up. She was not even looking in his direction; and she would not notice his going.


He went out. Outside it seemed even hotter and the sunlight was as cruel as life in general. It was not true that he had not been able to find a room. All the good motels like this Holiday Inn had been sold out months in advance. But the little independent places with no national reservation service had not done so well. He had found a unit—one of five behind a filling station about ten miles out on the road to Orlando; and it was even air-conditioned. But it was a small concrete box with a single lamp by the bed. Still, he could buy a six-pack of beer and a paperback book and kill time fairly cheaply. It would not hurt to drop back here at a quarter to four in the afternoon when she got off. Anything might happen.
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About the same time Malcolm Shroeder was carrying two six-packs of Schlitz out to his three-year-old sedan, James Brille was getting ready to leave the home of the bartender to whom Malcolm had talked. Her name was Aletha Shrubb, and Jim had been staying with her for eight days now, ever since he had met her, his first evening on Merritt Island.


Jim’s appointment with Willy Fesser was for two o’clock in the afternoon, from which Jim gathered there would be no meal of any kind involved. Accordingly, he had just finished a liverwurst sandwich and a bottle of root beer, and tidied up after himself in Aletha’s kitchen. He noticed now that the garbage sack was almost full. He toed the foot lever that flipped the garbage container’s top back, lifted out the nearly full sack and tucked in an empty one. The brown paper crackled pleasantly as he spread it out to fill the inside of the container, and the letters ER GOOD FOOD caught his eye for a second before they were pressed firmly against the inside of the metal container. Jim nodded approvingly at the letters. He liked doing things in the house. Finished, he flipped the lid closed again and took up the full sack. Carrying it out across the driveway to the two garbage cans standing in the shade of a willow tree, he waved to Mrs. Wocjek, Aletha’s neighbor on the left, who was setting out the long length of a fat green soaker hose on her lawn.


“Takes a lot of water?” he said, nodding at the close, bright green of the lawn.


“That’s all right,” said Mrs. Wocjek. “It’s free.”


“Free?”


He put the garbage in the one garbage can that was still empty and fitted the metal cover firmly back on to it. Then he went over to Mrs. Wocjek, who was now turning the handle of a faucet on a pipe that seemed to go directly down into the lawn.


“Aletha didn’t tell you?” Mrs. Wocjek said. “There’s water under all this land here. You just drill down and tap it.”


Jim was agreeably surprised. He looked with approval at the hose, then turned his gaze back to the woman. Sara Wocjek was no more than half a dozen years older than Aletha, square-jawed, big-boned, not fat, and nearly as tall as Jim himself. She must be five-eight, or even nine, Jim thought. He liked her. In fact, he liked people generally; which was one reason he had been able to get on good terms with most of the neighbors here, even in these few days. The area was a bedroom neighborhood of Merritt Island with houses now in the forty-thousand-dollar range, but which had probably originally sold for a fifth of that; and during the day it was populated mainly by women and children.


“And there’s enough pressure there to make it work?” Jim asked.


“You see,” Mrs. Wocjek said.


He nodded.


“You have any luck with a. job yet?” Mrs. Wocjek asked.


“I’m seeing someone today.”


“Good job?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “You can’t ever tell with sales. I won’t know until I talk to whoever it is.”


“You get it, and it’s a good job, you and Aletha give us a ring. Harry and I and you two’ll go out and celebrate.”


“Aletha’ll be ready to celebrate, anyway,” he said. “I’ve been on her hands some days now.”


“Don’t you think it,” Mrs. Wocjek said. “It’s not easy for someone as young as Aletha after a divorce. I wish more of her family’d drop by and spend some time with her.”


“Maybe they will,” Jim said. He looked at her and she stared back frankly and cheerfully. It was perfectly clear that she understood Jim was not Aletha’s cousin; but, liking Aletha—and now, him—did not give a damn.


“I guess I got to go,” he said. “Let you know how it comes out.”


“You do that.”


He turned and went back into the house, locked the two doors and put on his suit coat. Spreading the collar of his yellow sport shirt above the collar of the brown sport coat, he checked his general appearance. All in all, he was not getting old too fast. He still had the round face and the black, curly hair, though the hair was getting just a bit thin. Also, his sport coat was becoming a little tight; but the tan slacks, now that Aletha—no, it had been Betty Rawls, last month in Houston—had let them out, they were quite loose and comfortable. He smiled at himself experimentally in the mirror. OK—wouldn’t frighten any kids, yet. Good enough for being forty-two.


He went out to his rental car, feeling a genuine regret at leaving. He might not be coming back. It would have felt good to cut the grass before he took off; but that would be going too far. Every time he did something like that, he left a piece of himself behind.


Mrs. Wocjek was back inside her house, and none of the other neighbors were in sight. He turned the Gremlin into Larch Avenue, off Laburnum, and drove toward the causeway.


His destination was at the far end of Merritt Island. He approached it about twenty minutes later, down a winding, two-lane asphalt road. A heavy stucco gateway with the name “Kelly” spelled out above it in black wrought-iron framed a single lane of asphalt leading in to a close stand of pine trees festooned with Spanish moss. What was beyond the trees could not be seen from the road. A sawhorse had been set across the driveway, blocking it. Jim pulled his car to a stop at the sawhorse, got out, saw no one, got back inside and blew the horn of his car.


A moment later, a big, middle-aged man in white shirt, police-style cap and olive trousers, armed with a short-barreled revolver, came out of the trees and up to the car.


“Yea-ah?” he said, putting his face down to the open window of Jim’s car.


“My name’s Brigham, William Brigham,” Jim said. “I think I’m expected.”


“Mr. Brigham? Why, yes, sir.” The man straightened. “Straight in. You can park down by the garages, there.”


“Thanks,” said Jim. He watched the man lift the sawhorse out of the way and then drove on through. Beyond the pines, he went for a short distance through an orange grove, its trees looking somewhat neglected, and then through a further screen of pines, heavy with Spanish moss. He emerged at last on a curving driveway that divided a very large expanse of neatly mowed lawn from a massive house of gray-brown brick. Wide steps led down from a half-pillared porch to the driveway; and farther on were a cluster of smaller buildings with a large circle of asphalt before them, where several cars, newer than his, were parked.


The lawn, he saw as he passed in front of the house, was not as flat as it had first looked. There was a considerable crest to it and hidden by that crest, lower down in front of the place where the cars were parked, he discovered a large, rectangular swimming pool, with some umbrella-shaded tables and chairs alongside. In two of those chairs a man and a woman were sitting, doing something with what seemed to be a stack of papers.


One of the smaller buildings, Jim saw, had a wide door lifted, showing several more cars inside. Jim parked his car beside one of those in the open circle, got out, and looked around. There was no one about to tell him where to go, and it seemed to him that the people at the poolside table were looking at him expectantly.


He walked down toward them. The two turned out to be a young man, his black hair cropped short, holding a pen and clipboard in his hands; and a lean, tall, still good-looking woman in her sixties with reddish-brown hair, wearing a yellow lounging robe that contrasted with the deep tan of her strong-boned face.


“Dear lad,” she said in a husky, near-baritone voice, when Jim got close, “who are you, anyway?”


“Bill Brigham,” Jim said. “I’m here to talk to Willy Fesser.”


“Oh. Willeee,” said the woman, nodding, drawing the last syllable of the name out. She looked at the young man. “Dear lad, where is Willy?”


The young man scowled.


“Library, I think,” he said. He passed a paper across to the woman. “Here’s the caterer’s estimate for the post-launch party.”


The woman took it and held it out several feet from her eyes.


“So expensive,” she murmured.


“I did my best.”


“I know you did. Dear lad—” She broke off, looking at Jim again. “Didn’t you hear? The library!”


Her free hand flipped at the wrist, commanding him toward the house. He turned and went.


The front door, when he reached it, was not only unlocked but ajar. He stepped into a high-ceilinged entrance hall with a wide staircase at its far end. Closed, heavy oak doors were spaced at intervals down both sides of the hall. One of the doors opened and two slim, dark-haired men, dressed in identical, sharply pressed white slacks and white short-sleeved shirts, came out, arguing in Spanish. They ignored him, going on toward the far end of the hall where a corridor disappeared under the wide stairs.


“Hey,” said Jim. “Where’s the library?”


They stopped, looked at him, considered his clothes, and one pointed toward the third door from the entrance, across the hall.


“Is there, sir.”


“Thanks.”


“You welcome.”


Jim went to the door and knocked on it. There was no answer. He opened it and went in, to find a long, book-lined room scattered with sofas and easy chairs, and Willy Fesser at its far end in a plum-colored wing chair by a bay window, a notepad and pencil in his hands. Jim went toward him.


“Hello,” he said.


“Sit down,” Willy grunted, nodding toward a mate to the chair he was in. He had acquired a touch of middle-European accent since Jim had last seen him.


Jim sat. Willy, he saw, was showing his age. He could not have been more than four or five years older than Jim, but he had put on even more weight in the past nine months than Jim had. The double-breasted dark-blue suit he wore was creased by its tightness. Of course, thought Jim, Willy liked to eat and Europe was full of good restaurants. But the extra flesh was soft and sagging, and Willy’s face was drawn, rather than full. The gray hairs combed over his balding skull no longer seemed worth the effort of their careful arrangement.


“You’ve got some reason for being in the area, here?” Willy asked.


“I’m hunting a sales job, of course,” Jim said.


“You quit that job of yours selling farm machinery in Denver?”


“What do you think?” Jim said. “I’d leave loose ends? Besides, I can get it back any time I want to.”


“Better not,” Willy said. “Better not go right back there after this. Go some place like up the east coast and live for a half a year or so. All right, from now on, you only talk to me by phone.”


He tore off a sheet from his notepad and passed it across to Jim.


“Got it.” Jim glanced at the notepaper and tucked it in his pocket. “I’ll learn the number and get rid of the paper. But, where’ll I get in touch with you if I need you in a hurry? Here?”


“You don’t need to know where I’ll be.”


“The hell I don’t,” said Jim. “Things happen. You know that as well as I do.”


“All right.” Willy glanced out the window. Jim, looking out also, saw the swimming pool, the baritone-voiced woman and the black-haired man. There was also now a figure in white slacks and shirt, offering them a tray with glasses on it.


“All right,” said Willy, again. “Here. But the Duchess doesn’t know anything about anything—you remember that. And she actually doesn’t.”


“What good does that do?” Jim said. “Everybody knows she rents space to anybody in the business.”


“All right, she’s useful,” said Willy. “You never mind about the rest of it. There’s got to be some place out in the open to talk, and she makes it with these house parties of hers. Just follow the rules.”
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