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O course James Thurber was from Col unbus but | don't think he was Italian.
The

i nformati on meant to tenpt soneone to Colum bus for post-doc
study-intervention

in the plague zone enphasi zed an Italian nei ghborhood. | imagined being able
to

buy fresh buffal o nozzarella every norning, bundles of fragrant green basil
fresh bread, and Reggi ano cheese cut from a jeal ous wheel, crunbling
deliciously

at the edges into shards | could gobble fromstiff paper or nibble between
si ps

of cappuccino or pal e w ne.

Dream on, Julia. Maybe before the mllennium but not now The information

| atched onto in the L. A done was, shall we say, a bit out of date.

One of ny grandfathers was actually born in Col unbus, which was a point in
its

favor. Now when he | eaps fromny cabin wall for a chat--nobody el se to chat
with

up here in the Canadi an Rockies, though | do wait for You--brief auras,
fleeting

pic tures, of old Chio eddy fromhim corridors of tine which shimer back to
the great forests, cool, slownoving Indian rivers, and then pre-history when
the great |and swelled and noved wi thout regard to how we felt about it,

fl eas

upon its shuddering thin skin.

Wll, that's what | wanted. Good food. Additional personal depth. The
opportunity to nake ny mark as one of the hot-shot nanpl ague neds of the
tine.

And a chance to get out of the done.

Those pure encl aves dotted the world like the plastic bub bles they put over
smal | pox vaccinations in the nineteen fifties so the kids wouldn't pick the

scabs off too soon. | hypered into that odd little tidbit while researching
pl agues. | felt like part of a vaccine against the nanotech disasters of the
recent past, the disasters which still had not ended. As we were to |earn.

ached to be able to hel p nmake everythi ng safe enough so that we could renove
t he

goddammed dones, those sad ellipsoidal barriers to the sky and stars and to
what

| saw as Life.

Fine they said go. You think medicine is all GE. That's genetic engineering
and

| did. Inhalants in which DNA rode to the rescue on viral steeds. Wait til
you

get out in the sticks. Far fromus. Far fromthe Links--conmunication was

t ouch

and go at that point but better than now | nust tell you that | aman old
worman. That depends on your definition of old of course but | was born
pre-ml,

1999, and it is now. . . can it be? Ch, |I'mjust teasing you it is, it is

truly, twenty. Ninety-three. 2093. And this took place when | was a young
whi pper snapper, as Thurber's grandfather mght say, caught up in the RW
Radi o



Wave Fibrillation, and the Geat Panic, and there | was, alone wthout

nmedi ca

backup (or willing patients either so it didn't really matter) and no fresh
nozzarella either, if there ever had been any. At least | have the latter
NOW.

Maybe that's what | wanted nost all al ong.

| don't digress; press your ears to what nust now pass for ny heart--the
radi o.

If the technology is the sane as now, and fibrillation has briefly ceased,
use

the purple infrabar. That will give you the correct screen; then programin
t he

code CT2.1 for automatic fine tuning. | don't know what color or even what
form

access to radi o waves may take further down the road and therefore | have
prepared this in airborne nan formas well--doubtful, doubtful that it would

ever be breathed by other humans, given nmy renoteness but if so you will

| earn

how | battled the G eat Mdcentury Plague and how | lost, |ike everyone else
I

presune. And, if it's not too far past now for you (this m ght bounce forever
t hrough the aether), at the end of the broadcast file I'Il give you
directions

on howto find ne, and a map if it is breathed, for | do enjoy visitors.
truly

do. At least | think I do. Please, please cone visit me. | toss this into the
air frequently, straight up, without regard for possible vandals for after al
I

know nore than you do and if | don't surely you are nore kind than those who
know | ess, for | believe that informati on grows conpassion. Alow a young-old
worman her fantasies. | grow basil, by the way, in a little plot outside ny
cabin

door, and cilantro, and masses of poppies which thrive in the |Iong coo
sumrer .

More clues later. Proceed. Beep! (Sorry, but one gets silly with only a dog
for

conpany, genetically engi neered though he may be.)

And speaking of silly, those satellites rained i nformati on down upon us like
silly rain, let me tell you, silly because one

couldn't count on them But you can count on ne. Real sourdough bread, and
grow and grind and boil my own soybeans and nmake tofu so you see | amthe
real

article. Protein ahead! Hurry! Turn up the gain and maybe that will help.
At any rate--back to the trip fromL.A to Colunbus--nmy maglev arrived at
your

station a week late and | was happy and relieved to get there at all since

t he

| ast nagl ev had been bl own up sonewhere in eastern Kansas (I |earned after |
had

left L.A) and then they gave ne the wong sheets.

They? No. That's inprecise. Yes, | know, and you know that | do, and you will
know nore if you continue. But for the benefit of other listeners . . . for
posterity, you know .

Oh | know it sounds like a nightmare, what we all dreaded at the time, the
wr ong

sheets, but it wasn't as bad as it sounds. They pumped nme full of

M dwest er ni sm

Those gorgeous cl ear nansheets with blinking infolights taught me how to grow
corn when the flood tide on the G eat Manm River receded and ot her

i nformati on



nore applicable to my present situation than anything | ever learned in L. A
no
matter how accel erated, and so | can't conplain. Those erroneous sheets

hel ped

me survive out here and were | not so cynical might have made me a mnystic.
They

upped my enpathy with the strange outcast population | was comng to help
t hough

t he peopl e of Col unmbus damm well didn't want any help, not fromthe |ikes of
nel

t he nanot ech eneny. The sheet-enmpathy was particularly interesting after
l'iving

doned all ny life with all the cultural depth of your typical Al,
intelligence

i ncestuous and terribly inward-pointing. So you can see why | |ove the sky so
much, and why | perch just below a ridgetop, south-facing, away fromthe
fiercest, coldest winds. My synaptic code was one or two bits off, out of a

billion, but | was sick that day, with a runny nose, so | thought that virus
had
something to do with nmy little history I esson, why | |earned about corn and
how

nmy ancestors survived in the deep woods, and the basics of building one's own
radio in the attic as if | were a boy in mdcentury Chio. At |east that's what
I

t hought at the tine, and that's why | thought Thurber's vignettes were
suddenl y

a part of nmy mnd. Now, of course, we know differently. And one of us knew
differently at the tinme it happened. It all worked out for the best, though

I

don't m nd!

But | see that you want real people, real settings, real things happening,

not

an old lady's rumnation (truth to tell | |ook even younger than | did, now,
and

so of course do you, all new and unwinkl ed, energing fromyour cocoon. The
wild

buffal o woul d call ne medi ci ne woman and bow on their shaggy knees and the
Puritans would call me witch and the ponos would call ne visionary geni us.
know t hi s because when the blizzards wap ne round with whiteness | sonetinmes
call up my grandfather, and we di scuss such weighty matters and wi sh he stil
had a mouth with which to eat my very good buffal o-butterm | k cornbread).
Perhaps |I like it here so much because it's all edges--the edge of a
survivabl e

climate; the edge of myself, quite sharp; perhaps sharper than you bargai ned
for. Adifferent edge is not far fromyou, either, I'mafraid. Yes, yes, the
pl ague. Allow me to stuff another log into the stove. (Crunch of enbers, rain
of

orange sparks flying upward.) | buffaloed this log in, up and over the high
pass, snagged last nmonth fromthe Pointed Fir Lodge, a guestless retro-hotel
in

ski country. It has a stone fireplace big enough to hold this entire cabin.
Per haps we could neet there sone day, at dawn, when the blue clean | ake is
still

and the geese rise suddenly, with wild cries, fromthe reeds on the far

shore.

There is an enornmous shed there, filled with | ogs surrounded wth various
nmechani cal aids to help nove them The guests had to have their show, and the
| odge had laid in about a hundred such logs. This giant is aged and perfect
like

all of them wunrotted, requiring only cutting to twenty-four inch I engths and



splitting. Only, | say, but |'ve devised interesting mechanical solutions to
t hat problem Wdges hel p.

As it burns | amreninded of the first log, which was in side, ready for the
fireplace in the al nost-deserted lodge. | pulled just-liberated MIdred
bal ki ng

up the stone steps, the hollow clonp of her hooves in the deserted | obby
echoi ng

fromthe peeled log rafters three stories above. Golden light poured in the
many

wi ndows. | felt so alive as | tied the log, secured it to her harness,

shout ed

Hyah! and she headed out the door. Behind the hotel at the | og shed was the
bi g

wi nch they used to handle the logs, and | got it onto the wagon. Sure, ny
cabin

is surrounded by forest, heavy, mature forest but it's nore work to fell a
tree

than you might think. Besides, this log is always the sanme |log, the first
one.

VWhen | burn it, | burn that lonely trip from Colunbus on the enpty train. |
cried a lot on that trip. The vacant town was the last stop the robot train
made

when | fled crazed Col unbus and | have an anniversary di nner there once a
year,

April 23rd, with GE |Iying at ny feet as | | ook out on the azure |ake, drink
a

priceless bottle of wine as candlelight winks off the etched pine on the w ne
gl ass, and wish for You to step off the train which is still in good working
order. It arrives annually on that night (except for one irregu |l ar year when
it

was probably sitting on a siding repairing itself) at 9:28. You get my drift?
O course | mght have stayed there at the retro resort but the | odge was
quite

drafty since the wi ndows were not self- healing and it was sinply far too

bi g.

The sunsets were glorious though and I w shed for You to share themw th. So
after search ing the town | discovered Mldred lowing in a field, [onely but
with plenty to eat. She had evidently pulled a sleigh for tour ists; | found
it

in a barn. O course GE. got in the way whe never possible and ran off with
t he

first harness | found; she was still a floppy adol escent at the time. | was
surprised that there was only one dead person in town, a young wonan whose
badge

read Alice Stamhall who was slunmped behind the check-in desk, dead, though
somewhat preserved by the cold. | think she owned the Lodge. The |icense was
in

her name. It seens that all the tourists decided to hurry home to die or go
i nsane and the locals just vanished.

The next norning our conpany of three left town. MIldred pulled a wagon
heaped

with supplies, tools, and the log. At dawn, the air snelled of |ake and the
pi nes were deep green, and their w nd-stirred shadows danced on the danp dirt

road. | heard small creatures rustle away over dry needl es as we passed.
W took the road north out of town--see, | amnot stingy about clues--and
noved

al ong toward hone, what has come to be honme, as if this unlikely target was
somehow inprinted in me and called me through deep forest and over

out rageousl y

hi gh nountai n passes--hurry, hurry please! Sunsets are peach and gold, the



sky

behi nd sonmetines brilliant green as Venus catches fire fromthe sun. There.
The

stove is hot now, | amsatisfied, for the noment. | ice fish in winter, on
Lake

Passo, pike. | amwell set up and here we can live quite well. | do

| should warn you, however, | amwell-arned and have sent a few yous packing,
unfortunately . . . but they were not the True You, and | never killed any of
them (except one) only sufficient |y frightened them Believe ne, You. Never.
Not a one. Well, only that one, who was very far frombeing a true you. | have
a

weapon whi ch does not kill. Unless

Ah, you are thinking . . . never mnd. Trust me please. Yes.

Dear. You. As usual, as always, there is an Ancient Cul ture and how we | ong
for

it. W can't quite believe it gone, we try and linger in it, touch its dying
fire. Qurs was not as ancient nor as |long as Chinese Dynasties; ours was a
nere

blip. But in intensity, in the flashing |ight of what-hunmans-can-know and
really

what else is there? we were glorious. | was and now you are packed tight with
information, with true inforam and therefore believe me believe nme, You. Wy
ancestors were peasants in Ireland and on the vast forested Indianed pl ains
of

Chio, and our DNA is sharp, so believe ne, You; | spring fromthe land. There
is
intensity here. So do make the attenpt. | love you and | truly know what |ove

is. It is not always just for people, you know Sonetimes it is just for Life.
Here it is.

#

| was terrified and exhilarated the instant my train car slipped fromL. A

t hrough the done nenbrane. A missionary for nedicine, out into the fray,
headi ng

out fromwe who were so civilized, with our G E., our Happiness, our

pol I en-hel d

informa tion and pherononal receptors with which to perfectly and preci sely
transmt information. Sometines the receptors are terribly hungry out here.
After all they could absorb nost information much nore precisely, and nore
qui ckly, than any other method. Still | don't consider returning, though
somet hi ng must remain of the dones. | think

| was leaving L.A. to nmnister to the primtive folks we had | eft behind on
our

conversion to Flower-Cities. How magnani mous of ne! |'d caught hints that

t hey

didn't want help, but ignored themlike any good m ssionary. Qutside the
dones

nanpl agues | ong outl awed, remants of the Information Wars, drifted about in
cl ouds, sluiced down occasionally in rainfall. The pl agues twi sted

unpredi ctabl y

t hose who refused to conme in fromthe rain and gather in the Flower-GCties,

t hose who refused our admittedly limted inoculations to try and keep them
hal f-safe, to protect the germline just a bit. Wat fell was a real rain of
stories as it were. Einstein could flower within you, Fermat's Last Theorem
could unfold in breathtaking clarity, hurtling you straight dowm a swirling
tunnel into the eye of the hurricane of Reality but w thout support you
woul d,

at the very least, forget to eat. And it could be worse. Plagues of violence
had, of course, been nuch nore popul ar than pl agues of deep thought, but how
was

I to know that there was a pl ague of Bernused M dwestern ism abroad, wherein



Thur ber skewered Sal vador Dali by contrasting Dali's upbringing with his own,
where that stratum of interested yet detatched observati on and acceptance and
trust in sonme essen tial goodness of life would render the victimpractically
hel p | ess, though perpetually deeply anused?

As | say, it could have been worse.

The trip to Columbus took three times |onger than scheduled. Only two trains
a

year took the eastern |oop and we were exten sively briefed on disaster

pl ans.

W were held up nore than once by angry citizens. As we zipped across North
America at 200 kph, | drank in golden prairies, red rock towers | had clinbed
in

virtual, the ghost towns and ghost cities of our great and forner nation. In
t he

club car we dined on farmoysters and vat-grown beef. As we sipped wine from
crystal which did not shiver, we exchanged runors that the engi neer had run
over

nore than one protester; it was routine. What were they protesting, | won

der ed?

An expl osi on shook the train just out of Denver. | felt the tremor in ny bunk
because it was foreign to the so-snooth ride. | found |later that they sinply

shed the | ast seven cars, which had been damaged (I heard that we were a
hundr ed

cars in all, and it was certainly a daunting journey to try and get from one
end

of the train to the other; after awhile the cars began to repeat thensel ves
and

it becane boring) and swept on through the dianmond-starred night. | lay on ny
back in ny bunk and saw the stars undomed for the first tine, with only a
thin

| ayer of gl ass between nyself and the night sky. Perhaps you m ght understand
why | woul d never want to try and find nmy way back to a donme, sonmewhere. Here
the stars burn for me every night, and surpass any of the wonders
civilization

has to offer, for ne at |east.

The rails did not click they were all of a piece; grown; but nmy mind clicked,

ny

heart clicked as if a new kind of blood surged through it. | was headi ng

t owar d

You and | felt it even then and | was young. But not as young as | am now.
Anot her log. | put on a glove to shield ny hand as | shove it in anong the
ot her

disintegrating logs; | step out onto the front porch for a bit and GE
nudges

my thigh wishing for a run. Silly dog | think no | am busy and she wags her
tail

and sits, lifts her nose and sanples the air for You. Yes, even she knows You.
I

have tol d her about You in the pherononal |anguage she understands. And

have

you indelibly | odged pheromonally in ny DNA, one of those small benefits left
fromthe Flower Cities which you distrusted and despised, nmore's the pity.
Frigid wind ruffles GE 's brown fur, and freezes what face |'ve left avai
abl e

after wapping a scarf around it. The ridges are |ike waves, all around ne,

varyi ng shades of black in the night, and the stars renmind ne of You. | |ove
t he

vi ew of space here nore than just about anything.

Are you coming? I'mafraid You will not, if I tell You nore, but | nust; the

sheets infused me with dread M dwestern honesty, really the source of all ny



troubles let nme tell you. No doubt you will be confused on wakening. | cross
ny

arnms over ny breasts and cannot hel p remaining on the porch though my nose
bur ns

with cold, waiting for You possibly threading up the dirt road, ny voice
imMmediate in your mind | did tell you purple did | not, and give you the
nunbers? Pl ease. At least for a night or two; don't turn back no matter what
for

it is dangerous once you are past Banff, the weather is uncertain, there are

gol den noun tain lions and grizzlies, stupendously enough, and you will need
rest. I will not keep you if you do not want to stay. | am not ki ddi ng about
t he

ani mal s but you know as well as | that they are the | east of your worries.
Injury and pl ague would do you in first, statistically speaking, if ny

anti dot es

did not take and it has been so very long | suspect that they did not. But
there

are other reasons you m ght not cone, | suppose.

On the wooden porch | turn and | ook inside: see? A red plaid blanket flung
over

the couch, | can be concrete if you so insist, a teal-green chair the color
of

Passo Lake, two hundred feet below (a favored color at the Pointed Fir). Fire
flickers orange and bl ue inside the arched gl ass w ndow of the cast-iron

st ove,

and | am cooki ng soybean soup upon it. Don't winkle your nose. It's

del i ci ous.

Cedar planks with staring gol den eyes warm and conpl ete ne, alnost. So easy
to

find, precision itself, if you know how to read so to speak. And | have the
cure

for all Plagues, and for many of the things which cause aging (they even seem
to

work on GE. and MIldred, which surprises the heck out of nme), which | wll
adm ni ster if you are kind, but it cannot nake you kind, that is something

only

t he cocoons could do which is why | nust be careful. Please nake sure you are
ki nd before you cone all this way. One of you will feel kindness as a great
change, a lifting of darkness. The other will feel unchanged. You knew t hat
had the cures | ong ago, so long ago, nore's the pity. If things worked out,

t hough, you have themnow. | tried to adm nister thembefore | sheeted you,

am dst the panic of the dam breaking, but as you may or may not renenber, you
destroyed whatever you could of them Qut of sinple pique. One of you did,
and

you know whi ch one of course. I'"'mnot trying to start an argument here. |I'm
apol ogi zi ng for not understanding the dynanics better. But | don't think that
ei t her of you understood them so why should |?

| have plenty of coffee, by the way, fromthe Pointed Fir Lodge. The supply
will

run out eventually, but Alice was ready for a bl ockbuster season

#

And so the train reached Col unmbus. W stopped in C ncinnati done and |eft
fifteen cars but | did not get off the train; |I had been warned against it as
Cincinnati was on a slightly different systemthan L. A which might kill me
or

at the very | east nmake ne sick. | heard runors that their dome would not be
there nmuch | onger; they had thought out an undonmed system Bravo, | said, not
believing. But | had been i mmuni zed for undomed Col umbus and Col unbus only,
though | had 6 cl earance which nmeant protection for ne--if it held, which was
doubtful. The 6 guaranteed inmmuni zation wherever | went it was only a natter



of

verification and then the proper sheets supplied by |ocal authorities. But

t hat

presupposed, of course, the existence of local authorities, and the
definition

of proper sheets had beconme by that tinme |oose, had nost likely drifted.

was

out in the wilderness on nmy own and | relished that.

What a joke all that folderol was! For in Col unbus--but why conplain about
what

happened there? You gave nme the maps whi ch brought ne here, beneath the

di anond

skies | bonded to once | got far enough north, have you seen the Pl eiades?
They

are ny favor ite the Seven Sisters ny very Sisters though I know well enough
they are just radio waves, glowi ng gas, the artifacts of our birth whose

['i ght

only exists. The stars toward which You may travel, any one of you, if you
wake

and stretch in sone other age, and if you are so msguided as to travel

t hr ough

space instead of coming here, may well have not been born. O may have died
| ong

ago.

How st range.

But then my heart is as well, to You, glow ng and perhaps in an unborn wave,
in

radio wave fibrillation. Yet |I selfishly hope you don't doubt that | am
really

here, let ne tell you nore, let ne tell you how !l bend in the brief spring
and

yank fledgling weeds from anong the soybean rows. Lettuce and peas grow well
here because it is so cool; | eat the lettuce before it gets to the house and
t he peas which survive nmy greed for sweet green things dry on | arge screens.
The

soybeans have furry green pods; | boil them whol e then squeeze out the beans,
which are utterly delicious. Someone else built this cabin, not I; his nane
was

Peter Johnson and | often thank him His virtual life is here though it does
not

interest me nmuch; still 1 do not wi pe himbut | eave hi mconpressed out of

respect. Sometimes he leaps fromthe walls to join G andfather and we di scuss
the deep structure of spacetime and forget that they are both dead as | stir
t he

soup and tend the fire. Perhaps they are not. Dead that is, for what is

deat h?

You nust tell me sonetine if you think you know, for you will have been the
same

pl ace they are, nore or |less, except that | had the foresight to see that you
had a body when you woke. They do come in handy. G andfather and Peter often
conplain bitterly about being limted to this cabin.

Sone sunmers have been far too cold, and I think I rnust |eave ny glorious

par adi se and cease waiting here for You, but there have never been two bad
sumers in a row and when | get depressed about the vegetabl es not grow ng
travel to little Flin Flon, quite cautiously, and the nost life | detect with

infrared are wild animals and not humans. | take what | need fromthe hotel's
i nexhaustible freeze-dried stores in a cart pulled by Mldred. Are You
convinced? | amlonely, that is all. The rush of w nd, which we never

experienced in the donme, which nakes ne feel so alive, is nore than enough to
keep ne here. This beauty is sharp. | ache to share it



#

So. In Colunbus the train door slid open and I was the only one debarking

t here,

the only one properly initialized, the other passengers braving on toward
Toronto, NYC, D.C. | stepped off the train.

After nmy first astonished gasp | reel ed beneath the blue sky, | danced, |

| aughed, then | rushed right across many enpty tracks and here is concrete
for

you, here is actual

Mldred. | love ny water buffal o and depend upon her, but not as nuch as
depended upon ny original MIldred, who hurried after ne, |aughing. Are You
her ?

I will talk about You as if you are not |istening, because the odds are very
much against it. Someone else entirely might be listening, which is why | am
a

bit cryptic. O, and this is nost likely, no one.

Mldred' s hair was bl onde and wai st-1ong, fine as corn silk. That day it was
| oose, and the wind caught it. Her eyes were wi de, the curious shade of blue
which | saw that sunmer matched the del phiniunms in her nother's garden. She
sai d

she was Norwe gi an, when | asked her, over coffee, in a small shop which

di sap

pointed with no nozzarella but which fulfilled nmy expectations wth
cappucci no,

which | still nmiss, the ceremony of it. Once in awhile | rummage through the
huge kitchen of the Pointed Fir Lodge to try and find a stovetop steaner, but
there is only a massive ornate machine in the dining room electric.

Mldred did not |ike Don her husband very rnuch, by that time, though she did
not

quite realize it yet. It was he who prepared the wong sheets for ne, and it
was

M1 dred who helped ne into them But it rather backfired.

"Hello Dr. Chang," Don said, stumbling after nme across the tracks. Wen he
stopped he stared at nme for a very long mnute as if surprised. Well,

apparently
he was. He had expected a man, |'mnot sure why nor why that would nake a bit
of

difference to him Communi cation was not terribly good in those tines, though
it

was much better than now. He had very short red hair and was partly bald. On
hi s

long face was a small nustache which struck me as being rather unpl easant.
Hs

brown eyes were as closed as Mldred's were open. | tried to fee
ent husi asti c
about nmy new col |l eague. Gve himtime, | thought.

"W have been waiting for you. Your train is very late," he said, after
recovering fromhis staring fit, then laughed in a way which frightened ne,
but

Ml dred s cal mblue eyes caught and settled nme. Standing next to Don in a
bri ght

green thin parka, unzipped as it was March and warni ng, she reached out to
shake

hands with me after a brief odd hesitation during which I had the strange
feeling that she was going to hug nme, tight.

"We will have your trunks taken to our house, for now, " said MIdred.
"Thank you," | said, unworried about all the nan inside, all of ny research
materials. They had been packed in anticipation of any nunber of

cat ast r ophes,

anyt hi ng el se woul d have been terribly irresponsible.



"Are you hungry?" asked M| dred.

| shook ny head. "W just had breakfast," | said.

"Well, then," said Don, obviously pleased. "It's just a few blocks to the
hospital, and you can have your sheets there."

"Yes, mght as well get that over with," | said, excited. | wanted to know
al |

about this new place, about ny new patients; | wanted to find out how many of
the [ ocal popul ation had survived each plague wave, and how the survivors had
been affected. That, and nore, would all be in the sheets.

They wal ked very fast along the sidewal ks. On the streets | saw all manner of
vehi cl es--horses, horse-drawn carriages, and many bi kes. | saw only one
electric

car, tiny and battered and yellow, and found later that it was owned by
Tol I'i ver

Townsby, the man who al so owned the Ice Cream Parlor. | was suddenly in

anot her

age, the one which | so craved.

"Where are all the people?" | asked, used to done satura tion. On either side
of

me, Don and Ml dred | ooked at each other. "Qur popul ation, including the
county,

is fifteen thou sand,"” said MIdred gently.

"Ch," | said. Muich less than | had expected. The sheets toward which we were

headi ng woul d prevent me from asking such silly questions.

W passed many stores on the ancient main street, with huge plate glass

wi ndows,

and a requisite anount of patrons. Thonp son's Feed and Seed, Elya's Organic
Feast, The Snyder Cafe, it was a community of farnmers, really, a conpletely
sel f-sufficient organi smwhich | now adnire enornously. Above the storefronts
rose tall, old-fashioned skyscrapers, conpletely enpty. At the tinme | was
stunned. Were are the Italians, | wondered, but was too shy to ask. Don and
M Il dred received nods and greetings fromevery person they passed on that
five

bl ock wal k.

Then we arrived at the hospital where they kept the cocoons and that's where
I

pi cked up Thurber, with his funny draw ngs of blunt angry wonmen and cowed nen
with big noses and tiny eyes. His grandnother who believed that electricity

| eaked fromoutlets | could identify with in a way for when | actually saw

t he

co coons after wal king through a buil ding which | thought could sinply not

exi st

any nore in this day and age | stopped. Did a slight chill envel ope ny heart?
I't

shoul d have, but | don't really remenber. | do renenber trepidation

The cocoons were old, on the top floor of the nearly- deserted hospital, at

t he

end of old dun-col ored halls which had not been grown but built, probably
fifty

years before. The sociologists in L.A had told ne that | probably coul dn't
under stand the pride involved and at that point, staring at the co coons

whi ch

Don and MIdred showed nme with decorum and reverence, | realized the
soci ol ogi sts had been right and wondered what ot her good advice | night have
i gnored. Though the hospital smelled of disinfectant the walls were grubby
and

this roomdid not quietly gleamw th nan cleaners as | was used to. It was
it

with a bare bulb and pipes nazed the ceiling with an old fire- protection
system The cocoons thenselves filled nme with a strange poi ghancy, for at the



instant | saw them | realized how far in time | actually was fromL.A There
were four. They | ooked like one of the original nodels, and probably the city
had purchased themduring the initial surge of faith, when it was thought

t hat

nan coul d cure everything. The style was unnistak able, the curve of the
cocoons, the oldstyle computers which regulated themvisible, small crystals
set

on shel ves above, connected to the cocoons with cables. An antiquer's
del i ght,

the kind of thing you see canpily displayed in lofts, or even nu seuns. |
wonder ed what | ong-abandoned progranm ng mght lurk within those crystals.
shoul d have wondered harder. As for the hospital itself, it sinply staggered
ne

with its age.

One of the things | had | earned was how much the natives would dislike ne.
Though | | ooked at Don and wondered, | had been carefully programed to be
nonj udgenent al about that. Well, that part worked a bit too well, | rnust say.
The natives had good reasons for rejection. Nan had | aid waste to nost of the
country through all sorts of vectors.

"Are you sure . . . ?" | asked and Don | ooked at ne in an exasperated fashion
with veed eyebrows dark and shaggy, M Idred behind hima bit nore anxious.
"Qur

popul ation is--different fromthat of L.A, Dr. Chang," he said, stil

scow i ng.

"I would be the first to acknow edge how rural we truly are, how backward. But
I

personally ran the checks .
"Fine, fine," | said, too hastily, please renenber and stop |aughing at ny
idiocy that | had never been out of the city and knew nothing, directly.

I nf oram

does not conme into play until your hands, as it were, touch. To put it
sinply,

you may not even know that you are filled with the works of Bach, until you
sit

down in front of an organ and then it all floods out, per fect. No, | knew
not hi ng of Thurber, the Great Plains, or Don's particular fears. | didn't
even

know how to suspect or infer them or that | ought to. Mldred was married to
Don and did, but did not suspect himof perfidy; |I was to |learn that was not
an

enotional possibility for her. And his action sprang from pride, from anger
at

havi ng sonme hot shot newdoc sent out with all that authority, jurisdiction
though I was ten years younger than he was, and fromfear that | knew a | ot
nor e

than he did, which was absolutely true. If | had had sone sort of background
in

schl eppi ng delicately anmobng the egos of those who had nore--or |ess--at stake
than the nere sal vation of humankind, | mi ght have been nore cautious.

Don left, and MIldred nmade a few adjustnments to the crys tals, silent with a
technici an's concentration. She snmiled and squeezed ny shoul der, then |I was
alone in the warmdry roomand | stripped off nmy skinsuit and stepped into

t he

cocoon. | lay down and felt the famliar clasp as it molded itself around ne
and

was satisfied via the fuzzy | ogic code which flashed within nmy retina that
this

cocoon, Don's sheets, and ny internalized systemwere conpatible. It required
a

standard suppressant of various pre-set biochem cal barriers, and | conplied.



The slight blip of yellow |ight gave me to know that though somethi ng was
mnutely off, parity was very close, close enough to function, and | put it
down

to lack of sophistication on the part of the cocoon. Ha

The next day | opened ny eyes enormpusly changed, in a very good hunor. |
stared

at the pipes above ne and knew that one day in Col unmbus around 1910 or so,

t he

erroneous runor that the dam had burst spread, and saw Thurber's swift line
drawi ngs of stubby rounded Col unbus citizens hoofing it out of the city in
droves. | knew that his fanmily had an Airedal e named Matt who bit a | ot of
peopl e. That story really nade ne how, no pun intended, for I'd always

| onged

to have a dog (and now | have you, wonderful G E and very strong jaws you
have

too! and one or two yous--the wong ones--may have been bitten by them far
down

the road where | couldn't see). Al those delicious Thurber stories, which so
| ovingly described Col unbus, hovered in ny mind, in nmy vision, and | began to
| augh.

Just the know edge that | was here, in Colunbus, was enough to bring Thurber
out

of inforam M |aughter echoed through the large enpty room bounced off the

pi pes. My mi ssion, so sharp when | left L.A (you nust understand |I was
second

in my class and they were extrenely annoyed that | chose to | eave; they had
other uses in mnd for ne) was faint and hazy in ny mnd, |like an

al nost-forgotten dream when | opened ny eyes. But not entirely forgotten

N)l

not entirely.

And so | rolled out of the cocoon after twenty-four hours, alone. Light cane
in

t hrough a high frosted window and | felt at home in this new place and

t hanked

the sheets, for they had historied me into everything. | knew the past of the
region and the nedical history of all Don and MIdred' s patients as well as

t hat

of their parents and grandparents. | knew how to grow corn on the flood plain
in

the spring. If an Iroquois had shown up, by God, | would have been able to
speak

her native | anguage with her, though without that stinulus |I never would or
could utter a word of it.

| took a shower in the small dank concrete-floored stall. There were at | east
fifty lockers there so | surnised that there had been a time when the cocoons
had heavy use. | dried nyself, pulled on ny skinsuit, and covered it with the
native clothing soneone had thoughtfully left--overalls. | wear trousers now
whi ch do not cling, and plaid shirts fromthe broken nan ski shop in Flin

Fl on,

whi ch was fortunately well-stocked before the fluid dried up after the

t ownsf ol k

fled. Ah, what did | know of the fears of the people who |ived outside the
dones? Sure | used to be an MD once but what did | know? | could cure fear
with

t he proper pheronones but you had to have the receptors first, and | had to
have

di agnosti c equi prent, and the pher-pak. Such is life. | can set broken bones
now, | couldn't have then. | only knew how to use a conputer, that's all,

t hought | could block the plague but it took nme as easily as anyone. Only
nmuch



nore brief ly. It left me with respect.

And | like living here, save for the loneliness. It's all for the best and

t hat

optim sm conmes direct fromthose Col unbus sheets. Because of them| am able
to

be amused though not at the vagaries of others for there aren't any others
her e.

I amjust generally anmused, and I'm always ready to be further anmused, though
not at your expense of course. You would find nme pretty amusing too |I am
sure.

You?

| amreally here, really, concrete, flesh. Believe it. If You are kind, we
coul d

have children; | amfully functional. Kindness is not really programmabl e,
unfortunately; it's largely an environmental thing. Don was not kind because
he

thought it wouldn't help himget results, but people who are kind are so
under

al nrost all circunmstances, save for certain extremes when they may get
shappi sh

and that's al ways understandabl e when it happens. But if you have turned out
ki nd, children would be interesting. Now if that doesn't tenpt you you j ust
aren't the one I'mlooking for. There's a fifty percent chance they would
have

receptors; | don't know whet her that sounds good or bad to you, that germ
l'ine

stuff. Who knows what tonmorrow may bring. I'mever so glad | have mne it
makes

me nmore versatile. | amnot so lonely as sonetinmes the fitful satellite gives
ne

Grand dad, | told you that, and we can talk. OQther than that | have del usions
of

recreating civilization, only better and in a fool proof way, so now you know
that | aminsane and i ncapable of |earning fromhistory. So what? |I'm human.
| f

you are kind, you will like that. Don't conme if you don't. | amarned, | tel
you.

| fell inlove with MIdred, and if you are MIdred | don't know what you
will

t hi nk about that, though I did not sleep with her. Wth You. Oh, I'mgetting
confused now. | blush. Wll, actually, | barely thought of it, though later I
did, and plenty, after I'd shrugged off her touch and made her cry. | am
sorry

about that it is ny one regret. Al the others are for nyself only and
therefore

silly as errant neutrinos, as neaningless, yet as powerful in the disruption
of

conmuni cations. Her feelings were real and she needed nme. Maybe just once.
Who

el se was there, for her? MIldred? You would know why | named mnmy nost val uabl e

ally after you. You would like that. | know you. After a year of life with
you,

nmy dear, | know you. Apparently that was the nost inportant year of ny life.
And

t hough 1 | ook young, and though | think | could have children, I amold. Add
and

very, very amused. How good it would be to have conpany. Especially yours.

#

Perhaps it was the Chio sheets which made MIdred and | so close. Wthout

t hem



it all mght have been so foreign to ne that | would have run screani ng back
to

snmoot h surfaces, information at a touch

She and Don lived in her mother's house. It was a three- story white frane
house

with tilting oak floors. The foundati on was surrounded by rose bushes which
had

been mature when MIdred was a child; she tended themw th great care and

t hey

yi el ded overbl own bl ossons which filled the house with color and fra grance
from

spring to fall. She gave ne thorny bouquets for my own little roomon 5th
Street, a roomwith high ceilings and a steam heat vent, utterly unlike
anyt hi ng

in the done.

The three of us visited one another's houses in the evenings and cooked for
one

anot her and had the sanme vision, | thought, conbating the plague. Except that
we

had endl ess argunents about the best way to do it. Don found it hard to trust
i nocul ation. This was not entirely irrational on his part, but it was the
best

stopgap we had and better than nothing. |solation, what they were trying in
Col unbus, was sinply inpossible. He tolerated nme because he knew he had to.
Sonetimes | found himstaring at me with an unreadabl e expression after a
particularly fierce ex change. | did not find this pleasant. But | was trying
to

forge some connection with him because he was nmy link to his patients.

Per haps

he m sunderstood my attenpts.

W sat in kitchens with wi de wi ndows thrown open to the scents of a
struggling

herb garden and pedestrian footsteps at ny house and to the sweet heavy
scents

of various roses at yours, and battled over how we woul d save those who

| egal ly

refused antidotes. Both of you, the medical exanples for the comunity, had
done

so. Stranger than strange, | thought, and tried hard to get through to you
somehow. Though ny vision was often disrupted by those funny, round Iine

drawi ngs, sone of whom occasionally spoke to nme, | could tell that they were
not

real; 1'msure that Don was di sappointed that | had not been seriously

di sabl ed.

For all that he could tell, the sheets had not worked at all, yet they had.
To

me it all fell into the category of Dealing Wth The Nati ves.

As | said, | set up nmy nan lab, and fromny preci ous seeds began to

synt hesi ze

antidotes to all the possible disasters which had been identified. | grew
t hem

as crystals, which would keep well, and | had been told to use what was
around

me and so | built a large shelf of oak boards in ny |ab--planed and stained
them chuckling once in awhile about Thurber's great-uncle, the only person
who

had died of the Chestnut Blight. Little had he known, now people probably
actually could die of it.

Ml dred s nother and grandnother had hoarded jars in their basement for
preserving, tinged faintly green with the letters "Ball" sweeping across one



side, and | filled several hundred of them and carefully arranged them Every
once in awhile Don would drop by and | woul d eagerly show himmy prograns,

whi ch

I'd brought in several nmediuns--disks, crystals, spheres--and happily they had

a
conput er there which was crystal -based, so after | got everything running
explained to himin some detail the biochemistry of it all. It puzzled ne

somewhat to find himso indiffer ent, yet | thought that was because these
wer e

t hi ngs that he must know, already. And he did, of course; he knew enough to
prepare the sheets but that didn't take a lot of skill; they were largely

sel f-expl anatory. At any rate he pretended ignorance, said that he was too
busy

with the regul ar nmedi cal emergencies of the conmunity to have devoted as nuch
study to nanpl agues as he ought to have--that was why, he said, he wel coned

ny
presence. He said. He always stood uncommonly far from me, and avoi ded any

touch. | noticed this, and it suited nme, except that his eyes were often
pai ned

and stoic, as if an el ephant were standing on his foot and it would be in
poor

taste to nmention it.

| kept backups in several places around town, of course--the top floor of an
old

bank buil ding, which had an iron door | kept carefully |ocked; the basenent
of

the old room ng house in which I lived, with an anusing old nan, Keefer, who
lived upstairs. He never joined us for dinner, no matter how often we
entreated

him and woul d never touch our delicious |eftovers.

W net unavoidably in the kitchens in the nornings. He snoked
cigarettes--grew

t he tobacco hinself and sold it--and had a hacking cough. | can fix that |
told

hi mthe second day, innocently, and he turned quite pale and his coffee cup
shook in his hand. He left by carefully edging around the table and rushed
from

t he room when he got near the door. It took ne a week to tenpt himback into
t he

same roomwith me, and | assured him|l was proscribed fromusing nan on
anyone

who did not cons ent. | told himto stay out of the basenent, though, and by
God
he did. | suppose |I ought to have been nore careful with all that nan except

it

was all cures, you see, it was sonething that those people ought to have had
to

keep themfromgetting the other stuff; it was like |ocking up vitanm ns but |
took my con tract seriously because nutations were possible should one nix

t hem

t he wrong way.

Once a week | hiked or biked on an old deserted Interstate H ghway to the dam
and took sanples of the deep, clear water. During the winter | carried an ax
to

chop through the ice. Bel ow the dam which was ancient, | always felt
frightened

of that towering concrete V, perfectly curved to control stress and the

pl ague-filled water in which the assenblers had tine to work through to their
pre-set limts and dead-end while held in a ser ies of |ocks. Plagues cane
nostly by rain in those days, and were virulent for only a short period of



time--usually, a few hours, sonetinmes days. | never found anything in the
first

lock to which | did not have an antidote. In an energency, | would not have
hesitated to adm nister one. If | had found a new virus, | would have created
an

antidote. It would have been interesting. Like school again. But | found
nothing. After one rain | did find sonething rather frightful, the Fascist

Pl ague, with a concentration of seven. But it had vani shed before the second
lock filled.

Don call ed the general popul ation of Colunbus Stupids, and | thought himrude
at

the tine but he was right. | nost fear a conpany of Stupids finding ne out,
hi ki ng up the mountain and getting ne, blaming me as a representative of

t hose

who caused all these problens. That is why, take note Stupids, not that you
even

have the nmeans of picking this up, I amwell-arnmed, with plagues far beyond
your

i gnorant dreans. My weapon is my heart, have | said that? | could infuse you
with so nuch inforamthat you woul d soon abandon your ol d goals and dreans,

which is the dearest fear of Stupids: change. Sorry. | amunkind. My com
passi on
has all |eaked out, | suppose, or perhaps that is just the way of old wonen.

They were truly sick in Colunbus; the world sickened them | was surprised to
find this out though they had warned nme in L. A. They had no imunities to
nanpl agues and they | acked receptors, so they could not live in the doned
cities

or even net in fromone of the still-functioning nodes scattered about the
country, just for news and suchlike. Legally, we could not give them
receptors

wi t hout their inforned consent. They woul d not consent, though |I did make
some

converts: one rough young man who took the magrail to L. A soon thereafter, a
gentl e ol der wonan who was killed by a gang of young religionists when they
found out--she told them the fool, standing on a streetcorner, yelling forth
the glories of inforamafter all her long dark years. The small community was
shocked; a conflicted vigilante group assenbled. The religionists fled, of

course, but I wanted to kill the lot of those young men and womnen,
or--or--horror of horrors, sheet them Wthout their consent. Yes, think ne
horrible. I was. | still am | suppose | was lucky the citizens did not turn
on

me, then, but they did not believe | coerced either of these two people.
There

was a healthy respect for the individual there, precisely why they so feared
nan.

Thur ber was upon ne, and | often | aughed hysterically as one or another of
hi s

telling vignettes flashed through me. One day doi ng nedical exans | turned
into

Thurber in Draft Board Days, when he was erroneously called to be exam ned
for

the WN draft every week, and finally, bored, pretended to be a doctor. He
hear d

a watch soneone had swal |l owed; | heard the pain of extinc tion ticking inside
every one of my poor proud citizens of Colum bus, refusing inocul ations
despite

the deadly rains which held the only virulent form of the nanpl agues; they

| ost

their potency after going to ground. Everyone stayed inside if rain was
nerely



predi cted. They eschewed filter masks, and why not? A drop on the skin could
be

enough. You have to understand. Al those who truly believed in the power of
t he

pl agues had long since left for the domed cities, and the ones left behind
pretty much ig nored the whole problem as easily as so nany peopl e had

i gnor ed

the threat of nuclear war, the hole in the ozone, the destruction of the rain
forests.

| think that Thurber was an hysteric, like ne. O that he nmade me one. Wat |
mean is that he had a nost strong sense of the absurdity of everything which
nost people seemto utterly lack. They lack inmagination; they |ack the
power f ul

enotional ingredient of hysteria. Wiy, wi thout hysteria, wthout that crazy

| aught er whi ch makes no sound, | m ght have died nmyself there with Don

with--Mldred? MIdred, are You there? Really, | don't care if we have no
children. If You are Mldred, it was a silly idea. | lack the facilities for
that here though we could seek themout if you were at all interested. If
there

are still dones, we could find them and take care of things there.

M1l dred, when and if you wake, if you wake yourself, and survive--1 can help
you

with this, if the prograns did not--you will know, you must know, that | had
to

leave. | couldn't stay and help; | broke nmy contract to save ny own |life. But
don't blame Don for all of this. If Don had not deliberately given nme the

wr ong

sheets | would not have been able to cope as | did. But Thurber and Forts on
t he

Ohi o River against which Indians hailed arrows in vain surged through ne,

twi sting ny ideas of what was going on. My pioneer receptors sniffed danger
and

forced me out of town. They said electricity is |eaking fromthe sockets and
t he

bed is falling, really it is. And really, it was.

| remenber the first day in the clinic when | was actually able to help.

Tad Schnei der sl anmed the door open and dragged his nother in by the arm He
was

just a kid, and his thin sallow face | ooked nore desperate than usual. They
al |

| ooked desperate once they got to the clinic--before the plague took them
wild

horses coul dn't have dragged themin. That was something | could have done
better, educate them about the nature of inoculation. If | had only had | onger

| was just getting started. A small snippet of nanpl ague, a few speci al
nol ecul es to course through your brain, attach to your organelles, handily
bl ock
uglier things. Things that make you think that you nust rape and kill, or
t hat
dirt is delicious. Arbitrary things like that, some nore sophisticated than
others, all thoughts which invade the brain with the power of religion
At any rate, on this level it was behavi or nodification on an enornous scal e.
The | evel of belief which makes people agree that a particular war is
necessary,
for instance. That to pro tect the practice of a religion which preaches |ove
and forgiveness it is necessary to comrit genocide. That was the kind of thing
I
was there to inoculate against. It was a very tricky dance | was trying to do
and | couldn't blame the popul ace of Col unbus for being utterly suspicious of



ne
and ny kind. O course your regul ar deat h-pl agues--cancers of various sorts,
dehydrating fevers which killed after seventy-two hours, things like that,
wer e

al so entirely possible, and their preventiion part of the baseline

i mruni zati on

package. It was just so diffi cult for these people to believe that what had
killed could al so heal. They were not ignorant nor were they idiots; they had
just been through too much and had decided that it was better to die than to
trust any sort of official em ssary. Unless it happened to them

Then they were happy | was there.

| mmuni zati on works, though inmperfectly, but in a less than totalitarian state
this tampering requires permssion. That was part of what | was supposed to
do--educate--but I've long since realized that ny nission was sabotaged once
I

clinmbed into that cocoon so trustingly. | don't even think Don carefully
consid

ered what to do. Scranmble the interloper. Ransack the library and give him
(or

her--surprise, Don!) sonething at randomto top off the required information
He

probably had no idea what the Thurber sheet was all about. It was

j ust--random

Maybe, con sidering the fear of sheets he had inherited, he thought that
woul d

be enough. Enough to nake the new doctor |ook stupid and fail. Perhaps it
was.

Ms. Schneider was tall and rather beautiful, with |ong, steely-gray hair,

t hough dressed poorly because these fol ks couldn't afford much and pretended
not

to want anything renotely connected with nan, such as inexpensive cl othing.
The

continual din of chanting fromthe usual five or six denonstrators filled the
room before Tad cl osed the door. Tad, fifteen (I knew the m nute, hour, and
day

of his birth when | shook hands with hin) with shaggy brown hair and the
amazi ng

t hi nness of youth, |ooked around the roomas if he'd entered the gates of
hel |

and I, in ny starched white coat, were the devil. He yanked his hand away
from

m ne

"She's," he said, and shook his head. Tears gathered in his eyes; he

trenbl ed.

M1l dred, you rushed out then and offered hima Coke; he said no but his

not her

said, "Drink it," and he did

She turned to me and said, "It's true. It's happened to me. Somethi ng awf ul
How

| ong have | got?"

"We'll have to do sone tests, Ms. S.," | said, though once |I shook her hand

I

had a pretty good idea of the general parane ters. "WII| you sign sone
consent

forms for me?"

"dadly," she said, and began to sit on a scarred plastic chair beneath an
overhead fixture which [ acked one light bulb. MIdred had been in the mddle
of

changing it. | clearly saw a cascade of tiny yellow electrical bolts falling
on



Ms. S's head fromthe enpty socket. "Wy don't you sit over here?" | asked,
and

hustl ed her across the room

"Stand well back. | bite, you know, " she said.

"I quite understand,” | said, and she was nore friendly after that though I'm
not sure if she believed me. She frowned over her task after sitting, and

| ooked

at the hand hol ding the pen once or twice in a puzzled way, as if wondering
how

it func tioned. She bared her teeth as she signed the paper briskly and
handed

it back to me. "Hurry, please," she said

You, of course, know what the M dcentury Plagues were but for the

eavesdr oppers

| shall elucidate: there were earlier plagues. Plagues of thought. Plagues of
stance. These pl agues drew on simlar biochenical, neurological, and

pher onmona

roots. Drew on and played with us hel pl ess humans as surely as mal ari a causes
sweats and deat h.

Tad and his nother feared this and rightly so. They feared inocul ation as
wel |

but really had the willies. | could center themand | did, | had the precise
inforamin my lab. It took about an hour to run the tests and custonize it
slightly and they inhaled it--Tad had been exposed, caught in the sane storm
t hough he had no synptons as yet--and all was well. | did not cheat; | did
not

change their enotions or intelligence though | could have easily done so. Hel
I

coul d have inocul ated the whole dammed city within twenty-four hours but |

believed in legality then and freedom of choice. | still do. You are free not
to

cone if | give you the slightest sense of misgiving. | amlonely but that
does

not mean that you have to conme, though it mght save your life. | nyself
woul d

rather die here with GE. and Mldred the Water Buffal o and G anddad and
Pet er

Johnson rather than have you show up agai nst your will.

Don cane to my lab that afternoon. It got dark early that day; it was
Decenber .

| had been in Col unmbus seven nmonths. | was naking notes on ny conputer. It
was

only my third case. | was pleased. | hoped that they woul d soon begin to
trust

me. | had only contracted to stay two years, but | had no intention of

| eavi ng,

ever.

Don startled nme; | turned at his footsteps. Usually he knocked.

"Tad is certainly thankful ," he said, and | couldn't read his face in the
dar kness, about twenty feet away fromnme. He stood there.

"Cone on in," | said. "Sit down."

He didn't nove. "We're just an experinment for you, aren't we? W're not rea
people. We're sone sort of artifact that you' ve cone to study. You can't

i magi ne
i ndependence from your whole crazy system"”
"For one thing, | didn't invent that system And she signed the consent form

if

that's what you're tal king about."

"You don't understand,"” he said.

"Look," | said, and stood. "I've done nothing to inpinge on your community.



Not hing at all. | haven't even started my educational progranms, at your

request,

and it looks as if | really ought to. Luckily I'mhere now, but | can train
you,

or better yet, Mldred, to do this. It's really a ned-tech's job. | took a
bi t

of Ms. S.'s blood--"
"M's. Schneider."
"But you--everyone else calls her--"

"She was ny first grade teacher," he said.

| was quiet for a noment, then said, "It's very frightening, isn't it?"

He sai d not hing.

"I"'mvery glad | was here, that | was able to help her out," | said. | felt

afraid suddenly, just a bit. He was bl ocking the door. "Wiy are you so angry,
Don?"
H s voice dropped to a whisper. | barely heard it. |I think he said, "Mybe

because | couldn't help her nyself." | think that's what he said. Then the
doorway was enpty.

| can teach you, | thought. | stood amidst ny jars, winking in the |ight of
t he

conput er screen. "Look," | said, speaking to my non-existent student.

wal ked

over to my shelf, squinted in the faint light, and found it. | said, "Here's
t he

stuff, here's B-7892, which cured Ms. Schneider, your first-grade teacher
It's

already half re-replicated; the active nans are green, see, Don; the growth
mediumis white. | replicated a barrel of growth mediumthe week after |
arrived; it's over there in the corner. If you didn't hate me so you would
know

amlliontinmes nmore than this nost sinmple fact.”

I went over to ny screen. | touched a few bars; | ran the progress. "See? In
ny

best estimation, this is extrapolated fromher blood sanple, she would have
been

barking like a dog in another ten hours. It's a classic. | can trace this
back

to Atlanta, 2014. One of the awful joke plagues. Tad said that she'd already
gnawed a chair | eg when he came upon her in the dining room the front of her
dress soaked with tears, her eyes wide with terror. See, that's what | wote
in

my notes, just like he told me." | touched another bar and that's what the
screen said, a bit nore technically. "I know you don't really think that
woul d

be a good thing to happen to Ms. Schneider. Do you, Don?"

The room was very dark now, and | sat there by nyself for quite awhile, doing
not hi ng.

#

How about Don's nother? That did cross ny mind. She killed Don's brother and
had

the gun pointed at Don, who was only three at the tine, when a nei ghbor
knocked

at the door. Don's nother apparently carefully laid the gun on the kitchen
tabl e, stepped over the body of her dead son, and answered the door. Don
start

ed shrieking and ran outside once the door was open. The nei gh bor gl anced

i nsi de, bravely grabbed Don, and ran for it. She heard the shot which killed
Don's nother about a minute later, fromhalf a block away. Don's father had
di ed

two years earlier of sone nanpl ague.



In the orphanage Don did hinself proud; he was a smart kid and they needed
docs.

At that time, before the infanpbus Third Wave, the University was still intact
and for better or for worse Don got his MD. w thout ever having to | eave his
honet own. But, that was ny story too, in a way.

When MIdred told me about this one blindingly white nmorn i ng when we were

wal ki ng through drifts toward the hospital, | was thunderstruck.
"What an awful story," | said.
"Yes," she said, "it is."

O course, everyone in town thought he was the bee's knees (as one of

Thur ber's

crazy great-aunts night say) nedically speaking, Doctor Don, Superman. Wth
hi s

si deki ck Med-Tech MIdred they woul d save the town. But their town was in an
Area O Need--not news to them exactly, but a category which verged on the
absurd as far as they were concerned. L.A had a |lot of Needs too, no? Ha ha
t hey thought, imagi ne someone fromthose domes hel ping us. No no thought Don
we

need no one here but M, Superdoc! And faithful MIldred, although naturally
there's very little | can't handl e by nyself, thought Don. | know this now, I
didn't then.

#

Al right. Concrete. | concur. | obey. Here:

The snow was deep in Colunbus, that winter, and | delighted in it. Snow was a
fairy tale come true. | had never seen snow before, and it never disappeared

after Novenber.

It was snowing as | wal ked down Front Street with my bundl e of fresh-baked
bread. Wnter's end, an April storm everyone el se grunbling and depressed,
but

not me. Renenber, You? | baked the bread nyself. You | aughed, did you not,

asked

if I did not extract nourishment solely fromtubes or a food wall in Flower
L. A

as if we had forsaken all that was inportant when we converted.

Cold wet snow pointillated my face, the unbundled part. | still did not
understand the fascination certain streets held for me. | thought the tall

| eafl ess dark branches of the mapl es against the ol d-fashioned streetlights
attracted ne but really it was The Street \Were He Lived--Thurber, that is.
To

tell the truth there was an all-night drug store on the spot but it actu ally
cl osed whenever Jan Thatcher decided to call it a night. It only stayed open
al |

night if she got very drunk and played | oud rnusic, and whoever came in knew
to

count out their own pills. Once it had been a place where witers could go for
a

time and work, the gone Thurber house, that is. But the mysterious attraction
of

Pl ace was upon ne strongly as if | were Thurber, in the throes of chil dhood,

where all relatives are eccentric and exciting which is why, | supposed, |
| aughed so often. | don't imagine that Thurber did, really, laugh so nuch I
nmean, for people who can make us |augh are often dour grunblers in real life,
but I don't know for sure. Perhaps he held it inside and intensified it, |ike

t he sperm whi ch supposedly returns to the spiritual centers in tantra yoga.
Maybe that's the secret of people who can make others | augh

I"ma font of information, no?

My face was stinging fromthe raw wind when | hit the warmair inside your

ki t chen.

| thought of you two as one, though even in your own minds this was not true,
al t hough | believe that you were just realiz ing it. And | was the unwitting



bri dge between then and this very strange now. What is now for you, | wonder?
I

am curious. Tell ne.

M1 dred, you were unlike anyone I'd ever known in L.A Earthy. Connected.
Your

eyes were blue and | aughi ng, except when Don snapped at you. Then they

dar kened.

Toward the end | often saw real rage, though you had no idea of how to

expr ess

it.

That evening the kitchen snmelled of sumrer tomatoes and dill and basi

rel eased

fromtheir jars. A kettle of boiling water steamed the wi ndows. Two bottles
of

honemade wi ne from a patient had been uncorked. "Jefferson Wnery," | read;
M s.

Jefferson had decorated her [ abel with an approxi mati on of a grape vine, but
t he

i nk had run with condensati on. Three rather |large nmon grel puppies draped
their

forel egs over the board which kept themin their corner; their nother was out
for a run. Mldred had prom sed me one of them | patted themall with ny
free

hand and they wiggled and yi pped with delight.

| put down ny bread, hung up ny coat, and poured sone of Ms. Jefferson's
fi nest

into a coffee mug. You have no idea how happy | felt with the two of you.
Maybe

you were the parents | never had, who knows.

"Tastes a bit like iron, don't you think?"

Ml dred took the cup from e, sipped.

"Yes," she said.

"Li ke water froma deep mneral well," |I said, not at all displeased that

w ne

shoul d echo its distinctive elenments, though it could have been that Ms.
Jefferson aged her wine in iron casks.

"Always making fun of us aren't you, Little Mss City Doc?" said Don rather

savagely, | thought, fromthe corner of the kitchen where he was choppi ng
onions. He sniffed and blinked but doggedly continued choppi ng. Chop chop
Chop

chop. A bottle of wine stood hal f-enpty at his el bow

"I didn't nean--" | said, then let it drop. MIldred glanced at him | ooking
puzzl ed. She still didn't understand that he was often sinply unkind because

when he treated her that way she couldn't even tell

And | don't know why he chose that night to force me into the pantry, when
MIldred ran onto the back porch to call her dog, five mnutes |later, and
decl are

hi s undyi ng passion for ne and try to roughly kiss ne.

He put his arms around nme and whispered in ny ear "I didn't know you'd be a
worman. | didn't know you'd be so beautiful." At this | |aughed. He ignored ne
and continued. "lI'msorry. I'mso sorry | made the bed fall. Let me help you
out. | can re verse everything. | know nore than you think--about the sheets,
anyway. Maybe you don't know, exactly; maybe you can't. Mldred and |I--we'd
been

havi ng problens and | was afraid that when the new doctor came--that's why |
| ooked so surprised when | saw you, but it was Mldred's job to take you to

t he

sheets and she didn't know I'd changed themto nmake you crazy and what could
I

say? | only looked later to see what it was that | gave you; | just pulled



somet hing out in a panic when we heard that your train actually survived.

hat ed you before you cane. | thought that you'd take ny place here, that they
woul d all realize that they could do without me. | didn't know that you would
be--you. Julia I'"'mso sorry, ny love" and he squeezed me and that's when |
hear d

your steps on the porch stairs and do you blame ne, still, for being

conf used?

Aside fromthe fact that 1'd been intention ally, nanotechnol ogically,

conf used?

Can you forgive me for saying nothing, and | nean nothing, | don't believe
t hat
| said two words during dinner did I, nor ate two bites. The sheets? The bed

falling, the way | often heard it fall upstairs while nmy nother (Thurber's
nmot her that is) shrieked that the bed must have fallen on Father at |ast?
What

the hell ? How does he know? | remenber that | stared at him as he pressed
agai nst me and speechl ess pushed himaway and ran fromthe pantry as you cane
in

with the dog, your hair brilliant with snow. Do you renenber how | | ooked at
you? Do you renenber that Don said, "Well, let's eat!" and started throw ng
t he

nests of carrot pasta into the pot imediately? Do you remenber that | |eft

early? | remenber how di sappoi nted you | ooked and how he glared at nme the
whol e

nmeal , afraid of course of what | mght say to you. I was angry, filled with
rage, and he knewit. Surely he guessed that | could not go |ong w thout
telling

you. \What we had, our easy canmaraderie, had lasted only ten nmonths or so. Yet
it

has given ne a lifetine of nmenories, nenories of what real hunans are about,
can

be--so interesting, so anusing (I nean that in the nost respectful way, 1"l

have you understand, for you have to really know soneone, | think, to be
truly

anused by them Maybe that's love, or at least a great part of it).
Mldred, | cannot force this story into the proper channels. | thought, as

slipped along the dark snowy streets, now what woul d those soci ol ogi sts say?
Should | tell Mldred, and let themfight it out? Wuld she bl ane ne, though
I

had done noth ing, as far as | could tell, to provoke such a confession?
realized at that noment how rmuch | cared for you, MIldred, and how plain ny
life

woul d be in Col unbus without your brightness. | thought of the afternoon the
previous fall when | held you as you sobbed, after an incident when Don was
particularly nean and | eft the house, slamm ng the door behind him | felt a

surge of sonething--and was afraid and et nmy arnms | ose their tension. You
drew

back, | ooked at me so directly, and kissed nme hard, then |aughed, turned to
t he

si nk, and splashed water on your face. Then you poured us each gl asses of

w ne

in your grandnother's crystal and we wal ked out into the waning fall garden
beneat h gl owing maples and sat in wire chairs, oddly at peace, happy,

connect ed,

conpl et e.

There are peopl e whose very presence cheers. | hadn't net one before. After
t hat

afternoon every day | did not see you was not quite as bright, and though we
never touched each other again it did not matter. | was not the only one who
felt that way, | realized, as | watched you in your work with your bel oved



townsfol k, with children, with aged fol k about to die. They all felt it.
Don | suppose realized that too, in the aftermath, when he consi dered, that
ni ght, as he cl eaned away ny uneaten di sh of carrot pasta and dunped out ny
glass of Ms. Jefferson's wine. At |east one woul d suppose that sonething
al ong

those lines ran through his nmind. Wien | got hone | was exhausted. | could
not

even think. | went to bed.

The next norning | got up and still did not know what to do. | shared coffee
wi th Keefer as he hacked away. |'msure | seemed distracted. The snow was
about

six inches deep, but nelting. | stared out the wi ndow, thinking. |I saw Don
wal k

past, carrying a large satchel. Nothing unusual--just on his way to the
hospi t al

| wondered then, |ooking out through the white curtains, if he had perhaps
contracted some sort of plague. That's what MIldred would say, | snorted to

nmysel f; she always had an excuse for darling Don. That's what Don would tel
her

t oo.

"What ?" said the old nman

"Nothing," | said. "I didn't say anything." | got up to get ready to go to
t he

hospital nyself. | suddenly felt very protective about all ny jars of
crystals,

about my conputer.

When | saw that ny stores had been violated, what did | do? Nothing.
Amusenent

held ne, as if | were in one of Thurber's stories and was waiting to see what

happened, so that | could retell it in a droll way and rmake everyone | augh
Not

at all like ny usual self. It was a sort of heaviness, a distance. They were
good things, after all, jars and jars of good things put up against the
ragi ng

wi nter of the plagues. In their pure form If no one tanpered with them or
m xed them

What |uck for Don, ny reaction. In the short run that is.

| wasn't sure what to do after that, but the chill of Don's eyes that day,
when

we happened to neet in Mldred' s office, frightened me. Truly frightened ne.
I

t hought about Thurber's denmented G- andfather, who sonetinmes believed that he
was

still fighting the Gvil War. Don is insane, | thought. Deluded. | think that
was one very bad side effect of those Thurber sheets--it created convenient
categories into which | could put people, based on mininmal sinilarities.

But in terms of the problemat hand | felt that we were really getting
sonewher e

at last. Mdre and nore people were coning in to be i munized. Wiy, three in
one

week!

What was the danger of the plagues? The danger was precise |y what | was
experiencing: insanity. Mne was on a rather nmild scale since | knew what was
happening, really I did, | assured nyself, and didn't have the time to
actual l'y

search out what exactly the problemwas--and | had enjoyed it, in a way,
unti |

that night. | guess you could say that it was a part of the excitenent of
bei ng

undomed. Another way to say it was that | was too stupid to live. | should



have

confronted Don and MIdred and caught the next train hone--they cane by at
six-nmonth intervals, it is true, but still. One was due soon, if it hadn't
been

bl own up. But although |I understood in a way what had happened, that
under st andi ng | acked shar pness; that was part of the disease. It gave off its
own chemicals which imtated the natural chem cals of happy enjoynent,

endor phi n

or opiatelike in structure, as if | were constantly |aughi ng deep inside.

I think that Don, once he saw the possible efficacy of what | had brought
with

nme, decided to study it, and when he had | earned enough, to claimit for his
own

for his greater glory. The horrible part was that woul d have been just dandy
with me. What did he think, that | planned to Iive and die in Col unbus and
become Mother Julia? Hell, no! | was going to put in ny two years, satisfy ny
curiosity, maybe make a round of the other great domes--Toronto, Quebec, NY
D.C.--then head for honme, unless | really took a chance and ventured bare out
onto Cape Breton, which called ne for some reason, the reason | know now ny
hone is, for reasons which | could not have predicted done side, wlderness.
| know, el sewhere | say | had decided never to leave. | guess | did feel I|ike
staying forever, before that unpleasant night.

At any rate, it would certainly spoil Perfectpicture if |I said anything to
anyone. Don was too proud to ask nme not to say anything, I'Il give himthat,
but

it seemed to ne that MIldred ought to know-1 certainly didn't think that it
was

anyone el se's business. But he nmaneuvered to keep us apart for three days.
Wil e

he set his plan in place, | see now As for nme, | was just nulling things
over,

trying to decide what to say and do. The only thing | was absolutely sure of
was

that he held not the |east interest for ne.

I knew how nuch You | oved Don. | knew how little he de served it. | knew how
it

m ght devastate you to hear about what had happened. And alt hough there was
no

reason for it, | thought that it would be easier to blame ne than himfor it,
and | did not want to be bani shed fromyour heart. | thought that perhaps I
shoul d plan to | eave. But that annoyed ne tremendously--1 would | eave nmy work

unfini shed! And | knew that you would m ss ne and be very puzzled, and
wonder ed

if I should ask you to come with me. | wondered all sorts of things as | went
to

wor k and sai d not hi ng.

Then t hi ngs becanme, we m ght say, curious.

#

| mssed my regular pilgrimge to the dam Monday norning. O d nman Keefer was
practically henmorrhaging in the kitchen. Gasping, he agreed to be heal ed.

That took nmost of the day. But how happy | was about that--not only to have
heal ed Keefer, but to think that (if things took a normal course, which | saw
I

could not always count on) he would be a living exanple of what nan, properly
used, could do.

For that reason | set off early on Tuesday along the Inter state. The sky was
filled with dark clouds; it had rained all week, it had snowed all wnter

The

river next to the Interstate was already creeping onto the flood plain, a
nont h



early, they said.

Musi ng al ong, thinking in equal parts of Keefer, MIldred, and Don, | didn't
really pay much attention to ny surroundings until | was al nbst at the dam |
had hi ked down the frost-heaved exit and taken the utility road sinply as a
matter of habit.

Then | noticed soneone clinbing the netal stairs next to the | ocks.

| was less than half a mle away. | stopped, curious. By the way he noved,
realized that it was Don

| began to run

It took me five minutes to reach the base of the dam and the overfl ow sl uice
into the locks hid the sound of ny footsteps, which were as loud in ny ears
as

nmy poundi ng heart.

He stopped clinbing at the first lock and pulled sonething fromwi thin his
coat .

His armreached out. He twisted his wist.

| wasn't sure exactly, as | stared up at him so astonished |I couldn't nove,
what sort of nan he poured into that lock. It was a rather good bet that he
didn't know hinmself. But whatever the effects, they could easily be blaned on

me. | renmenbered ny ransacked jars. No telling. Nan was in the final |ock
and

woul d be in the water supply systemw thin twenty m nutes.

| turned. | junped into the fringing woods, and crashed through the saplings.

As | ran, those silly Iine drawi ngs rushed across ny vision, everyone rushing
from Col unbus because of the false runmor of the breaking dam and | thought
Yes,

Don, Yes! That's the answer! ['Il get everyone out of town just like in the
story. 1I'll tell themthe dam has broken

I was drenched with sweat when | reached the outskirts of Col unmbus, the
farmhouse of Sally Cabriello, and I knew that she had a phone.

| shoved the door open and yelled, "The dam has broken!"

She turned pale. "No!" Her light brown hair was held back with a bandanna.
She

hel d her bl ond baby and anot her four-year- old boy rushed to her side and
sai d

"Mommy what's wrong?"

"Can | use your phone?" | asked.

She nodded, as she grabbed a pack and tossed bags of beans and grains into
it.

As | told John, the operator, and exhorted himto tell everyone Plan 2 was in
effect, wherein they were all to go to the high ground encl aves whi ch had
been

prepared, Sally bundl ed up her children, utterly calm and | ed them outside.
She

set the boy in the wagon, put the baby in the bike seat. Then she paused,

| ooking in through the wi ndow, staring at ne think ing, | knew, what about
her ?

"Go!" | yelled, and notioned frantically. She |ooked doubt ful, then turned
back

toward her children and junped on the bike without a second | ook
Meanwhi | e, John said something really strange.

"Don told ne you would try this," he said

" \What ?"

John's voice was flat, w thout affect.

"He said you mght try something like this. Pretend that the dam broke so
t hat

everyone woul d agree to be inoculated. He's pretty smart, you know. "

"You don't understand," | said, w shing he was next to ne so that | could
t ear

his throat out. "Everyone has to get out of town. Now. There's no tinme--"



And then the phone was wenched out of my hand.

Don covered it up and said, panting, "I saw you. You spied on ne."

"You idiot," | said. "Tell John to get everyone out of town. You have no idea
what you' ve done."

He just grinned and yanked the phone line out of the wall

"You're going to tell me exactly what to do to fix everyone. Let's go."

Fine, | thought, as he shoved ne ahead of himonto the road. | don't care who
gets the credit. It's nmy chance to inocul ate the whol e damed t own.

There were several things neither of us took into account.

One, Sally. She was just as good as a siren

Two, the fact that when we got back to town, the clinic was nobbed.

And three, the damreally did burst.

It was old. The spring runoff, after all that snow, had been too nuch for it.
W heard it the first mnute after comng into the clinic.

W saw we couldn't get in the front door so we cane in the back way. It was
packed. People were shouting at M| dred, demandi ng anti dote nans to take with
themto the Survival Bunker. People are funny, aren't they? Children were
crying, many of them adding to the general godawful cacophony. M I dred was
pretendi ng she didn't know where the nan was, unsure what | would want, |
suppose.

"They're up on the top floor--come on!" hollered brave Don, as MIdred stared
at

him then at ne. | just nodded and she yelled "Wait now, be calm just line
up

over here--"

Then we heard the dull expl osion

Everyone knew what it was. They thought the dam broke before, even though

t hey

heard not hi ng, which had probably nade them feel safe, like maybe it's not

br oken, maybe it's just a small fissure and we have tinme to fool around.

Now they knew it for a fact.

M1 dred was between them and the door

"No!" yelled Don. "This way! The nan is this way!"

It took about three or four minutes for themto shove through the doorway.
Sone

of them picked up chairs and the sound of glass shattering mngled with the
general hue and cry, and the pounding footsteps of a hundred crazed peopl e
runni ng down the front steps to join the mob in the street.

Then there were just the three of us.

The shards of glass left in the wi ndow frames were sneared with bl ood.

M I dred

was lying linp in the doorway.

W rushed over and knelt beside her. She | ooked directly into ny eyes.

"Pl ease

save Don," she told nme, as if she knew | night not. | couldn't hel p thinking,
sure, if |I have the time. | m ght be busy, though

She said to Don, "Take nother's silver out of the buffet and put it in the
attic. Don't forget. And the photographs in the hall closet too." The side of
her head was swollen. Her nose | ooked broken. As she spoke Don felt her body
qui ckly, expertly. He turned to me. He gasped a few tinmes before he could
speak.

"The cocoons," he said. "Can they heal a broken neck?"

| ran for a stabilizing collar. W strapped her onto a board. The el evator
was

not working. As we paused at each | anding to catch our breath, we saw people
hurrying by on bikes, on horses, on foot, heading out to the Bunker, which
was

five hundred feet above the city. | saw four teenage boys drag M. Tolliver,
t he



owner of the ice creamshop, fromhis yellow car and shove himinto the
street,

and then we trudged up another flight, sweating.

The cocoons were on the twelfth floor, the top

Wat er was surging through the streets by the tinme we made it up there, and
what ever Don had poured in the | ock was beginning to have an effect. | had no
i dea what it was of course. He stared at you, MIldred, and began | aughing
hysterically. Then he began to cry. He was pulling at you, making little
sobbi ng

noi ses, trying to keep you away fromthe cocoon. | was | ooking around for
something to bash his head with, | rmust be honest with you, when he coll apsed
onto the floor.

| lifted you into one of the cocoons w thout any of his help, what they say
about energenci es maki ng you strong is true. My hands were shaking but | soon
had it breathing for you, and it told me you were stabilized. Any danmage

had

done in handling you would be repaired. I was weak with relief. The cocoon

was

sel f-powered, of course, the bacteria still lived, one of the reasons they
wer e

kept | ocked up on the top floor, because of their scariness. | |ooked over at
Don. My energy had ebbed. | couldn't possibly Iift himinto a cocoon, could I?

I

| ooked back at you.

| had to sit down and think for a few m nutes before decid ing what to do and
how to do it. Now where is that vial of Kindness, | wondered, surely | rmust
have

one, it would be yellow, don't you think, though of course there was a nore
preci se code for it so | paged through ny printouts, as if | had plenty of
tine,

and found that. It's hard to explain, but that jar was full of stories.
Stories are good for teaching things |ike kindness, espe cially if you
bel i eve

you are living them | started to sort of waltz past ny shelf of pretty jars
wondering if Kindness, too, had been snmashed as | tried to ignore the sight
of

the First National Bank crumbling, quite slowy, to one side out the west

wi ndow.

#

When | finally was finished | had managed to | oad Don and adnini ster, |

t hi nk,

Ki ndness. You nust remenber that things were, to put it mldly, rather

haywi r e.

| included a radio code, despite Fibrillation (it seenms to subside every few
months) for | had no idea where | would go but in ny hubris | thought that
when

you woke, regrown, and each incarnation of you thereafter, you might want to
find me. O if not, at |east get sonme information from nme about surviving.

| gave you, as you sank deeper and deeper into cocoon imrer sion, every
singl e

i muni zation | could nuster. Hell, it wasn't hard. | just scooped vials of

i muni zation fromthe floor on ny knees. Someone--now why did | think of Don?
had snashed a row or two of them The crystals had spilled to the floor in a
rai nbow of what | ooked |ike colored sand. He had pried open the | arge can of
replication medi um and dunped it where they could all nmingle, so they were
replicating like mad, | am sure

One of the puppies--they were big enough to follow You to work, and to wait
out side the hospital patiently--wandered in the door and after she got over
her

joy at seeing nme, began | apping away at the nan on the floor. Hmm I thought,



as
| loaded it into the cocoon vents, nust be tasty. In a dazed way | gathered
up

sanmpl es of what | thought | night need and sealed themtightly in my origina
smal |l plastic vials, and wapped those in plastic and--oh, what does it
nmatter

if it leaks, |I finally thought, and tossed the sealed jars into ny origina
bag

and seal ed that as well.

At any rate, by the time GE and | clinbed out the second fl oor wi ndow and
swam

over to First Street, where we staggered ashore, ne with ny pathetic bag of
nan,

it really didn't matter. You were |lucky, in a way.

A new pl ague was sweeping the country, as it were. Col unmbus woul d have had it
at

any rate. It was fromAsia, | heard | ater, whenever the Fibrillation paused,
as

GE. and | rushed west, then north, on the robot train, out here to the end
of

the line.

#

I know now t hat Kindness did not take on at |east one of You, Don. Wen you
wal ked up the hill, shaggy and bearded, all | had to do was hug you, and
because

you were unchanged your breath stopped. That's all. | have the directions
wi t hin

me, and cannot change themnow. If you are Kind, which is a very precise nan
instruction, you will certainly live when | hug you

Well, that should keep the rest of you away, if there are any. Read it in the
news.

| wonder what you have done with M I|dred, unkind one. Why has she never cone?
She was kind already. | would have |l oved to see both of you cone, together
O

if not, I would loved to see both of you have children. If you had becone

ki nd.

Ml dred tal ked about it a lot. She asked nme if | had nan to fix what was

wr ong

with her and | did, but she never got around to talking to you about it. |
told

her just do it; he'll never agree. He wanted children. But not, of course, as
a
gift of nan. Well, | think | fixed that, at |east.

These are my thoughts. But | have plenty to do.

I weed ny soybeans. | talk to G anddad

And, on one day a year, | visit the Pointed Fir Lodge.

| go down into the cool stone cellar, and seriously debate the choice of

Wi ne.

G E and | choose an unrotted rowboat. The oars cut into the shimering water
and | pull away fromthe wavery granite shelves of the shallows, pull hard,
until we glide quickly. It takes a while to catch pike, but it's great fun
The

nost fun in the world. | always catch two. Sonetinmes | grill them sonetines
I

poach them wi th herbs.

There is a lot of rice in the cellar, and bitter shoots of rocket in the

spring.

On one evening the robot train rushes into town and stops precisely on the
mar k.



Sonetinmes G E. and | watch fromthe shadows of the old stone station; other
times we finish our dinner in late and dignified fashion and just hear it
cone

and go as the candle flickers--it depends on how |l ong we stayed out fishing
and

t hat depends on the nood of the pike.

Never has anyone been on it.

It is comng again tonmorrow, MIdred. Probably You are old now too, perhaps

you
woke | ong ago, and the Don you woke with was kind, and together you rebuilt
your

town and sal vaged the m nds of your townspeople and did not allow your
ghostly

doubles to grow. | did ny best to override that old one-year programm ng on
t hat

horri bl e day but could not be sure that it would be success ful

Sonetimes | wish that | had been strong enough to return, and undo it all
And

sometines | amglad that | was not, think ing (as | so often do, here in the
bri ght sun of mny nountaintop) of the best possible outcone, which was not so
unlikely after all. | was second in ny class you know, if anyone could have
corrected the progranm ng on such short notice, it was ne. And at the tinme |
could not bear the alternative of just letting you die.

So if that worked. |If that worked, and the kind Don has died, as he probably
woul d have when he was 78, according to ny genetic projections, nuch earlier
than your projected 107 years, please conme. Just pack a small bag, you won't
need nuch.

Get off at the end of the line.

Head nort h.

The End



