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(Analog 1963.05)
The house was an absurdity. What is more, it was out of place. And it had no right to be there, Frederick Gray told himself. For this was his country, his and old Ben Lovell's. They had discovered it almost forty years before and had come here ever since and in all that time there had been no one else.
He knelt in the canoe and stroked idly with the paddle to keep the craft in place, with the bright, brown autumn water flowing past, bearing on its surface little curls of foam from the waterfall a half a mile ahead. He had heard the faint thunder of the falls when he had parked the car and lowered the canoe from its top and for the past hour he'd traveled toward it, listening to it and storing the sound of it away, as he was storing everything away, for this, he knew, was the last trip to this place he would ever make.
They could have waited, he told himself, with a strange mellow bitterness. They could have waited until he had made the trip. For it was all spoiled now. No longer could he ever think upon this stream without the house intruding. Not as he had known the stream for almost forty years, but now always with the house.
No one had ever lived here. No one would want to live here. No one ever came here. It had been his and Ben's alone.
But the house stood there, upon the little knoll above the flowing stream, framed in all its shiny whiteness against the greenness of the pines, and with a path leading from his old camping place up to where it sat.
He wielded the paddle savagely and drove the canoe to the shore. It grounded on the gravel and he stepped out and hauled it up the beach, where it would be safe from the tugging current.
Then he straightened and stared up at the house.
How would he tell Ben, he wondered. Or should he try to tell him? Might it not be better, when he talked with Ben, to disregard the house? You could not tell a man, lying in a hospital from which he had small chance of ever going home, that someone had robbed him of a segment of his past. For when a man is near the end, thought Gray, his past is somehow precious. And that, Gray admitted to himself, was the reason he himself resented the house upon the knoll.
Although, perhaps, he thought, he would not have resented it so much if it had not been so ridiculous. For it was not the kind of house for a place like this. If it had been a rustic structure, built of natural wood, with a great rock chimney, all built low against the ground, it would not have been so bad. For then it would have fitted, or would have tried to fit.
But this stark white structure, gleaming with the newness of its paint, was unforgivable. It was the sort of place that some junior executive might have built in some fashionable development, where all the other houses, sitting on the barren acres, would be of the same sleek architecture. There it would be quite all right and acceptable, but in this place of rock and pine it was an absurdity and an insult.
He bent stiffly and tugged the canoe farther up the beach. He lifted out his cased rod and laid it on the ground. He found the creel and strapped it on, and slung the pair of waders across his shoulders.
Then, picking up the rod, he made his way slowly up the path. For it was only dignified and proper that he make his presence known to these people on the knoll. It would not be right to go stalking past them, up the river, without an explanation. But he would be very sure not to say anything that might imply he was asking their permission. Rather it might be quite fitting, he told himself, to make very clear to them the prior right that he held and to inform them stiffly that this would be the last time he was coming and that he would bother them no further.
The way was steep. It had seemed of late, he thought, that all little slopes were steep. His breath was shorter now and his breathing shallow and his knees were stiff and his muscles ached from kneeling and paddling the canoe.
Maybe it had been foolish to try the trip alone. With Ben it would have been all right, for there would have been the two of them, the one to help the other. He had told no one that he planned the trip, for if he had they would have attempted to dissuade him — or what might have been far worse, offered to go along with him. They would have pointed out that no man of almost seventy should try such a trip alone. Although, actually, it was not much of a trip, at all. Just a few hours drive up from the city to the little town of Pineview and then four miles down the old logging road until he reached the river. And from there an hour of paddling up the river to the falls and the olden camping place just downstream from the falls.
Halfway up the slope he stopped to catch his breath and rest. From there he could see the falls, the white rush of the water and the little cloud of mist that, when the sun was right, held captive rainbows in it.
He stood looking at it all — the darkness of the pines, the barren face of rocky gorge, the flaming crimson and the goldenness of the hardwood trees, now turned into autumn bonfires by the touch of early frost.
How many times, he wondered — how many times had Ben and he fished above the falls? How many camp-fires had they lighted? How many times had they traveled up and down the river?
It had been a good life, a good way to spend their time together, two stody professors from a stodgy down-state college. But all things approach an end; nothing lasts forever. For Ben it had already ended. And after this one trip, it would be the end for him.
He stood and wondered once again, with a twinge of doubt, if he had made the right decision. The people at Wood's Rest seemed kind and competent and had shown him that he would be with the kind of people he could understand — retired teachers and ancient bankers and others from the genteel walks of life. But despite all this, the doubt kept creeping in.
It would have been so different, he thought, if only Clyde had lived. They had been closer than most sons and fathers. But now he had no one. Martha had been gone for many years and now Clyde was gone as well and there were no others.
On the face of it, from every practical consideration, Wood's Rest was the answer. He would be taken care of and he could live the kind of life, or at least an approximation of the kind of life, to which he was accustomed. It was all right now to keep on alone, but the time was coming when he would need someone. And Wood's Rest, while perhaps not the perfect answer, was at least an answer. A man must look ahead, he told himself, and that was why he had made the arrangements with Wood's Rest.
He was breathing easier now and he went on up the path until he reached the little patch of level ground that lay before the house.
The house was new, he saw, newer than he had thought at first. From where he stood he imagined that he could smell the newness of the paint.
And how, he wondered, had the materials which had been used to build it been gotten to the site? There was no sign of any road. It might, he thought, have been trucked down the ancient logging road and brought up the river from where he had left his car. But if that had been the case, the logging road would have shown the signs of recent travel, and it hadn't. It still was no more than a rutted track, its center overgrown with grass, that snaked its way through a tunnel of encroaching second growth. And if it had been brought by boat, there should have been a skidway or a road leading from the river to the site, and there was nothing but the faint, scarcely worn path up which he'd made his way. There would not have been time, he knew, for the wilderness and weather to have wiped out the traces, for he and Ben had been here fishing in the spring and at that time there had been no house.
Slowly he crossed the level place and the patio that looked out upon the river and the falls. He reached the door and pressed the button and far in the house he could hear the sound of ringing. He waited and no one came. He pressed the bell again. He heard the ringing from within the house and listened for the sound of footsteps coming to the door, but there were no footsteps. He raised his hand and knocked upon the door and at the knock the door came open and swung wide into the hall.
He stood abashed at this invasion of another's privacy. He debated for a moment whether he should reach in and close the door and quietly go away. But that, he told himself, had a sense of sneaking that he did not like.
"Hello!" he called. "Is anybody home?"
He would explain, when someone came, that he had merely knocked upon the door, that he had not opened it.
But no one came.
For a moment he stood undecided, then stepped inside the hall to grasp the doorknob and pull it shut.
In that instant he saw the living room, newly carpeted and filled with furniture. Someone was living here, he thought, but they were not at home. They had gone somewhere for a little while and had not locked the door. Although, come to think of it, no one up here ever locked a door. There was no need to lock them.
He would forget it, he promised himself, forget this house, this blot upon the land, and spend his day fishing and in the afternoon go back downriver to the car and home. He would not let his day be spoiled.
Sturdily, he set out, tramping long the ridge that took him above the falls and to that stretch of water that he knew so well.
The day was calm and clear. The sun was shining brightly, but there was still a touch of chill. However, it was only ten o'clock. By noon it would be warm.
He jogged along, quite happily, and by the time he donned the waders and stepped into the water, a mile above the falls, the house no longer mattered.
It was early in the afternoon that the accident occurred.
He had waded ashore and found a medium-sized boulder that would serve as a chair while he ate the lunch he'd brought. He had laid the rod down carefully on the shingle of the little beach and had admired the three trout of keeping size that rested in the creel. And had noted, as he unwrapped his sandwich, that the sky was clouding over.
Perhaps, he told himself, he should start home a bit sooner than he had planned. There was no point in waiting if there were a chance the weather would turn bad. He had put in three good hours upon the stream and should be satisfied.
He finished the sandwich and sat quietly on the boulder, staring at the smooth flow of the water against the rampart of the pines that grew on the farther bank. It was a scene, he told himself, that he should fix into his memory, to keep and hold forever. It would be something to think upon in the days to come when there were no fishing trips.
He decided that he'd take another half hour before he left the stream. He'd fish down to the point where the fallen tree lay halfway across the water. There should be trout in there, underneath the tree, hiding there and waiting.
He got up stiffly and picked up the rod and creel and stepped into the stream. His foot slipped on a mossy boulder hidden by the water and he was thrown forward. A sharp pain slashed through his ankle and he hit the shallow water and lay there for a moment before he could move to right himself.
His foot, the one that had slipped, was caught between two chunks of rock, wedged into a crevice in the stream bed. Caught and twisted and throbbing with a steady and persistent pain.
His teeth clenched against an outcry, he slowly worked the foot free and dragged himself back onto the shore.
He tried to stand and found that the twisted ankle would not bear his weight. It turned under him when he tried and a red-hot streak of pain went shooting through his leg.
He sat down and carefully worked off his waders. The ankle already was becoming swollen and had a red and angry look.
He sat upon the shingle of the beach and carefully considered all that he must do.
He could not walk, so he would have to crawl. He'd leave the waders and the rod and creel, for he could not be encumbered by them. Once he got to the canoe, he could make it down the river to where he'd parked his car. But when he got there, he'd have to leave the canoe behind as well, for he could never load it on top the car.
Once he was in the car, he would be all right, for he could manage driving. He tried to remember if there were a doctor at Pineview. It seemed to him there was, but he could not be sure. But, in any case, he could arrange for someone to come back and pick up the rod and the canoe. Foolish, maybe, he thought, but he could not give up the rod. If it wasn't picked up soon, the porcupines would find and ruin it. And he could not allow a thing like that to happen. For the rod was a part of him.
He laid the three — the waders, the creel and rod — in a pile beside the river where they could be spotted easily by anyone who might be willing to come back for them. He looked for the last time at the river and began the crawl.
It was a slow and painful business. Try as he might, he could not protect the ankle from bumps along the way and every bump sent waves of pain surging through his body.
He considered fashioning a crutch, but gave it up as a bad idea when he realized that the only tool he had was a pocket knife, and not too sharp a one.
Slowly he inched his way along, making frequent stops to rest. He could see, when he examined it, that the ankle was more swollen than before and the redness of it was beginning to turn purple.
And suddenly the frightening realization came, somewhat belatedly, that he was on his own. No one knew that he was here, for he had told no one. It would be days, if he failed to make it, before anyone would think to hunt for him.
It was a foolish thought. For he could make it easily.
The hardest part came first and that was for the best. Once he reached the beached canoe, he would have it made.
If only he could keep crawling longer. If he didn't have to rest so often. There had been a day when he could have made it without a single rest. But a man got old and weak, he thought. Weaker than he knew.
It was during one of his rests that he heard the rising wind whining in the treetops. It had a lonesome sound and was a little frightening. The sky, he saw, was entirely clouded over and a sort of ghostly twilight had settled on the land.
He tried to crawl the faster, spurred on by a vague uneasiness. But he only tired the quicker and banged the injured ankle cruelly. He settled down again to a slower pace.
He had passed the fall line and had the advantage of a slightly downhill slope when the first drop of rain spattered on his outstretched hand.
And a moment after that the rain came in gusty sweeps of ice savagery.
He was soaked in the first few minutes and the wind was cold. The twilight deepened and the pines moaned in the rising gale and little rivulets of water ran along the ground.
Doggedly, he kept at his crawling. His teeth tried to chatter as the chill seeped in, but he kept his mouth clamped shut to stop the chattering.
He was better than halfway back to the canoe, but now the way seemed long. He was chilled to the bone and as the rain still came down it seemed to bear with it a great load of weariness.
The house, he thought. I can find shelter at the house. They will let me in.
Not daring to admit that his earlier objective, to reach the canoe and float down the river to where he'd left his car, had now become impossible and unthinkable.
Ahead, through the murkiness of the storm, he saw the glow of light. That would be the house, he thought. They — whoever they might be — were now at home and had turned on the lights.
It took longer than he had thought it would, but he reached the house with what seemed to be the last shred of his strength. He crawled across the patio and managed to pull himself erect beside the door, leaning on the house, bracing on one leg. He thumbed the button and heard the ringing of the bell inside and waited for the footsteps.
There weren't any footsteps.
And it wasn't right, he told himself. There were lights within the house and there should be people there. And if that were the case, why should he get no answer?
Behind him the moaning in the pines seemed deeper and more fearsome and there was no doubt that it had grown darker. The rain still came hissing down in its chilling fury.
He balled his fist and pounded on the door and as it had that morning, the door swung open, to let the light spill out across the patio.
"Hello, in there!" he shouted. "Is anybody home?"
There was no answer and no stir, no sign of anything at all.
Hopping painfully, he crossed the threshold and stood within the hall. He called again and yet again and there was no response.
His leg gave out and he slumped upon the floor, catching himself and breaking the fall with his outstretched hands. Slowly, he inched his way along, crawling toward the living room.
He turned at the faint noise which came from behind his back and he saw that the door was closing — closing of its own accord and with no hand upon it. He watched in fascination as it closed, firm against the casing. The snick of the lock as it settled was loud in the stillness of the house.
Queer, he thought, fuzzily. Queer how the door came open as if to invite one in. And then when one was in, calmly closed itself.
But it did not matter what the door might do, he thought. The important thing was that he was inside and that the cold ferocity of the storm was shut in the outer dark. Already the warmth of the house was enfolding him and some of the chill was gone.
Careful not to bump the dragging ankle, he snaked himself along the carpeting until he reached a chair. He hauled himself upward and around and sat down in it, settling back into the cushions, with the twisted ankle thrust out in front of him.
Now, finally, he was safe. Now the cold and rain could no longer reach him, and in time someone would show up who could help him with the ankle.
He wondered where they were, these people to whom the house belonged. It was unlikely that they would stray far from it in a storm like this. And they must have been here not too long ago, because the lights were lit against the darkness of the storm.
He sat quietly, now only faintly aware of the dull throb of pain that was pulsing in the ankle. The house was warm and quiet and restful and he was glad for it.
Carefully he looked around, taking inventory.
There was a table in the dining room and it was set for dinner, with the steaming silver coffee pot and the gleaming china tureen and a covered platter. He could smell the coffee and there was food as well, of that he felt quite sure. But there was only one place set, as if one person only had been meant to dine.
A door opened into another room that seemed to be a study. There was a painting on the wall and a massive desk set beneath the painting. There were floor to ceiling bookcases, but there were no books in them.
And a second door led into a bedroom. There was a bed turned down and a pair of pajamas were folded on the pillow. The lamp on the bedside table had been lit.
As if the bed were waiting for someone to sleep in it, all turned down and ready.
But there was a strangeness, a fantastic something about the house that he could not quite put his finger on. Like a case at law, he thought, where there was a certain quality that eluded one, always with the feeling that this certain quality might be the very key to the case itself.
He sat and thought about it, and suddenly he knew.
The house was furnished, but the house was waiting. One could sense a feeling of expectancy, as if this were a house that was waiting for a tenant. It was set and ready, it was equipped and furnished. But there was no one living here. It had an unlived-in smell to it and a vague sort of emptiness.
But there was foolishness, he told himself. Of course, there was someone living in it. Someone had turned on the lights, someone had cooked a dinner and set a place for one, someone had lit the bedside lamp and turned down the covers of the bed.
And yet, for all the evidence, he couldn't quite believe it. The house still persisted in its empty feeling.
He saw the trail of water he'd left in his crawl along the hall and across the carpeting to reach the chair. He saw the muddy handprints he'd left upon the wall where he had braced himself when he'd hobbled in.
It was no way to mess up a place, he thought. He'd do his best to explain it to the owner.
He sat and waited for the owner, nodding in the chair.
Seventy, he thought, or almost seventy, and this his last adventure. All his family gone and all his friends as well — all except old Ben, who was dying slowly and ungracefully in the alien and ungraceful atmosphere of a small hospital room.
He recalled that day of long ago when Ben and he had met, two young professors, Ben in astronomy and himself in law. They had been friends from the very first and it would be hard to have Ben go.
But perhaps he would not notice it, he thought, as much as he might have at one time. For he, himself, in another month, would be settled down at Wood's Rest. An old folks' home, he thought. Although now they didn't call them that. They called them fancy names like Wood's Rest, thinking that might take the sting away.
It didn't matter, though. There was no one left to whom it might matter now — except himself, of course. And he didn't care. Not very much, that is.
He snapped himself erect and looked at the mantle clock.
He'd dozed away, he thought, or been dreaming of the old days while no more than half awake. Almost an hour had passed since he'd last glanced at the clock and still the house was empty of anyone but he.
The dinner still was upon the table, but it would be cold by now. Perhaps, he thought, the coffee still might be a little warm.
He pushed forward in the chair and rose carefully to his feet. And the ankle screamed at him. He fell back into the chair and weak tears of pain ran out of his eyes and dribbled down his cheeks.
Not the coffee, he thought. I don't want the coffee. If I can just make it to the bed.
He pulled himself tenderly from the chair and crawled into the bedroom. By slow and painful maneuver, he stripped off his sodden clothing and got into the pajamas that had been folded on the pillow.
There was a bathroom off the bedroom and by hopping from bed to chair to dresser he finally reached it.
Something to kill the pain, he told himself. Aspirin would be of some little help if he could only find one.
There was a medicine cabinet above the basin and he jerked it open, but the shelves were empty.
After a time he made it back to the bed again and crawled beneath the covers, switching off the bedside light.
Lying stiff and straight, shivering with the effort of getting into bed, he wondered dully what would happen when the owner should return and find a stranger in the bed.
But he didn't care. He was beyond all caring. His head was large and fuzzy and he guessed he had a fever.
He lay quietly, waiting for sleep to come to him, his body fitting itself by slow degrees into the strangeness of the bed.
He did not even notice when the lights throughout the house went out.
He awoke to the morning sun, streaming through the windows. There was the odor of frying bacon and of brewing coffee. And a telephone was ringing, loudly and insistently.
He threw off the covers and was halfway out of bed to answer the telephone when he remembered that this was not his house, that this was not his bed, that the ringing phone could not possibly be for him.
He sat upon the edge of the bed, bewildered, as the memory of the day before came crashing in upon him.
Good Lord, he thought, a phone! There can't be a phone. Way out here, there can't.
But still it kept on ringing.
In just a little while, he thought, someone would come to answer it. The someone who was frying bacon would come and answer it. And when they did, they'd go past the open door and he would be able to see them and know to whom the house belonged.
He got out of bed. The floor beneath his feet was cold and there might be slippers somewhere, but he didn't know where to look for them.
He was out in the living room before he remembered that he had a twisted ankle.
Stopping in amazement, he looked down at it and it looked as it had always looked, no longer red or purple, and no longer swollen. And most important, not hurting any more. He could walk on it as if nothing had ever been the matter with it.
The phone standing on the table in the hall pealed aloud at him.
"I'll be damned," said Frederick Gray, staring at his ankle.
The phone brayed at him again.
He hurried to the table and snatched the handpiece off the cradle.
"Hello," he said.
"Dr. Frederick Gray, perhaps."
"You are right. I am Frederick Gray."
"I trust you had a restful night."
"A very restful one. And thank you very much."
"Your clothes were wet and beyond repair. We disposed of them. I hope that you don't mind. The contents of the pockets are on the dressing table. There is other clothing in the closet that I am sure will fit you."
"Why," said Frederick Gray, "that was very thoughtful of you. But would you mind telling me—"
"Not at all," the caller said, "but perhaps you'd better hurry out and get your breakfast. It will be getting cold."
The phone went dead.
"Just a minute," Gray yelled at it. "Just hold on a minute—"
But the buzz of an empty line kept sounding in his ear.
He hung up and went into the bedroom, where he found a pair of slippers tucked beneath the bed.
We hope you had a restful night Your clothes were wet, so we disposed of them. We put the contents of the pockets on the dressing table.
And who in the world were we?
Where was everyone?
And what happened, when he slept, to repair the ankle?
He had been right the night before, he thought. It was an empty house There was no one here. But in some manner which he could not fathom, it still was tenanted.
He washed his hands and face, but did not bother with a shave, although when he looked into the medicine cabinet, it was no longer empty. It now held shaving tackle, a toothbrush and a tube of paste, a hairbrush and a comb.
Breakfast was on the table in the dining room and there was only one place set. There were bacon and eggs, hash brown potatoes, tomato juice, toast and a pot of coffee.
But there was no sign of anyone who might have prepared the food or placed it on the table.
Could there be, he wondered, a staff of invisible servants in the house who took care of guests?
And the electricity, he wondered. Was there a private power plant? Perhaps one that was powered by the waterfall? And what about the phone? Could it be a radio-phone? He wondered if a radiophone would look different from just an ordinary phone. He could not recall that he had ever seen one.
And who had been the caller?
He stood and looked at the waiting breakfast.
"Whoever you are," he said, aloud, "I thank you. I wish that I could see you. That you would speak to me."
No one spoke to him.
He sat down and ate the breakfast, not realizing until he put the food into his mouth how hungry he had been.
After breakfast he went into the bedroom and found the clothes hanging in the closet. Not fancy clothes, but the kind of outfit a fisherman would wear.
Coming out of the bedroom, he saw that the breakfast things had been cleared off the table.
He stepped outside into the sunshine and the day was beautiful. The storm had blown itself out sometime in the night.
Now that he was all right, he told himself, perhaps he'd better go upstream and bring down the rod and the other stuff he'd left. The rest of it didn't amount to much, but the rod was much too good to leave.
It all was there, piled where he had left it, neatly on the shore. He bent down and picked up the rod and stood facing the river, with it in his hand.
Why not? he asked himself. There was no hurry to get back. As long as he was here he might as well get in a bit of fishing. He'd not have another chance. He'd not come back again.
He laid the rod aside and sat down to pull on the waders. He emptied the fish he'd caught the day before out of the creel and strapped it on his shoulder.
And why just this morning? he asked himself. Why just another day? There was no reason to get back and he had a house to stay in. There was no reason he shouldn't stay a while and make a real vacation of it.
He stood aghast at how easily he accepted the situation, how ready he found himself to take advantage of it. The house was a thing of mystery, and yet not terrifying. There was nothing in the house, strange as it might be, that a man need be afraid of.
He picked up the rod and stepped into the stream and whipped out the line. On the fifth cast a trout struck. The day had started fine.
He fished to the first break of the rapids just above the falls, then clambered out on shore. He had five fish in the creel and two of them were large.
He could fish the rapids from the shore, he thought, but perhaps he shouldn't. He should be getting back for a good look at the house. He had to settle in his mind the truth about the power source and the telephone and there might be a lot of other things that needed looking into.
He glanced down at his watch and it was later than he thought. He untied the fly and reeled in the line and disjointed the rod, then set off down the trail.
By the middle of the afternoon, he had finished his inspection of the house.
There were no power and no telephone lines coming to the house and there was no private power plant. The house was conventionally wired for electricity, but there was no source that he could find. The telephone plugged into a jack in the hall and there were other jacks in the bedroom and the study.
But there was another item: The night before, as he sat in the living room, he could see into the study. He had seen the painting and the desk and the empty book shelves. But now the shelves were no longer empty. They fairly bulged with books and the kind of books that he would have chosen if he had put them there himself — a law library that would have been the envy of any practicing attorney, and with a special section that he first took to be a joke.
But when he looked at the phone directory, it had seemed somewhat less a joke.
For it was no such directory as any man had ever seen before. It listed names and numbers, but the addresses ranged the galaxy!
Besur, Yar, Mekbuda V — FE 6-8731



Beten, Varmo, Polaris III — GR 7-3214



Beto, Elm, Rasalgethi IX — ST 1-9186



Star names, he thought, and the planet numbers. They could be nothing else.
And if it were a joke, it was pointless and expensive.
Star names listed in the pages of the directory and those other star names upon the books in that special section in the study!
The obvious conclusion, he told himself, rather plaintively, was too outrageous to be given even slight consideration. It was outrageous and ridiculous and it made no sense and he would not entertain it. There must be other answers and the one he did not like to think about was that he'd gone insane.
There might be a way, he thought, that it could be settled.
He flipped the directory closed and then opened the front cover and there it was: TELEPHONE SERVICE CALLS. He lifted the receiver and dialed for INFORMATION.
There were two ringing sounds and then a voice said:
"Good evening, Dr. Gray. We are glad you called. We hope everything's all right. There isn't any trouble?"
"You know my name," said Gray. "How do you know my name?"
"Sir," said Information, "it is a point of pride with us that we know the name of each of our subscribers."
"But I'm not a subscriber. I'm only—"
"Oh, but you are," insisted Information. "As soon as you took possession of the house—"
"Possession! I did not—"
"But, Dr. Gray, we thought you knew. We should have told you at the start. We are very sorry. The house, you see, is yours."
"No," Gray said, weakly, "I did not understand."
"Yours," said Information, "so long as you may need it, so long as you may want to keep it. The house and everything that's in it. Plus all the services, naturally, that you may require."
"But it can't be mine," said Gray. "I have done nothing that would make it mine. How can I own a house for which I've given nothing?"
"There might be," said Information, "certain services that, from time to time, you might be willing to perform. Nothing strenuous, of course, and not required, you understand. If you would be willing to perform them, we would be the ones who would stand in debt. But the house is yours no matter what you may elect to do."
"Services?" asked Gray. "There are few services, I am afraid, that I could perform."
"It does not really matter," Information told him. "We are very glad you called. Call us again any time you wish."
The connection clicked and he was left, standing foolishly with the receiver in his hand.
He put it back into the cradle and went to the living room, sitting in the chair he'd sat in when he'd found his way into the house the night before.
While he'd been busy in the hall with the telephone, someone — or something, or some strange procedure— had laid wood in the fireplace and had lit it and the brass wood carrier that stood beside the hearth was filled with other wood against the need of it.
He watched the fire creeping up the logs, flickering as it climbed, with the cold wind outside growling in the chimney.
An Old Folks' Home, he thought.
For if he'd heard aright, that was what it was.
And a better one, by far, than the one he had planned to enter.
There was no reason in the world why anyone should give this house to him. He had done nothing he could think of that entitled him to have it.
An Old Folks' Home, all to himself, and on his favorite trout stream.
It would be wonderful, he thought, if he only could accept it.
He hitched the chair around so he could face the fire. He had always liked a fire.
Such a pleasant place, he thought, and such thoughtful service. He wished that he could stay.
And what was there to stop him? No one would mind if he did not return. In a day or two he could make his way out to Pineview and mail a couple of letters that would fix it so no one would hunt for him.
But it was madness, he thought. What if he got sick? What if he fell and hurt himself? He could not reach a doctor and there would be no one to help him.
Then he thought of how he'd hunted for an aspirin and there had been no aspirin. And how he'd crawled into bed with a twisted, swollen ankle that had been all right when he got up in the morning.
He had no worry, he realized, about ever being sick.
There had been no aspirin tablet because there had been no need of any.
This house was not a house alone. It was more than just a house. It was a shelter and a servant and a doctor. It was a safe and antiseptic house and it was compassionate.
It gave you everything you wanted. It fulfilled your every need. It gave you fire and food and comfort and a sense of being cared for.
There were the books, he thought. The rows and stacks of books, the very kind of books by which he'd lived for years.
Dr. Frederick Gray, dean of the school of law. Filled with honor and importance until he got too old, until his wife and son had died and all his friends were gone or incapacitated. Now no longer dean, now no longer scholar, but an old man with a name that was buried in the past.
He rose slowly from the chair and went into the study. He put out his hand and rubbed the palm of it along the leathery spines of a row of books.
These were the friends, he told himself, the friends a man could count on. They always were in place and waiting for the time a man might need them.
He stopped in front of the section that had puzzled him at first, which he had thought of as a farfetched joke. But now he knew there was no joke.
He read the titles of a few of them: "Basic Statutes of Arcturus XXIV."
"Comparison of the Legal Concepts of the Centaurian Systems."
"Jurisprudence on Zuben-eschamali III, VI and VII."
"The Practical Law of Canopus XII." And many others with the strange names in their titles.
Perhaps, he thought, he would not have recognized the names so readily had it not been for Ben. For years he had listened to him talk about his work, reeling off many of these very names as if they might be places no farther off than just down the street a ways.
And maybe, thought Frederick Gray, they were not so far, at that. All he had to do to talk to men — no, not men, perhaps, but beings — in all of these strange places was to walk out in the hall and dial their numbers on the phone.
A telephone directory, he thought, with numbers for the stars, and on all these shelves law books from the stars.
Perhaps there were, on those other solar systems, nothing like a telephone or a telephone directory; perhaps, on those other planets there weren't any law books. But here on Earth, he told himself, the means of communication had to be a telephone, the means of information books upon the shelf. For all of it had to be a matter of translation, twisting the unfamiliar into something that was familiar and that one could use.
And translation not for Earth alone, but for all those other beings on all those other planets. On each of a dozen planets there might be a different means of communication, but in the case of a call to him from any of those planets, no matter what means the creature of the planet might employ, the telephone would ring.
And the names of those other stars would be translations, too. For the creatures who lived upon the planets circling Polaris would not call their sun Polaris. But here on Earth it had to be Polaris, for that was the only way a human had to identify the star.
The language would have to be translated, too. The creatures he had talked with on the phone could not have spoken English, and yet it had been English when it had reached his ear. And his replies, he knew, must have reached that other party in some language other than the tongue that he had used.
He stood aghast at the very thought of it, wondering how he could abide such an explanation. And yet there was no choice. It was the only explanation that would fit the situation.
Somewhere a bell rang sharply and he turned from the shelves of books.
He waited for it to ring again, but it did not ring.
He walked into the living room and saw that dinner had been set upon the table and was waiting for him.
So that was what it had been, he thought. A bell to summon him to dinner.
After dinner, he went back to the living room to sit before the fire and fight the whole thing out. He assembled the facts and evidence in his old lawyer's mind and gave full consideration to all possibilities.
He touched the edge of wonder and shoved it to one side, he erased it carefully — for in his consideration of this house there was no room for wonder and no place for magic.
Was it no more than illusion? That was the first question one must ask. Was this really happening, or was he just imagining that it was happening? Was he, perhaps, in all reality, sitting underneath a tree or squatting on the river bank, mumbling at nothing, scratching symbols in the dirt with his fingernails, and living the fantasy of this house, this fire, this room?
It was hard to believe that this might be the case. For there were too many details. Imagination formed a hazy framework and let it go at that.
There were here too many details and there was no haziness and he could move and think of his own volition; he still was the master of himself.
And if it were not imagination, if he could rule out insanity, then this house and all that happened must be, indeed, the truth. And if it were the truth, then here was a house built or shaped or somehow put into being by some outside agency that was as yet unsuspected in the mind of humankind.
But, he asked himself, why would they want to do it? What could be the motive?
With a view, perhaps, of studying him as a representative specimen of the creature, Man? Or with the idea that somehow they could make some use of him?
The thought struck him — was he the only man? Might there be others like him? Men who kept very silent about what was happening, for fear that human interference might spoil this good thing that they had?
He rose slowly from the chair and went out in the hall. He picked up the phone directory and brought it back with him. He threw another log upon the fire and sat down in the chair, with the phone book in his lap.
First himself, he thought; he would see if he was listed.
He had no trouble finding it: Gray, Frederick, Helois III — SU 6-2649.
He flipped the pages and started from the front, running his finger slowly down the column.
The book was thin, but it took him quite a while, going carefully so that he would not miss another man from Earth. But there was no other listed; not from Earth, not from the solar system. He was the only one.
Loneliness, he wondered. Or should it be just a touch of pride. To be the only one in the entire solar system.
He took the directory back to the table in the hall and lying in the place where he had gotten it was another one.
He stared at it and wondered if there were two of them, if there had been two of them all along and he had never noticed.
He bent to look the closer at it and when he did he saw that it was not another directory, but a file of some sort, with his name printed across the top of it.
He laid the directory down and took up the file. It was a bulky and a heavy thing, with great sheaves of papers enclosed between the covers.
It had not been there, he was certain, when he'd gotten the directory. It had been placed there, as the food was placed upon the table, as the books had been stacked upon the shelves, as the clothing that would fit him had been hung within the closet. By some agency that was unobtrusive, if not invisible.
Placement by remote control, he wondered. Could it be that somewhere this house was duplicated and that in that house certain agencies that were quite visible— and in their term of reference logical and ordinary— might place the food and hang the clothes and that at the moment of the action the same things happened in this house?
And if that were the case, not only space was mastered, but time as well. For they — whoever they might be — could not have known about the books that should be placed upon the shelves until the occupant of this house had appeared upon the scene. They could not have known that it would be Frederick Gray, that it would be a man who had made the law his business, who would blunder on this house. They had set a trap — a trap? — and there would have been no way for them to know what quarry they might catch.
It had taken time to print, by whatever process, the books upon the shelves. There would have been a searching for the proper books, and the translating and the editing. Was it possible, he wondered, that time could be so regulated that the finding and the translating and the editing, the printing and the placement, could have been compressed into no more than twenty-four hours as measured on the Earth? Could time be stretched out and, perhaps, foreshortened to accommodate the plans of those engineers who had built this house?
He flipped open the cover of the file and the printing on the first page struck him in the face.
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Frozen, he stared at it.
His hands began to tremble and he laid it down, carefully on the table top, as if it might be something that would shatter if he dropped it.
Under universal law, he thought. Three students of the law, three experts(?), from three different solar systems!
And the facts at issue, and the law, more than likely, from yet another system.
Certain little services, the voice on the phone had told him.
Certain little services. To pass judgment under laws and jurisprudence he had never heard of!
And those others, he wondered — had they heard of them?
Swiftly he bent and leafed through the phone book. He found Kamis, Vanz. Deliberately, he dialed the number.
A pleasant voice said: "Vanz Kamis is not present at the moment. Is there any message?"
And it was not right, thought Gray. He should not have phoned. There was no point in it.
"Hello," said the pleasant voice. "Are you there?"
"Yes, I am here," said Gray.
"Vanz Kamis is not at home. Is there any message?"
"No," said Gray. "No, thanks. There isn't any message."
He should not have called, he thought. The act of phoning had been an act of weakness. This was a time when a man must rely upon himself. And he had to give an answer. It was not something that could be brushed off, it was not a thing that anyone could run from.
He got his cap and jacket from the closet in the hall and let himself outside.
A golden moon has risen, the lower half of it bearing on its face the dark silhouette of the jagged pines, growing on the ridge across the river. From somewhere in the forest an owl was muttering and down in the river a fish splashed as it jumped.
Here a man could think, Gray told himself. He stood and drew the freshness of the air deep into his lungs. Here on the earth that was his own. Better than in a house that was, at least by implication, the extension of many other worlds.
He went down the path to the landing where he had beached the canoe. The canoe was there and there was water in it from the storm of the night before. He tipped it on its edge so the water could run out.
To be reviewed, that first page had said, under universal law. And was there, he wondered, such a thing as universal law?
Law could be approached in many ways, he thought. As pure philosophy, as political theory, as a history of moral ideas, as a social system, or as a set of rules. But however it was viewed, however studied, no matter what the emphasis, it had one basic function, the providing of a framework that would solve all social conflict.
Law was no static thing; it must, and did, evolve. No matter how laggard it might be, still it followed in the footsteps of the society it served.
He grinned wryly in the darkness, staring at the foaming river, remembering how, for years, he had hammered on that viewpoint in seminar and lecture.
On one planet, given time and patience and the slow process of evolution, the law could be made to square with all social concepts and with the ordered knowledge of society at large.
But was there any chance to broaden this flexibility and this logic to include not one, but many planets. Did there exist somewhere a basis for a legal concept that would apply to society in the universal sense?
It could be true, he thought. Given wisdom and work, there was a bare chance of it.
And if this should be the case, then he might be of service, or more correctly, perhaps, the law of Earth might be of help. For Earth need not be ashamed of what it had to offer. The mind of Man had lent itself to law. For more than five thousand years there was a record of Man's concern with law and from that deep concern had come a legal evolution — or, more correctly, many evolutions. And in it might be found a point or two that could be incorporated in a universal code.
There was, throughout the universe, a common chemistry, and because of this there were those who thought that there was a common biochemistry as well.
Those other beings on those two other planets who had been named with him to review the issue set forth in the transcript could not be expected to be men, or even close to men. But given a common biochemistry, they would be basically the same sort of life as Man. They would be protoplasmic. They would make use of oxygen. The kind of things they were would be determined by nucleic acids. And their minds, while more than likely a far cry from a human mind, still would be based upon the same mechanism as the minds of Man.
If there were, he asked himself, a common chemistry and a common biochemistry, then did it not seem likely, as well, for there to exist a concept that would point toward common justice?
Not just yet, perhaps. But ten thousand years from now. Or a million years from now.
He started up the path again and his step was lighter than it had been for years, and the future brighter — not his future only, but the future of everything that was.
This was a thing he'd taught and preached for years — the hope that in some future time the law might represent some great and final truth.
It did a man's heart good, he thought, to find that there were others who felt the same as he, and who were at work on it.
No Old Folks' Home, he thought, and he was glad of that. For an Old Folks' Home was a dead end, and this was a bright beginning.
In a little while the phone would ring and there'd be a voice asking if he'd serve.
But he'd not wait for that. There was work to do — a great deal of work to do. There was the file to read and those strange books that he must study, and references that he would have to find and much thinking to be done.
He entered the house and shut the door behind him. He hung up his cap and coat.
Picking up the file, he went into the study and laid it on the desk.
He pulled out a drawer and took out pad and pencils and ranged them neatly, close at hand.
He sat down and entered upon the practice of interstellar law.
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