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Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang

by Kate W/ hel m

PART ONE

Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang

Chapter 1

What David al ways hated npbst about the Sumer family dinners was the way everyone tal ked
about himas if he were not there.

“Has he been eating enough neat |ately? He | ooks peaked.”

“You spoil him Carrie. If he won't eat his dinner, don't let himgo out and play. You were
like that, you know. ”

“When | was his age, | was husky enough to cut down a tree with a hatchet. He couldn’t cut
his way out of a fog.”

David woul d i magi ne hinself invisible, floating unseen over their heads as they di scussed
him Soneone would ask if he had a girl friend yet, and they woul d tsk-tsk whether the answer was
yes or no. From his vantage point he would aima ray gun at Uncle C arence, whom he especially
di sl i ked, because he was fat, bald, and very rich. Uncle O arence dipped his biscuits in his
gravy, or in syrup, or nore often in a mxture of sorghum and butter that he stirred together on
his plate until it |ooked Iike baby shit.

“I's he still planning to be a biologist? He should go to ned school and join Wlt in his
practice.”

He woul d point his ray gun at Uncle C arence and cut a neat plug out of his stonmach and
carefully ease it out, and Uncle C arence would ooze fromthe opening and flow all over them

“David.” He started with alarm then rel axed again. “David, why don't you go out and see
what the other kids are up to?” H's father’s quiet voice, saying actually, That's enough of that.
And they would turn their collective nind to one of the other offspring.

As David grew ol der, he learned the conplex relationships that he nerely accepted as a
child. Uncles, aunts, cousins, second cousins, third cousins. And the honorary nenbers—the
brothers and sisters and parents of those who had married into the family. There were the Sumers
and Wstons and O Gradys and Hei nenmans and the Meyers and Capeks and Ri zzos, all part of the sane
river that flowed through the fertile valley.

He renenbered the holidays especially. The old Sumer house was ranbling with many bedroons
upstairs and an attic that was wall-to-wall nattresses, pallets for the children, with an enornous
fan in the west w ndow. Soneone was forever checking to nake certain that they hadn’'t al
suffocated in the attic. The ol der children were supposed to keep an eye on the younger ones, but
what they did in fact was to frighten themnight after night with ghost stories. Eventually the
noi se level would rise until adult intervention was demanded. Uncle Ron would clunp up the stairs
heavily and there would be a scurrying, with suppressed giggles and nmuffled screans, unti
everyone found a bed again, so that by the tinme he turned on the hall light that illunminated the
attic dimy, all the children would seemto be sleeping. He woul d pause briefly in the doorway,
then close the door, turn off the light, and tranp back down the stairs, apparently deaf to the
renewed nerrinent behind him

VWhenever Aunt C audia canme up, it was like an apparition. One mnute pillows would be
flying, soneone would be crying, someone else trying to read by flashlight, several of the boys
pl ayi ng cards by another flashlight, sone of the girls huddl ed together whispering what had to be
delicious secrets, judging by the way they blushed and | ooked desperate if an adult canme upon them
suddenly, and then the door would snap open, the light would fall on the disorder, and she woul d
be standing there. Aunt C audia was very tall and thin, her nose was too big, and she was tanned
to a permanent ol d-1eather color. She would stand there, immobile and terrible, and the children
woul d creep back into bed without a sound. She would not nmove until everyone was back where he or
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she bel onged, then she would cl ose the door soundl essly. The silence would drag on and on. The
ones nearest to the door would hold their breath, trying to hear breathing on the other side.
Eventual | y someone woul d beconme brave enough to open the door a crack, and if she were truly gone,
the party would resune.

The snells of holidays were fixed in David' s nenory. Al the usual snells: fruit cakes and
turkeys, the vinegar that went in the egg dyes, the greenery and the thick, creany snoke of
bayberry candl es. But what he renenbered nost vividly was the snmell of gunpowder that they al
carried at the Fourth of July gathering. The snell that perneated their hair and clothes |asted on
their hands for days and days. Their hands woul d be stai ned purple-black by berry picking, and the
color and snell were one of the indelible inages of his childhood. Mxed in with it was the snell
of the sulfur that was dusted on themliberally to confound the chiggers.

If it hadn't been for Celia, his childhood woul d have been perfect. Celia was his cousin
his mother’'s sister’s daughter. She was one year younger than David, and by far the prettiest of
all his cousins. When they were very young they pronised to marry one day, and when they grew
older and it was nade abundantly clear that no cousins nmight ever marry in that famly, they
becane i npl acabl e enem es. He didn't know how they had been told. He was certain that no one ever
put it in words, but they knew. Wen they could not avoid each other after that, they fought. She
pushed hi mout of the hayl oft and broke his armwhen he was fifteen, and when he was sixteen they
westled fromthe back door of the Wnston farmhouse to the fence, fifty or sixty yards away. They
tore the clothes off each other, and he was bl eeding fromher fingernails down his back, she from
scrapi ng her shoul der on a rock. Then sonehow in their rolling and squirmng frenzy, his cheek
came down on her uncovered chest, and he stopped fighting. He suddenly becane a nelting, sobbing,

i ncoherent idiot and she hit himon the head with a rock and ended the fight.

Up to that point the battle had been in alnost total silence, broken only by gasps for
breat h and whi spered | anguage that woul d have shocked their parents. But when she hit himand he
went |inp, not unconscious, but dazed, uncaring, inert, she screaned, abandoning herself to terror
and angui sh. The famly tunbled fromthe house as if they had been shaken out, and their first
i npressi on nust have been that he had raped her. H s father hustled himto the barn, presumably
for a thrashing. But in the barn his father, belt in hand, | ooked at himw th an expression that
was furious, and strangely synpathetic. He didn’t touch David, and only after he had turned and
left did David realize that tears were still running down his face.

In the fanmily there were farners, a few |l awers, two doctors, insurance brokers and bankers
and m |l ers, hardware merchandi sers, other shopkeepers. David s father owned a | arge depart nment
store that catered to the upper-mddle-class clientele of the valley. The valley was rich, the
farnms in it large and |lush. David always supposed that the famly, except for a few ne’ er-do-
wells, was rather wealthy. O all his relatives his favorite was his father’'s brother Walt. Dr.
Walt, they all called him never uncle. He played with the children and taught them grown-up
things, like where to hit if you really neant it, where not to hit in a friendly scrap. He seened
to know when to stop treating themas children | ong before anyone else in the famly did. Dr. Walt
was the reason David had decided very early to becone a scientist.

Davi d was seventeen when he went to Harvard. Hs birthday was in Septenber and he didn't go
hone for it. Wien he did return at Thanksgiving, and the clan had gathered, G andfather Sumer
poured the ritual before-dinner martinis and handed one to him And Uncle Warner said to him
“What do you think we should do about Bobbie?”

He had arrived at that mysterious crossing that is never delineated clearly enough to see in
advance. He sipped his martini, not liking it particularly, and knew that chil dhood had ended, and
he felt a profound sadness and | oneli ness.

The Christmas that David was twenty-three seened out of focus. The scenario was the sane,
the attic full of children, the food snells, the powdering of snow, none of that had changed, but
he was seeing it froma new position and it was not the wonderland it had been. Wen his parents
went home he stayed on at the Wston farmfor a day or two, waiting for Celia s arrival. She had
m ssed the Christnmas Day cel ebration, getting ready for her coming trip to Brazil, but she would
be there, her nother had assured G andnother Wston, and David was waiting for her, not happily,
not with any expectation of reward, but with a fury that grew and caused himto stalk the old
house |i ke a boy being punished for another’s sin.

When she canme honme and he saw her standing with her nother and grandnother, his anger
melted. It was like seeing Celia in a tine distortion, as she was and woul d be, or had been. Her
pal e hair woul d not change nuch, but her bones woul d becone nore prom nent and the al nost
enptiness of her face would have witten on it a nmessage of concern, of |ove, of giving, of being
decisively herself, of a strength unsuspected in her frail body. G andnother Wston was a
beautiful old | ady, he thought in wonder, amazed that he never had seen her beauty before. Celia's
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nmot her was nore beautiful than the girl. And he saw the resenblance to his own nother in the trio.
Wirdl essly, defeated, he turned and went to the rear of the house and put on one of his
grandf at her’ s heavy jackets because he didn’'t want to see her at all now and his own out door
clothing was in the front hall closet too near where she was standing.

He walked a long tine in the frosty afternoon, seeing very little, and shaking hinself from
time to tine when he realized that the cold was entering his shoes or naking his ears nunb. He
shoul d turn back, he thought often, but he wal ked on. And he found that he was clinbing the sl ope
to the antique forest that his grandfather had taken himto once, a long tine ago. He clinbed and
became warner, and at dusk he was under the branches of the tiers of trees that had been there
since the beginning of tinme. They or others that were identical to them Witing. Forever waiting
for the day when they would start the whole clinb up the evolutionary | adder once nore. Here were
the relicts his grandfather had brought himto see. Here was a silverbell, grown to the stature of
a large tree, where down the slopes, in the |ower reaches, it remined always a shrub. Here the
whi t e basswood grew al ongsi de the hem ock and the bitternut hickory, and the beeches and sweet
buckeyes | ocked ar ms.

“David.” He stopped and |istened, certain he had inmagined it, but the call came again.
“David, are you up here?”

He turned then and saw Celia anong the nassive tree trunks. Her cheeks were very red from
the cold and the exertion of the clinb; her eyes were the exact blue of the scarf she wore. She
stopped six feet from himand opened her nmouth to speak again, but didn't. Instead she drew off a
gl ove and touched the snooth trunk of a beech tree. “G andfather Wston brought me up here, too
when | was twelve. It was very inportant to himthat we understand this place.”

Davi d nodded.

She | ooked at himthen. “Wy did you leave like that? They all think we’re going to fight
“W mght,” he said.

She smiled. “I don’t think so. Never again.”

“We should start down. It’lIl be dark in a few m nutes.” But he didn't nove

“David, try to nake Mbther see, will you? You understand that | have to go, that | have to
do sonet hing, don’t you? She thinks you're so clever. She'd listen to you.”

He | aughed. “They think I'mclever |ike a puppy dog.”

Celia shook her head. “You're the one they'd listen to. They treat me like a child and
al ways will.”

Davi d shook his head, smling, but he sobered again very quickly and said, “Wy are you
going, Celia? What are you trying to prove?”

“Dam it, David. |If you don't understand, who will?” She took a deep breath and said, “Look
you do read the newspapers, don't you? People are starving in South Anmerica. Mst of South Anerica
will be in a state of fanine before the end of this decade if they aren’t hel ped al nost
i medi ately. And no one has done any real research in tropical farm ng nethods. Practically no
one. That’s all lateritic soil and no one down there understands it. They go in and burn off the
trees and underbrush, and in two or three years they have a sunbaked plain as hard as iron. Ckay,
they send sone of their bright young students here to | earn about nmodern farming, but they go to
|l owa, or Kansas, or M nnesota, or sone other dunb place |like that, and they learn farm ng nethods

agai n.

suited to tenperate climates, not tropical. Wll, we trained in tropical farm ng and we're going
to start classes down there, in the field. It’'s what | trained for. This project will get ne a
doctorate.”

The Wstons were farners, had al ways been farners. “Custodi ans of the soil,” G andfather

Wston had said once, “not its owners, just custodians.”

Celia reached down and noved the nmatted | eaves and nuck fromthe surface of the earth and
straightened with her hand full of black dirt. “The fani nes are spreading. They need so nuch. And
I have so much to give! Can’t you understand that?” she cried. She closed her hand hard,
conpacting the soil into a ball that crunbled again when she opened her fist and touched the [unp
with her forefinger. She let the soil fall fromher hand and carefully pushed the protective
covering of |eaves back over the bared spot.

“You followed nme to tell nme good-bye, didn't you?” David said suddenly, and his voice was
harsh. “It’s really good-bye this tinme, isn't it?" He watched her and slowly she nodded. “There’'s
someone i n your group?”

“I"’'mnot sure, David. Maybe.” She bowed her head and started to pull her glove on again. “I
thought | was sure. But when | saw you in the hall, saw the | ook on your face when | came in .
| realized that | just don’t know. ”

“Celia, you listen to ne! There aren’'t any hereditary defects that would surface! Dam it,
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you know that! If there were, we sinply woul dn’t have children, but there’s no reason. You know
that, don’t you?”

She nodded. “1 know.”

“For God's sake! Conme with me, Celia. We don't have to get nmarried right away, |et them get
used to the idea first. They will. They always do. W have a resilient famly, you and ne. Celia,
| love you.”

She turned her head, and he saw that she was weeping. She w ped her cheeks wi th her gl ove,
then with her bare hand, leaving dirt streaks. David pulled her to him held her and ki ssed her

tears, her cheeks, her lips. And he kept saying, “lI love you, Celia.”

She finally drew away and started back down the slope, with David following. “lI can't decide
anything right now It isn't fair. | should have stayed at the house. | shouldn’'t have foll owed
you up here. David, I'"'mconmmitted to going in tw days. | can’t just say |’'ve changed ny nind.
It’s inmportant to ne. To the people down there. | can’t just decide not to go. You went to Oxford
for a year. | have to do sonething too.”

He caught her arm and hel d her, kept her from noving ahead again. “Just tell me you |ove ne.
Say it, just once, say it.”

“I love you,” she said very slowy.

“How |l ong wi |l you be gone?”

“Three years. | signed a contract.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “Change it! Make it one year. 1’|l be out of grad schoo
then. You can teach here. Let their bright young students conme to you.”

“W have to get back, or they' Il send a search party for us,” she said. “I’'Il try to change

it,” she whispered then. “If | can.”

Two days later she left.

David spent New Year's Eve at the Summer farmw th his parents and a horde of aunts and
uncl es and cousins. On New Year's Day, G andfather Sumer made an announcenent. “We're building a
hospital up at Bear Creek, this side of the mlIl.”

David blinked. That was a mle fromthe farm mles fromanything else at all. “A hospital ?”
He | ooked at his uncle Valt, who nodded.

Cl arence was studying his eggnhog with a sour expression, and David' s father, the third
brother, was watching the snoke curl from his pipe. They all knew, David realized. “Wy up here?”
he asked finally.

“It’s going to be a research hospital,” Walt said. “Genetic diseases, hereditary defects,
that sort of thing. Two hundred beds.”

Davi d shook his head in disbelief. “You have any idea how nuch sonething |ike that woul d
cost? Who's financing it?”

Hi s grandfather | aughed nastily. “Senator Burke has graciously arranged to get federa
funds,” he said. H s voice becane nore caustic. “And | cajoled a few nmenbers of the famly to put
alittle in the kitty.” David glanced at C arence, who | ooked pained. “lI'"mgiving the |land,”
Grandf at her Sumer went on. “So here and there we got support.”

“But why would Burke go for it? You' ve never voted for himin a single canpaign in his
life.”

“Told himwe’'d dig out a ot of stuff we ve been sitting on, support his opposition. If he
was a baboon, we’'d support him and there’s a lot of famly these days, David. A heap of fanmily.”

“Well, hats off,” David said, still not fully believing it. “You giving up your practice to
go into research?” he asked Walt. Hi s uncle nodded. David drained his cup of eggnog.

“David,” Walt said quietly, “we want to hire you.”

He | ooked up quickly. “Wiy? |I’mnot into nedical research.”

“I know what your specialty is,” Walt said, still very quietly. “W want you for a
consultant, and later on to head a departnent of research.”

“But | haven’t even finished ny thesis yet,” David said, and he felt as if he had stunbl ed
into a pot party.

“You' |l do another year of donkey work for Selnick and eventually you'll wite the thesis, a
bit here, a dab there. You could wite it in a nonth, couldn’t you, if you had tinme?” David nodded
reluctantly. “l know,” WAlt said, smling faintly. “You think you' re being asked to give up a

lifetime career for a pipe dream” There was no trace of a smle when he added, “But, David, we
believe that lifetime won't be nore than two to four years at the very nost.”

Chapter 2
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David | ooked fromhis uncle to his father, to the other uncles and cousins in the room and
finally to his grandfather. He shook his head hel plessly. “That's crazy. Wat are you tal king
about ?”

Grandfather Summer let out his breath explosively. He was a large man with a massi ve chest
and great bul ging biceps. H's hands were big enough to carry a basketball in each. But it was his
head that was his nost striking feature. It was the head of a giant, and although he had farned
for many years, and | ater overseen the others who did it for him he had found tine to read nore
extensively than anyone el se that David knew. There was no book, except the contenporary best
sellers, that anyone could nmention that he wasn’'t aware of, or hadn’t read. And he renenbered what
he read. His library was better than nost public libraries.

Now he | eaned forward and said, “You listen to ne, David. You listen hard. I'mtelling you
what the goddamm governnent doesn’t dare admit yet. W re on the first downsl ope of a slide that
is going to plumret this economnmy, and that of every other nation on earth, to a depth that they
never dreaned of.

“I know the signs, David. The pollution’s catching up to us faster than anyone knows.
There’'s nore radiation in the atnosphere than there's been since Hi roshi mm—French tests, China's
tests. Leaks. God knows where all of it’s coming from W reached zero popul ation gromh a couple
of years ago, but, David, we were trying, and other nations are getting there too, and they aren’t
trying. There’'s famne in one-fourth of the world right now Not ten years from now, not siXx
mont hs from now. The fam nes are here and they’ ve been here for three, four years already, and
they're getting worse. There’'re nore diseases than there's ever been since the good Lord sent the
pl agues to visit the Egyptians. And they' re plagues that we don’t know anythi ng about.

“There’s nmore drought and nore flooding than there’s ever been. England’ s changing into a
desert, the bogs and noors are drying up. Entire species of fish are gone, just damm gone, and in
only a year or two. The anchovies are gone. The codfish industry is gone. The cod they are
catching are diseased, unfit to use. There’'s no fishing off the west coast of the Anmericas.

“Every damm protein crop on earth has some sort of blight that gets worse and worse. Corn
blight. Weat rust. Soybean blight. We're restricting our exports of food now, and next year we'll
stop them al together. We're having shortages no one ever dreaned of. Tin, copper, alunm num paper.
Chlorine, by God! And what do you think will happen in the world when we suddenly can’t even
purify our drinking water?”

Hi s face was darkening as he spoke, and he was getting angrier and angrier, directing his
unanswer abl e questions to David, who stared at himwith nothing at all to say.

“And they don't know what to do about any of it,” his grandfather went on. “No nore than the
di nosaurs knew how to stop their own extinction. W’ ve changed the photochenical reactions of our
own at mosphere, and we can’t adapt to the new radi ati ons fast enough to survive! There have been

hints here and there that this is a major concern, but who |istens? The dam fools will lay each
and every catastrophe at the foot of a local condition and turn their backs on the fact that this
is global, until it’'s too late to do anything.”

“But if it’'s what you think, what could they do?” David asked, |ooking to Dr. WAlt for
support and findi ng none.

“Turn of f the factories, ground the airplanes, stop the mning, junk the cars. But they
won't, and even if they did, it would still be a catastrophe. It’s going to break w de open.
Wthin the next couple of years, David, it's going to break.” He drank his eggnog then and put the
crystal cup down hard. David junped at the noise.

“There’s going to be the biggest bust since man began scratching narks on rocks, that's

what! And we're getting ready for it! I’mgetting ready for it! W’ ve got the |and and we’ ve got
the men to farmit, and we’ll get our hospital and we’'ll do research in ways to keep our animals
and our people alive, and when the world goes into a tailspin we’ll be alive and when it starves
we' |l be eating.”

Suddenly he stopped and studied David with his eyes narrowed. “l said you'd | eave here
convinced that we've all gone nmad. But you'll be back, David, ny boy. You'll be back before the
dogwoods bl oom because you'll see the signs.”

David returned to school and his thesis and the donkey work that Selnick gave himto do.
Celia didn't wite, and he had no address for her. In response to his questions his nother
admtted that no one had heard fromher. In February in retaliation for the food enbargo, Japan
passed trade restrictions that nmade further United States trade with her inpossible. Japan and
China signed a nutual aid treaty. In March, Japan seized the Philippines, with their fields of
rice, and China resunmed its |ong-dormant trusteeship over the Indochina peninsula, with the rice
paddi es of Canbodi a and Vi et nam
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Chol era struck in Rome, Los Angeles, Galveston, and Savannah. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Jordan,
and ot her Arab-bloc nations issued an ultimtum the United States nust guarantee a yearly ration
of wheat to the Arab bloc and discontinue all aid to the state of Israel or there would be no oi
for the United States or Europe. They refused to believe the United States could not neet their
demands. International travel restrictions were inposed i medi ately, and the governnment, by
presidential decree, forned a new departnment with cabinet status: the Bureau of |nfornation.

The redbuds were hazy blurs of pink against the clear, Muy-softened sky when David returned
hone. He stopped by his house only | ong enough to change his clothes and get rid of his boxes of
col | ege menent os before he drove out to the Summer farm where Walt was staying while he oversaw
the construction of his hospital

Walt had an office downstairs. It was a clutter of books, notebooks, blueprints,
correspondence. He greeted David as if he hadn’t been away at all. “Look,” he said. “This research
of Senple and Frerrer, what do you know about it? The first generation of cloned nice showed no
deviation, no variation in viability or potency, nor did the second or third, but with the fourth
the viability decreased sharply. And there was a steady, and irreversible, slide to extinction.
Why ?”

David sat down hard and stared at Walt. “How did you get that?”

“Masic,” Walt said. “We went to nmed school together. He went on in one direction, | in
anot her. We’'ve corresponded all these years. | asked him”

“You know hi s work?”

“Yes. Hi s rhesus nonkeys show the same decline during the fourth generation, and on to
extinction.”

“I't isn't just like that,” David said. “He had to discontinue his work | ast year—o funds.
So we don’'t know the |ife expectancies of the |ater strains. But the decline starts in the third
cl one generation, a decline of potency. He was breedi ng each clone generation sexually, testing
the of fspring for normalcy. The third clone generation had only twenty-five percent potency. The
sexual |y reproduced offspring started with that same percentage, and, in fact, potency dropped
until the fifth generation of sexually reproduced of fspring, and then it started to clinb back up
and presumably woul d have reached nornal cy again.”

Walt was watching himclosely, nodding now and then. David went on. “That was the clone-
three strain. Wth the clone-four strain there was a drastic change. Sone abnornalities were
present, and |life expectancy was down seventeen percent. The abnormals were all sterile. Potency
was generally down to forty-eight percent. It was downhill all the way with each sexually
reproduced generation. By the fifth generation no of fspring survived | onger than an hour or two.
So nuch for clone-four strain. Coning the fours was worse. Clone-five strain had gross
abnormalities, and they were all sterile. Life-expectancy figures were not conpleted. There was no
cl one-six strain. None survived.”

“A dead end,” Walt said. He indicated a stack of nagazines and extracts. “l had hoped that
they were out of date, that there were newer nethods, perhaps, or an error had been found in their
figures. It’s the third generation that is the turning point then?”

Davi d shrugged. “My information could be out of date. | know Vlasic stopped |ast year, but
Senple and Frerrer are still at it, or were |last nonth. They nmay have sonet hing newer than | know.
You’ re thinking of |ivestock?”

“Of course. You know the runors? They're just not breeding well. No figures are avail abl e,
but, hell, we have our own livestock. They' re down by half.”

“l heard sonething. Denied by the Bureau of Infornmation, | believe.”

“It’s true,” Walt said soberly.

“They nust be working on this line,” David said. “Someone nust be working on it.”

“I'f they are, no one’s telling us about it,” WAlt said. He |laughed bitterly and stood up

“Can you get materials for the hospital ?” David asked.

“For now We're rushing it like there’s no tonmorrow, naturally. And we’'re not worryi ng about
money right now. We'll have things that we won't know what to do with, but | thought it would be
better to order everything I can think of than to find out next year that what we really need
isn't available.”

David went to the wi ndow and | ooked at the farm the green was well established by now,
spring would give way to sumrer without a pause and the corn would be shiny, silky green in the
fields. Just like always. “Let ne have a | ook at your |ab equiprment orders, and the stuff that's
been delivered already,” he said. “Then let’s see if we can wangle ne travel clearance out to the
coast. I'lIl talk to Senple; I've net hima fewtines. |If anyone’s doing anything, it’s that team”
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“What is Sel ni ck working on?”

“Nothing. He lost his grant, his students were sent packing.” David grinned at his uncle
suddenly. “Look, up on the hill, you can see a dogwood ready to burst open. Sorme of the bloons are
al ready show ng.”

”

Chapter 3

Davi d was bone tired, every muscle seened to ache at once, and his head was throbbing. For
ni ne days he had been on the go, to the coast, to Harvard, to Washi ngton, and now he wanted
not hing nore than to sleep, even if the world ground to a stop while he was unaware. He had taken
a train from Washi ngton to R chnond, and there, unable to rent a car, or buy gasoline if a car had
been avail abl e, he had stolen a bicycle and pedal ed the rest of the way. He never realized his
| egs could ache so nuch.

“You're sure that bunch in Washington won't be able to get a hearing?” G andfather Summer
asked.

“No one wants to hear the Jereniahs,” David said. Selnick had been one of the group, and he
had tal ked to David briefly. The government had to adnit the seriousness of the com ng
catastrophe, had to take strict measures to avert it, or at least alleviate it, but instead, the
government chose to paint glow ng pictures of the conmng upturn that would be apparent by fall
During the next six nmonths those with sense and noney woul d buy everything they could to see them
t hrough, because after that period of grace there would be nothing to buy.

“Sel ni ck says we should offer to buy his equi pnent. The school will junp at the chance to
unload it right now Cheap.” David | aughed. “Cheap. A quarter of a million possibly.”

“Make the offer,” Gandfather Sumer said brusquely. And Walt nodded thoughtfully.

Davi d stood up shakily and shook his head. He waved at them and went off to his bed.

People still went to work. The factories were still producing, not as nuch, and none of the
nonessentials, but they were converting to coal as fast as possible. He thought about the darkened
cities, the fleets of trucks rusting, the corn and wheat rotting in the fields. And the priority
boards that squabbl ed and fought and canpai gned for this cause or that. It was a long tine before
his twi tching nmuscles rel axed enough for himto lie quietly, and a |onger tinme before he could
relax his mnd enough to sleep

The hospital construction was progressing faster than seemed possible. There were two shifts
at work; again a case of damm-the-cost. Crates and cartons of unopened | ab equi pnment stood in a
I ong shed built to hold it until it was needed. David went to work in a nakeshift |aboratory
trying to replicate Frerrer’s and Senple’s tests. And in early July, Harry Viasic arrived at the
farm He was short, fat, near-sighted, and short-tenpered. David regarded himw th the sane awe
and respect that an undergraduate physics student woul d have shown Ei nstein.

“All right,” Vlasic said. “The corn crop has failed, as predicted. Mnoculture! Bah! They’|
save sixty percent of the wheat, no nore than that. This winter, hah, just wait until winter! Now
where is the cave?”

They took himto the cave entrance, which was just over a hundred yards fromthe hospital
I nside the cave they used lanterns. The cave was over a mle in length in the main section and
there were several branches to snaller areas. Deep in one of the snaller passages flowed a river
that was bl ack and soundl ess. Spring water, good water. VI asic nodded agai n and agai n. Wen they
finished the cave tour he was still nodding. “lIt’'s good,” he said. “It'l|l| work. The | aboratories
go in there, underground passage fromthe hospital, safe from contamnation. Good.”

They wor ked si xteen hours a day that summer and into the fall. In Cctober the first wave of
flu swept the country, worse than the outbreak of 1917-1918. In Novenber a new illness appeared,
and here and there it was whispered that it was plague, but the governnent Bureau of Information
said it was flu. Gandfather Sumer died in Novenber. David | earned for the first time that he and
Walt were the sole beneficiaries of a nmuch |arger estate than he had dreamed of. And the estate
was in cash. G andfather Sumer had converted everything he could into cash during the past two
years.

In Decenber the menbers of the famly began to arrive, |eaving the towns and vill ages and
cities scattered throughout the valley to take up residence in the hospital and staff buildings.
Rationi ng, black markets, inflation, and looting had turned the cities into battle nobunds. And the
government was freezing all assets of every busi ness—othing could be bought or sold wi thout
approval . The army was occupyi ng the buildings, and governnment enpl oyees were overseeing the
strict rationing that had been inposed.
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The family brought their stocks with them Jereny Streit brought his hardware nerchandi se in
four truckl oads. Eddi e Beauchanp brought his dental equipment. David s father brought all that he
could fromhis departnent store. The fam |y had diversified, and there were representative
supplies fromal nost every conceivabl e area of business and professional endeavor

Wth the failure of radio and tel evision comunication, there was no way for the governnent
to cope with the rising panic. Martial |aw was decl ared on Decenber 28. Six nonths too |late.

There was no child left under eight years of age when the spring rains canme, and the
original 319 people who had come to the upper valley had dwindled to 201. In the cities the tol
had been nmuch hi gher

David studied the fetal pig he was getting ready to dissect. It was winkled and desi ccat ed,
its bones too soft, its |ynph glands |unpy, hard. Wiy? Wiy did the fourth generation decline?
Harry Ml asic came to watch briefly, then wal ked away, his head bowed in thought. Not even he could
come up with any answers, David thought, alnbst with satisfaction

That night David, Walt, and Vlasic nmet and went over it all again. They had enough |ivestock
to feed the two hundred people for a long time, through cloning and sexual breeding of the third
generation. They could clone up to four hundred aninmals at a tinme. Chickens, swine, cattle. But if
the livestock all becane sterile, as seened indicated, then the food supply was |imted.

Wat ching the two ol der nen, David knew that they were purposely skirting the other question
If the people also becanme sterile, how |l ong would they need a continuing supply of food? He said,
“We should isolate a strain of sterile mice, clone them and test for the reenergence of fertility
with each new generation of clones.”

Vl asi ¢ frowned and shook his head. “If we had a dozen undergraduate students, perhaps,” he
said drily.

“W have to know,” David said, feeling hot suddenly. “You're both acting like this is just a
five-year enmergency plan to tide us over a bad few years. Wat if it isn't that at all? \Watever
is causing the sterility is present in all the animals. W have to know.”

Walt | ooked at David briefly and said, “W don't have the tinme or the facilities to do any
research like that.”

“That’'s a lie,” David said flatly. “We can generate all the electricity we can use, nore
than enough power. W have equi pnrent we haven’t even unl oaded yet. "

“Because there’'s no one who can use it yet,” WAlt said patiently.

“I can. 1I'll do it innmnmy free tinme.”

“What free tine?”

“1"11 find it.” He stared at Walt until his uncle shrugged perm ssion

In June, David had his prelimnary answers. “The A-four strain,” he said, “has twenty-five
percent potency.” Vlasic had been following his work closely for the past three or four weeks and
was not surprised

Wal't stared at himin disbelief. “Are you sure?” he whispered after a nonent.

“The fourth generation of cloned sterile mce showed the sane degeneracy that all clones
show by then,” David said wearily. “But they also had a twenty-five percent fertility factor. The
of fspring have shorter lives, but nore fertile nenbers. This trend continues to the sixth
generation, where fertility is up to ninety-four percent and |life expectancy starts to clinb
again, and then it's on its way to normalcy steadily.” He had it all on the charts that Walt now
studied. A Al, A2, A3, A4, and their offspring by sexual reproduction, a, al, a2 . . . There were
no clone strains after A4; none had survived to maturity.

Davi d | eaned back and cl osed his eyes and thought about bed and a bl anket up around his neck
and bl ack, black sleep. “Higher organisns nust reproduce sexually or die out, and the ability to
do so is there. Sonething remenbers and heals itself,” he said dreamly.

“You'll be a great man when you publish,” Vliasic said, his hand on David' s shoul der. He then
moved to sit next to Walt, to point out sonme of the details that Walt might miss. “A nmarvel ous
pi ece of work,” he said softly, his eyes glowing as he | ooked over the pages. “Mrvel ous.” Then he
gl anced back at David. “OF course, you are aware of the other inplications of your work.”

Davi d opened his eyes and net MVl asic's gaze. He nodded. Puzzled, Walt | ooked fromone to the
other of them David got up and stretched. “I have to sleep,” he said.

But it was a long tinme before he slept. He had a single roomat the hospital, nore fortunate
t han nost, who were sl eeping doubled up. The hospital had nore than two hundred beds, but few
single roons. The inplications, he nused. He had been aware of them fromthe start, although he
had not admitted it even to hinself then, and was not ready to discuss it now They weren't
certain yet. Three of the wonmen were pregnant finally, after a year and a half of barrenness.
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Margaret was near term the baby well and kicking at the noment. Five nore weeks, he thought. Five
nmor e weeks, and perhaps he never woul d have to discuss the inplications of his work.

But Margaret didn’t wait five weeks. In two weeks she delivered a stillborn child. Zelda had
a mscarriage the followi ng week, and in the next week May |ost her child. That sumrer the rains
kept them from planting anything other than a truck garden for vegetabl es.

Walt began testing the men for fertility, and reported to David and M asic that no nan in
the valley was fertile.

“So,” Ml asic said softly, “we now see the significance of David s work.”

Chapter 4

Wnter cane early in sheets of icy rain that went on day after day after day. The work in
the | aboratories increased, and David found hinself blessing his grandfather for his purchase of
Sel ni ck’ s equi prent, which had conme with detailed instructions for making artificial placentas as
well as nearly conpleted work on computer prograns for synthetic amiotic fluids. Wen David had
gone to talk to Sel nick about the equipnent, Selnick had insisted—nadly, David had thought at the
time—that he take everything or nothing. “You'll see,” he had said wildly. “You' |l see.” The
foll owi ng week he had hanged hinself, and the equipnment was on its way to the Virginia valley.

They worked and slept in the lab, leaving only for meals. The winter rains gave way to
spring rains, and a new softness was in the air.

David was | eaving the cafeteria, his mnd on the work in the lab, when he felt a tug on his
arm It was his nother. He hadn’t seen her for weeks, and woul d have brushed past her with a quick
hello if she hadn’'t stopped him She | ooked strange, childlike. He turned fromher to stare out
the wi ndow, waiting for her to release his arm

“Celia s comng hone,” she said softly. “She’s well, she says.”

David felt frozen; he continued to stare out the w ndow seeing nothing. “Were is she now?”
He Iistened to the rustle of cheap paper and when it seenmed that his nother was not going to
answer him he wheel ed about. “Where is she?”

“Mam,” she said finally, after scanning the two pages. “lt’s postmarked Mam, | think
It’'s over two weeks ol d. Dated May 28. She never got any of our nail.” She pressed the letter into
Davi d’s hand. Tears overflowed her eyes, and heedl ess of them she wal ked away.

David didn’t read the letter until his mother had left the cafeteria. | was in Col onbia for
a while, eight nonths, I think. And | got a touch of the bug that nobody wants to nane. The
writing was spindly and uncertain. She was not well then. He | ooked for Walt.

“I have to go get her. She can’'t walk in on that gang at the Wston place.”

“You know you can't | eave now.”

“I't isn't a question of can or can’t. | have to.”

Walt studied himfor a nonent, then shrugged. “How will you get there and back? No gas. You
know we don’t dare use any for anything but the harvest.”

“I know,” David said inpatiently. “I’'Il take Mke and the cart. | can stay on the back roads
with Mke.” He knew that Walt was cal cul ating, as he had done, the tine involved, and he felt his
face tightening, his hands clenching. Walt sinply nodded. “1'I|l |eave as soon as it's light in the

nmorni ng.” Again Walt nodded. “Thanks,” David said suddenly. He neant for not arguing with him for
not pointing out what both already knewthat there was no way of knowi ng how | ong he woul d have to
wait for Celia, that she mght never nake it to the farm

Three mles fromthe Wston farm David unhitched the cart and hid it in thick underbrush.
He swept over the tracks where he had left the dirt road, and then led Mke into the woods. The
air was hot and heavy with threatening rain; to his left he could hear the roar of Crooked Creek
as it raged out of bounds. The ground was spongy and he wal ked carefully, not wanting to sink to
his knees in the treacherous mud here in the | ow ands. The Wston farm al ways had been fl ood-

prone; it enriched the soil, Gandfather Wston had claimed, not willing to damm nature for its
periodi ¢ ranpages. “CGod didn’'t nean for this piece of ground to have to bear year after year after
year,” he said. “Conmes a tinme when the earth needs a rest, sane as you and ne. W'll let it be
this year, give it sonme clover when the ground dries out.”

David started to clinb, still |eading Mke, who whinnied softly at hi mnow and agai n. “Just

to the knob, boy,” David said quietly. “Then you can rest and eat meadow grass until she gets
here.”

Grandfather Wston had taken himto the knob once, when David was twelve. He renenbered the
day, hot and still like this day, he thought, and G andfather Wston had been strai ght and strong
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At the knob his grandfather had paused and touched the massive bole of a white oak tree. “This
tree saw the Indians in that valley, David, and the first settlers, and ny great-grandfather when
he came along. It’s our friend, David. It knows all the famly secrets.”

“Is it still your property up here, G andfather?”

“Up to and including this tree, son. Qther side’'s national forest land, but this tree, it’'s
on our land. Yours too, David. One day you'll cone up here and put your hand on this tree and
you' Il know it's your friend, just like it's been ny friend all ny Iife. God help us all if anyone

ever lays an ax to it.”

They had gone on that day, down the other side of the knob, then up again, farther and
steeper this tine until once nore his grandfather paused for a few nonments, his hand on David's
shoul der. “This is howthis land | ooked a mllion years ago, David.” Tine had shifted suddenly for
the boy; a mllion years, a hundred mllion, was all the sane distant past, and he i magi ned the
tread of the giant reptiles. He imgined that he snelled the fetid breath of a tyrannosaur. It was
cool and misty under the tall trees, and below themthe saplings grew, with their branches spread
hori zontally, as if to catch any stray bit of sunlight that penetrated the high canopy. Were the
sun did find a path through, it was gol den and soft, the sun of another time. In even deeper
shadows grew bushes and shrubs, and at the foot of it all were the nbsses and lichens, |iverworts
and ferns. The arching, heaving roots of the trees were clothed in velvet enerald plants.

Davi d stunbl ed and, catching his balance, cane to rest against the giant oak tree that was,
sonmehow, his friend. He pressed his cheek agai nst the rough bark for a few nonents, then he pushed
hi nsel f away and | ooked up through the Iluxuriant branches; he could see no sky through them When
it rained, the tree would protect himfromthe full force of the storm but he needed shelter from
the fine drops that would nmake their way through the |eaves to fall quietly on the absorbent
ground.

Before he started to build a | ean-to, he exanined the farmthrough his binoculars. Behind

the house, there was a garden being tended by five people; inpossible to tell if they were nmale or
femal e. Long-haired, jeans, barefoot, thin. It didn't natter. He noted that the garden was not
produci ng yet, that the plants were sparse and frail. He studied the east field, aware that it was

changed but not certain what was different. Then he realized that it was growi ng corn. G andfat her
W ston had al ways alternated wheat and al falfa and soybeans in that field. The | ower fields were
fl ooded, and the north field was grown up in grasses and weeds. He swept the glasses slowy over
the buil dings. He spotted seventeen people altogether. No child younger than eight or nine. No
sign of Celia, nor of any recent use of the road, which was also grown up with weeds. No doubt the
peopl e down there were just as happy to let the road hide under weeds.

He built a lean-to against the oak, where he could lie down and observe the farm He used
fir branches to roof the shelter, and when the stormcanme half an hour |ater he stayed dry.

Ri vul ets ran anong the garden rows bel ow, and the farnyard turned silver and sparkly fromthis

di stance, although he knew that closer it would sinply be nuddy water inches deep. The ground was
too saturated in the valley to absorb any nore water. It would have to run off into Crooked Creek
whi ch was inching higher and higher toward the north field and the vul nerable corn there.

By the third day the water had started to invade the cornfield, and he pitied the people who
st ood and watched hel pl essly. The garden was still being tended, but it would be a nmeager harvest.
By now he had counted twenty-two people; he thought that was all of them During the stormthat
| ashed the valley that afternoon, he heard M ke whinny and he crawl ed fromthe | ean-to and stood
up. Mke, down the slope of the knob, wouldn’'t mind the rain too nmuch, and he was protected from
the wind. Still, he whinnied again, and then again. Cautiously, holding his shotgun in one hand,
shielding his eyes fromthe lashing rain with the other, David edged around the tree. A figure
stunbl ed up the knob haltingly, head bowed, stopping often, then noving on again, not |ooking up,
probably blinded by the rain. Suddenly David threw the shotgun under the lean-to and ran to neet
her. “Celial” he cried. “Celial”

She stopped and rai sed her head. The rain ran over her cheeks and plastered her hair to her
forehead. She dropped the shoul der bag that had wei ghed her down and ran toward him and only when
he caught her and held her tight and hard did he realize that he was weepi ng, as she was.

Under the lean-to he pulled off her wet clothes and rubbed her dry, then wapped her in one
of his shirts. Her lips were blue, her skin seened al nost translucent; it was unearthly white.

“I knew you' d be here,” she said. Her eyes were very |large, deep blue, bluer than he
renenbered, or bluer in contrast to her pale skin. Before, she had been al ways sunburned.

“l knew you’d cone here,” he said. “Wen did you eat?”

She shook her head. “I didn't believe it was this bad here. | thought it was propaganda.
Everyone thinks it’s propaganda.”

He nodded and lighted the Sterno. She sat wapped in his plaid shirt and watched himas he

file:/lIF|/rah/Kate%20Wilhelm/Wilhelm,%20K.%20...0Where%20Late%20the%20Sweet%20Birds%20Sang.txt (10 of 91) [7/1/03 1:52:59 AM]



file:///F|/rah/K ate%20Wilhel m/Wilhel m,%20K .%20-%20Where%20L ate%20the%20Sweet%20Bi rds%20Sang. txt

opened a can of stew and heated it.

“Who are those peopl e down there?”

“Squatters. G andnmot her and G andfather Wston died | ast year. That gang showed up. They
gave Aunt Hilda and Uncl e Eddie a choice, join themor get out. They didn't give Wanda any chance
at all. They kept her.”

She stared down into the valley and nodded slowy. “I didn't know it was this bad. | didn't
believe it.” Wthout |ooking back at him she asked then, “And Mther, Father?”

“They’'re dead, Celia. Flu, both of them Last winter.”

“I didn't get any letters,” she said. “Alnbst two years. They made us | eave Brazil, you
know. But there wasn’'t any transportation home. W went to Col onbia. They promised to let us go
hone in three months. And then they cane one night, late, alnbst at dawn, and said we had to get
out. There were riots, you know.”

He nodded, although she was still staring down at the farmand couldn’'t see. He wanted to
tell her to weep for her parents, to cry out, so that he could take her in his arns and try to
confort her. But she continued to sit notionlessly and speak in a dead voice.

“They were conming for us, for the Americans. They blanme us, for letting them starve. They
really believe that everything is still all right here. I did too. No one believed any of the
reports. And the nobs were coming for us. W left on a small boat, a skiff. N neteen of us. They
shot at us when we got too near Cuba.”

Davi d touched her arm and she jerked and trenbled. “Celia, turn around and eat now. Don’t
talk any longer. Later. You can tell us about it later.”

She | ooked at himand slowly shook her head. “Never again. |I’'Il never mention any of it
again, David. | just wanted you to know there was nothing | could do. | wanted to cone hone and
there wasn’t any way.”

She didn't | ook quite so blue-cold now, and he watched with relief as she started to eat.
She was hungry. He nade coffee, the |last of his coffee ration

“You want me to fill you in on anything here?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. | saw Manmi, and the people, all trying to get sonewhere el se
standing in line for days, standing on the trains. They' re evacuating Mani. People are falling
dead, and they' re just leaving themwhere they fall.” She shivered violently. “Don’t tell nme

anything el se yet.”

The storm was over, and the night air was cool. They huddl ed under a bl anket and sat wi thout
tal ki ng, drinking hot black coffee. Wen the cup began to tilt in Celia s hand, David took it from
her and gently lowered her to the bed he had prepared. “lI |love you, Celia,” he said softly. “I’ve
al ways | oved you.”

“l love you, too, David. Always.” Her eyes were closed and her | ashes were very black on her
white cheeks. David | eaned over and kissed her forehead, pulled the blanket higher about her, and
wat ched her sleep for a long tine before he | ay down beside her and al so sl ept.

During the night she roused once, noaning, tw sting about, and he held her until she
qui eted. She didn't wake up conpletely, and what words she said were not intelligible.

The next norning they left the oak tree and started for the Summer farm She rode M ke unti
they got to the cart; by then she was trenbling with exhaustion and her |ips were bl ue again,
al t hough the day was already hot. There wasn't roomfor her to lie down in the cart, so he padded
the back of the wooden seat with his bedroll and bl anket, where she could at |east put her head
back and rest, when the road wasn't too bunpy and the cart didn't jounce too hard. She sniled
faintly when he covered her legs with another shirt, the one he had been wearing.

“I't isn't cold, you know,” she said matter-of-factly. “That goddamm bug does sonething to
the heart, | think. No one would tell us anything about it. My synptons all involve the
circulatory system”

“How bad was it? Wien did you get it?”

“Ei ghteen nonths ago, | think. Just before they made us |eave Brazil. It swept Rio. That's
where they took us when we got sick. Not many survived it. Hardly any of the later cases. It
became nore virulent as time went on.”

He nodded. “Same here. Sonething |ike sixty percent fatal, increasing up to eighty percent
by now, | guess.”

There was a long silence then, and he thought that perhaps she had drifted off to sleep. The
road was no nore than a pair of ruts that were gradually being reclainmed by the underbrush
Al ready grass covered it alnost totally, except where the rains had washed the dirt away and |eft
only rocks. M ke wal ked deliberately and David didn’t hurry him

“David, how many are up at the northern end of the valley?”

“About one hundred ten now,” he said. He thought, two out of three dead, but he didn't say
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it.

“And the hospital ? Was it built?”

“It’s there. Vlt is running it.”

“David, while you' re driving, now that you can't watch ne for reactions or anything, just
tell me about it here. Wat’'s been happening, who's alive, who's dead. Everything.”

When they stopped for |unch, hours later, she said, “David, will you nmake |ove to ne now,
before the rains start again?”

They lay under a stand of yellow poplars, and the | eaves rustled incessantly though no w nd
could be felt. Under the susurrous trees, their own voices becanme whispers. She was so thin and so
pal e, and inside she was so warm and alive; her body rose to nmeet his and her breasts seened to
lift, to seek his touch, his lips. Her fingers were in his hair, on his back, digging into his
flanks, strong now, then relaxed and trenbling, then clenched into fists that opened
spasnodically; and he felt her nails distantly, aware that his back was bei ng cl awed, but
distantly, distantly. And finally there were only the susurrant |eaves and now and then a | ong,
heavi ng si gh.

“l”ve loved you for nore than twenty years, did you realize that?” he said after a |ong
time.

She | aughed. “Remenber when | broke your arn®?”

Later, in the cart again, her voice cane frombehind him softly, sadly. “W’re finished,
aren’'t we, David? You, I, all of us?”

He thought, Walt be dammed, proni ses be dammed, secrecy be dammed. And he told her about the
cl ones devel opi ng under the nountain, in the |aboratory deep in the cave.

Chapter 5
Celia started to work in the |aboratory one week after her arrival at the farm “lt’s the
only way 1'Il ever get to see you at all,” she said gently when David protested. “l proni sed Walt

that | would work only four hours a day to start. Ckay?”

Davi d took her through the |ab the follow ng norning. The new entrance to the cave was
conceal ed in the furnace roomof the hospital basenent. The door was steel, set in the |inmestone
rock that underlay the area. As soon as they stepped through the doorway, the air was cold and
David put a coat about Celia' s shoulders. “W keep themhere at all times,” he said, taking a
second coat froma wall hanger. “Twi ce governnent inspectors have come here, and it mght | ook
suspicious if we put themon to go down the cellar. They won't be back.”

The passageway was dimy lighted, the floor was snooth. It went four hundred feet to another
steel door. This one opened into the first cave chanber, a large, high-doned room It had been
left alnost as they had found it, with stalactites and stalagnites on all sides, but now there
were many cots, picnic tables and benches, and a row of cooking tables and serving tables. “Qur
energency room for the hot rains,” David said, hurrying her through the echoing room There was
anot her passage, narrower and tougher than the first. At the end of this passage was the ani nal
experiment room

One wall had been cut through and the conputer installed, |ooking grotesquely out of place
against a wall of pale pink travertine. In the center of the roomwere tanks and vats and pi pes,
all stainless steel and glass. On either side of these were the tanks that held the anima
enbryos. Celia stared without nmoving for several nonents, then turned to | ook at David with
startl ed eyes. “How many tanks do you have?”

“Enough to clone six hundred aninals of varying sizes,” he said. “W took a |ot of them out,
put themin the Iab on the other side, and we’'re not using all that we have here. W’ re afraid our
supplies of chemicals will run out, and so far we haven't come up with alternatives that we can
extract from anything at our disposal here.”

Eddi e Beauchanp cane fromthe side of the tanks, jotting figures in a |ledger. He grinned at
David and Celia. “Slumm ng?” he asked. He checked his figures against a dial and adjusted it a
fraction, and continued down the row checking the other dials, stopping now and again to nake a
m nor adj ust nent.

Celia s eyes questioned David, and he shook his head. Eddie didn't know what they were doing
in the other |ab. They wal ked past the tanks, row after row of them all sealed, with only needles
that nmoved now and then and the dials on the sides to indicate that there was anything inside.
They returned to the corridor. David |l ed her through another doorway, a short passage, then into
the second | aboratory, this one secured by a | ock that he had a key for
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Walt | ooked up as they entered, nodded, and turned again to the desk where he was worKking.
Vlasic didn’t even | ook up. Sarah sniled and hurried past them and sat down before a conputer
consol e and began to type. Another wonman in the roomdidn’'t seemto be aware that anyone had cone
in. Hlda. Celia s aunt. David glanced at Celia, but she was staring w de-eyed at the tanks, and
in this roomthe tanks were glass-fronted. Each was filled with a pale liquid, a yellow so faint
that the color seenmed alnost illusory. Wthin the tanks, floating in the Iiquid, were sacs, no
I arger than small fists. Slender transparent tubes connected the sacs to the top of the tanks;
each one was joined into a separate pipe that I ed back into a | arge stainless steel apparatus
covered with dials.

Celia wal ked slowmy down the aisle between the tanks, stopped once mdway, and didn't nove
again for a long tine. David took her arm She was trenbling slightly.

“Are you all right?”

She nodded. “I . . . it’'s a shock, seeing them | . . . maybe | didn't quite believe it.”
There was a filmof perspiration on her face.

“Better take off the coat now,” David said. “W have to keep it pretty warmin here. It
finally was easier to keep their tenperatures right by keeping us too warm The price we pay,” he
said, smling slightly.

“Al'l the lights? The heat? The conputer? You can generate that nmuch electricity?”

He nodded. “That’ll be our tour tonorrow. Like everything else around here, the generating
system has bugs in it. W can store enough power for no |onger than six hours, and we just don't
let it go out for nore than six hours. Period.”

“Six hours is alot. If you stop breathing for six mnutes, you re dead.” Wth her hands
cl asped behind her, she stepped closer to the shiny control systemat the end of the room “This
isn't the conputer. What is it?”

“It’s a conputer terminal. The conputer controls the input of nutrients and oxygen, and the
out put of toxins. The animal roomis on the other side of that wall. Those tanks are linked to it,
too. Separate set of systenms, but the same machinery.”

They went through the nursery for the animals, and then the nursery for the human babi es.
There was the dissection room several snall offices where the scientists could withdraw to work,
the stockroons. |In every room except the one where the human cl ones were being grown, people were
wor ki ng. “They never used a Bunsen burner or a test tube before, but they have becone scientists
and technicians practically overnight,” David said. “And thank God for that, or it never would
have worked. | don’t know what they think we’'re doing now, but they don’t ask questions. They just
do their jobs.”

Walt assigned Celia to work under Vlasic. Wenever David | ooked up to see her in the
| aboratory, he felt a stab of joy. She increased her workday to six hours. Wen David fell into
bed exhausted after fourteen or sixteen hours, she was there to hold himand | ove him

I n August, Avery Handl ey reported that his shortwave contact in R chnond warned of a band of
mar auders who were working their way up the valley. “They're bad,” he said gravely. “They took
over the Phillotts place, ransacked it, and then burned it to the ground.”

After that they kept guards posted day and night. And that sane week Avery announced t hat
there was war in the Mddle East. The official radio had not nentioned anything of the sort; what
it did broadcast was nusic and sernons and game shows. Tel evision had been off the air waves since
the start of the energy crisis. “They' re using the bonb,” Avery said. “Don’t know who, but soneone
is. And ny man says that the plague is spreading again in the Mediterranean area.”

In Septenber they fought off the first attack. In Cctober they |earned the band was grouping
for a second attack, this tine with thirty to forty nmen. “W can’'t keep fighting themoff,” Walt
sai d. “They nust know we have food here. They'Il cone fromall directions this tine. They know
we’'re watching for them’

“We should blow up the dam” d arence said. “Wait until they're in the upper valley and
flood them out.”

The neeting was being held in the cafeteria, with everyone present. Celia s hand tightened
in David's, but she didn’t protest. No one protested.

“They’' Il try to take the mill,” Carence went on. “They probably think there’'s wheat there,
or sonething.” A dozen nen volunteered to stand guard at the mill. Six nore forned a group to set
explosives in the dameight nmiles up the river. Ohers forned a scouting party.

David and Celia left the neeting early. He had vol unteered for everything, and each tine had
been turned down. He was not one of the expendabl e ones. The rains had becone “hot” again, and the
people were all sleeping in the cave. David and Celia, Walt, M asic, the others who worked in the
various labs, all slept there on cots. In one of the small offices David held Celia’s hand and
t hey whi spered before they fell asleep. Their talk was of their chil dhood.
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Long after Celia fell asleep he stared into the blackness, still holding her hand. She had
grown even thinner, and earlier that week when he had tried to get her to leave the lab to rest,
Walt had said, “Leave her be.” She stirred fitfully and he knelt by the side of her cot and held
her close; he could feel her heart flutter wildly for a nonment. Then she was still again, and
slowy he rel eased her and sat on the stone floor with his eyes closed. Later he heard Walt noving
about, and the creaking of his cot in the next office. David was getting stiff, and finally he
returned to his own bed and fell asleep

The next day the people worked to get everything up to high ground. They would | ose three
houses when the dam was bl own up, the barn near the road, and the road itself. Nothing could be
spared, and board by board they carried a barn up the hillside and stacked the pieces. Two days
| ater the signal was given and the dam was destroyed

David and Celia stood in one of the upper roons of the hospital and watched as the wall of
wat er roared down the valley. It was like a jet takeoff; a crowd furious with an unpire’s
deci sion; an express train out of control; a roar like nothing he had ever heard, or |ike
everyt hing he had ever heard, reconbined to make this noise that shook the building, that vibrated
in his bones. A wall of water, fifteen feet high, twenty feet high, raced down the vall ey,
accelerating as it cane, snashing, destroying everything in its path.

When the roar was gone and the water stood high on the land, swirling, thick with debris,
Celia said in a faint voice, “Is it worth this, David?”

He tightened his arm about her shoulders. “W had to do it,” he said.

“I know. But it seenms so futile sonmetines. We're all dead, fighting right down the |ine, but
dead. As dead as those nen nust be by now.”

“W're nmaking it work, honey. You know that. You' ve been working right there. Thirty new
lives!”

She shook her head. “Thirty nore dead people. Do you renmenber Sunday school, David? They
took me every week. Did you go?”

He nodded.
“And Wednesday- ni ght Bi ble school? |I keep thinking of it now And | wonder if this isn't
God' s doing after all. | can't help it. | keep wondering. And | had becone an atheist.” She

| aughed and suddenly spun around. “Let’s go to bed, now Here in the hospital. Let’'s pick a fancy
room a suite. . . .7

He reached for her, but suddenly a violent gust of wind drove a hard blast of rain against
the window It cane |ike that, without prelimnary, just a sudden deluge. Celia shuddered. “God’s
will,” she said dully. “W have to get back to the cave, don’t we?”

They wal ked t hrough the enpty hospital, through the long, dimy |ighted passage, through the
| arge chamber where the people were trying to find confortable positions on the cots and benches,
through the smaller passages and finally into the lab office.

“How many people did we kill?” Celia asked, stepping out of her jeans. She turned her back
to put her clothes on the foot of her cot. Her buttocks were nearly as flat as an adol escent
boy’s. Wen she faced himagain, her ribs seened to be straining agai nst her skin. She | ooked at
himfor a nonment, and then canme to himand held his head tight against her chest as he sat on his
cot and she stood naked before him He could feel her tears as they fell onto his cheek

There was a hard freeze in Novenber, and with the valley flooded and the road and bri dges
gone, they knew they were safe fromattack, at least until spring. The people had noved out of the
cave again, and work in the lab went on at the same nunbi ng pace. The fetuses were devel oping,
growi ng, noving now wi th sudden notions of feet and el bows. David was working on substitutes for
the chemcals that already were substituting for amiotic fluids. He worked each day until his
vision blurred, or his hands refused to obey his directions, or Walt ordered himout of the lab
Celia was working | onger hours now, still resting in the mddle of the day for several hours, but
she returned after that and stayed alnost as late as David did.

He passed her chair and kissed the top of her head. She |ooked up at himand sniled, then
returned to her figures. Peter started a centrifuge. M asic nade a |ast adjustnment on the end tank
of nutrients that were to be diluted and fed to the enbryos, then called out, “Celia, you ready to
count chi cks?”

“One second,” she said. She nmade a notation, put her pencil in the open book, and stood up

David was aware of her, as he always was, even when totally preoccupied with his own work.
He was aware that she stood up, that she didn't nove for a nonent, and when she said, in a
trenmul ous voice that betrayed disbelief, “David . . . David . . .“ he was already starting to his
feet. He caught her as she crunpl ed.
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Her eyes were open, her |ook al nost quizzical, asking what he could not answer, expecting no
answer. A trenor passed through her and she closed her eyes, and although her lids fluttered, she
did not open them again.

Chapter 6

Walt | ooked David over and shrugged. “You look like hell,” he said.

Davi d made no response. He knew he | ooked like hell. He felt like hell. He watched Valt as
if froma great distance.

“David, are you going to pull yourself together? You just giving up?” He didn't wait for a
reply. He sat down on the only chair in the tiny roomand | eaned forward, cupping his chin in his
hands, staring at the floor. “W’'ve got to tell them Sarah thinks there’ |l be trouble. So do I.”

Davi d stood at the wi ndow, |ooking at the bleak | andscape, done in grays and bl acks and nud
colors. It was raining, but the rain had becone clean. The river was a gray swirling nonster that
he could glinpse fromup here, a dull reflection of the dull sky.

“They might try to stormthe lab,” Walt went on. “Cod knows what they might decide to do.”

Davi d made no notion but continued to stare at the sullen sky.

“God danm it! You turn around here and listen to ne, you asshole! You think I’"mgoing to |et
all this work, all this planning, go up in one irrational act! You think I won't kill anyone who
tries to stop it now” Walt had junped up with his outburst, and he swung David around and yel | ed
into his face. “You think I'"'mgoing to let you sit up here and di e? Not today, David. Not yet.
What you decide to do next week, | don't give a damm, but today | need you, and you, by CGod, are
going to be there!”

“l don't care,” David said quietly.

“You're going to care! Because those babies are going to cone busting out of those sacs, and
t hose babies are the only hope we have, and you know it. Qur genes, yours, mne, Celias, those
genes are the only thing that stand between us and oblivion. And | won't allowit, David! | refuse
it!”

David felt only a great weariness. “We're all dead. Today or tonorrow. Wy prolong it? The
price is too high for adding a year or two.”

“No price is too high!”

Slowy Walt's face seened to cone into focus. He was white, his lips were pale, his eyes
sunken. There was a tic in his cheek that David never had seen before. “Wy now?” he asked. “Wy
change the plan and tell themnow, so far ahead of tinme?”

“Because it isn’t that far ahead of time.” Walt rubbed his eyes hard. “Sonething s going

wong, David. | don’t know what it is. Something’ s not working. |I think we’'re going to have our
hands full with prematures.”
In spite of hinself David nmade rapid calculations. “It’s twenty-six weeks,” he said. “W

can’t handl e that nany prenmature babies.”

“I know that.” Walt sat down once nore, and this tine put his head back and cl osed his eyes.
“We don’t have nuch choice,” he said. “W |ost one yesterday. Three today. W have to bring them
out and treat themlike preemes.”

Slowy David nodded. “Which ones?” he asked, but he knew. WAlt told himthe names, and again
he nodded. He had known that they were not his, not Walt's, not Celia s. “Wat are you planni ng?”
he asked then, and sat down on the side of his bed.

“I have to sleep,” Walt said. “Then a neeting, posted for seven. After that we prepare the
nursery for a hell of a lot of preemies. As soon as we're ready we begin getting themout. That’l
be nmorning. W need nurses, half a dozen, nore if we can get them Sarah says Margaret woul d be
good. | don’t know.”

David didn't know either. Margaret’'s four-year-old son had been one of the first to die of
t he plague, and she had lost a baby in stillbirth. He trusted Sarah’s judgnent, however. “Think
between themthey can get enough others, tell themwhat to do, see that they do it properly?”

Wal't nunbl ed somet hing, and one of his hands fell off the chair arm He jerked upright.

“Ckay, Walt, you get in ny bed,” David said, alnpost resentfully. “I’ll go down to the |lab
get things rolling there. I'Il cone up for you at six thirty.” Walt didn't protest, but fell onto
the bed without bothering to take off his shoes. David pulled themoff. Walt's socks were nore
hol es than not, but probably they kept his ankles warm David |left themon, pulled the bl anket
over him and went to the lab

At seven the hospital cafeteria was crowded when Walt stood up to nake his announcenent.
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First he had Avery Handl ey run down his | og of dininishing shortwave contacts, with the
acconpanying grimstories of plague, fam ne, disease, spontaneous abortions, stillbirths, and
sterility. It was the sanme story worldwi de. They |istened apathetically; they could not care any
| onger what was happening to any part of the world that was not their snmall part. Avery finished
and sat down once nore.

Walt | ooked small, David thought in surprise. He had al ways thought of himas a fairly |arge
man, but he wasn't. He was only five feet nine, and now he was very thin and hard-Iooking, like a
ganmecock, trimred of all excess with only the essentials needed to carry on the fight remnaining.
Walt studied the assenbl ed people and deliberately said, “There’s not a person in this room hungry
tonight. W don’t have any nore plague here. The rain is washing away the radioactivity, and we
have food stores that will carry us for years even if we can’t plant crops in the spring. W have
men capabl e of doing just about anything we mght ever want done.” He paused and | ooked at them
again, fromleft to right, back again, taking his tinme. He had their absolute attention. “Wat we

don’t have,” he said, his voice hard and flat now, “is a wonan who can conceive a child, or a man
who coul d inpregnate her if she was able to bear.”
There was a ripple of novenent, like a collective sigh, but no one spoke. Walt said, “You

know how we are getting our neat. You know the cattle are good, the chickens are good. Tonorrow,
| adies and gentlenen, we will have our own babi es devel oped the sanme way.”

There was a nmonent of utter silence, of stillness, then they broke. Cl arence |eaped to his
feet shouting at Walt. Vernon fought to get to the front of the room but there were too nany
peopl e between himand Walt. One of the wonmen pulled on WAlt's arm al nost draggi ng hi mover
screanming in his face. Walt yanked free and clinbed onto a table. “Stop this! |I’mgoing to answer
any questions, but | can’'t hear any one of you this way.”

For the next three hours they questioned, argued, prayed, fornmed alliances, refornmed them as
argunents broke out in the smaller groups. At ten WAlt took his place on the table again and
called out. “We will recess this discussion until tonmorrow night at seven. Coffee will be served
now, and | understand we have cakes and sandw ches.” He junmped fromthe table and | eft before any
of themcould catch up with him and he and David hurried to the cave entrance, |ocking the
massi ve door behind them

“Clarence was ugly,” Walt nuttered. “Bastard.”

David' s father, Walt, and C arence were brothers, David reni nded hinself, but he couldn’t
hel p regarding Cl arence as an outsider, a stranger with a fat belly and a I ot of nmoney who
expected i nstant obedi ence fromthe world.

“They m ght organize,” Walt said after a nonent. “They nmight forma comittee to protest
this act of the devil. W'll have to be ready for them”

Davi d nodded. They had counted on delaying this neeting until they had |ive babies, human
babi es that | aughed and gurgled and took milk fromthe bottle hungrily. Instead they woul d have a
roomfull of not-quite-finished preenmies, certainly not human-1ooking, with no nore human appea
than a calf born too soon

They worked all night preparing the nursery. Sarah had enlisted Margaret, Hilda, Lucy, and
hal f a dozen other wonen, who were all gowned and nasked professionally. One of them dropped a
basin and three others screamed in unison. David cursed, but under his breath. They woul d be al
ri ght when they had the babies, he told hinself.

The bl oodl ess births started at five forty-five, and at twelve thirty they had twenty-five
infants. Four died in the first hour, another died three hours later, and the rest of them
thrived. The only baby left in the tanks was the fetus that would be Celia, nine weeks younger
than the others

The first visitor WAlt pernmitted in the nursery was C arence, and after that there was no
further talk of destroying the inhuman nonstrosities.

There was a cel ebration party, and nanes were suggested and a drawing was held to sel ect
el even femal e names and ten male. In the record book the babies were |abeled R I strain;

Repopul ation 1. But in David's mnd, as in Walt’'s, the babies were WI, DI, and soon, CI

For the next nonths there was no shortage of nurses, nale or fenale, no shortage of help
doi ng any of the chores that so few had done before. Everyone wanted to becone a doctor or a
bi ol ogi st, Walt grunbl ed. He was sl eeping nore now, and the fatigue lines on his face were
smoot hing out. Often he woul d nudge David and tow hi malong, away fromthe nursery, propel him
toward his own roomin the hospital, and see to it that he renmained there for a night’s sleep. One
ni ght as they wal ked side by side back to their roons, Walt said, “Now you understand what | neant
when | said this was all that mattered, don't you?”

Davi d understood. Every time he | ooked down at the tiny, pink new Celia he understood nore
fully.
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Chapter 7

It had been a m stake, David thought, watching the boys fromthe windowin Walt’'s office.
Living nmenories, that’s what they represented. There was C arence, already |ooking too pudgy—he’'d
be fat in another three or four years. And a young Walt, frowning in concentration over a problem
that he wouldn’t put on paper until he had a solution to add. Robert, too pretty al nost, but
determ nedly manly, always trying harder than the others to endure, to junp higher, run faster
hit harder. And D-4, hinself . . . He turned away and pondered the future of the boys, all of an
age; uncles, fathers, grandfathers, all the sane age. He was starting a headache again.

“They’ re i nhuman, aren't they?” he said bitterly to Vlt. “They come and go and we know
not hi ng about them Wat do they think? Wiy do they hang so close to each other?”

“Renmenber that old cliché, generation gap? It’s here, | reckon.” Walt was | ooking very old
He was tired, and seldomtried to hide it any longer. He | ooked up at David and said quietly,
“Maybe they're afraid of us.”

Davi d nodded. He had thought of that. “I know why Hilda did it,” he said. “I didn't at the
time, but now | know. ” Hilda had strangled the small girl who | ooked nore |ike her every day.

“Me too.” WAlt pulled his notebook back fromwhere he had pushed it when David had entered
“It’s a bit spooky to walk into a crowd that's all you, in various stages of growmh. They do cling
to their own kind.” He started to wite then, and David |left him

Spooky, he thought, and veered fromthe | aboratory, where he had been heading originally.
Let the damm enbryos do their thing without him He knew he didn’t want to enter because D-I or D
2 woul d be there working. The D-4 strain would be the one, though, to prove or disprove the
experiment. |f Four didn't nake it, then chances were that Five wouldn’t either, and then what? A
m st ake. Whoops, wong, sir. Sorry about that.

He clinbed the ridge behind the hospital, over the cave, and sat down on an outcrop of
Iimestone that felt cool and snoboth. The boys were clearing another field. They worked well
together, with little conversation but nuch laughter that seened to arise spontaneously. A line of
girls came into view, fromnearer the river; they were carrying baskets of berries. Blackberries
and gunpowder, he thought suddenly, and he renenbered the ancient celebrations of the Fourth of
July, with blackberry stains and fireworks, and sul fur for the chiggers. And birds. Thrushes,
meadow ar ks, warblers, purple nartins.

Three Celias cane into view, swinging easily with the weight of the baskets, a stair-step
succession of Celias. He shouldn’t do that, he remi nded hinself harshly. They weren't Celias, none
of them had that name. They were Mary and Ann and sonething else. He couldn’'t remenber for a
monent the third one’s name, and he knew it didn't matter. They were each and every one Celia. The
one in the mddle mght have pushed himfromthe | oft just yesterday; the one on the right m ght
have been the one who rolled in savage conbat with himin the nud.

Once, three years ago, he had had a fantasy in which Celia-3 had come to himshyly and asked
that he take her. In the fantasy he had taken her; and in his dreans for weeks to cone, he had
taken her, over and over and over again. And he had awakened weeping for his own Celia. Unable to
endure it any longer, he had sought out C 3 and asked her haltingly if she would come to his room
with him and she had drawn back quickly, involuntarily, with fear witten too clearly on her
snooth face for her to pretend it was not there

“David, forgive me. | was startled . "

They were prom scuous, indeed it was practically required of themto be free in their
I oving. No one could anticipate how many of themeventually would be fertile, what the percentage
of boys to girls would be. Walt was able to test the males, but since the tests for ferale
fertility required rabbits which they did not have, he said the best test for fertility was
pregnancy. The children |ived together, and prom scuity was the norm But only with one anot her
They all shunned the elders. David had felt his eyes burning as the girl spoke, still nobving away
fromhim

He had turned and | eft abruptly and had not spoken to her again in the intervening years.
Soneti mes he thought he saw her watching himwarily, and each tinme he glared at her and hurried
away.

C- | had been like his own child. He had watched her devel op, watched her |earn to wal Kk,
tal k, feed herself. Hs child, his and Celia's. C2 had been nuch the same. A twi n, sonmewhat
smal l er, identical nevertheless. But C-3 had been different. No, he corrected: his perceptions of
her had been different. Wien he | ooked at her he saw Celia, and he ached.
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He had grown chilled on the ridge, and he realized that the sun had set |ong ago and the
| anterns had been |ighted bel ow. The scene | ooked pretty, like a sentimental card titled “Rura
Life.” The large farnmhouse with gl owi ng wi ndows, the bl ackness of the barn; closer, the hospita
and staff building with the cheerful yellow lights in the windows. Stiffly he descended into the
val | ey again. He had missed dinner, but he was not hungry.

“David!” One of the youngest boys, a Five, called to him David didn’t know whom he had been
cloned from There were people he hadn’t known when they were that young. He stopped and the boy
ran to him then past him calling as he went, “Dr. Walt wants you.”

Walt was in his roomat the hospital. On his desk and spread over a table were the nedica
charts of the Four strain. “I’ve finished,” Walt said. “You'll have to doubl e-check, of course.”
Davi d scanned the final lines quickly, H4 and D-4. “Have you told the two boys yet?”

“I told themall. They understand.” Walt rubbed his eyes. “They have no secrets from each
other,” he said. “They understand about the girls’ ovulation periods, about the necessity of
keeping records. If any of those girls can conceive, they'Il do it.” H's voice was al nost bitter
when he | ooked up at David. “They're taking it over conpletely fromnow on.”

“What do you nean?”

“Wone nade a copy of nmy records for his files. He'll follow it through.”

Davi d nodded. The el ders were bei ng excluded again. The tinme was coning when the el ders
woul dn’t be needed for anything—extra nouths to feed, nothing el se. He sat down and for a |ong
time he and Walt sat in conpani onabl e sil ence.

In class the foll ow ng day nothing appeared to be different. No pair bondi ng, David thought
cynically. They accepted being nated as casually as the cattle did. If there was any jeal ousy of
the two fertile males, it was well hidden. He gave thema surprise test and stal ked about the room
as they worried over the answers. They would all pass, he knew, not only pass, but do
exceptionally well. They had notivation. They were learning in their teens what he hadn't grasped
in his twenties. There were no educational frills, no distractions. Wirk in the classroom in the
fields, in the kitchens, in the |aboratories. They worked interchangeably, incessantly—the first
really classless society. He pulled his thoughts back when he realized that they were finishing
al ready. He had al |l owed an hour, and they were finishing in forty mnutes; slightly |onger for the
Fives, who, after all, were two years younger than the Fours.

The two ol dest Ds headed for the laboratory after class, and David foll owed them They were
tal king earnestly until he drew near. He remained in the |laboratory for fifteen mnutes of silent
work, then left. Qutside the door he paused and once nore could hear the nmurmur of quiet voices.
Angrily he tranped down the hallway.

In Walt's office he raged, “Dam it, they’'re up to sonething! | can snell it.”

Walt regarded himw th a detached thoughtful ness. David felt hel pless before him There was
not hi ng he could point to, nothing he could attach significance to, but there was a feeling, an
instinct, that would not be quieted.

“Al'l right,” David said, alnpbst in desperation. “Look at how they took the test results. Wy
aren’t the boys jeal ous? Wiy aren’t the girls making passes at the two avail abl e studs?”

Walt shook his head.

“l don’t even know what they’'re doing in the |lab anynore,” David said. “And Harry has been
rel egated to caretaker for the livestock.” He paced the roomin frustration. “They' re taking
over.”

“We knew they woul d one day,” VWalt rem nded himgently.

“But there are only seventeen Fives. Eighteen Fours. Qut of the |Iot they mi ght get six or
seven fertile ones. Wth a decreased |ife expectancy. Wth an increased chance of abnornality.
Don't they know that?”

“David, relax. They know all that. They're living it. Believe me, they know.” VWalt stood up
and put his arm about David' s shoul ders. “W've done it, David. W made it happen. Even if there
are only three fertile girls now, they could have up to thirty babies, David. And the next
generation will have nore who will be fertile. W have done it, David. Let themcarry it nowif
they want to.”

By the end of summer two of the Four-strain girls were pregnant. There was a cel ebration in
the valley that was as frenetic as any Fourth of July holiday the ol der people could remenber.

The apples were turning red on the trees when Walt becane too ill to |leave his room Two
more girls were pregnant; one of themwas a Five. Every day David spent hours with Walt, no | onger
wanting to work at all in the |aboratory, feeling an outsider in the classroons, where the Ones

were gradual ly taking over the teaching duties.
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“You ni ght have to deliver those babies cone spring,”
class in delivery procedures. Walt-three is ready, | guess.”

“W'll nmanage,” David said. “Don’t worry about it. | expect you'll be there.”

“Maybe. Maybe.” Walt closed his eyes for a nonent, and w t hout opening them said, “You were
right about them David. They're up to sonething.”

David | eaned forward and unconsciously |owered his voice. “Wat do you know?”

Wal't | ooked at himand shook his head slightly. “About as nuch as you did when you first
came to me in early sutmmer. No nore than that. David, find out what they're doing in the |ab. And
find out what they think about the pregnant girls. Those two things. Soon.” Turning away from
Davi d, he added, “Harry tells ne they have devi sed a new i mrersi on suspensi on systemthat doesn’t
require the artificial placentas. They're adding themas fast as they can.” He sighed. “Harry has
cracked, David. Senile or crazy. Wone can't do anything for him?”

David stood up, but hesitated. “VMalt, | think it’s time you told ne. What’'s wong with you?”

“Cet out of here, damm it,” WAlt said, but the tinbre of his voice was gone, the force that
shoul d have propelled David fromthe roomwas not there. For a nonent WAlt | ooked hel pl ess and
vul nerabl e, but deliberately he closed his eyes, and this tine his voice was a grow . “Get out.
I"'mtired. | need rest.”

Davi d wal ked al ong the river for a long time. He hadn’'t been in the lab for weeks, nonths
per haps. No one needed himin the lab any longer. He felt in the way there. He sat down on a | og
and tried to imagi ne what they nust think of the pregnant girls. They would revere them The
bearers of life, so few anong so many. Was Walt afraid a matriarchy of some sort would devel op? It
coul d. They had discussed that years ago, and then dismissed it as one of the things they could
not control. A new religion mght come about, but even if the elders knew it was happeni ng, what
could they do about it? Wat should they do about it? He threw twigs into the snoboth water, which
moved without a ripple, all of a piece on that calm cold night, and he knew that he didn't care

Wearily he got up and started to wal k again, very cold suddenly. The winters were getting
col der, starting earlier, lasting |longer, with nore snows than he could renmenber from chil dhood.
As soon as man stopped adding his negatons of filth to the atnosphere each day, he thought, the
at nosphere had reverted to what it nust have been | ong ago, noister weather sumer and wi nter,
nore stars than he had ever seen before, and nore, it seemed, each night than the night before:
the sky a clear, endless blue by day, velvet blue-black at night with blazing stars that nodern
man had never seen.

The hospital wi ng where WI and W2 were working now was ablaze with lights, and David
turned toward it. As he neared the hospital he began to hurry; there were too nany lights, and he
coul d see peopl e nmoving behind the wi ndows, too nmany people, elders.

Margaret nmet himin the | obby. She was weeping silently, oblivious of the tears that ran
erratically down her cheeks. She wasn’'t yet fifty, but she | ooked ol der than that; she | ooked like
an elder, David thought with a pang. Wen had they started calling thenselves that? Was it because
they had to differentiate sonehow, and none of them had pernmitted hinmself to call the others by
what they were? Clones! he said to hinself vehenmently. Cones! Not quite human. C ones.

“What happened, Margaret?” She clutched his armbut couldn't speak, and he | ooked over her
head at Warren, who was pal e and shaki ng. “What happened?”

“Accident down at the nmill. Jereny and Eddie are dead. A couple of the young people were
hurt. Don’t know how bad. They're in there.” He pointed toward the operating-roomw ng. “They |eft
Cl arence. Just wal ked away and left him W brought himup, but I don't know.” He shook his head
“They just left himthere and brought up their own.”

David ran down the hall toward the emergency room Sarah was working over Cl arence while
several of the elders noved back and forth to keep out of her way.

David breathed a sigh of relief. Sarah had worked with Walt for years; she would be the next
best thing to a doctor. He flung his coat off and hurried to her. “Wat can | do?”

“I't’s his back,” she said tightly. She was very pale, but her hands were steady as she
swabbed a | ong gash on C arence’s side and put a heavy pad over it. “This needs stitches. But I'm
afraid it’s his back.”

Wal't said, grinning. “Mght start a

“Br oken?”
“l think so. Internal injuries.”
“Where the hell is Wone or Wtwo?”

“Wth their own. They have two injuries, | think.” She put his hand over the pad. “Hold it
tight a mnute.” She pressed the stethoscope against C arence’s chest, peered into his eyes, and
finally straightened and said, “lI can't do a thing for him”

“Stitch himup. I"'mgoing to get Wone.” David strode down the hall, not seeing any of the
el ders who noved out of his way. At the door to the operating roomhe was stopped by three of the
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young nen. He saw an H 3 and said, “W have a man who’s probably dying. Were' s Wtwo?”

“Who?” H 3 asked, al nost innocently.

David couldn’t think of the nanme imediately. He stared at the young face and felt his fist
tighten. “You know damm well who | nean. W need a doctor, and you have one or two in there. |I'm
going to bring one of themout.”

He becane aware of novenent behind himand turned to see four nore of them approaching, two
girls, two boys. Interchangeable, he thought. It didn't matter which ones did what. “Tell him]l

want him” he said harshly. One of the newcomers was a Cl-2, he realized, and still nore harshly
he said, “It’s Clarence. Sarah thinks his back is broken.”

Cl-2 didn't change his expression. They had noved very close. They encircled him and behind
himH 3 said, “As soon as they're through in there, 1'll tell them David.” And David knew there

was not hing he could do, nothing at all

Chapter 8

He stared at their smooth young faces; so fanmiliar, living menories every one of them Iike
wal ki ng through his own past, seeing his aged and agi ng cousi ns rejuvenated, but rejuvenated with
something mssing. Famliar and alien, known and unknowabl e. Behind H 3 the sw ngi ng door opened
and W1 cane out, still in surgical gown and mask, now down about his throat.

“I'"l'l come now,” he said, and the snall group opened for him He didn't | ook again at David
after disnmissing himw th one gl ance.

David followed himto the emergency room and watched his deft hands as he felt Carence’s
body, tested for reflexes, probed confidently along the spinal colum. “1’Il operate,” he said,
and that sane confidence cane through with the words. He notioned for S-1 and W2 to bring
Clarence, and left once nore.

At the arrival of WI, Sarah had noved back out of the way, and now she slowly turned and
stripped off the gloves that she had put on in preparing to stitch up darence’s wound. Warren
wat ched the two young peopl e cover C arence and strap himsecurely, then wheel himout the door
and down the hall. No one spoke as Sarah nmethodically started to clean up the energency-room
equi pnent. She finished her tasks and | ooked uncertainly about for sonmething else to do.

“WIl you take Margaret hone and put her to bed?” David asked, and she | ooked at him
gratefully and nodded. Wen she was gone David turned to Warren. “Someone has to see to the
bodi es, clean themup, prepare themfor burial.”

“Sure, David,” Warren said in a heavy voice. “I’'Il get Avery and Sam We'I| take care of it.
I"lI'l just go get themnow and we'll take care of it. I'Il . . . David, what have we done?” And his
voi ce that had been too heavy, too dead, becane al nbst shrill. “Wat are they?”

“What do you nean?”

“When the accident happened, | was down to the mll. Having a bite with Avery. He was just

finishing up down there. Section of the floor caved in, you know that old part where we should
have put in a new floor |ast year, or year before. It gave way sonehow. And suddenly there they
were, the kids. Qut of nowhere. No one had tine to go get them to yell for themto cone running.
Not hi ng, but there they were. They got their own two out of there and up to the hospital like fire
was on their tails, David. Qut of nowhere.”

He | ooked at David with a fearful expression, and when David sinply shrugged, he shook his
head and | eft the emergency room | ooking down the hall first, a quick, involuntary glance, as if
to make sure that they would pernmit himto | eave

Several of the elders were still in the waiting roomwhen David went there. Lucy and Vernon
were sitting near the window, staring out at the black night. Since Clarence’s w fe died, he and
Lucy had lived together, not as nman and wi fe, but for conpani onshi p, because as children they had
been as close as brother and sister, and now each needed soneone to cling to. Sonetines sister,
soneti mes nother, sonetinmes daughter, Lucy had fussed over him sewed for him fetched and carried
for him and now, if he died, what would she do? David went to her and took her cold hand. She was
very thin, with dark hair that hadn’'t started to gray, and deep blue eyes that used to twi nkle
with merriment, a long, long tine ago.

“Go on hone, Lucy. I'll wait, and as soon as there is anything to tell you, | promse ||
cone.”

She continued to stare at him David turned toward Vernon hel pl essly. Vernon’s brother had
been killed in the accident, but there was nothing to say to him no way to help him

“Let her be,” Vernon said. “She has to wait.”
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David sat down, still holding Lucy’s hand. After a nmonment or so she gently pulled it free
and clutched it herself until both hands were white-knuckl ed. None of the young peopl e canme near
the waiting room David wondered where they were waiting to hear about the condition of their own.
O maybe they didn't have to wait anywhere, nmamybe they woul d just know. He pushed the thought
aside angrily, not believing it, not able to be rid of it. Along tinme later W1 entered and said
to no one in particular, “He's resting. He'll sleep until tonorrow afternoon. Go on hone now. ”

Lucy stood up. “Let me stay with him In case he needs sonething, or there’s a change.”

“He won’t be left alone,” WI said. He turned toward the door, paused and gl anced back, and

said to Vernon, “lI’msorry about your brother.” Then he |eft.

Lucy stood undecided until Vernon took her arm “I’I|l see you honme,” he said, and she
nodded. Davi d watched them | eave together. He turned off the light in the waiting roomand wal ked
slowly down the hall, not planning anything, not thinking about going hone, or anywhere el se. He

found himsel f outside the office that WI used, and he knocked softly. W1 opened the door. He

| ooked tired, David thought, and wasn’t sure that his surprise was warranted. O course, he should
be tired. Three operations. He |ooked like a young, tired WAlt, too keyed up to go to sleep

i mediately, too fatigued to wal k off the tension

“Can | cone in?" David asked hesitantly. WI| nodded and noved aside, and David entered. He
never had been inside this office.

“Clarence will not live,” WI said suddenly, and his voice, behind David, because he had not
yet nmoved fromthe door, was so like Walt’s that David felt a thrill of sonmething that night have
been fear or nore likely, he told hinmself, just surprise again. “I did what | could,” WI said. He
wal ked around his desk and sat down.

W1 sat quietly, with none of the nervous nannerisns that Walt exhi bited, none of the finger
tappi ng that was as nuch a part of Walt's conversation as his words. No pulling his ears or
rubbing his nose. A WAlt with sonething missing, a dead area. Now, with fatigue drawing his face,
W1 sat unmoving, waiting patiently for David to begin, nuch the sane way an adult might wait for
a hesitant child to initiate a conversation.

“How di d your people know about the accident?” David asked. “No one el se knew.”

W1 shrugged. A tine-consuner question, he seermed to inply. “W just knew.”

“What are you doing in the I ab now?” David asked, and heard a strained note in his voice.
Sonehow he had been nmade to feel like an interloper; his question sounded like idle chatter

“Perfecting the nethods,” WI said. “The usual thing.” And sonething else, David thought,
but he didn't press it. “The equi pment should be in excellent shape for years,” he said. “And the
met hods, whil e probably not the best conceivable, are efficient enough. Wy tanper now, when the
experiment seens to be proving itself?” For a nonent he thought he saw a flicker of surprise cross
WIl's face, but it was gone too swiftly and once nore the snooth nmask reveal ed not hi ng.

“Remenber when one of your wonen killed one of us a long tine ago, David? Hilda nurdered the
child of her likeness. W all shared that death, and we realized that each of you is alone. W’re
not |ike you, David. | think you know it, but now you nust accept it.” He stood up. “And we won’t
go back to what you are.’

David stood up also, and his legs felt curiously weak. “Wat exactly do you nean?”

“Sexual reproduction isn't the only answer. Just because the hi gher organisns evolved to it
doesn’t nmean it’'s the best. Each time a species has died out, there has been another higher one to
replace it.”

“Coning is one of the worst ways for a higher species,” David said slowmy. “It stifles
diversity, you know that.” The weakness in his | egs seened to be clinbing; his hands began to
trenble. He gripped the edge of the desk

“That’s assuming diversity is beneficial. Perhaps it isn't,” WI said. “You pay a high price
for individuality.”

“There is still the decline and extinction,” David said. “Have you got around that?” He
wanted to end this conversation, to hurry fromthe sterile office and the snooth unreadable face
with the sharp eyes that seened to know what he was feeling.

“Not yet,” WI said. “But we have the fertile nenbers to fall back on until we do.” He noved
around t he desk and wal ked toward the door. “I have to check ny patients,” he said, and held the
door open for David.

“Before | leave,” David said, “will you tell ne what is the matter with Walt?”

“Don’t you know?” W1 shook his head. “l keep forgetting, you don’t tell each other things,
do you? He has cancer. Inoperable. It netastasized. He's dying, David. | thought you knew that.”

Davi d wal ked bl ankly for an hour or nore, and finally found hinmself in his room exhausted,
unwilling yet to go to bed. He sat at his window until it was dawn, and then he went to Wlt’'s

room Wen Walt woke up he reported what W1 had told him
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“They’ Il use the fertile ones only to replenish their supply of clones,” he said. “The
humans anobng themwi |l be pariahs. They' |l destroy what we worked so hard to create.”

“Don't let themdo it, David. For God' s sake, don't let themdo it!” Walt’'s col or was bad,
and he was too weak to sit up. “Masic’'s nad, so he’'ll be of no help. You have to stop them

sonehow.” Bitterly he said, “They want to take the easy way out, give up now when we know
everything will work.”

David didn't know whether he was sorry or glad that he had told Walt. No nore secrets, he
t hought. Never again. “1’'ll stop them sonehow,” he said. “I don’t know how, or when. But soon.”

A Four brought WAlt's breakfast, and David returned to his room He rested and sl ept
fitfully for a few hours, then showered and went to the cave entrance, where he was stopped by a
Two.

“I"'msorry, David,” he said. “Jonathan says that you need a rest, that you are not to work
now. ”

VWrdl essly David turned and left. Jonathan. WI. If they had decided to bar himfromthe
lab, they could do it. He and WAlt had planned it that way: the cave was i npregnable. He thought
of the elders, forty-four of themnow, and two of that nunber ternminally ill. One of the renmining
el ders insane. Forty-one then, twenty-nine wonen. Eleven abl e-bodied nen. N nety-four clones.

He waited for days for Harry Vlasic to appear, but no one had seen himin weeks, and Vernon
t hought he was living in the lab. He had all his neals there. David gave that up, and found D-1 in
the dining roomand offered his help in the |ab.

“I"’mtoo bored doing nothing,” he said. “I’mused to working twelve hours a day or nore.”

“You should rest now that there are others who can take the load off you,” DI said
pl easantly. “Don’t worry about the work, David. It is going quite well.” He noved away, and David
caught his arm

“Why won't you let me in? Haven't you |l earned the value of an objective opinion?”

Dl pulled away, and still smling easily, said, “You want to destroy everything, David. In
the nane of mankind, of course. But still, we can't let you do that.”

David let his hand fall and watched the young man who mi ght have been hinself go to the food
servers and start putting dishes on his tray.

“I"'mworking on a plan,” he lied to Walt, as he would again and again in the weeks that
followed. Daily Walt grew feebler, and now he was in great pain.

David' s father was with Walt nost of the time now He was gray and aged but in good health
physically. He tal ked of their boyhood, of the com ng hunting season, of the recession he feared
m ght reduce his profits, of his wife, who had been dead for fifteen years. He was cheerful and
happy, and Walt seemed to want himthere.

In March, WI sent for David. He was in his office. “It’s about Walt,” he said. “W should
not let himcontinue to suffer. He has done nothing to deserve this.”

“He is trying to last until the girls have their babies,” David said. “He wants to know.”

“But it doesn't matter any longer,” WI said patiently. “And nmeanwhil e he suffers.”

David stared at himw th hatred and knew that he couldn’t nake that choice.

W1 continued to watch himfor several nore nonents, then said, “W wll decide.
nmorni ng Walt was found to have died in his sleep

The next

Chapter 9

It was greening tine; the willows were the first to show nebul ous traceries of green al ong
the graceful branches. Forsythias and flam ng bushes were in bloom brilliant yellows and scarlets
agai nst the gray background. The river was high with spring runoffs up north and heavy March
rains, but it was an expected high, not dangerous, not threatening this year. The days had a
bal mi ness that had been m ssing since Septenber; the air was soft and snelled of wet woods and
fertile earth. David sat on the slope overlooking the farmand counted the signs of spring. There
were calves in the field, and they | ooked the way spring cal ves always had | ooked: thin |egs,
awkward, slightly stupid. No fields had been worked yet, but the garden was green: pale lettuce,
bl ue-green kal e, green spears of onions, dark green cabbage. The newest w ng of the hospital, not
yet painted, crude conpared to the finished brick buildings, was being used already, and he could
even see sone of the young people at the wi ndows studying. They had the best teachers, thenselves,
and the best students. They |earned amazingly well from one another, better than they had in the
early days

They canme out of the school in matched sets: four of this, three of that, two of another. He
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sought and found three Celias. He could no longer tell themapart; they were all grown-up Celias
now and i ndi sti ngui shable. He watched themwi th no feeling of desire; no hatred noved hiny no

| ove. They vani shed into the barn and he | ooked up over the farm into the hills on the other side
of the valley. The ridges were hazy and had no sharp edges anywhere. They | ooked soft and

wel com ng. Soon, he thought. Soon. Before the dogwoods bl ooned.

The night the first baby was born, there was another celebration. The el ders tal ked anong
t hensel ves, laughed at their own jokes, drank wine; the clones left them alone and partied at the
other end of the room When Vernon began to play his guitar and dancing started, David slipped
away. He wandered on the hospital grounds for a few m nutes, as though aimessly, and then, when
he was certain no one had followed himout, he began to trot toward the m |l and the generator
Si x hours, he thought. Six hours without electricity would destroy everything in the I|ab.

Davi d approached the mill cautiously, hoping the rushing water of the creek woul d nmask any
sound he ni ght nake. The building was three stories high, very large, with windows ten feet above
the ground, on the level where the offices were. The ground floor was filled with machinery. In
the back the hill rose sharply, and David could reach the wi ndows by bracing hinmself on the steep
incline and steadying hinself with one hand on the building, leaving the other free to test the
wi ndows. He found a wi ndow that went up easily when he pushed it, and in a nonent he was inside a
dark office. He closed the wi ndow, and then, noving slowy with his hands outstretched to avoid
any obstacle, he crossed the roomto the door and opened it a crack. The m Il was never |eft
unat t ended; he hoped that those on duty tonight would be down with the nachinery. The offices and
hal | way formed a nmezzani ne overl ooking the dimy lighted well. G otesque shadows rmade the hal | way
strange, with deep pools of darkness and places where he would be clearly visible should any one
happen to | ook up at the right nmoment. Suddenly David stiffened. Voices.

He slipped his shoes off and opened the door w der. The voices were | ouder, bel ow him
Soundl essly he ran toward the control room keeping close to the wall. He was al nost to the door
when the lights came on all over the building. There was a shout, and he could hear them running
up the stairs. He made a dash for the door, yanked it open, and slamed it behind him There was
no way to lock it. He pushed a file cabinet an inch or so, gave up on it, and picked up a neta
stool by its legs. He raised it and swng it hard against the nain control panel. At the sane
monent he felt a crushing pain against his shoulders, and he stunbled and fell forward as the
lights went out.

He opened his eyes painfully. For a nonent he could see nothing but a glare; then he nade
out the features of a young girl. She was reading a book, concentrating on it. Dorothy? She was
his cousin Dorothy. He tried to rise, and she | ooked up and smled at him

“Dor ot hy? What are you doi ng here?” He couldn't get off the bed. On the other side of the
room a door opened and WAlt cane in, also very young, unlined, with his nice brown hair ruffled.

Davi d’s head began to hurt and he reached up to find bandages that cane down alnost to his
eyes. Slowy nenory canme back and he closed his eyes, willing the menory to fade away again, to
| et them be Dorothy and \Walt.

“How do you feel ?” W1 asked. David felt his cool fingers on his wist. “You' |l be al
right. A slight concussion. Badly bruised, I"'mafraid. You re going to be pretty sore for a
while.”

Wt hout opening his eyes David asked, “Did | do nmuch damage?”

“Very little,” WI said

Two days | ater David was asked to attend a neeting in the cafeteria. Hi s head was stil
bandaged, but with little nore than a strip of adhesive now. Hi s shoul der ached. He went to the
cafeteria slowy, with two of the clones as escorts. D | stood up and offered David a chair at the
front of the room David accepted it silently and sat down to wait. D-I renmi ned standing.

“Do you renenber our class discussions about instinct, David?” D1 asked. “W ended up

agreei ng that probably there were no instincts, only conditioned responses to certain stinuli. W
have changed our minds about that. W agree now that there is still the instinct to preserve one's
species. Preservation of the species is a very strong instinct, a drive, if you will.” He | ooked

at David and asked, “Wat are we to do with you?”

“Don’t be an ass,” David said sharply. “You are not a separate species.”

D1 didn't reply. None of them noved. They were watching himquietly, intelligently,
di spassi onately.

Davi d stood up and pushed his chair back. “Then let ne work. 1'Il give you my word of honor
that I won't try to disrupt anything again.”

DI shook his head. “W discussed that. But we agreed that this instinct of preservation of
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the species would override your word of honor. As it would our own.”

David felt his hands clench and he straightened his fingers, forced themto relax. “Then you
have to kill ne.”

“W tal ked about that too,” D-1 said gravely. “W don't want to do that. W owe you too
much. In time we will erect statues to you, Walt, Harry. W have very carefully recorded all of
your efforts in our behalf. Qur gratitude and affection for you won't permt us to kill you.”

Davi d | ooked about the room picking out famliar faces. Dorothy. Walt. Vernon. Margaret.
Celia. They all net his gaze without flinching. Here and there one of themsnmiled at himfaintly.

“You tell me then,” he said finally.

“You have to go away,” D-1 said. “You will be escorted for three days, downriver. There is a
cart | oaded with food, seeds, a fewtools. The valley is fertile, the seeds will do well. It is a
good tine of year for starting a garden.”

W2 was one of the three to acconpany him They didn’t speak. The boys took turns pulling
the cart of supplies. David didn't offer to pull it. At the end of the third day, on the other
side of the river fromthe Summer farm they left him Before he joined the other two boys who
left first, W2 said, “They wanted ne to tell you, David. One of the girls you call Celia has
concei ved. One of the boys you call David i npregnated her. They wanted you to know.” Then he
turned and foll owed the others. They quickly vani shed anong the trees.

Davi d sl ept where they had left him and in the norning he continued south, |eaving the cart
behi nd, taking only enough food for the next few days. He stopped once to | ook at a maple seedling
shel tered anong the pines. He touched the soft green | eaves gently. On the sixth day he reached
the Wston farm and alive in his nenory was the day he had waited there for Celia. The white oak
tree that was his friend was the sane, perhaps larger, he couldn't tell. He could not see the sky
through its branches covered with new, vivid green | eaves. He nmade a | ean-to and sl ept under the
tree that night, and the next nmorning he solemmly told it good-bye and began to clinb the sl opes
overl ooking the farm The house was still there, but the barn was gone, and the ot her
out bui | di ngs—swept away by the flood they had started so | ong ago.

He reached the antique forest where he watched a flying insect beat its wings alnost lazily
and renmenbered his grandfather telling himthat even the insects here were primtive—slower than
their nore advanced cousins, |ess adaptable to hot weather or dry spells.

It was misty and very cool under the trees. The insect had settled on a leaf, and in the
gol den sunlight it too seened golden. For a brief noment David thought he heard a bird s trill, a
thrush. It was gone too fast to be certain, and he shook his head. Wshful thinking, no nore than
wi shf ul thinki ng.

In the antique forest, a cove forest, the trees waited, keeping their genes intact, ready to
nmove down the sl opes when the conditions were right for themagain. David stretched out on the
ground under the great trees and slept, and in the cool, nmisty nmlieu of his dream saurians wal ked
and a bird sang.

PART TWO

Shenandoah

Chapter 10

A July haze hung over the valley, dinmng outlines; heat shinmmered the air above the fields.
It was a day without hard edges. The breeze that noved through the valley was soft and warm The
corn was luxuriant, higher than a man’s head. The wheat was gol den brown, responsive to any change
inthe wind; the entire field noved at once, as if it were a single organismrippling a nuscle,
relieving tension perhaps. Beyond the corn the | and broke and tunbled down to neet the river
whi ch | ooked snooth and unnoving. The river was crystal clear, but fromthe second floor of the
hospital, by a trick of the haze-filtered light, the water becane rust-colored and solid, netal
dul I ed by negl ect.

Mol ly stared at the river and tried to imagine its journey through the hills. She let her
gaze drift back toward the dock and the boat there, but trees concealed it fromthe upper floor of
the hospital. There was a filmof sweat on her face and neck. She lifted her hair fromthe back of
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her neck where sone of it clung, plastered to her skin.

“Nervous?” Mriamslipped her armabout Mdlly's waist.

Mol ly rested her head against Mrianis cheek for a second, then straightened again. “lI m ght
be.”

“I am” Mriam said.

“Me too,” Martha said, and she noved to the wi ndow al so, and put her armthrough Mlly's. “I
wi sh they hadn’t chosen us.”

Mol Iy nodded. “But it won't be for so long.” Martha's body was hot against her, and she
turned fromthe wi ndow. The apartment had been made from three adjoining hospital roons with the
partitions renoved; it was long and narrow with six w ndows, and not one of themwas admitting any
breeze that late afternoon. Six cots lined the walls; they were narrow, white, austere.

“Let me do your hair now,” Melissa called fromthe far end of the room She had been conbing
and braiding her own hair for the past half hour, and she turned with a flourish. Dressed in a
short white tunic with a red sash, corn-straw sandals on her feet, she | ooked cool and |ovely. Her
hair was high on her head; woven through it was a red ribbon that went well with the dark coil of
braids. The Mriamsisters were inventive and artistic, the style setters, and this was Melissa's
newest creation, which would be copied by the other sisters before the end of the week.

Mart ha | aughed delightedly and sat down and watched Melissa s skillful fingers start to
arrange her hair. An hour |ater when they left their room wal king two by two, they noved |like a
singl e organi smand | ooked as alike as the stal ks of wheat.

O her snmall groups were starting to converge on the auditorium The Louisa sisters waved and
smled; a group of Ral ph brothers swept past in a run, their long hair held back by braided bands,
I ndi an fashion; the Nora sisters stepped aside and let Mriams group pass. They | ooked awed and
very respectful. MIly smled at themand saw that her sisters were smling also; they shared the
pride equally.

As they turned onto the broader path that led to the auditorium steps, they saw several of
the breeders peeking at themover the top of a rose hedge. The faces ducked out of sight, and the
sisters turned as one, ignoring them forgetting theminstantly. There were the Barry brothers,

Mol Iy thought, and tried to pick out Ben. Six little Claras ran toward them stopped abruptly, and
stared at the Mriamsisters until they went up the stairs and into the auditorium

The party was held in the new auditorium where the chairs had been replaced by |long tables
that were being laden with delicacies usually served only at the annual cel ebration days: The Day
of the First Born; Founding Day; The Day of the Flood . . . Mdlly gasped when she | ooked through
the open doors at the other side of the auditorium the path to the river had been decorated with
tall ow torches and arches of pine boughs. Another cerenmony woul d take place at dockside, after the
feast. Now nusic filled the auditorium and sisters and brothers danced at the far end and children
scanpered anong them playing their own ganes that appeared governed by randomrules. Mlly saw
her snaller sisters intent on pursuit, and she smiled. Ten years ago that could have been she, and
Mri, Melissa, Meg, and Martha. And Mriam woul d have been sonewhere el se, having been el uded
again, winging her hands in frustration or stanmping her foot in anger that her little sisters
wer e not behaving properly. Two years ol der than they, she carried her responsibility heavily.

Most of the wonmen wore white tunics with gaudy sashes, and only the Susan sisters had chosen
to dress in skirts that swept the floor as they whirled about, now joined hand to hand, now apart,
like a flower opening and closing. The nen wore tunics, longer and cut nore severely than the
worren’ s, and had knotted cords from which hung | eather pouches, each one decorated with the synbol
of the family of brothers to whomthe wearer belonged. Here a stag head, there a coil ed snake, or
a birdin flight, or a tall pine tree

The Jereny brothers had worked out an intricate dance, nore subdued than the flower dance,
but requiring concentration and endurance. They were perspiring heavily when Ml |y approached the
edge of the circle of onlookers to watch. There were six Jereny brothers, and Jereny was only two
years ol der than the rest; there was no discernible difference between any of them Mlly couldn’t
tell in the confusion of their tw sting bodies which one was Jed, who woul d be one of her fell ow
travel ers down the river of netal

The nusi c changed, and Molly and her sisters swept out to the floor. Dusk turned to night
and the electric lights cane on, the bul bs now covered with gl obes of blue, yellow, red, green
The music grew | ouder and nore and nore dancers spun around, while other groups of brothers and
sisters lined up at the festive tables. The little Kirby brothers started to cry in unison, and
sonmeone took them away to be put to bed. The little Mriamsisters were qui et now, nouselike
against a wall, eating cakes with their fingers; all had chosen pink cake with pink icing, which
stuck to their fingers, their cheeks, their chins. They were wet with perspiration and streaked
with dirt where they had rubbed their faces and arns. One of them was barefoot.
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“Look at theml” Mri cried.

“They’ || outgrowit,” Mriamsaid, and for a nonent Molly felt a stab of something she could
not identify. Then the Mriam sisters rushed off in a group to the tables and consulted and
di sagreed on what to choose and finally ended up with plates filled with identical tidbits: |anb
kebobs and sausage-filled pastries, sweet-potato sticks glazed with honey, whole green beans,
bright and glistening with a vinegar sauce, tiny steaning biscuits.

Mol Iy gl anced again at the small sisters leaning tiredly against the wall. No nore pink
cakes with pink icing, she thought sadly. One of the little sisters snmled shyly at her and she
smil ed back, and then went with the others to find a seat, to feast and await the cerenonies.

Roger, the eldest of themall, was the master of cerempnies. He said, “A toast to our
brothers and our sister who will venture forth at dawn to find—hot new | ands to conquer, nor
adventures to prove their courage, nor riches of gold or silver, but rather that nost priceless
di scovery of all—+nformation. Information we all need, information that will make it possible for
us to erupt into a thousand bloons, a nillion! Tonorrow they | eave as our brothers and our sister
and in one nonth they will return our teachers! Jed! Ben! Harvey! Thomas! Lewis! Mlly! Cone
forward and let us toast you and the nost priceless gift you will bring to us, your famly!”

Molly felt her cheeks burn with pleasure as she nmade her way through the crowd, now standing
and applauding wildly. At the front of the roomshe joined the others on stage and waited for the
cheering and appl ause to die, and she saw her little sisters standing on chairs, clapping with
abandon, their faces red, snmeary—they were going to cry, she thought. They couldn’t contain such
exci tement nuch | onger

“And now,” Roger said, “for each of you we have a gift . . .~

Molly's gift was a waterproof bag to carry her sketch pads and pencils and pens in. It was
the first tinme she had ever owned sonething not shared by her sisters, something uniquely hers.
She felt tears welling, and could not hear the rest of the cerenbny, was not aware of the other
gifts, and presently they were being led to the dock and the final surprise—a pennant flying from
the mast of the snall boat that would carry themto Washington. The pennant was the color of the
m dsunmer sky, deep blue so clear that in daylight it would blend into the sky perfectly, and in
the mddle of it, a diagonal lightning blaze of gleamng silver. A canopy covered the forward
section of the boat, and it too was blue and silver

There was another toast, wine that tingled and made her head light, and then another, and
now Roger was | aughing as he said, “The party will continue, but our brave explorers will retire.”
Jed shook his head, and Roger | aughed again. “You have no choice, ny brother. Your |ast toast was
doctored, and within an hour you will be sound asleep, so you will start your trip fresh and
rested. | suggest the sisters and brothers take their stars home and see themsafely to bed now.”

Wth rmuch | aughter the travelers were gathered up by their brothers and sisters. Mlly
protested feebly as her sisters half led, half carried her back to their room

“I'"l'l repack your things,” Mriamsaid, examning the gift bag. “How beautiful this is!
Look, it is all carved . "

They undressed her and brushed her hair, and Mri caressed her back and rubbed her
shoul ders, and Melissa brushed fairy kisses on her neck as she unwound the ribbon from her hair

Molly felt a pleasant inertia envelop her and she could only smle and sigh as her sisters
prepared her for bed, and then two of themunrolled the floor mat and waited there as the others
gui ded her to it, all of themlaughing at her unsteady wal k, the way she al nost buckled at the
knees, and her attenpts to keep her eyes open. On the mat they caressed and delighted her unti
she floated away fromthementirely, and then they carried her to her own cot and pulled the thin
summer bl anket over her, and Mri bent over and kissed her eyelids tenderly.

Chapter 11

By the end of the first hour, life in the boat had becone routine. The shouts had been | ost
in the distance and there was only the quiet river and the silent woods and fields and the regul ar
spl ash of oars

For weeks they had been in training, and now all six were hardened and worked wel |l together
Lewi s, who had designed the boat, stood forward on guard agai nst unexpected hazards. Three of the
brothers and Molly rowed in the first hitch, and Ben sat forward, behind Lew s.

There was a covered section forward, with the canopy down now, and a permanently closed-in
rear section with four bunks. The forward section could be closed as snugly as the rear. Every
avai | abl e i nch of space had been used, nostly for food, extra clothes, nedical supplies, and
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wat er pr oof pouches fol ded neatly, to be filled with docunents, maps, whatever they found of val ue.

Mol Iy rowed and watched the shoreline. They had left the familiar section of the valley,
with its cultivated fields; the | and was changi ng. The vall ey narrowed, then w dened, then
narrowed again, with steeply rising cliffs to the left, wooded slopes on the right. In the silent
norning the trees were unnovi ng; there was no sound except the splashing of oars.

Her sisters would be in the food-processing kitchens this week, MIlly thought, as she
wat ched the oar dip into the clear water. Laughing together, noving together. Perhaps they m ssed
her already . . . She pulled steadily, lifted the oar, watched it dip again.

“Rock! Ten o' clock, twenty yards!” Lewis called.

They shifted course easily to give it a wide berth.

“Nine o' clock, twenty yards!”

Thomas, in front of Mdlly, was wide-shoul dered, his hair the color of straw, and as straight
as straw. A slight breeze lifted it and let it fall over and over. His nuscles noved fluidly, and
perspiration glazed him Mlly thought he would make a fine drawing, a study in musculature. He
turned and said sonething to Harvey, across the boat fromhim and they both |aughed.

Now t he sun was hi gher and the heat was in their faces, along with the breeze they created
nmovi ng through the water, slowy, but steadily, snoothly. Mdlly could feel sweat on her upper |ip.
Soon they would have to stop to put the canopy in place. It would offer sone w nd resistance, but
t hey had deci ded the pluses were greater than the minuses; the trip was planned to provide the
maxi mum of safety and confort, and neither was to be sacrificed to speed.

O hers had gone down the river as far as the juncture with the Shenandoah. There were rocks
ahead, then a snooth, long slide into the broader, and unknown, river. And that afternoon Mlly
woul d relinquish her place at the oars and start her real mission, a pictorial diary of the trip,
i ncl udi ng what ever changes in the maps were necessary.

They tried to use the sail, but the wind in the valley was capricious, and they decided to
wait until later, perhaps on the Potomac, and try it there. They stopped and set up the canopy and
rested, then returned to the oars, and now Mdlly sat al one, her sketch pad and the river maps on
the seat beside her. Her hands felt stiff and she was content to sit quietly. Finally she started
to sketch.

They canme to the first rapids later that afternoon, and navigated themwi thout difficulty.
They joi ned the Shenandoah and turned north, and when they rested, they were all subdued and even
Jed had nothing to |augh about, no jokes to nake.

They slept in the boat, riding gently on the water. Ml ly thought of her sisters, nowin
their narrow white beds, the mat rolled up and put away. She fought down tears of |oneliness. A
hi gh breeze stirred the treetops and she inmagi ned they were whispering. She |longed to reach out
and touch one of the brothers; it mattered little which one of them She sighed, and heard soneone
whi sper her nane. It was Jed. He slipped into her narrow bunk, and with their arns wapped tightly
about each other, they fell asleep.

On the second night they all paired off and conforted one another before they were able to
sl eep.

The next day they were forced to a stop by rapids and a waterfall. “It isn't on the map at
all,” Mlly said, standing on the bank with Lewis. The river had been wi de and easy, the valley
heavily overgrown wi th bushes and | ow trees where once corn and wheat had grown. Then the cliffs
moved toward the water, which narrowed and deepened and ran swifter, and sometine since the maps
had been printed one of the cliffs had shuddered and dropped massi ve boul ders and debris that now
choked the river as far ahead as they could see. The water had spread, filled the valley from side
to side. They could hear the thunder of a waterfall ahead.

“We should be nearly at the juncture of the north and south branches of the Shenandoah,”
Mol Iy said. She turned to look at the cliffs. “Probably a couple of miles at the nost, over
there.” She pointed up the cliff that overshadowed them

Lewi s nodded. “We’' Il have to go back until we find a place to get the boat out of the water,
go overland.”

Mol Iy consulted her map. “Look, this road. It comes nearly to the river back there, then
goes over a couple of hills, about three nmiles, then back down to the river. That should clear the
falls. There's nothing but cliffs on this side between us and the north branch. No road, no trail
not hi ng.”

Lewi s ordered lunch, and after they had eaten and rested they turned the boat and began to
row agai nst the current, keeping close to shore, watching for a sign of the road. The current was
fast here, and they realized for the first tinme how hard it would be on the return trip, fighting
the current all the way hone.

Mol ly sighted the break in the hills where the old road was. They pulled in closer and found
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a spot where the boat could be haul ed out of the water, and prepared for an overland trek. They
had brought wheels and axles and axes to cut trees to make a wagon, and four of the brothers began
to unpack what they needed.

Fol ded neatly away were heavy | ong pants and boots and | ong-sl eeved shirts, protection nore
agai nst scratches from bushes than cold, which was not expected while they were gone. MIlly and
Lewi s changed clothes hurriedly and left to | ook for the best way to get through the scrub growth
to the road.

They woul d have to sleep in the woods that night, MIlly thought suddenly, and a shudder
passed through her. Her sisters would | ook up fromtheir work uneasily, exchange gl ances, and
return to their chores reluctantly, sonehow touched by the same dread she felt. If she were within
reach, the others would have cone to her, unable to explain why, but irresistibly drawn together.

They had to turn back several times before they found a way the boat could be taken to the
road. Wen they returned to the river, the others had the flat wagon prepared and the boat |ashed
in place. There was a small fire, on which water was heating for tea. They were all dressed in
| ong pants and boots now.

“W can’t stop,” Lewis said inpatiently, glancing at the fire. “W have about four hours
until dark, and we should get to the road and nake canp before then.”

Ben said quietly, “W can start while Mlly has tea and cheese. She is tired and shoul d

Ben was the doctor. Lewi s shrugged.

Mol Iy wat ched as they strapped on the harnesses. She held a nug of tea and a pi ece of cheese
the color of old ivory, and at her feet the fire burned | ower. She noved away fromit, too warmin
the heavy pants and shirt. They were starting to nove the boat, four of thempulling together
Thomas pushi ng from behind. He gl anced back at her and grinned, and the boat heaved over a rock
settled, and noved steadily to the left and upward.

Mol Iy took her tea and cheese to the edge of the river, pulled off her boots, and sat with
her feet in the tepid water. Each of them had a reason for being on this trip, she knew, and felt
not at all superfluous. The Mriamsisters were the only ones who coul d renenber and reproduce
exactly what they saw. Fromearliest childhood they had been trained to develop this gift. It was
regrettable that the Mriamsisters were slightly built; she had been chosen for this one skil
al one, not for strength and other abilities, as the brothers had been, but that she was as
necessary as any of the others was not doubted by anyone.

The water felt cooler to her feet now, and she began to strip off her clothing. She waded
out and swam letting the water flow through her hair, cleanse her skin, soothe her. Wen she
finished, the fire was al nost out and, using her mug, she doused it thoroughly, dressed again, and
then began to follow the trail left by the brothers and the heavy boat.

Suddenly and wi thout any warning she felt she was bei ng wat ched. She stopped, |istening,
trying to see into the woods, but there was no sound in the forest except the high, soft rustling
of | eaves. She whirled about. Nothing. She drew in her breath sharply and started to wal k again.
It was not fear, she told herself firmy, and hurried. There wasn’t anything to be afraid of. No
animals, nothing. Only burrowi ng insects had survived: ants, termites . . . She tried to keep her
m nd on ants—they were the pollinators now-and she found herself |ooking upward agai n and again at
the swaying trees.

The heat was oppressive, and it seenmed the trees were closing in, always closing in, yet
never getting any closer. It was being alone for the first time in her life, she told herself.
Real |y al one, out of reach, out of touch. It was loneliness that made her hurry through the
under grow h, now crushed down, hacked out of the way. And she thought, this was why nmen went nad
in the centuries gone by: they went mad fromloneliness, fromnever knowi ng the confort of
brothers and sisters who were as one, with the same thoughts, the sane |ongings, desires, joys.

She was running, her breath com ng in gasps, and she forced herself to stop and breathe
deeply a few m nutes. She stood | eaning against a tree and waited until her pul se was quieter
then she began to wal k again, briskly, not letting herself run. But not until she saw the brothers
ahead did the fear subside.

That night they nmade canp in the mddle of the rotten roadway deep in the forest. The trees
cl osed over them blotting out the sky, and their snall fire seemed feeble and pale in the
imensity of the darkness that pressed in fromall sides and above. MIlly lay rigidly still,
listening for sonething, anything, for a sound that said they were not alone in the world, that
she wasn’t alone in the world. But there was no sound.

The next afternoon Molly sketched the brothers. She was sitting al one, enjoying the sun and
the water, which had becone snpboth and deep. She thought of the brothers, how different they were
one from another, and her fingers began to draw themin a way she never had drawn before, never
had seen before.

rest.’
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She |iked the way Thonas | ooked. Hi s nuscles were long and snooth, his cheekbones hi gh and
prom nent, neatly dividing his face. She drew his face, using only straight |lines that suggested
the planes of his cheeks, the narrow sharp nose, the pointed chin. He | ooked young, younger than
the Mriamsisters, although they were nineteen and he was twenty-one.

She cl osed her eyes and visualized Lewis. Very big, over six feet. Very broad. She drew a
rocklike form a long head and a face that seened to flow, rounded, fleshy with no bony framework,
except for his large nose. The nose didn't satisfy her. She closed her eyes and after a nonent
rubbed out the nose she had drawn and put one back that was slightly off center, a bit crooked.
Everyt hi ng was too exaggerated, she knew, but sonehow, in overdoing it, she had caught him

Harvey was tall and rather thin. And great |long feet, she thought, smling at the figure

energi ng on her pad. Big hands, round eyes, like rings. You just knew, she thought, he would be
awkwar d, stunbl e over things, knock things down.
Jed was easy. Rotund, every line a curve. Small, al nost delicate hands, snmall bones. Snal

features centered in his face, all too cl ose together

Ben was the hardest. Wl Il proportioned, except for his head, which was |arger than the
others’, he was not so beautifully nuscled as Thomas. And his face was nerely a face, nothing
out st andi ng about it. She drew his eyebrows heavi er than they should have been, and nade him
squi nt, the way he did when he listened closely. She narrowed her eyes studying it. It wasn't
right. Too hard. Too firm too much character, she thought. In ten years he m ght | ook nore like
the sketch than he did now

“Rocks! Twelve o' clock, thirty yards!” Lewis called. Guiltily Mdlly flipped the sketch pad
to a clean page and began to draw the river and its hazards.

Chapter 12

Ben was bringing his nedical notes up to date. Lewis was finishing his daily |og. Thonmas sat
in the rear of the boat and stared back the way they had conme. Ben had been watching himclosely
for the past three days, uncertain what to expect, not liking the change in attitude that Thomas
wasn’t even trying to hide any |onger.

He wote: “Separation fromour brothers and sisters has been harder on all of us than we
expected. Suggest future parties send pairs of |ikes whenever possible.”

I f Thonas becane ill, he thought, then what? Even back in the hospital they had no
provisions for caring for the nentally ill. Insanity was a community threat, a threat to the
brothers and sisters who suffered as much as the affected one. Early on, the fam |y had deci ded
that no community threat could be allowed to survive. If any brother or sister becane nentally
ill, his or her presence was not to be tolerated. And that, Ben told hinself sharply, was the |aw
Their small group could not afford to | ose a pair of hands, though, and that was the reality. And
when reality and | aw cl ashed, then what?

After a glance at Mdlly, Ben added another note: “Suggest parties be nade up equally of
mal es and fenales.” She had been nore lonely than any of them he knew. He had watched her fil
page after page of her sketchbook, and wondered if that had substituted in sone way for the
absence of her sisters. Perhaps when Thonas was confronted with his real work he would no | onger
stare for long periods and start when anyone touched himor called his nane.

“W' || have to change our food-rationing schedule,” Lewis said. “W counted on five days
only for this leg of the trip, and it’'s been eight. You want to do the food count, Ben?”
Ben nodded. “Tonorrow when we tie up I'Il make an inventory. W night have to cut down.”

They shoul dn’t, he knew. He nmde another note. “Suggest double caloric needs.”

Mol Iy’ s hand slipped out from under her cheek and dangl ed over the side of her bunk. Ben had
intended to lie with her that night, but it didn't matter. They were all too tired even for the
confort of sex. Ben sighed and put his notebook down. The last |ight was fading fromthe sky.
There was only the soft slap of wavel ets agai nst the side of the boat and the sound of deep
breathing fromthe rear section. There was a touch of chill in the air. Ben waited until Thomas
was asl eep, then he |ay down.

Mol Iy dreamed of turning over in the boat, of being unable to get out fromunder it, of
searching for a place to surface where the boat would not cut her off fromthe air above. The
water was pale gold, it was turning her skin golden, and she knew that if she let herself remain
still for even one nonent she woul d becone a gol den statue on the bottomof the river forever. She
swam harder, desperate to breathe, aching, flailing, yielding to terror. Then hands reached for
her, her own hands, as white as snow, and she tried to grasp them The hands, dozens of them now,
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cl osed on nothing, opened, closed. They nissed her again and again, and finally she screaned,
“Here | am” And the water rushed to fill her. She started to sink, frozen, only her mnd churning
with fear, form ng over and over the scream of protest her |ips were unable to utter.

“Molly, hush. It's all right.” A quiet voice in her ear penetrated finally, and she jerked
awake fromthe dream “It's all right, MIlly. You're all right.”

It was very dark. “Ben?” Mlly whispered.

“Yes. You were dreamng.”

She shuddered and noved over so he could lie beside her. She was shivering; the night air
had become very cool since they had turned in to the Potomac. Ben was warm his armtight about
her, and his other hand warm and gentle as he caressed her cold body.

They nade no sound to awaken the others as their bodies united in the sexual enbrace, and
afterward Molly slept again, hard and tight against him

Al'l the next day the signs of great devastation grew. houses had burned, others had been
toppl ed by storms. The suburbs were being overgrown with shrubs and trees. Debris made the trip
harder; sunken boats and col |l apsed bridges turned the river into a naze where their progress was
measured in feet and inches. Again they had found it inpossible to use the sail.

Lewis and Molly were together in the prow of the boat, alert for subnerged dangers,
sonetimes calling out in unison, sonetinmes singly, warning agai nst hazards, neither of themsilent
for nore than a minute or two at a tine.

Suddenly Ml ly pointed and cried, “Fish! There are fish!”

They stared at the school of fish in wonder, and the boat drifted until Lew s shouted,
“Obstacle! Eleven o' clock, ten yards!” They pulled the oars hard and the school of fish vanished,
but the gloomhad lifted. Wiile they rowed, they tal ked of ways of netting fish for dinner, of
drying fish for the return trip, of the excitenent in the valley when they |earned that fish had
survived after all.

None of the ruins they had seen fromthe river prepared themfor the scene of desol ation
they came upon on the outskirts of Washington. Ml |y had seen photographs in books of bonbed-out
cities—bresden, Hiroshina—and the destruction here seenmed every bit as total. The streets were
buri ed under rubble, here and there vines covered the heaps of concrete, and trees had taken root
hi gh above the ground, binding the piles of bricks and bl ocks and marbl e together. They stayed on
the river until it becane inpassable, and this tinme the rapids were created by man-nade obstacl es:
ol d rusting autonobil es, a denolished bridge, a graveyard of buses

“I't was worthless,” Thomas nuttered. “All of this. Wrthless.”

“Maybe not,” Lewis said. “There have to be vaults, basenents, fireproof storage roons .
Maybe not.”

“Wort hl ess,” Thonas sai d agai n.

“Let’s tie up and try to figure out just where we are,” Ben said. It was nearly dusk; they
couldn’t do anything until nmorning. “I’Il start dinner. Mdlly, can you nmake out anything fromthe
maps?”

She shook her head, her eyes fixed, staring at the nightmare scene before them Wo had done
this? Wiy? It was as if the people had converged here to destroy this place that had failed them
in the end so conpletely.

“Mlly!” Ben's voice sharpened. “There are still a few | andnmarks, aren't there?”

She stirred and abruptly turned away fromthe city. Ben | ooked at Thomas, and fromhimto
Harvey, who was studying the river ahead.

“They did it on purpose,” Harvey said. “In the end they nust have all been nad, obsessed
with the idea of destruction.”
Lewis said, “If we can |ocate ourselves, we’'ll find the vaults. Al this”"-he waved his

hand—was done by savages. It’'s all surface danage. The vaults will be intact.”

Mol ly was turning slowy, examining the | andscape in a panoram ¢ survey. She said, “There
shoul d be two nore bridges, and that will put us at the foot of Capitol Hill, I think. Another two
or three mles.”

“Good,” Ben said quietly. “Good. Maybe it isn't this bad in the center. Thomas, give ne a
hand, will you?”

Thr oughout the night the boat noved this way and that as different people, tired but unable
to sleep, crept about restlessly, seeking solace from one another

Bef ore dawn they were all up. They ate quickly and by the first Iight were on their way over
the rubble toward the center of Washington. It appeared the destruction of the inner city was in
fact less than on the fringes. Then they realized that here the buildings had been spaced farther
apart; open |and gave the illusion of |ess conplete ruin. Also, it was obvious that soneone had
tried to clear away sone of the debris.
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“Let’s split into pairs here,” Lewis said, taking command once nore. “Meet back here at
noon. Mdlly and Jed, over there. Ben and Thomas, that way. Harvey and | will start over there.” He
poi nted as he spoke, and the others nodded. Ml ly had identified the |locations for them the
Senate Office Building was up there; the Post O fice Building; the General Services Building

“W were naive,” Thomas sai d suddenly as he and Ben approached the rui ned Post Ofice
Bui I di ng. “We thought there would be a few buildings standing with open doors. All we had to do
was wal k in, pull out a drawer or two, and get everything we wanted. Be heroes when we got hone.
Stupid, wasn't it?”

“W've already found out a lot,” Ben said quietly.

“What we’ve learned is that this isn't the way,” Thomas said sharply. “W aren’t going to
acconpl i sh anything.”

They circled the building. The front of it was bl ocked; around the side, one wall was down
al rost conpletely; the insides were charred and gutted.

The fourth building they tried to enter had burned al so, but only parts of it had been
destroyed. Here they found offices, desks, files. “Small business records!” Thomas sai d suddenly,
whirling anay fromthe files to | ook at Ben excitedly.

Ben shook his head. “So?”

“We cane through a roomwi th tel ephone directories! Wiere was it?” Again Ben | ooked
mystified, and Thomas | aughed. “Tel ephone directories! They' Il |ist warehouses! Factories! Storage
depot s!”

They found the room where several directories lay in a pile on the floor, and Thomas began
to exam ne one intently. Ben picked up another of the books and started to open it.

“Careful!” Thomas said sharply. “That paper’s brittle. Let’'s get out of here.”

“WIl that hel p?” Ben asked, pointing to the directory Thomas carri ed.

“Yes, but we need the central office of the tel ephone conpany. Maybe Molly can find it.”

That afternoon, the next day, and the next the search for useful information continued.
Mol |y updated her Washington map, |ocating the buildings that contai ned anyt hing of use, noting
the dangerous buil dings, the fl ooded secti ons—any of the basenents were filled with evil-snelling
wat er. She drew many of the skel etons they kept stunmbling over. She sketched them as
di spassionately as she did the buildings and streets.

On the fourth day they found the central tel ephone offices, and Thomas stationed hinself in
one of the roonms and began to go through the directories of the eastern cities, carefully lifting
out pages they could use. Ben stopped worrying about him

On the fifth, and sixth days it rained, a steady gray rain that flooded the |owlying areas
and brought water above the basenent |evel in sone of the buildings. If the rain kept up very
I ong, the whole city would flood, as it evidently had done over and over in the past. Then the
skies cleared and the wind shifted and drove in fromthe north, and they shivered and conti nued
t he search.

As she drew, Ml ly thought: mllions of people, hundreds of mllions of people, all gone.
She drew the rui ned Washi ngt on Monunent, the broken statue of Lincoln and the words of the
inscription that remained on the pedestal: One nation indi . . . She drew the skeletal frane of

t he Supreme Court Buil ding

They didn’t nove canp to the city, but slept aboard the boat every night. They were anassing
too much naterial to take back with them every evening when they left the city they took back
| oads of records, books, maps, charts, and after the evening meal each of them went over his own
stack of material and tried to sort it. They nade extensive notes about the condition of the
bui |l di ngs they explored, the contents, the usefulness of the material in them The next expedition
woul d be able to go straight to work.

There were the skel etons, sone of themon top of the rubble, sonme half buried, others in the
buil di ngs. How easily they could ignhore them Ben mused. Another species, extinct now, a pity.
Pass on.

On the ninth evening they made the final choices of what to pack in the boat. They found an
intact roomin a partially destroyed building and stored the surplus material there for the next
group.

On the tenth day they started for honme, this tinme rowing against the current, with a fresh
breeze blowing fromthe northeast, puffing the large single sail they had not been able to use
until now. Lewis attached the tiller, and the wind drove themup the river.

Fly, fly! Mlly silently urged the boat. She stood in the prow and sang out the hazards,
sonme of them al nost before they cane into sight. There was a tree stunp there, she renmenbered; and
again, atrain engine; a sand bar . . . In the afternoon the wind shifted and blew in from due
north, and they had to take down the sail or risk being driven onto shore. Gradually the
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excitenment they had all felt earlier gave way to dogged determination, and finally to nindless
pati ence, and when they stopped for the night they all knew they had traveled little nore than
hal f the distance they had traveled on this leg of their journey toward the city.

That night Mlly dreamed of dancing figures. Joyously she ran toward them arns
outstretched, her feet not touching the ground at all as she raced to join them Then the air
t hi ckened and shimrered and the figures were distorted, and when one of them | ooked at her, the
outline of her face was all wong, her features wong, one eye too high, her nmouth bent out of
shape. Molly stopped, staring at the grotesque face. She was drawn toward it relentlessly through
the thick air that changed everything. She struggled and tried to hang back, but her feet noved,
her body foll owed, and she could feel the resisting air close about her suffocatingly. The
caricature of her own face grinaced, and the figure raised snake-like arms toward her. Mdlly cane
wi de awake suddenly, and for several noments didn’'t know where she was. Someone was shouti ng.

It was Thomas, she realized, and Ben and Lewis were struggling with him getting hi mout of
hi s bunk, toward the bow of the boat, the canopied section. Harvey noved to the rear and gradually
quiet returned, but it was a long tinme before MIly could go back to sleep

By the third day the return trip had turned into a nightnmare. The wi nd becane gusty, nore

danger ous than hel pful, and they no longer tried to use the sail. The current was sw fter, the
wat er nuddy. It nust have rained much nore inland than it had in Washington. Also, the air had a
chill that persisted until midday, when the sun becanme too hot for the warm clothing they had put

on earlier. By sundown it was too cool for the lighter garnments they had changed into at the | unch
break. They were always too hot or too cold.

Ben and Lewis withdrew fromthe others and watched the sunset froma rise over the river.
“They’'re hungry, that’'s part of the trouble,” Ben said. Lewis nodded. “Also, MIlly has started her
menstrual period and she won't |et anyone near her. She nearly bit poor Harvey's head off | ast
ni ght.”

“I"mnot worried about Harvey,” Lew s said.

“I know. | don’'t know if Thomas is going to make it or not. | tranquilized himat dinner.
don’t know fromone day to the next what to expect fromhim?”

“W can’t carry a dead weight hone with us,” Lewis said grimy. “Even with strict rationing,

food’s going to be a problem |f he's tranquilized, he'll still need to eat, someone else wll
have to row for him.

“W' | | take himback with us,” Ben said, and suddenly he was in command. “W'l|l need to
study him even if he goes hone in restraints.”

For a nmonment they were both silent. “It’s the separation, isn't it?” Lewis |ooked south,
toward hone. “No one predicted anything like this. We're not |ike them W have to scrap the past,
the history books, everything. No one predicted this,” he said again quietly. “If we get back, we

have to nmake t hem understand what happens to us away from our own kind.”

“W' || get back,” Ben said. “And that’s why | need Thonas. \Who coul d have foreseen this? Now
that we're aware of how different we are fromthem we'll be |ooking harder. | wonder where el se
differences will show up when we’'re not expecting themto.”

Lewi s stood up. “Coning back?”

“I'n a mnute.”

He watched Lewis slip down the enbankment and board the boat; then he | ooked at the sky once
nore. Men had gone out there, he thought in wonder, and he couldn’t think why. Singly and in snal
groups they had gone into strange | ands, across w de seas, had clinbed mountai ns where no hunan
foot had ever trod. And he couldn’t think why they had done those things. What inpul se had driven
themfromtheir own kind to perish alone, or anong strangers? Al those ruined houses they had
seen, like the old Summer house in the valley, designed for one, two, three people, lived in by so
few people, deliberately isolating thenselves fromothers of their own kind. Wy?

The family used isolation for punishnment. A disobedient child Ieft alone in a small room for
ten mnutes energed contrite, all traces of rebellion eradicated. They had used isolation to
puni sh David. The doctors knew the full story of the last nmonths that David had |ived anong them
When he becane a threat, they had isol ated hi m pernmanently, punishnent enough. And yet those other
men of the distant past had sought isolation, and Ben coul dn’t think why.

Chapter 13

For two days it had been raining; the wind was gusting at thirty knots and increasing. “W
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have to get the boat out of the water,” Lew s said.

They had covered the entire boat with oiled canvas, but water seeped in through cracks and
now and then a wave | apped over the side and spilled down into the boat. Mrre and nore frequently
sonet hi ng heavy rubbed agai nst the boat or crashed into it.

Mol Iy punped and visualized the river behind them There had been a bank hours back, but
since then there had been no place they could | and safely.

“An hour,” Lewis said, as if answering her thoughts. “Shouldn't take nore than an hour to
get to that |ow bank.”

“W can’t go back!” Thonas shout ed.

“W can’t stay here!” Harvey snapped at him “Don’t be an idiot! Wre going to get ramed!”

“I won’t go back!”

“What do you think, Ben?” Lew s asked.

They were huddl ed together in the prow, Molly was in the mdsection manning the punp
doggedl y, trying to pretend her aching muscles away. The boat shuddered under a new i npact, and
Ben nodded.

“Can’t stay here. Not going to be a picnic getting back downriver.”

“Let's get at it,” Lewis said, and stood up

They were all wet and cold, and afraid. They were within sight of the swirling waters of the
Shenandoah where it joined the Potonac, and the eddies that had nearly swanped them on the first
leg of their trip now threatened to break the boat apart. They could get no closer to the
Shenandoah until the fl ood subsided.

“Thormas, relieve Molly at the punp. And, Thomas, renenber, you don’t think of anything but
that punp! And you keep it going!”

Mol Iy got up, continuing to punp until Thonas was in place, ready to take over w thout
interruption. As she started for the rear oar, Lewis said, “You take the prow. ” They put the oars
back in the |l ocks. The rain pounded them and Thonmas punped harder. The water was sl oshi ng about
their feet, and when the lines to shore were untied the boat swng sharply into the river. The
wat er inside the boat surged back and forth.

“Log! Coming fast! Eight o' clock!” Mdlly yelled.

They turned the boat, and it shot forward and they were flashing down the river, keeping
abreast of the log that was off to their left.

“Stunp! Twelve o' clock! Twenty yards!” Mlly hardly had time to get the words out. They
jerked the boat to the left and fl ew past the stunp. The fl ood had changed everything. The stunp
had been ashore when they passed it before. The current becane swi fter, and they fought to get
closer in. “Tree! One o' clock! Twenty yards!” They veered out again and now the | og that was
paci ng them tunbl ed and canme dangerously close. “Log! N ne o' clock! Three yards!”

And on they went in the blinding rain, flying past a newWwy created shoreline, staying even
with the nassive log that turned and tunbl ed al ongsi de them Suddenly Mdlly saw the | ow spot and
cried, “Land! Two o' clock, twenty yards!” They drove in sharply to shore. The boat dragged on
soret hing hidden in the nuddy water and the front half swung out toward the river. It rocked
violently and water sloshed in over the side. Lewis and Ben quickly junped out and, with the brown
water swirling about their chests, waded toward shore, dragging the boat in after them The boat
grated over nmud and stones, and now the others junped into the water and dragged the boat higher
until it was beached, tilted, but for the noment safe. Mlly lay in the nmud panting until Lew s
said, “W’ve got to get it higher. The river’s rising fast.”

It rained throughout the night and they had to nove the boat a second tine; then the rain
stopped and the sun shone, and that night there was a frost.

Ben cut the rations again. The stormhad cost themfive nore days, and the river was swifter
when they returned to it, their progress slower than ever

Thomas was in the worst shape, Ben thought. He was wi thdrawn, sunken in depression from
whi ch no one could rouse him Jed was next hardest hit. In tine, no doubt, his synptons would
mat ch Thomas’s. Harvey was irritable; he had turned sullen and suspicious of everyone. He
suspected that Ben and Lewis were stealing his food, and he watched themintently at nealtine.

Mol Iy was haggard, and she | ooked haunted; her eyes kept turning toward the south and hone, and
she seened to be listening, always listening. Lewis was intent on naintaining the boat, but when
he stopped working, that same | ook was on his big face: listening, watching, waiting. Ben couldn't
assess the changes in hinmself. He knew they were there. Often he woul d | ook up suddenly, certain
sormeone had spoken his nane softly, only to find no one nearby, no one paying any attention to
him Sonetimes he had the feeling that there was a danger he couldn’'t see, sonething hangi ng over
himthat made himlook to the sky, search the trees. But there was never anything to see.

He wondered suddenly when all sexual activity had stopped. |In Washington, or immediately
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after they left. He had decided it wasn’t working for him It was too hard to pretend the other
men were his brothers; finally, it had been too unsatisfactory, too frustrating. Somehow it had
been better with Molly if only because no pretense had been necessary, but even that had fail ed.
Two people trying to becone one, neither quite knowi ng what the other needed or wanted. O maybe
it was hunger that killed the sexual appetite. He wote in his notebooks.

Mol Iy, watching him felt as if a thick clear wall separated her fromevery living thing on
earth. Nothing could get through the wall, nothing could touch her in any way, and where the
feeling had aroused terror, never fully dormant any longer, now it sinply benmused her to think of
it. Every day they got closer to hone, and curiously it seened less fromtheir own efforts than
froman irresistible pull. They were powerless not to return hone. The pull was steady, dragging
them back just as they had dragged the boat up the bank to save it fromthe flood. Their every act
was instinctive. And the terror? She didn't know its source, only that waves of terror coursed
t hrough her unexpectedly, and when they did, she felt weak and cold. She could feel her facia
muscl es tighten during those tinmes, and she was aware of the way her heart |eaped, then paused,
then raced.

And often when she had been at the oars for a long tine, sonething el se happened, and she
felt a release. At those tines strange visions cane to her, strange thoughts that seened
untransl atable into words. She | ooked about in wonder and the world she saw was unfaniliar, the
words she woul d have used to describe it useless, and only color would do, color and line and
light. The terror was stilled, and a gentle peace filled her. Gadually the peace would give way
to fatigue and hunger and fear, and then she could nock herself and the visions, and even while
nmocki ng, yearn for it all to happen again.

Soneti nes when she was forward, watching for hazards, it was alnost as if she were al one
with the river that seened to have a voice, and infinite wisdom The voice nurnured too softly to
make out the words, but the rhythnms were unm stakable: it was speech. One day she wept because she
could not understand what it was saying to her. Ben’s hand on her shoul der roused her, and she
stared at him bl ankly.

“Did you hear it too?” she asked, keeping her voice as soft as the river’s.

“What ?” He sounded too brusque, too harsh, and she pulled away. “Wat do you nean?”

“Not hing. Nothing. I'mjust tired.”

“Molly, | heard nothing! And you heard nothing! We're pulling in to rest, stretch our |egs.
You get sone tea.”

“All right,” she said, and started around him But then she paused. “Wat was it we heard,
Ben? It isn't the river, is it?

“I told you I heard nothing!” He turned away fromher and stood stiffly in the prow of the
boat to guide the nmen at the oars in to shore.

When they turned the last curve in the river and canme upon the fanmiliar fields, they had
been away fromtheir brothers and sisters for forty-nine days. Thomas and Jed were both drugged
into insensibility. The others rowed nunmbly, starved, dull-eyed, obeying a conmand stronger than
the body’s command to stop. Wen snmall boats approached and hands took the lines and towed themto
the dock, they continued to stare ahead, not believing yet, still in a recurring dreamwhere this
had happened repeatedly.

Mol ly was pulled to her feet and | ed ashore. She stared at her sisters, who were strangers
to her. And this too was a recurring dream a nightmare. She swayed, and was grateful for the
bl ackness that descended on her

The sunshine was soft in the roomwhen M|y opened her eyes; it was very early norning and
the air was cool and fresh. There were flowers everywhere. Asters and chrysant henuns, purples,
yell ows, creany whites. There were dahlias the size of dinner plates, shocking pink, scarlet. The
bed was absolutely still, no water |apping about it, no rocking notions. No odors of sweat and
mol dy cl othing. She felt clean and warm and dry.

“l thought | heard you,” soneone said.

Mol Iy | ooked at the other side of the bed. Mri, or Meg, or . . . She couldn’t tell which
one.

“Martha has gone for your breakfast,” the girl said.

Mriamjoined themand sat on the edge of Ml ly's bed. “How are you now?”

“I'"'mall right. 1'll get up.”

“No, of course you won't get up. Breakfast first, then a rubdown and a mani cure, and
anything el se we can think of that will nake you nore confortable, and then if you don't fal
asl eep again, and if you still want to get up, then you may.” Mriam | aughed gently at her as
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Ml ly started to rise and sank back down again

“You’ ve been sleeping for two days,” said Mri, or Meg, or whoever it was. “Barry’s been
here four times to check on you. He said you need to sleep all you can, and eat all you can.”

There were di m nenories of rousing, of drinking broth, of being bathed, but the nenories
refused to cone into sharp focus.

“Are the others all right?” she asked.

“They’re all fine,” Mriamsaid soothingly.

“Thomas?”

“He’s in the hospital, but he'll be fine too.”

For many days they babied her; her blistered hands heal ed and her back stopped aching, and
she regai ned sone of the weight she had | ost.

But she had changed, she thought, studying herself in the large mirror at the end of the
room O course, she was still thin and gaunt. She |ooked at Mri’'s snmooth face, and knew t he
difference lay deeper than that. Mri | ooked enpty. Wen the ani mati on faded, when she was no
| onger | aughing or talking, there was nothing there. Her face becanme a nmask that hid nothing.

“W' || never let you out of sight again!” Martha whi spered, com ng up behind her. The others
echoed it vehenently.

“I thought of you every day, alnost every minute,” Mri said.

“And we all thought of you together each evening after dinner. W just sat here in a circle
on the mat and thought of you,” Melissa said.

“Especially when it got so long,” Mri said in a whisper. “W were so afraid. W kept
calling you and calling you, silently, but all of us together. Calling you honme over and over.”

“I heard you,” Mlly said. Her voice sounded al nost harsh. She saw M riam shake her head at
the sisters, and they fell silent. “W all heard you calling. You brought us honme,” Mdlly said,
softening her voice with an effort.

They hadn’t asked her anything about the trip, about Washi ngton, about her sketchbooks,
whi ch they had unpacked and nust have | ooked at. Several tinmes she had started to speak of the
river, the ruins, and each tine she had failed. There was no way she coul d make them under st and.
Presently she would have to get to work on the sketches, using themas guides and drawing in
detail what she had seen, what it had been like fromstart to finish. But she didn't want to speak
of it. Instead they talked of the valley and what had happened in the seven weeks of Mdlly's
absence. Not hing, she thought. Nothing at all. Everything was exactly as it always had been

The sisters had been excused fromwork in order to speed Mdlly’'s recovery. They chatted and
gossi ped and caught up on nending and took wal ks and read together, and as Mdlly’s strength
returned, they played together on the nmat in the niddle of the room Mlly took no part in their
play. Toward the end of the week, when they dragged the mat out and opened it, Mriam poured snal
gl asses of anber wine and they toasted MIlly and drew her to the nat with them Her head was
spi nning pl easantly and she | ooked at Mriam who sniled at her.

How beautiful the sisters are, she thought, how silky their hair, and snooth their skin;
each body was unmarred, flaw ess.

“You' ve been away so long,” Mriam whispered.

“Sonething’s still down there on the river,” MIlly said foolishly, wanting to weep.

“Bring it hone, darling. Reach out and bring back all the parts of you.”

And slowy she reached out for the other part of herself, the part that had watched and
i stened and had brought her peace. That was the part that had built the clear hard wall, she
thought distantly. The wall had been built to protect her, and now she was tearing it down again.

She felt she was speeding down the river, flying over the water, now swirling brown and
muddy and dangerous, now snmooth and deep bl ue-green and inviting, now white foamas it shattered

over rocks . . . She sped down the river and tried to find that other self, to submerge it and
become whol e again with her sisters . . . Over her the trees murnmured and beneath her the water
whi spered back, and she was between them not touching either, and she knew t hat when she found
that other self she would have to kill it, to destroy it totally, or the whispers would never go

away. And she thought of the peace she had found, and the visions she had seen.

Not yet! she cried silently, and stopped her race down the river, and was once nore in the
roomw th her sisters. Not yet, she thought again, quietly. She opened her eyes and sniled at
Mriam who was watchi ng her anxiously.

“I's it all right now?” Mriam asked.

“Everything is fine,” MIlly said, and somewhere she thought she could hear that other voice
mur mur softly before it faded away. She reached out and put her arns about Mrianis body and drew
her down to the nat and stroked her back, her hip, her thigh. “Everything is fine,” she whispered
agai n.
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Later, when the others slept, she stood shivering by the wi ndow and | ooked out at the
vall ey. Autumm was very early. Each year it came a little earlier than the previous year. But it
was warmin the large room her chill was not caused by the season or the night air. She thought
of the mat play and tears stood in her eyes. The sisters hadn't changed. The vall ey was unchanged.
And yet everything was different. She knew sonething had died. Sonething el se had conme alive, and
it frightened her and isolated her in a way that distance and the river had not been able to do.

She | ooked at the dimforms on the beds and wondered if M riam suspected. Mdlly's body had
responded; she had | aughed and wept with the others, and if there had been one part of her not
i nvol ved, one part alive and watchful, it had not interfered.

She coul d have done it, she thought. She could have destroyed that other part with Mrians
hel p, and the help of the sisters. She should have, she thought, and shivered again. Her thoughts
were chaotic; there was something that had cone to live within her, sonething that was vaguely
threatening, and yet could give her peace as nothing el se could. The begi nnings of insanity, she
thought wildly. She woul d becorme incoherent, screamat nothing, try to do violence to others or to
herself. Or maybe she was going to die. Eternal peace. But what she had felt was not sinply the
absence of pain and fear, but the peace that cones after a great acconplishnment, a fulfillnent.

And she knew it was inportant that she | et the visions cone, that she find tine to be al one
in order to allowthemto fill her. She thought of the sisters despairingly: they would never
permt her to be al one again. Together they nmade a whole; the absence of one of themleft the
others inconplete. They would call and call her.

Chapter 14

Now t he harvest had been gathered; apples hung red and heavy on the trees, and the mapl es
bl azed |i ke torches agai nst endl ess bl ue skies. Sycanores and birches burned gold, and the sumac’s
red deepened until it | ooked al nost black. Every norning each blade of grass was edged in frost;
it gleaned and glistened until it was nelted by the rising sun. The passion of the autum colors
never had been so intense, Mdlly thought. How the |ight under the maples changed! And the pale
gl ow that surrounded the sycanores!

“Mol ly?” Mriams voice roused her fromthe wi ndow, and she turned reluctantly. “Mlly, what
are you doi ng?”

“Not hi ng. Thi nking of the work for today.”

M riam paused. “WIIl it take you nuch |onger? W niss you.”

“I don't think so,” Mlly said, and started for the door. Mriam noved slightly; her
movermrent was enough to make Mdlly stop again. “Another two or three weeks,” Mlly said quickly,
not wanting Mrianms hand on her arm

M riam nodded, and the nonment passed when she coul d have touched Ml Iy, could have held her
She felt baffled. Again and again when she woul d have enbraced Mol ly, the nonent passed, just as
it now had, and they stood apart, not touching.

Molly left her in the large room and presently Mriamwal ked to the hospital. “Are you too
busy?” she asked, standing in the doorway to Ben’s office. “l would like to talk with you.”

“MrianP” The inflection was automatic, as was her slight nod. Only Mriamwould conme al one;
a younger sister would have been acconpanied by her. “Come in. It's about MIlly, isn't it?”

“Yes.” She closed the door and sat down opposite his desk. His desk was covered w th papers,
notes, his medi cal notebook that he had carried on the trip with him She | ooked fromthe papers
to the man, and thought he was different too. Like Mdlly. Like all of themwho had gone away.

“You told me to conme back if it didn't get better,” she said. “She’s worse than before.
She’ s bringi ng unhappiness to all the sisters. Can’'t you do sonething for her?”

Ben sighed and | eaned back in his chair and | ooked at the ceiling. “It’s going to take
time.”

M riam shook her head. “You said that before. How is Thonmas, and Jed? How are you?”

“W're all conming around,” Ben said, sniling slightly. “She will too, Mriam Believe ne,
she will.”

Mriam|leaned toward him “I don’t believe you. | don't think she wants to cone back to us.
She’s resisting us. I wish she hadn’t cone back at all if this is how she’s going to be from now
on. It’'s too hard on the other sisters.” She had becone very pale, and her voice shook; she turned
away fromhim

“I"1l speak to her,” Ben said.

Mriamdrew a piece of paper from her pocket. She unfolded it and put it on his desk. *Look
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at that. What does it nean?”

They were the caricatures Molly had sketched of the brothers early in the trip. Ben studied
them the one of hinmself in particular. Was he really that grimlooking? That determ ned? And
surely his eyebrows were not that heavy and nenaci ng?

“She’ s nocki ng us! Mocking all of you. She has no right to make fun of our brothers |ike
that,” Mriamsaid. “She’s watching all the time, watching her sisters as they work and play. She
won't participate unless | give her wine, and even then | can feel a difference. Al ways watching
us. Everyone.”

Ben snoot hed the sketch paper and asked, “Wiat do you propose we do, Mrian®”

“I don’t know. Make her stop working on the drawings of the trip. That's keeping her nmind on
it, on what happened. Make her join her sisters in their daily work, as she used to. Stop letting
her isolate herself for hours in that small room”

“She has to be alone to do the drawi ngs,” Ben said. “Just as | have to be alone to wite ny
report, and Lewis has to be alone to assess the capabilities of the boat and the changes needed in
it.”

“But you and Lewis, the others, are all doing it because you nust, and she is doing it
because she wants to. She wants to be al one! She | ooks for excuses to be alone, and she’'s working
on other things, not just the trip drawi ngs. Make her let you in that room |et you see what el se
she’ s been doing!”

Ben nodded slowy. “1’'Il see her today,” he said.

After Mriam had gone, Ben studied the sketches again, and he smled slightly. She certainly
had captured them he thought. Cruelly, coldly, and accurately. He folded the paper and put it in
his | eather pouch, and thought about Ml ly and the others.

He had |ied about Thonmas. He wasn’t back to nornal, and night never be nornal again. He had
becorme al nost totally dependent on his brothers. He refused to be separated fromthem even
monentarily, and he slept with one or another of themevery night. Jed was sonewhat better, but he
too showed a need for constant reassurance.

Lewi s seened virtually untouched by the voyage. He had stepped out of this life and back
into it alnost casually. Harvey was nervous, but |ess so than he had been a week ago, nuch | ess
than when he first rejoined his brothers. Eventually he would be well.

And he, Ben. What about Ben? he asked hinsel f nockingly. He was recovered, he deci ded.

He went to talk to Molly. She had a roomin the hospital administration wing. He tapped
lightly at the door, then opened it before she answered. They so sel dom cl osed doors, rarely in
the day, but it seemed natural for her to have closed her door, just as he felt it natural to
cl ose his when he was working. He stood for a nonent |ooking at her. Had she slid sonething under
the paper that lay on her drawi ng board? He couldn’t be certain. She sat with her back to the
wi ndow, the board tilted before her.

“Hell o, Ben.”

“Can you spare a few nmi nutes?”

“Yes. Mriamsent you, didn't she? I thought she would.”

“Your sisters are very concerned about you.”

She | ooked down at the table and touched a paper

She was different, Ben thought. No one would ever nistake her for Mriam or another of the
sisters. He cane around the table and | ooked at the drawi ng. Her sketch pad was open to a page
filled with small, hastily done |ine drawings of buildings, ruined streets, hills of rubble. She
was doing a full page of one section of Washington. For a nonent he had a curious feeling of being
there, seeing the devastation, the tragedy of a lost era; MIlly had the power to put inmages from
his mnd onto paper. He turned and | ooked out the window at the hills, which were splashes of
color nowwith the sun full on them

Watching him Ml ly thought: neither Thomas nor Jed would talk with her at all. Thonas shied
away as if she carried plague, and Jed renmenbered other things, urgent things he had to do. Harvey
tal ked too much, and said nothing. And Lewis was too busy.

But she could talk with Ben, she thought. They could relive the trip with each other, they
could try to understand what had happened, for whatever had happened to her had happened to him
She could see it in his face, in the way he had turned so abruptly from her draw ng. Sonething |ay
within him ready to awaken, ready to whisper to him if he would let it, just as it lay within
her and changed the world she saw. It spoke to her, not in words, but in colors, in synbols that
she didn’t understand, in dreams, in visions that passed fleetingly through her mnd. She watched
hi m where he stood, with the sun shining on him Light fell on his armin a way that nade each
hair gl eam gol den, a forest of golden trees on a brown plain. He shifted and the twilight on the
plain turned the trees black
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“Little sister,” he began, and she sniled and shook her head.

“Don’t call nme that,” she said. “Call me . . . whatever you want, but not that.” She had
disturbed him a frown cane and went, l|leaving his face unreadable. “Mlly,” she said. “Just cal
me Mlly.”

But now he couldn't think what it was he had started to say to her. The difference was in
her expression, he thought suddenly. Physically she was identical to Mriam to the other sisters,
only the expressi on was changed. She | ooked nore mature, harder? That wasn't it, but he thought it
was close to what he meant. Determ ned. Deeper

“I want to see you on a regular basis for a while,” Ben said abruptly. He hadn’t started to

say that at all, hadn't even thought of it until he said it.
Mol 'y nodded sl owy.
Still he hesitated, puzzled about what el se he mi ght say.

“You should set the time,” Molly said gently.

“Monday, Wednesday, Saturday, imediately after lunch,” he said brusquely. He made a note in
hi s book.

“Starting today? O should | wait until Mnday?”

She was nocking him he thought angrily, and snapped his book shut. He wheel ed about and
strode to the door. “Today,” he said.

Her voice held himat the door. “Do you think I"'mlosing nmy mnd, Ben? Mriam does.”

He stood with his hand on the knob, not |ooking at her. The question jolted him He should
reassure her, he knew, say sonething soothing, sonething about Mriams great concern, sonething
“I'medi ately after lunch,” he said harshly, and let hinmself out.

Mol ly retrieved the paper she had slid under the Washi ngton drawi ng and studied it for a
time with her eyes narrowed. It was the valley, distorted sonewhat so that she could get in the

old mll, the hospital, and the Sumer house, all lined up in a way that suggested rel atedness. It
wasn’'t right, however, and she couldn’t deci de what was wrong. There were faint marks where the
people were to go in the drawing, a cluster of themat the mll, nore at the entrance to the

hospital, a group in the field behind the old house. She erased the marks and sketched in, very
lightly, a single figure, a nman, who stood in the field. She drew another figure, a wonman, wal ki ng
bet ween the hospital and the house. It was the size of everything, she thought. The buildi ngs,
especially the mill, were so large, the figures so snmall, dwarfed by the things they had nade. She
t hought of the skel etons she had seen in WAshington; a body reduced to bones was smaller still.
She woul d nake her figures enmci ated, al nost skeletal, stark

Suddenly she snatched up the paper, crunpled it into a ball, and threwit into the wastecan
She buried her face in her arns.

They woul d have a “Cerenopny for the Lost” for her, she thought distantly. The sisters would
be conforted by the others, and the party would last until dawn as they all denonstrated their
solidarity in the face of grievous loss. In the light of the rising sun the remaining sisters
woul d join hands, forming a circle, and after that she would cease to exist for them No |onger
woul d she tornment themw th her new strangeness, her apartness. No one had the right to bring
unhappi ness to the brothers or sisters, she thought. No one had the right to exist if such
exi stence was a threat to the fanmly. That was the | aw.

She joined her sisters for lunch in the cafeteria, and tried to share their gaiety as they
tal ked of the coning-of-age party for the Julie sisters that night.

“Remenber,” Meg said, |aughing mschievously, “no matter how many offers we get, we refuse
all bracelets. And whoever sees the Cark brothers first slips on a bracelet before he can stop

her.” She | aughed deep in her throat. Twice they had tried to get to the dark brothers and twi ce
other sisters had beaten them Tonight they were separating, to take up posts along the path to
the auditoriumto lie in wait for the young O ark brothers, whose cheeks were still downy, who had
crossed the threshold into adul thood only that autumm.

“They’ Il all cry ‘*Unfair!” " Mriamsaid, protesting feebly.

“I know,” Meg said, |aughing again.

Mel i ssa | aughed with her and Martha smled, looking at Molly. “I'"'mto be at the first
hedge,” she said. “You wait by the path to the m|l.” Her eyes sparkled. “lI’'ve got the bracelets
all ready. They're red, with six little silver bells tied in place. How he'll jingle, whoever gets

the bracelet!” The six bells nmeant all the sisters were inviting all the brothers.

Al'l over the cafeteria groups were huddled just like this, MlIlly thought, glancing about.
Smal | groups of people, all conspiring, planning their conquests with glee, setting traps
Look-al i kes, she thought, like dolls.
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The Julie sisters had blond hair, hanging | oose and held back with tiaras made of deep red
flowers. They had chosen | ong tunics that di pped down |Iow in the back, high in the front in drapes
that enphasi zed their breasts charm ngly. They were shy, smling, saying little, eating nothing.
They were fourteen.

Mol Iy | ooked away fromthem suddenly and her eyes burned. Six years ago she had stood there,
just like that, blushing, afraid and proud, wearing the bracelet of the Henry brothers. The Henry
brothers, she thought suddenly. Her first man had been Henry, and she had forgotten that. She
| ooked at the bracelet on her left wist, and | ooked away again. One of the sisters had gotten to
Cark first, and later Molly and her sisters would play with the Cark brothers on the mat. So
smooth still, their faces were as snooth as the Julie faces.

Peopl e were trying to match up the bracelets now, and there was nuch | aughter as everyone
m |l ed about the |Iong tables and nmade excuses to exani ne each other’s bracel ets.

“Way didn't you come to ny office this afternoon?”

Mol Iy whirled about to find Ben at her elbow. “I forgot,” she said.
“You didn’t forget.”
She | ooked down and saw that he still wore his own bracelet. It was plain, grass braided

wi t hout adornnent, without the brothers’ synbol. Slowy, wthout |ooking at him she began to

pl uck the silver bells fromher own bracelet and when there was only one left on it, she slipped
the bracelet off her wist and reached out to put it on his. For a nonent he resisted, then he
hel d out his hand and the bracelet slid over his knuckles, over the jutting wist bone. Only then
did Molly ook into his face. It was a mask—hard, unfanmiliar, forbidding. If she could peel off
the mask, she thought, there would be sonething different.

Abruptly Ben nodded, and turned and |eft her. She watched himgo. Mriamand the others
woul d be angry, she thought. Now there would be an extra Cark brother. It didn’t matter, but
Mriam had counted on all of themto participate, and now it would be uneven

The Julie sisters were dancing with the Lawence brothers, two by two, and Molly felt a pang
of sadness suddenly. Lewis was fertile, perhaps others of his group were also. If one of the Julie
sisters conceived and was sent to the breeders’ conpound, the next party for them would be the
Ceremony for the Lost. She watched them and couldn't tell which man was Lewi s, which Law ence,
Lester

She danced with Barry, then with Meg and Justin, then with Mriamand dark, and again with
Meg and Melissa and two of the Jereny brothers; not with Jed, though, who stood against the wall
and watched his brothers anxiously. He still wore his own bracelet. The other brothers had an
assortnment of bracelets on their wists. Poor Jed, Mdlly thought, and al nost wi shed she had given
hers to him

She sat with Martha and Curtis and ate a minced-beef sandwi ch and drank nore of the anber
wi ne that nade her head swimdelightfully. Then she danced with one of the Julie sisters, who was
| ooki ng sol etm now as the hour grew |l ate. Presently the Lawence brothers would claimthemfor the
rest of the night.

The nusi c changed. One of the Lawence brothers clainmed the girl MIlly had danced with; the
girl looked at himwith a timd smle that appeared, vani shed, appeared again. He danced her away.

Molly felt a tap on her arm and turned to face Ben. He was unsnmiling. He held out his arm
for her and they danced, not speaking, neither of themsniling. He danced her to the table, where
they stopped and he handed her a snmall glass of wine. Silently they drank, and then wal ked
together fromthe auditorium Mlly caught a glinpse of Mriams face as they left. Defiantly she
hel d her back stiffer, her head higher, and went out into the cold night with Ben

Chapter 15

“I would like to sit down by the river for alittle while,” she said. “Are you col d?” Ben
asked, and when she said yes, he got cloaks for them both.

Mol Iy wat ched the pal e water, changi ng, always changi ng, and al ways the sane, and she coul d
feel himnear, not touching, not speaking. Thin clouds chased across the face of the swelling
moon. Soon it would be full, the harvest noon, the end of Indian sumer. The man was so cleanly
outlined, so unanbi guous, she thought. A m sshapen bow, like an artifact made by inexpert hands
that would i nprove with practice.

The noon in the river noved, separated into long shiny ropes that coiled, slid apart, cane
together, formed a w de band of [uninous water that |ooked solid, then broke up again. Against the
shore the voice of the river was gentle, secretive
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“Are you col d?” Ben asked again. H's face was pale in the nmoonlight, his eyebrows darker
than in daylight, straight, heavy. He could have been scowing at her; it was hard to tell. She
shook her head, and he turned toward the river again.

The river was alive, she thought, and just when you thought you knew it, it changed and
showed anot her face, another npod. Tonight it was beguiling, full of promi se, and even know ng the
pronmi ses to be false, she could hear the voice whispering to her persuasively, could sense the
pul | of the river.

And Ben thought of the river, swollen in floodtide, flashing bright over gravel, over rocks,
breaki ng up into foam agai nst boul ders. He saw again the small fire on the bank, the figure of the
girl standing there silhouetted against the gleanm ng water while the brothers pulled the boat up
the hill.

“I"'msorry | didn't conme today,” she said suddenly in a snall voice. “l got alnost to your
door, and then didn’t cone the rest of the way. | don’t know why.”

There was a shout of |aughter fromthe auditorium and he wi shed he and MIlly had wal ked
farther up the river before stopping. A cloud covered the face of the noon and the river turned
bl ack, and only its voice was there, and the peculiar snell of the fresh water.

“Are you col d?” he asked again, as if the noonlight had held warnmth that now was gone.

She nmoved closer to him “Coming home,” she said softly, dreamly, “I kept hearing the river
talk to me, and the trees, and the clouds. | suppose it was fatigue and hunger, but | really heard
them only | couldn’t understand the words nmost of the time. Did you hear them Ben?”

He shook his head, and al though she couldn’'t see himnow with the cloud over the face of the
moon, she knew he was denyi ng the voi ces. She sighed.

“What woul d happen if you had an idea, something you wanted to work out al one?” she asked
after a noment.

Ben shifted uneasily. “It happens,” he said carefully. “W discuss it and usually, unless
there’s a good reason, a shortage of equipnent, or supplies, sonmething |like that, whoever has the
i dea goes ahead with it.”

Now the cloud had freed the nmoon; the |ight seened brighter after the brief darkness. “Wat
if the others didn’t see the value of the idea?” Mdlly asked.

“Then it would have no value, and no one would want to waste tine on it.”

“But what if it was sonmething you couldn’t explain exactly, sonething you couldn’t put into
wor ds?”

“What is the real question, MIIly?" Ben asked, turning to face her. Her face was as pale as
the noon, with deep shadows for eyes, her nouth black, not smling. She | ooked up at him and the
moon was reflected in her eyes, and she seened sonehow | um nous, as if the light came fromw thin
her, and he realized that Mlly was beautiful. He never had seen it before and now it shocked him
that the thought forned, forced itself on him

Mol Iy stood up suddenly. “I’'Il show you,” she said. “In nmy room”

They wal ked back to the hospital side by side, not touching, and Ben thought: of course, the
Mriamsisters were all beautiful, nost of the sisters were. Just as nobst of the brothers were
handsone. It was a given. And it was neani ngl ess.

She pulled a blind down on the window in her little roomand threw her cloak on the chair
behi nd her worktable. Then she pulled out draw ngs, sorting through them Finally she handed one
to him

It was a wonan, no one he knew, but vaguely familiar. Sara, he realized; changed, but Sara
Beside her, mirrors reached into infinity, and in each mrror was another wonan, each Sara, but
none exactly like her. Here a scow tightened the nouth, there a wide smle, another was | aughing,
anot her had graying hair, winkles . . . He |ooked at Molly in bew | dernent.

She handed hi m another drawi ng. There was a tree, nothing nore. Atree rising out of a solid
rock. An inpossible thing and he felt unsettled by it.

Anot her drawi ng. She thrust it at him A tiny boat on a vast sea that filled the paper from
margin to margin. There was a solitary figure in the boat, so small it was insignificant,

i npossible to identify.

He felt upset by the drawi ngs. He | ooked at Molly on the other side of the draw ng table;
she was staring at himintently. She |ooked feverish, her cheeks flushed, her eyes too bright.

“I need help, Ben,” she said, her voice |ow and conpelling. “You have to help ne.”

“ W] at ?1!
“Ben, | have to do those things in paints. | don't know why, but | have to. And others. It
won't work with pencil, or pen and ink. | need color and |ight! Please!”

She was weepi ng. Ben stared at her in surprise. This was her secret then? She wanted to
pai nt? He suppressed an urge to snmle at her, as if she were a child pleading for what was al ready
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hers.

She read his expression and sat down and put her head back against the cloak. She closed her
eyes. “Mriam understands, and so do ny sisters,” she said tiredly, and now the high color in her
cheeks faded and she | ooked very young and weary. “They won't let nme do it.”

“Why not? What’'s wong with painting?”

“I . . . they don't like the way the pictures nake themfeel. They think it’s dangerous.
Mriamthinks so. The others will too.”

Ben | ooked at the tiny boat in the endl ess ocean. “But you don’t have to paint this one, do
you? Can’t you do sonething el se?”

She shook her head. Her eyes were still closed. “If soneone had a bad heart, would you treat
his ear because it was easier?” Now she |ooked at him and there was no nockery at all in her
face.

“Have you tal ked to Mrian®”

“She took some drawings | did of the brothers on the trip. She didn’t |ike them She kept
them | don't have to talk to her, or the others. | know what they will say. | bring themonly
pai n anynore.” She thought of themw th the Clark brothers on the mat, |aughing, sipping the anber
Wi ne, caressing the snmooth boy/nman bodies. It wasn't group sex, she thought suddenly. It was nale
and fenal e broken up into parts, just as the noon broke on the snooth river. The sisters nade one
organism fenmale; the Cark brothers nade up one organism nale, and when they enbraced, the
fermal e organi smwoul d not be conpletely satisfied because it was not whole that night. One part of
its body was m ssing, had been missing for a long tinme. And the missing part, |like an anputated
i mb, caused phantom pain.

“Molly.” Ben's voice was gentle. He touched her armand she started. “Cone to ny roomwith
me. It is very late. Soon it will be dawn.”

“You don’t have to,” she said. “I thought | wouldn't tell you, that’s why | turned around
before | got to your office today. Then tonight, |I thought | had to tell you because | needed
hel p. You don’t have to.”

Al nost reluctantly Ben said, “Cone with ne, Molly. To ny room | want you to.”

Chapter 16

Snow fell lazily, silently; no wind blew, and the sky seened | ow enough to touch. The snhow
built up on level surfaces, on tree branches, on the needl es of the pines and spruces. It sifted
down through a crack between a gutter and the roof of the hospital and built a short wall of snow
that soon would topple of its own weight. Snow covered the land, unsullied, pure, |layer on |ayer
so that in protected spots where no intermttent sun nelted it and no wind disturbed it, the snow
depth had grown to six, seven, even eight feet. Against the whiteness, shadowed into grays and
bl ues, the river gleaned black. The clouds were so thick the light that |ay over the | and seened
to come upward fromthe snow. The |ight was very dim and in the distance the snow and sky and air
merged and there were no boundari es.

No boundaries, MIlly thought. It was all one. She stood at her w ndow. Behind her an ease
waited with a painting on it, but she couldn’t think of it now The snow, the strange |ight that
came from bel ow, the whol eness of the scene outside held her

“Mol | y!”

She turned sharply. Mriamstood in the doorway, still wearing her outdoor clothing, snow
clinging to her shoul ders, her hood.

“l said, Meg’s been hurt! Didn't you hear ne?”

“Hurt? How? What happened?”

Mriamstared at her for a nonent, then shook her head. “You didn’t know, did you?”

Molly felt disoriented, as if she were a stranger who had wandered in and understood
not hi ng. The painting | ooked garish, ugly, neaningless to her. Now she could sense Meg’s pain and
fear, and the sisters’ presence easing it. They needed her, she thought clearly, and didn't
under stand why, and Meg faded from her thoughts. “Were is she?” she asked. “Wat happened? ||
come with you.”

Mriam | ooked at her and shook her head. “Don’t cone,” she said. “Stay here.” She went away.

When Mol ly | earned where Meg was and went to the hospital roomto be with her sisters, they
woul d not let her in.

Ben | ooked at his brothers and shrugged at the question: Wat were they to do about Molly?
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Exile her, as they had exiled David? |Isolate her in a hospital roon? Quarter her with the
breeders—the nothers? Ignore the problen? They had di scussed every alternative and were satisfied
wi th none.

“There’s nothing to indicate she is nmaking progress,” Barry said. “Nothing to indicate she
even wants to resunme a normal life.”

“Since there’s no precedent for anything like this, whatever we decide will have to be the
right thing,” Bruce said soberly. Hi s thick eyebrows drew together, separated. “Ben, she’'s your
patient. You haven’t said a thing. You were certain that allow ng her to paint would be
therapeutic, but it wasn’t. Have you any ot her suggesti ons?”

“When | asked perm ssion to withdraw fromny work in the Iab and study psychol ogy i nstead,
it was refused. The rest of us who went to Washi ngton have nade a conplete recovery, a functional
recovery,” he added drily. “Except Mlly. W don’t know enough to know why, how to treat her, if

she’ || ever recover. | say, give it time. She isn't needed in the classroons, let her paint. Gve
her a room of her own and | eave her al one.”

Barry was shaking his head. “Psychology is a dead end for us,” he said. “It revives the cult
of the individual. Wien a unit is functioning, the nenbers are self-curing. As for letting her
remain in the hospital . . . She is a constant source of pain and confusion to her sisters. Mg

will be all right, but Mdly didn't even know her sister had fallen, had a broken arm The sisters
needed her and she didn’'t answer. W all know and agree it is our duty to safeguard the well-being
of the unit, not the various individuals withinit. If there is a conflict between those two

choi ces, we nust abandon the individual. That is a given. The only question is how”

Ben stood up and went to the window. He could see the breeders’ quarters across the hedge.
Not there, he thought vehenently. They woul d never accept her. They might even kill her if she
were put anong them Only a nonth ago they had had the Cerenmony for the Lost for Janet, who was
now count ed anong the breeders, who was undergoi ng drug and hypnotic conditioning to force her to
accept her new status as a fertile fenale who would bring forth a child as often as the doctors
decided it was necessary. And the new children would be transferred to the nursery at birth, and
the breeders would then have tinme to regain good health, to grow strong enough to do it again, and
again, and again .

“No point in putting her in there,” Bob said, going to stand by Ben at the w ndow. “Better
if we sinply admit there’s no solution and resort to euthanasia. It would be | ess cruel.”

Ben felt a weight in his chest and turned toward his brothers. They were right, he thought
distantly. “If it happens again,” he said, speaking slowy, uncertain where his own thoughts were
taking him “we will have this same agoni zing neeting again, the same useless alternatives to
di scuss and discard.”

Barry nodded. “lI know. That's what's giving ne bad dreans. Wth nore and nore peopl e needed
to forage, to repair the roads, to nmake expeditions to the cities, there night be nore cases |ike
Mlly’'s.”

“Let me have her,” Ben said abruptly. “I’Il put her in the old Summer house. We’'Ill have the
Cerenony for the Lost and declare her gone. The Mriamsisters will close the gap and feel no nore
pain, and I'lIl be able to study this reaction.”

“I't is very cold in the house,” Ben said, “but the stove will warmit. Do you like these
roons?”

They had gone over the entire house, and My had chosen the second-floor wing facing the
river. There were wi de wi ndows w thout curtains, and the cold afternoon light filled the room but
in the sumrer it would be warm and bright with sunshine, and always there was the river to gaze
at. The adjoining roomhad been a nursery or a dressing room she thought. It was snaller with
hi gh doubl e wi ndows that reached alnobst to the ceiling. She would paint in that room There was a
tiny bal cony outside the w ndows.

Al ready the sounds of nusic were drifting across the valley as the cerenony began. There
woul d be dancing, a feast, and nuch wi ne.

“The electricity is off,” Ben said harshly. “The wires are bad. W’ Il get themfixed as soon
as the snow nelts.”

“I don't care about that. |I like the lanps and the fireplace. I can burn wood in the stove.”

“The Andrew brothers will keep you supplied with wood. They'll bring anything you need. They
will |eave everything on the porch.”

She noved to the wi ndow. The sun, covered with thin clouds, hung on the edge of the hill. It

woul d start its slide down the other side, and darkness would follow swiftly. For the first tine
in her life she would be alone at night. She stood with her back to Ben, gazing at the river and
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t hi nki ng about the old house, so far away fromthe other buildings in the valley, hidden by trees
and bushes that had grown as high as trees.

If she had a bad dream and stirred in her sleep or cried out, no one would hear her, no one
woul d be at her side to soothe her, confort her.

“Molly.” Ben's voice was still too harsh, as if he were terribly angry with her, and she
didn't know why he should be angry. “I can stay with you tonight if you' re afraid. ?

She turned to | ook at himthen, her face shadowed, the cold Iight and snow and gray sky
behi nd her, and Ben knew she was not afraid. He felt as he had that night by the river: she was
beautiful, and the light in the roomcane fromher, fromher eyes. “You re happy, aren’t you?” he
sai d wonderi ngly.

She nodded. “1’'Il nake a fire in nmy fireplace. And then I'Il drag that chair up close to it
and sit and watch the flanmes and listen to the nusic, and after a while, I'll go to bed, and maybe
read for a little bit, by lanmplight, until | get sleepy . “ She smled at him “It's all right,
Ben. | feel . . . | don't know how | feel. Like sonething’s gone that was heavy and hard to |live
with., It’s gone, and | feel light and free and yes, even happy. So maybe | am crazy. Maybe that’s

what going crazy neans.” She turned to the window again. “Do the breeders feel happy?” she asked
after a nonent.

“No. "

“What is it like for then®”

“I"l'l make your fire. The chimey’s open. | checked.”

“What happens to them Ben?”

“They are given a course in learning how to be nothers. Eventually they like that life,

t hi nk.”

“Do they feel free?”

He had started to put logs in the grate, and now he dropped a large one with a crash and
stood up. He went to her and swung her away fromthe w ndow. “They never stop suffering fromthe
separation,” he said. “They cry thenselves to sleep night after night, and they are on drugs al
the tinme, and they have sessions of conditioning to nake them accept it, but every night they cry
thensel ves to sleep. Is that what you wanted to hear? You wanted to think they were as free as you
are now, free to be alone, to do what they want with no thought of their responsibilities to the
others. It's not like that! W need them and we use themthe only way we can, to do the | east
harmto the sisters who are not breeders. Wen they' re through breeding, if they are fit, they
work in the nursery. If they're not fit, we put themto sleep. |Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“Why are you saying this?” she whispered, her face ashen

“So you won't have any illusions about your little nest here! W can use you, do you
understand? As |long as you are useful to the community, you'll be allowed to live here like a
princess. Just as long as you' re useful.”

“Useful, how? No one wants to ook at ny paintings. |I’ve finished the maps and draw ngs of
the trip.”

“I’"’mgoing to dissect your every thought, your every wish, every dream |’'mgoing to find
out what happened to you, what nmade you separate yourself fromyour sisters, what nmade you deci de
to become an individual, and when | find out we'll know how never to allow it to happen again.”

She stared at him and now her eyes were not |um nous but deeply shadowed, hidden. Gently
she pulled | oose fromhis hands on her shoul ders. “Examine yourself, Ben. Catch yourself |istening
to voices no one el se can hear. Observe yourself. Wo else is angry at the way we treat the
breeders? Wiy did you fight to save ny |ife when the good of the commnity denmanded | be put to
sl eep, like a used-up breeder? Who el se even | ooks at ny paintings? Wwo else would rather be here
inthis cold dark roomw th a nadwonan than at the cel ebration? Qur coupling is not joyous, Ben
When we enbrace it is a hard, bitter, cruel thing we do, and we are filled with sadness and
nei ther of us knows why. Examine yourself, Ben, and then me, and see if there is a cause you can
root out and destroy wi thout destroying the carriers.”

Savagely he pulled her to himand pressed her face hard agai nst his chest so she could not
speak. She did not struggle against him “Lies, lies, lies,” he nuttered. “You are mad.” He put
his cheek against her hair, and her arns shifted and noved up his back to hold him He pulled away
roughly and stood apart from her. Now the darkness had settled heavily in the roomand she was
only a shadow agai nst shadows.

“I"mleaving now,” he said brusquely. “You shouldn’'t have any trouble getting a fire
started. | lighted the stove downstairs and the heat should be up here soon. You won't be cold.”
She didn't speak, and he turned and hurried fromthe room Qutside, he started to run

t hrough the deep snow, and he ran until he could run no |onger and his breath was coning in
pai nful gasps. He turned to | ook at the house; it was no |onger visible through the black trees.
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Chapter 17

Now the rain was |ight and steady, and the wi nd had died down. The tops of the hills were
hi dden by cl ouds and the river hidden by nmist. There was a steady sound of hamrers, nuted by the
rain, but reassuring. Under the roof of the boat shed people were working, getting the third boat
constructed. Last year they had been farners, teachers, technicians, scientists; this year they
wer e boat buil ders.

Ben watched the rain. The brief lull ended and the wi nd screaned through the valley, driving
rain before it in waves. The scene dissolved, and there was only the rain beating on the w ndow.

Mol Iy woul d wonder if he was comi ng, he thought. The w ndow shook under the increasing force
of the rain. Break! he thought. No, she wouldn’t wonder. She wouldn’t even notice his absence. As
suddenly as it had started, the outburst of violence stopped and the sky thinned so that there was
al nost enough sun to cast shadows. It was all the same to her, he thought, whether he was there or
not. Wiile she talked to him answered his questions, she painted, or sketched, or cleaned
brushes; sonetinmes, restless, she made himwalk with her, always up the hills, into the woods,
away fromthe inhabited valley where she was forbidden. And those were the things she would have
done al one.

Soon his brothers would join himfor the fornmal neeting they had requested, and he would
have to agree to a tine for the conpletion of the report he hadn't even begun. He | ooked at his
not ebook on the long table and turned fromit to the wi ndow once nore. The notebook was filled; he
had nothing nore to ask her, nothing nore to extract fromher, and he knew as little today as he
had known in the fall

In his pocket was a small package of sassafras, the first of the season, his gift to her
They would brew tea and sit before the fire, sipping the fragrant, hot drink. They would lie
toget her and he would talk of the valley, of the expansion of the lab facilities, the progress on
the boats, the plans for cloning foragers and workers who could repair roads or build bridges or
do whatever was required to open a route to Washington, to Philadel phia, to New York. She woul d
ask about her sisters, who were working on textbooks, carefully copying illustrations, charts,
graphs, and she woul d nod gravely when he answered and her gaze would flicker over her own
pai ntings that no one in the valley could or would understand. She would tal k about anyt hi ng,
answer any question he asked, except about her paintings.

She understood what she did as little as he, and that was in his notes. She was conpelled to
paint, to draw, to nake tangi ble those visions that were blurred and anbi guous and even hurtful
The conpul sion was stronger than her will to live, he thought bitterly. And now his brothers woul d
join himand nake a deci sion about her

Wul d they offer her a bag of seeds and an escort down the river?

Heavy cl ouds rolled down fromthe nountains and turned off the feeble light, and again the
wi nd bl asted the wi ndow and pelted it with hard rain. Ben was standing there watching it when his
brothers came into the room and seated thensel ves

“We' || get right toit,” Barry said, just as Ben would have done in his place. “She isn't
better, is she?”

Ben sat down to conplete the circle and shook his head.

“In fact, if anything, she’'s worse than she was when she cane hone,” Barry continued.
“Isolation has pernitted her illness to spread, to intensify, and joining her in isolation, even
tenporarily, has permtted the disease to infect you.”

Ben | ooked at his brothers in surprise and confusion. Had there been clues, hints that they
were thinking along those Iines? He realized that by asking the question he had answered anot her.
He shoul d have known. In a perfectly functioning unit there are no secrets. Slowy he shook his
head, and he spoke very carefully. “For a time, | believed | was ill also, but |I continued to
function according to our schedule, our needs, and | disnissed the thoughts that had troubled ne.
In what way have | given of fense?”

Barry shook his head inpatiently.

For a monent Ben coul d sense their unhappiness. “lI have a theory about Mlly that perhaps
applies also to nme.” They waited. “Always before us, in infancy there was a period when ego
devel opnent naturally occurred, and if all went well during that period, the individual was
forned, separate fromhis parents. Wth us such a devel opnment is not necessary, or even possible,
because our brothers or sisters obviate the need for separate existence, and instead a unit
consciousness is forned. There are very old studies of identical twins that recogni zed this unit
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or group consciousness, but the researchers were not prepared to understand the mechanism Very
little attention was paid to it, and little further study.” He stood up and noved again to the

wi ndow. The rain was steady and hard now. “l suggest that we all still have the capability for

i ndi vidual ego devel opment latent within us. It becones dormant when the physiol ogical tinme passes
for its spontaneous energence, but with Molly, and perhaps with others, if there is enough
stimulus, under the proper conditions, this devel opnent is activated.”

“The proper conditions being separation fromthe brothers or sisters under stressfu
ci rcunmst ances?” Barry asked thoughtfully.

“I think so. But the inmportant thing now,” Ben said urgently, “is to let it develop and see
what happens. | can’t predict her future behavior. | don't know what to expect fromone day to the
next.”

Barry and Bruce exchanged gl ances, and then | ooked at the other brothers. Ben tried to
interpret the looks and failed. He felt chilled and turned to watch the rain instead.

“W will decide tonorrow,” Barry said finally. “But whatever our decision about Mdlly is,
there is another decision that we nade that is unaltered. You nust not continue to see her, Ben
For your own welfare, and ours, we nust forbid your visits to her.”

Ben nodded in agreenent. “l'Il have to tell her,” he said

At the tone in his voice Barry again | ooked at the other brothers, and reluctantly they
agr eed.

“Why are you so surprised?” Mlly asked. “This had to happen.”

“l brought you sonme tea,” Ben said brusquely.

Mol ly took his package and | ooked down at it for a long tine. “I have a present for you,”
she said softly. “I was going to give it to you another tine, but . . . I'Il go get it.”

She left and returned quickly with a snall packet, no nore than five inches square. It was a
fol ded paper and, when opened, it had several faces, all of themvariations of Ben's. In the
center was a man’s mmssive head, with fierce eyebrows and penetrating eyes, surrounded by four
others, all resenbling one another enough to show rel ati onshi p.

“Who are they?”

“In the mddle is the old man who owned this house. | found photographs in the attic. That
is his son, David's father, and that one is David. That’'s you.”

“Or Barry, or Bruce, or any of the others before us,” Ben said curtly. He didn't like the
conposite picture. He didn't like |ooking at the faces of men who had |ived such different,

i nexplicable lives, and who | ooked so nuch |ike him

“I don’t think so,” MIly said, squinting her eyes at the picture, then studying him
“There’s sonet hing about the eyes they just don’'t have. Theirs only see outward, | think, and
yours, and those of the other nmen in the picture, they can | ook both ways.”

Suddenly she | aughed and drew himto the fire. “But put it away and |l et’'s have our tea, and
a cookie. |'ve been getting nore than | can eat and | saved a lot. W'I| have a party!”

“I don’t want any tea,” Ben said. Not |ooking at her, watching the flanes in the grate, he
asked, “Don’t you even care?”

“Care?”

Ben heard the pain there, sharp, undeniable. He closed his eyes hard.

“Should I weep and howl and tear ny cl othes, and bang ny head on the wall? Should | beg you
not to leave me, to stay with ne always? Should | throw nyself fromthe topnost wi ndow of this
house? Should | grow thin and pale and wither away like a flower in the autum, killed by the cold
it never understands? How should | show | care, Ben? Tell me what | should do.”

He felt her hand on his cheek and opened his eyes and found they were burning.

“Come with nme, Ben,” she said gently. “And afterwards perhaps we shall weep together when we
say goodbye.”

“We prom se never to harmher,” Barry said quietly. “If she has need of one of us, soneone
will go care for her. She will be pernitted to live out her life in the Sumer house. W shal
never display or pernmit others to display her paintings, but we shall preserve themcarefully so
that our descendants may study them and understand the steps we have taken today.” He paused and
then said, “Furthernmore, Ben, our brother, will acconpany the contingent who will go down the
river to set up a base canp for future groups to use.” Now he | ooked up fromthe paper before him

Ben nodded gravely. The decisions were just and conpassionate. He shared his brothers’
angui sh, and knew the suffering would not end until the boats returned and they could hold the
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Cerenony for the Lost for him Only then would they all be freed again.

Mol Iy wat ched the boats glide down the river, Ben standing in the prow of the | ead boat, the
wind streaming his hair. He didn’t turn to | ook at the Sumtmer house until the boat started around
the first curve that would take it out of sight, and then briefly she saw his pale face, and he
was gone, the boat was gone.

Mol Iy continued to stand at the wide windows for a long tinme after the boats had
di sappeared. She remenbered the voice of the river, the answering voices fromthe high treetops,
the way the wind noved the upper levels without stirring a blade of grass. She renenbered the
sil ence and darkness that had pressed in on themat night, touching them testing them tasting
them the intruders. And her hand noved to her stomach and pressed against the flesh there,
against the new life that was growi ng within her

The summer heat gave way to early Septenber frosts and the boats returned, and this tine
anot her stood in the prow The trees burned red and gold and snows fell and in January Ml ly gave
birth to her son, alone, unaided, and lay |ooking at the infant in the crook of her armand smled
at him “I love you,” she whispered tenderly. “And your nanme shall be Mrk.”

All through the latter stages of her pregnancy MIlly had told herself alnbst daily that
tonorrow she would send a nessage to Barry, that she would subnmit to his authority and all ow
herself to be placed in the breeders’ quarters. Now, |ooking at the red infant with his eyes
screwed so tightly closed he seened w thout eyes, she knew she woul d never give him up

Each nmorning the Andrew brothers brought firewood, her basket of supplies, whatever she
asked for, deposited it all on her porch, and | eft again, and she saw no one, except at a
di stance. As soon as Mark coul d understand her words, she began to inpress upon himthe need for
silence while the Andrew brothers were near the house. Wien he grew ol der and started to ask “why”
about everything, she had to tell himthe Andrew brothers woul d take himaway from her and put him
in a school and they would never see each other again. It was the first and only time she saw him
react with terror, and after that he was as quiet as she when the young doctors were there.

He learned to walk and talk early; he began to read when he was four, and for |ong periods
he woul d curl up near the fireplace with one of the brittle books fromthe downstairs library.
Sone of themwere children’s books, others were not; he didn't seemto mnd. They played hi de-and-
seek throughout the house and, when the weat her was pl easant, up and down the hillside behind the
house, out of sight of the others in the valley, who would never under any circunstances enter the
woods unl ess ordered to do so. Mdlly sang to himand told himstories fromthe books, and nmade up
other stories when they exhausted the books. One day Mark told her a story, and she | aughed
delightedly, and after that sonetimes she was the storyteller and sonetines he was. Wile she
pai nted he drew pictures, or painted also, and nore and nore often played with the river clay she
brought him and nade shapes that they dried in the sun on the bal cony.

They wandered farther up the hillside as he becane sturdier. One day in the sumrer when he
was five, they renmained in the woods far several hours, Mdlly pointing out the ferns and
liverworts to him drawing his attention to the way the sunlight changed the colors of the
delicate green | eaves, deepened the rich greens to nearly bl ack

“Time,” she said finally.

He shook his head. “Let’s clinb to the top and | ook at the whole world.”

“Next time,” she said. “W'I| bring our lunch and clinb all the way up. Next tinme.”

“Proni se?”

“Prom se.”

They wal ked back down slowy, stopping often to exanmi ne a rock, a new plant, the bark of an
ancient tree, whatever caught his interest. At the edge of the woods they paused and | ooked about
carefully before |l eaving the shelter of the trees. Then they ran to the kitchen door hand in hand
and, laughing, tried to get through together.

“You' re getting too big,” Mdlly cried, and allowed himto enter first.

Mar k stopped abruptly, yanked on her hand, and turned to run. One of the Barry brothers
stepped fromthe dining roominto the kitchen, and another closed the door to the outside and
stood behind them The other three entered the kitchen silently and stared in disbelief at the
boy.

Finally one of them spoke. “Ben’s?”

Mol Iy nodded. Her hand clutched Mark’s in a grip that nmust have hurt him He stood close to
her and | ooked at the brothers fearfully.

“When?” the brother asked.

“Five years ago, in January.”
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The spokesman sighed heavily. “You'll have to cone with us, MIlly. The boy too.”

She shook her head and felt weak with terror. “No! Leave us alone. W re not hurting anyone!
Leave us al one!”

“It’s the law,” the brother said harshly. “You know it as well as we do.”

“You prom sed!”

“The agreenent we nade didn't cover this.” He took a step closer to her. Mark tore his hand
free fromher grasp and flew at the doctor

“Leave ny nother alone! Go away! Don't you hurt my nother!”

Sorreone caught Molly's arns and held her, and anot her of them caught Mark and lifted him as
he ki cked and | ashed out furiously, screamng all the while.

“Don’t hurt him™” MIlly cried, and struggled to free herself. She hardly felt the pinprick
of the injection. DimMy she heard one | ast scream of anguish from Mark, and then there was
not hi ng.

Chapter 18

Mol 'y blinked and shut her eyes against the glare of a silver frost that covered everyt hing.
She stood still and tried to renenber where she was, who she was, anything. Wen she opened her
eyes again, the blinding glare still dazzled her. She felt as if she had awakened after a | ong,
ni ght nar e- haunt ed dream that was becoming nore and nore dimas she tried to recapture it. Someone
nudged her.

“You'll freeze out here,” sonmeone said close by. Molly turned to | ook at the wonan, a
stranger. “Conme on, get inside,” the woman said | ouder. Then she | eaned forward and | ooked at
Mol ly closely. “Ch, you' re back, aren’'t you?”

She took Mdlly by the arm and guided her inside a warm building. Gher wonen | ooked up idly
and then bent down over their sewi ng again. Sone of them were obviously pregnant. Sone of them
were dull -eyed, vacant-I| ooking, doing nothing.

The woman hel ping Molly took her to a chair and stood by her side |ong enough to say, “Just
sit still for a while. You'll start remenbering in a little bit.” Then she left and took her place
at one of the machi nes and began stitching.

Mol Iy | ooked at the floor and waited for nenories to return, and for a long tinme there was
not hing but the terror of nightnmare renenbered in enotions, not in details.

They had strapped her to a table, nany tines, she thought, and they had done things to her
that she could not recall. There had been another time when sone of the wonen had held her down
and done things to her. She shuddered violently and cl osed her eyes. The nenory receded. Mrk, she
t hought suddenly, very clearly. Mark! She junmped up and | ooked about wildly. The woman who had
befri ended her hurried over and caught her arm

“Look, Mdlly, they’' Il put you under again if you nmake trouble. Understand? Just sit stil
until our break, and I'Il talk to you then.”

“Where is Mark?” Mol ly whispered.

The woman gl anced about and said in an undertone, “He’'s all right. Now sit down! Here comnes
a nurse.”

Mol ly sat down again and stared at the floor until the nurse glanced about the roomand | eft
once nore. Mark was all right. There was ice on the ground. Wnter. He was six, then. She
remenbered nothing of the late sumer, the fall. Wat had they done to her?

The hours until the break passed painfully slowy. COccasionally one or another of the wonen
woul d [ ook at her and there was awareness, not the incurious glances that had been given her
before. The word was spreading that she was back, and they were watching her, perhaps to see what
she woul d do now, perhaps to wel conme her, perhaps for sonme reason she couldn’t guess. She | ooked
at the floor. Her hands were clenched, her nails digging into her palnms. She rel axed them They
had taken her to a hospital room but not the usual hospital, one in the breeder’s quarters. They

had exam ned her thoroughly. She renenbered injections, answering questions, pills . . . It was
too blurred. Her hands had cl enched agai n.
“Molly, cone on. W’'ll have tea and I'Il tell you what | can.”

“Who are you?”

“Sondra. Cone on.”

She shoul d have known, Ml ly thought, followi ng Sondra. She renenbered suddenly the cerenpny
given for Sondra, who was only three or four years older than she. She had been nine or ten, she
t hought .
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The tea was a pale yellow drink she couldn’t identify. After one sip she put it down and
| ooked across the | ounge toward the uncovered wi ndow. “Wat nonth is this?”

“January.” Sondra finished her tea and | eaned forward and said in a | ow voice, “Listen
Mol Iy, they’ve taken you off the drugs and they’'ll be watching you for the next few weeks to see
how you behave. If you cause trouble, they' |l put you on sonething again. You' ve been conditioned.
Just don’t fight it, and you'll be all right.”

Mol ly felt she could understand only half of what Sondra was saying to her. Again she | ooked
about the lounge; in here the chairs were confortable and there were tables at conveni ent
intervals. Whnen were in clusters of threes and fours, chatting, now and then gl ancing at her
Sone of them sniled, one winked. There were thirty wonen in the room she thought in disbelief.
Thirty breeders!

“Am | pregnant ?” she asked suddenly, and pressed her hands agai nst her stomach

“I don't think so. If you are, it's still awfully early, but | doubt it. They tried every
mont h since you’ ve been here and it didn’t take before. | doubt it took the last time either.”

Mol Iy sagged agai nst her chair and cl osed her eyes hard. That’s what they had done to her on
the table. She felt tears formand roll down her cheeks and was not able to stop them Then
Sondra’ s arm was about her shoul ders, and she held her tightly.

“I't hits all of us like that, Mdlly. It's the separation, the being alone for the first
time. You don’t get used to it, but you learn to live with it and it doesn’t hurt so nuch after a
while.”

Mol 'y shook her head, unable as yet to speak. No, she thought distinctly, it was not the
separation, it was the humliation of being treated |like an object, of being drugged and then
used, forced to cooperate in that procedure unquestioningly.

“We have to go back now,” Sondra said. “You won't have to do anything for another day or
two, long enough to collect your thoughts, get used to everything all over again.”

“Sondra, wait. You said Mark is all right? Were is he?”

“He’s in school with the others. They won't hurt himor anything. They' re very good to al
the children. You renenber that, don’t you?”

Mol Iy nodded. “Did they clone hinP”

Sondra shrugged. “I don’t know. | don’t think so.” She grimaced then and pressed her hand to
her stomach. She | ooked very old and tired, and except for her bul ging stomach, too thin.

“How many times have you been pregnant?” Ml ly asked. “How | ong have you been here?”
“Seven, counting now,” Sondra said without hesitation. “I was brought here twenty years
ago.”

Mol |y stared at her then and shook her head. But she had been nine or ten when they nourned
Sondra. “How | ong have | been here?” she whispered finally.

“Molly, not too fast. Try to relax this first day.”

“How | ong?”

“A year and a half. Now cone on.”

All afternoon she sat quietly, and the menories becane slightly |less blurred, but she could
not account for a year and a half. It was gone fromher life as if a fold had been nade and the
two ends now touchi ng excl uded what ever had happened in the section that nade up the | oop, a year
and a hal f.

He was seven, then. Seven, no longer an infant. She shook her head. In the afternoon one of
the doctors strolled through the room stopping to speak to several of the wonen. He approached
Mol Iy and she said, “CGood afternoon, Doctor,” just as the others had done.

“How are you feeling, Molly?”

“Well, thank you.”

He nmoved on

Mol Iy | ooked at the floor again. She felt as if she had watched the snmall interlude froma
great distance, unable to alter a nuance of it. Conditioning, she thought. That was what Sondra
had neant. How el se had they conditioned her? To spread her |egs obligingly when they approached
with their instrunents, with the carefully hoarded spernf? She forced her fingers open again and
flexed them They were sore fromgripping so hard.

Suddenly she | ooked up, but the doctor had gone. Who was he? For a nonment she felt dizzy,
then the room st eadi ed again. She had called him Doctor, hadn’t even questioned the |ack of a
nane. Had it been Barry? Bruce? Another part of her conditioning, she thought bitterly. The
breeders were the lost, they no Ionger had the right to know one of the clones from another. The
Doctor. The Nurse. She bowed her head once nore.

The routine was easy after a few days. They were given soporifics at bedtinme and stinulants
at breakfast, all disguised in the thin yellowtea that M|y wouldn't drink. Sorme of the wonen
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wept at night, others succunbed rapidly to the drugged tea and slept heavily. There was a | ot of
sexual activity; they had their mats, just as everyone el se. Through the day they worked in the
vari ous departnents of the clothing section. They had free tinme in the late afternoon, books to
read, ganes in the lounge, guitars and violins available to them

“I't really isn't bad,” Sondra said a few days after Mdlly’'s awakeni ng. “They take good care
of us, the very best. |If you prick your finger, they conme running and watch over you |like a baby.
It’s not bad.”

Mol ly didn’t respond. Sondra was tall and heavy, in her sixth nmonth; her eyes varied from
brightly alert to dull and unseeing. They watched Sondra, Mlly thought, and at the | east sign of
depression or enotional upset they changed the dosage and kept her operating on an even | evel

“They don’t keep nost of the new ones under as long as they did you,” Sondra said another
time. “l guess that's because nost of us were only fourteen or fifteen when we canme here, and you
were ol der.”

Mol 'y nodded. They had been children, easy to condition into breeding nmachi nes who thought
it really wasn’'t that bad a |life. Except at night, when many of themwept for their sisters.

“Why do they want so nany babies?” Mdlly asked. “We thought they were reduci ng the hunman
babi es, not increasing the nunber.”

“For workers and road builders, dam builders. They're hurting for materials fromthe cities,
chemicals nostly, | think. They' re making nore clones of the babies too, we hear. They' Il have an
army to send out to build their roads and keep the rivers open.”

“How do you know so nuch about what’'s going on? W always thought you were kept nore
i solated than that.”

“No secrets in this whole valley,” Sondra said conplacently. “Sonme of the girls work in the
nursery, some in the kitchens, and they hear things.”

“And what about Mark? Do you ever hear anything about hin®”

Sondra shrugged. “I don’t know anything about him” she said. “He’'s a boy, like the other
boys, | guess. Only he doesn’'t have any brothers. They say he wanders off alone a lot.”

She woul d watch for him she thought. Sooner or |later she would see hi mover the rose hedge.
Before that time arrived, she was summoned to the Doctor’s office

She followed the Nurse docilely and entered the office. The Doctor was behind his desk

“CGood afternoon, Mlly.”

“CGood afternoon, Doctor,” she said, and wondered, was he Barry, or Bruce, or Bob. . . ?
“Are the other wonen treating you all right?”
“Yes, Doctor.”

A series of such questions, followed by Yes, Doctor, or No, Doctor. Wiere was it supposed to
go, she wondered, and becane nore wary.

“I's there anything you want or need?”

“May | have a sketch pad?”

Sonet hi ng changed, and she knew this was the reason for her visit. She had made a mi st ake;
perhaps they had conditioned her not to think of sketching again, never to think again of painting

she tried to renenber what they had said to her, had done to her. Nothing canme. She should
not have asked for it, she thought again. A nistake.

The Doctor opened his desk drawer and took out her sketch pad and charcoal pencil. He pushed
them across the desk toward her

Desperately Mdilly tried to remenber. What was he watching for? Wat was she supposed to do?
Slowy she reached for the pad and pencil, and for a nonent she felt a trenor in her hand and her
stomach churned as a wave of nausea rose. The sensations passed, but she had stopped the forward
movenment of her hand, and she stared at it. Now she knew. She noistened her |ips and started to
move her hand again. The sensations returned for a scant nonent, |ong enough to register, then
they faded away. She didn't look up at the Doctor, who was watching her closely. Again she
nmoi stened her 1ips. She was al nbst touching the pad now. Abruptly she jerked her hand back and
jumped up fromher chair and | ooked wildly about the room one hand cl utching her stonach, the
ot her pressed agai nst her nouth.

She started to run to the door, but his voice held her. “Conme, sit down, MIlly. You'll be
all right now”

When she | ooked again at his desk the pad and pencil were gone. Reluctantly she sat down,
afraid of what new tricks he might have prepared for her, afraid of the inevitable nistake she was
certain to nake—and then another year and a half in linbo? A whole lifetinme in |inbo? She didn’t
| ook at the Doctor

There were a few nore inane questions, and she was di sm ssed. As she wal ked back to her room
she understood why the breeders didn't try to | eave the area, why they never spoke to a clone,
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al t hough they were separated only by a hedge.

Al of March was wi nd-bl own and wat er-soaked, with icy rains that did not let up for days at
atime. April’s rains were softer, but the river continued to rise through nost of the nonth as
the snow wat er cascaded down fromthe hills. May started cold and wet, but by nmidnonth the sun was
warm and the farm workers were busy in the fields.

Soon, Mol ly thought, standing at the rear of the breeders’ area, |ooking up the hillside.
The dogwoods were bl oomi ng, and over themthe redbud trees gl owed. The trees were all clothed in
new greenery and the ground was fast losing its feel of a wet sponge. Soon, she repeated, and went
inside to her sew ng table.

Three tinmes she had traversed the inhabited area of the valley. The first tine, she had
vomited violently; the next time, warned, she had struggl ed agai nst nausea and terror, and when
she passed the clone hospital she had alnost fainted. The third time her reaction had been |ess
powerful, and the sane feelings had passed through her quickly, as if a menory had been stinul ated
monentarily.

She m ght have other, even nore drastic reactions to the Sunmer house, she thought, but now
she knew she did not have to yield to the conditioned responses. Soon, she thought again, bending
over her sew ng.

Four times they had put her in the breeders’ hospital ward and installed a constant
tenperature gauge, and when the tenperature was right, Nurse had cone in with her tray and said
cheerfully, “Let’s try again, shall we, MlIly?” And obediently MIlly had opened her legs and |l ain
still while the spermwere inserted with the shiny, cold instrument. “Now, renmenber, don't nove
for a while,” Nurse then said, still cheerful, brisk, and had | eft her |ying, unnoving, on the
narrow cot. And two hours later she was allowed to dress and | eave again. Four tinmes, she thought
bitterly. Athing, an object, press this button and this is what conmes out, all predictable, on
cue.

She |l eft the breeders’ conmpound on a dark, noonless night. She carried a | arge | aundry bag
that she had been filling slowy, secretly, for alnbst three nonths. There was no one awake; there
was not hing of danger in the valley, perhaps in the entire world, but she hurried, avoiding the
pat h, keeping to the sound-nuffling grass. The thick growth surrounding the Sumer house created a
darkness that was |ike a hole in space, a blackness that woul d swal | ow up anythi ng that chanced
too close. She hesitated, then felt her way between the trees and bushes until she cane to the
house.

She still had two hours before dawn, another hour or so before her absence was di scovered.
She | eft her bundle on the porch and nmade her way around the house to the back door, which opened
at a touch. Nothing happened to her as she entered, and she breathed a sigh of relief. But then no
one had expected her to get this far ever again. She felt her way up the stairs to her old room
it was as she had left it, she thought at first, but sonething was wong, sonething had been
changed. It was too dark to see anything at all, but the feeling of difference persisted and she
found the bed and sat down to wait for dawn so she could see the room see her paintings.

When she coul d see, she gasped. Soneone had spread her paintings out, had stood themall up
around the walls, on chairs, on the old desk she never had used. She went into the other room
where she had painted, and there on the bench that Mark had used for his clay, instead of the half-
dozen crude figures he had shaped, there were dozens of clay objects: pots, heads, animals, fish,
a foot, two hands . . . Weakly Ml ly | eaned agai nst the doorfrane and wept.

The room was bright when she pushed away fromthe door. She had del ayed too | ong; she had to
hurry now. She ran down the stairs and out of the house, picked up her bag, and started clinbing
the hill. Two hundred feet up she stopped and began to search for the spot she and Mark had found
once: a sheltered spot behind bl ackberry bushes, protected by an overhangi ng | edge of |inestone.
Fromthere she could see the house but could not be seen from bel ow The bushes had grown, the
spot was even nore hidden than she renenbered. When she finally found it she sank down to the
ground in relief. The sun was high, they would know by now that she was gone. Presently a few of
them woul d conme to | ook over the Sumer house, not really expecting to find her, but because they
wer e t horough.

They canme before noon, spent an hour |ooking around the house and yard, then left. Probably
it would be safe nowto return to the house, she thought, but she did not stir fromher hole in
the hill. They returned shortly before dark, and spent nore tine going over the same ground they
had covered before. Now she knew it was safe to go to the house. They never went out after dark,
except in groups; they would not expect her to wander about in the dark al one. She stood up
easing the stiffness out of her legs and back. The ground was danp, and this spot was cool
sheltered fromthe sun.
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She lay on the bed. She knew she woul d hear hi mwhen he entered the house, but she couldn't
sl eep, except in a fitful, dreamfilled doze: Ben lying with her; Ben sitting before the fire

si pping pink, fragrant tea; Ben |ooking at her painting and beconing pale . . . Mark scranbling up
the stairs, his legs going this way and that, a frown of determ nation on his face. Mark squatting
over a single leaf of a fern, still rolled tightly at the end, and studying it intently, as if

willing it to uncoil as he watched. Mark, his hands pudgy and grimy, gleam ng wet, pushing the
clay this way, snmoothing it, pushing it that way, frowning at it, oblivious of her

She sat up suddenly, w de awake. He had cone into the house. She could hear the stairs creak
slightly under his feet. He stopped, listening. He nust sense her there, she thought, and her
heart qui ckened. She went to the door of the workroomand waited for him

He had a candle. For a nonent he didn't see her. He put the candl e down on the table and
only then | ooked around cauti ously.

“Mark!” she said softly. “Mark!”

His face was |ighted. Ben's face, she thought, and sonmething of hers. Then his face twi sted
and when she took a step toward him he took a step backward.

“Mark?” she said again, but now she could feel a hard, cold hand squeezi ng her heart, making
it painful for her to breathe. What had they done to hinf? She took another step

“Why did you cone here?” he yelled suddenly. “This is ny room Wy did you come back? | hate
you!” he screaned.

Chapter 19

The col d hand squeezed harder. Mlly felt for the door-frame behind her and held it tightly.
“Why do you cone here?” she whispered. “Wy?”

“I't’s all your fault! You spoiled everything. They |laugh at ne and | ock nme up

“And you still come here. VWy?”

Suddenly he darted to the workbench and swept it clean. The el ephant, the heads, the foot,
hands, everything crashed to the floor and he junped up and down on the pieces, sobbing
i ncoherently, scream ng sounds that were not words. Molly didn’t nove. The ranpage stopped as
abruptly as it began. Mark | ooked down at the gray dust, the fragnents that renained.

“I"I'l tell you why you cone back,” Mdlly said quietly. She still held the doorfrane hard.
“They puni sh you by |ocking you up in a small room don't they? And it doesn't frighten you. In
the small roomyou can hear yourself, can’t you? In your mnd s eye you see the clay, the stone
you will shape. You see the formenerging, and it is alnost as if you are sinply freeing it,
allowing it to come into being. That other self that speaks to you, it knows what the shape is in
the clay. It tells you through your hands, in dreans, in imges that no one but you can see. And
they tell you this is sick, or bad, or disobedient. Don’t they?”

He was watching her now “Don’t they?” she repeated. He nodded.

“Mark, they' |l never understand. They can't hear that other self whispering, always
whi spering. They can’t see the pictures. They' ||l never hear or get a glinpse of that other self.
The brothers and sisters overwhelmit. The whisper becones fainter, the inmages di nmer, unti
finally they are gone, the other self gives up. Perhaps it dies.” She paused and | ooked at him
then said softly, “You come here because you can find that self here, just as | could find ny
other self here. And that’s nore inportant than anything they can give you, or take away from
you.”

He | ooked down at the floor, at the shanbles of the pieces he had nade, and w ped his face
with his arm “Mdther,” he said, and stopped.

Now Mol ly nmoved. Sonmehow she reached hi m before he coul d speak again and she held him
tightly and he held her, and they both wept.

“I"'msorry | busted everything.”

“You' Il make nore.”

“I wanted to show you.”

“I looked at themall. They were very good. The hands especially.”

“They were hard. The fingers were funny, but | couldn’t nake them not funny.”

“Hands are the hardest of all.”

He finally pushed away from her slightly, and she let himgo. He wiped his face again. “Are
you going to hide here?”

“No. They'll be back | ooking for ne.”

“Why did you cone here?”
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“To keep a promise,” she said softly. “Do you renenber our last walk up the hill, you wanted
toclinb to the top, and | said next tine? Renenber?”

“I"ve got sone food we can take,” he said excitedly. “I hide it here so when | get hungry
Il have sonething.”
“Good. W'IIl use it. W’Il start as soon as it gets light enough to see.”

It was a beautiful day, with high thin clouds in the north, the rest of the sky unnarred,
breathtakingly clear. Each hill, each nountain in the distance, was sharply outlined; no haze had
forned yet, the breeze was gentle and warm The silence was so conplete that the woman and boy
were both reluctant to break it with speech, and they wal ked quietly. Wen they paused to rest,
she smiled at himand he grinned back and then lay with his hands under his head and stared at the
sky.

“What’s in your big pack?” he asked as they clinbed later. She had nade a snmall pack for him

to carry, and she still carried the |aundry bag, now strapped to her back
“You'll see,” she said. “A surprise.”
And |l ater he said, “lIt's farther than it |ooked, isn't it? WIIl we get there before dark?”

“Long before dark,” she said. “But it is far. Do you want to rest agai n?”

He nodded and they sat under a spruce tree. The spruces were com ng down the nountains, she
thought, recalling in detail old forestry maps of the region

“Do you still read nmuch?” she asked.

Mark shifted uneasily and | ooked at the sky, then at the trees, and finally grunted
noncommittally.

“So did I,” she said. “The old house is full of books, isn't it? They're so brittle, though
you have to be careful with them After you went to sleep every night | sat up and read everything
in the house.”

“Did you read the one about I|ndians?” he asked, and rolled over on his stomach and propped
his head up in his cupped hands. “They knew how to do everything, nmake fires, make canoes, tents,

everyt hing.”
“And there’s one about how boys, a club or sonething, used to go canping and relearn all the
Indian methods. It can still be done,” she said dreamly.

“And what you can eat in the woods, and stuff like that? | read that one.”

They wal ked, rested, tal ked about the books in the old house, tal ked about the things Mark
pl anned to make, clinbed sone nore, and late in the afternoon they came to the summt of the
nmount ai n and | ooked down over the entire valley, all the way to the Shenandoah River in the
di st ance.

Mol Iy found a spot that was | evel and sheltered, and Mark finally got to see the surprise
she had prepared for him blankets, sone preserved food, fruits, neat, six pieces of cornbread,
and corn to pop over the open fire. After they ate, they pushed spruce needles into nounds and
Mark rolled up in his blanket and yawned.

“What’ s that noise?” he asked after a noment.

“The trees,” Molly said softly. “The wi nd noves up there even when we can’'t feel it down
here, and the trees and wind tell each other secrets.”

Mar k | aughed and yawned again. “They’'re tal king about us,” he said. Mlly smled in the
dark. “1 can al nbst hear the words,” he said.

“W're the first human beings they ve seen in a long tinme,” she said. “They' re probably
surprised that there are any nore of us around.”

“l won’t go back either!” Mark shouted at her. They had eaten the |ast of the cornbread and
dried apples, and the fire was out, the ground snoothed around it.

“Mark, listen to me. They will put ne back in the breeders’ conpound. Do you understand?
won’t be all owed out again. They will give nme nedicines that will keep nme very quiet and I won’'t
know anyt hing or anyone. That will be ny Iife back there. But you? You have so nuch to |l earn. Read
all the books in the old house, |earn everything you can fromthem And one day you m ght decide
to |l eave, but not until you're a man, Mark.”

“I’"mstaying with you.”

She shook her head. “Remenber the voices of the trees? Wen you' re lonely, go into the woods
and let the trees talk to you. Maybe you' Il hear ny voice there too. I'Il never be far away, if
you listen.”

“Where are you goi ng?”
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“Down the river, to the Shenandoah, to | ook for your father. They won't bother me there.”

Tears stood in his eyes, but he didn't shed them He lifted his pack and put his arms
through the harness. They started down the nmountain again. M dway down they stopped. “You can see
the valley fromhere,” Molly said. “I won't go any farther with you.”

He didn’t | ook at her.

“CGood- bye, Mark.”

“WIIl the trees talk to ne if you're not there?”

“Always. If you listen. The others are looking to the cities to save them and the cities

are dead and ruined. But the trees are alive, and when you need them they' Il talk to you. |
proni se you that, Mark.”

Now he cane to her and hugged her hard. “I love you,” he said. Then he turned and started
down the hill, and she stood watching himuntil her tears blinded her and she could no | onger see
hi m

She waited until he energed fromthe woods and started across the cleared valley. Then she
turned and wal ked south, toward the Shenandoah. All that night the trees whispered to her. Wen
she awakened, she knew the trees had accepted her; they didn't stop their nurnuring as they had
al ways done in the past when she stirred about. Over and under and through their voices she could
hear the voice of the river, still far off, and beyond it, she was certain she could hear Ben's
voi ce, growi ng stronger as she hurried toward him She could snell the fresh water now, and the
voi ces of the river and the trees and Ben's voice blended as they called to her to hurry. She ran
toward himjoyously. He caught her and together they floated down, down into the cool, sweet
wat er .

PART THREE

At the Still Point

Chapter 20

The new dormitory was dark except for the pale lights spaced regularly in the halls. Mark
darted down the hallway and went inside one of the roons. There was too little Iight to make out
details; only the shapes of sleeping boys on the white beds could be seen at first. The w ndows
wer e dark shadows.

Mark stood by the door silently and waited for his eyes to adjust; the shapes energed from
dar kness and becanme dark and |ight areas—arns, faces, hair. H's bare feet made no sound as he
approached the first cot, and again he stopped; this time his wait was shorter. The boy on the cot
didn't stir. Slowy Mark opened a snall bottle of ink, nade from bl ackberries and wal nuts, and
di pped a fine brush into it. He had been holding the ink next to his chest; it was warm Mbving
very carefully, he | eaned over the sl eeping boy and quickly painted the nuneral 1 on the boy’s
cheek. The boy didn't nove.

Mark backed away fromthe first bed, went to another, and again paused to nake certain the
boy was sl eeping deeply. This tine he painted a 2.

Presently he left the roomand hurried to the next one. He repeated the procedure there. If
the boy was sl eeping on his stonach, his face buried in the covers, Mark painted a nunber on his
hand or arm

Shortly before dawn Mark put the top back on his bottle of ink and crept to his own room a
cubicle large enough to contain only his cot and sone shelves above it. He put the ink on a shelf,
maki ng no attenpt to hide it. Then he sat cross-1legged on his bed and waited.

He was a slightly built boy, with dark, abundant hair that made his head seem overl arge, not
conspi cuously so, but noticeable if one exanmined himclosely. The only startling feature was his
eyes, a blue of such intensity and depth that they were unforgettable. He sat patiently, a slight
smle playing on his |lips, deepening, |eaving, formng again. The |ight outside his w ndow
brightened; it was spring and the air had a lunminosity that was m ssing in other seasons.

Now he coul d hear voices, and his snile deepened, w dened his mouth. The voices were | oud
and angry. He began to | augh, and was weak from | aughter when his door opened and five boys
entered. There was so little roomthey had to Iine up with their legs tight against his cot.
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“Good norning, One, Two, Three, Four, Five,” Mark said, choking on the words with new
| aughter. They flushed angrily and he doubl ed over, unable to contain hinself.

“Where is he?” Mriam asked. She had entered the conference roomand was still standing at
t he door.

Barry was at the head of the table. “Sit down, Mriam” he said. “You know what he di d?”

She sat at the other end of the long table and nodded. “Wo doesn’t? It’s all over, that's
all anyone’s tal king about.” She glanced at the others. The doctors were there, Lawence, Thonas,
Sara . . . A full council neeting.

“Has he said anything?” she asked.

Thomas shrugged. “He didn’t deny it.”

“Did he say why he did it?”

“So he could tell themapart,” Barry said.

For a brief nmoment Mriamthought she heard a trace of anusenent in his voice, but nothing
of it showed on his face. She felt tight with fury, as if somehow she m ght be held responsible
for the boy, for his aberrant behavior. She wouldn’'t have it, she thought angrily. She |eaned
forward, her hands pressed on the tabl etop, and demanded, “Wat are you going to do about hinP Wy
don’t you control hinP”

“This meeting has been called to discuss that,” Barry said. “Have you any suggesti ons?”

She shook her head, still furious, unappeased. She shoul dn’'t even be there, she thought. The
boy was nothing to her; she had avoi ded contact with himfromthe beginning. By inviting her to
the neeting, they had made a link that in reality didn't exist. Again she shook her head and now
she | eaned back in her chair, as if to divorce herself fromthe proceedi ngs.

“W' || have to punish him” Lawence said after a nonment of silence. “The only question is

”

how.

How? Barry wondered. Not isolation; he thrived on it, sought it out at every turn. Not extra
work; he was still working off his |last escapade. Only three nonths ago he had gotten inside the
girls’ roons and m xed up their ribbons and sashes so that no group had anything matching. It had
taken hours for themto get everything back in place. And now this, and this time it would take
weeks for the ink to wear off.

Lawr ence spoke again, his voice thoughtful, a slight from on his face. “W should admt we
made a mistake,” he said. “There is no place for himanong us. The boys his age reject him he has
no friends. He is capricious and willful, brilliant and nmoronic by turns. W nade a mistake with
him Now his pranks are only that, childish pranks, but in five years? Ten years? VWat can we
expect fromhimin the future?” He directed his questions at Barry.

“In five years he will be downriver, as you know. It is during the next few years that we
have to find a way to manage himbetter.”

Sara noved slightly in her chair, and Barry turned to her. “W have found that he is not

made repentant by being isolated,” Sara said. “It is his nature to be an isolate, therefore by not
all owi ng himthe privacy he craves we will have found the correct punishnent for him”
Barry shook his head. “We discussed that before,” he said. “It would not be fair to the

others to force themto accept him an outsider. He is disruptive anong his peers; they shoul d not
be puni shed along with him”

“Not his peers,” Sara said enphatically. “You and your brothers voted to keep himhere in
order to study himfor clues in howto train others to endure separate existences. It is your
responsibility to accept hi manong yourselves, to let his punishnment be to have to live with you
under your watchful eyes. Or else admt Lawence is right, that we nmade a mistake, and that it is
better to correct the mstake now than to let it continue to conpound.”

“You woul d puni sh us for the m sdeeds of the boy?” Bruce asked.

“That boy wouldn’t be here if it were not for you and your brothers,” Sara said distinctly.
“I'f you'll recall, at our first neeting concerning him the rest of us voted to rid ourselves of
him W foresaw trouble fromthe beginning, and it was your argunents about his possible
useful ness that finally swayed us. If you want to keep him then you keep himw th you, under your
observation, away fromthe other children, who are constantly being hurt by himand his pranks. He
is an isolate, an aberration, a troubl emaker. These neetings have beconme nore frequent, his pranks
nmore destructive. How many nore hours must we spend di scussing his behavior?”

“You know that isn't practical,” Barry said inpatiently. “W're in the lab half the tine, in
the breeders’ quarters, in the hospital. Those aren't places for a child of ten.”

“Then get rid of him” Sara said. She sat back now and crossed her arms over her chest.

Barry | ooked at Mriam whose lips were tightly conpressed. She net his gaze coldly. He
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turned to Law ence.

“Can you think of any other way?” Law ence asked. “W’'ve tried everything we can think of,
and not hi ng has worked. Those boys were angry enough to kill himthis nmorning. Next tinme there
m ght be viol ence. Have you thought what violence would do to this community?”

They were a people without violence in their history. Physical punishnment had never been
consi dered, because it was inpossible to hurt one without hurting others equally. That didn't
apply to Mark, Barry thought suddenly, but he didn't say it. The thought of hurting him of
causi ng hi m physi cal pain, was repugnant. He glanced at his brothers and saw the same confusion on
their faces that he was feeling. They couldn’t abandon the boy. He did hold clues about how nan
lived al one; they needed him His mnd refused to probe nore deeply than that: they needed to
study him There were so many things about hunman beings that were inconprehensible to them Mark
nm ght be the Iink that would enable themto understand.

The fact that the boy was Ben's child, that Ben and his brothers had been as one, had
nothing to do with it. He felt no particular bond to the boy. None at all. If anyone could fee
such a bond, it should be Mriam he thought, and | ooked at her for a sign that she felt
sonet hing. Her face was stony, her eyes avoided him Too rigid, he realized, too cold.

And if that were so, he thought coolly, as if thinking about an experinment with insensate
material, then it truly was a mstake to keep the boy with them If that one child had the power
to hurt the Mriamsisters as well as the Barry brothers, he was a nistake. It was unthi nkabl e
that an outsider could sonehow reach in and twist the old hurts so nuch that they becane new
hurts, with even nore destructive aftermaths.

“We could do it,” Bob said suddenly. “There are risks, of course, but we could nanage him
In four years,” he continued, |ooking now at Sara, “he’'ll be sent out with the road crew, and from
then on, he won't be a threat to any of us. But we will need himwhen we begin to reach out to try
to understand the cities. He can scout out the paths, survive alone in the woods w t hout danger of
ment al breakdown through separation. W’ Il need him”

Sara nodded. “And if we have to have another neeting such as this one, can we agree today
that it will be our final neeting?”

The Barry brothers exchanged gl ances, then reluctantly nodded and Barry said, “Agreed. W
manage himor get rid of him”

The doctors returned to Barry's office, where Mark was waiting for them He was standing at
the window, a small dark figure against the glare of sunlight. He turned to face them and his own
face seemed featurel ess. The sun touched his hair and made it gleamw th red-gold highlights.

“What will you do with ne?” he asked. His voice was steady.

“Conme over here and sit down,” Barry said, taking his place behind the desk. The boy crossed
the room and sat on a straight chair, perching on the extrene front of it, as if ready to | eap up
and run.

“Rel ax,” Bob said, and sat on the edge of the desk, swinging his | eg as he regarded the boy.
When the five brothers were in the roomit seemed very crowded suddenly. The boy | ooked from one
to another of themand finally turned his attention to Barry. He didn't ask again.

Barry told himabout the neeting, and watching him he thought, there was a little of Ben
and a little of Mdlly, and for the rest, he had gone into the distant past, dipped into the gene
pool, had conme up with strangers’ genes, and he was unlike anyone else in the valley. Mrk
listened intently, the way he listened in class when he was interested. Hi s grasp was inmmediate
and t hor ough.

“Why do they think what | did was so awful ?” he asked when Barry becane silent.

Barry | ooked at his brothers helplessly. This was how it was going to be, he wanted to say
to them No common grounds for understanding. He was an alien in every way.

Suddenly Mark asked, “How can | tell you apart?”

“There’s no need for you to tell us apart,” Barry said firmy.

Mark stood up then. “Should | go get my stuff, bring it to your place?”

“Yes. Now, while the others are in school. And cone right back.”

Mar k nodded. At the door he paused, glanced at each in turn once nore, and said, “Mybe just
atiny, tiny touch of paint, on the tips of the ears, or sonething . . . ?” He opened the door and
ran out, and they could hear himlaughing as he raced down the hall.

Chapter 21

Barry gl anced about the | ecture roomand spotted Mark in the rear, |ooking sleepy and bored.
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He shrugged; let himbe bored. Three of the brothers were working in the labs, and the fourth was
busy in the breeders’ quarters; that left the lecture, and Mark had to sit through it if it killed
hi m

“The problem we raised yesterday, if you'll recall,” Barry said then, referring briefly to
his notes, “is that we have yet to discover the cause of the decline of the clone strains after
the fourth generation. The only way we have got around this to date is through constant
repl eni shment of our stocks by the use of sexually reproduced babies who are cloned before the
third nonth in utero. In this way we have been able to maintain our famlies of brothers and
sisters, but admttedly this is not the ideal solution. Can any of you tell nme what sone of the
obvi ous drawbacks to this systemare?” He paused and gl anced about. “Karen?”

“There is a slight difference between the babies cloned in the | aboratory and those born of
human not hers. There is the prenatal influence and also the birth trauma that might alter the
sexual |y reproduced person.”

“Very good,” Barry said. “Coments, anyone?”

“I'n the beginning they waited two years before they cloned the babies,” Stuart said. “Now we
don’t, and that nmakes the family alnbst as close as if they were all clones.”

Barry nodded, then pointed to Carl. “If the human baby has a birth defect, caused by a birth
trauma, he can be aborted, and still the cloned babies will be all right.”

“That’s hardly in the nature of a drawback,” Barry said, smiling. There was an answering
ri pple of amusenent throughout the class.

He waited a nonent, then said, “The genetic pool is unpredictable, its past is unknown, its
constituents so varied that when the process is not regulated and controlled, there is always the
danger of produci ng unwanted characteristics. And the even nore dangerous threat of |losing talents
that are inportant to our conmunity.” He allowed tinme for this to be grasped, then continued. “The
only way to ensure our future, to ensure continuity, is through perfecting the process of cloning,
and for this reason we need to expand our facilities, increase our researchers, |ocate a source of
materials to replace what is wearing out and equip the new | aboratories, and we need to conplete a
safe link to that source or sources.”

A hand was raised. Barry nodded. “Wat if we can't find enough equi pnent in good condition
soon enough?”

“Then we will have to go to human inplantation of the cloned fetus. W have done this in a
nunber of cases, and we have the nmethods, but it is wasteful of our few human resources, and it
woul d necessitate changing our timetable drastically to use the breeders this way.” He | ooked over
the class, then continued. “Qur goal is to renmove the need for sexual reproduction. Then we will
be able to plan our future. If we need road builders, we can clone fifty or a hundred for this
purpose, train themfrominfancy, and send themout to fulfill their destiny. W can cl one boat
buil ders, sailors, send themout to the sea to | ocate the course of the fish our first explorers
di scovered in the Potomac. A hundred farmers, to relieve those who would prefer to be working over
test tubes than hoeing rows of carrots.”

Anot her ripple of |aughter passed over the students. Barry sniled also; wthout exception
they all worked their hours in the fields.

“For the first time since manki nd wal ked the face of the earth,” he said, “there will be no
msfits.”

“And no geniuses,” a voice said lazily, and he | ooked to the rear of the class to see Mark
still slouched down in his chair, his blue eyes bright, grinning slightly. Deliberately he w nked
at Barry, then closed both eyes again, and apparently returned to sl eep

“I"l1l1 tell you a story if you want,” Mark said. He stood in the aisle between two rows of
three beds each. The Carver brothers had all had appendicitis sinultaneously. They | ooked at him
from both sides, and one of them nodded. They were thirteen

“Once there was a woji,” he said, noving to the wi ndow, where he sat cross-legged on a chair
with the I'ight behind him

“What’'s a woji ?”

“If you ask questions, | won't tell it,” Mark said. “You'll see as | go along. This woji
lived deep in the woods, and every year when winter canme he nearly froze to death. That was
because the icy rains soaked himand the snow covered himover, and he had nothing at all to eat
because the leaves all fell and he ate | eaves. One year he got an idea, and he went to a big
spruce tree and told it his idea. At first the spruce tree wouldn't even consider his suggestion.
The woji didn’'t go away, though. He kept telling the spruce tree his idea over and over, and
finally the spruce tree thought, Wiat did he have to | ose? Wiy not try it? So the spruce tree told
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the woji to go ahead. For days and days the woji worked on the |leaves, rolling themup and naking
them over into needles. He used sone of the needles to sewthemall tightly to the tree branches.
Then he clinbed to the very top of the spruce tree and yelled at the ice wind, and | aughed at it
and said it couldn’t hurt himnow, because he had a hone and food to eat all wi nter.

“The other trees heard himand | aughed, and they began to tell each other about the crazy
little woji who yelled at the ice wind, and finally the last tree, at the place where the trees
end and the snow begins, heard the story. It was a maple tree, and it laughed until its |eaves
shook. The ice wind heard it |aughing and came bl owi ng up, storming and throwi ng i ce, and denmanded
to know what was so funny. The maple tree told the ice wind about the crazy little woji who had
chal | enged his powers to take the | eaves off the trees, and the ice w nd becanme nadder and nadder
It blew harder and harder. The maple |l eaves turned red and gold with fear and then fell to the
ground, and the tree stood naked before the wind. The ice wind bl ew south and the other trees
shivered and turned col or and dropped their |eaves.

“Finally the ice wind cane to the spruce tree and screamed for the woji to come out. He
woul dn’t. He was hidden deep in the spruce needles where the ice wind couldn’t see himor touch
him The wi nd bl ew harder and the spruce tree shivered, but its needles held tight and they didn't
turn color at all. The ice wind now called up the ice rain to help, and the spruce tree was
covered with icicles, but the needles held on and the woji stayed dry and warm Then the ice w nd
got nadder than ever and called the snowto help, and it snowed deeper and deeper until the spruce
tree looked like a mountain of snow, but deep inside, the woji was warm and content, close to the
trunk of the tree, and soon the tree shrugged and the snow fell away fromit and it knew the ice
wi nd could no |onger hurt it.

“The ice wind how ed about the tree all winter, but the needles held tight and the woji
stayed snug and warm and if he nibbled on a needl e now and then the tree forgave him because he
had taught it not to cringe and turn colors and stand naked all wi nter shivering before the ice
wi nd just because that’s what the other trees did. Wen spring came the other trees begged the
woji to turn their |leaves into needles too, and the woji finally agreed. But only for those trees
that hadn’t |aughed at him And that’s why the evergreen trees are evergreen.”

“I's that all?” demanded one of the Carver brothers.

Mar k nodded.

“What’'s a woji ? You said we’'d know when the story was over.”

“That’s the thing that lives in spruce trees,” Mark said, grinning. “He's invisible, but
sonetimes you can hear him He's usually laughing.” He junped down fromthe chair. “1’ve gotta
go.” He trotted to the door.

“There’s no such thing!” one of the brothers yelled.

Mar k opened the door and | ooked out cautiously. He wasn’t supposed to be there. Then he
| ooked over his shoul der and asked the brothers, “How do you know? Have you ever gone out there to
try to hear himlaughing?” He left them quickly before a doctor or nurse showed up.

Bef ore dawn one norning near the end of May the families began to gather at the dock once
nmore to see off the six boats and crews of brothers and sisters. There was no gai ety now, there
had been no party the night before. Barry stood near Lewis and watched the preparations. They were
both silent.

There was no way to draw back now, Barry knew. They had to have the supplies that were in
the big cities, or die. That was the alternative they had. The toll had been too high, and he knew
no way to reduce it. Special training had helped a little, but not enough. Sending groups of
brothers and sisters had hel ped, but not enough. So far in the four trips downriver, they had | ost
twenty-two peopl e, and another twenty-four had been affected by the ordeal, perhaps permanently
af fected, and through themtheir famlies. Thirty-six of themthis time. They were to stay out
until frost, or until the river started its usual fall rise, whichever was first.

Sone of themwere to build a bypass around the falls; some would dig a canal to link the
Shenandoah to the Potomac to avoid the danger of the rough water they now had to face with each
trip. Two groups were to go back and forth between the falls and Washi ngton and bring out the
supplies that had been found the previous year. One group was on river patrol, to clear the rapids
that the capricious rivers renewed each w nter

How many would return this time? Barry wondered. They woul d stay out |onger than any of the
others had; their work was nore dangerous. How many?

“Having a building at the falls will help,” Lewis said suddenly. “It was the feeling of
bei ng exposed that nade it particularly bad.”

Barry nodded. It was what they all reported—they felt exposed, watched. They felt the world
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was pressing in on them that the trees noved cl oser as soon as the sun set. He glanced at Lew s,
forgot what he had started to say, and instead watched a tic that had appeared at the corner of
his mouth. Lewis was clenching his fists; he stared at the dwi ndling boats, and the tic jerked and
vani shed, jerked again
“Are you all right?” Barry asked. Lewi s shook hinself and | ooked away fromthe river
“Lewi s? |s anything wong?”
“No. I'Il see you later.’

He strode away swiftly.

“There’ s somet hi ng about being in the woods in the dark especially that has a traumatic
effect,” Barry said later to his brothers. They were in the dormtory roomthey shared; at the far
end, apart fromthem sat Mark, cross-legged on a cot, watching them Barry ignored him They were
so used to his presence now that they seldomnoticed himat all, unless he got in the way. They
usual ly noticed if he vanished, as he frequently did.

The brothers waited. That was well known, the fear of the silent woods.

“In training the children to prepare for their future roles, we should incorporate
experience in living in the woods for prolonged periods. They could start with an afternoon, then
go to an overni ght canping expedition, and so on, until they are out for several weeks at a tine.”

Bruce shook his head. “Wat if they were adversely affected to the point where they could
not go out on the expeditions at all? W could | ose ten years of hard work that way.”

“We could try it with a sanple,” Barry said. “Two groups, one male, one fenale. If they show
distress after the first exposure, we can slow it down, or even postpone it until they are a year
or two older. Eventually they'll have to go out there; we mght be able to make it easier on
them”

They no |l onger were holding the nunber of |ike clones to six, but had increased themto ten
of each group. “We have eighty children al nost el even years old,” Bruce said. “In four years they
will be ready. If the statistics hold up, we'll lose two-fifths of themwithin the first four
nonths they are away, either to accidents or psychological stress. | think it’s worth a try to
condition themto the woods and |iving apart beforehand.”

“They have to have supervision,” Bob said. “One of us.”

“W're too old,” Bruce said with a grinace. “Besides, we know we're susceptible to the
psychol ogi cal stress. Renenber Ben.”

“Exactly,” Bob said. “W're too old to nmake any difference here. Qur young brothers are
taki ng over our functions nore and nore, and their little brothers are ready to step into their
pl aces when needed. W are expendabl e,” he concl uded.

“He’s right,” Barry said reluctantly. “It’s our experinment, our obligation to see it
through. Draw | ots?”

“Take turns,” Bruce said. “Each of us to have a crack at it before it’'s over.”

“Can | go too?” Mark asked suddenly, and they all turned to | ook at him

“No,” Barry said brusquely. “W know you're not hurt by the woods. W don’t want anything to
go wong with this, no pranks, no tricks, no bravado.”

“You' |l get lost then,” Mark shouted. He junped down fromhis cot and ran to the door and
paused there to yell back, “You' |l be out in the woods with a bunch of crying babies and you’l
all go crazy and the woji will die |aughing at you!”

A week later Bob led the first group of boys up into the woods behind the valley. Each
carried a small pack with his lunch in it. They wore long pants and shirts and boots. Watching
them | eave, Barry could not banish the thought that he should have been the first to try it with
them H's idea, his risk. He shook his head angrily. Wat risk? They were going for a hike in the
woods. They woul d have |l unch, turn around, and cone back down. He caught Mark’s glance and for a
nmonent they stared at each other, the nan and boy, curiously alike, yet so distant fromeach other
that no simlarity was possible.

Mark broke the stare and | ooked again at the boys, who were clinbing steadily and coming to
the thicker growths. Soon they were invisible anong the trees.

“They’ Il get lost,” he said.

Bruce shrugged. “Not in one hour or two,’
cone back.”

The sky was deep blue with puffs of white clouds and a very high band of cirrus clouds with
no apparent beginning or end. It would be noon in | ess than two hours.

St ubbornly Mark shook his head, but he said nothing nmore. He returned to class, and then
went to the dining roomfor lunch. After lunch he was due to work in the garden for two hours, and
he was there when Barry sent for him

he said. “At noon they’' ||l eat, turn around, and
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“They aren’t back yet,”

they woul d be | ost?”

“Because they don’t understand about the woods,” Mark said. “They don’t see things.”

“What things?”

Mar k shrugged hel pl essly. “Things,” he said again. He | ooked fromone brother to another and
agai n shrugged.

“Coul d you find then?” Bruce asked. Hi s voice sounded harsh, and deep frown lines cut into
hi s forehead.

“Yes.”

“Let’s go,” Barry said.

‘The two of us?” Mark asked.

Barry said when Mark entered the office. “Wiy were you so certain

“Yes.”

Mark | ooked doubtful. “I could do it faster alone,” he said.

Barry felt a shudder start, and drew hinmself away fromhis desk with a brusque notion. He
was hol ding hinself rigidly under control now “Not you alone,” he said. “I want you to show e

those things you see, how you can find your way where there’'s no path. Let’s go before it gets any
|ater.” He glanced at the boy in his short tunic, barefooted. “Go get changed,” he said.

“This is all right for up there,” Mark said. “There’'s nothing under the trees up there.”

Barry thought about his words as they headed for the woods. He watched the boy, now ahead of
him now at his side, sniffing the air happily, at home in the silent, di mwoods.

They noved qui ckly and very soon they were deep in the forest where the trees had reached
mat ure grow h and made a canopy overhead that excluded the sun conpletely. No shadows, no way to
di scover directions, Barry thought, breathing hard as he worked to keep up with the ninble boy.
Mar k never hesitated, never paused, but noved rapidly with certainty, and Barry didn't know what
clues he found, how he knew to go this way and not that. He wanted to ask, but he needed his
breath for clinmbing. He was sweating, and his feet felt like lead as he foll owed the boy.

“Let’s rest a minute,” he said. He sat on the ground, his back against a mamoth tree trunk
Mar k had been ahead of him and now he trotted back and squatted a few feet away.

“Tell me what you look for,” Barry said after a nmonent. “Show ne a sign of their passage
there.”

Mar k | ooked surprised at the demand. “Everything shows they cane this way,” he said. He
pointed to the tree that supported Barry’s back. “That’s a bitternut hickory tree—see, nuts.” He
brushed the dirt aside and uncovered several nuts. They were half rotted. “The boys found sonme and
threw them And there,” he said, pointing, “see that sprout. Sonmeone bent it to the ground, it
still isn't straight again. And the marks of their feet, scuffing the dirt and | eaves on the
forest floor. It's Iike a sign saying, this way, this way.”

Barry could see the di fference when Mark showed him but when he | ooked in another
direction, he thought he could see scuff marks there al so.

“Water,” Mark said. “That’s a runoff trail fromnelting snow It’'s different.”

“How did you | earn about the woods? Ml |y?”

Mar k nodded. “She couldn’t get |ost ever. She couldn’t forget how things | ooked, and if she
saw them agai n, she knew. She taught ne. O else | was born with it, and she showed me how to use
it. | can't get lost either.”

“Can you teach others?”

“l guess so. Now that | showed you, you could lead, couldn’'t you?” He had turned his back
scanni ng the woods, and now faced Barry again. “You know which way to start, don’t you?”

Barry | ooked carefully about them The scuff nmarks were on the path they had just nade,
where Mark had pointed themout. He saw the water trail, and | ooked harder for the trail they
shoul d foll ow. There was nothing. He | ooked again at Mark, who was grinning. “No,” he said. “I
don’t know which way to go now.”

Mark | aughed. “Because it’'s rocky,” he said. “Conme on.” He started again, this tinme keeping
to the edge of a rocky trail.

“How di d you know?” Barry asked. “There's no sign of them anong the rocks.”

“Because there was no sign anywhere else. It was all that was |eft. There!” He pointed, and
there was another bent tree, this one stronger, older, nmore firmy rooted. “Someone pulled that
spruce down and let it spring back up. Probably nore than one did, because it's still not quite
straight, and you can see now that the rocks have been ki cked around.”

The rocky trail deepened and becane a creek bed. Mark watched the edges carefully and soon
turned again, pointing to scuff marks as he went. The woods were deeper, the gl oom nore intense
here. Thick evergreen trees covered the slope they began to descend, and sonetines they had to
wind their way anong the branches that touched one another in the spruce forest. The floor was
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brown, springy with generations of needl es.

Barry found hinmself holding his breath in order not to disturb the silence of the great
forest, and he understood why the others tal ked of a presence, sonething that watched as they
noved anong the trees. The silence was so intense, it was |ike a dream world where nouths open and
cl ose and no noise is heard, where nusicians’ instrunents are strangely nmuted, where one screans
and screans silently. Behind himhe could sense the trees noving in closer, closer

Then, suddenly, as if it had been growing a long tine and he only now had becone aware of
it, he found that he was listening to sonething over and beyond the silence, sonething that was
like a voice, or voices mingling in whispers too distant to make out the words. Like Mlly, he
t hought, and a shiver of fear raced through him The voices faded. Mark had stopped and was
| ooki ng about agai n.

“They doubl ed back here,” he said. “They must have had |unch up there and started back, but
here they lost their way. See, they went over too far, and kept going farther and farther fromthe
way they had cone.”

Barry could see nothing to indicate they had done that, but he knew he was hel pless in that
dark forest and he could only follow the boy wherever he | ed.

They clinbed again and the spruces thinned out and now there were aspens and cottonwoods
bordering a stream

“You' d think they'd know they hadn’t seen this before,” Mark said with disgust. He was
movi ng faster now. He stopped again and a grin cane and went, |eaving himlooking worried. “Some
of them began to run here,” he said. “Wait. 1’'Il see if they regrouped ahead, or if we have to
find any of them” He vani shed before he finished speaking, and Barry sank to the ground to wait
for him The voices cane back al nbost instantly. He | ooked at the trees that seemed unnovi ng, and
knew t hat the branches high above were stirring in the wind, that they nade the voicelike
whi spering, but still he strained to hear the words over and over. He put his head down on his
knees and tried to will the voices into silence

Hi s | egs were throbbing, and he was very hot. He could feel trickles of sweat running down
hi s back, and he hunched over nore so his shirt was snug across his shoul ders, absorbing the
sweat. They couldn’t send their people out to live in the forests, he knew. This was a hostile
environnent, with a spirit of malevolency that would stifle them craze them kill them He could
feel the presence now, pressing in on him drawing closer, feeling him. . . Abruptly he stood up
and started to foll ow Mark.

Chapter 22

Barry heard voices again, this tine real voices, childish voices, and he waited.

“Bob, are you all right?” he called when his brother cane into view Bob |ooked bedraggl ed
and there was dirt on his face; he nodded and waved, breathing heavily.

“They were clinbing toward the knob,” Mark said, suddenly at Barry’'s side. He had cone upon
himfroma different direction, invisible until he spoke.

Now t he boys were straggling into the same area, and they | ooked worse than Bob. Some of
them had been crying. Just as Mark had predicted, Barry thought.

“We thought we might be able to see where we were if we clinbed higher,’
at Mark, as if for approval

Mark shook his head. “Always go down, follow a stream if you don’'t know where you are,” he
said. “It’'lIl go to a bigger stream then finally to the river, and you can follow it back to where
you have to go.”

The boys were watching Mark with open adnmiration. “Do you know the way down?” one of them
asked.

Mar k nodded.

“Rest a fewmnutes first,” Barry said. The voices were gone now, the woods nerely dark
woods, uni nhabited by anything at all

Mark | ed them down quickly, not the way they had gone up, not the way he had foll owed them
but in a nore direct line that had them | ooking over the valley within half an hour

“I't was a mstake to risk themlike that!” Lawence said angrily. It was the first counci
meeting since the adventure in the forest.

“It’s necessary to teach themto live in the woods,” Barry said.

“They won’t have to live out there. The best thing we can do with the woods is clear them as
qui ckly as possible. W'll have a shelter for them down below the falls where they' Il live, just

Bob sai d, gl ancing
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as they live here, in a clearing.”

“As soon as you're away fromthis clearing, the woods nake thenselves felt,” Barry said.
“Everyone has reported the sane terror, the feeling of being closed in by the trees, of being
threatened by them They have to learn howto live with that.”

“They’ Il never live in the woods,” Lawence said with finality. “They' Il live in a dormtory
buil di ng on the bank of the river, and when they travel, they' |l go by boat, and when they stop
they' || stop in another clearing where there is decent shelter, where the woods have been beaten

back and will be kept back.” He enphasized his words by hitting his fist on the tabletop as he
spoke.

Barry regarded Lawence bitterly. “W can run the | aboratories five nore years, Law ence!
Five years! W have al nbst nine hundred people in this valley right now. Mst of themare
children, being trained to forage for us, to find those things we need to survive. And they won’t
find themon the banks of your taned rivers! They' re going to have to nmake expeditions to New
York, to Phil adel phia, to New Jersey. And who’s going to go before them and cl ear back the woods
for then? W train those children now to cope with the woods, or we'll die, all of us!”

“I't was a mistake to rush into this,” Lawence said. “W should have waited until we knew
how much we could find and get back to the valley before we got into this so deeply.”

Barry nodded. “You can’'t have it both ways,” he said. “W nade the decision. Every year we
wait, the less there is for us to forage in the cities. And we have to sal vage what we can.
Wthout it we die anyway, nore slowy perhaps than with the tinmetable we now have, but in the end
it would be the sane. W can't exist without the tools, the hardware, the information that’'s in
the cities. And now we’'re conmtted to this path, and we have to do our best to see that these
children are equi pped as well as possible to survive when we send them out.”

Five years, he thought, that's all they needed. Five years to find a source of |aboratory
equi pment —+ubi ng, stainless steel tanks, centrifuges . . . Conputer conponents, wiring, wafers .

They knew the things they needed had been stored carefully, they had the papers to prove that.
They would find the right warehouses, weathertight, dry, with acres of well-stacked shelves. It
was a ganbl e, producing so many children in so short a time, but a ganble they had taken
know ngly, aware of the consequences if anything went wong along the way. They m ght be hungry
before the five years were over; whether or not the valley could adequately feed over a thousand
peopl e had been endl essly debated. For the kind of restocking they required, they needed a | ot of
people, and in five years they would know if they had ganbl ed foolishly.

Four hundred fifty children between five and el even years, that was what was in the kitty,
Barry thought. That was the extent of the ganble. And in four years the first eighty of them would
| eave the valley, possibly forever, but if they returned, if even a few of themreturned with
materials, with informati on about Phil adel phia or New York, with anything of value, the ganble
woul d have paid off.

It was agreed that the training programas outlined by Barry should be continued on a trial
basis, risking no nore than three groups—thirty children. And further, if the children were
psychol ogi cal | y damaged by the equi prent, they were not to be sal vaged, and the experinment woul d
be discontinued i nmediately. Barry |left the neeting satisfied.

“What will | get out of it?” Mark denmanded.
“What do you nean?”
“l mean, you get a teacher, and the brothers and sisters get training. What do | get?”

“What do you want? You'll have conpani onship. Mre than you have now.”
“They won’t play with me,” Mark said. “They' Il listen and do what | say because they're
afraid and they know I’mnot, but they won't play with nme. I want nmy own room again.”

Barry glanced at his brothers and knew they would all agree to that instantly. It had been a
nui sance having the boy in their communal bedroom By nutual consent they had not dragged the mat
out in his presence, and their talk had been censored—when they remenbered he was there. Barry
nodded. “Not back in the dormitory, here in this building.”

“That’s all right.”

“Then here’s what we’' |l do. Once a week each group will go out, one hour at a tinme to start
with, and not nore than a few mnutes froma place where they can see the valley. After severa
exposures of this limted duration and distance, you'll take themfarther, keep them|onger. Are

there games you could play with themin the woods to hel p them becone accustoned to being there?”
There was no | onger any question of not including Mark in this phase of the training.
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Mark sat on a branch hidden by thick foliage frombel ow and wat ched the boys stunbling about
the edges of the clearing, |looking for the path he had left themto follow It was as if they were
blind, he thought wonderingly. Al they really cared about was staying cl ose together, not
becom ng separated even nonentarily. This was the third tinme this week Mark had tried this gane
with the clones; the other two groups had failed al so.

At first he had enjoyed | eading themout into the woods; their frank admirati on of him had
been pl easant, unexpected, and for once he had felt the differences that separated them ni ght be
| essened when they | earned sone of the things he knew, when they could all play together anong the
whi spering trees. He knew now such hopes had been wong. The differences were nore pronounced than
ever, and the early adnmiration was turning into sonething el se, sonething he could not really
understand. They seened to dislike himnore, to be alnost afraid of him certainly resentful of
hi m

He whi stled and watched the reaction pass over themall sinultaneously, |ike grass being
bl own by a gust of wind. Even knowing the direction, they were not able to find his trail
Di sgustedly he left the tree, sliding part way, dropping agilely frombranch to branch where it
was too rough to slide. He joined the boys and gl anced at Barry, who al so | ooked di sgust ed.

“Are we goi ng back now?” one of the boys asked.

“No,” Barry said. “Mark, | want you to take two of the boys a short distance away, try to
hide with them Let's see if the others can find you.”

Mar k nodded. He gl anced at the ten boys and knew it nade no difference which two went with
him He pointed to the two nearest himand turned and went into the woods, the boys at his heels.

Again he left a trail that anyone with eyes could follow, and as soon as they were out of
sight of the larger group he began to circle around to get behind the boys in the clearing, not
trying for distance at all, since they couldn't follow a trail even three feet. Finally he
stopped. He put his fingers to his |ips and the other two nodded, and they sat down to wait. They
| ooked desperately afraid, sat touching at the arns, their |egs touching. Mark could hear their
brothers now, not following the trail, but comng straight for them Too fast, he thought
suddenly. The way they were rushi ng was danger ous.

The brothers he was with junped up excitedly, and in a nmonent the others rushed into sight.
Their reunion was jubilant and triunphant, and even Barry | ooked pl eased. Mark drew back and
wat ched, his warning about rushing in strange woods still ed.

“That’s enough for today,” Barry said. “Very good, boys. Very good i ndeed. Wio knows the way
back?”

They were all flushed with their first success in the woods, and they began to point one way

after anot her, |aughing, elbow ng each other. Barry |l aughed with them “l’'d better |ead you out of
here,” he said.
He | ooked about for Mark, but he was not there. For a nonent Barry felt a thrill of fear. It

passed al nost too quickly to be identified, and he turned and started to wal k toward t he massive
oak tree that was the last tree before the Iong sl ope down to the valley. At |east he had | earned
that much, he thought, and he knew the boys al so should have | earned that nuch by now. The grin of
triunph at their earlier success faded, and he felt the weight of doubts and di sappoi ntnent settle
over hi m agai n.

Twi ce nore he | ooked back for Mark and failed to spot himin the dense woods. Mark saw him
| ooki ng and made no sign. He watched the boys tripping, |aughing, touching, and he felt his eyes
burn and a strange enptiness al nost |ike nausea gripped him Wen they were out of sight down in
the valley, he stretched out on the ground and | ooked up through the thick branches that veiled
the sky, breaking it up into fragments of |ight, black against white, or white through black. By
squinting his eyes he could make the bl ack nerge and the |ight pieces take precedence, then recede
once nore.

“They hate ne,” he whispered, and the trees whispered back, but he could not nake out the

words. Just leaves in the wind, he thought suddenly, not voices at all. He sat up and threw a
handful of rotted | eaves at the nearest tree trunk, and somewhere he thought soneone | aughed. The
woji. “You're not real, either,” he said softly. “I made you up. You can’t |augh at ne.”

The sound persisted, grew | ouder, and suddenly he stood up and | ooked back over his shoul der
at a black cloud bank that had been fornming all afternoon. Now the trees were crying out warnings
to him and he began to scranble down the sl ope, not follow ng the boys and Barry, but heading for
the ol d farmhouse.

The house was conpl etely hidden by a thicket of bushes and trees. Like Sl eeping Beauty’'s
castle, he thought, trotting toward it. The wind how ed, hurling bits of dirt, tw gs, |eaves
stripped fromthe trees. He crawl ed through the bushes and in the shelter the wi nd seened very
di stant. The entire sky was darkening fast, and the wi nd was dangerous, he knew. Tornado weat her
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that’'s what they called it. There had been a rash of tornados two years ago; they all feared them
now.

At the house, he didn't pause. He opened the coal chute, concealed by a tangle of ivy, and
slid down and landed lightly in the black basement. He felt about for his candle and sul fur
mat ches, and then went upstairs, where he watched the weat her through a chink in the boarded-up
wi ndow i n the top bedroom The house was conpletely boarded up now, doors, w ndows, the chi mey
seal ed. They had decided it was not good for himto spend time alone in the old building, but they
hadn’t known about the coal chute and what they had done actually was to provide himw th a
sanctuary where no one could foll ow.

The stormroared through the valley and | eft as abruptly as it had started. The heavy rain
becanme a spatter, then a drizzle; it stopped and presently the sun was shining again. Mark |eft
the wi ndow. There was an oil lantern in the bedroom He lighted the lanp and | ooked at his
not her’ s paintings, as he had done many tines in the years since she had taken hi m canpi ng. She
knew, he thought. Al ways that one person, in the fields, at the doorway, on the river or ocean
Al ways just one. She knew what it was |ike. Wthout warning he started to sob, and threw hinsel f
down on the floor and wept until he was weak. Then he sl ept.

He dreaned the trees took himby the hand and led himto his nother and she held himcl ose
and sang and told himstories and they |aughed together.

“I's it working?” Bob asked. “Can they be trained to live in the w | derness?”

Mark was in the corner of the room sitting cross-legged on the floor, forgotten by the
doctors. He | ooked up fromthe book he was reading and waited for the answer.

“lI don’t know,” Barry said. “Not for alifetinme, | don’t think. For short periods, yes. But
they' Il never be woodsnen, if that’'s what you nean.”

“Shoul d we go ahead with the others next sumrer? Are they getting enough out of it to nake a
| arge-scal e attenpt?”

Bruce shrugged. “It’s been a training programfor us too,” he said. “I know | don't want to
keep goi ng back into those dismal woods. | dread ny days nore and nore.”

“Me too,” Bob said. “That’s why | brought this up now Is there any real point to it?”

“You' re thinking about the canp-out next week, aren’t you?” Barry asked.

“Yes. | don't want to go. | know the boys are dreading it. You must be anxious about it.”

Barry nodded. “You and | are too aware of what happened to Ben and Mol ly. But what’s going
to happen to those children when they | eave here and have to spend night after night in the wods?
If preparation like this can ease it for them we have to do it.”

Mark returned to his book, but he was not seeing it now. What happened to thenf? he wonder ed.
Way were they all so afraid? There wasn’t anything in the woods. No aninmals, nothing to hurt
anyone. Maybe they heard the voices and that nade them afraid, he thought. But then, if they heard
the voices too, the voices had to be real. He felt his pul se raci ng suddenly. For several years he
had believed the voices were only the |eaves, that he was only pretending they were really voices.
But if the brothers heard themtoo, that nade themreal. The brothers and sisters never nade up
anyt hing. They didn’'t know how. He wanted to laugh with joy, but he didn’t nmake a sound to attract
attention. They woul d want to know what was funny, and he knew he could never tell them

The canp was a large clearing several nmiles fromthe valley. Twenty boys, ten girls, two
doctors, and Mark sat about the canpfire eating, and Mark remenbered that other time he had sat
eating popcorn at a canpfire. He blinked rapidly and the feeling that came with the nenory faded
slow y. The cl ones were uneasy, but not really frightened. Their |arge nunber was reassuring, and
the babbl e of their voices drowned out the noises of the woods.

They sang, and one of them asked Mark to tell the woji story, but he shook his head. Barry
asked lazily what a woji was, and the clones nudged each other and changed the subject. Barry |et
it drop. One of those things that all children know and adults never do, he thought. Mark told
anot her story and they sang some nore, and then it was tinme to unroll the blankets and sl eep

Much | ater Mark sat up, listening. One of the boys was going to the latrine, he decided, and
| ay down again and was asleep al nbst instantly.

The boy stunbl ed and clutched a tree to steady hinself. The fire was di mnow, no nore than
enbers through the tree trunks. He took several nore steps and abruptly the enbers vani shed. For a
monent he hesitated, but his bladder urged himon, and he didn't yield to the tenptation to
relieve hinself against a tree. Barry had nmade it clear they had to use the latrine in the
interest of health. He knew the ditch was only twenty yards fromthe canp, only another few steps,
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but the distance seemed to grow rather than decrease and he had a sudden fear that he was | ost.

“I'f you get lost,” Mark had said, “the first thing to do is sit down and think. Don t run
Cal m down and t hink.”

But he couldn’t sit down here. He could hear the voices all around him and the woji
| aughi ng at him and sonething com ng closer and closer. He ran blindly, his hands over his ears
trying to blot out the ever |ouder voices.

Sonmet hing clutched at himand he felt it ripping his side, felt the blood flow ng, and he
screanmed a high wild shriek that he couldn’t stop

In the canp his brothers sat up and | ooked about in terror. Danny!

“What was that?” Barry denmanded.

Mark was standing up listening, but now the brothers were calling out, “Danny! Danny!”

“Tell themto shut up,” Mark said. He strained to hear. “Make them stay here,” he ordered,
and trotted into the woods toward the latrine. He could hear the boy now, faintly, dashing nmadly
into trees, bushes, stunbling, scream ng. Abruptly the sounds stopped.

Mar k paused again to listen, but the woods were silent. There was pandenoni um behind himin
canp and ahead of hi m not hing.

He didn’'t nove for several mnutes, listening. Danny might have fallen, w nded hinself. He
m ght be unconscious. There was no way in the dark for Mark to foll ow himw thout sounds to |ead
him Slowy he turned back to canp. They were all up now, standing in three groups, the two
doctors al so close to each ot her

“I can’t find himin the dark,” Mark said. “W' |l have to wait for norning.” No one noved.
“Build up the fire,” he said. “Maybe he’'ll see the glow and follow it back.”

One group of brothers started to throw wood on the enbers, snothering it. Bob took charge,
and presently they had a roaring fire again. Danny’'s brothers sat huddl ed together, all | ooking
pi nched and cold and very afraid. They could find him Mrk thought, but they were afraid to go
after himin the black woods. One of them began to cry, and alnost as if that had been the signal
they were all weeping. Mark turned fromthem and went again to the edge of the woods to listen

Wth the first faint light of dawn Mark started to followthe trail of the m ssing boy. He
had dashed back and forth, zig-zagging, rebounding fromtree to bush to tree, Here he had run
forward for a hundred yards, only to crash into a boulder. There was bl ood. He had been scraped by

a spruce branch. Here he had run again, faster this tine. Up a rise . . . Mark paused | ooking at
the rise, and he knew what he was going to find. He had been trotting easily, and now he slowed to
a wal k and followed the trail, not stepping on any of Danny’s prints, but keeping to one side,

readi ng what had happened.

At the top of the rise there was a narrow ridge of |inestone. There were nany such
out croppi ngs in the woods, and al nost al ways when there was a rise such as this, the other side
was steep al so, sometines steeper, rockier. He stood on the ridge | ooking down the thirty feet of
sparse growth and rocks, and tw sted anobng them he could see the boy, his eyes open as if he were
studying the pale, colorless sky. Mark didn’t go down. He squatted several nonents |ooking at the
figure below, then turned and went back to canp, not rushi ng now.

“He bled to death,” Barry said after they brought the body back to canp.

“They coul d have saved him” Mark said. He didn't | ook at Danny’s brothers, who were al
gray, waxy-looking, in shock. “They could have gone straight to him” He stood up. “Are we goi ng
down now?”

Barry nodded. He and Bob carried the body on a litter made fromthin tree branches tied
together. Mark led themto the edge of the woods and turned. “I’lIl go make sure the fire’'s all the
way out,” he said. He didn't wait for perm ssion, but vani shed anong the trees al nbst instantly.

Barry put the surviving nine brothers in the hospital to be treated for shock. They never
energed, and no one ever asked about them

The following norning Barry arrived in the lecture roombefore the class had assenbl ed. Mark
was already in his place at the rear of the room Barry nodded to him opened his notes,
strai ghtened his desk, and | ooked up again to find Mark still regarding him H's eyes were as
bright as twin blue | akes covered with a layer of ice, Barry thought.

“Wel | ?” he asked finally when it seened the | ocked stare woul d be nmintained indefinitely.

Mark didn't | ook away. “There is no individual, there is only the comunity,” he said
clearly. “What is right for the comunity is right even unto death for the individual. There is no
one, there is only the whole.”

“Where did you hear that?” Barry denanded.

“I read it.”

“Where did you get that book?”

“Fromyour office. It’s on one of the shelves.”
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“You' re forbidden to enter ny office!”

“I't doesn’t matter. |’'ve already read everything in it.” Mark stood up and his eyes glinted
as the light changed in them “That book is a lie,” he said clearly. “They're all lies! |’m one.
I"man individual! | amone!” He started for the door

“Mark, wait a minute,” Barry said. “Have you ever seen what happens to a strange ant when it
falls into another ant col ony?”
At the door Mark nodded. “But |'mnot an ant,” he said.

Chapter 23

Late in Septenber the boats reappeared on the river, and the people gathered at the dock to
watch. It was a cold, rainy day; already frosts had turned the | andscape bl eak, and fog over the
river obscured everything until the boats were very close. A neeting party set out to help bring
in the exhausted people, and when they were all docked and the tally taken, the realization that
ni ne peopl e had been | ost wreathed the homeconing in gl oom

The followi ng night they held the Cerenmony for the Lost, and the survivors told their story
haltingly. They had brought back five boats, one under tow nost of the way. One boat had been
swept away at the mouth of the Shenandoah; they had found it smashed and broken up, with no
survivors, its load of surgical equipnent lost to the river. The second danmaged boat had been run
aground by a sudden stormthat overturned it and ruined its |oad of naps, directories, warehouse
i sts—bal es and bal es of papers that woul d have proven usef ul

The shelter at the falls had been started; the canal had proven disastrous, inpossible to
dig as proposed. The river flooded in from bel ow and washed it out repeatedly, and all they had
succeeded in doing was to make a swanpy area that flooded in high water and was a nuddy bog when
the river fell. And the worst part, they agreed, had been the cold. As soon as they had reached
the Potomac the cold had plagued them There had been frosts; |eaves had fallen prematurely, and
the river was nunbi ng. Miuch of the vegetation was dead; only the hardi est plants were surviving.
The cold had persisted in Washington, had made the canal digging a hellish task

The snow came to the valley early that year, on the first of Cctober. It remained on the
ground for a week before the wind shifted and warm southerly breezes nelted it. On the infrequent
cl ear days when the sun shone brightly and no mst hid the tops of the surrounding hills and
nmount ai ns, the snow could still be seen on the high ridges.

Later Barry woul d be able to | ook back on that winter and know it had been crucial, but at
the tine it seened just one nore in the endl ess string of seasons.

One day Bob called to himto come outside and | ook at sonething. No new snow had fallen for

several days, and the sun was bright and gave the illusion of warnth. Barry pulled on a heavy cape
and foll owed Bob out. There was a snow scul pture standing in the center of the courtyard between
the new dorns. It was a nale figure, eight feet tall, nude, its legs fused into a base that was

al so a pedestal. In one hand the figure carried a club, or perhaps a torch, and the other hand

swung at its side. The feeling of notion, of life, had been captured. It was a nan on his way to
somewhere el se, striding along, not to be stopped.

“Mar k?” Barry asked.

“Who el se?”

Barry approached it slowy; there were others looking at it also, nostly children. A few
adults were there, and others cane out until there was a crowd about the statue. A small girl
stared, then turned and began to roll a snowball. She threw it at the figure. Barry caught her arm
bef ore she coul d t hrow agai n.

“Don’t do that,” he said.

She | ooked at him bl ankly, |ooking at the figure even nore blankly, and started to inch
away. He rel eased her, and she darted back through the people. Her sisters ran to her. They
touched each other as if to reassure thenselves that all was well.

“What is it?” one of them asked, unable to see over the heads of the people between her and
t he stat ue.

“Just snow,” the little girl answered. “It’s just snow.”

Barry stared at her. She was about seven, he thought. He caught her again, and this tine
lifted her so she could see. “Tell me what that is,” he said.

She wiggled to get |oose. “Snhow,” she said. “It’s snow.”

“It’s a man,” he said sharply.

She | ooked at himin bew |l dernent and glanced at the figure again. Then she shook her head.
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One by one he held other small children up to see. All they saw was snow.

Barry and his brothers talked to their younger brothers about it later that day, and the
younger doctors were inpatient at what was clearly, to them a trifle.

“So the younger children can't see that it’'s supposed to be the figure of a man. \What does
it mtter?” Andrew asked.

“I don't know,” Barry said slowy. And he didn't know why it was inportant, only that it
was.

During the afternoon the sun nelted the snow a bit, and overnight it froze solid once nore.
By nmorning when the sun hit the statue, it was blinding. Barry went out to look at it severa
tinmes that day. That night someone, or a group, went out and toppled it and stanped it into the
ground.

Two days |ater four groups of boys reported the di sappearance of their mats. They searched
Mark’s room other places where he m ght have hidden them and cane up with nothing. Mark started
a new scul pture, this time a woman, presumably a conpani on piece to the man, and this time the
statue renmmined until spring, long after it was no longer identifiable, but was sinply a nound of
snow that had nelted, frozen, nelted repeatedly.

The next incident happened soon after the New Year cel ebration. Barry was awakened from a
deep sleep by an insistent hand on his shoul der.

He sat up feeling groggy and disoriented, as if he had been pulled a long way to find
hinself in his bed, cold, stupid, blinking without recognition at the younger man standi ng over
hi m

“Barry, snap out of it! Wake up!” Anthony’s voice registered first, then his face. The other
brothers were waki ng up now.

“What's wrong?” Suddenly Barry was thoroughly awake.

“A breakdown in the conmputer section. W need you.” Stephen and Stuart were already tearing
down the conputer when Barry and his brothers got to the | aboratory. Several younger brothers were
busy di sconnecting tubes fromthe terminal in order to regulate the flow manually. Oher young
doctors were naking a tank-by-tank check of the dials. The scene was of orderly chaos, Barry
thought, if there could be such a thing. A dozen people were noving about quickly, each intent on
his own job, but each out of place there. The aisles becane cluttered when nore than two peopl e
tried to nove anong the tanks, and now there were a dozen, and nore coming every minute.

Andrew had taken charge, Barry noted with satisfaction. Al the newconers were assigned
sections imedi ately, and he found hinself nonitoring a row of enbryos seven weeks old. There were
ninety babies in the tanks at various stages of devel opnent. Two groups could be renoved and
finished in the premature ward, but their chances of survival would be drastically reduced. H's
group seened all right, but he could hear Bruce nuttering at the other end of the sane aisle and
he knew there was trouble there. The potassium salts had been increased. The enbryos had been
poi soned.

The scientists were spoiled, he thought. So used to the conputer analysis of the amiotic
fluids, they had let their own skills deteriorate. Now trial and error was too slow to save the
enbryos. The survivor of that group was turned off. No nore solitaires. Menbers of another group
had suffered, but this tinme only four were overdosed. The six survivors were allowed to continue

Throughout the night they nonitored the fluids, added salts as they were needed, diluted the
fluids if salt started to build, kept a tenmperature check and oxygen count, and by dawn Barry felt
as if he were swi mm ng through an ocean of congeal ed ammiotic fluids hinmself. The conputer was not
yet functioning. The checks woul d have to be continued around the clock

The crisis lasted four days, and during that time they lost thirty-four babies, and forty-
nine animals. When Barry finally fell into bed exhausted, he knew the | oss of the animals was the
nore grievous. They had depended on those aninmals for the gl andul ar secretions, for the chenicals
they extracted fromtheir bone marrow and bl ood. Later, he thought, sinking down into the fog of
sl eep, later he would worry about the inplications of the |oss.

“No maybes! W have to have the conputer parts as soon as the snow nelts. If this happens
again, | don't knowif we can repair it.” Everett was a thin, tall conmputer expert, no nore than
twenty, possibly not that yet. H's older brothers deferred to him and that was a good sign that
he knew what he was tal ki ng about.

“The new paddl e-wheel boats will be ready by sunmer,’
out early enough to make certain the bypass is open . "

Barry stopped listening. It was snowi ng again. Large |lazy flakes of snow drifted, in no
hurry to get to earth, wafted this way and that. He could not see past the first dormtory, only

Law ence said. “If a road crew can get
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twenty yards from the wi ndow he | ooked through. The children were in school, absorbing everything
being presented to them The |aboratory conditions had been stabilized again. It would work out,
he told hinmself. Four years wasn’'t too long to hold out, and if they could have four years they
woul d be over the line fromexperinental to proven.

The snow drifted, and he nmused at the individuality of each snowflake. Like mllions of
others before him he thought, awed by the conplexities of nature. He wondered suddenly if Andrew,
the self he had been at thirty, had ever felt benused by the conplexities of nature. He wondered
i f any of the younger children knew each snowfl ake was different. If they were told that it was
so, were ordered to exani ne the snowfl akes as a project, would they see the difference? Wuld they
think it marvelous? O would they accept it as another of the endless | essons they were expected
to learn, and so learn it obediently and derive no pleasure or satisfaction fromthe new
know edge?

He felt chilled, and turned his attention back to the nmeeting. But the thoughts woul d not
stop there. They |l earned everything they were taught, he realized, everything. They could
duplicate what had gone before, but they originated nothing. And they couldn’t even see the
magni fi cent snow scul pture Mark had created

After the neeting he wal ked with Lawence to inspect the new paddl e-wheel boats.
“Everything’s top priority,” he said. “Wthout exception.”

“Trouble is,” Lawence said, “they’'re right. Everything really is top priority. It’'s a
fragile structure we have here, Barry. Very fragile indeed.”

Barry nodded. Wthout the computers they would have to cl ose down all but a couple dozen of
the tanks. Wthout the parts for the generator, they would have to cut down on electricity, start
burni ng wood for warnth, to cook with, read by tallow candl es. Wthout the boats they could not
travel to the cities, where their supplies were rotting away nore each season. Wthout the new
supply of workers and explorers they could not maintain the bypass road around the falls, naintain
the rivers so that the paddl e boats could navigate them.

“You ever read that poem about the want of a nail?” he asked.

“No,” Lawrence said, and | ooked at him questioningly. Barry shook his head.

They wat ched the crew working on the boat for a few mnutes, and then Barry said, “Law ence,
how good are the younger brothers at boat buil di ng?”

“The best,” Lawence said pronptly.

“I don't mean just followi ng orders. | mean, has one of the younger brothers cone up with an
i dea you coul d use?”

Lawrence turned to study himagain. “Wiat’s bothering you, Barry?”

“Have t hey?”

Law ence frowned and was silent for what seened a long tine. Finally he shrugged. “I don't
think so. | can't remenber. But then, Lewis has such clear ideas of what it has to be, | doubt if
anyone woul d even think of contradicting him or adding to anything he has pl anned.”

Barry nodded. “l thought so,” he said, and wal ked away on the snow- cl eared path, edged on

either side by a white fence as high as his head. “And it never used to snow this ruch, either,”
he said to hinself. There. He had said it aloud. He thought he probably was the first one of the
i nhabitants to say that. It never used to snow this nuch.

Later that day he sent for Mark, and when the boy stood before him he asked, “What are the
woods like in the winter, when there’s snow |ike now?”

Mark | ooked guilty for a nonent. He shrugged.

“l know you’ ve nanaged to learn to walk with snowshoes,” Barry said. “And you ski. |’ve seen
your trail leading up into the woods. What is it |ike?”

Now Mark’'s eyes seened to glow with blue fires, and a snile forned, then left. He ducked his
head. “Not |ike sumer,” he said. “Stiller. And it's pretty.” Suddenly he blushed and becane
silent.

“More dangerous?” Barry asked.

“l guess so. You can't see dips, they fill up with snow, and sonetines snow hangs on ridges
SO you can't be real sure where the land ends. You could go over an edge that way. | guess, if you
didn’'t know about it.”

“I want to train our children in getting around on snowshoes and skis. They m ght have to be
in the woods in winter. They have to have some training. Can they find enough nmaterial to nake
fires?”

Mar k nodded.
“W' || start them on naking snowshoes tonorrow,” Barry said decisively. He stood up. “I’'II
need your help. 1've never seen a pair of snowshoes. | don't know how to begin.” He opened the

door and before Mark | eft he asked, “How did you |earn to nake then?”
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“I saw themin a book.”

“What book?”

“Just a book,” Mark said. “It’s gone now.”

In the old house, Barry understood. \Wat other books were in the old house? He knew he had
to find out. That night when he net with his brothers they tal ked | ong and soberly about the
concl usi ons he had drawn.

“We' Il have to teach them everything they m ght ever need,” Barry said, and felt a new
weariness settle over him

“The hardest thing we’ll have to do,” Bruce said thoughtfully after a nmonment, “will be to
convince others that this is so. W’ Il have to test it, nake certain we are right, then prove it.

This will put a terrible burden on the teachers, on the ol der brothers and sisters.”

They didn’t question his conclusions. Each of them given his direct observations, would
have cone up with the sane concl usions.

“I think we can devise a fewsinple tests,” Barry said. “lI nmade some sketches this
afternoon.” He showed them a stick figure of a man running, clinbing stairs, sitting down;, a sun
synbol, a circle with rays extending fromit; a tree synbol, a cone with a stick in the base; a
house nade of four lines, two parallel, an angle for the roof; a disc noon; a bow wth steam
rising fromit in wavy |lines

“We could have themfinish a story,” Bruce said. “Keep it as sinple as the drawi ngs. A three-
or four-line story without an ending, which they must supply.”

Barry nodded. They knew what he was after. If the children |acked the inagination to
abstract, to fantasize, to generalize, they had to know it now and try to conpensate. Wthin a
week their fears were realized. The children under nine or ten could not identify the line
drawi ngs, could not conplete a sinple story, could not generalize a particular situation to a new
si tuation.

“So we teach themeverything they' Il need to know to survive,” Barry said harshly. “And be
grateful they seemable to | earn whatever we teach.”

They woul d need different |esson nmaterial, he knew. Material fromthe old books in the
farmhouse, lessons in survival, in howto build sinple |l ean-tos, how to nake fires, how to
substitute what was at hand for what was m ssing

Barry and his brothers went to the old farnhouse with crowbars and hammers, ripped off the
boarding at the front entrance, and went inside. Wile the others exam ned the yell owed, crumbly
books in the library, Barry clinbed the stairs to Molly' s old roons. Inside, he stopped and took a
deep breath.

There were the paintings, as he renenbered them and nore, there were snall objects nade out
of clay. There were wood carvings, a head that had to be Molly, done in wal nut, done cleanly,
expertly, like but unlike the Mriamsisters. Barry couldn’t explain how it differed, but knew it
was not |ike them and was |ike Mdlly. There were works done in sandstone, in |inmestone, sonme of
them compl ete, nobst of themrough, as if he had started themand | ost interest. Barry touched the
carved |ikeness of Mdlly and for no reason he could nane, he felt tears form ng. He turned
abruptly and left the room closing the door carefully behind him

He didn’t tell his brothers, and he didn't understand the reason for not telling them any
nmore t han he had understood the tears he had shed over a piece of wood hacked out by a child.
Later that night when images of the head kept intruding when he tried to sleep, he thought he knew
why he hadn’t told. They would be forced to find and seal off the secret entrance Mark used to
enter the house. And Barry knew he couldn’t do that.

Chapter 24

The paddl e-wheel boat was bedecked with bright ribbons and flowers; it dazzl ed under the
early nmorning sun. Even the wood pile was decorated. The steam engi ne gl eanmed. The troops of young
people filed aboard with much [aughter and gaiety. Ten of these, eight of those, sixty-five in
all. The boat crew stood apart fromthe young explorer-foragers, watching themwarily, as if
afraid the carnival spirit of the norning mght damage the boat somehow.

And i ndeed the infectious exuberance of the young peopl e was dangerous in its spontaneity,
drawing into itself the onl ookers ashore. The gl oom of the past expeditions was forgotten as the
boat made ready to churn its way downriver. This was different, the nood cried, these young peopl e
had been specially bred and trained for this nmission. It was their life fulfillment they sought.
Who had a better right to rejoice at seeing life's goal within reach?
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Tied securely to the side of the paddl e boat was a fourteen-foot canoe made of birch bark
and standing protectively by it was Mark. He had boarded before the others, or had slept there,
per haps; no one had seen himarrive, but he was there with his canoe that could outrun anything
el se on the river, even the big paddl e wheel. Mark watched the scene inpassively. He was sl ender
not tall, but his slimbody was well nuscled and his chest was deep. If he was inpatient to be
under way, he showed no sign of it. He nmight have stood there for an hour, a day, a week .

The el der nenbers of the expedition now came aboard, and the cheering and singing ashore
grew in volune. Nonminally the | eaders of the expedition, the Gary brothers nodded to Mark and took
their places in the stern

St andi ng on the dock, Barry watched snoke puff up fromthe stack as the boat started to foam
the water, and he thought about Ben and Molly, and those who had not cone back, or had cone back
only to go into the hospital and never emerge. The children were al nost hysterically happy, he
t hought. They nmight be going to a circus, or a tournanent, or to enlist in the king' s service, or

to slay dragons . . . Hi s gaze sought Mark’'s. The bright blue eyes didn't waver, and Barry knew
that he at |east understood what they were doing, what the dangers were, the prizes. He understood
this mssion neant the end of the experinment, or a new beginning for themall. He knew, and he,

like Barry, was not smling.
“The terrible heroics of children,” Barry mnuttered.
At his side Law ence said, “Wat?” and Barry shrugged and said it was nothing. Nothing.
The boat pulled away steadily now, |eaving a wi de wake that spread from shore to shore and
made waves that broke against the dock. They watched until the boat was out of sight.

The river was sw ft and rmuddy, high with runoff fromthe nountains. Crews had been out for
over a nonth clearing the rapids, marking safe channels anong the boul ders, repairing the w nter
damage to the dock at the head of the falls, working on the overland detour. The paddl e wheel made
good tine, and they arrived at the falls shortly after lunch. Al afternoon they worked at
unl oadi ng the boat to transport the supplies to the shelter

The building at the foot of the falls was a duplicate of the dormtories in the valley, and
inside it the large group of travelers found it easy to forget this building was isolated, that it
was separate fromthe others. Each evening the road crew assenbled in the building, and the
boat men gathered there, and no one was left outside in the black woods. Here at the shelter the
woods had been pushed back to the edge of the hills that rose precipitously behind the clearing.
Soybeans and corn would be planted | ater, when the weather warnmed enough. Fertile |and was not to
be wasted, and those people stationed in the shelter were not to be idle during the weeks between
the arrivals and departures of the paddl e wheels.

The foll owi ng day the new expeditionary force | oaded the big boat at the foot of the falls,
and that night they slept in the shelter. At dawn they woul d enbark on the second phase of the
trip to Washington.

Mark all owed no one to handl e his pack, or his canoe, which he secured to the second boat.
This was the fourth canoe he had made, the largest, and he felt no one el se understood the m xture
of fragility and strength that conbined to nake this canoe the only safe way to travel the rivers.
He had tried to interest sone of the others in canoes, but failed; they didn't want to think about
traveling the wild rivers al one.

The Potormac was rougher than the Shenandoah, and there were ice floes in it. No one had
nmentioned ice floes, Mark thought, and wondered about the source this late in the year. It was md-

April. The forests screened the hills here, and he could only guess there was still snow and ice
in the high country. The paddl e wheel noved slowy down the river, its crew busy and alert to the
dangers of the wide, swift stream By dark they were well into the Washington area, and tied up

that night to a bridge foundation that jutted fromthe water, a sentinel |eft behind when the rest
of the bridge yielded to the intolerable pressures of water, w nd, and age.

Early the next norning they began to unload, and it was here that Mark was to | eave the
others. It was hoped he would return within two weeks, with good news about the accessibility of a
route to Phil adel phia and/or New York.

Mar k unl oaded hi s own bel ongi ngs, unslung the canoe and carefully lifted it off the paddle
wheel , and then shrugged his backpack into place. He was ready. A |long knife was sheathed at his
thigh, a rope hung fromhis braided steerhide belt; he was dressed in hide trousers, noccasins,
and a soft leather shirt. The ruined city was oppressive to him he was eager to be back on the
river. Already the transfer was being nade; supplies were unloaded, and stacks of nmaterials that
had been found and put in storage near the river were being taken aboard. For a few nmoments Mark
wat ched, then silently he lifted his canoe, swung it over his head, and began to wal k
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Thr oughout the day he wal ked amid the ruins, always keeping to a northeast direction that
eventually would see himclear of the city, into the forest again. He found a small stream and
floated his canoe, follow ng the meandering waterway for several hours before it turned south,
wher e he shoul dered the canoe and took to the forest. Now the forest was thick and silent,
famliar for all its strangeness. Before dark he found a place to canp, and nade a fire and cooked
his dinner. Hs supply of dried food was sufficient for two to three weeks, if he didn't find
other food to supplenent it, but he knew he would find wild food. No forest failed to yield fern
tips, or asparagus shoots, or a variety of other edible greens. Here nearer the coast, there was
| ess frost danmage than inl and.

As the light faded he dug a shallow trench and filled it with soft pine needles, spread his
poncho over them pulled the canoe into position to nake a cover, and stretched out on the bed he
had made. Hi s worse eneny would be the spring rains, he knew. They could be heavy, and unexpected.
He nade a few sketches and notes, then rolled on his side and watched the dying fire until it was
a glow in the blackness, and soon he was asl eep

The next day he entered Baltinore. It had burned, and there was evidence of a great fl ood.
He didn't explore the ruins. He launched his canoe in Chesapeake Bay and started north. The forest
canme to the water’s edge here, and fromthe water there were no traces of any of nan’s works.
There was a strong current, the effects of an outgoing tide conbined with the flow fromthe
Susquehanna River. Mark fought it for several mnutes, then headed for shore to wait for |ow tide.
He should cross the bay, he thought, and hug the shoreline there. As he drew nearer the delta of
t he Susquehanna the water woul d be rougher and it m ght be inpossible to get the small boat
through at all. There were ice floes here, not large, and nostly flat, as if they had broken away
froma river that had frozen over and was only now t haw ng.

He stretched out on the ground and waited for the tide to turn. Cccasionally he checked the
water |level, and when it stopped falling he sat on the shore and watched until sticks he threw
into the water started to float northward, and then he set out once again. This tine he started to
paddl e northeast, heading for open water and the other shore.

The turbul ence was mnor near the shore, but as he drew nearer the center of the bay he
could feel the force of the tide neeting the rush of the river and, although little of the fierce
battl e showed on the surface of the water, it was transnmtted through the boat; he could feel it
in the oar, in the way the small boat pulled to one side, then the other. His arns strained at the
paddl e, he could feel the tautness of his back and | egs as he fought the current and the tide, and
he felt only exhilaration at being in the battle.

Abruptly he was through it, and now the tide carried himstrongly northward, and he had only
to steer and search the shoreline for the best place to nake a landing. It was sandy, with sparse
growt h; the danger there would be hidden rocks that could pierce the bottom of the canoe. The sun
was very | ow when he felt the first gentle scraping of boat on sandy beach, and he sprang out into
the cold water and pulled the canoe ashore.

Wth his canoe safe on high ground, he stood on the beach and | ooked back the way he had
come. Forests, black, solid-looking, the green-blue water streaked with the nuddy water of the
river, deep blue sky, the sun low in the west, and nowhere anot her person, nowhere a sign of human
life, no buildings, no roads, nothing. Suddenly he threw his head back and | aughed, a joyous,
al nost childish [augh of triunph. It was his. Al of it. No one else wanted it. No one was there
to contest his ownership, and he clained it all.

He whistled as he made a fire of driftwood. It burned with incredible colors: greens, blues,
copper flames, scarlet. He cooked his dried corn and beef in sea water and nmarvel ed at the taste,
and when he fell asleep before the last |ight had faded, he was smling.

By dawn t he next norning he was ready to follow the shoreline north, searching for the old
i ntercoastal waterway that joined Chesapeake Bay with Del aware Bay. Wen he found it, little
remai ned of the canal; now there was a wide marsh with cattails and narsh grasses hiding the | and
and water alike. Inmediately on entering the marsh the grasses closed in about himand he was cut
off fromthe world. At tines the water deepened and no grasses grew in those places, and he was
abl e to nove ahead faster, but nobst of the day he pushed his canoe through the tough stens, using
them clunps of roots, whatever he could find, to propel hinself eastward. The sun rose hi gher and
he took off his shirt. No wi nd noved anong the grasses. The sun | owered and the air becane cold
and he put his shirt back on. He paddl ed when he coul d, pushed agai nst the grasses when he could
not use the paddle any other way, and slowy he made his way through the marsh. He didn’t stop to
eat or rest all day; he knew he didn't want to be anong the high grasses when the sun went down,
when dar kness cane.

The shadows were very long when he finally felt the difference in the water beneath the
boat. He began to nove faster now, each dip of his paddl e nmade the boat glide forward in a nore
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natural response, not inpeded by the rough, grasping stens that had held him back all day. The
grasses parted, thinned out, then di sappeared, and there was turbulent, freely noving water before
him He knew he was too tired to fight yet another current, and he let it take himdownstream to
| and on the shore of Del aware Bay.

The next norning he saw fish. Mving carefully, he opened his pack and found the net he had
made the previous winter, to the anusenent of the other children. The net was five feet square,
and al though he had practiced throwing it in the river in the valley, he knew he was inexpert with
it, that his first throw woul d probably be the only chance he woul d have. He knelt in the canoe,
whi ch had begun to drift as soon as he stopped paddling, and waited until the fish swam cl oser
Cl oser, he whispered at them closer. Then he threw, and for a nonent the canoe rocked
dangerously. He felt the heaviness of the weighted net increase, and jerked and tugged hard and
began to pull it in. He gasped when he saw his catch: three large, silvery fish

He sat back on his heels and studied the fish flopping about, and for a tine his mnd was a
bl ank about what to do with them Slowy he began to renenber what he had read about cl eaning
them how to sun-dry them or roast them over an open fire

On shore he cleaned the three fish and spread themin the sun on flat rocks to dry. He sat
| ooking at the water and wondered if there were shellfish here also. He took the canoe out again
this time keeping very close to shore. He cane to a hal f-submerged rock where he found a bed of
oysters, and on the bottom of the sandy bay there were clans, which di sappeared when he di sturbed
the water. By late afternoon he had gathered nmany of the oysters and dug pounds and pounds of
clams. His fish were not dry, and he knew they would spoil if he didn't do sonething else. He
pondered, staring at the bay, and he realized the ice floes were the answer.

Once nore he went out into the water, and this time he nmaneuvered cl ose enough to one of the
| arger slabs of ice to get his rope around it and tow it back to shore. He wove a shal | ow basket
of pine branches, put the clans on the bottom then the oysters, and on top of themthe fish. He
put the basket on the flat ice, hacked off pieces of the ice with his knife, and put them over
everything. Then he relaxed. He had used up al nbst the whole day in gathering the food, making
sure it would not spoil before he could eat it. But he didn't care. Later when he ate roasted fish
and wi | d asparagus, he knew he had never eaten any food half as good.

From where he canped, the Del aware was a black hole in the dark forest. Now and then the
bl ackness was broken by a pal e shadow t hat noved without a sound, as if floating in air. lce. The
river was very high; on the banks some trees were standing in water; there might be others
invisible until too late, or rocks, or other perils. Mark considered the hazards of that black
river and felt only contentnent, and the next nmorning he entered it and headed for Phil adel phi a.

It was the cities that depressed him he thought, staring at the gray ruins on either side
of the Schuylkill River. As far as he could see in any direction there was the sane vista of gray
ruins. The city had burned, but not to the ground as Baltinore had. Sone buil di ngs seened al nost
i ntact here, but everywhere the same grayness persisted, the sane ugliness of destruction. Trees
had started to grow here, but even they were ugly, stunted, sickly-Iooking.

Mark felt here the same fear that others spoke of feeling in the forest. There was a
presence here, and it was malign. He found hinself |ooking back over his shoul der again and again,
and determ nedly paddl ed ahead. Soon he woul d stop and nake sone sketches of the buil dings he
could see fromthe river. Probably he shoul d nake sonme token explorations on foot, he thought
reluctantly. He paddled nore slowy and exam ned a grove of trees. They were so badly forned it
was hard to determ ne what kind of trees they were. Aspens, he decided. He tried to inmagine their
roots searching in the concrete and netal beneath the streets for sustenance, finding only nore
concrete and netal .

But there had been trees in Washi ngton, he thought, paddling harder to avoid a |arge, ragged

chunk of ice. Those trees had been nornal -1 ooking, but these . . . They were less than half ful
size, msshapen, their branches few and grotesquely tw sted. Abruptly Mark pulled up. Radiation
he thought with a chill. This is what radiation poisoning did. Before his mnd s eye appeared

descriptions and phot ographs of various kinds of animal and vegetable |ife deformed by
radi oactivity.

He turned the canoe and raced back downriver to the juncture with the Delaware. He still had
several hours before darkness forced himto stop. For a nonent he hesitated, then turned northward
once nore, this tine keeping a wary eye open for deforned plant growh, as well as for chunks of
i ce, which had becone nore nunerous.

He passed one nore place with badly deforned plant life. He kept to the far side of the
river and continued to paddle.
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Phi | adel phi a went on and on, the ruins nore or less uniform OGCccasionally there were bl ocks
of buildings that seened virtually untouched, but now he suspected that was because those areas
had been bl ocked off when they becane radi oactive. He didn't investigate any of them Most of the
i mense buil dings were skeletons, but there were still many standi ng, enough to nmake a full-scale
expedition worthwhile, if the buildings were not contani nated. He knew that problem would have to
be solved by Barry or his younger brothers. He continued on. The forests were taking over again
and the trees were well devel oped here, thick, luxuriant; in sone places where the river narrowed,
the canopies nmet overhead, and it was |ike passing through a tunnel where only his paddle in the
wat er nmade a sound and the rest of the world held its breath in the twilight stillness.

There was anot her puzzle here, he thought, studying the banks of the river. The flow was
very swift, but the water was | ow and the banks in places rose several feet to the | and above. The
river could have been partially danmred; he knew he would have to find out before he returned to
Washi ngt on.

Daily the weather had become col der, and that night there was frost. The next day he went
through Trenton, and as in Phil adel phia, the ruins were ubiquitous, the growmh stunted and
mal f or med.

Al though it took himseveral nmiles out of his way, he went through the city in his canoe,
and didn't leave it until the woods | ooked normal again. Then he carried the boat to high ground
and secured it and headed north on foot. The Del aware turned west here, and he was bound for New
York. That afternoon the rains started. Mark blazed a trail now, he didn't want to have to make a
search for the canoe when he returned. He traveled steadily through the heavy rain, protected by
hi s great poncho, which covered himfromcrown to feet.

He could find no dry wood for a fire that night, and he chewed his cold beef and w shed he
had anot her of the succulent fish instead.

The rain was undi m ni shed the next day, and now he knew that to continue was foolish, that
he might lose his direction conpletely in a world whose boundaries had been erased, with no sky,
no sun to plot his course. He searched for a spruce grove and crept under the largest of the trees
and huddl ed in his poncho, dozing, waking, dozing again throughout the day and night. The si ghing
of the trees wakened himand he knew the rain was over; the trees were shaking off the water,
mur muri ng together about the terrible weather, wondering about the boy who slept anbng them He
had to find a sunny place, dry out his pack, the poncho, his clothes, dry and oil his nobccasins

He crawl ed out from under the spruce, whispered a thank you, and began to search for a good
pl ace to dry out everything, nmake a fire, have a good neal.

When he cane upon the deformed underbrush |ate that afternoon, he backed up a hundred feet,
squatted, and studied the woods before him

He was at |east another day’'s distance from New York, he suspected, twenty mles, naybe even
nore. The woods here were too thick to be able to see if the defornmities were localized. He
retreated half a nile, nmade canp, and thought about the days ahead. He woul d not enter any place
that he thought had been irradi ated. How many days was he willing to detour? He didn't know Tine
had stopped for him and he couldn’'t be certain now how | ong he had been in the woods, how | ong
since the paddl e wheel had entered Washi ngton. He wondered if the others were all right, if they
had found the warehouses, had brought out the stuff they were to collect. He thought how they
nm ght blindly stunble through the poisoned areas in Phil adel phia, through the poison here. He
shudder ed.

He foll owed the edge of the poisoned area for three days, sonetimes going north, then west,
then north again. He got no nearer the city. Aring of death surrounded it.

He cane to a vast swanp where dead trees lay rotting and nothing grew, he could go no
farther. The swanpy | and extended westward as far as he could see; it snelled of salt and decay,
like nud flats when the tide went out. He touched the water to his tongue and then turned back
Sea water. That night the tenperature plunmeted, and the next day the trees and bushes stood
bl ackened. Now he ate his corn and beef hungrily, and wondered if he would find any wild food
again. H's supply was running low, his raisins were gone, his dried apples nearly gone. He knew he
woul dn’t starve, but it would be pleasant to have fresh vegetables and fruit, nore of the hot
flaky fish, or oysters, or a clambroth thick with chewy bits of white neat . . . Resolutely he
turned his thoughts away fromfood and wal ked a little faster

He traveled quickly, his own trail easily followed, the blaze marks on the trees like
roadmar ks—turn here, this way, straight ahead. When he got back to his canoe he went west on the
Del aware to satisfy his curiosity about the dinmnished flow and the ice, which was thicker than
before. The rain nust have broken nore of it |oose, he thought. It was difficult going against the
swift current, and the floating chunks of ice made the river nore hazardous. The | and here was
flat. Wen the change canme, he knew it instantly. The river becanme faster, and now there was the
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white water of rapids, and there was a definite rise in the land on either side of the river. It
had cut a channel here, another deeper one farther on. Wen the rapids became too dangerous for
the small boat to navigate, he took the canoe fromthe water and stored it safely, then continued
on foot.

A hill rose before him barely covered with scrub growth and | oose rocks. Carefully he
pi cked his way up it. It was very cold. The trees here | ooked as they would in early March, or
even | ate February. There were bud swellings, but no | eaves, no green, only the black-green of the
spruces, still in their winter needles. At the top of the hill he drewin his breath sharply.

Bef ore himwas a vast sheet of snow and ice, blinding in the sunlight.

In some places the snowfield cane to the banks of the river, in others it started a good
di stance back, and up there, about a mle away, the river was alnost jamred with ice. It was a
narrow bl ack ribbon winding its way through the glare.

Sout hward the trees bl ocked his view, but he could see for niles to the north and west, and
there was only snow and ice. Wite nmountains clinbed to the clear blue sky, and the valleys had
been rounded at the bottoms as the snow accunul ated there. The wind shifted and blew into Mark’s
face, and the cold was nunbing, bringing tears to his eyes. The sun seened to have no warnth here.
He was sweating under his leather shirt, but the sight of all that snow, and the chill of the w nd
when it swept across it, created the illusion that the sun had failed. The illusion nmade him
shiver violently. He turned and hurried down the steep hillside, sliding the last twenty feet or
nmore, aware even as he started the slide that it was dangerous, that he woul d cause rocks to
follow him that he might be hit by them injured too badly to nove out of the way. He rolled at
the bottomand junped to his feet and ran. He ran a long time, and could hear the rocks crashing
behi nd him

In his nmind the sound was that of the glacier advancing, rolling toward hi minexorably,
grinding everything to powder.

Chapter 25

Mark was flying. It was glorious to swoop and dive high over the trees and rivers. He soared
hi gher and hi gher until his body tingled with excitenment. He swerved to avoid flying through a
billow ng white cloud. Wien he straightened out, there was another white cloud before him again
he swerved, and then again and again. The clouds were everywhere, and now they had joined to form
a wall, and the great white wall was advancing on himfromevery direction. There was no place he
could go to avoid being overtaken. He dived, and the dive becane a fall, faster and faster. There
was nothing he could do to stop it. He fell through the whiteness

Mark came wi de awake, shivering hard, his body covered with sweat. H s fire was a feeble
glow in the blackness. He fed it carefully, blew on his chilled hands while he waited for the
scrapi ngs of punk to burn, and then added twigs, and finally branches. Although it would be dawn
soon and he woul d have to extinguish the fire, he fed it until it blazed hot and bright. Then he
sat huddl ed before it. He had stopped shivering, but the nightnare vision persisted and he wanted
light and warnth. And he wanted not to be al one

He traveled very swiftly the next four days, and on the afternoon of the fifth he approached
the |l anding area i n Washi ngton where the paddl e wheel had docked and the brothers and sisters had
set out for the warehouses.

The Peter brothers ran to nmeet him helped with the canoe, took his pack, talking all the
whi | e.

“CGary said you should go to the warehouse the nminute you got in,” one of them said.

“We had six accidents so far,” another one said excitedly. “Broken arms, |egs, stuff |ike
that. Nothing like the other groups had in the past. W re making it!”

“Gary said we'll start for Baltinore or Philadel phia by the end of this week.”

“We have a map to show you which warehouse they’' re doing now.”

“We have at |east four boatloads of stuff already . ”

“We’ ve been taking turns. Four days down here getting stuff ready for the boat, cooking, all
that, then four days in the warehouses finding stuff "

“It’s not bad here, not like we thought it would be. |I don't know why the others had so much
trouble.”

Mark followed themwearily. “I’mhungry,” he said. “There's soup cooking now for dinner,”
one of themsaid. “But Gary said . ”

Mark noved past themto the building they were using for their quarters. Now he could snell
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the soup. He hel ped hinself, and before he finished eating he began to feel too sleepy to keep his
eyes open. The boys kept tal king about their successes. “Were are the beds?” Mark asked,
interrupting one of them again.

“Aren’t you going to the warehouse |ike Gary sai d?”

“No. Where are the beds?”

“W'|| start for Philadelphia in the norning,” Gary said with satisfaction. “You did a good
job, Mark. How long will it take us to get to Phil adel phia?”

Mark shrugged. “I didn't walk, so | don't know. |’ve shown you where it’s all marshy, maybe
i npassable by foot. If you can get through, probably eight to ten days. But you need sonething to
measure the radi oactivity.”

“You were wrong about that, Mark. There can’t be any radioactivity. W weren't at war, you
know. No bonbs were used here. Qur elders would have warned us.”

Agai n Mark shrugged.

“We trust you to get us through,” Gary said, snmiling now He was twenty-one.

“I"mnot going,” Mark said.

Gary and his brothers exchanged gl ances. Gary said, “Wat do you nean? That's your job.”

Mar k shook his head. “My job was to find out if the cities are there, if anything's left in
them | know | reached them by water. | don't know if they can be reached on foot. | know there’'s
been radioactivity, and |I'm going back to the valley to report that.”

Gary stood up and began to roll the map they had been using to nark the swanps, the changed
coastline, the nmarsh that had been the intercoastal waterway. Not |ooking directly at Mark, he
said, “Everyone in this expedition is under nmy command, you know. Everyone.”

Mark didn't nove.

“l order you to go with us,” Gary said, and now he | ooked at Mark

Mar k shook his head. “You won't make it there and back before the weat her changes,” he said.
“You and your brothers don’t know anything about the forests. You' |l have the sane trouble the
early expeditions had in com ng to Washi ngton. And the boys can’t do anything w thout sonmeone to
tell themwhat to do. What if all the stuff in Philadel phia is radioactive? If you bring it back
you' Il kill everyone with it. I'’m going back to the valley.”

“You're going to take orders just |ike everyone else!” Gary shouted. “Keep himhere!” He
nmotioned to two of his brothers, and they hurried fromthe room The other three remained with
Mark, who was still sitting cross-1egged on the floor where he had been fromthe begi nning of the
nmeet i ng.

In a few mnutes Gary returned; he carried several long strips of birch bark. Now Mark stood
up and reached for the bark. It was from his canoe.

Gary thrust the scraps at him “Now you understand, | hope. W |leave in the norning. You' d
better get sone rest.”

Wordl essly Mark left them He went to the river and exam ned the ruined boat. Afterward he
built a small fire, and when it was burning brightly he put one end of the boat in the flanes, and
as it burned he pushed it forward until it was totally consuned.

The next norni ng when the boys assenbled to start the trek to Philadel phia, Mark was not
anong them Hi s pack was gone, he could not be found. Gary and his brothers consulted angrily and
decided to start without him They had good maps that Mark hinsel f had corrected. The boys were
all well trained. There was no reason to feel dependent on a fourteen-year-old. They started off,
but there was a pall over them now

Mark watched from a di stance, and throughout the day he kept themin sight. Wen they canped
that night, their first night in the open forest, he was in a tree nearby.

The boys were all right, he thought with satisfaction. As long as their groups were not
separated, they would be all right. But the Gary brothers were clearly nervous. They started at
noi ses.

He waited until the canp was still, and then, high in a tree where he could | ook down on
them wi t hout bei ng seen, he began to mpan. At first no one paid any attention to the noises he
made, but presently Gary and his brothers began to peer anxiously at the woods, at one another.
Mar k noaned | ouder. The boys were stirring now. Most of them had been asl eep when he started. Now
there was a restless novenent anong them

“Whji!” Mark npaned, |ouder and |ouder. “Wji! Wji!” He doubted anyone was still asleep.
“Whji says go back! Wji says go back!” He kept his voice hollow, muffled by his hand over his
mout h. He repeated the words many tinmes, and ended each nmessage with a thin, rising noan. After a
time he added one nore word. “Danger. Danger. Danger.”
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He stopped abruptly in the mddle of the fourth “Danger.” Even he was aware of the |istening
forest now The Gary brothers took torches into the forest around the canp, |ooking for sonething,
anyt hing. They stayed close to one another as they nade the search. Mst of the boys were sitting
up, as close to the fires as they could get. It was a long tine before they all lay dowm to try to
sl eep again. Mark dozed in the tree, and when he jerked awake, he repeated the warning, again
stopping in the nmddle of a word, though he wasn’t certain why that was so nuch worse than just
stopping. Again the futile search was made, the fires were repl enished, the boys sat upright in
fear. Toward dawn when the forest was its bl ackest Mark began to laugh a shrill, inhuman | augh
that seened to echo from everywhere at once.

The next day was cold and drizzly with thick fog that lifted only slightly as the day wore
on. Mark circled the straggling group, now whispering frombehind them now fromthe left, the
right, fromin front of them sonetinmes fromover their heads. By m dafternoon they were barely
nmovi ng and the boys were tal king openly of disobeying Gary and returning to Washi ngton. Mark noted
with satisfaction that two of the Gary brothers were siding with the rebellious boys now

“OM Wji!” he wailed, and suddenly two groups of the boys turned and started to run. “Wji!
Danger!”

Q hers turned now and joined the flight, and Gary shouted at themvainly, and then he and
his brothers were hurrying back the way they had cone.

Laughing to hinself, Mark trotted away. He headed west, toward the valley.

Bruce stood over the bed where the boy lay sleeping. “Is he going to be all right?”

Bob nodded. “He’s been half awake several tinmes, babbling about snow and ice npbst of the
time. He recognized ne when | examined himthis norning.”

Bruce nodded. Mark had been sleeping for alnost thirty hours. Physically he was out of
danger, and probably hadn't been in real danger at all. Nothing rest and food couldn't cure
anyway, but his babblings about the white wall had sounded insane. Barry had ordered everyone to
| eave the boy alone until he awakened naturally. Barry had been with himnost of the tine, and
woul d return within the hour. There was not hi ng anyone could do until Mark woke up

Later that afternoon Barry sent for Andrew, who had asked to be present when Mark began to
talk. They sat on either side of the bed and watched the boy stir, rousing fromthe deep sleep
that had quieted himso thoroughly that he had appeared dead.

Mar k opened his eyes and saw Barry. “Don’t put nme in the hospital,” he said faintly, and
cl osed his eyes again. Presently he opened his eyes and | ooked about the room then back to Barry.
“I"'min the hospital, aren’t 1? Is anything wong with nme?”

“Not a thing,” Barry said. “You passed out from exhaustion and hunger, that’'s all.”

“I would like to go to ny owmn roomthen,” Mark said, and tried to rise.

Barry gently restrained him “Mark, don't be afraid of ne, please. | promse you | won't
hurt you now or ever. | promise that.” For a nonent the boy resisted the pressure of his hands,
then he relaxed. “Thank you, Mark,” Barry said. “Do you feel like talking yet?”

Mark nodded. “I’'mthirsty,” he said. He drank deeply. He began to describe his trip north.
He told it conpletely, even how he had frightened Gary and his brothers and routed the expedition
to Phil adel phia. He was aware that Andrew tightened his lips at that part of the story, but he
kept his eyes on Barry and told them everything.

“And then you canme back,” Barry said. “How?”

“*Through the woods. | made a raft to cross the river.” Barry nodded. He wanted to weep, and
didn't know why. He patted Mark’s arm “Rest now,” he said. “W’' Il get word to themto stay in
Washi ngton until we dig up some radiation detectors.”

“I mpossi ble!” Andrew said angrily outside the door. “Gary was exactly right in pressing on
to Phil adel phia. That boy destroyed a year’'s training in one night.”

“I’mgoing too,” Barry had said, and he was with Mark now i n Washi ngton. Two of the younger
doctors were also with them The young expedition nenbers were frightened and di sorgani zed; the
wor k had come to a stop, and they had been waiting in the main building for someone to cone give
t hem new i nstructi ons.

“When did they start out agai n?” Barry denanded.

‘The day after they got back here,” one of the young boys said.

“Forty boys!” Barry nmuttered. “And six fools.” He turned to Mark. “Wuld we acconplish
anything by starting after themthis afternoon?”

Mark shrugged. “I could alone. Do you want ne to go after then®”
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“No, not by yourself. Anthony and | will go, and Alistair will stay here and see that things
get noving again.”

Mark | ooked at the two doctors doubtfully. Anthony was pale, and Barry | ooked unconfortabl e.

“They’ ve had about ten days,” Mark said. “They should be in the city by now, if they didn't
get lost. | don't think it would nmake nmuch difference if we | eave now or wait until norning.”

“Morning, then,” Barry said shortly. “You could use another night’'s sleep.”

They travel ed fast, and now and again Mark pointed out where the others had canped, where
they had gone astray, where they had realized their error and headed in the right direction again.
On the second day his lips tightened and he | ooked angry, but said nothing until late in the
afternoon. “They're too far west, getting farther off all the tine,” he said. “They nmight mss
Phi | adel phia altogether if they don’t head east again. They nust have been trying to bypass the
swanps. ”

Barry was too tired to care, and Anthony nerely grunted. At |east, Barry thought, stretching
out by the fire, they were too tired at night to listen for strange noises, and that was good. He
fell asleep even as he was thinking this.

On the fourth day Mark stopped and pointed ahead. At first Barry could see no difference,
but then he realized they were | ooking at the kind of stunted growth Mark had tal ked about.

Ant hony unpacked the Geiger counter and it began to register inmediately. It became nore insistent
as they noved ahead, and Mark led themto the left, keeping well back fromthe radi oactive area.

“They went in, didn't they?” Barry said.

Mar k nodded. They were keeping their distance fromthe contanm nated ground, and when the
counter sounded its warning, they noved south again until it becane quieter. That night they
decided to keep noving west until they were able to get around the radi oactive area, and enter
Phi | adel phia fromthat direction, if possible.

“W'll run into the snowfields that way,” Mrk said.

“Not afraid of snow, are you?” Barry said.

“I"'mnot afraid.”

“Right. Then we go west tonorrow, and if we can’t turn north by night, we conme back and try
going east, see if we pick up a trail or anything that way.”

They traveled all day through an internmittent rain, and hourly the tenperature fell until it
was near freezing when they nade canp that night.

“How much farther?” Barry asked.

“Tormorrow,” Mark said. “You can snell it fromhere.” Barry could snell only the fire, the
wet woods, the food cooking. He studied Mark, then shook his head.

“I don't want to go any farther,” Anthony said suddenly. He was standing by the fire, too
rigid, alistening look on his face.

“I't’s ariver,” Mark said. “It nmust be pretty close. There's ice on all the rivers, and it
hits the banks now and then. That’'s what you hear.”

Ant hony sat down, but the intent |look didn't |eave his face. The next norning they headed
west again. By noon they were anong hills, and now they knew that as soon as they got high enough
to see over the trees they would be able to see the snow, if there was any snow to see.

They stood on the hill and stared, and Barry understood Mark’s nightnmares. The trees at the
edge of the snow were stark, like trees in the middle of winter. Beyond them other trees had snow
hal fway up their trunks, and their naked branches stood unnoving, sone of them at odd angl es,
where the pressure had already knocked them over and the snow had prevented their falling. Up
hi gher there were no trees visible at all, only snow.

“I's it still growing?” Barry asked in a hushed voice. No one answered. After a few nore
m nutes, they turned and hurried back the way they had come. As they circled Phil adel phia heading
east, the Geiger counter kept warning themto stay back, and they could get no closer to the city
fromthis direction than they had been able to fromthe west. Then they found the first bodies.

Si x boys had cone out together. Two had fallen near each other; the others had |left them
continued another half-nile and coll apsed. The bodi es were all radioactive.

“Don’t get near them” Barry said as Anthony started to kneel by the first bodies. “W don't
dare touch them” he said.

“l should have stayed,” Mark whi spered. He was staring at the spraw ed bodi es. There was nud

on their faces. “I shouldn’t have left. | should have kept after them to make sure they didn't go
on. | should have stayed.”
Barry shook his arm and Mark kept staring, repeating over and over, “l should have stayed

with them | should . ." Barry sl apped himhard, then again, and Mark bowed his head and
stunbl ed away, reeling into trees and bushes as he rushed away fromthe bodies, away fromBarry
and Anthony. Barry ran after himand caught his arm
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“Mark! Stop this! Stop it, do you hear ne!” He shook him hard again. “Let’s get back to
Washi ngt on.”

Mark’s cheeks were glistening with tears. He pulled away fromBarry and started to wal k
again, and he didn't |ook back at the bodies.

Barry and Bruce waited for Anthony and Andrew, who had requested, denmanded, tine to talk to
them “It’'s about himagain, isn't it?" Bruce said.

“l suppose.”
“Somet hing’s got to be done,” Bruce said. “You and | both know we can’'t let himgo on this
way. They’'ll demand a council meeting next, and that’ll be the end of it.”

Barry knew. Andrew and his brother entered and sat down. They both | ooked grimand angry.

“I don't deny he had a bad tine during the sumer,” Andrew said abruptly. “That isn't the
poi nt now. But whatever happened to himhas affected his nmind, and that is the point. He's
behaving in a childish, irresponsible way that sinply cannot be tolerated.”

Agai n and agai n since sumer these sessions had been held. Mark had drawn a |ine of honey
froman ant hill up the wall into the Andrew brothers’ quarters, and the ants had foll owed. Mark
had soaked every match he could get his hands on in a salt solution, dried themcarefully, and
restacked themin the boxes, and not one of themhad lighted, and he had sat with a straight face
and wat ched one after another of the older brothers try to get a fire. Mark had renoved every
namepl ate fromevery door in the dornmitories. He had tied the Patrick brothers’ feet together as
they slept and then yelled to themto cone quickly.

“He’s gone too far this time,” Andrew said. “He stole the yellow Report to Hospital tags,
and he’ s been sending dozens of wonmen to the hospital to be tested for pregnancy. They're in a
pani c, our staff is overworked as it is, and no one has tinme to sort out this kind of insanity.”

“W'll talk to him” Barry said

“That’ s not good enough any |onger! You ve tal ked and tal ked. He prom ses not to do that
particul ar thing again, and then does sonmething worse. W can't live with this constant
di sruption!”

“Andrew, he had a series of terrible shocks |ast sumrer. And he’s had too much
responsibility for a boy his age. He feels a dreadful guilt over the deaths of all those children
It isn't unnatural for himto revert to childish behavior now Gve himtine, he'll get over it.”

“No!” Andrew said, standing up with a swift, furious notion. “No! No nore tine! What will it
be next?” He glanced at his brother, who nodded. “We feel that we are his targets. Not you, not
the others; we are. Wiy he feels this hostility toward me and my brothers | don’t know, but it’s

here, and we don’t want to have to worry about himconstantly, wondering what he' |l do next.”
Barry stood up. “And | say I'll handle it.”
For a nmonent Andrew faced himdefiantly, then said, “Very well. But, Barry, it can’t go on

It has to stop now.”

“I't will stop.”

The younger brothers left, and Bruce sat down. “How?”

“I don’t know how. It’s his isolation. He can’t talk this out with anyone, doesn’'t play with
anyone . . . W have to force himto participate in those areas where the others woul d accept
him”

Bruce agreed. “Like the Wnona sisters’ coning-of-age party next week.”

Later that day Barry told Mark he was to attend the party. Mark had never been fornally
accepted into the adult community, and would not be honored by a party just for him

He shook his head. “No, thank you, |1'd rather not.”

“I didn’t invite you,” Barry said grimy. “I’mordering you to attend and to participate. Do
you under st and?”

Mark gl anced at himquickly. “I understand, but | don't want to go.”

“If you don’t go, |’mhauling you out of this cozy little room away fromyour books and

your solitude, and putting you back in our room back in the |lecture roons when you're not in
school or at work. Now do you understand?”
Mar k nodded, but didn't ook at Barry again. “All right,” he said sullenly.

Chapter 26

The party had started al ready when Mark entered the auditorium They were dancing at the far
end, and between himand the dancers a group of girls stood whispering. They turned to | ook at
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him and one of themleft the group. There was giggling behind her, and she notioned her sisters
to stop, but the giggling continued.

“Hell o, Mark,” she said. “I’m Susan.”

Before he realized what she was doing she had slipped off her bracelet and was trying to put
it over his hand. There were six little bows on the bracelet.

“No,” Mark said hurriedly, and jerked away. “I . . . No. I'msorry.” He backed up a step
turned and ran, and the giggling started again, |ouder than before.

He ran to the dock and stood | ooking at the black water. He shoul dn’t have run. Susan and
her sisters were seventeen, maybe even a little older. In one night they would have taught him
everything, he thought bitterly, and he had turned and run. The nusic grew | ouder; soon they woul d
eat and then |l eave in couples, in groups, everyone but Mark, and the children too young for the
mat play. He thought of Susan and her sisters and he was first hot, then cold, then flushing hot
agai n.

“Mar k?”

He stiffened. They wouldn’t have foll owed him he thought in panic. He whirled around.

“It’s Rose,” she said. “lI won't give you nmy bracelet unless you want it.”

She cane closer, and he turned his back and pretended to be | ooking at sonething in the
river, afraid she would be able to see himin the dark, see the redness he could feel pounding in
his neck and cheeks, sense his wet pal ns. Rose, he thought, his age, one of the girls he had
trained in the woods. For himto blush and becone bashful before her was nore intol erable than
runni ng from Susan had been

“I"’m busy,” he said.

“I know. | saw you before. It’s all right. They shoul dn’'t have done that, not all of them
together. We all told themnot to.”

He didn’t reply, and she noved to his side. “There’'s nothing to see, is there?”

“No. You'll get cold out here.”

“You will too.”

“What do you want ?”

“Not hi ng. Next summer |'I1 be old enough to go to Washington or Phil adel phia.”

He turned angrily. “I’mgoing to ny room”

“Why did | make you mad? Don’t you want ne to go to Washington? Don't you |ike ne?”
“Yes. |’ m goi ng now.”

She put her hand on his arm and he stopped; he felt he couldn't nove. “May | go to your room
wi th you?” she asked, and now she sounded |ike the girl who had asked in the woods if the
mushroons were all dangerous, if the things in the trees had told himhowto find his way, if he
really could becone invisible if he wanted to.

“You' Il go back to your sisters and laugh at me |ike Susan did,” he said.

“No!” she whi spered. “Never! Susan wasn't |aughing at you. They were scared, that’s why they
were all so nervous. Susan was nost scared of all because she was picked to put the bracelet on
you. They weren't |aughing at you.”

As she spoke she released his armand took a step back fromhim then another. Now he could
see the pale blur of her face. She was shaking her head as she tal ked.

“Scared? What do you nean?”

“You can do things no one else can do,” she said, still speaking very softly, alnost in a
whi sper. “You can make things no one ever saw, and you can tell stories no one ever heard, and you
can di sappear and travel through the woods |ike the wind. You re not |ike the other boys. Not |ike
our elders. Not |ike anyone else. And we know you don’t |ike any of us because you never choose
anyone to lie with.”

“Why did you cone after ne if you're so afraid of nme?”

“l don’t know. | saw you run and . . . | don’t know” He felt the hot flush race through him
again, and he began to wal k. “If you want to go with me, | don’t care,” he said roughly, not
| ooki ng back. “I’mgoing to my roomnow.” He could not hear her footsteps for the pounding in his

ears. He wal ked swiftly, nmaking a wide berth of the auditorium and he knew she was running to
keep up. He led her around the hospital, not wanting to wal k down the brightly lighted corridor
with her at his heels. At the far end he opened the door and gl anced inside before he entered. He
I et the door go and alnost ran to his room and he heard her quick footsteps as she came after
hi m

“What are you doi ng?” she asked at the doorway.

“I"mputting the cover over the wi ndow,” he said, and his voice sounded angry even to him
“So no one can look at us. | put it there a lot.”

“But why?”
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He tried not to | ook at her when he clinbed down fromthe chair, but again and again he
found hi msel f watchi ng. She was unwi nding a | ong sash that had gone around her neck, criss-crossed
at her breasts, and circled her waist several tines. The sash was violet, alnost the color of her
eyes. Her hair was a pale brown. He renmenbered that during the sunmer it had been blond. There
were freckles across her nose, on her arns.

She finished with the sash and now lifted her tunic, and with one notion took it off.
Suddenly Mark’s fingers seemed to cone to life and without his willing it they began to pull off
his tunic.

Later she said she had to go, and he said not yet, and they dozed with his arns tight about
her. When she again said she had to go, he woke up conpletely. “Not yet,” he said. Wen he woke
the second tine it was daylight and she was pulling on her tunic.

“You have to cone back,” Mark said. “Tonight, after dinner. WII you?”

“All right.”
“Prom se. You won't forget?”
“I won't forget. | promse.”

He wat ched her wi nd the sash, and when she was gone he reached out and yanked the cover from
the wi ndow and | ooked for her. He didn't see her; she nust have gone through the building, out the
other end. He rolled over and fell asleep again.

And now, Mark thought, he was happy. The ni ghtmares were gone, the sudden flashes of terror
that he couldn’t explain stopped sweeping over him The nysteries had been answered, and he knew
what the books neant when the authors spoke of finding happiness, as if it were a thing that
perseverance woul d | ead one to. He examined the world with new eyes, and everythi ng he saw was
beautiful and good.

During the day while studying, he would stop, think with terrible fear that she was gone,
lost, had fallen into the river, something. He would drop what he was doing and race from buil ding
to building searching for her, not to speak to her, just to see her, to know she was all right. He
m ght find her in the cafeteria with her sisters at such times, and froma di stance he woul d count
them and then search for the one with the special sonething that separated her fromall others.

Every ni ght she came to him and she taught hi mwhat she had been taught by her sisters, by
the other nmen, and his joy intensified until he wondered how the others had stood it before him
how he could stand it.

In the afternoons he ran to the old house, where he was maki ng her a pendant. It was the
sun, two inches in dianmeter, nade of clay. It had three coats of yellow paint, and he added a
fourth. In the old house he read again the chapters on physi ol ogy, sexual responses, femninity,
everything he could find that touched on his happiness in any way

She woul d say no one night soon, and he woul d give her the pendant to show he under st ood,
and he would read to her. Poetry. Sonnets from Shakespeare or Wrdsworth, sonething soft and
romantic. And afterward he woul d teach her to play chess, and they woul d spend pl atonic evenings
toget her |l earning all about each other.

Sevent een nights, he thought, waiting for her. Seventeen nights so far. The cover was over
the window, his roomwas clean, ready. Wen his door opened and Andrew stood there, Mark junped up
in a panic.

“What’' s wrong? Has sonet hi ng happened to Rose? Wat happened?”

“Cone with ne,” Andrew said sternly. Behind himone of his brothers watched.

“Tell me what’'s wong!” Mark yelled, and tried to run past them

The doctors caught his arnms and held him “W’'IlIl take you to her,” Andrew said.

Mark stopped trying to yank away, and a new col dness seened to enter him Wrdlessly they
wal ked through the building, out the far end, and al ong the pathways cleared in the snow to one of
the dormitories. Now he struggled again, but briefly, and he pernitted themto |lead himto one of
the rooms. At the door they all stopped, and then Andrew gave Mark a slight push and he entered
al one.

“No!” he cried. “No!”

There was a tangle of naked bodies, doing all the things to one another she had told him
about. At his scream of angui sh she raised her head, as they all did, but he knew it was Rose his
eyes had picked out of all the rest. She was on her knees, one of the brothers behind her; she had
been nuzzling one of her sisters.

He coul d see their nouths noving, knew they were talking, yelling. He turned and ran. Andrew
got in front of him his nouth opening, closing, opening. Mark doubled his fist and hit blindly,
first Andrew, then the other doctor.
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“Where is he?” Barry demanded. “Where did he go this tine of night?”

“I don’t know,” Andrew said sulkily. H's mouth was swollen and it hurt.

“You shouldn’t have done that to himl O course he went wild with his first taste of sex.
What did you think would happen to hin? He’'s never had it with anyone at all! Wiy did that foolish
girl cone to you?”

“She didn’t know what to do. She was afraid to tell himno. She tried to explain everything
to him but he wouldn’t listen. He ordered her back night after night.”

“Why didn’t you cone to us about it?” Barry asked bitterly. “Wat made you think shock
treatnment |ike that woul d take care of the probl enf”

“I knew you' d say | eave himalone. You say that about everything he does. Leave hi m al one,
it'll take care of itself. | didn't think it would.”

Barry went to the wi ndow and | ooked out at the black, cold night. The snow was several feet
deep, and the tenperature dropped to near zero al nost every night.

“He’ I | come back when he gets cold enough,” Andrew said. “He'll come back furious with al
of us, and with me in particular. But he will come back. We’re all he has.” He left abruptly.

“He's right,” Bruce said. He sounded tired. Barry |ooked quickly at his brother, then at the
others, who had renained silent while Andrew reported. They were as worried about the boy as he
was, and as tired as he was of the apparently endl ess stream of troubles caused by him

“He can’t go to the old house,” Bruce said after a noment. “He knows he'd freeze there. The
chi mey’ s plugged, he can’'t have a fire. That |eaves the woods. Even he can’t survive in the woods
at night in this weather.”

Andrew had sent a dozen of the younger brothers to search all the buildings, even the
breeders’ quarters, and anot her group had gone to the old house to | ook. There was no sign, of
Mark. Toward dawn the snow started again.

Mark had found the cave by accident. Picking berries on the cliff over the farnhouse one
day, he had felt a cold draft of air on his bare | egs and had found the source. A hole in the
hill, a place where two |inmestone rocks canme together unevenly. There were caves throughout the
hills. He had found several others before this one, and there was the cave where the | aboratories
wer e.

He had dug carefully behind one of the |inestone slabs, and gradually had opened the nouth
of the cave enough to get through it. There was a narrow passage; then a room another passage,
anot her | arger room Over the years since finding it he had taken in wood to burn, clothes,
bl ankets, food.

That night he huddled in the second room and stared dry-eyed into the fire he had nade,
certain no one would ever find him He hated themall, Andrew and his brothers nost of all. As
soon as the snow nelted, he would run away, forever. He would go south. He woul d nake a | onger
canoe, a seventeen-foot one this time, and steal enough supplies to I ast himand he would keep
going until he reached the Gulf of Mexico. Let themtrain the boys and girls thenselves, |let them
find the warehouses, find the dangerous radi oactive places if they could. First he would burn down
everything in the valley. And then he woul d go.

He stared at the flanmes until his eyes felt afire. There were no voices in the cave, only
the fire crackling and popping. The firelight flickered over the stalagmtes and stal actites,
maki ng them appear red and gol d. The snoke was carried away fromhis face and the air was good; it
even felt warmafter the cold night air. He thought about the tine he and MIlly had hi dden on the
hillside near the cave entrance while Barry and his brothers searched for them At the thought of
Barry, his nmouth tightened. Barry, Andrew, Warren, Mchael, Ethan . . . Al doctors, all the sane.
How he hated then

He rolled in his blanket and when he closed his eyes, he saw Molly again, smling gently at
him playing checkers, digging mud for himto nodel. And suddenly the tears cane.

He never had explored the cave past the second room but in the days that followed, he began
a systematic exploration. There were several small openings off the room and one by one he
investigated them until he was brought up by a seal ed passage, or a drop-off, or a ceiling so
hi gh he couldn’'t get to any of the holes there m ght be up there. He used torches, and his steps
were sonetines reckless, but he didn't care if he fell or not, if he got trapped or not. He | ost
track of how nmany days he had been in the cave; when he was hungry he ate, when he was thirsty he
went to the entrance, scooped up snow, and took it back with himto nmelt. Wen he was sl eepy he
sl ept .

On one of his last exploratory trips he heard water running, and he stopped abruptly. He had
travel ed far, he knew. Over a mle. Maybe two mles. He tried to remenber how |l ong his torch had
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been when he started. Alnost full length, and nowit was less than a third of that. Another torch
hung on his belt, just in case he needed it, but he never had gone so far that he had needed a
second torch to get back.

He had lighted the second torch before he cane upon the cave river. Now he felt a new
excitement as he realized this had to be the sane water that ran through the |aboratory cave. It
was one system then, and even if no opening existed other than the one cut by the river, the two
sections were |inked.

He followed the river until it vanished into a hole in the cave wall; he would have to swim
to go any further. He squatted and stared at the hole. The river appeared in the |aboratory cave
fromjust such a hole.

Anot her tinme he would come back with his rope and nore torches. He turned to go back to his
large roomwith the fire and food, and now he paid attention to his torch so he could estinate how
far he traveled, how far that wall was fromhis fanm liar section of the cave. But he knew where he
was. He knew on the other side of that wall there was the | aboratory, and beyond it the hospita
and the dormitories.

He slept one nore tine in the cavern, and the next day he left it to return to the
community. He had eaten very little for the past few days; he felt half starved and was very
tired.

The snow was inches deeper than it had been, and it was snowi ng when he arrived in the
vall ey once nore. It was nearly dark by the time he got to the hospital building and entered. He
saw several people but spoke to no one and went straight to his room where he pulled off his
outer clothes and fell into bed. He was nearly asleep when Barry appeared in the doorway.

“Are you all right?” Barry asked.

Mark nodded silently. Barry hesitated a nmonent, then entered. He stood over the bed. Mrk
| ooked up at himwi thout speaking, and Barry reached down and touched his cheek, then his hair

“You're cold,” he said. “Are you hungry?”

Mar k nodded.

“I"l'l bring you sonething,” Barry said. But before he opened the door he turned once nore.
“I"'msorry,” he said. “Mark, I'mtruly sorry.” He left quickly.

After he was gone Mark realized they had thought he was dead, and the | ook he had seen on
Barry's face was the same | ook he could remenber seeing on Mdilly's face a long tinme ago.

He didn’t care, he thought. They couldn’'t do anything now to make up for what they had done
to him They hated himand thought he was weak, thought they could control himthe way they
controlled the clones. And they were wong. It wasn’t enough for Barry to say he was sorry; they
woul d all be sorry before he was done.

When he heard Barry returning with food, he closed his eyes and pretended to be asl eep, not
willing to see again that soft, vul nerable | ook.

Barry left the tray, and when he was gone, Mark ate ravenously. He pulled the cover over him
and before he fell asleep he thought again of Mdlly. She had known he’d come to feel like this and
she had said to wait, wait until he was a man, to learn everything he could first. Her face and
Barry's face seened to blend together, and he fell asleep.

Chapter 27

Andrew had called the neeting, was in charge fromstart to finish. No one disputed his
authority now to take control of the council neetings. Barry watched himfroma side chair and
tried to feel some of the excitenent the younger brother showed.

“Those of you who want to | ook over the charts and records, please do so. | have given you
the barest summary, not our nethods. We can reproduce indefinitely through cloning. W have
finally solved the problemthat has plagued us fromthe begi nning, the problemof the fifth-

generation decline. The fifth, sixth, tenth, one-hundredth, they’'ll all be perfect now”

“But only those clones fromour youngest people survive,” Mriamsaid drily.

“We'll work that out too,” Andrew said inpatiently. “In manipulating the enzynes there are
some organi sns that react with what appears to be alnost an allergic collapse. W'll find out why

and take care of it.”

Mriamwas | ooking very old, Barry realized suddenly. He hadn't noticed it before, but her
hair was white and her face was thin, with fine lines around her eyes, and she |ooked tired unto
deat h.

She | ooked at Andrew with a disarnming snmle. “I expect you to be able to solve the problem
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you have created, Andrew,” she said, “but will the younger doctors be able to?”

“We shall continue to use the breeders,” Andrew said with a touch of inpatience. “W’'Il use
themto clone those children who are particularly intelligent. W ll go to inplantations of clones
using the breeders as hosts to ensure a continuing popul ati on of capable adults to carry on
affairs . ”

Barry found his attention wandering. The doctors had gone over it all before the counci
nmeeting; nothing new would cone out here. Two castes, he thought. The |eaders, and the workers,
who were al ways expendabl e. Was that what they had foreseen in the begi nning? He knew it was not
possible to find any answers to his question. The clones wote the books, and each generation had
felt free to change the books to conformto their own beliefs. He had nade a few such changes
hinself, in fact. And now Andrew woul d change them again. And this would be the final change; none
of the new people would ever think of altering anything.

“ even nore costly in terns of nmanpower than we expected,” Andrew was saying. “The
gl aciers are nmoving into Philadel phia at an accelerating rate. W may have only two or three nore
years to bring out what is salvageable, and it is costing us dearly. W will need hundreds of
foragers to go south and east to the coastal cities. W now have sone excel |l ent nodel s—the Edward
brothers proved especially adept at foraging, as did your own little sisters, the Ella sisters.
W' Il use them”

“My little Ella sisters couldn’t transcribe a | andscape to a map if you strung them by the
heel s and threatened to slice theminch by inch until they did,” Mriamsaid sharply. “That’s
exactly what |’mtal ki ng about. They can do only those things they have been taught, exactly as
they’ ve been taught.”

“They can’t draw nmaps, but they can return to where they' ve been,” Andrew said, no |onger
trying to conceal his displeasure at the turn the neeting had taken. “That's all we require of
them The inplanted clones will do the thinking for them”

“Then it’s true,” Mriamsaid. “If you change the formula, you can produce only those cl ones
you are talking about.”

“Right. W can’t handle two different chenical processes, two fornulae, two kinds of clones.
W' ve decided this is the best way to proceed at this tine, and neanwhile we’'ll be working on the
process, | can assure you. W shall wait until the tanks are enpty, in seven nonths, then nake the
changes. And we are working out a timetable to plan for the best time to clone the council mnenbers
and those others who are needed in | eadership capacities. W are not rushing into a new procedure
wi t hout considering every aspect, | prom se you, Mriam At each step we will informthis group of
our progress . i

In a tightly thatched |l ean-to near the nmll Mark rested on his el bow and | ooked at the girl
at his side. She was his age, nineteen. “You' re cold,” he said.

She nodded. “We won’t be able to do this much | onger.”

“You could nmeet nme in the old farmhouse,” he said.

“You know | can't.”

“What happens if you try to cross the line? A dragon cones out and breathes fire on you?”

She | aughed

“Real | y, what happens? Have you ever tried?”

Now she sat up and hugged her arns about her bare body. “lI’mreally cold. | should get
dressed.”

Mark held her tunic out of reach. “First tell me what happens.”

She snatched, mssed, and fell across him and for a nonent they |ay close together. He
pul l ed a cover over her and stroked her back. “Wat happens?”

She sighed and drew away fromhim “I| tried it once,” she said. “I wanted to go hone, to ny
sisters. | cried and cried, and that didn't help. | could see the lights, and knew they were just
a few hundred feet away. | ran at first, then | began to feel strange, faint, | guess. | had to
stop. | was determined to get to the dorm | wal ked then, not very fast, ready to grab sonething
if | started to faint. Wien | got closer to the off-limts line—+t’s a hedge, you know, just a
rose hedge, open at both ends so it’s no trouble at all to go around. Wien | got close to it, the
feeling canme over nme again and everything began to spin. | waited a long tine and it didn't stop,
but | thought, if |I kept my eyes on nmy feet and didn't pay any attention to anything else, | could

wal k anyway. | began to wal k again.” She was Iying rigidly beside himnow and her voice was
al nrost i naudi bl e when she went on. “And | started to vomit. | kept vomiting, until | didn't have
anything left in me, and then | threw up blood. And | suppose | really did faint. I woke up back

in the breeders’ room”

file:/lIF|/rah/Kate%20Wilhelm/Wilhelm,%20K.%20...0Where%20Late%20the%20Sweet%20Birds%20Sang.txt (82 of 91) [7/1/03 1:53:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/K ate%20Wilhel m/Wilhel m,%20K .%20-%20Where%20L ate%20the%20Sweet%20Bi rds%20Sang. txt

Gently Mark touched her cheek and drew her close to him She was trenbling violently. “Shh
shh,” Mark soothed her. “It’s all right. You're all right now”

No wall's held themin, he thought, stroking her hair. No fence restrained them yet they
could not approach the river; they could not get nearer the mll than she was now, they could not
pass the rose hedge, or go into the woods. But Molly did it, he thought grimy. And they would
t 0o.

“l have to go back,” she said presently. The haunted | ook had cone over her face. The
enptiness, she had called it. “You wouldn't know what it neans,” she said, trying to explain. “W
aren’t separate, you see. My sisters and | were |like one thing, one creature, and now |’ ma
fragment of that creature. Sometimes | can forget it for a short tine, when I'mwith you I can
forget for a while, but it always cones back, and the enptiness cones again. |f you turned ne
i nside out, there wouldn't be anything at all there.”

“Brenda, | have to talk to you first,” Mark said. “You ve been here four years, haven't you?
And you’' ve had two pregnancies. It’'s alnost time again, isn't it?”

She nodded and pulled on her tunic.

“Listen, Brenda. This tine it won't be like before. They plan to use the breeders to clone
t hensel ves through inplantations of cloned cells. Do you understand what |’ m sayi ng?”

She shook her head, but she was |istening, watching.

“All right. They’'ve changed sonmething in the chemicals they use for the clones in the tanks.
Now t hey can keep on cloning the same person over and over, but he’'s a neuter. The new cl ones

can’t think for thenselves; they can’'t conceive, can't inpregnate, they' |l never have children of
their owmn. And the council nenbers are afraid they'Il lose the scientific skills, the
craftsmanship, Mriams skill at drawi ng, her eidetic visual nmenory-all that mght be lost if they
don't ensure it in the next generation through cloning. Since they can't use the tanks, they’l

use the fertile wonen as hosts. They' |l inplant you with clones, triplets. And in nine nonths
you' Il have three new Andrews, or three new Mrians, or Lawences, or whatever. They'll use the
strongest, healthiest young wormen for this. And they' |l continue to use artificial insenination
for the others. Wen they produce another new talent they can use, they' |l clone himsevera

tinmes, inmplant the clones in your bodies and produce nore of him?”

She was staring at himnow, openly puzzled by his intensity. “Wat difference does it make?”
she asked. “If that’'s how we can best serve the comunity, that's what we have to do.”

“The new babies fromthe tanks won’t even have nanes,” Mark said. “They’'ll be the Bennies,
or the Bonnies, or the Annes, all of them and their clones will be called that, and theirs.”

She | aced her sandal w thout speaking.

“And you, how many sets of triplets do you think your body can produce? Three? Four?”

She was no | onger |istening.

Mark clinbed the hill over the valley and sat on a linmestone rock, |ooking at the people
bel ow, at the sprawing farmthat had grown year by year until it filled the whole valley all the
way to the bend in the river. Only the old house was an oasis of trees in the autum fields, which
| ooked |i ke a desert now. Livestock were noving slowly toward the |arge barns. A group of snal
boys swept into view, playing sonething that involved a lot of running, falling down, and running
again. Twenty or nore of them played together. He was too far away to hear them but he knew they
wer e | aughi ng.

“What's wwong with it?” he said al oud, and was surprised by the sound of his voice. The w nd
stirred the trees, but there were no words, no answer.

They were content, happy even, and he, the outsider, in his discontent would destroy that to
satisfy what had to be selfish desires. In his |oneliness he would disrupt an entire conmunity
that was thriving and sati sfied.

Bel ow himthe Ella sisters canme into view, ten of them each a physical carbon copy of his
not her. For a nonent the vision of Molly peeking out from behind a bush, laughing with him cane
to mnd. It vanished, and he watched the girls walk toward the dormtory. Three of the Mriam
sisters cane out, and the two groups stopped and tal ked.

Mar k renmenbered how Mol ly had nmade people conme to |ife on paper, a touch here, another
there, an eyebrow raised too nmuch, a dinple drawn too deep, always sonething not just right, but
whi ch nade the sketch take on life. They couldn’t do that, he knew. Not Mriam not her little
Ella sisters, none of them That was gone, |ost forever naybe. Each generation |ost sonething;
sonetimes it couldn’'t be regained, sonetinmes it couldn’'t be identified i mediately. Everett’s
little brothers couldn’t cope with a new emergency with the conputer terminal; they couldn’t
i nprovi se | ong enough to save the growing fetuses in the tanks if the electricity failed for
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several days. As long as the elders could foresee the probable troubles that nmight arise and train
the young clones in how to handle them they were safe enough, but accidents had a way of not
bei ng foreseen, catastrophes had a way of not being predictable, and a najor accident m ght
destroy everything in the valley sinply because none of them had been trained to deal with that
specific situation.

He remenbered a conversation he had had with Barry. “W’re living on the top of a pyranmid,”
he had said, “supported by the nmassive base, rising above it, above everything that has nmade it
possi ble. W' re responsible for nothing, not the structure itself, not anything above us. W owe
nothing to the pyramd, and are totally dependent on it. If the pyramd crunbles and returns to
dust, there is nothing we can do to prevent it, or even to save ourselves. \Wen the base goes, the
top goes with it, no matter how el aborate the life is that has devel oped there. The top will
return to dust along with the base when the collapse cones. If a new structure is to rise, it nust
start at the ground, not on top of what has been built during the centuries past.”

“You’' d drag everyone back into savagery!”

“I would help them down fromthe point of the pyramd. It’s rotting away. The snow and ice
fromone direction, weather and age fromthe others. It will collapse, and when it does, the only
ones who can survive will be those who are free fromit, in no way dependent on it.”

The cities are dead; Mdlly had told him and it was true. Ironically, the technol ogy that
made life in the valley possible might be able to sustain that life only | ong enough to doom any
chance of recovery after the pyranmd started to tilt. The top would slide down one of the sides
and sink into the debris at the bottom along with all the other technol ogies that had seened
perfect and infinite.

No one understood the conputer, Mark thought, just as no one but the Law ence brothers
under st ood t he paddl e-wheel boat and the steam engine that drove it. The younger brothers coul d
repair it, restore it to its original condition, as long as the naterials were at hand, but they
didn't know how either one worked, the conmputer or the boat, and if a screw was m ssing, none of
them woul d be able to fashion a substitute. In that fact lay the inevitable destruction of the
val l ey and everyone in it.

But they were happy, he rem nded hinself, as |lights began to cone on in the valley. Even the
breeders were content; they were well cared for, panpered conpared to the wonen who foraged each
sunmer and those who worked long hours in the fields and gardens. And if they becanme too |onely,
there was the confort of drugs.

They were happy because they didn’t have enough imagi nation to | ook ahead, he thought, and
anyone who tried to tell themthere were dangers was by definition an enenmy of the comunity. In
di srupting their perfect existence, he had becone an eneny.

Hi s restless gaze noved over the valley, and finally stopped on the nmll, and like his
ancestor before himhe understood that was the weak spot, the place where the valley was
vul ner abl e.

Wait until you're a man, Ml ly had said. But she hadn’t realized that each day he was in
nore danger, that each tine Andrew and his brothers discussed his future they were | ess inclined
to grant hima future. He studied the mll broodingly. It was weathered al nost silver, surrounded
by russets and browns and gol ds, and the permanent green of the pines and spruces. He would |ike
to paint it; the thought cane suddenly, and he | aughed and stood up. No tinme for that. Tine had
becone the goal; he had to have nore tinme, and they night decide any day that allowing himtinme
was endangering themall. Abruptly he sat down once nore, and now when he studied the nill and the
surrounding area his eyes were narrowed in thought, and there was no smle on his face.

The council neeting had gone on nost of the day, and when it ended Mriam asked Barry to
wal k with her. He | ooked at her questioningly, but she shook her head. They wal ked by the river,

and when they were out of sight of the others she said, “lI would Iike you to do ne a favor, if you
will. I would like to visit the old farnmhouse. Can you get inside?”

Barry stopped in surprise. “Wy?”

“I don’t know why. | keep thinking | want to see Molly's paintings. | never did see them
you know.”

“But why?”

“Can you get in?”

He nodded, and they started to wal k again. Wen do you want to go?”

“I's it too |l ate now?”

The rear door of the farmhouse was | oosely boarded. They didn’t even need a crowbar to open
it. Barry led the way up the stairs, carrying the oil lanmp high, casting strange shadows on the
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wal | beside him The house felt very enpty, as if Mark had not been there for a long tine.

Mriam | ooked at the paintings quietly, not touching them holding her hands tightly clasped
before her as she went fromone to another. “They should be noved,” she said finally. “They wl|
rot away to nothing in here.”

When she cane to the carving of Mlly that Mark had nade, she touched it, al nost reverently.
“I't is she,” she said softly. “He has her gift, doesn’t he?”

“He has the gift,” Barry said.

Mriamrested her hand on the head. “Andrew plans to kill him”

“I know.”

“He has served his purpose, and now he is a threat and nust go.” She ran her finger down the
cheek of walnut. “Look, it’s too high and sharp, but that nmakes it nore like her instead of |ess.
| don’t understand why that is, do you?”

Barry shook his head.

“WIl he try to save himsel f?” Mriam asked, not |ooking at him her voice tightly
controll ed.

“l don’t know. How can he? He can’t survive alone in the woods. Andrew won't allow himto
remain in the conmunity nany nore nonths.”

M riam sighed and wi thdrew her hand fromthe carved head. “lI'’msorry,” she whispered, and it
was not cl ear whether she spoke to himor to Mlly.

Barry went to the wi ndow overl ooking the valley and | ooked through the peephol e Mark had
made in the boards. How pretty it was, he thought, the gathering dusk, with pale lights glowing in
the distance and the black hills encircling it all. “Mriam” he asked, “if you knew a way to help
him woul d you?”

For a long tine she was silent, and he thought she would not answer. Then she said, “No.
Andrew is right. He is not a physical threat now, but his presence is painful. It is as if heis a
rem nder of something that is too elusive to grasp, sonething that is hurtful, even deadly, and in
his presence we try to regain it and fail over and over. W will stop feeling this pain when he is
gone, not before then.” She joined himat the window “In a year or two he will threaten us in
other ways. That is what is inportant,” she said, nodding toward the valley. “Not any individual
even if his death kills us both.”

Barry put his arm about her shoul der then, and they stood | ooking out together. Suddenly
Mriamstiffened and said, “Look, a fire!”

There was a faint |ine of brightness that grew as they watched, spreading in both
directions, becomng two |lines, nmoving downward and upward. Sonething erupted, blazed brightly,

t hen subsi ded, and the lines noved onward.

“I't will burn down the mill!” Mriamcried, and ran fromthe wi ndow to the stairs. “Cone on,
Barry! It's just above the mll!”

Barry stood by the window as if transfixed by the noving lines of fire. He had done it,
Barry thought. Mark was trying to burn down the mll.

Chapter 28

Hundr eds of people spread out over the hillside putting out the brush fire. hers patrolled
t he grounds surrounding the generating plant to nmake certain no sparks were blown in by the w nd.
Hoses were put into service to wet down the bushes and trees, to soak the roof of the |arge wooden
buil ding. Only when the water pressure failed did anyone realize they had a second serious problem
on their hands.

The flow of water in the swift streamthat ran the plant had dwindled to a trickle. Al over
the valley the lights blinked out as the system conpensated for the sudden | oss and diverted the
electricity to the laboratory. The auxiliary systemtook over and the |ab continued to function
but on reduced power. Everything was turned off except the circuits directly tied into the tanks
cont ai ni ng the cl ones.

Throughout the night the scientists, doctors, and technicians worked to neet the crisis.
They had drilled often enough to know exactly what to do in this emergency, and no cl ones were
| ost, but the system had been damaged by the uncontrolled stoppage.

Q her nmen began to wade upstreamto find the cause of the dimnished flow of water. In the
first Iight of norning they stunbl ed upon a | andslide that had al nrost dammed the small river, and
work was started imrediately to clear it
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“Did you try to burn down the mill?” Barry demanded.

“No. If | wanted to burn it down, | would have lighted a fire at the mll, not in the woods.
If | wanted to burn it down, | would burn it down.” Mark stood before Barry’ s desk, not defiant,
not frightened. He waited.

“Where were you all night?”

“I'n the old house. | was reading about Norfolk, studying naps .

“Never m nd about that.” Barry drumed his fingers on his desk, pushed back the charts he
had been studying, and stood up. “Listen to ne, Mark. Some of themthink you re responsible for

the fire, the dam everything. | made the point you just made: if you had tried to burn down the
mll, you could have done it easily enough wi thout going through all that. The question is stil
open. The mll is off limts to you. So is the |aboratory, and the boat works. Do you understand?”

Mar k nodded. Expl osives for river clearing were kept in the boat-works buil ding.

“I was at the old house when the fire started,” Barry said suddenly, and his voice was very
cold and hard. “1 saw a curious thing. It |ooked Iike an eruption of some sort. |’ve thought a | ot
about it. It could have been an expl osion, enough to start the landslide. O course, no one could
have seen it fromthe valley, and whatever noise it nade woul d have been masked if it were
underground even a little bit, and by the noise everyone was making fighting the fire.”

“Barry,” Mark said, interrupting him “A few years ago you said sonething to nme that was

very inportant, and | believed you then and still believe you. You said you wouldn’t hurt me. Do
you renenber?” Barry nodded, still cold and watchful. “lI say that to you now, Barry. These people
are ny people too, you know. | prom se you | won't ever try to hurt them | have never done
anyt hi ng purposely to harmany of them and | never will. | pronise that.”

Barry watched himdistrustfully, and Mark smiled softly. “l’ve never lied to you, you know.
No matter what | had done, | admitted it if you asked. |I'’mnot |ying now ”

Abruptly Barry sat down again. “Wiy were you | ooking up Norfol k? What is Norfol k?”

“There was a naval base there, one of the biggest on the East Coast. Wen the end was
com ng, they must have put hundreds of ships into dry dock. The ocean | evels have been dropping.
Chesapeake Bay, Delaware Bay, it will be low there too, and those ships are high and dry—they
called it nothballing them | began to think of the nmetal in the ships. Stainless steel, copper
brass . . . Some of those ships held crews of a thousand men, with supplies for that many,
medi ci nes, test tubes, everything.”

Barry felt the doubts fading, and the nagging feeling of something not cleared up vanished
as they tal ked of the possibilities of manning an expedition to Norfolk early in the spring. Only
much |l ater did he realize he had not asked the crucial questions: Had Mark started the fire, for
what ever reason, and had he bl asted | oose the rocks that had slid down into the stream for
what ever reason?

And if he had, why had he? They had lost time; it would take several nmonths to clean up the
mess conpl etely, but they had planned to discontinue the cloning anyway until they were ready to
start the mass production later in the spring. Nothing had been changed in their plans, except
that now they would work on the stream nake it failproof, set up a new auxiliary system of
generating power and inprove everything generally.

Only the human i npl antations woul d be del ayed beyond the target date already set for them
The prelimnary work of cloning the cells, all done in the |aboratory, would have to wait unti
spring when the I ab was cl eaned, the conputer progranmmed anew . . . Wy, then, had Mark been so
self-satisfied? Barry couldn’t answer that question, nor could his brothers when they discussed
it.

Thr oughout the winter Mark nmade his plans for the expedition to the coast. He would not be
all owed to take any of the experienced foragers, who were needed to finish clearing out the
war ehouses in Philadel phia. He began training his group of thirty fourteen-year-olds while snow
was still on the ground, and by March he said they would be ready to start as soon as the snow
melted. He presented his provisions list to Barry for his approval; Barry didn't even gl ance at
it. The children would carry oversized packs, so that if they found sal vageable itens they could
bring back as nmuch as they could carry. Meanwhile, the other, nore inportant forces who were going
to Phil adel phia were al so being readied, and nore attention was being paid to their needs than to
Mar k.

The | aboratory was ready to operate again, the conmputer reprogramred, when it was di scovered
the water flow ng through the cave was contam nated. Sonehow coliformbacteria had infiltrated the
pure cave water, and its source had to be found before they could start operations.

It had been one thing after another, Barry and Bruce agreed. The fire, the | andslide,

m ssi ng supplies, msplaced drugs, now the contamni nated water
“They aren’t accidents,” Andrew said furiously. “Do you know what people are saying? It’'s
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the work of the forest spirits! Spirits! It’s Mark! | don’t know how or why, but it’s all his
doing. You'll see, as soon as he leaves with his group, it will all stop. And this time when he
comes back, if he does, we term nate him?”

Barry didn't object; he knew it would be useless. They had determ ned that Mark, now a man
of twenty, could not be allowed to exert his influence any longer. If he hadn't come up with his
plan to scout the shipyards at Norfolk, it would have been done sooner. He was a disturbing
el enent. The young clones followed himblindly, took his orders w thout question, and | ooked on
himwith reverential awe. Wrse, no one could anticipate what he m ght do, or what might stir him
into action of sone sort. He was as alien to themas a being of another species; his intelligence
was not like theirs, his enotions were not like theirs. He was the only one who had wept over the
deaths of the radiation victins, Barry renenbered.

Andrew was right, and there was nothing he could do to change that. At least, if Mark was
responsi ble for the series of accidents, they would stop and there would be peace for a while in
the valley. But the day Mark led his group out on foot, it was found that the corral had broken
down at the far end and the livestock had wandered out and scattered. They were all rounded up
except two cows and their calves and a few sheep. And then the accidents did stop, exactly as
Andr ew had predi cted

The forest becane thicker each day, the trees nore massive. This had been a park, protected
fromcutting, Mark knew, but even he was awed by the size of the trees, sonme of themso |arge that
a dozen youngsters graspi ng hands could hardly reach around them He naned those he knew white
oak, silverbell, maple, a grove of birches . . . The days were warm as they headed south. On the
fifth day they turned west by southwest, and no one questioned his directions. They did what they
were told to do cheerfully and quickly and asked nothing. They were all strong, but their packs
wer e heavy, and they were very young, and it seenmed to Mark they were going at a crawl when he
wanted to run, but he didn't push themtoo fast. They had to be in good shape when they arrived at
their destination. In the nmddle of the afternoon of the tenth day, he told themto stop, and they
| ooked at him waiting.

Mark surveyed the wi de valley. He had known from studying the maps that it was here, but he
hadn’t realized how beautiful it would be. There was a stream and on either side of it the |and
rose enough not to be in danger of flooding, but not so steeply that it would be difficult to get
water. This was the fringe of the national forest; sone of the trees were the giants they had been
seeing for days now, others were younger, and woul d nmake the |l ogs they would need for their
buil di ngs. There was | evel ground for their crops, grazing ground for the livestock. He sighed,
and when he faced his followers he was smling broadly.

That afternoon and the followi ng day he started thembuilding | ean-tos for tenporary
shelter; he laid out the corners of the buildings he ordered themto erect, tagged the trees they
were to cut and use for the buildings and their canpfires, paced off the fields they were to
clear, and then, content they had enough to keep them busy until he returned, he told them he was
| eaving and would return in a few days.

“But where are you goi ng?” one of them asked, glancing about now as if questioning for the
first time what they were doing.

“It’s a test, isn't it?” another asked, smling.

“Yes,” Mark said soberly. “You could call it a test. In survival. Are there any questions
about any of ny instructions?” There were none. “I’'Il return with a surprise for you,” he said,
and they were content.

He trotted effortlessly through the forest toward the river, and then he followed the river
north until he reached the canoe he had hidden in the undergrowh weeks before. In all, it took
himfour days to return to the valley. He had been gone over two weeks, and he was afraid it m ght
have been too | ong.

He approached fromthe hillside above the valley and |lay down in sonme bushes to watch and
wait for darkness. Late in the afternoon the paddl e wheel canme into view, and when it docked
peopl e swarmed out and |lined up shoul der to shoul der to unload the boat, passing the salvage from
one to the next, onto the shore, and into the boathouse. Wen lights cane on, Mark noved. He
started down to the old house, where he had hidden the drugs. Two-thirds of the way down he paused
and dropped to his knees. To his right, a hundred yards away, was the cave entrance; the ground
had been tranpled, the |inestone slabs had been covered with dirt. They had found his entrance and
sealed it off.

He waited until he was certain no one was bel ow hi mwatching the house, and then he
cautiously nade his way down the rest of the way, bellied under the bushes that grew thick about

file:/lIF|/rah/Kate%20Wilhelm/Wilhelm,%20K.%20...0Where%20Late%20the%20Sweet%20Birds%20Sang.txt (87 of 91) [7/1/03 1:53:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/K ate%20Wilhel m/Wilhel m,%20K .%20-%20Where%20L ate%20the%20Sweet%20Bi rds%20Sang. txt

t he house, and slid down the coal chute to the basement. He didn't need a light to find the
package, cached behind bricks he had pried | oose nonths earlier. There too was the bottle of w ne
he had hi dden. Wbrking quickly, he added the stolen sleeping pills to the wine and shook it

vi gorously.

It was dark when he clinbed the hillside once nore and hurried toward the breeders
quarters. He had to get there after they were in their roons, but before they were asl eep. He
crept to the building and watched outside the windows until the night nurse nade her rounds with
the tray. Wien she had left the dormroom where Brenda and five other wonen slept, he tapped
lightly on the wi ndow.

Brenda gri nned when she saw him She opened t he wi ndow qui ckly, and he clinbed in and
whi spered, “Turn off the light. | have wine. W’'ll have a party.”

“They’ || have your skin if they catch you,” one of the wonen said. They were pleased at the
prospect of a party, and already they were draggi ng out the mat, and one of them was w ndi ng her
hair up out of the way.

“Where’ s Wanda and Dorot hy?” Mark asked. “They should be here, and naybe a couple of others.
It’s a big bottle of wine.”

“I'"lI'l tell them” Loretta whispered, stifling her |aughter

“Wait until Nurse is out of sight.” She peeked out, shut the door, and pressed her finger to
her lips. After waiting a nmonment, she | ooked again, then slipped out.

“After the party, nmaybe you and | can get out for a little while?” Brenda said, rubbing her
cheek agai nst his.

Mar k nodded. “Any gl asses in here?”

Soneone produced gl asses, and he began to pour the wine. Others joined them and now there
were el even of the younger wonmen on the nmat drinking the golden wine, nuffling giggles and
| aughter. When they began to yawn, they wandered off to their beds, and those who had cone from
the other room stretched out on the mat. Mark waited until they were all sleeping soundly, then
left quietly. He went to the dock, nade certain no one had remmi ned aboard the paddl e wheel, and
then returned and began to carry the wonmen out, one by one, wapped |ike cocoons in their
bl ankets. On his last trip he gathered as many clothes as he could find, closed the wi ndow of the
dorm and, panting with fatigue, nade his way back to the boat.

He untied the nmooring ropes and let the boat glide with the current, using a paddle to keep
it close to the shore. Downriver, nearly opposite the ol d house, he snagged a rock and drew t he
boat into shore and tied it securely. One nore thing, he thought, very tired now. One nore thing

He ran to the old house and slid down the chute, then hurried upstairs. He didn't use a
light, but went straight to the paintings and started to pick up the first one. Behind hima match
flared, and he froze.

“Why did you cone back?” Barry asked roughly. “Wiy didn't you stay out there in the woods
where you bel ong?”

“l came back for ny things,” Mark said, and turned. Barry was alone. He was |lighting the oi
| anp. Mark nmade a notion toward the w ndow, and Barry shook his head.

“I't won’t do any good. They wired the stairs. |If anyone cones up here, it rings an alarmin
Andrew s room They' |l be on their way in a mnute or two.”

Mar k scooped up the painting, then another and another. “Why are you here?”

“To warn you.”

“Why? Way did you suspect |’'d cone back?”

“l don’t know why. | don't want to know why. |’ve been sl eeping downstairs, in the library.
You won’t have time to get themall,” he said urgently as Mark picked up nore paintings. “They'l]|
be here fast. They think you tried to burn down the nill, damthe stream poison the clones in the
tanks. They won't stop to ask any questions this tine.”

“I didn't try to kill the clones,” Mark said, not |ooking at Barry. “l knew the conputer
woul d sound an al arm before the contani nated water was used. How did they find out?”

“They sent sone of the boys down into the water, and a couple of them actually nanaged to

swi mout the other side, and after that, it wasn’'t hard. Four were killed in the attenpt,” he said
wi t hout inflection.

“I"'msorry,” Mark said. “l didn't want that.”

Barry shrugged. “You have to go.”

“I"mready.”

“You' |l die out there,” Barry said, in the sane dead voice. “You and those children you took

with you. They won't be able to breed, you know. Maybe one girl, maybe two, but then what?”
“I"ve taken sone of the wonen fromthe breeders’ conpound,” Mark said.
Now Barry regi stered shock and di sbelief. “How?”
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“I't doesn’'t matter how. | have them And we'll make it. | planned it very carefully. W'l
make it.”

“That’s what it was all for?” Barry said. “The fire, the dam the contam nated water, the
seed grains you took? That’s what it was all for?” he said again, this tine not |ooking at Mark
but searching the remaining paintings as if they held the answer. “You even have |ivestock,” he
sai d.

Mark nodded. “They’'re safe. |I'Il get themin a week or two.”

“They’ Il track you down,” Barry said slowy. “They think you' re a nmenace, they won’'t rest
until they find you.”

“They can’t find us,” Mark said. “The ones who could are in Philadel phia. By the tine they
get back there won't be any signs of us anywhere.”

“Have you thought what it will be Iike?” Barry cried, suddenly losing the rigid control he

had achi eved. “They'll fear you and hate you! It isn't fair to nake themall suffer. And they’l
come to hate you for it. They'll die out there! One by one, and each one will nmake the survivors
hate nore. In the end you'll all die nean and m serabl e deat hs.

Mar k shook his head. “If we don't nake it,” he said, “there won’'t be anyone at all left on
earth. The pyramid is tilting. The pressure fromthe great white wall is bearing down on it, and
it cannot stand.”

“And if you make it, you'll sink back into savagery. It will be a thousand years, five
t housand, before a man can clinmb out of the pit you' re digging him They' Il be aninmals!”

“And you' |l be dead.” Mark glanced swiftly about the room then hurried to the door. He
paused there and | ooked at Barry steadily. “You won’t understand this. No one’s alive but nme who
could understand it. | love you, Barry. You're strange to ne, alien, not human. Al of you are.
But | didn't destroy themwhen | could have and wanted to because | |oved you. Good-bye, Barry.”

For a nmonent they continued to | ook at each other, and then Mark turned and ran lightly down
the stairs. Behind himhe heard the sound of sonething breaking, but he didn't stop. He left by
t he back door, and was through the trees and into the field when Andrew and hi s conpani ons drew
near. Mark stopped and |i stened.

“He's still up there,” soneone said. “I can see him”

Barry had broken the boards on the wi ndow so he could be seen. He was buying time for him
Mark realized, and keeping |ow, he began to run toward the river

“That’s what it was all for,” Barry whispered again, and now he addressed hinself to the
wal nut head that was Mdlly. He held the head between his hands and sat down at the exposed wi ndow
with the lanmp behind him “That's what it was all for,” he said one nore tinme, and he wondered if
Mol Iy had al ways been smiling. He didn’t | ook up when flanes started to crackle through the house,
but he held the carved head tighter against his chest as if to protect it.

Far down the river Mark stood in the paddl e wheel watching the flanes, and he wept. Wen the
boat bunped a rock, he began to fire the engine and then, under power, continued downriver. When
he reached the Shenandoah he turned south and followed it until the big boat could go no farther.
It was al nost dawn. He sorted the clothes he had gathered together in the wonen’s quarters and
made up packs of the boat’s provisions; they would need everything they could carry.

When t he wonen began to stir, he would give themtea and cornbread, and get them ashore. He
woul d take the boat out to the middle of the river and let it float downstream again. They woul d
need it back in the valley. Then he and the wormen woul d start through the forests toward hone.

Epi | ogue

Mark kept behind trees as he approached the ridge over the valley once nore. Twenty years,
he thought. Twenty years since he had seen it. It was possible they had set up an el aborate al arm
system but he thought not. Not up here anyway. From all appearances, the woods up here had not
been entered for nmany years. He ran the last few feet to the ridge, conceal ed hinself behind a
tangle of wild grapes, and | ooked below. For a long tine he didn’t nove, hardly breathed, and then
he slowy began to wal k down the sl ope.

There was no sign of life. Aspens grewin the fields, willows crowded the riverbanks; around
the buildings the junipers and pines that had once been kept trinmed now grew high and al nost hid
the buil dings. The rose hedge had becone a thicket. He started and whirled around at a sudden
shriek that sounded al nost hunan. A dozen |arge birds | aunched thenselves into the air and flew
awkwardly toward the nearest copse. The chickens had gone wild, he thought in wonder. And the
livestock? He could see no sign of cattle, but they would be in the woods, along the riverbanks,
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spreadi ng t hroughout the region

He wal ked on. Again he stopped. One of the dormitories was gone, no trace of it anywhere. A
tornado, he thought, and he saw it now, a |line of destruction that time had snoothed over, erased,
a path where there were no buildings, no large trees, only the new growth of alders and aspens and
grasses that would hold the ground until the spruces made it down the hillside, until the naple
and oak seeds could be blown in to land on a hospitable site and take root. He foll owed the swath
cut by the tornado, nore certain as he noved that that was what had happened. But it couldn’t
account for the death of the entire community. Not that al one. Then he saw the ruins of the mll
and st opped.

The m |l had been destroyed, and only the foundati on and rusting machinery indicated that it
had once stood there, the nmechanical queen ant of the comunity, giving all the will to live, the
energy, the neans to sustain life.

The end woul d have come quickly without the mll, without the power. He didn't go any cl oser
toit. He bowed his head and stumbled down toward the river, not wanting to see anything el se.

He travel ed homeward nore slowy than he had cone, stopping often to |look at the trees, the
brilliant green carpet of npbsses, and now and again he watched a glittering | ocust beat heavily
through the sunlight, its iridescent wings appearing in flashes of color, then di sappearing when
it changed direction and didn’t catch the light exactly right. The | ocusts had cone back; there
were wasps again, and worns in the ground. He stopped at a nmamoth white oak that overl ooked a
val |l ey and thought about the changes the tree had witnessed silently. The | eaves rustled over him
and he put his cheek against the tree for a nmonent, then went on.

Sorreti mes the | oneliness had been al nost too nuch, he thought, and al ways at those tines he
had found confort in the woods, where he sought nothing human. He wondered if the others were

still lonely; no one spoke of it any longer. He smled as he thought of how the wonmen had wept and
screamed and straggl ed behind him only to run to catch up once nore.
At the top of the hill overlooking his valley he paused, then | eaned against a silver naple

to watch the activities below Men and wonen worked in the fiel ds—aeeding the sugar cane, hoeing
corn, picking beans. Ohers had torn down one wall of the bathhouse and were busy expandi ng the
facilities; nore of the fired-clay tiles were being put in, fitted closely around the great
fireplace in order to have a constant supply of hot water. Sone of the older children were doing
sonmething to the water wheel —he couldn’t tell what.

A dozen or nore children were picking blackberries along the edges of the fields. They wore
| ong- sl eeved shirts and | ong pants, so they wouldn’t becone too scratched. They finished, put down
their baskets, and began to pull off the confining clothes. Then, naked, nut-brown, |aughing, they
started toward the settlement. No two of them were alike.

Five thousand years of savagery, Barry had believed, but that was tine neasured on the steps
of the pyranid, not by those who lived any part of it. Mark had led his people into a tineless
peri od, where the recurring seasons and the cycles of the heavens and of life, birth, and death
mar ked their days. Now the joys of nen and wonen, and their agonies, were private affairs that
woul d cone and go without a trace. In the tineless period |ife becanme the goal, not the re-
creation of the past or the elaborate structuring of the future. The fan of possibilities had
al nost cl osed, but was opening once nore, and each new child wi dened its spread. Mre than that
couldn’t be asked.

Four canoes came into view on the river; the boys and girls had been out netting fish. Now
they raced one another hone. Soon, Mrk knew, some of them would ask the conmunity’s permission to
take the canoes on a trip of exploration, not searching for anything in particular, but out of
curiosity about their world. The older adults would be fearful, unwilling for themto | eave, but
Mar k woul d grant perm ssion, and even if he didn't, they would go. They had to.

Mark pushed himself away fromthe tree and started down the hill, inpatient suddenly to be
hone again. He was greeted by Linda, who held out her hand to him She was nineteen, large with
child, his child.

“I"'mglad you' re hone,” Linda said softly. “It has been | onesone.”

“And you're not |onely now?” he asked, putting his arm about her shoul ders.

“No. "

The naked children saw hi mthen and raced toward him | aughing, talking excitedly. Their
hands and |ips were stained with blackberries. He tightened his grip on Linda's shoul der. She
| ooked at hi m questioningly, and he | oosened his grasp, afraid he had hurt her

“Why are you smiling |ike that?” she asked.

“Because |’ m happy to be hone. | was lonely too,” he said, and it was part of the truth, and
the other part he knew he could not explain to her. Because all the children were different.
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