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One

Mam should have guessed something was wrong as soon as the father entered the nursery. Hisearswere
danted back, hisruby fur fluffed. He smelled as sad as a cracked egg. But Mam ignored him, skimming
her reading finger down the leaf of her lovestory. It was about afamily just like theirs, except that they
lived in abig housein the city with apool in every room and lots of robot servants. That family loved one
another, but bad people kept trying to drive them apart.

? How'sthe scrap tonight?? The father shut the door behind him asif it were made of glass.

It was then that Mam realized the mother wasn't with him. ? What isit?? She bent the corner of the leaf
back to mark her place. The father and mother ways visited together. She loosened her grip onthe
lovestory and it rewound into its watertight case.

? Wawa, it'sthelucky father! ? The scrap tumbled out of the dark corner where she had been hiding
and hugged thefather'slegs. ? Luck always, Pa-pa- pa!? Thefather staggered, dmost toppled onto the
damp, spongy rug, but then caught himself. The scrap had been running wild dl night, talking back to the
jokestory she was only half-watching on the tell, choreographing battles with her mechanica ants, making
up nonsense songs, trying to crawl in and out of Mam's pouch for no good reason. It was amost dawn
and the scrap was till skittering around the nursery like aloose button.

? Oh, when thefather svims near,? sang the scrap, ? and he comesup for air, dl the families cheer.?

He reached down, scooped her into his arms and smoothed her silky brown fur, which was wet where it
had touched the floor. It had only been in the last month that the scrap had |et anyone but Mam hold her.
Now she happily licked the father's face.

? Who's been teaching you rhyme?? he said. ? Y our mam?? Helaughed then, but hiswide, yellow eyes
were empty.

? Mamisfat and Mam isdow. If I'm abrat, well, she don't know.?

? Hush, littlescrap,? said thefather. ? Y our tongueis so long we might have to cut some off.? He
snipped two fingers at her.

? Eeep! ? The scrap wriggled in hisarms and he set her down. She scrambled across the room to Mam's
ettle and would've wormed into her pouch, but Mam wasin no mood and cuffed her lightly away. The
scrap was dmost atween, too old for such clowning. Soon it would be time for them to part; she was
giving Mam stretch marks,

? Slmien, what isit?? Mam waved at the tell to turn the scrap's annoying jokestory off. ? Something has
happened.?



Thefather stiffened when she named him. Thiswas no longer idle family chatter; by saying his name, she
had made atruth claim on her mate. For amoment, she thought he might not answer, aswas hisright.
But whatever it was, he must have wanted to tell her or why e se had he come to them?

? It'sVdun,? hesad. ? She'sgone.?
? Gone?? said Mam. ? Where??

? ToPelotto.? Therewas an angry stink to the father now. ? She went to Pelotto, to live with the aliens.
?

? Pelotto?? Mam was confused. ? But the scrap isamost weaned.?

? Obvioudy,? said thefather. ? She knowsthat.?

Mam was confused. If she knew, then how could she leave? ? What about her patients??
? Gone?? The scrap whimpered. ? Mother gone, mother??

? Who will give the scrap her name?? Mam reached an arm around the little one to comfort her. ? And
it'stime to quicken the new baby. The mother, Vaun and | haveto....? She paused, uneasy taking
about birthing with the father. ? What about the baby?? she said weskly.

? Don't you understand? She hasleft us.? The father's anger was not only in his scent, but spilled over
into hiswords. ? Y ou. Me. She's hasleft the family. She's an out, now. Or maybethe diensare her
family.?

Mam rose from her settle. Shefet asif she were hefting agreat weight; if she did not bear the load, the
whole house might collapse around them. ? Thisismy fault,? she said. ? She does not trust meto carry
the baby, nurseit into ascrap.?

? It'snot you! ? thefather shouted. ? It's her .? The scrap shrank from the crack of hisvoice. ? Were
gill here, aren't we? Where is she??

Mam stooped to et the scrap wriggle into the pouch.

? Shethinks I'm stupid,? said Mam. She felt the moisture in the rug creep between her toes. ? She has
nothing to say to me anymore.?

? That'snot true.?
? | heard her tell you. And that al | read are lovestories.?

The father squished across the room to her then, and she let him stroke the short fur on her foreleg. She
knew he meant to comfort, but this unaccustomed closenessfdt like more weight that she must bear. ?
Thishasgone very badly,? he said. He brought hisface up to hers. ? I'm sorry. It's probably my fault
that she'sgone.? He smdlled as sincere as newly-split wood and Mam remembered when she had falen
inlove with them, back at the gardens. Then it was only Vaun and Silmien and her. ? Something | did, or
didn't do. Maybe we should've stayed in the city, | don't know. It has nothing to do with you, though. Or
the scrap.?

? But what will happen to the new baby?? Mam said. Her voice sounded very smdl, evento her.

? | loveyou, Mam.? Thefather pricked hisearsforward, giving her complete attention. ? MaybeVadun
lovesyou too, in her way. But | don't think you and | will ever seethat baby.?



Mam fdt the scragp shiver ingde her.

Thefather lingered for afew moments more, athough everything important had been said. Mam coaxed
the scrap out of hiding and she dipped her head from the pouch. She stared at the father as he rubbed
the fluff around her nose, saying nothing. The scrap had just started her tween scents, another sign that it
wastime for them to part; she gave off the thin, bright smell of fear, sharp asarazor. The father made
warbling sounds and her edge dulled alittle. Then helicked the side of her face. He straightened and
took Mam by surprise when he gave her an abrupt good-day lick, too. ? I'm sorry, Mam,? hesaid, and
then he was gone.

Mam collapsed onto her settle. The heated cushion was blood hot, but did little to ease the chill that
gripped her neck. For amoment she s, brittle asice, unsure what to do. The next ten minutes without
Vaun were harder to face than the next ten years. In ten years they'd probably be dead, Mam and the
father and the mother, their story forgotten. But just now Vaun's absence was ahole in Mam'slife that
was too wide to cross over. Then the scrap stirred restlesdy againgt her.

? Timeto deep,? Mam sad, tugging at the scrap'sleft ear. ? Almost dawn.? No matter what
happened, she was ill this one's mam.

The scrap shook her head. ? Not tired not.?

? Y ou want the sun to scratch your eyes out?? Mam rippled her somach muscles, squeezing her from
the pouch like a seed. The scrap mewled and then dopped across the wet rug asif she had no bones. ?
Y ou pick up your things and get ready.? Mam gave the scrap anudge with her foot. She might have
indulged the little one; after all, the scrap had just lost her mother. But then Mam had just lost her mate
and there was nobody to indulge her. ? Make sureyou clear adl your projects off thetell.?

The scrap formed up her ants and marched the little robots back into the drawer of her settle. She
gected her ID from thetell, flipped it onto the tangle of ants and shut the drawer. She sorted the pillows
she had formed into anest. She turned off the pump that circulated water through her rug, dove into the
nursery's shalow egg-shaped pool at the narrow end and immediately did out at thewide end. ? Does
thismean | can't go to the gardens?? She shook the water from her fur.

? Of course not. This has nothing to do with growing up. Y ou'll be atween soon, too big for the pouch.?

? But what about my name??

? Thefaher will giveyou one. I'll hdp him.?

? Won't be the same.?

? No.? Mam hesitated. ? But it will be enough.?

The scrap smoothed the fur flat against her chest. She was amost two and her coat had begun to turn the
color of her mother's: blood red, degpening like asunset. ? They'rethe parents,? shesaid. ? They were
supposed to take care of us.?

Mam tried not to resent her. The scrap had been taken care of. She was about to leave the family, go off
to the gardensto live. Shed fal in love with afather and a mam and start anew family. It was Mam who
had not been taken care of, Mam and the new baby. ? They did their best.?

? |1 wish shewasdead,? said the scrap. ? Dead, red, spread on abed.? Shewas careful as she
wriggled into Mam's pouch. ? Do you think shell cometo visit me at the gardens??



? | don't know.? Mam redized then that she didn't know anything about VVaun. The mother had dways
been restless, yes, and being adoctor in thislittle nowhere had only made things worse. But how could
diensbe moreimportant than the family? ? But I'll comevist.?

? You haveto, you.? saidthe scrap. ? Youremy old, fat mam.?

? That'sright.? Mam tickled her behind the ears. ? And | will never leaveyou.? Although she knew that
the scrap would leave her soon enough, just like she had left her mam.

Mam got up to darken the windows againgt the risng sun. It was a chore getting around; the scrap
bobbed heavily against her belly as she crossed the room. In the last few days, the scrap had begun to
doze off on her own settle; Mam was once again getting used to the luxury of an uninterrupted day's
deep. But it felt right to carry thelittle one just now, to keep her close.

Mam waddled back to her settle through the soothing gloom. She wasn't tired and with the scrap in the
pouch, it was hard to find acomfortable position. The scrap wasfidgety too. Mam wondered whether
the father was degping and decided he was probably not. He'd be making a story about what had
happened, trying to understand. And the mother? No, Vaun wasn't amother any more. She was an ouit.
Mam focused on the gurgle of water in the pool and tried to let the sound quench her thoughts.

There were never diensin the kinds of lovestories Mam liked to read. Fathers and mothers might run off
to be an out for awhile, but everyone would be so unhappy that they'd come back at the end. Of course,
mams never ran. Or else one of the three mates might die and the others would go to the city and try to
find agood out to take their place.

She started when the scrap's lips brushed the tender skin near her nipple. At first she thought it was an
accident, but then shefdlt it again, tentative but clearly deliberate, aquestion posed asloving touch. Her
first impulse was to push her away; the scrap had fed that afternoon. But as the nubbly little tongue
probed the edges of her aureole, Mam knew that it wasn't hunger that the scrap sought to ease. It was
grief. Mam shivered and the underfur on her neck bristled. Had the scrap tried to nurse out of turn on any
other day, Mam would certainly have shaken her from the pouch. But this day they had each been
wounded; this feeding would ease not only the scrap's pain but Mam's aswell. It was something they
could do for each other-maybe the only thing. With atwitch of excitement, she felt her milk letting down.
It wasn't much, it wasn't time, but the scrap had a such warm, clever mouth.

?0Oh,? sadMam. ? Oh.?

The father had told her once that, when she nursed, chemicals flooded her brain and seeped into her
milk. He said thiswas how Mam was making the scrap into who shewas. He'told her the names of dl
the chemicals, but she had forgotten them. Mam had asimpler explanation. She was amam, which meant
that her emotions were much bigger than she was, so they spilled onto whoever was nearest. The mother
always used to say that she was a different person when she was with Mam, because of her smell. Even
the father relaxed when the family came together. But it was the scrap Mam was closest to, into whom
she had most often poured the overflow of fedings. Now, asthey bonded for one of the last times,
perhaps the last time, Mam wasfilled with ecstasy and regret. Of dl the pleasure the scrap had given her,
thiswas the most carnal. When she sucked, she made awet, little sound, between a squeak and aclick,
that made the top of Mam's head tingle. Mam enfolded her bulging pouch with both arms and shifted the
scrap dightly so that she came at the nipple from adifferent angle. She could smdll the bloom of her own
excitement, heady aswine, thick as mud. She thought she might scream-but what would the father say if
he heard her through the walls? He would not understand why she was taking pleasure with the scrap on
thisnight of al nights. Hewould ... not ... understand. When the urgent sound finaly welled up from the
deepest part of her, she closed her throat and strangled it. ? My ... little,? she gasped, and it was asif



Vaun had never gone, the aliens had never come to plague the familieswith their wicked wisdom. ? My
little... scrap .?

Theweight lifted from her and for abrief, never-ending moment, shefdt aslight asair.
Two

Silmien was proud of hisscrap. ? Tevul,? he corrected himsdlf, cupping the name he had given her on
his tongue. He was so proud that |osing her mother dmost didn't matter anymore. He spotted her and
some of her friends splashing in the pond across the bone garden. She was so quick, so carefree, so
beautiful in the chill, blue light of the mothermoon.

? What?? Mam had stopped to smell the sweethind that wound through the skeleton of someone'slong
dead ancestor; she hurried over to him. ? What??

He pointed. Mam was dready nearsghted from spending so much timeindoors, the curse of the nursery.
Distance seemed to confuse her. ? She hasn't seen usyet,? hesaid.

? The scragp??
? Thetween,? sad Simien. ? Tevul.?

Silmien was proud of Mam, too. She had been agood parent, considering everything that had happened.
After dl, Tevul wasthdr firstborn. SImien knew just how londly the long rainy season had been for
Mam, especiadly since she didn't exactly understand about Valun and the aliens.

But that wasn't right. Silmien was dways surprised at how much Mam understood, even though she did
not follow the news or query the tell. She engaged the world by means that were mysteriousto him. If
she did not aways reach for the complex, her grasp of essentialswas firm. Silmien drew strength from
her trust in him-and her patience. Even though it was a burden on her not to be nursing a scrap, she had
never once nagged him to start looking for amother to take Vaun's place.

? I'm glad you came tonight, Mam.? Hewanted to put an arm around her, but he knew that would make
her uncomfortable. She was a mam, not amother. Instead he stooped and picked a pink buttonbright
and offered it to her. She accepted it solemnly and tucked it behind her ear.

There was something about visiting the gardens that revived Siimien, burned troubles away like morning
migt. It was not only nostalgiafor that smple time when Vaun had chosen him and he had found Mam. It
was the scent of the flowers and ponds, of mulch and moss, of the golden musk of old parents, the sharp,
hormone-laden perfume of tweens and the round, honest stink of chickens. It was the fathermoon chasing
the mothermoon across an enormous sky, the family obelisks pointing like fingers toward the sars. Vaun
always used to tease him about being such aromantic, but wasn't that afather'sjob, to dream, to give
shape to the mud? The garden was the place where families began and ended, where futures were spun,
lives honored.

? Over here! ? Tevul had findly caught sight of them. ? Come meet my friendd ?

Simien waved back. ? Moreintroductions,? hewhispered to Mam. ? | don't recognize asinglefacein
thisbatch.? It wasonly his second visit of the dry season, but he was aready having trouble keeping
them dl straight. Although he was glad Tevul was popular, he supposed he resented these fortunate
tweensfor geding hislittle scrap awvay from him. Tevul, he reminded himsdf again, Tevul. At home, he
and Mam 4ill cdled her the scrap . ? Come along, Mam. Just along smile and short bow and well have
her to ourselves.?



? Not me,? said Mam. ? You.?

Silmien blinked in surprise. There wasthat odd smell again, adusty staeness, like the corner of an empty
closet. If Vaun had been here, she would have known immediately what to do, but then if she were here,
Mam wouldn't be. ? Nonsense,? said Simien. ? Were her family.?

Mam crouched abruptly, making herself as small aspossble. ? Doesn't matter.? She smoothed her
sagging pouch to her belly sdf-conscioudy.

? Why did you comethen,? sad Simien, ? if not to see Tevul ??
?You wanted me.?

? Mam, the scrap wants you too. ?

? I'm not here.? Mam was staring at her feet.

They had to stop arguing then, because a clutch of old parents entered the garden, giggling and stroking
the bones. One, afather with thin, cement-colored fur, noticed the buttonbright behind Mam's ear and
bent to pick onefor himsdf. His companions teased him good-naturedly about acting hisage. Thena
shriveled mam popped one of the flowersinto her mouth, chewed afew times and spat it at the father.
Everyonelaughed except Silmien and Mam. Ordinarily, he enjoyed the loopy antics of the old, but now
he chafed at the interruption.

? I'll bring Tevul toyou,? hewhispered to Mam. ? Isthat what you want??
She made no reply. She curled her long toesinto the damp soil asif she were growing roots.

Silmien grunted and left her. Mam was not getting any easier to live with. She was moody and stubborn
and often reeked of self-loathing. Y et he had stuck by her, given her every consideration. Not once,
snce he had first told her about Vaun, had helet histrue fedings show. It struck him that he ought to be
proud of himsdf, too. It was smdl comfort, but without amate to share hislife, dl he had were glimmers
and wisps.

? Pa-pa- pa .? Tevul hauled hersdf partly out of the pond and perched on the grassy bank. ? My father,
Simien.? Her glistening coat clung to her body, making her as streamlined as arocket. She must have
grown four or five centimeters sncethe solstice. ? HereisMika. Tilantree. Kujala. Karmi. Jotan. And
Putket.? Tevul indicated each of her friends by splashing with her foot in their direction. Karmi and Jotan
and Putket were standing in the shalows and acknowledged him with polite but not particularly warm
bows. Kujala-or wasit Tilantree?-was treading water in the deep; shejust stared at him. Only Mika
clambered up the bank of the pond to greet him properly.

? SImien,? said Mikaasthey crossed hands. ? It istruly an honor to meet you.?
? Itisyou who honor me,? Silmien murmured. The tween's effusiveness embarrassed him.
? Tevul tdlsusthat you write Stories.?

Simien shot Tevul aglance; shereturned his gaze innocently. ? | writemany things,? hesaid. ? Modtly
higtories.?

? Lovestories?? said Mika

Tilantree's head disappeared beneath the surface of the pond.



? 1 wouldn't cal them lovestories, exactly,? Slmiensaid. ? | don't like sentiment. But | do write about
families sometimes, yes.?

Tilantree surfaced abruptly, splashing about and making rude, blustery sounds. The three standing tweens
smirked at her.

? Slmien hasbeen onthetdl,? said Tevul. ? Write, bright, show methelight.?

? My mamwason thetell last year,? said one of the standing tweens, ? and shesastupid old log.?
? Even diensget onthetdl now,? said another.

? Have you written any lovestories about aiens?? Mikawas smirking too.

With asck lurch, Silmien redized what was going on. The tweens were making fun of him-and Tevul.
Only histrusting little scrap didn't get it. He wondered if the reason she was awaysin the middle of a
crowd was not because she was popular, but because she was a freak.

? Can't writelovestories about aliens.? Tilantree rolled onto her back.
? Why not?? said Tevul.

Shedid not reply. Instead, she sucked in amouthful of pond water and then spat it straight up inthe air.
The three standing tweens spoke for her.

? Their mothersare mams.?
? Perverts.?
? Two, few, haven't aclue. Isn't thet right, Tevul ??

The air was suddenly vinegary with tween scorn. Tevul seemed taken aback by the turn of the
conversation. She drew her kneesto her chest and looked to Siimien, asif he could control thingsherein
the gardens the way he had a home.

? No,? hesaid, coming around the pond to Tevul. ? | haven't written about the diensyet.? Hisvoice
rose from the deepest part of him. ? But I've thought alot about them.”? He could fed his scent glands
swdl with anger and imagined hisgtink sticking its claw into them. ? Unlikeyou, Tilantree.”? Hesingled
out the floating tween asthe leader of this crud little gang. ? Maybe you should try it.? He reached
Tevul, tugged her to her feet and pulled her to him. ? Y ou see, they're our future. They're calling usto
grow up and join the universe, dl of us, tweens and families and outs and the old. If they redlly are
perverts as you say, then that's what we will be, someday. | suppose that's a big thought to fit into asmall
mind.? Helooked down at his scrap. ? What do you say, Tevul ??

? | don't know what you're talking about.? Her eyeswere huge as the mothermoon.

? Then maybe we should discussthisfurther.? He bowed to the others. ? Luck dways.? Henudged
Tevul toward the bone garden.

Simien heard the tweens snickering behind him. Tevul heard it too; her gait stiffened, asif shehad sandin
her joints. He wondered if the next time he visited her, she might be like them. Tilantree and her friends
had the next four yearsto twist his scrap to their shadlow thinking. The family had made her atween, but
the garden would make her into amother. Simien felt removed from himself asthey passed thewall built
of skullsthat marked the boundary of the bone garden. No Tevul. No Vaun. Mam astranger. He could



not believe that he had defended the dliensto the tweens. That was Vaun talking, not him. He hated the
diensfor luring her away from him. It was amogt asif they had seduced her. He shivered; maybe they
were perverted. Besides, he must have sounded the pompous fool. Who was he to be speaking of small
minds? He was as ordinary as a spoon.

? Wdl?? sad Tevul.

? Wdl what??

? Pa- pa, you embarrassed me, pa.?

Hesghed. ? | supposel did.?

? Isthisthe way you're going to be?? said Tevul. ? Becauseif itis....?

? No, I'll mind.? Helicked two fingers and rubbed them on her cheekbone. ? But are you sure they're
your friends??

? Slmien1?
? | just thought I'd ask.?

? If they're nat, it'syour fault.? She skipped ahead down the path and then turned on him, blocking his
way. ? Why do you dways haveto bring Mam??

? What do you mean, always?? Helooked over her shoulder. The old parents had doddered off, but
Mam had not moved. Even though she was sill agood thirty meters away, he lowered hisvoice. ? It's
only been three times and she wanted to seeyou.?

? Why can't shewait until I come homefor avist? Besides, | don't have anything to say to her. What am
| supposed to do, play agame of fish and snakes? Climb into her fruity old pouch? I'm not a scrap
anymore! ?

? She's unhappy, Tevul. She feds unwanted, useless.?

? Don't use my name, because there's nothing | can do about that.? Tevul'searswent flat against her
head. ? It's strange, you two here together. When the others have visitors, they get their mothers and
fathers. She's not my mother.?

? No,? hesad, ? shesnot.?

Tevul's stern facade crumbled then and she broke down, quietly but completely, just as her mother had
on the night she had left him. And he hadn't seen it coming; Silmien cursed himsdlf for having stones up his
nose and knotholes for eyes. Tevul's body was wracked by sobs and she keened into his chest so that
Mam wouldn't hear. ? They say such mean things. They say that Mam picked my name, not you, and
that she named me after acharacter in astupid lovestory. | try to joke dong with them so they won't
make ajoke of me, but then they start in about my mother, they say that because she'sa doctor ... that
thediens....? Sheturned ascared face up to him, her scent was bitter and smoky. ? What happened to
the baby, pa-pa? Ishe till in her?1 want to know . It'snot fair that | never got to see you pull him from
mother and bring him to Mam, that'swhat's supposed to happen, isnt it, not al the disgusting things they
keep saying, and I'm supposed to be there, only | wasn't because she went to the diens, it's not my faullt,
I'mtired of being different, | want to be the same, in ared family like Tilantree, the same.? She caught
her breath, sniffed and then rubbed her face into his stubby fur on hischest. ? No blame, no shame,? she
sad. ? Thesame.? She shuddered, and the hysterics passed, as cleanly asa summer squall.



He bent down and licked the top of her head. ? Areyou unhappy here, my beautiful little Tevul ??

She thought about it, then sniffed and straightened her dignity. ? Thisistheworld,? shesaid. ? Thereis
nowhereese.?

The orange fathermoon was up now, resuming hisfutile chase of the mothermoon. It was the brightest
part of the night, when the two parent moons and their billion star scraps cast alight like spilled milk. A
gtirring dong a hedge of bunchbead, where afarmbot was harvesting the dangling clusters of fruit,
disracted SImien momentarily.

? 1 am proud of you,? hesaid. It wasn't what he wanted to say, but he couldn't think of anything better.
When the robot passed them, he dipped into its hopper, pulled out a handful of bunchbead and offered
them to Tevul. Shetook some and smiled. Silence did between them. Somewhere in the distance, the
chickenswere Snging.

Tevul watched the sarsas she ate. ? WhereisMars?? shesaid at last.
? It'stoo far away.? Silmienlooked up. ? We can't seeit,?
? | know that, but whereisit??

? Kadut showed mether star last week.? He came up behind her and, resting his elbow on her
shoulder, pointed so that she could sight along hisforearm. ? It'sin The Mask, there.?

? Why did they come, the diens??
? They want to help, | guess. That'swhat they say.?
? | haveto get back soon,? said Tevul. ? Let'sgo see Mam.?

Tevul was very politeto Mam and Silmien could see that the visit cheered Mam up. Mam insisted on
waiting while Silmien walked Tevul back to her burrow, but he finally understood theat thiswas what both
of them wanted. Back at the burrow, Tevul showed him alifestory she was working on. It was about
Ollut, the scientist who had firgt identified estrophins, the hormonesthat determined which femaes
became mothers and which mams. Simien wasimpressed by Tevul'swriting and how much she had
absorbed from the teaching tellsin just one season. She was quick, like her mother. Tevul promised to
copy her working draft onto thetell, so he could follow aong with her research. As he was getting ready
to leave, her roommate Laivan camein. To hisredlief, Silmien remembered her name. They chatted
briefly. Siimien was on hisguard for any sign of mockery, but there wasn't any. Laivan seemed to like
Tevul and, for her sake, tolerated hisintrusion into their privacy.

? Luck dways,? hesaid. ? To both of you.? Andthen heleft.

It was only later that hisanger caught up with him. Mam had fallen adeep, lulled by the whoosh of the
go-to through the tunnél's, so there was no one to notice when he began to wring his hands and squirm on
his seet. First hewas angry at himsdlf, then Tilantree, then Tevul'steachers, then at himsalf again, until
finaly hisoutrage settled on Vaun.

She had been the leader of their family. Where she jumped, they followed, even if they landed in mud. It
had been her ideato move to the paddies, where the air was thick and the water tasted of the swamp.
Farmers needed doctors, too, she said. She had been the one who hedled the family's wounds aswell,
the onethey dl talked to. Y et when sheleft them, shewouldn't say exactly why she was going, only that
there was something important she had to find out from the diens. Vaun had ripped hislife apart, left him
incomplete, but he had tried not to hurt her the way she had hurt him. Speakers from the tell had



interviewed him about Vaun and about hislife now. In dl his slatements, he had protected her. Her work
with the aliens was important, he said, and he supported it, as al the families must. There were so many
diseases to be cured, so much pain to be eased. It was an honor that she had been chosen. If he had
followed a different path, it was because he was adifferent person, not a better one. He had done all this,
he realized now, not because it was the right thing to do, but because he till loved her.

Only Silmien had not redized how much she had hurt Tevul. Vaun hadn't visited the gardens, hadn't even
copied amessage to the tell. Silmien had long since decided that Vaun left the family because she had
been bored with him, and maybe he could understand that. But no mother ought to be bored with her
own tween. For an hour, his thoughts were as blinding as the noonday sun.

Eventudly, Siimien had to calm himsdf. Their stop was coming up and he'd have to rouse Mam soon.
What wasit Tevul had said? This was the world . What did he haveto givetoit? A new family? The
truth was he couldn't imagine some poor out taking Vaun's place. But life was too short, twenty years
from pouch to bone garden. A new family then-and afterward, he'd give the world his story. He would
need to get some distance from Vaun; he could see that. But eventualy he would write of how she had
hurt him and Mam and Tevul. He would tell how he had borne the pain, like amam carriesa scrap. He
paused, admiring the image. No, not alovestory-the story of how he had suffered. Because of her.

Because of VaAun and the diens.
Three

Vaun thought she could fed the baby svimming insde her. Impossible. The baby was no bigger than her
thumb. He was blind and hairless and weak and brainless, or nearly so. Couldn't swim, didn't even know
that hewasdive.

The baby wasn't moving; she knew that the waves she felt were made by the muscles of her own uterus.
The contractions weren't painful, more like the lurch of flying through turbulence. Only thiswas
predictable turbulence, astorm on a schedule. The contractions were coming more frequently, despite
her fierce concentration. It was what distressed her most about giving birth. Vaun had gotten used to
being in control, especialy of her own bodly.

The humans had dmaost complete control of their bodies; it was their astonishing medicine that had drawn
her to them. They had escaped from nature, vanquished diseases, stretched life spansto the brink of
immortality. They managed their emotions, commanded their thoughts, summoned inspiration a will. And
on those rare occasi ons when they reproduced ... well, they could play their genome like aflute. There
were no stupid humans, no wasted space in their population. No mother was inconvenienced by labor....

Another [urch. Too soon for another contraction. Then she realized that it was the go-to decelerating.
Coming to astation. The readout in the front bulkheed lit up. Uskoon. Less than half an hour until she
was home. Plenty of time.

She didn't want to be traveling while she wasin labor, but thiswas the only way to have the baby on her
terms. Mothers were supposed to give birth in the nursery with their happy families gathered around
them. Shewould be in the nursery soon enough, only she doubted that the family would be al that happy
to see her. Mam would be vastly relieved-maybe that was within sight of happiness. Silmien, however,
would be furious that she was forcing this baby on him and then leaving him to carefor it with Mam. Hed
grike the martyr's pose, maybe even write about it. The scrap? She probably hated Vaun. Vaun
wouldve hated her mother, had she done something like this when she was atween. Tweens deepest
fedings werefor themselves, shedd grow out of it. Vaun had heard that he had named her Tevul, after the
heroine of that story he liked so much. Wasit Drinking the Rain ? No, the other one. But then Siimien



liked too many stories too much. The world was not a story.

Thinking about them made Vaun fed like the loneliest person in the universe. Part of her desperately
wanted to go back to stay. Shelonged to deep and eat and breathe again with her family. But not to talk;
if shetold them what she had learned it might destroy them. Living with the humans had not made her
happy at al. Indeed, mogt of the outs in Pelotto were miserable.

Vaun now knew what she had only suspected when she left the family. The world they had been born
into was alie. There was no reason for the laws of birth order. No reason why she or Silmien or Mam or
their little scraps should have such brutally short lifespans. Mams could be mothers, mothers could nurse,
outs could have babies.

No reason why there had to be familiesat all.

Of course, the humans did not advocate change. They offered only information; it was up to each
intelligent speciesto decide how to useit. Except their message was corrosive as acid. Everything was
negotiable. Redlity was a decision-and no one here was making it.

Thisideahad infected Vaun'simagination. Evenif al the familiestook from the humanswasthe ability to
prolong lives, therigid structure of their culture must surely crumble. She wasn't sure what would come
after, or who. Perhaps those peopl e-those outs-would be happy. But how could anyone dive today bear
to watch the families collapse? Vaun didn't want to inflict that future on Silmien and Mam and the scrap,
s0 she had exercised her right of silence and cut them off entirely. If they wanted to learn what she had,
they would have to choose, as she had chosen. But her silence had isolated Vaun from the ones she
loved most. She belonged to no family now, only to herself. She was aone, but it was not what she had
wanted. Alone. She drifted aone on the whisper of the go-to.

And dreamed of smédlls. The sweetness of rain brushing her nose like alace veil. The honeycup he had
put behind her ear; he loved to pick flowers and give them to her. The velvet scent of grass crushed
beneath the weight of warm bodies. It had been so long ago that they had made this baby-much more
than the traditional two years-that she had forgotten where it happened. Under the moons, out in the
fieldsand her head filled with the husky father smdll that was like alick between the legs. Then the hat,
slky bouquet of sex. Shefdt asif there were ahand insde her, squeezing. The pressure was not crud,
but rather thefirm grip of alover. ? Simien.? Hisname caught in her throat.

Vaun started awake at the sound of her own voice. The seat benesath her was damp with the yeasty soup
of her birth waters. ? Oh, no,? she said. Ten more minutes. She focused al her attention on the knot
under her belly and the pressure eased-alittle. Lucky there were no other passengersin the
compartment. Luck always , Silmien had said on the night she had left him. Why did he keep popping
into her head? Concentrate. She was thinking womb thoughts when the go-to stopped at their station and
shewaked on candystick legsto their burrow and announced herself to their doorbot.

? Valun .? Simienflung thedoor open. ? | can't believe....? Hisnodtrilsflared ashetook in her scent.
? What have you done??

? Come homefor the holidays.? Shewastrying for alight touch, but when she stepped into the burrow,
her body betrayed her and she sumbled. Like crunching through a skim of ice, except that ice seemed to
have formed in her head too. When Siimien caught her, she dumped into his arms. She knew she ought
to be embarrassed for losing control. But not now-tomorrow, maybe. Felt good not to be standing on
her own.

? Tevul!? Simien shouted. ? Mam! ?



They carried her to the nursery and laid her on Mam's settle. Theicein her head cracked and began to
melt. Something different about the nursery, but she couldn't pick it out at first. The water rug il
brimmed, its damp bresath filling the room. Lovestory next to Mam's settle. Wedding picture above the
pool: Mam and Vaun and Simien. Thetell murmured initsfamiliar corner. Then Vaun redized the
obvious. No toys, no lines of ants marching up thewalls, no miniature settle in the corner. As she had
expected, the scrap was home from the gardensfor the lunar eclipse, but she was avisitor now and
would certainly not be staying in the nursery. She was probably deeping in Vaun's settle, next to Silmien.
And where would Vaun deep that night?

She shivered and saw her whole family gathered around her, asif she had just falen out of atree. Vaun
giggled. That seemed to fluster them even more. ? Tevul.? She nodded at the scrap. ? Sweet name. Fills
thetongue.?

Tevul stared asif she thought her mother insane.

? I'm sorry | wasn't at your naming,? Vaunsaid. ? Lifein the gardens agrees with you??
? It'sdl right.?

? You'relearning alot? Making new friends??

? What do you want?? said Simien. ? What has happened??

? Vadun, did they do thisto you?? said Mam. ? Thediens??

? What?? said Tevul. ? Someonetell mewhat's going on.?

? She'shaving thebaby,? sad Simien. ? Smdl it!?

? Shecan't.? Tevul looked from Simiento Mam and findly at Vaun. ? Wejust learned that in biology.
Y ou have to be exposed to al Mam's pheromonesin order to bring an embryo out of latency. Y ou're still
supposed to bein digpause.?

? Thisistheir work,? Mam said.

Choosing what to tell them was the hardest thing Vaun had ever done. She didn't explain how she had
lied about being invited to live with the humans. She had smply gotten tired of waiting and had goneto
them on her own. It turned out that was the only way to gain access. The humans never actualy invited
anyone ; dl the outsin Pelotto were self-selected. Salf-condemned. Nor could shetell them about the
longevity treatments, the first reward for those who sought human knowledge. The problem was that
pregnant mothers could not be rgjuvenated, even if their embryos were latent. She said nothing of how
the humans had offered to remove the embryo from her womb, and how she had amost left Pelotto then.
That was too much story; her time was getting short. She could fed her womb knotting again.

? By theend of therainy season,? shesaid, ? | Sarted to worry that some other family's pheromones
might be smilar enough to yoursto trigger aquickening. But by then, the scrap had aready |eft for the
gardens.?

? I'mTevul,? said the scrap. ? You can say my name.?

? So | had dready missed the weaning,? Vaun continued, ? and the chance to share scentswith all of
you. The humanstold me that they could end digpause artificidly, so | could control when | had the baby.
| was surethat you al till wanted him, so | agreed. And here | am. | timed him for the eclipse so that we
could dl, asafamily, | mean....? There wasasudden, vast and inevitable loosening insde of her, and



once again shefdt her body dipping from her control. Something trickling, tickling through her birth
candl.

'Y ou should havetold us.? Silmien's scent was bitter asanut. ? Why did this have to be a surprise??

? Because sheisn't staying,? said Mam. ? Y ou want to go back to the diens, isn't that it? Y our humans
.? Shemade it sound like acurse. ? Who are you having this baby for, usor yoursdf??

? Mam, I....?7 Vaun pumped her knees together convulsively, then spread them gpart wide. ? The
baby....? Shekneaded her bely. ? Hdp, Simien!?

Simien and Tevul rdlied to her. No question that she could fed the baby now, wriggling, pulling himsdlf
into her vaginawith hisridiculouslittle arms. It occurred to her that a thismoment in time she had family
ingde and out. What odd thoughts she was having tonight! She giggled again. The scrap was licking her
face and sobbing, ? Ma-ma- ma . Oh, mal ? Vaun could fed Simien'shands on her vulva, ddicately
opening her as he had opened her just once before, controlling her as only afather should, fingers
basketed to catch the baby. She had forgotten how much pleasure there was in giving birth, ecstasy of
mind and body to smdll hot, wet life scrabbling toward theworld. ? Oh ,? shesaid, asthefina dribble
of birth watersleaked out of her, and Silmien held the baby high, offering it to the moons. ? Oh.?

Silmien brought the baby down so that she and Tevul could see. Hewas just four centimeterslong and
amost lost in the palm of his proud father's hand.

? Hessotiny, so pink,? said Tevul. ? Where are hiseyes??

? They'll grow.? Silmien'svoice was husky. He brought the baby to hisface and cleaned him gently with
thetip of histongue. The baby's mouth opened and closed. The armswriggled usdesdy.

? Stop.? The harshness of Mam's voice sartled Vaun. ? What are you doing??
? Washing the baby,? said Simien.
? Thereisno baby.?

Vaun propped hersdf on an elbow, her head savagely cleared of the moist joy of birth. Mam's scent was
like ahook up her nose; Vaun had never smelled anyone so angry.

? Here.? Simien offereditto her. ? Seeit.?

? A baby hasamother,? said Mam. ? Thereisno mother here, only afather. Thisisan experiment by
the humans. Take it back to them. Tdll them that it hasfailed.?

? Mam, no, Mam!? said Tevul. ? He can only live outsde afew minutes. He hasto start crawling to
your pouch now. Look, he'sdready shivering.?

? Mam,? sad Simien. ? Our baby will die.?

? Then put it on her.? Mam turned contemptuoudly to Vaun. ? Let her open her pouch. Let her loveit.
?

? | have no pouch, Mam,? said Vaun. ? Only you can take care of him.? She could see that the baby
was distressed. ? Please, tel mewhat you want.? He curled into abal and unrolled with aspasm. ?
Mam, I'll do anything! ? Whatever crumb of brain the baby had must have registered that something was
wrong. He should aready be threading through his Mam's fur, not il flailing across hisfather's hand.



? | have nothing to say to an out,? said Mam. ? | will talk to its mother. Does anyone know where she
is??

? Therésnotimefor this,? sad Simien.

? What do you want from me, Totta?? Vaun could tell that it had been along time since anyone had
used Mam'sname. ? I'm Vaun. The mother.?

Mam's eyes narrowed. ? | want you to care about someone el se other than yoursdf,? shesaid. ? | want
your story to be alovestory, Vaun.?

Vaun struggled up off the settle. The world spun crazily for afew seconds, but she got it under control.
She cupped her hands and extended them to Siimien. ? Givehimtome.?

He brought his hands on top of hers and opened them. Silmien was sobbing as the baby did onto her
pam. Vaun had never held ababy before. It welghed lessthan aberry and yet it was as heavy aburden
as she had ever carried. ? Will you take my place, Totta?? She nodded at the settle.

Mam hesitated for amoment, but then stretched out, facing Vaun. She kept her legs closed, however,
and clutched her kneesto her chest to cover her pouch. Vaun held the baby just above her.

? Totta, Siimien, Tevul, | will stay with you and be thisones mother.? Vaun astonished hersdlf. Injust
one season the humans had taught her more about her own biology than she had learned in alifetime of
study. How could she turn away from that knowledge? ? I'll be hereto give him hisname,? she
continued, ? and | won't leave until he has come out of the gardenswith hisown family. | will do thisfor
the love of him and against my best interests. But | will not deep with you, Silmien, and therewill be no
mam baby from thisfamily. No more babiesat dl. | can't be what you want, and you must al accept that.
When Tevul and this scrap are grown up, | will go back to Pelotto again and study with the humans. |
hope it won't be too late. Until then, | will study patience.?

Mam did not unbend. ? | heard many words, but hardly anything of love. What kind of mother are you?
?

The baby was on the move again, scrambling up the side of Vaun's cupped hands. ? | will love thisbaby
because | have given up so much for him,? she said. ? That isthe truth, by my name.?

? It'snot ahappy ending.? Mam was till not convinced.
? Totta,? sad Slmien, ? thisisnot agtory.?
? Mam.? Vauntilted her handsto show her the baby's blunt head. ? Someone's hungry.?

Mam closed her eyes. Her face was hard with grief as she opened her legs. Vaun laid her handson
Mam's belly and let the baby dip through her fingers. He landed on his back but flipped himself
immediately. Driven by ingtinct, guided by scent, he crawled unerringly for the pouch. With each heroic
wriggle forward that the baby took, Mam's face softened. When she opened her eyes again, they were
bright as stars. Vaun tried to imagine hersef asamam. A differencein her family's birth order and it
could have been.

Vaun could smdll the buttery scent of relief melting from Silmien and Tevul. And once the baby had
found the nipple, Mam's nursing blissfilled Vaun's noselike spilled perfume. All these happy smells made
Vaunalittleill. This had certainly not turned out the way she had wanted. She wondered what fool had
made all those promises. How could Vaun keep them?



How could she not?

? Mama ma !? Tevul hugged Vaun, just like she used to, but then she was till atween and had o
much to learn about being amother.



