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      Chapter 1

      What David al­ways hat­ed most about the Sum­ner fam­ily din­ners was the way ev­ery­one talked about him as if he were not there.

      “Has he been eat­ing enough meat late­ly? He looks peaked.”

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

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

      David would imag­ine him­self in­vis­ible, float­ing un­seen over their heads as they dis­cussed him. Some­one would ask if he had a girl friend yet, and they would tsk-tsk whether the an­swer was yes or no. From his van­tage point he would aim a ray gun at Un­cle Clarence, whom he es­pe­cial­ly dis­liked, be­cause he was fat, bald, and very rich. Un­cle Clarence dipped his bis­cuits in his gravy, or in syrup, or more of­ten in a mix­ture of sorghum and but­ter that he stirred to­geth­er on his plate un­til it looked like ba­by shit.

      “Is he still plan­ning to be a bi­ol­ogist? He should go to med school and join Walt in his prac­tice.”

      He would point his ray gun at Un­cle Clarence and cut a neat plug out of his stom­ach and care­ful­ly ease it out, and Un­cle Clarence would ooze from the open­ing and flow all over them.

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

      As David grew old­er, he learned the com­plex re­la­tion­ships that he mere­ly ac­cept­ed as a child. Un­cles, aunts, cousins, sec­ond cousins, third cousins. And the hon­orary mem­bers—the broth­ers and sis­ters and par­ents of those who had mar­ried in­to the fam­ily. There were the Sum­ners and Wis­tons and O’Gradys and Heine­mans and the Mey­ers and Capeks and Riz­zos, all part of the same riv­er that flowed through the fer­tile val­ley.

      He re­mem­bered the hol­idays es­pe­cial­ly. The old Sum­ner house was ram­bling with many bed­rooms up­stairs and an at­tic that was wall-to-wall mat­tress­es, pal­lets for the chil­dren, with an enor­mous fan in the west win­dow. Some­one was for­ev­er check­ing to make cer­tain that they hadn’t all suf­fo­cat­ed in the at­tic. The old­er chil­dren were sup­posed to keep an eye on the younger ones, but what they did in fact was to fright­en them night af­ter night with ghost sto­ries. Even­tu­al­ly the noise lev­el would rise un­til adult in­ter­ven­tion was de­mand­ed. Un­cle Ron would clump up the stairs heav­ily and there would be a scur­ry­ing, with sup­pressed gig­gles and muf­fled screams, un­til ev­ery­one found a bed again, so that by the time he turned on the hall light that il­lu­mi­nat­ed the at­tic dim­ly, all the chil­dren would seem to be sleep­ing. He would pause briefly in the door­way, then close the door, turn off the light, and tramp back down the stairs, ap­par­ent­ly deaf to the re­newed mer­ri­ment be­hind him.

      When­ev­er Aunt Clau­dia came up, it was like an ap­pari­tion. One minute pil­lows would be fly­ing, some­one would be cry­ing, some­one else try­ing to read by flash­light, sev­er­al of the boys play­ing cards by an­oth­er flash­light, some of the girls hud­dled to­geth­er whis­per­ing what had to be de­li­cious se­crets, judg­ing by the way they blushed and looked des­per­ate if an adult came up­on them sud­den­ly, and then the door would snap open, the light would fall on the dis­or­der, and she would be stand­ing there. Aunt Clau­dia was very tall and thin, her nose was too big, and she was tanned to a per­ma­nent old-leather col­or. She would stand there, im­mo­bile and ter­ri­ble, and the chil­dren would creep back in­to bed with­out a sound. She would not move un­til ev­ery­one was back where he or she be­longed, then she would close the door sound­less­ly. 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. Even­tu­al­ly some­one would be­come brave enough to open the door a crack, and if she were tru­ly gone, the par­ty would re­sume.

      The smells of hol­idays were fixed in David’s mem­ory. All the usu­al smells: fruit cakes and turkeys, the vine­gar that went in the egg dyes, the green­ery and the thick, creamy smoke of bay­ber­ry can­dles. But what he re­mem­bered most vivid­ly was the smell of gun­pow­der that they all car­ried at the Fourth of Ju­ly gath­er­ing. The smell that per­me­at­ed their hair and clothes last­ed on their hands for days and days. Their hands would be stained pur­ple-black by berry pick­ing, and the col­or and smell were one of the in­deli­ble im­ages of his child­hood. Mixed in with it was the smell of the sul­fur that was dust­ed on them lib­er­al­ly to con­found the chig­gers.

      If it hadn’t been for Celia, his child­hood would 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 promised to mar­ry one day, and when they grew old­er and it was made abun­dant­ly clear that no cousins might ev­er mar­ry in that fam­ily, they be­came im­pla­ca­ble en­emies. He didn’t know how they had been told. He was cer­tain that no one ev­er put it in words, but they knew. When they could not avoid each oth­er af­ter that, they fought. She pushed him out of the hayloft and broke his arm when he was fif­teen, and when he was six­teen they wres­tled from the back door of the Win­ston farm­house to the fence, fifty or six­ty yards away. They tore the clothes off each oth­er, and he was bleed­ing from her fin­ger­nails down his back, she from scrap­ing her shoul­der on a rock. Then some­how in their rolling and squirm­ing fren­zy, his cheek came down on her un­cov­ered chest, and he stopped fight­ing. He sud­den­ly be­came a melt­ing, sob­bing, in­co­her­ent id­iot and she hit him on the head with a rock and end­ed the fight.

      Up to that point the bat­tle had been in al­most to­tal si­lence, bro­ken on­ly by gasps for breath and whis­pered lan­guage that would have shocked their par­ents. But when she hit him and he went limp, not un­con­scious, but dazed, un­car­ing, in­ert, she screamed, aban­don­ing her­self to ter­ror and an­guish. The fam­ily tum­bled from the house as if they had been shak­en out, and their first im­pres­sion must have been that he had raped her. His fa­ther hus­tled him to the barn, pre­sum­ably for a thrash­ing. But in the barn his fa­ther, belt in hand, looked at him with an ex­pres­sion that was fu­ri­ous, and strange­ly sym­pa­thet­ic. 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 fam­ily there were farm­ers, a few lawyers, two doc­tors, in­sur­ance bro­kers and bankers and millers, hard­ware mer­chan­dis­ers, oth­er shop­keep­ers. David’s fa­ther owned a large de­part­ment store that catered to the up­per-mid­dle-class clien­tele of the val­ley. The val­ley was rich, the farms in it large and lush. David al­ways sup­posed that the fam­ily, ex­cept for a few ne’er-do-wells, was rather wealthy. Of 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 meant it, where not to hit in a friend­ly scrap. He seemed to know when to stop treat­ing them as chil­dren long be­fore any­one else in the fam­ily did. Dr. Walt was the rea­son David had de­cid­ed very ear­ly to be­come a sci­en­tist.

      David was sev­en­teen when he went to Har­vard. His birth­day was in Septem­ber and he didn’t go home for it. When he did re­turn at Thanks­giv­ing, and the clan had gath­ered, Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner 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 child­hood had end­ed, and he felt a pro­found sad­ness and lone­li­ness.

      The Christ­mas that David was twen­ty-three seemed out of fo­cus. The sce­nario was the same, the at­tic full of chil­dren, the food smells, the pow­der­ing of snow, none of that had changed, but he was see­ing it from a new po­si­tion and it was not the won­der­land it had been. When his par­ents went home he stayed on at the Wis­ton farm for a day or two, wait­ing for Celia’s ar­rival. She had missed the Christ­mas Day cel­ebra­tion, get­ting ready for her com­ing trip to Brazil, but she would be there, her moth­er had as­sured Grand­moth­er Wis­ton, and David was wait­ing for her, not hap­pi­ly, not with any ex­pec­ta­tion of re­ward, but with a fury that grew and caused him to stalk the old house like a boy be­ing pun­ished for an­oth­er’s sin.

      When she came home and he saw her stand­ing with her moth­er and grand­moth­er, his anger melt­ed. It was like see­ing Celia in a time dis­tor­tion, as she was and would be, or had been. Her pale hair would not change much, but her bones would be­come more promi­nent and the al­most empti­ness of her face would have writ­ten on it a mes­sage of con­cern, of love, of giv­ing, of be­ing de­ci­sive­ly her­self, of a strength un­sus­pect­ed in her frail body. Grand­moth­er Wis­ton was a beau­ti­ful old la­dy, he thought in won­der, amazed that he nev­er had seen her beau­ty be­fore. Celia’s moth­er was more beau­ti­ful than the girl. And he saw the re­sem­blance to his own moth­er in the trio. Word­less­ly, de­feat­ed, he turned and went to the rear of the house and put on one of his grand­fa­ther’s heavy jack­ets be­cause he didn’t want to see her at all now and his own out­door cloth­ing was in the front hall clos­et too near where she was stand­ing.

      He walked a long time in the frosty af­ter­noon, see­ing very lit­tle, and shak­ing him­self from time to time when he re­al­ized that the cold was en­ter­ing his shoes or mak­ing his ears numb. He should turn back, he thought of­ten, but he walked on. And he found that he was climb­ing the slope to the an­tique for­est that his grand­fa­ther had tak­en him to once, a long time ago. He climbed and be­came warmer, and at dusk he was un­der the branch­es of the tiers of trees that had been there since the be­gin­ning of time. They or oth­ers that were iden­ti­cal to them. Wait­ing. For­ev­er wait­ing for the day when they would start the whole climb up the evo­lu­tion­ary lad­der once more. Here were the re­licts his grand­fa­ther had brought him to see. Here was a sil­ver­bell, grown to the stature of a large tree, where down the slopes, in the low­er reach­es, it re­mained al­ways a shrub. Here the white bass­wood grew along­side the hem­lock and the bit­ter­nut hick­ory, and the beech­es and sweet buck­eyes locked arms.

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

      He turned then and saw Celia among the mas­sive tree trunks. Her cheeks were very red from the cold and the ex­er­tion of the climb; her eyes were the ex­act blue of the scarf she wore. She stopped six feet from him and opened her mouth to speak again, but didn’t. In­stead she drew off a glove and touched the smooth trunk of a beech tree. “Grand­fa­ther Wis­ton brought me up here, too, when I was twelve. It was very im­por­tant to him that we un­der­stand this place.”

      David nod­ded.

      She looked at him then. “Why did you leave like that? They all think we’re go­ing to fight again.”

      “We might,” he said.

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

      “We should start down. It’ll be dark in a few min­utes.” But he didn’t move.

      “David, try to make Moth­er see, will you? You un­der­stand that I have to go, that I have to do some­thing, don’t you? She thinks you’re so clever. She’d lis­ten to you.”

      He laughed. “They think I’m clever like a pup­py dog.”

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

      David shook his head, smil­ing, but he sobered again very quick­ly and said, “Why are you go­ing, Celia? What are you try­ing to prove?”

      “Damn 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 Amer­ica. Most of South Amer­ica will be in a state of famine be­fore the end of this decade if they aren’t helped al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. And no one has done any re­al re­search in trop­ical farm­ing meth­ods. 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. Okay, they send some of their bright young stu­dents here to learn about mod­ern farm­ing, but they go to Iowa, or Kansas, or Min­neso­ta, or some oth­er dumb place like that, and they learn farm­ing meth­ods suit­ed to tem­per­ate cli­mates, not trop­ical. Well, we trained in trop­ical farm­ing and we’re go­ing to start class­es down there, in the field. It’s what I trained for. This project will get me a doc­tor­ate.”

      The Wis­tons were farm­ers, had al­ways been farm­ers. “Cus­to­di­ans of the soil,” Grand­fa­ther Wis­ton had said once, “not its own­ers, just cus­to­di­ans.”

      Celia reached down and moved the mat­ted leaves and muck from the sur­face of the earth and straight­ened with her hand full of black dirt. “The famines are spread­ing. They need so much. And I have so much to give! Can’t you un­der­stand that?” she cried. She closed her hand hard, com­pact­ing the soil in­to a ball that crum­bled again when she opened her fist and touched the lump with her fore­fin­ger. She let the soil fall from her hand and care­ful­ly pushed the pro­tec­tive cov­er­ing of leaves back over the bared spot.

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

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

      “Celia, you lis­ten to me! There aren’t any hered­itary de­fects that would sur­face! Damn it, you know that! If there were, we sim­ply wouldn’t have chil­dren, but there’s no rea­son. You know that, don’t you?”

      She nod­ded. “I know.”

      “For God’s sake! Come with me, Celia. We don’t have to get mar­ried right away, let them get used to the idea first. They will. They al­ways do. We have a re­silient fam­ily, you and me. Celia, I love you.”

      She turned her head, and he saw that she was weep­ing. She wiped her cheeks with her glove, then with her bare hand, leav­ing dirt streaks. David pulled her to him, held her and kissed her tears, her cheeks, her lips. And he kept say­ing, “I love you, Celia.”

      She fi­nal­ly drew away and start­ed back down the slope, with David fol­low­ing. “I can’t de­cide any­thing right now. It isn’t fair. I should have stayed at the house. I shouldn’t have fol­lowed you up here. David, I’m com­mit­ted to go­ing in two days. I can’t just say I’ve changed my mind. It’s im­por­tant to me. To the peo­ple down there. I can’t just de­cide not to go. You went to Ox­ford for a year. I have to do some­thing too.”

      He caught her arm and held her, kept her from mov­ing ahead again. “Just tell me you love me. Say it, just once, say it.”

      “I love you,” she said very slow­ly.

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “Three years. I signed a con­tract.”

      He stared at her in dis­be­lief. “Change it! Make it one year. I’ll be out of grad school then. You can teach here. Let their bright young stu­dents come to you.”

      “We have to get back, or they’ll send a search par­ty for us,” she said. “I’ll try to change it,” she whis­pered then. “If I can.”

      Two days lat­er she left.

      David spent New Year’s Eve at the Sum­ner farm with his par­ents and a horde of aunts and un­cles and cousins. On New Year’s Day, Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner made an an­nounce­ment. “We’re build­ing a hos­pi­tal up at Bear Creek, this side of the mill.”

      David blinked. That was a mile from the farm, miles from any­thing else at all. “A hos­pi­tal?” He looked at his un­cle Walt, who nod­ded.

      Clarence was study­ing his eggnog with a sour ex­pres­sion, and David’s fa­ther, the third broth­er, was watch­ing the smoke curl from his pipe. They all knew, David re­al­ized. “Why 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.”

      David shook his head in dis­be­lief. “You have any idea how much some­thing like that would cost? Who’s fi­nanc­ing it?”

      His grand­fa­ther laughed nas­ti­ly. “Sen­ator Burke has gra­cious­ly ar­ranged to get fed­er­al funds,” he said. His voice be­came more caus­tic. “And I ca­joled a few mem­bers of the fam­ily to put a lit­tle in the kit­ty.” David glanced at Clarence, who looked pained. “I’m giv­ing the land,” Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner went on. “So here and there we got sup­port.”

      “But why would Burke go for it? You’ve nev­er vot­ed for him in a sin­gle cam­paign in his life.”

      “Told him we’d dig out a lot 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 fam­ily these days, David. A heap of fam­ily.”

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

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

      He looked up quick­ly. “Why? I’m not in­to med­ical re­search.”

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

      “But I haven’t even fin­ished my the­sis yet,” David said, and he felt as if he had stum­bled in­to a pot par­ty.

      “You’ll do an­oth­er year of don­key work for Sel­nick and even­tu­al­ly you’ll write the the­sis, a bit here, a dab there. You could write it in a month, couldn’t you, if you had time?” David nod­ded re­luc­tant­ly. “I know,” Walt said, smil­ing faint­ly. “You think you’re be­ing asked to give up a life­time ca­reer for a pipe dream.” There was no trace of a smile when he added, “But, David, we be­lieve that life­time won’t be more than two to four years at the very most.”
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      Chapter 2

      David looked from his un­cle to his fa­ther, to the oth­er un­cles and cousins in the room, and fi­nal­ly to his grand­fa­ther. He shook his head help­less­ly. “That’s crazy. What are you talk­ing about?”

      Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner let out his breath ex­plo­sive­ly. He was a large man with a mas­sive chest and great bulging bi­ceps. His hands were big enough to car­ry a bas­ket­ball in each. But it was his head that was his most strik­ing fea­ture. It was the head of a gi­ant, and al­though he had farmed for many years, and lat­er over­seen the oth­ers who did it for him, he had found time to read more ex­ten­sive­ly than any­one else that David knew. There was no book, ex­cept the con­tem­po­rary best sell­ers, that any­one could men­tion that he wasn’t aware of, or hadn’t read. And he re­mem­bered what he read. His li­brary was bet­ter than most pub­lic li­braries.

      Now he leaned for­ward and said, “You lis­ten to me, David. You lis­ten hard. I’m telling you what the god­damn gov­ern­ment doesn’t dare ad­mit yet. We’re on the first downs­lope of a slide that is go­ing to plum­met this econ­omy, and that of ev­ery oth­er na­tion on earth, to a depth that they nev­er dreamed of.

      “I know the signs, David. The pol­lu­tion’s catch­ing up to us faster than any­one knows. There’s more ra­di­ation in the at­mo­sphere than there’s been since Hi­roshi­ma— French tests, Chi­na’s tests. Leaks. God knows where all of it’s com­ing from. We reached ze­ro pop­ula­tion growth a cou­ple of years ago, but, David, we were try­ing, and oth­er na­tions are get­ting there too, and they aren’t try­ing. There’s famine in one-fourth of the world right now. Not ten years from now, not six months from now. The famines are here and they’ve been here for three, four years al­ready, and they’re get­ting worse. There’re more dis­eases than there’s ev­er been since the good Lord sent the plagues to vis­it the Egyp­tians. And they’re plagues that we don’t know any­thing about.

      “There’s more drought and more flood­ing than there’s ev­er been. Eng­land’s chang­ing in­to a desert, the bogs and moors are dry­ing up. En­tire species of fish are gone, just damn 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 Amer­ic­as.

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

      His face was dark­en­ing as he spoke, and he was get­ting an­gri­er and an­gri­er, di­rect­ing his unan­swer­able ques­tions to David, who stared at him with noth­ing at all to say.

      “And they don’t know what to do about any of it,” his grand­fa­ther went on. “No more than the di­nosaurs knew how to stop their own ex­tinc­tion. We’ve changed the pho­to­chem­ical re­ac­tions of our own at­mo­sphere, and we can’t adapt to the new ra­di­ations fast enough to sur­vive! There have been hints here and there that this is a ma­jor con­cern, but who lis­tens? The damn 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, look­ing to Dr. Walt for sup­port and find­ing none.

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

      “There’s go­ing to be the biggest bust since man be­gan scratch­ing marks on rocks, that’s what! And we’re get­ting ready for it! I’m get­ting ready for it! We’ve got the land and we’ve got the men to farm it, 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’ll be eat­ing.”

      Sud­den­ly he stopped and stud­ied David with his eyes nar­rowed. “I said you’d leave here con­vinced that we’ve all gone mad. But you’ll be back, David, my boy. You’ll be back be­fore the dog­woods bloom, be­cause you’ll see the signs.”

      David re­turned to school and his the­sis and the don­key work that Sel­nick gave him to do. Celia didn’t write, and he had no ad­dress for her. In re­sponse to his ques­tions his moth­er ad­mit­ted that no one had heard from her. In Febru­ary in re­tal­ia­tion for the food em­bar­go, Japan passed trade re­stric­tions that made fur­ther Unit­ed States trade with her im­pos­si­ble. Japan and Chi­na signed a mu­tu­al aid treaty. In March, Japan seized the Philip­pines, with their fields of rice, and Chi­na re­sumed its long-dor­mant trustee­ship over the In­dochi­na penin­su­la, with the rice pad­dies of Cam­bo­dia and Viet­nam.

      Cholera struck in Rome, Los An­ge­les, Galve­ston, and Sa­van­nah. Sau­di Ara­bia, Kuwait, Jor­dan, and oth­er Arab-bloc na­tions is­sued an ul­ti­ma­tum: the Unit­ed States must guar­an­tee a year­ly ra­tion of wheat to the Arab bloc and dis­con­tin­ue all aid to the state of Is­rael or there would be no oil for the Unit­ed States or Eu­rope. They re­fused to be­lieve the Unit­ed States could not meet their de­mands. In­ter­na­tion­al trav­el re­stric­tions were im­posed im­me­di­ate­ly, and the gov­ern­ment, by pres­iden­tial de­cree, formed a new de­part­ment with cab­inet sta­tus: the Bu­reau of In­for­ma­tion.

      The red­buds were hazy blurs of pink against the clear, May-soft­ened sky when David re­turned home. He stopped by his house on­ly long enough to change his clothes and get rid of his box­es of col­lege me­men­tos be­fore he drove out to the Sum­ner 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 Sem­ple and Fr­errer, what do you know about it? The first gen­er­ation of cloned mice 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?”

      “Vla­sic,” Walt said. “We went to med school to­geth­er. He went on in one di­rec­tion, I in an­oth­er. We’ve cor­re­spond­ed all these years. I asked him.”

      “You know his work?”

      “Yes. His rhe­sus mon­keys show the same de­cline dur­ing the fourth gen­er­ation, and on to ex­tinc­tion.”

      “It isn’t just like that,” David said. “He had to dis­con­tin­ue his work last year—no funds. So we don’t know the life ex­pectan­cies of the lat­er strains. But the de­cline starts in the third clone gen­er­ation, a de­cline of po­ten­cy. He was breed­ing each clone gen­er­ation sex­ual­ly, test­ing the off­spring for nor­mal­cy. The third clone gen­er­ation had on­ly twen­ty-five per­cent po­ten­cy. The sex­ual­ly re­pro­duced off­spring start­ed with that same per­cent­age, and, in fact, po­ten­cy dropped un­til the fifth gen­er­ation of sex­ual­ly re­pro­duced off­spring, and then it start­ed to climb back up and pre­sum­ably would have reached nor­mal­cy again.”

      Walt was watch­ing him close­ly, nod­ding now and then. David went on. “That was the clone-three strain. With the clone-four strain there was a dras­tic change. Some ab­nor­mal­ities 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 off­spring sur­vived longer than an hour or two. So much for clone-four strain. Cloning the fours was worse. Clone-five strain had gross ab­nor­mal­ities, and they were all ster­ile. Life-ex­pectan­cy fig­ures were not com­plet­ed. There was no clone-six strain. None sur­vived.”

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

      David shrugged. “My in­for­ma­tion could be out of date. I know Vla­sic stopped last year, but Sem­ple and Fr­errer are still at it, or were last month. They may have some­thing new­er than I know. You’re think­ing of live­stock?”

      “Of course. You know the ru­mors? They’re just not breed­ing well. No fig­ures are avail­able, but, hell, we have our own live­stock. They’re down by half.”

      “I heard some­thing. De­nied by the Bu­reau of In­for­ma­tion, I be­lieve.”

      “It’s true,” Walt said sober­ly.

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

      “If 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 to­mor­row, nat­ural­ly. And we’re not wor­ry­ing about mon­ey right now. We’ll have things that we won’t know what to do with, but I 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 win­dow and looked at the farm; the green was well es­tab­lished by now, spring would give way to sum­mer with­out a pause and the corn would be shiny, silky green in the fields. Just like al­ways. “Let me have a look at your lab equip­ment or­ders, and the stuff that’s been de­liv­ered al­ready,” he said. “Then let’s see if we can wran­gle me trav­el clear­ance out to the coast. I’ll talk to Sem­ple; I’ve met him a few times. If any­one’s do­ing any­thing, it’s that team.”

      “What is Sel­nick 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. Some of the blooms are al­ready show­ing.”
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      Chapter 3

      David was bone tired, ev­ery mus­cle seemed to ache at once, and his head was throb­bing. For nine days he had been on the go, to the coast, to Har­vard, to Wash­ing­ton, and now he want­ed noth­ing more than to sleep, even if the world ground to a stop while he was un­aware. He had tak­en a train from Wash­ing­ton to Rich­mond, and there, un­able to rent a car, or buy gaso­line if a car had been avail­able, he had stolen a bi­cy­cle and ped­aled the rest of the way. He nev­er re­al­ized his legs could ache so much.

      “You’re sure that bunch in Wash­ing­ton won’t be able to get a hear­ing?” Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner asked.

      “No one wants to hear the Jeremi­ahs,” David said. Sel­nick had been one of the group, and he had talked to David briefly. The gov­ern­ment had to ad­mit the se­ri­ous­ness of the com­ing catas­tro­phe, had to take strict mea­sures to avert it, or at least al­le­vi­ate it, but in­stead, the gov­ern­ment chose to paint glow­ing pic­tures of the com­ing up­turn that would be ap­par­ent by fall. Dur­ing the next six months those with sense and mon­ey would buy ev­ery­thing they could to see them through, be­cause af­ter that pe­ri­od of grace there would be noth­ing to buy.

      “Sel­nick says we should of­fer to buy his equip­ment. The school will jump at the chance to un­load it right now. Cheap.” David laughed. “Cheap. A quar­ter of a mil­lion pos­si­bly.”

      “Make the of­fer,” Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner said brusque­ly. And Walt nod­ded thought­ful­ly.

      David 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 much, 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 squab­bled and fought and cam­paigned for this cause or that. It was a long time be­fore his twitch­ing mus­cles re­laxed enough for him to lie qui­et­ly, and a longer time be­fore he could re­lax his mind enough to sleep.

      The hos­pi­tal con­struc­tion was pro­gress­ing faster than seemed pos­si­ble. There were two shifts at work; again a case of damn-the-cost. Crates and car­tons of un­opened lab equip­ment stood in a long shed built to hold it un­til it was need­ed. David went to work in a makeshift lab­ora­to­ry try­ing to repli­cate Fr­errer’s and Sem­ple’s tests. And in ear­ly Ju­ly, Har­ry Vla­sic ar­rived at the farm. He was short, fat, near-sight­ed, and short-tem­pered. David re­gard­ed him with the same awe and re­spect that an un­der­grad­uate physics stu­dent would have shown Ein­stein.

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

      They took him to the cave en­trance, which was just over a hun­dred yards from the hos­pi­tal. In­side the cave they used lanterns. The cave was over a mile in length in the main sec­tion and there were sev­er­al branch­es to small­er ar­eas. Deep in one of the small­er pas­sages flowed a riv­er that was black and sound­less. Spring wa­ter, good wa­ter. Vla­sic nod­ded again and again. When they fin­ished the cave tour he was still nod­ding. “It’s good,” he said. “It’ll work. The lab­ora­to­ries go in there, un­der­ground pas­sage from the hos­pi­tal, safe from con­tam­ina­tion. Good.”

      They worked six­teen hours a day that sum­mer and in­to the fall. In Oc­to­ber the first wave of flu swept the coun­try, worse than the out­break of 1917-1918. In Novem­ber a new ill­ness ap­peared, and here and there it was whis­pered that it was plague, but the gov­ern­ment Bu­reau of In­for­ma­tion said it was flu. Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner died in Novem­ber. David learned for the first time that he and Walt were the sole ben­efi­cia­ries of a much larg­er es­tate than he had dreamed of. And the es­tate was in cash. Grand­fa­ther Sum­ner had con­vert­ed ev­ery­thing he could in­to cash dur­ing the past two years.

      In De­cem­ber the mem­bers of the fam­ily be­gan to ar­rive, leav­ing the towns and vil­lages and cities scat­tered through­out the val­ley to take up res­idence in the hos­pi­tal and staff build­ings. Ra­tioning, black mar­kets, in­fla­tion, and loot­ing had turned the cities in­to bat­tle mounds. And the gov­ern­ment was freez­ing all as­sets of ev­ery busi­ness—noth­ing could be bought or sold with­out ap­proval. The army was oc­cu­py­ing the build­ings, and gov­ern­ment em­ploy­ees were over­see­ing the strict ra­tioning that had been im­posed.

      The fam­ily brought their stocks with them. Jere­my Stre­it brought his hard­ware mer­chan­dise in four truck­loads. Ed­die Beauchamp brought his den­tal equip­ment. David’s fa­ther brought all that he could from his de­part­ment store. The fam­ily had di­ver­si­fied, and there were rep­re­sen­ta­tive sup­plies from al­most ev­ery con­ceiv­able area of busi­ness and pro­fes­sion­al en­deav­or.

      With the fail­ure of ra­dio and tele­vi­sion com­mu­ni­ca­tion, there was no way for the gov­ern­ment to cope with the ris­ing pan­ic. Mar­tial law was de­clared on De­cem­ber 28. Six months too late.

      There was no child left un­der eight years of age when the spring rains came, and the orig­inal 319 peo­ple who had come to the up­per val­ley had dwin­dled to 201. In the cities the toll had been much high­er.

      David stud­ied the fe­tal pig he was get­ting ready to dis­sect. It was wrin­kled and des­ic­cat­ed, its bones too soft, its lymph glands lumpy, hard. Why? Why did the fourth gen­er­ation de­cline? Har­ry Vla­sic came to watch briefly, then walked away, his head bowed in thought. Not even he could come up with any an­swers, David thought, al­most with sat­is­fac­tion.

      That night David, Walt, and Vla­sic met and went over it all again. They had enough live­stock 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 an­imals at a time. Chick­ens, swine, cat­tle. But if the live­stock all be­came ster­ile, as seemed in­di­cat­ed, then the food sup­ply was lim­it­ed.

      Watch­ing the two old­er men, David knew that they were pur­pose­ly skirt­ing the oth­er ques­tion. If the peo­ple al­so be­came ster­ile, how long would they need a con­tin­uing sup­ply of food? He said, “We should iso­late a strain of ster­ile mice, clone them, and test for the reemer­gence of fer­til­ity with each new gen­er­ation of clones.”

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

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

      Walt looked at David briefly and said, “We don’t have the time 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, more than enough pow­er. We have equip­ment we haven’t even un­load­ed yet. . . .”

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

      “I can. I’ll do it in my free time.”

      “What free time?”

      “I’ll find it.” He stared at Walt un­til his un­cle shrugged per­mis­sion.

      In June, David had his pre­lim­inary 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.

      Walt stared at him in dis­be­lief. “Are you sure?” he whis­pered af­ter a mo­ment.

      “The fourth gen­er­ation of cloned ster­ile mice showed the same de­gen­er­acy that all clones show by then,” David said weari­ly. “But they al­so had a twen­ty-five per­cent fer­til­ity fac­tor. The off­spring have short­er lives, but more fer­tile mem­bers. This trend con­tin­ues to the sixth gen­er­ation, where fer­til­ity is up to nine­ty-four per­cent and life ex­pectan­cy starts to climb again, and then it’s on its way to nor­mal­cy steadi­ly.” He had it all on the charts that Walt now stud­ied. A, A1, A2, A3, A4, and their off­spring by sex­ual re­pro­duc­tion, a, a1, a2 . . . There were no clone strains af­ter A4; none had sur­vived to ma­tu­ri­ty.

      David leaned back and closed his eyes and thought about bed and a blan­ket up around his neck and black, black sleep. “High­er or­gan­isms must re­pro­duce sex­ual­ly or die out, and the abil­ity to do so is there. Some­thing re­mem­bers and heals it­self,” he said dream­ily.

      “You’ll be a great man when you pub­lish,” Vla­sic said, his hand on David’s shoul­der. He then moved to sit next to Walt, to point out some of the de­tails that Walt might miss. “A mar­velous piece of work,” he said soft­ly, his eyes glow­ing as he looked over the pages. “Mar­velous.” Then he glanced back at David. “Of course, you are aware of the oth­er im­pli­ca­tions of your work.”

      David opened his eyes and met Vla­sic’s gaze. He nod­ded. Puz­zled, Walt looked from one to the oth­er of them. David got up and stretched. “I have to sleep,” he said.

      But it was a long time be­fore he slept. He had a sin­gle room at the hos­pi­tal, more for­tu­nate than most, who were sleep­ing dou­bled up. The hos­pi­tal had more than two hun­dred beds, but few sin­gle rooms. The im­pli­ca­tions, he mused. He had been aware of them from the start, al­though he had not ad­mit­ted it even to him­self then, and was not ready to dis­cuss it now. They weren’t cer­tain yet. Three of the wom­en were preg­nant fi­nal­ly, af­ter a year and a half of bar­ren­ness. Mar­garet was near term, the ba­by well and kick­ing at the mo­ment. Five more weeks, he thought. Five more weeks, and per­haps he nev­er would have to dis­cuss the im­pli­ca­tions of his work.

      But Mar­garet didn’t wait five weeks. In two weeks she de­liv­ered a still­born child. Zel­da had a mis­car­riage the fol­low­ing week, and in the next week May lost her child. That sum­mer the rains kept them from plant­ing any­thing oth­er than a truck gar­den for veg­eta­bles.

      Walt be­gan test­ing the men for fer­til­ity, and re­port­ed to David and Vla­sic that no man in the val­ley was fer­tile.

      “So,” Vla­sic said soft­ly, “we now see the sig­nif­icance of David’s work.”
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      Chapter 4

      Win­ter came ear­ly in sheets of icy rain that went on day af­ter day af­ter day. The work in the lab­ora­to­ries in­creased, and David found him­self bless­ing his grand­fa­ther for his pur­chase of Sel­nick’s equip­ment, which had come with de­tailed in­struc­tions for mak­ing ar­ti­fi­cial pla­cen­tas as well as near­ly com­plet­ed work on com­put­er pro­grams for syn­thet­ic am­ni­ot­ic flu­ids. When David had gone to talk to Sel­nick about the equip­ment, Sel­nick had in­sist­ed—mad­ly, David had thought at the time—that he take ev­ery­thing or noth­ing. “You’ll see,” he had said wild­ly. “You’ll see.” The fol­low­ing week he had hanged him­self, and the equip­ment 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 leav­ing the cafe­te­ria, his mind on the work in the lab, when he felt a tug on his arm. It was his moth­er. He hadn’t seen her for weeks, and would have brushed past her with a quick hel­lo if she hadn’t stopped him. She looked strange, child­like. He turned from her to stare out the win­dow, wait­ing for her to re­lease his arm.

      “Celia’s com­ing home,” she said soft­ly. “She’s well, she says.”

      David felt frozen; he con­tin­ued to stare out the win­dow see­ing noth­ing. “Where is she now?” He lis­tened to the rus­tle of cheap pa­per and when it seemed that his moth­er was not go­ing to an­swer him, he wheeled about. “Where is she?”

      “Mi­ami,” she said fi­nal­ly, af­ter scan­ning the two pages. “It’s post­marked Mi­ami, I think. It’s over two weeks old. Dat­ed May 28. She nev­er got any of our mail.” She pressed the let­ter in­to David’s hand. Tears over­flowed her eyes, and heed­less of them she walked away.

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

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

      “You know you can’t leave now.”

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

      Walt stud­ied him for a mo­ment, 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 im­pa­tient­ly. “I’ll take Mike and the cart. I can stay on the back roads with Mike.” He knew that Walt was cal­cu­lat­ing, as he had done, the time in­volved, and he felt his face tight­en­ing, his hands clench­ing. Walt sim­ply nod­ded. “I’ll leave as soon as it’s light in the morn­ing.” Again Walt nod­ded. “Thanks,” David said sud­den­ly. He meant for not ar­gu­ing with him, for not point­ing out what both al­ready knew—that there was no way of know­ing how long he would have to wait for Celia, that she might nev­er make it to the farm.

      Three miles from the Wis­ton 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 Mike 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 walked care­ful­ly, not want­ing to sink to his knees in the treach­er­ous mud here in the low­lands. The Wis­ton farm al­ways had been flood-prone; it en­riched the soil, Grand­fa­ther Wis­ton had claimed, not will­ing to damn na­ture for its pe­ri­od­ic ram­pages. “God didn’t mean for this piece of ground to have to bear year af­ter year af­ter year,” he said. “Comes a time when the earth needs a rest, same as you and me. We’ll let it be this year, give it some clover when the ground dries out.”

      David start­ed to climb, still lead­ing Mike, who whin­nied soft­ly at him now and again. “Just to the knob, boy,” David said qui­et­ly. “Then you can rest and eat mead­ow grass un­til she gets here.”

      Grand­fa­ther Wis­ton had tak­en him to the knob once, when David was twelve. He re­mem­bered the day, hot and still like this day, he thought, and Grand­fa­ther Wis­ton had been straight and strong. 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 my great-grand­fa­ther when he came along. It’s our friend, David. It knows all the fam­ily se­crets.”

      “Is it still your prop­er­ty up here, Grand­fa­ther?”

      “Up to and in­clud­ing this tree, son. Oth­er side’s na­tion­al for­est land, but this tree, it’s on our land. Yours too, David. One day you’ll come up here and put your hand on this tree and you’ll know it’s your friend, just like it’s been my friend all my life. 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 time un­til once more his grand­fa­ther paused for a few mo­ments, his hand on David’s shoul­der. “This is how this land looked a mil­lion years ago, David.” Time had shift­ed sud­den­ly for the boy; a mil­lion years, a hun­dred mil­lion, was all the same dis­tant past, and he imag­ined the tread of the gi­ant rep­tiles. He imag­ined that he smelled the fetid breath of a tyran­nosaur. It was cool and misty un­der the tall trees, and be­low them the saplings grew, with their branch­es spread hor­izon­tal­ly, as if to catch any stray bit of sun­light that pen­etrat­ed the high canopy. Where the sun did find a path through, it was gold­en and soft, the sun of an­oth­er time. In even deep­er shad­ows grew bush­es and shrubs, and at the foot of it all were the moss­es and lichens, liv­er­worts and ferns. The arch­ing, heav­ing roots of the trees were clothed in vel­vet emer­ald plants.

      David stum­bled and, catch­ing his bal­ance, came to rest against the gi­ant oak tree that was, some­how, his friend. He pressed his cheek against the rough bark for a few mo­ments, then he pushed him­self away and looked up through the lux­uri­ant branch­es; he could see no sky through them. When it rained, the tree would pro­tect him from the full force of the storm, but he need­ed shel­ter from the fine drops that would make their way through the leaves to fall qui­et­ly on the ab­sorbent ground.

      Be­fore he start­ed to build a lean-to, he ex­am­ined the farm through his binoc­ulars. Be­hind the house, there was a gar­den be­ing tend­ed by five peo­ple; im­pos­si­ble to tell if they were male or fe­male. Long-haired, jeans, bare­foot, thin. It didn’t mat­ter. He not­ed that the gar­den was not pro­duc­ing 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 grow­ing corn. Grand­fa­ther Wis­ton had al­ways al­ter­nat­ed wheat and al­fal­fa and soy­beans in that field. The low­er fields were flood­ed, and the north field was grown up in grass­es and weeds. He swept the glass­es slow­ly over the build­ings. 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 peo­ple 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 storm came half an hour lat­er he stayed dry. Rivulets ran among the gar­den rows be­low, and the farm­yard turned sil­ver and spark­ly from this dis­tance, al­though he knew that clos­er it would sim­ply be mud­dy wa­ter inch­es deep. The ground was too sat­urat­ed in the val­ley to ab­sorb any more wa­ter. It would have to run off in­to Crooked Creek, which was inch­ing high­er and high­er to­ward the north field and the vul­ner­able corn there.

      By the third day the wa­ter had start­ed to in­vade the corn­field, and he pitied the peo­ple who stood and watched help­less­ly. The gar­den was still be­ing tend­ed, but it would be a mea­ger har­vest. By now he had count­ed twen­ty-two peo­ple; he thought that was all of them. Dur­ing the storm that lashed the val­ley that af­ter­noon, he heard Mike whin­ny and he crawled from the lean-to and stood up. Mike, down the slope of the knob, wouldn’t mind the rain too much, and he was pro­tect­ed from the wind. Still, he whin­nied again, and then again. Cau­tious­ly, hold­ing his shot­gun in one hand, shield­ing his eyes from the lash­ing rain with the oth­er, David edged around the tree. A fig­ure stum­bled up the knob halt­ing­ly, head bowed, stop­ping of­ten, then mov­ing on again, not look­ing up, prob­ably blind­ed by the rain. Sud­den­ly David threw the shot­gun un­der the lean-to and ran to meet her. “Celia!” he cried. “Celia!”

      She stopped and raised her head. The rain ran over her cheeks and plas­tered her hair to her fore­head. She dropped the shoul­der bag that had weighed her down and ran to­ward him, and on­ly when he caught her and held her tight and hard did he re­al­ize that he was weep­ing, as she was.

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

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

      “I knew you’d come here,” he said. “When did you eat?”

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

      He nod­ded and light­ed the Ster­no. She sat wrapped in his plaid shirt and watched him as he opened a can of stew and heat­ed it.

      “Who are those peo­ple down there?”

      “Squat­ters. Grand­moth­er and Grand­fa­ther Wis­ton died last year. That gang showed up. They gave Aunt Hil­da and Un­cle Ed­die a choice, join them or get out. They didn’t give Wan­da any chance at all. They kept her.”

      She stared down in­to the val­ley and nod­ded slow­ly. “I didn’t know it was this bad. I didn’t be­lieve it.” With­out look­ing back at him, she asked then, “And Moth­er, Fa­ther?”

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

      “I didn’t get any let­ters,” she said. “Al­most two years. They made us leave Brazil, you know. But there wasn’t any trans­porta­tion home. We went to Colom­bia. They promised to let us go home in three months. And then they came one night, late, al­most at dawn, and said we had to get out. There were ri­ots, you know.”

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

      “They were com­ing for us, for the Amer­icans. They blame 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 mobs were com­ing for us. We left on a small boat, a skiff. Nine­teen of us. They shot at us when we got too near Cu­ba.”

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

      She looked at him and slow­ly shook her head. “Nev­er again. I’ll nev­er men­tion any of it again, David. I just want­ed you to know there was noth­ing I could do. I want­ed to come home and there wasn’t any way.”

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

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

      She shook her head. “Not yet. I saw Mi­ami, and the peo­ple, all try­ing to get some­where else, stand­ing in line for days, stand­ing on the trains. They’re evac­uat­ing Mi­ami. Peo­ple are falling dead, and they’re just leav­ing them where they fall.” She shiv­ered vi­olent­ly. “Don’t tell me any­thing else yet.”

      The storm was over, and the night air was cool. They hud­dled un­der a blan­ket and sat with­out talk­ing, drink­ing hot black cof­fee. When the cup be­gan to tilt in Celia’s hand, David took it from her and gen­tly low­ered her to the bed he had pre­pared. “I love you, Celia,” he said soft­ly. “I’ve al­ways loved you.”

      “I love you, too, David. Al­ways.” Her eyes were closed and her lash­es were very black on her white cheeks. David leaned over and kissed her fore­head, pulled the blan­ket high­er about her, and watched her sleep for a long time be­fore he lay down be­side her and al­so slept.

      Dur­ing the night she roused once, moan­ing, twist­ing about, and he held her un­til she qui­et­ed. She didn’t wake up com­plete­ly, and what words she said were not in­tel­li­gi­ble.

      The next morn­ing they left the oak tree and start­ed for the Sum­ner farm. She rode Mike un­til they got to the cart; by then she was trem­bling with ex­haus­tion and her lips were blue again, al­though the day was al­ready hot. There wasn’t room for her to lie down in the cart, so he padded the back of the wood­en seat with his bedroll and blan­ket, where she could at least put her head back and rest, when the road wasn’t too bumpy and the cart didn’t jounce too hard. She smiled faint­ly when he cov­ered her legs with an­oth­er shirt, the one he had been wear­ing.

      “It isn’t cold, you know,” she said mat­ter-of-fact­ly. “That god­damn bug does some­thing to the heart, I think. No one would tell us any­thing about it. My symp­toms all in­volve the cir­cu­la­to­ry sys­tem.”

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

      “Eigh­teen months ago, I think. Just be­fore they made us leave 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 more vir­ulent as time went on.”

      He nod­ded. “Same here. Some­thing like six­ty per­cent fa­tal, in­creas­ing up to eighty per­cent by now, I guess.”

      There was a long si­lence then, and he thought that per­haps she had drift­ed off to sleep. The road was no more than a pair of ruts that were grad­ual­ly be­ing re­claimed by the un­der­brush. Al­ready grass cov­ered it al­most to­tal­ly, ex­cept where the rains had washed the dirt away and left on­ly rocks. Mike walked 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 it.

      “And the hos­pi­tal? Was it built?”

      “It’s there. Walt is run­ning it.”

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

      When they stopped for lunch, hours lat­er, she said, “David, will you make love to me now, be­fore the rains start again?”

      They lay un­der a stand of yel­low poplars, and the leaves rus­tled in­ces­sant­ly though no wind could be felt. Un­der the susurrous trees, their own voic­es be­came whis­pers. She was so thin and so pale, and in­side she was so warm and alive; her body rose to meet his and her breasts seemed 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 trem­bling, then clenched in­to fists that opened spas­mod­ical­ly; and he felt her nails dis­tant­ly, aware that his back was be­ing clawed, but dis­tant­ly, dis­tant­ly. And fi­nal­ly there were on­ly the susurrant leaves and now and then a long, heav­ing sigh.

      “I’ve loved you for more than twen­ty years, did you re­al­ize that?” he said af­ter a long time.

      She laughed. “Re­mem­ber when I broke your arm?”

      Lat­er, in the cart again, her voice came from be­hind him, soft­ly, sad­ly. “We’re fin­ished, aren’t we, David? You, I, all of us?”

      He thought, Walt be damned, promis­es be damned, se­cre­cy be damned. And he told her about the clones de­vel­op­ing un­der the moun­tain, in the lab­ora­to­ry deep in the cave.
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      Chapter 5

      Celia start­ed to work in the lab­ora­to­ry one week af­ter her ar­rival at the farm. “It’s the on­ly way I’ll ev­er get to see you at all,” she said gen­tly when David protest­ed. “I promised Walt that I would work on­ly four hours a day to start. Okay?”

      David took her through the lab the fol­low­ing morn­ing. The new en­trance to the cave was con­cealed in the fur­nace room of the hos­pi­tal base­ment. The door was steel, set in the lime­stone 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. “We keep them here at all times,” he said, tak­ing a sec­ond coat from a wall hang­er. “Twice gov­ern­ment in­spec­tors have come here, and it might look sus­pi­cious if we put them on to go down the cel­lar. They won’t be back.”

      The pas­sage­way was dim­ly light­ed, the floor was smooth. It went four hun­dred feet to an­oth­er steel door. This one opened in­to the first cave cham­ber, a large, high-domed room. It had been left al­most as they had found it, with sta­lac­tites and sta­lag­mites on all sides, but now there were many cots, pic­nic ta­bles and bench­es, and a row of cook­ing ta­bles and serv­ing ta­bles. “Our emer­gen­cy room, for the hot rains,” David said, hur­ry­ing her through the echo­ing room. There was an­oth­er pas­sage, nar­row­er and tougher than the first. At the end of this pas­sage was the an­imal ex­per­iment room.

      One wall had been cut through and the com­put­er in­stalled, look­ing grotesque­ly out of place against a wall of pale pink traver­tine. In the cen­ter of the room were tanks and vats and pipes, all stain­less steel and glass. On ei­ther side of these were the tanks that held the an­imal em­bryos. Celia stared with­out mov­ing for sev­er­al mo­ments, then turned to look at David with star­tled eyes. “How many tanks do you have?”

      “Enough to clone six hun­dred an­imals of vary­ing sizes,” he said. “We took a lot of them out, put them in the lab on the oth­er side, and we’re not us­ing all that we have here. We’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.”

      Ed­die Beauchamp came from the side of the tanks, jot­ting fig­ures in a ledger. He grinned at David and Celia. “Slum­ming?” 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 make a mi­nor ad­just­ment.

      Celia’s eyes ques­tioned David, and he shook his head. Ed­die didn’t know what they were do­ing in the oth­er lab. They walked past the tanks, row af­ter row of them, all sealed, with on­ly nee­dles that moved now and then and the di­als on the sides to in­di­cate that there was any­thing in­side. They re­turned to the cor­ri­dor. David led her through an­oth­er door­way, a short pas­sage, then in­to the sec­ond lab­ora­to­ry, this one se­cured by a lock that he had a key for.

      Walt looked up as they en­tered, nod­ded, and turned again to the desk where he was work­ing. Vla­sic didn’t even look up. Sarah smiled and hur­ried past them and sat down be­fore a com­put­er con­sole and be­gan to type. An­oth­er wom­an in the room didn’t seem to be aware that any­one had come in. Hil­da. Celia’s aunt. David glanced at Celia, but she was star­ing wide-eyed at the tanks, and in this room the tanks were glass-front­ed. Each was filled with a pale liq­uid, a yel­low so faint that the col­or seemed al­most il­lu­so­ry. With­in the tanks, float­ing in the liq­uid, were sacs, no larg­er than small fists. Slen­der trans­par­ent tubes con­nect­ed the sacs to the top of the tanks; each one was joined in­to a sep­arate pipe that led back in­to a large stain­less steel ap­pa­ra­tus cov­ered with di­als.

      Celia walked slow­ly down the aisle be­tween the tanks, stopped once mid­way, and didn’t move again for a long time. David took her arm. She was trem­bling slight­ly.

      “Are you all right?”

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

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

      “All the lights? The heat? The com­put­er? You can gen­er­ate that much elec­tric­ity?”

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

      “Six hours is a lot. If you stop breath­ing for six min­utes, you’re dead.” With her hands clasped be­hind her, she stepped clos­er to the shiny con­trol sys­tem at the end of the room. “This isn’t the com­put­er. What is it?”

      “It’s a com­put­er ter­mi­nal. The com­put­er con­trols the in­put of nu­tri­ents and oxy­gen, and the out­put of tox­ins. The an­imal room is on the oth­er side of that wall. Those tanks are linked to it, too. Sep­arate set of sys­tems, but the same ma­chin­ery.”

      They went through the nurs­ery for the an­imals, and then the nurs­ery for the hu­man ba­bies. There was the dis­sec­tion room, sev­er­al small of­fices where the sci­en­tists could with­draw to work, the stock­rooms. In ev­ery room ex­cept the one where the hu­man clones were be­ing grown, peo­ple were work­ing. “They nev­er used a Bun­sen burn­er or a test tube be­fore, but they have be­come sci­en­tists and tech­ni­cians prac­ti­cal­ly overnight,” David said. “And thank God for that, or it nev­er would have worked. I 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. When­ev­er David looked up to see her in the lab­ora­to­ry, he felt a stab of joy. She in­creased her work­day to six hours. When David fell in­to bed ex­haust­ed af­ter four­teen or six­teen hours, she was there to hold him and love him.

      In Au­gust, Av­ery Han­dley re­port­ed that his short­wave con­tact in Rich­mond warned of a band of ma­raud­ers 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 same week Av­ery an­nounced that there was war in the Mid­dle East. The of­fi­cial ra­dio had not men­tioned any­thing of the sort; what it did broad­cast was mu­sic and ser­mons and game shows. Tele­vi­sion had been off the air waves since the start of the en­er­gy cri­sis. “They’re us­ing the bomb,” Av­ery said. “Don’t know who, but some­one is. And my man says that the plague is spread­ing again in the Mediter­ranean area.”

      In Septem­ber they fought off the first at­tack. In Oc­to­ber they learned the band was group­ing for a sec­ond at­tack, this time with thir­ty to forty men. “We can’t keep fight­ing them off,” Walt said. “They must know we have food here. They’ll come from all di­rec­tions this time. They know we’re watch­ing for them.”

      “We should blow up the dam,” Clarence said. “Wait un­til they’re in the up­per val­ley and flood them out.”

      The meet­ing 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’ll try to take the mill,” Clarence went on. “They prob­ably think there’s wheat there, or some­thing.” A dozen men vol­un­teered to stand guard at the mill. Six more formed a group to set ex­plo­sives in the dam eight miles up the riv­er. Oth­ers formed a scout­ing par­ty.

      David and Celia left the meet­ing ear­ly. He had vol­un­teered for ev­ery­thing, and each time had been turned down. He was not one of the ex­pend­able ones. The rains had be­come “hot” again, and the peo­ple were all sleep­ing in the cave. David and Celia, Walt, Vla­sic, 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 they whis­pered be­fore they fell asleep. Their talk was of their child­hood.

      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 mo­ment. Then she was still again, and slow­ly he re­leased her and sat on the stone floor with his eyes closed. Lat­er he heard Walt mov­ing 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 lose three hous­es when the dam was blown 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 lat­er the sig­nal was giv­en and the dam was de­stroyed.

      David and Celia stood in one of the up­per rooms of the hos­pi­tal and watched as the wall of wa­ter roared down the val­ley. It was like a jet take­off; a crowd fu­ri­ous with an um­pire’s de­ci­sion; an ex­press train out of con­trol; a roar like noth­ing he had ev­er heard, or like ev­ery­thing he had ev­er heard, re­com­bined 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 val­ley, ac­cel­er­at­ing as it came, smash­ing, 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. “We had to do it,” he said.

      “I know. But it seems so fu­tile some­times. We’re all dead, fight­ing right down the line, but dead. As dead as those men must be by now.”

      “We’re mak­ing it work, hon­ey. You know that. You’ve been work­ing right there. Thir­ty new lives!”

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

      He nod­ded.

      “And Wednes­day-night Bible school? I keep think­ing of it now. And I won­der if this isn’t God’s do­ing af­ter all. I can’t help it. I keep won­der­ing. And I had be­come an athe­ist.” She laughed and sud­den­ly spun around. “Let’s go to bed, now. Here in the hos­pi­tal. Let’s pick a fan­cy room, a suite. . . .”

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

      They walked through the emp­ty hos­pi­tal, through the long, dim­ly light­ed pas­sage, through the large cham­ber where the peo­ple were try­ing to find com­fort­able 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 ado­les­cent boy’s. When she faced him again, her ribs seemed to be strain­ing against her skin. She looked at him for a mo­ment, and then came to him and 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 Novem­ber, and with the val­ley flood­ed and the road and bridges gone, they knew they were safe from at­tack, at least un­til spring. The peo­ple had moved out of the cave again, and work in the lab went on at the same numb­ing pace. The fe­tus­es were de­vel­op­ing, grow­ing, mov­ing now with sud­den mo­tions of feet and el­bows. David was work­ing on sub­sti­tutes for the chem­icals that al­ready were sub­sti­tut­ing for am­ni­ot­ic flu­ids. He worked each day un­til his vi­sion blurred, or his hands re­fused to obey his di­rec­tions, or Walt or­dered him out of the lab. Celia was work­ing longer hours now, still rest­ing in the mid­dle of the day for sev­er­al hours, but she re­turned af­ter that and stayed al­most as late as David did.

      He passed her chair and kissed the top of her head. She looked up at him and smiled, then re­turned to her fig­ures. Pe­ter start­ed a cen­trifuge. Vla­sic made a last ad­just­ment on the end tank of nu­tri­ents that were to be di­lut­ed and fed to the em­bryos, then called out, “Celia, you ready to count chicks?”

      “One sec­ond,” she said. She made 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 move for a mo­ment, and when she said, in a tremu­lous voice that be­trayed dis­be­lief, “David . . . David . . .“ he was al­ready start­ing to his feet. He caught her as she crum­pled.

      Her eyes were open, her look al­most quizzi­cal, ask­ing what he could not an­swer, ex­pect­ing no an­swer. A tremor passed through her and she closed her eyes, and al­though her lids flut­tered, she did not open them again.
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      Chapter 6

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

      David made no re­sponse. He knew he looked like hell. He felt like hell. He watched Walt as if from a 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 room and leaned for­ward, cup­ping his chin in his hands, star­ing at the floor. “We’ve got to tell them. Sarah thinks there’ll be trou­ble. So do I.”

      David stood at the win­dow, look­ing at the bleak land­scape, done in grays and blacks and mud col­ors. It was rain­ing, but the rain had be­come clean. The riv­er was a gray swirling mon­ster that he could glimpse from up here, a dull re­flec­tion of the dull sky.

      “They might try to storm the lab,” Walt went on. “God knows what they might de­cide to do.”

      David made no mo­tion but con­tin­ued to stare at the sullen sky.

      “God damn it! You turn around here and lis­ten to me, you ass­hole! You think I’m go­ing to let 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 jumped up with his out­burst, and he swung David around and yelled in­to his face. “You think I’m go­ing to let you sit up here and die? Not to­day, David. Not yet. What you de­cide to do next week, I don’t give a damn, but to­day I need you, and you, by God, are go­ing to be there!”

      “I don’t care,” David said qui­et­ly.

      “You’re go­ing to care! Be­cause those ba­bies are go­ing to come bust­ing out of those sacs, and those ba­bies are the on­ly hope we have, and you know it. Our genes, yours, mine, Celia’s, those genes are the on­ly thing that stand be­tween us and obliv­ion. And I won’t al­low it, David! I refuse it!”

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

      “No price is too high!”

      Slow­ly Walt’s face seemed to come 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. “Why now?” he asked. “Why change the plan and tell them now, so far ahead of time?”

      “Be­cause it isn’t that far ahead of time.” Walt rubbed his eyes hard. “Some­thing’s go­ing wrong, David. I 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 him­self David made rapid cal­cu­la­tions. “It’s twen­ty-six weeks,” he said. “We can’t han­dle that many pre­ma­ture ba­bies.”

      “I know that.” Walt sat down once more, and this time put his head back and closed his eyes. “We don’t have much choice,” he said. “We lost one yes­ter­day. Three to­day. We have to bring them out and treat them like pre­emies.”

      Slow­ly David nod­ded. “Which ones?” he asked, but he knew. Walt told him the names, and again he nod­ded. He had known that they were not his, not Walt’s, not Celia’s. “What are you plan­ning?” he asked then, and sat down on the side of his bed.

      “I have to sleep,” Walt said. “Then a meet­ing, 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 them out. That’ll be morn­ing. We need nurs­es, half a dozen, more if we can get them. Sarah says Mar­garet would be good. I don’t know.”

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

      Walt mum­bled some­thing, and one of his hands fell off the chair arm. He jerked up­right.

      “Okay, Walt, you get in my bed,” David said, al­most re­sent­ful­ly. “I’ll go down to the lab, get things rolling there. I’ll come up for you at six thir­ty.” Walt didn’t protest, but fell on­to the bed with­out both­er­ing to take off his shoes. David pulled them off. Walt’s socks were more holes than not, but prob­ably they kept his an­kles warm. David left them on, pulled the blan­ket over him, and went to the lab.

      At sev­en the hos­pi­tal cafe­te­ria was crowd­ed when Walt stood up to make his an­nounce­ment. First he had Av­ery Han­dley run down his log of di­min­ish­ing short­wave con­tacts, with the ac­com­pa­ny­ing grim sto­ries of plague, famine, dis­ease, spon­ta­neous abor­tions, still­births, and steril­ity. It was the same sto­ry world­wide. They lis­tened ap­athet­ical­ly; they could not care any longer what was hap­pen­ing to any part of the world that was not their small part. Av­ery fin­ished and sat down once more.

      Walt looked small, David thought in sur­prise. He had al­ways thought of him as a fair­ly large man, but he wasn’t. He was on­ly five feet nine, and now he was very thin and hard-look­ing, like a game­cock, trimmed of all ex­cess with on­ly the es­sen­tials need­ed to car­ry on the fight re­main­ing. Walt stud­ied the as­sem­bled peo­ple and de­lib­er­ate­ly said, “There’s not a per­son in this room hun­gry tonight. We don’t have any more 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. We have men ca­pa­ble of do­ing just about any­thing we might ev­er want done.” He paused and looked at them again, from left to right, back again, tak­ing his time. He had their ab­so­lute at­ten­tion. “What we don’t have,” he said, his voice hard and flat now, “is a wom­an who can con­ceive a child, or a man who could im­preg­nate her if she was able to bear.”

      There was a rip­ple of move­ment, like a col­lec­tive sigh, but no one spoke. Walt said, “You know how we are get­ting our meat. You know the cat­tle are good, the chick­ens are good. To­mor­row, ladies and gen­tle­men, we will have our own ba­bies de­vel­oped the same way.”

      There was a mo­ment of ut­ter si­lence, of still­ness, then they broke. Clarence leaped to his feet shout­ing at Walt. Ver­non fought to get to the front of the room, but there were too many peo­ple be­tween him and Walt. One of the wom­en pulled on Walt’s arm, al­most drag­ging him over, scream­ing in his face. Walt yanked free and climbed on­to a ta­ble. “Stop this! I’m go­ing to an­swer any ques­tions, but I can’t hear any one of you this way.”

      For the next three hours they ques­tioned, ar­gued, prayed, formed al­liances, re­formed them as ar­gu­ments 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 to­mor­row night at sev­en. Cof­fee will be served now, and I un­der­stand we have cakes and sand­wich­es.” He jumped from the ta­ble and left be­fore any of them could catch up with him, and he and David hur­ried to the cave en­trance, lock­ing the mas­sive door be­hind them.

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

      David’s fa­ther, Walt, and Clarence were broth­ers, David re­mind­ed him­self, but he couldn’t help re­gard­ing Clarence as an out­sider, a stranger with a fat bel­ly and a lot of mon­ey who ex­pect­ed in­stant obe­di­ence from the world.

      “They might or­ga­nize,” Walt said af­ter a mo­ment. “They might form a com­mit­tee to protest this act of the dev­il. We’ll have to be ready for them.”

      David nod­ded. They had count­ed on de­lay­ing this meet­ing un­til they had live ba­bies, hu­man ba­bies that laughed and gur­gled and took milk from the bot­tle hun­gri­ly. In­stead they would have a room full of not-quite-fin­ished pre­emies, cer­tain­ly not hu­man-look­ing, with no more hu­man ap­peal than a calf born too soon.

      They worked all night prepar­ing the nurs­ery. Sarah had en­list­ed Mar­garet, Hil­da, Lucy, and half a dozen oth­er wom­en, who were all gowned and masked pro­fes­sion­al­ly. One of them dropped a basin and three oth­ers screamed in uni­son. David cursed, but un­der his breath. They would be all right when they had the ba­bies, he told him­self.

      The blood­less 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 per­mit­ted in the nurs­ery was Clarence, and af­ter that there was no fur­ther talk of de­stroy­ing the in­hu­man mon­strosi­ties.

      There was a cel­ebra­tion par­ty, and names were sug­gest­ed and a draw­ing was held to se­lect eleven fe­male names and ten male. In the record book the ba­bies were la­beled R-l strain; Re­pop­ula­tion 1. But in David’s mind, as in Walt’s, the ba­bies were W-l, D-l, and soon, C-l . . .

      For the next months there was no short­age of nurs­es, male or fe­male, no short­age of help do­ing any of the chores that so few had done be­fore. Ev­ery­one want­ed to be­come a doc­tor or a bi­ol­ogist, Walt grum­bled. He was sleep­ing more now, and the fa­tigue lines on his face were smooth­ing out. Of­ten he would nudge David and tow him along, away from the nurs­ery, pro­pel him to­ward his own room in the hos­pi­tal, and see to it that he re­mained there for a night’s sleep. One night as they walked side by side back to their rooms, Walt said, “Now you un­der­stand what I meant when I said this was all that mat­tered, don’t you?”

      David un­der­stood. Ev­ery time he looked down at the tiny, pink new Celia he un­der­stood more ful­ly.
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      Chapter 7

      It had been a mis­take, David thought, watch­ing the boys from the win­dow in Walt’s of­fice. Liv­ing mem­ories, that’s what they rep­re­sent­ed. There was Clarence, al­ready look­ing 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 al­most, but de­ter­mined­ly man­ly, al­ways try­ing hard­er than the oth­ers to en­dure, to jump high­er, run faster, hit hard­er. And D-4, him­self . . . He turned away and pon­dered the fu­ture of the boys, all of an age; un­cles, fa­thers, grand­fa­thers, all the same age. He was start­ing a headache again.

      “They’re in­hu­man, aren’t they?” he said bit­ter­ly to Walt. “They come and go and we know noth­ing about them. What do they think? Why do they hang so close to each oth­er?”

      “Re­mem­ber that old cliché, gen­er­ation gap? It’s here, I reck­on.” Walt was look­ing very old. He was tired, and sel­dom tried to hide it any longer. He looked up at David and said qui­et­ly, “Maybe they’re afraid of us.”

      David nod­ded. He had thought of that. “I know why Hil­da did it,” he said. “I didn’t at the time, but now I know.” Hil­da had stran­gled the small girl who looked more like her ev­ery day.

      “Me too.” Walt pulled his note­book back from where 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 growth. They do cling to their own kind.” He start­ed to write then, and David left him.

      Spooky, he thought, and veered from the lab­ora­to­ry, where he had been head­ing orig­inal­ly. Let the damn em­bryos do their thing with­out him. He knew he didn’t want to en­ter be­cause D-l or D-2 would be there work­ing. The D-4 strain would be the one, though, to prove or dis­prove the ex­per­iment. If Four didn’t make it, then chances were that Five wouldn’t ei­ther, and then what? A mis­take. Whoops, wrong, sir. Sor­ry about that.

      He climbed the ridge be­hind the hos­pi­tal, over the cave, and sat down on an out­crop of lime­stone that felt cool and smooth. The boys were clear­ing an­oth­er field. They worked well to­geth­er, with lit­tle con­ver­sa­tion but much laugh­ter that seemed to arise spon­ta­neous­ly. A line of girls came in­to view, from near­er the riv­er; they were car­ry­ing bas­kets of berries. Black­ber­ries and gun­pow­der, he thought sud­den­ly, and he re­mem­bered the an­cient cel­ebra­tions of the Fourth of Ju­ly, with black­ber­ry stains and fire­works, and sul­fur for the chig­gers. And birds. Thrush­es, mead­owlarks, war­blers, pur­ple mar­tins.

      Three Celias came in­to view, swing­ing eas­ily with the weight of the bas­kets, a stair-step suc­ces­sion of Celias. He shouldn’t do that, he re­mind­ed him­self harsh­ly. They weren’t Celias, none of them had that name. They were Mary and Ann and some­thing else. He couldn’t re­mem­ber for a mo­ment the third one’s name, and he knew it didn’t mat­ter. They were each and ev­ery one Celia. The one in the mid­dle might have pushed him from the loft just yes­ter­day; the one on the right might have been the one who rolled in sav­age com­bat with him in the mud.

      Once, three years ago, he had had a fan­ta­sy in which Celia-3 had come to him shy­ly and asked that he take her. In the fan­ta­sy he had tak­en her; and in his dreams for weeks to come, 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 writ­ten too clear­ly on her smooth face for her to pre­tend it was not there.

      “David, for­give me. I was star­tled . . .”

      They were promis­cu­ous, in­deed it was prac­ti­cal­ly re­quired of them to be free in their lov­ing. No one could an­tic­ipate how many of them even­tu­al­ly would be fer­tile, what the per­cent­age of boys to girls would be. Walt was able to test the males, but since the tests for fe­male fer­til­ity re­quired rab­bits which they did not have, he said the best test for fer­til­ity was preg­nan­cy. The chil­dren lived to­geth­er, and promis­cu­ity was the norm. But on­ly with one an­oth­er. They all shunned the el­ders. David had felt his eyes burn­ing as the girl spoke, still mov­ing away from him.

      He had turned and left abrupt­ly and had not spo­ken to her again in the in­ter­ven­ing years. Some­times he thought he saw her watch­ing him war­ily, and each time he glared at her and hur­ried away.

      C-l had been like his own child. He had watched her de­vel­op, watched her learn to walk, talk, feed her­self. His child, his and Celia’s. C-2 had been much the same. A twin, some­what small­er, iden­ti­cal nev­er­the­less. But C-3 had been dif­fer­ent. No, he cor­rect­ed: his per­cep­tions of her had been dif­fer­ent. When he looked at her he saw Celia, and he ached.

      He had grown chilled on the ridge, and he re­al­ized that the sun had set long ago and the lanterns had been light­ed be­low. The scene looked pret­ty, like a sen­ti­men­tal card ti­tled “Ru­ral Life.” The large farm­house with glow­ing win­dows, the black­ness of the barn; clos­er, the hos­pi­tal and staff build­ing with the cheer­ful yel­low lights in the win­dows. Stiffly he de­scend­ed in­to the val­ley 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 room at the hos­pi­tal. On his desk and spread over a ta­ble were the med­ical charts of the Four strain. “I’ve fin­ished,” Walt said. “You’ll have to dou­ble-check, of course.”

      David scanned the fi­nal lines quick­ly, H-4 and D-4. “Have you told the two boys yet?”

      “I told them all. 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’ll do it.” His voice was al­most bit­ter when he looked up at David. “They’re tak­ing it over com­plete­ly from now on.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “W-one made a copy of my records for his files. He’ll fol­low it through.”

      David nod­ded. The el­ders were be­ing ex­clud­ed again. The time was com­ing when the el­ders wouldn’t be need­ed for any­thing—ex­tra mouths to feed, noth­ing else. He sat down and for a long time he and Walt sat in com­pan­ion­able si­lence.

      In class the fol­low­ing day noth­ing ap­peared to be dif­fer­ent. No pair bond­ing, David thought cyn­ical­ly. They ac­cept­ed be­ing mat­ed as ca­su­al­ly as the cat­tle did. If there was any jeal­ousy of the two fer­tile males, it was well hid­den. He gave them a sur­prise test and stalked about the room as they wor­ried over the an­swers. They would all pass, he knew; not on­ly pass, but do ex­cep­tion­al­ly well. They had mo­ti­va­tion. They were learn­ing in their teens what he hadn’t grasped in his twen­ties. There were no ed­uca­tion­al frills, no dis­trac­tions. Work in the class­room, in the fields, in the kitchens, in the lab­ora­to­ries. They worked in­ter­change­ably, in­ces­sant­ly—the first re­al­ly class­less so­ci­ety. He pulled his thoughts back when he re­al­ized that they were fin­ish­ing al­ready. He had al­lowed an hour, and they were fin­ish­ing in forty min­utes; slight­ly longer for the Fives, who, af­ter all, were two years younger than the Fours.

      The two old­est Ds head­ed for the lab­ora­to­ry af­ter class, and David fol­lowed them. They were talk­ing earnest­ly un­til he drew near. He re­mained in the lab­ora­to­ry for fif­teen min­utes of silent work, then left. Out­side the door he paused and once more could hear the mur­mur of qui­et voic­es. An­gri­ly he tramped down the hall­way.

      In Walt’s of­fice he raged, “Damn it, they’re up to some­thing! I can smell it.”

      Walt re­gard­ed him with a de­tached thought­ful­ness. David felt help­less be­fore him. There was noth­ing he could point to, noth­ing he could at­tach sig­nif­icance to, but there was a feel­ing, an in­stinct, that would not be qui­et­ed.

      “All right,” David said, al­most in des­per­ation. “Look at how they took the test re­sults. Why aren’t the boys jeal­ous? Why aren’t the girls mak­ing pass­es at the two avail­able studs?”

      Walt shook his head.

      “I don’t even know what they’re do­ing in the lab any­more,” David said. “And Har­ry has been rel­egat­ed to care­tak­er for the live­stock.” He paced the room in frus­tra­tion. “They’re tak­ing over.”

      “We knew they would one day,” Walt re­mind­ed him gen­tly.

      “But there are on­ly sev­en­teen Fives. Eigh­teen Fours. Out of the lot they might get six or sev­en fer­tile ones. With a de­creased life ex­pectan­cy. With an in­creased chance of ab­nor­mal­ity. Don’t they know that?”

      “David, re­lax. They know all that. They’re liv­ing it. Be­lieve me, they know.” Walt stood up and put his arm about David’s shoul­ders. “We‘ve done it, David. We 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 more who will be fer­tile. We have done it, David. Let them car­ry it now if they want to.”

      By the end of sum­mer two of the Four-strain girls were preg­nant. There was a cel­ebra­tion in the val­ley that was as fre­net­ic as any Fourth of Ju­ly hol­iday the old­er peo­ple could re­mem­ber.

      The ap­ples were turn­ing red on the trees when Walt be­came too ill to leave his room. Two more girls were preg­nant; one of them was a Five. Ev­ery day David spent hours with Walt, no longer want­ing to work at all in the lab­ora­to­ry, feel­ing an out­sider in the class­rooms, where the Ones were grad­ual­ly tak­ing over the teach­ing du­ties.

      “You might have to de­liv­er those ba­bies come spring,” Walt said, grin­ning. “Might start a class in de­liv­ery pro­ce­dures. Walt-three is ready, I guess.”

      “We’ll man­age,” David said. “Don’t wor­ry about it. I ex­pect you’ll be there.”

      “Maybe. Maybe.” Walt closed his eyes for a mo­ment, and with­out open­ing them said, “You were right about them, David. They’re up to some­thing.”

      David leaned for­ward and un­con­scious­ly low­ered his voice. “What do you know?”

      Walt looked at him and shook his head slight­ly. “About as much as you did when you first came to me in ear­ly sum­mer. No more than that. David, find out what they’re do­ing in the lab. And find out what they think about the preg­nant girls. Those two things. Soon.” Turn­ing away from David, he added, “Har­ry tells me they have de­vised a new im­mer­sion sus­pen­sion sys­tem that doesn’t re­quire the ar­ti­fi­cial pla­cen­tas. They’re adding them as fast as they can.” He sighed. “Har­ry has cracked, David. Se­nile or crazy. W-one can’t do any­thing for him.”

      David stood up, but hes­itat­ed. “Walt, I think it’s time you told me. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Get out of here, damn it,” Walt said, but the tim­bre of his voice was gone, the force that should have pro­pelled David from the room was not there. For a mo­ment Walt looked help­less and vul­ner­able, but de­lib­er­ate­ly he closed his eyes, and this time his voice was a growl. “Get out. I’m tired. I need rest.”

      David walked along the riv­er for a long time. He hadn’t been in the lab for weeks, months per­haps. No one need­ed him in the lab any longer. He felt in the way there. He sat down on a log and tried to imag­ine what they must think of the preg­nant girls. They would re­vere them. The bear­ers of life, so few among so many. Was Walt afraid a ma­tri­archy of some sort would de­vel­op? It could. They had dis­cussed that years ago, and then dis­missed it as one of the things they could not con­trol. A new re­li­gion might come about, but even if the el­ders knew it was hap­pen­ing, what could they do about it? What should they do about it? He threw twigs in­to the smooth 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 walk again, very cold sud­den­ly. The win­ters were get­ting cold­er, start­ing ear­li­er, last­ing longer, with more snows than he could re­mem­ber from child­hood. As soon as man stopped adding his mega­tons of filth to the at­mo­sphere each day, he thought, the at­mo­sphere had re­vert­ed to what it must have been long ago, moister weath­er sum­mer and win­ter, more stars than he had ev­er seen be­fore, and more, 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 mod­ern man had nev­er seen.

      The hos­pi­tal wing where W-l and W-2 were work­ing now was ablaze with lights, and David turned to­ward it. As he neared the hos­pi­tal he be­gan to hur­ry; there were too many lights, and he could see peo­ple mov­ing be­hind the win­dows, too many peo­ple, el­ders.

      Mar­garet met him in the lob­by. She was weep­ing silent­ly, obliv­ious of the tears that ran er­rat­ical­ly down her cheeks. She wasn’t yet fifty, but she looked old­er than that; she looked like an el­der, David thought with a pang. When had they start­ed call­ing them­selves that? Was it be­cause they had to dif­fer­en­ti­ate some­how, and none of them had per­mit­ted him­self to call the oth­ers by what they were? Clones! he said to him­self ve­he­ment­ly. Clones! Not quite hu­man. Clones.

      “What hap­pened, Mar­garet?” She clutched his arm but couldn’t speak, and he looked over her head at War­ren, who was pale and shak­ing. “What hap­pened?”

      “Ac­ci­dent down at the mill. Jere­my 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-room wing. “They left Clarence. Just walked away and left him. We brought him up, but I don’t know.” He shook his head. “They just left him there and brought up their own.”

      David ran down the hall to­ward the emer­gen­cy room. Sarah was work­ing over Clarence while sev­er­al of the el­ders moved 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. “What can I do?”

      “It’s his back,” she said tight­ly. She was very pale, but her hands were steady as she swabbed a long gash on Clarence’s side and put a heavy pad over it. “This needs stitch­es. But I’m afraid it’s his back.”

      “Bro­ken?”

      “I think so. In­ter­nal in­juries.”

      “Where the hell is W-one or W-two?”

      “With their own. They have two in­juries, I think.” She put his hand over the pad. “Hold it tight a minute.” She pressed the stetho­scope against Clarence’s chest, peered in­to his eyes, and fi­nal­ly straight­ened and said, “I can’t do a thing for him.”

      “Stitch him up. I’m go­ing to get W-one.” David strode down the hall, not see­ing any of the el­ders who moved out of his way. At the door to the op­er­at­ing room he was stopped by three of the young men. He saw an H-3 and said, “We have a man who’s prob­ably dy­ing. Where’s W-two?”

      “Who?” H-3 asked, al­most in­no­cent­ly.

      David couldn’t think of the name im­me­di­ate­ly. He stared at the young face and felt his fist tight­en. “You know damn well who I mean. We need a doc­tor, and you have one or two in there. I’m go­ing to bring one of them out.”

      He be­came aware of move­ment be­hind him and turned to see four more of them ap­proach­ing, two girls, two boys. In­ter­change­able, he thought. It didn’t mat­ter which ones did what. “Tell him I want him,” he said harsh­ly. One of the new­com­ers was a C1-2, he re­al­ized, and still more harsh­ly he said, “It’s Clarence. Sarah thinks his back is bro­ken.”

      C1-2 didn’t change his ex­pres­sion. They had moved very close. They en­cir­cled him, and be­hind him H-3 said, “As soon as they’re through in there, I’ll tell them, David.” And David knew there was noth­ing he could do, noth­ing at all.
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      He stared at their smooth young faces; so fa­mil­iar, liv­ing mem­ories ev­ery one of them, like walk­ing through his own past, see­ing his aged and ag­ing cousins re­ju­ve­nat­ed, but re­ju­ve­nat­ed with some­thing miss­ing. Fa­mil­iar and alien, known and un­know­able. Be­hind H-3 the swing­ing door opened and W-1 came out, still in sur­gi­cal gown and mask, now down about his throat.

      “I’ll come now,” he said, and the small group opened for him. He didn’t look again at David af­ter dis­miss­ing him with one glance.

      David fol­lowed him to the emer­gen­cy room and watched his deft hands as he felt Clarence’s body, test­ed for re­flex­es, probed con­fi­dent­ly along the spinal col­umn. “I’ll op­er­ate,” he said, and that same con­fi­dence came through with the words. He mo­tioned for S-l and W-2 to bring Clarence, and left once more.

      At the ar­rival of W-l, Sarah had moved 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 Clarence’s wound. War­ren watched the two young peo­ple cov­er Clarence and strap him se­cure­ly, then wheel him out the door and down the hall. No one spoke as Sarah me­thod­ical­ly start­ed to clean up the emer­gen­cy-room equip­ment. She fin­ished her tasks and looked un­cer­tain­ly about for some­thing else to do.

      “Will you take Mar­garet home and put her to bed?” David asked, and she looked at him grate­ful­ly and nod­ded. When she was gone David turned to War­ren. “Some­one has to see to the bod­ies, clean them up, pre­pare them for buri­al.”

      “Sure, David,” War­ren said in a heavy voice. “I’ll get Av­ery and Sam. We’ll take care of it. I’ll just go get them now and we’ll take care of it. I’ll . . . David, what have we done?” And his voice that had been too heavy, too dead, be­came al­most shrill. “What are they?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When the ac­ci­dent hap­pened, I was down to the mill. 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 last year, or year be­fore. It gave way some­how. And sud­den­ly there they were, the kids. Out of nowhere. No one had time to go get them, to yell for them to come run­ning. Noth­ing, but there they were. They got their own two out of there and up to the hos­pi­tal like fire was on their tails, David. Out of nowhere.”

      He looked at David with a fear­ful ex­pres­sion, and when David sim­ply shrugged, he shook his head and left the emer­gen­cy room, look­ing down the hall first, a quick, in­vol­un­tary glance, as if to make sure that they would per­mit him to leave.

      Sev­er­al of the el­ders were still in the wait­ing room when David went there. Lucy and Ver­non were sit­ting near the win­dow, star­ing out at the black night. Since Clarence’s wife died, he and Lucy had lived to­geth­er, not as man and wife, but for com­pan­ion­ship, be­cause as chil­dren they had been as close as broth­er and sis­ter, and now each need­ed some­one to cling to. Some­times sis­ter, some­times moth­er, some­times 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 twin­kle with mer­ri­ment, a long, long time ago.

      “Go on home, Lucy. I’ll wait, and as soon as there is any­thing to tell you, I promise I’ll come.”

      She con­tin­ued to stare at him. David turned to­ward Ver­non help­less­ly. 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.”

      David sat down, still hold­ing Lucy’s hand. Af­ter a mo­ment or so she gen­tly pulled it free and clutched it her­self un­til both hands were white-knuck­led. None of the young peo­ple came near the wait­ing room. David won­dered where they were wait­ing to hear about the con­di­tion of their own. Or maybe they didn’t have to wait any­where, maybe they would just know. He pushed the thought aside an­gri­ly, not be­liev­ing it, not able to be rid of it. A long time lat­er W-1 en­tered and said to no one in par­tic­ular, “He’s rest­ing. He’ll sleep un­til to­mor­row af­ter­noon. Go on home now.”

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

      “He won’t be left alone,” W-l said. He turned to­ward the door, paused and glanced back, and said to Ver­non, “I’m sor­ry about your broth­er.” Then he left.

      Lucy stood un­de­cid­ed un­til Ver­non took her arm. “I’ll see you home,” he said, and she nod­ded. David watched them leave to­geth­er. He turned off the light in the wait­ing room and walked slow­ly down the hall, not plan­ning any­thing, not think­ing about go­ing home, or any­where else. He found him­self out­side the of­fice that W-l used, and he knocked soft­ly. W-1 opened the door. He looked tired, David thought, and wasn’t sure that his sur­prise was war­rant­ed. Of course, he should be tired. Three op­er­ations. He looked like a young, tired Walt, too keyed up to go to sleep im­me­di­ate­ly, too fa­tigued to walk off the ten­sion.

      “Can I come in?” David asked hes­itant­ly. W-l nod­ded and moved aside, and David en­tered. He nev­er had been in­side this of­fice.

      “Clarence will not live,” W-l said sud­den­ly, and his voice, be­hind David, be­cause he had not yet moved from the door, was so like Walt’s that David felt a thrill of some­thing that might have been fear or more like­ly, he told him­self, just sur­prise again. “I did what I could,” W-l said. He walked around his desk and sat down.

      W-l sat qui­et­ly, with none of the ner­vous man­ner­isms that Walt ex­hib­it­ed, none of the fin­ger tap­ping that was as much a part of Walt’s con­ver­sa­tion as his words. No pulling his ears or rub­bing his nose. A Walt with some­thing miss­ing, a dead area. Now, with fa­tigue draw­ing his face, W-1 sat un­mov­ing, wait­ing pa­tient­ly for David to be­gin, much the same way an adult might wait for a hes­itant child to ini­ti­ate a con­ver­sa­tion.

      “How did your peo­ple know about the ac­ci­dent?” David asked. “No one else knew.”

      W-l shrugged. A time-con­sumer ques­tion, he seemed to im­ply. “We just knew.”

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

      “Per­fect­ing the meth­ods,” W-l said. “The usu­al thing.” And some­thing else, David thought, but he didn’t press it. “The equip­ment should be in ex­cel­lent shape for years,” he said. “And the meth­ods, while prob­ably not the best con­ceiv­able, are ef­fi­cient enough. Why tam­per now, when the ex­per­iment seems to be prov­ing it­self?” For a mo­ment he thought he saw a flick­er of sur­prise cross W-l’s face, but it was gone too swift­ly and once more the smooth mask re­vealed noth­ing.

      “Re­mem­ber when one of your wom­en killed one of us a long time ago, David? Hil­da mur­dered the child of her like­ness. We all shared that death, and we re­al­ized that each of you is alone. We’re not like you, David. I think you know it, but now you must 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. “What ex­act­ly do you mean?”

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

      “Cloning is one of the worst ways for a high­er species,” David said slow­ly. “It sti­fles di­ver­si­ty, you know that.” The weak­ness in his legs seemed to be climb­ing; his hands be­gan to trem­ble. He gripped the edge of the desk.

      “That’s as­sum­ing di­ver­si­ty is ben­efi­cial. Per­haps it isn’t,” W-l 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 from the ster­ile of­fice and the smooth un­read­able face with the sharp eyes that seemed to know what he was feel­ing.

      “Not yet,” W-l said. “But we have the fer­tile mem­bers to fall back on un­til we do.” He moved around the desk and walked to­ward the door. “I have to check my pa­tients,” he said, and held the door open for David.

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

      “Don’t you know?” W-1 shook his head. “I keep for­get­ting, you don’t tell each oth­er things, do you? He has can­cer. In­op­er­able. It metas­ta­sized. He’s dy­ing, David. I thought you knew that.”

      David walked blankly for an hour or more, and fi­nal­ly found him­self in his room, ex­haust­ed, un­will­ing yet to go to bed. He sat at his win­dow un­til it was dawn, and then he went to Walt’s room. When Walt woke up he re­port­ed what W-1 had told him.

      “They’ll use the fer­tile ones on­ly to re­plen­ish their sup­ply of clones,” he said. “The hu­mans among them will be pari­ahs. They’ll de­stroy what we worked so hard to cre­ate.”

      “Don’t let them do it, David. For God’s sake, don’t let them do it!” Walt’s col­or was bad, and he was too weak to sit up. “Vla­sic’s mad, so he’ll be of no help. You have to stop them some­how.” 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 more se­crets, he thought. Nev­er again. “I’ll stop them some­how,” 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 slept fit­ful­ly for a few hours, then show­ered and went to the cave en­trance, where he was stopped by a Two.

      “I’m sor­ry, David,” he said. “Jonathan says that you need a rest, that you are not to work now.”

      Word­less­ly David turned and left. Jonathan. W-l. If they had de­cid­ed to bar him from the lab, they could do it. He and Walt had planned it that way: the cave was im­preg­nable. He thought of the el­ders, forty-four of them now, and two of that num­ber ter­mi­nal­ly ill. One of the re­main­ing el­ders in­sane. Forty-one then, twen­ty-nine wom­en. Eleven able-bod­ied men. Nine­ty-four clones.

      He wait­ed for days for Har­ry Vla­sic to ap­pear, but no one had seen him in weeks, and Ver­non thought he was liv­ing in the lab. He had all his meals there. David gave that up, and found D-1 in the din­ing room and of­fered his help in the lab.

      “I’m too bored do­ing noth­ing,” he said. “I’m used to work­ing twelve hours a day or more.”

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

      “Why won’t you let me in? Haven’t you learned the val­ue of an ob­jec­tive opin­ion?”

      D-l pulled away, and still smil­ing eas­ily, said, “You want to de­stroy ev­ery­thing, David. In the name of mankind, of course. But still, we can’t let you do that.”

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

      “I’m work­ing 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 most of the time now. He was gray and aged but in good health phys­ical­ly. He talked of their boy­hood, of the com­ing hunt­ing sea­son, of the re­ces­sion he feared might re­duce his prof­its, of his wife, who had been dead for fif­teen years. He was cheer­ful and hap­py, and Walt seemed to want him there.

      In March, W-l sent for David. He was in his of­fice. “It’s about Walt,” he said. “We should not let him con­tin­ue 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,” W-l said pa­tient­ly. “And mean­while he suf­fers.”

      David stared at him with ha­tred and knew that he couldn’t make that choice.

      W-l con­tin­ued to watch him for sev­er­al more mo­ments, then said, “We will de­cide.” The next morn­ing Walt was found to have died in his sleep.
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      Chapter 9

      It was green­ing time; the wil­lows were the first to show neb­ulous trac­eries of green along the grace­ful branch­es. Forsythias and flam­ing bush­es were in bloom, bril­liant yel­lows and scar­lets against 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 balmi­ness that had been miss­ing since Septem­ber; the air was soft and smelled of wet woods and fer­tile earth. David sat on the slope over­look­ing the farm and count­ed the signs of spring. There were calves in the field, and they looked the way spring calves al­ways had looked: thin legs, awk­ward, slight­ly stupid. No fields had been worked yet, but the gar­den was green: pale let­tuce, blue-green kale, green spears of onions, dark green cab­bage. The newest wing of the hos­pi­tal, not yet paint­ed, crude com­pared to the fin­ished brick build­ings, was be­ing used al­ready, and he could even see some of the young peo­ple at the win­dows study­ing. They had the best teach­ers, them­selves, and the best stu­dents. They learned amaz­ing­ly well from one an­oth­er, bet­ter than they had in the ear­ly days.

      They came out of the school in matched sets: four of this, three of that, two of an­oth­er. He sought and found three Celias. He could no longer tell them apart; they were all grown-up Celias now and in­dis­tin­guish­able. He watched them with no feel­ing of de­sire; no ha­tred moved him; no love. They van­ished in­to the barn and he looked 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 looked soft and wel­com­ing. Soon, he thought. Soon. Be­fore the dog­woods bloomed.

      The night the first ba­by was born, there was an­oth­er cel­ebra­tion. The el­ders talked among them­selves, 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 min­utes, as though aim­less­ly, and then, when he was cer­tain no one had fol­lowed him out, he be­gan to trot to­ward the mill and the gen­er­ator. Six hours, he thought. Six hours with­out elec­tric­ity would de­stroy ev­ery­thing in the lab.

      David ap­proached the mill cau­tious­ly, hop­ing the rush­ing wa­ter of the creek would mask any sound he might make. 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 win­dows by brac­ing him­self on the steep in­cline and steady­ing him­self with one hand on the build­ing, leav­ing the oth­er free to test the win­dows. He found a win­dow that went up eas­ily when he pushed it, and in a mo­ment he was in­side a dark of­fice. He closed the win­dow, and then, mov­ing slow­ly with his hands out­stretched to avoid any ob­sta­cle, he crossed the room to the door and opened it a crack. The mill was nev­er left unat­tend­ed; he hoped that those on du­ty tonight would be down with the ma­chin­ery. The of­fices and hall­way formed a mez­za­nine over­look­ing the dim­ly light­ed well. Grotesque shad­ows made the hall­way strange, with deep pools of dark­ness and places where he would be clear­ly vis­ible should any one hap­pen to look up at the right mo­ment. Sud­den­ly David stiff­ened. Voic­es.

      He slipped his shoes off and opened the door wider. The voic­es were loud­er, be­low him. Sound­less­ly he ran to­ward the con­trol room, keep­ing close to the wall. He was al­most 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 slammed 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 met­al stool by its legs. He raised it and swung it hard against the main con­trol pan­el. At the same mo­ment he felt a crush­ing pain against his shoul­ders, and he stum­bled and fell for­ward as the lights went out.

      He opened his eyes painful­ly. For a mo­ment he could see noth­ing but a glare; then he made 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 looked up and smiled at him.

      “Dorothy? What are you do­ing here?” He couldn’t get off the bed. On the oth­er side of the room a door opened and Walt came in, al­so very young, un­lined, with his nice brown hair ruf­fled.

      David’s head be­gan to hurt and he reached up to find ban­dages that came down al­most to his eyes. Slow­ly mem­ory came back and he closed his eyes, will­ing the mem­ory to fade away again, to let them be Dorothy and Walt.

      “How do you feel?” W-1 asked. David felt his cool fin­gers on his wrist. “You’ll be all right. A slight con­cus­sion. Bad­ly bruised, I’m afraid. You’re go­ing to be pret­ty sore for a while.”

      With­out open­ing his eyes David asked, “Did I do much dam­age?”

      “Very lit­tle,” W-l said.

      Two days lat­er David was asked to at­tend a meet­ing in the cafe­te­ria. His head was still ban­daged, but with lit­tle more than a strip of ad­he­sive now. His shoul­der ached. He went to the cafe­te­ria slow­ly, with two of the clones as es­corts. D-l stood up and of­fered David a chair at the front of the room. David ac­cept­ed it silent­ly and sat down to wait. D-l re­mained stand­ing.

      “Do you re­mem­ber our class dis­cus­sions about in­stinct, David?” D-1 asked. “We end­ed up agree­ing that prob­ably there were no in­stincts, on­ly con­di­tioned re­spons­es to cer­tain stim­uli. We have changed our minds about that. We 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 looked at David and asked, “What are we to do with you?”

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

      D-l didn’t re­ply. None of them moved. They were watch­ing him qui­et­ly, in­tel­li­gent­ly, dis­pas­sion­ate­ly.

      David stood up and pushed his chair back. “Then let me work. I’ll give you my word of hon­or that I won’t try to dis­rupt any­thing again.”

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

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

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

      David looked about the room, pick­ing out fa­mil­iar faces. Dorothy. Walt. Ver­non. Mar­garet. Celia. They all met his gaze with­out flinch­ing. Here and there one of them smiled at him faint­ly.

      “You tell me then,” he said fi­nal­ly.

      “You have to go away,” D-l said. “You will be es­cort­ed for three days, down­riv­er. There is a cart load­ed with food, seeds, a few tools. The val­ley is fer­tile, the seeds will do well. It is a good time of year for start­ing a gar­den.”

      W-2 was one of the three to ac­com­pa­ny 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 from the Sum­ner farm, they left him. Be­fore he joined the oth­er two boys who left first, W-2 said, “They want­ed me to tell you, David. One of the girls you call Celia has con­ceived. One of the boys you call David im­preg­nat­ed her. They want­ed you to know.” Then he turned and fol­lowed the oth­ers. They quick­ly van­ished among the trees.

      David slept where they had left him, and in the morn­ing he con­tin­ued south, leav­ing the cart be­hind, tak­ing on­ly enough food for the next few days. He stopped once to look at a maple seedling shel­tered among the pines. He touched the soft green leaves gen­tly. On the sixth day he reached the Wis­ton farm, and alive in his mem­ory was the day he had wait­ed there for Celia. The white oak tree that was his friend was the same, per­haps larg­er, he couldn’t tell. He could not see the sky through its branch­es cov­ered with new, vivid green leaves. He made a lean-to and slept un­der the tree that night, and the next morn­ing he solemn­ly told it good-bye and be­gan to climb the slopes over­look­ing the farm. The house was still there, but the barn was gone, and the oth­er out­build­ings—swept away by the flood they had start­ed so long ago.

      He reached the an­tique for­est where he watched a fly­ing in­sect beat its wings al­most lazi­ly and re­mem­bered his grand­fa­ther telling him that even the in­sects here were prim­itive—slow­er than their more ad­vanced cousins, less 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 gold­en sun­light it too seemed gold­en. For a brief mo­ment David thought he heard a bird’s trill, a thrush. It was gone too fast to be cer­tain, and he shook his head. Wish­ful think­ing, no more than wish­ful think­ing.

      In the an­tique for­est, a cove for­est, the trees wait­ed, keep­ing their genes in­tact, ready to move down the slopes when the con­di­tions were right for them again. David stretched out on the ground un­der the great trees and slept, and in the cool, misty mi­lieu of his dream sauri­ans walked and a bird sang.

      PART TWO

      Shenan­doah
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      Chapter 10

      A Ju­ly haze hung over the val­ley, dim­ming out­lines; heat shim­mered the air above the fields. It was a day with­out hard edges. The breeze that moved through the val­ley was soft and warm. The corn was lux­uri­ant, high­er than a man’s head. The wheat was gold­en brown, re­spon­sive to any change in the wind; the en­tire field moved at once, as if it were a sin­gle or­gan­ism rip­pling a mus­cle, re­liev­ing ten­sion per­haps. Be­yond the corn the land broke and tum­bled down to meet the riv­er, which looked smooth and un­mov­ing. The riv­er was crys­tal clear, but from the sec­ond floor of the hos­pi­tal, by a trick of the haze-fil­tered light, the wa­ter be­came rust-col­ored and sol­id, met­al dulled by ne­glect.

      Mol­ly 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 from the up­per floor of the hos­pi­tal. There was a film of sweat on her face and neck. She lift­ed her hair from the back of her neck where some of it clung, plas­tered to her skin.

      “Ner­vous?” Miri­am slipped her arm about Mol­ly’s waist.

      Mol­ly rest­ed her head against Miri­am’s cheek for a sec­ond, then straight­ened again. “I might be.”

      “I am,” Miri­am said.

      “Me too,” Martha said, and she moved to the win­dow al­so, and put her arm through Mol­ly’s. “I wish they hadn’t cho­sen us.”

      Mol­ly nod­ded. “But it won’t be for so long.” Martha’s  body was hot against her, and she turned from the win­dow. The apart­ment had been made from three ad­join­ing hos­pi­tal rooms with the par­ti­tions re­moved; it was long and nar­row with six win­dows, and not one of them was ad­mit­ting any breeze that late af­ter­noon. Six cots lined the walls; they were nar­row, white, aus­tere.

      “Let me do your hair now,” Melis­sa called from the far end of the room. She had been comb­ing 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 looked cool and love­ly. Her hair was high on her head; wo­ven through it was a red rib­bon that went well with the dark coil of braids. The Miri­am sis­ters 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.

      Martha laughed de­light­ed­ly and sat down and watched Melis­sa’s skill­ful fin­gers start to ar­range her hair. An hour lat­er when they left their room, walk­ing two by two, they moved like a sin­gle or­gan­ism and looked as alike as the stalks of wheat.

      Oth­er small groups were start­ing to con­verge on the au­di­to­ri­um. The Louisa sis­ters waved and smiled; a group of Ralph broth­ers swept past in a run, their long hair held back by braid­ed bands, In­di­an fash­ion; the No­ra sis­ters stepped aside and let Miri­am’s group pass. They looked awed and very re­spect­ful. Mol­ly smiled at them and saw that her sis­ters were smil­ing 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 them over the top of a rose hedge. The faces ducked out of sight, and the sis­ters turned as one, ig­nor­ing them, for­get­ting them in­stant­ly. There were the Bar­ry broth­ers, Mol­ly thought, and tried to pick out Ben. Six lit­tle Claras ran to­ward them, stopped abrupt­ly, and stared at the Miri­am sis­ters 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 cel­ebra­tion days: The Day of the First Born; Found­ing Day; The Day of the Flood . . . Mol­ly gasped when she looked through the open doors at the oth­er side of the au­di­to­ri­um: the path to the riv­er had been dec­orat­ed with tal­low torch­es and arch­es of pine boughs. An­oth­er cer­emo­ny would take place at dock­side, af­ter the feast. Now mu­sic filled the au­di­to­ri­um and sis­ters and broth­ers danced at the far end and chil­dren scam­pered among them, play­ing their own games that ap­peared gov­erned by ran­dom rules. Mol­ly saw her small­er sis­ters in­tent on pur­suit, and she smiled. Ten years ago that could have been she, and Miri, Melis­sa, Meg, and Martha. And Miri­am would have been some­where else, hav­ing been elud­ed again, wring­ing her hands in frus­tra­tion or stamp­ing her foot in anger that her lit­tle sis­ters were not be­hav­ing prop­er­ly. Two years old­er than they, she car­ried her re­spon­si­bil­ity heav­ily.

      Most of the wom­en 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 men wore tu­nics, longer and cut more severe­ly than the wom­en’s, and had knot­ted cords from which hung leather pouch­es, each one dec­orat­ed with the sym­bol of the fam­ily of broth­ers to whom the wear­er be­longed. Here a stag head, there a coiled snake, or a bird in flight, or a tall pine tree . . .

      The Jere­my broth­ers had worked out an in­tri­cate dance, more sub­dued than the flow­er dance, but re­quir­ing con­cen­tra­tion and en­durance. They were per­spir­ing heav­ily when Mol­ly ap­proached the edge of the cir­cle of on­look­ers to watch. There were six Jere­my broth­ers, and Jere­my was on­ly two years old­er than the rest; there was no dis­cernible dif­fer­ence be­tween any of them. Mol­ly couldn’t tell in the con­fu­sion of their twist­ing bod­ies which one was Jed, who would be one of her fel­low trav­el­ers down the riv­er of met­al.

      The mu­sic changed, and Mol­ly and her sis­ters swept out to the floor. Dusk turned to night and the elec­tric lights came on, the bulbs now cov­ered with globes of blue, yel­low, red, green. The mu­sic grew loud­er and more and more 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 some­one took them away to be put to bed. The lit­tle Miri­am sis­ters were qui­et now, mouse­like 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 arms. One of them was bare­foot.

      “Look at them!” Miri cried.

      “They’ll out­grow it,” Miri­am said, and for a mo­ment Mol­ly felt a stab of some­thing she could not iden­ti­fy. Then the Miri­am sis­ters rushed off in a group to the ta­bles and con­sult­ed and dis­agreed on what to choose and fi­nal­ly end­ed up with plates filled with iden­ti­cal tid­bits: lamb ke­bobs and sausage-filled pas­tries, sweet-pota­to sticks glazed with hon­ey, whole green beans, bright and glis­ten­ing with a vine­gar sauce, tiny steam­ing bis­cuits.

      Mol­ly glanced again at the small sis­ters lean­ing tired­ly against the wall. No more pink cakes with pink ic­ing, she thought sad­ly. One of the lit­tle sis­ters smiled shy­ly at her and she smiled back, and then went with the oth­ers to find a seat, to feast and await the cer­emonies.

      Roger, the el­dest of them all, was the mas­ter of cer­emonies. He said, “A toast to our broth­ers and our sis­ter who will ven­ture forth at dawn to find—not new lands to con­quer, nor ad­ven­tures to prove their courage, nor rich­es of gold or sil­ver, but rather that most price­less dis­cov­ery of all—in­for­ma­tion. In­for­ma­tion we all need, in­for­ma­tion that will make it pos­si­ble for us to erupt in­to a thou­sand blooms, a mil­lion! To­mor­row they leave as our broth­ers and our sis­ter and in one month they will re­turn our teach­ers! Jed! Ben! Har­vey! Thomas! Lewis! Mol­ly! Come for­ward and let us toast you and the most price­less gift you will bring to us, your fam­ily!”

      Mol­ly felt her cheeks burn with plea­sure as she made her way through the crowd, now stand­ing and ap­plaud­ing wild­ly. At the front of the room she joined the oth­ers on stage and wait­ed for the cheer­ing and ap­plause to die, and she saw her lit­tle sis­ters stand­ing on chairs, clap­ping with aban­don, their faces red, smeary—they were go­ing to cry, she thought. They couldn’t con­tain such ex­cite­ment much longer.

      “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 time she had ev­er owned some­thing not shared by her sis­ters, some­thing unique­ly hers. She felt tears welling, and could not hear the rest of the cer­emo­ny, 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 small boat that would car­ry them to Wash­ing­ton. The pen­nant was the col­or of the mid­sum­mer sky, deep blue so clear that in day­light it would blend in­to the sky per­fect­ly, and in the mid­dle of it, a di­ag­onal light­ning blaze of gleam­ing 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 laugh­ing as he said, “The par­ty will con­tin­ue, but our brave ex­plor­ers will re­tire.” Jed shook his head, and Roger laughed again. “You have no choice, my broth­er. Your last toast was doc­tored, and with­in an hour you will be sound asleep, so you will start your trip fresh and rest­ed. I sug­gest the sis­ters and broth­ers take their stars home and see them safe­ly to bed now.”

      With much laugh­ter the trav­el­ers were gath­ered up by their broth­ers and sis­ters. Mol­ly protest­ed fee­bly as her sis­ters half led, half car­ried her back to their room.

      “I’ll repack your things,” Miri­am said, ex­am­in­ing the gift bag. “How beau­ti­ful this is! Look, it is all carved . . .”

      They un­dressed her and brushed her hair, and Miri ca­ressed her back and rubbed her shoul­ders, 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 smile and sigh as her sis­ters pre­pared her for bed, and then two of them un­rolled the floor mat and wait­ed there as the oth­ers guid­ed her to it, all of them laugh­ing at her un­steady walk, the way she al­most buck­led at the knees, and her at­tempts to keep her eyes open. On the mat they ca­ressed and de­light­ed her un­til she float­ed away from them en­tire­ly, and then they car­ried her to her own cot and pulled the thin sum­mer blan­ket over her, and Miri bent over and kissed her eye­lids ten­der­ly.
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      Chapter 11

      By the end of the first hour, life in the boat had be­come rou­tine. The shouts had been lost in the dis­tance and there was on­ly the qui­et riv­er and the silent woods and fields and the reg­ular splash of oars.

      For weeks they had been in train­ing, and now all six were hard­ened and worked well to­geth­er. Lewis, who had de­signed the boat, stood for­ward on guard against un­ex­pect­ed haz­ards. Three of the broth­ers and Mol­ly rowed in the first hitch, and Ben sat for­ward, be­hind Lewis.

      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 avail­able inch of space had been used, most­ly for food, ex­tra clothes, med­ical sup­plies, and wa­ter­proof pouch­es fold­ed neat­ly, to be filled with doc­uments, maps, what­ev­er they found of val­ue.

      Mol­ly rowed and watched the shore­line. They had left the fa­mil­iar sec­tion of the val­ley, with its cul­ti­vat­ed fields; the land was chang­ing. The val­ley nar­rowed, then widened, then nar­rowed again, with steeply ris­ing cliffs to the left, wood­ed slopes on the right. In the silent morn­ing the trees were un­mov­ing; there was no sound ex­cept the splash­ing of oars.

      Her sis­ters would be in the food-pro­cess­ing kitchens this week, Mol­ly thought, as she watched the oar dip in­to the clear wa­ter. Laugh­ing to­geth­er, mov­ing to­geth­er. Per­haps they missed 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 Mol­ly, was wide-shoul­dered, his hair the col­or of straw, and as straight as straw. A slight breeze lift­ed it and let it fall over and over. His mus­cles moved flu­id­ly, and per­spi­ra­tion glazed him. Mol­ly thought he would make a fine draw­ing, a study in mus­cu­la­ture. He turned and said some­thing to Har­vey, across the boat from him, and they both laughed.

      Now the sun was high­er and the heat was in their faces, along with the breeze they cre­at­ed mov­ing through the wa­ter, slow­ly, but steadi­ly, smooth­ly. Mol­ly could feel sweat on her up­per lip. Soon they would have to stop to put the canopy in place. It would of­fer some wind re­sis­tance, but they had de­cid­ed the plus­es were greater than the mi­nus­es; the trip was planned to pro­vide the max­imum of safe­ty and com­fort, and nei­ther was to be sac­ri­ficed to speed.

      Oth­ers had gone down the riv­er as far as the junc­ture with the Shenan­doah. There were rocks ahead, then a smooth, long slide in­to the broad­er, and un­known, riv­er. And that af­ter­noon Mol­ly would re­lin­quish her place at the oars and start her re­al mis­sion, a pic­to­ri­al di­ary of the trip, in­clud­ing what­ev­er 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 Mol­ly sat alone, 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 came to the first rapids lat­er that af­ter­noon, and nav­igat­ed them with­out dif­fi­cul­ty. They joined the Shenan­doah and turned north, and when they rest­ed, they were all sub­dued and even Jed had noth­ing to laugh about, no jokes to make.

      They slept in the boat, rid­ing gen­tly on the wa­ter. Mol­ly thought of her sis­ters, now in their nar­row white beds, the mat rolled up and put away. She fought down tears of lone­li­ness. A high breeze stirred the tree­tops and she imag­ined 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 some­one whis­per her name. It was Jed. He slipped in­to her nar­row bunk, and with their arms wrapped tight­ly about each oth­er, they fell asleep.

      On the sec­ond night they all paired off and com­fort­ed one an­oth­er be­fore they were able to sleep.

      The next day they were forced to a stop by rapids and a wa­ter­fall. “It isn’t on the map at all,” Mol­ly said, stand­ing on the bank with Lewis. The riv­er had been wide and easy, the val­ley heav­ily over­grown with bush­es and low trees where once corn and wheat had grown. Then the cliffs moved to­ward the wa­ter, which nar­rowed and deep­ened and ran swifter, and some­time since the maps had been print­ed one of the cliffs had shud­dered and dropped mas­sive boul­ders 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,” Mol­ly said. She turned to look at the cliffs. “Prob­ably a cou­ple of miles at the most, over there.” She point­ed up the cliff that over­shad­owed them.

      Lewis nod­ded. “We’ll have to go back un­til we find a place to get the boat out of the wa­ter, go over­land.”

      Mol­ly con­sult­ed her map. “Look, this road. It comes near­ly to the riv­er back there, then goes over a cou­ple of hills, about three miles, 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, noth­ing.”

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

      Mol­ly sight­ed the break in the hills where the old road was. They pulled in clos­er and found a spot where the boat could be hauled 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.

      Fold­ed neat­ly away were heavy long pants and boots and long-sleeved shirts, pro­tec­tion more against scratch­es from bush­es than cold, which was not ex­pect­ed while they were gone. Mol­ly and Lewis changed clothes hur­ried­ly and left to look for the best way to get through the scrub growth to the road.

      They would have to sleep in the woods that night, Mol­ly thought sud­den­ly, and a shud­der passed through her. Her sis­ters would look up from their work un­easi­ly, ex­change glances, and re­turn to their chores re­luc­tant­ly, some­how touched by the same dread she felt. If she were with­in reach, the oth­ers would have come 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. When they re­turned to the riv­er, the oth­ers had the flat wag­on pre­pared and the boat lashed in place. There was a small fire, on which wa­ter was heat­ing for tea. They were all dressed in long pants and boots now.

      “We can’t stop,” Lewis said im­pa­tient­ly, glanc­ing at the fire. “We have about four hours un­til dark, and we should get to the road and make camp be­fore then.”

      Ben said qui­et­ly, “We can start while Mol­ly has tea and cheese. She is tired and should rest.” Ben was the doc­tor. Lewis shrugged.

      Mol­ly watched as they strapped on the har­ness­es. She held a mug of tea and a piece of cheese the col­or of old ivory, and at her feet the fire burned low­er. She moved away from it, too warm in the heavy pants and shirt. They were start­ing to move the boat, four of them pulling to­geth­er, Thomas push­ing from be­hind. He glanced back at her and grinned, and the boat heaved over a rock, set­tled, and moved steadi­ly to the left and up­ward.

      Mol­ly 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 Miri­am sis­ters were the on­ly ones who could re­mem­ber and re­pro­duce ex­act­ly what they saw. From ear­li­est child­hood they had been trained to de­vel­op this gift. It was re­gret­table that the Miri­am sis­ters were slight­ly built; she had been cho­sen for this one skill alone, 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. When she fin­ished, the fire was al­most 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 with­out any warn­ing she felt she was be­ing watched. She stopped, lis­ten­ing, try­ing to see in­to the woods, but there was no sound in the for­est ex­cept the high, soft rustling of leaves. She whirled about. Noth­ing. She drew in her breath sharply and start­ed to walk again. It was not fear, she told her­self firm­ly, and hur­ried. There wasn’t any­thing to be afraid of. No an­imals, noth­ing. On­ly bur­row­ing in­sects had sur­vived: ants, ter­mites . . . She tried to keep her mind on ants—they were the pol­li­na­tors now—and she found her­self look­ing up­ward again and again at the sway­ing trees.

      The heat was op­pres­sive, and it seemed 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. Re­al­ly alone, out of reach, out of touch. It was lone­li­ness that made her hur­ry through the un­der­growth, now crushed down, hacked out of the way. And she thought, this was why men went mad in the cen­turies gone by: they went mad from lone­li­ness, from nev­er know­ing the com­fort of broth­ers and sis­ters who were as one, with the same thoughts, the same long­ings, de­sires, joys.

      She was run­ning, her breath com­ing in gasps, and she forced her­self to stop and breathe deeply a few min­utes. She stood lean­ing against a tree and wait­ed un­til her pulse was qui­eter, then she be­gan to walk again, briskly, not let­ting her­self run. But not un­til she saw the broth­ers ahead did the fear sub­side.

      That night they made camp in the mid­dle of the rot­ten road­way deep in the for­est. The trees closed over them, blot­ting out the sky, and their small fire seemed fee­ble and pale in the im­men­si­ty of the dark­ness that pressed in from all sides and above. Mol­ly lay rigid­ly still, lis­ten­ing for some­thing, 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 alone, en­joy­ing the sun and the wa­ter, which had be­come smooth and deep. She thought of the broth­ers, how dif­fer­ent they were one from an­oth­er, and her fin­gers be­gan to draw them in a way she nev­er had drawn be­fore, nev­er had seen be­fore.

      She liked the way Thomas looked. His mus­cles were long and smooth, his cheek­bones high and promi­nent, 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 looked young, younger than the Miri­am sis­ters, al­though they were nine­teen and he was twen­ty-one.

      She closed her eyes and vi­su­al­ized Lewis. Very big, over six feet. Very broad. She drew a rock­like form, a long head and a face that seemed 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 mo­ment rubbed out the nose she had drawn and put one back that was slight­ly off cen­ter, a bit crooked. Ev­ery­thing was too ex­ag­ger­at­ed, she knew, but some­how, in over­do­ing it, she had caught him.

      Har­vey was tall and rather thin. And great long feet, she thought, smil­ing at the fig­ure emerg­ing on her pad. Big hands, round eyes, like rings. You just knew, she thought, he would be awk­ward, stum­ble over things, knock things down.

      Jed was easy. Ro­tund, ev­ery line a curve. Small, al­most del­icate hands, small bones. Small fea­tures cen­tered in his face, all too close to­geth­er.

      Ben was the hard­est. Well pro­por­tioned, ex­cept for his head, which was larg­er than the oth­ers’, he was not so beau­ti­ful­ly mus­cled as Thomas. And his face was mere­ly a face, noth­ing out­stand­ing about it. She drew his eye­brows heav­ier than they should have been, and made him squint, 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 might look more like the sketch than he did now.

      “Rocks! Twelve o’clock, thir­ty yards!” Lewis called. Guilti­ly Mol­ly flipped the sketch pad to a clean page and be­gan to draw the riv­er and its haz­ards.
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      Chapter 12

      Ben was bring­ing his med­ical notes up to date. Lewis was fin­ish­ing his dai­ly log. Thomas sat in the rear of the boat and stared back the way they had come. Ben had been watch­ing him close­ly for the past three days, un­cer­tain what to ex­pect, not lik­ing the change in at­ti­tude that Thomas wasn’t even try­ing to hide any longer.

      He wrote: “Sep­ara­tion from our broth­ers and sis­ters has been hard­er on all of us than we ex­pect­ed. Sug­gest fu­ture par­ties send pairs of likes when­ev­er pos­si­ble.”

      If Thomas be­came ill, he thought, then what? Even back in the hos­pi­tal they had no pro­vi­sions for car­ing for the men­tal­ly ill. In­san­ity was a com­mu­ni­ty threat, a threat to the broth­ers and sis­ters who suf­fered as much as the af­fect­ed one. Ear­ly on, the fam­ily had de­cid­ed that no com­mu­ni­ty threat could be al­lowed to sur­vive. If any broth­er or sis­ter be­came men­tal­ly ill, his or her pres­ence was not to be tol­er­at­ed. And that, Ben told him­self sharply, was the law. Their small group could not af­ford to lose a pair of hands, though, and that was the re­al­ity. And when re­al­ity and law clashed, then what?

      Af­ter a glance at Mol­ly, Ben added an­oth­er note: “Sug­gest par­ties be made up equal­ly of males and fe­males.” She had been more lone­ly than any of them, he knew. He had watched her fill page af­ter page of her sketch­book, and won­dered if that had sub­sti­tut­ed in some way for the ab­sence of her sis­ters. Per­haps when Thomas was con­front­ed with his re­al work he would no longer stare for long pe­ri­ods and start when any­one touched him or called his name.

      “We’ll have to change our food-ra­tioning sched­ule,” Lewis said. “We 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. “To­mor­row when we tie up I’ll make an in­ven­to­ry. We might have to cut down.” They shouldn’t, he knew. He made an­oth­er note. “Sug­gest dou­ble caloric needs.”

      Mol­ly’s hand slipped out from un­der her cheek and dan­gled 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 com­fort of sex. Ben sighed and put his note­book down. The last light was fad­ing from the sky. There was on­ly the soft slap of wavelets against the side of the boat and the sound of deep breath­ing from the rear sec­tion. There was a touch of chill in the air. Ben wait­ed un­til Thomas was asleep, then he lay down.

      Mol­ly dreamed of turn­ing over in the boat, of be­ing un­able to get out from un­der it, of search­ing for a place to sur­face where the boat would not cut her off from the 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 mo­ment she would be­come a gold­en stat­ue on the bot­tom of 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, closed on noth­ing, opened, closed. They missed her again and again, and fi­nal­ly she screamed, “Here I am!” And the wa­ter rushed to fill her. She start­ed to sink, frozen, on­ly her mind churn­ing with fear, form­ing over and over the scream of protest her lips were un­able to ut­ter.

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

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

      “Yes. You were dream­ing.”

      She shud­dered and moved 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 arm tight about her, and his oth­er hand warm and gen­tle as he ca­ressed her cold body.

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

      All the next day the signs of great dev­as­ta­tion grew: hous­es had burned, oth­ers had been top­pled by storms. The sub­urbs were be­ing over­grown with shrubs and trees. De­bris made the trip hard­er; sunken boats and col­lapsed bridges turned the riv­er in­to a maze where their progress was mea­sured in feet and inch­es. Again they had found it im­pos­si­ble to use the sail.

      Lewis and Mol­ly were to­geth­er in the prow of the boat, alert for sub­merged dan­gers, some­times call­ing out in uni­son, some­times singly, warn­ing against haz­ards, nei­ther of them silent for more than a minute or two at a time.

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

      They stared at the school of fish in won­der, and the boat drift­ed un­til Lewis shout­ed, “Ob­sta­cle! Eleven o’clock, ten yards!” They pulled the oars hard and the school of fish van­ished, but the gloom had lift­ed. While they rowed, they talked of ways of net­ting fish for din­ner, of dry­ing fish for the re­turn trip, of the ex­cite­ment in the val­ley when they learned that fish had sur­vived af­ter all.

      None of the ru­ins they had seen from the riv­er pre­pared them for the scene of des­ola­tion they came up­on on the out­skirts of Wash­ing­ton. Mol­ly had seen pho­tographs in books of bombed-out cities—Dres­den, Hi­roshi­ma—and the de­struc­tion here seemed ev­ery bit as to­tal. The streets were buried un­der rub­ble, here and there vines cov­ered the heaps of con­crete, and trees had tak­en root high above the ground, bind­ing the piles of bricks and blocks and mar­ble to­geth­er. They stayed on the riv­er un­til it be­came im­pass­able, and this time the rapids were cre­at­ed by man-made ob­sta­cles: old rust­ing au­to­mo­biles, a de­mol­ished bridge, a grave­yard of bus­es . . .

      “It was worth­less,” Thomas mut­tered. “All of this. Worth­less.”

      “Maybe not,” Lewis said. “There have to be vaults, base­ments, fire­proof stor­age rooms . . . Maybe not.”

      “Worth­less,” Thomas said again.

      “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 morn­ing. “I’ll start din­ner. Mol­ly, can you make out any­thing from the maps?”

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

      “Mol­ly!” Ben’s voice sharp­ened. “There are still a few land­marks, aren’t there?”

      She stirred and abrupt­ly turned away from the city. Ben looked at Thomas, and from him to Har­vey, who was study­ing the riv­er ahead.

      “They did it on pur­pose,” Har­vey said. “In the end they must have all been mad, ob­sessed with the idea of de­struc­tion.”

      Lewis said, “If we can lo­cate our­selves, we’ll find the vaults. All this”—he waved his hand—“was done by sav­ages. It’s all sur­face dam­age. The vaults will be in­tact.”

      Mol­ly was turn­ing slow­ly, ex­am­in­ing the land­scape in a panoram­ic sur­vey. She said, “There should be two more bridges, and that will put us at the foot of Capi­tol Hill, I think. An­oth­er two or three miles.”

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

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

      Be­fore dawn they were all up. They ate quick­ly and by the first light 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 land gave the il­lu­sion of less com­plete ru­in. Al­so, it was ob­vi­ous that some­one had tried to clear away some of the de­bris.

      “Let’s split in­to pairs here,” Lewis said, tak­ing com­mand once more. “Meet back here at noon. Mol­ly and Jed, over there. Ben and Thomas, that way. Har­vey and I will start over there.” He point­ed as he spoke, and the oth­ers nod­ded. Mol­ly had iden­ti­fied the lo­ca­tions for them: the Sen­ate Of­fice Build­ing was up there; the Post Of­fice Build­ing; the Gen­er­al Ser­vices Build­ing . . .

      “We were naïve,” Thomas said sud­den­ly as he and Ben ap­proached the ru­ined Post Of­fice Build­ing. “We thought there would be a few build­ings stand­ing with open doors. All we had to do was walk in, pull out a draw­er or two, and get ev­ery­thing we want­ed. Be heroes when we got home. Stupid, wasn’t it?”

      “We’ve al­ready found out a lot,” Ben said qui­et­ly.

      “What we’ve learned is that this isn’t the way,” Thomas said sharply. “We aren’t go­ing to ac­com­plish any­thing.”

      They cir­cled the build­ing. The front of it was blocked; around the side, one wall was down al­most com­plete­ly; the in­sides were charred and gut­ted.

      The fourth build­ing they tried to en­ter had burned al­so, but on­ly parts of it had been de­stroyed. Here they found of­fices, desks, files. “Small busi­ness records!” Thomas said sud­den­ly, whirling away from the files to look at Ben ex­cit­ed­ly.

      Ben shook his head. “So?”

      “We came through a room with tele­phone di­rec­to­ries! Where was it?” Again Ben looked mys­ti­fied, and Thomas laughed. “Tele­phone di­rec­to­ries! They’ll list ware­hous­es! Fac­to­ries! Stor­age de­pots!”

      They found the room where sev­er­al di­rec­to­ries lay in a pile on the floor, and Thomas be­gan to ex­am­ine 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.”

      “Will that help?” Ben asked, point­ing to the di­rec­to­ry Thomas car­ried.

      “Yes, but we need the cen­tral of­fice of the tele­phone com­pa­ny. Maybe Mol­ly can find it.”

      That af­ter­noon, the next day, and the next the search for use­ful in­for­ma­tion con­tin­ued. Mol­ly up­dat­ed her Wash­ing­ton map, lo­cat­ing the build­ings that con­tained any­thing of use, not­ing the dan­ger­ous build­ings, the flood­ed sec­tions—many of the base­ments were filled with evil-smelling wa­ter. She drew many of the skele­tons they kept stum­bling over. She sketched them as dis­pas­sion­ate­ly as she did the build­ings and streets.

      On the fourth day they found the cen­tral tele­phone of­fices, and Thomas sta­tioned him­self in one of the rooms 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 low-ly­ing ar­eas and brought wa­ter above the base­ment lev­el in some of the build­ings. If the rain kept up very long, 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 from the north, and they shiv­ered and con­tin­ued the search.

      As she drew, Mol­ly thought: mil­lions of peo­ple, hun­dreds of mil­lions of peo­ple, all gone. She drew the ru­ined Wash­ing­ton Mon­ument, the bro­ken stat­ue of Lin­coln and the words of the in­scrip­tion that re­mained on the pedestal: One na­tion in­di . . . She drew the skele­tal frame of the Supreme Court Build­ing . . .

      They didn’t move camp to the city, but slept aboard the boat ev­ery night. They were amass­ing too much ma­te­ri­al to take back with them; ev­ery evening when they left the city they took back loads 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 made ex­ten­sive notes about the con­di­tion of the build­ings they ex­plored, the con­tents, the use­ful­ness of the ma­te­ri­al in them. The next ex­pe­di­tion would be able to go straight to work.

      There were the skele­tons, some of them on top of the rub­ble, some half buried, oth­ers in the build­ings. How eas­ily they could ig­nore 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 room in a par­tial­ly de­stroyed build­ing and stored the sur­plus ma­te­ri­al there for the next group.

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

      Fly, fly! Mol­ly silent­ly urged the boat. She stood in the prow and sang out the haz­ards, some of them al­most be­fore they came in­to sight. There was a tree stump there, she re­mem­bered; and again, a train 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 ex­cite­ment they had all felt ear­li­er gave way to dogged de­ter­mi­na­tion, and fi­nal­ly to mind­less pa­tience, and when they stopped for the night they all knew they had trav­eled lit­tle more than half the dis­tance they had trav­eled on this leg of their jour­ney to­ward the city.

      That night Mol­ly dreamed of danc­ing fig­ures. Joy­ous­ly she ran to­ward them, arms out­stretched, her feet not touch­ing the ground at all as she raced to join them. Then the air thick­ened and shim­mered and the fig­ures were dis­tort­ed, and when one of them looked at her, the out­line of her face was all wrong, her fea­tures wrong, one eye too high, her mouth 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 moved, her body fol­lowed, and she could feel the re­sist­ing air close about her suf­fo­cat­ing­ly. The car­ica­ture of her own face gri­maced, and the fig­ure raised snake-like arms to­ward her. Mol­ly came wide awake sud­den­ly, and for sev­er­al mo­ments didn’t know where she was. Some­one was shout­ing.

      It was Thomas, she re­al­ized, and Ben and Lewis were strug­gling with him, get­ting him out of his bunk, to­ward the bow of the boat, the canopied sec­tion. Har­vey moved to the rear and grad­ual­ly qui­et re­turned, but it was a long time be­fore Mol­ly could go back to sleep.

      By the third day the re­turn trip had turned in­to a night­mare. The wind be­came gusty, more dan­ger­ous than help­ful, and they no longer tried to use the sail. The cur­rent was swifter, the wa­ter mud­dy. It must have rained much more in­land than it had in Wash­ing­ton. Al­so, the air had a chill that per­sist­ed un­til mid­day, when the sun be­came too hot for the warm cloth­ing they had put on ear­li­er. By sun­down it was too cool for the lighter gar­ments they had changed in­to at the lunch break. They were al­ways too hot or too cold.

      Ben and Lewis with­drew from the oth­ers and watched the sun­set from a rise over the riv­er. “They’re hun­gry, that’s part of the trou­ble,” Ben said. Lewis nod­ded. “Al­so, Mol­ly has start­ed her men­stru­al pe­ri­od and she won’t let any­one near her. She near­ly bit poor Har­vey’s head off last night.”

      “I’m not wor­ried about Har­vey,” Lewis said.

      “I know. I don’t know if Thomas is go­ing to make it or not. I tran­quil­ized him at din­ner. I don’t know from one day to the next what to ex­pect from him.”

      “We can’t car­ry a dead weight home with us,” Lewis said grim­ly. “Even with strict ra­tioning, food’s go­ing to be a prob­lem. If he’s tran­quil­ized, he’ll still need to eat, some­one else will have to row for him .

      “We’ll take him back with us,” Ben said, and sud­den­ly he was in com­mand. “We’ll need to study him, even if he goes home in re­straints.”

      For a mo­ment they were both silent. “It’s the sep­ara­tion, isn’t it?” Lewis looked south, to­ward home. “No one pre­dict­ed any­thing like this. We’re not like them! We have to scrap the past, the his­to­ry books, ev­ery­thing. No one pre­dict­ed this,” he said again qui­et­ly. “If we get back, we have to make them un­der­stand what hap­pens to us away from our own kind.”

      “We’ll get back,” Ben said. “And that’s why I need Thomas. Who could have fore­seen this? Now that we’re aware of how dif­fer­ent we are from them, we’ll be look­ing hard­er. I won­der where else dif­fer­ences will show up when we’re not ex­pect­ing them to.”

      Lewis stood up. “Com­ing back?”

      “In a minute.”

      He watched Lewis slip down the em­bank­ment and board the boat; then he looked at the sky once more. Men had gone out there, he thought in won­der, and he couldn’t think why. Singly and in small groups they had gone in­to strange lands, across wide seas, had climbed moun­tains where no hu­man foot had ev­er trod. And he couldn’t think why they had done those things. What im­pulse had driv­en them from their own kind to per­ish alone, or among strangers? All those ru­ined hous­es they had seen, like the old Sum­ner house in the val­ley, de­signed for one, two, three peo­ple, lived in by so few peo­ple, de­lib­er­ate­ly iso­lat­ing them­selves from oth­ers of their own kind. Why?

      The fam­ily used iso­la­tion for pun­ish­ment. A dis­obe­di­ent child left alone in a small room for ten min­utes emerged con­trite, all traces of re­bel­lion erad­icat­ed. They had used iso­la­tion to pun­ish David. The doc­tors knew the full sto­ry of the last months that David had lived among them. When he be­came a threat, they had iso­lat­ed him per­ma­nent­ly, pun­ish­ment enough. And yet those oth­er men of the dis­tant past had sought iso­la­tion, and Ben couldn’t think why.
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      Chapter 13

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

      They had cov­ered the en­tire boat with oiled can­vas, but wa­ter seeped in through cracks and now and then a wave lapped over the side and spilled down in­to the boat. More and more fre­quent­ly some­thing heavy rubbed against the boat or crashed in­to it.

      Mol­ly pumped and vi­su­al­ized the riv­er be­hind them. There had been a bank hours back, but since then there had been no place they could land safe­ly.

      “An hour,” Lewis said, as if an­swer­ing her thoughts. “Shouldn’t take more than an hour to get to that low bank.”

      “We can’t go back!” Thomas shout­ed.

      “We can’t stay here!” Har­vey snapped at him. “Don’t be an id­iot! We’re go­ing to get rammed!”

      “I won’t go back!”

      “What do you think, Ben?” Lewis asked.

      They were hud­dled to­geth­er in the prow; Mol­ly was in the mid­sec­tion man­ning the pump dogged­ly, try­ing to pre­tend her aching mus­cles away. The boat shud­dered un­der a new im­pact, 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 Po­tomac, and the ed­dies that had near­ly swamped 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 flood sub­sid­ed.

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

      Mol­ly got up, con­tin­uing to pump un­til Thomas was in place, ready to take over with­out in­ter­rup­tion. As she start­ed for the rear oar, Lewis said, “You take the prow.” They put the oars back in the locks. The rain pound­ed them, and Thomas pumped hard­er. The wa­ter was slosh­ing about their feet, and when the lines to shore were un­tied the boat swung sharply in­to the riv­er. The wa­ter in­side the boat surged back and forth.

      “Log! Com­ing fast! Eight o’clock!” Mol­ly 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.

      “Stump! Twelve o’clock! Twen­ty yards!” Mol­ly hard­ly had time to get the words out. They jerked the boat to the left and flew past the stump. The flood had changed ev­ery­thing. The stump had been ashore when they passed it be­fore. The cur­rent be­came swifter, and they fought to get clos­er in. “Tree! One o’clock! Twen­ty yards!” They veered out again and now the log that was pac­ing them tum­bled and came dan­ger­ous­ly close. “Log! Nine o’clock! Three yards!”

      And on they went in the blind­ing rain, fly­ing past a new­ly cre­at­ed shore­line, stay­ing even with the mas­sive log that turned and tum­bled along­side them. Sud­den­ly Mol­ly saw the low spot and cried, “Land! Two o’clock, twen­ty yards!” They drove in sharply to shore. The boat dragged on some­thing hid­den in the mud­dy wa­ter and the front half swung out to­ward the riv­er. It rocked vi­olent­ly and wa­ter sloshed in over the side. Lewis and Ben quick­ly jumped out and, with the brown wa­ter swirling about their chests, wad­ed to­ward shore, drag­ging the boat in af­ter them. The boat grat­ed over mud and stones, and now the oth­ers jumped in­to the wa­ter and dragged the boat high­er un­til it was beached, tilt­ed, but for the mo­ment safe. Mol­ly lay in the mud pant­ing un­til Lewis said, “We’ve got to get it high­er. The riv­er’s ris­ing fast.”

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

      Ben cut the ra­tions again. The storm had cost them five more 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 with­drawn, sunken in de­pres­sion from which no one could rouse him. Jed was next hard­est hit. In time, no doubt, his symp­toms would match 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 them in­tent­ly at meal­time. Mol­ly was hag­gard, and she looked haunt­ed; her eyes kept turn­ing to­ward the south and home, and she seemed to be lis­ten­ing, al­ways lis­ten­ing. Lewis was in­tent on main­tain­ing the boat, but when he stopped work­ing, that same look was on his big face: lis­ten­ing, watch­ing, wait­ing. Ben couldn’t as­sess the changes in him­self. He knew they were there. Of­ten he would look up sud­den­ly, cer­tain some­one had spo­ken his name soft­ly, on­ly to find no one near­by, no one pay­ing any at­ten­tion to him. Some­times he had the feel­ing that there was a dan­ger he couldn’t see, some­thing hang­ing over him that made him look 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 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 failed. Two peo­ple try­ing to be­come one, nei­ther quite know­ing what the oth­er need­ed or want­ed. Or maybe it was hunger that killed the sex­ual ap­petite. He wrote in his note­books.

      Mol­ly, watch­ing him, felt as if a thick clear wall sep­arat­ed her from ev­ery 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 sim­ply be­mused her to think of it. Ev­ery day they got clos­er to home, and cu­ri­ous­ly it seemed less from their own ef­forts than from an ir­re­sistible pull. They were pow­er­less not to re­turn home. The pull was steady, drag­ging them back just as they had dragged the boat up the bank to save it from the flood. Their ev­ery act was in­stinc­tive. And the ter­ror? She didn’t know its source, on­ly that waves of ter­ror coursed through her un­ex­pect­ed­ly, and when they did, she felt weak and cold. She could feel her fa­cial mus­cles tight­en dur­ing those times, and she was aware of the way her heart leaped, then paused, then raced.

      And of­ten when she had been at the oars for a long time, some­thing else hap­pened, and she felt a re­lease. At those times strange vi­sions came to her, strange thoughts that seemed un­trans­lat­able in­to words. She looked about in won­der and the world she saw was un­fa­mil­iar, the words she would 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. Grad­ual­ly the peace would give way to fa­tigue and hunger and fear, and then she could mock her­self and the vi­sions, and even while mock­ing, yearn for it all to hap­pen again.

      Some­times when she was for­ward, watch­ing for haz­ards, it was al­most as if she were alone with the riv­er that seemed to have a voice, and in­fi­nite wis­dom. The voice mur­mured too soft­ly to make out the words, but the rhythms were un­mis­tak­able: it was speech. One day she wept be­cause she could not un­der­stand what it was say­ing to her. Ben’s hand on her shoul­der roused her, and she stared at him blankly.

      “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. “What do you mean?”

      “Noth­ing. Noth­ing. I’m just tired.”

      “Mol­ly, I heard noth­ing! And you heard noth­ing! We’re pulling in to rest, stretch our legs. You get some tea.”

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

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

      When they turned the last curve in the riv­er and came up­on the fa­mil­iar fields, they had been away from their broth­ers and sis­ters for forty-nine days. Thomas and Jed were both drugged in­to in­sen­si­bil­ity. The oth­ers rowed numbly, starved, dull-eyed, obey­ing a com­mand stronger than the body’s com­mand to stop. When small boats ap­proached and hands took the lines and towed them to the dock, they con­tin­ued to stare ahead, not be­liev­ing yet, still in a re­cur­ring dream where this had hap­pened re­peat­ed­ly.

      Mol­ly was pulled to her feet and led 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 black­ness that de­scend­ed on her.

      The sun­shine was soft in the room when Mol­ly opened her eyes; it was very ear­ly morn­ing and the air was cool and fresh. There were flow­ers ev­ery­where. Asters and chrysan­the­mums, pur­ples, yel­lows, creamy whites. There were dahlias the size of din­ner plates, shock­ing pink, scar­let. The bed was ab­so­lute­ly still, no wa­ter lap­ping about it, no rock­ing mo­tions. No odors of sweat and moldy cloth­ing. She felt clean and warm and dry.

      “I thought I heard you,” some­one said.

      Mol­ly looked at the oth­er side of the bed. Miri, or Meg, or . . . She couldn’t tell which one.

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

      Miri­am joined them and sat on the edge of Mol­ly’s bed. “How are you now?”

      “I’m all right. I’ll get up.”

      “No, of course you won’t get up. Break­fast first, then a rub­down and a man­icure, and any­thing else we can think of that will make you more com­fort­able, and then if you don’t fall asleep again, and if you still want to get up, then you may.” Miri­am laughed gen­tly at her as Mol­ly start­ed to rise and sank back down again.

      “You’ve been sleep­ing for two days,” said Miri, 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 dim mem­ories of rous­ing, of drink­ing broth, of be­ing bathed, but the mem­ories re­fused to come in­to sharp fo­cus.

      “Are the oth­ers all right?” she asked.

      “They’re all fine,” Miri­am said sooth­ing­ly.

      “Thomas?”

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

      For many days they ba­bied her; her blis­tered hands healed and her back stopped aching, and she re­gained some of the weight she had lost.

      But she had changed, she thought, study­ing her­self in the large mir­ror at the end of the room. Of course, she was still thin and gaunt. She looked at Miri’s smooth face, and knew the dif­fer­ence lay deep­er than that. Miri looked emp­ty. When the an­ima­tion fad­ed, when she was no longer laugh­ing or talk­ing, there was noth­ing there. Her face be­came a mask that hid noth­ing.

      “We’ll nev­er let you out of sight again!” Martha whis­pered, com­ing up be­hind her. The oth­ers echoed it ve­he­ment­ly.

      “I thought of you ev­ery day, al­most ev­ery minute,” Miri said.

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

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

      “I heard you,” Mol­ly said. Her voice sound­ed al­most harsh. She saw Miri­am shake her head at the sis­ters, and they fell silent. “We all heard you call­ing. You brought us home,” Mol­ly said, soft­en­ing her voice with an ef­fort.

      They hadn’t asked her any­thing about the trip, about Wash­ing­ton, about her sketch­books, which they had un­packed and must have looked at. Sev­er­al times she had start­ed to speak of the riv­er, the ru­ins, and each time she had failed. There was no way she could make them un­der­stand. Present­ly she would have to get to work on the sketch­es, us­ing them as guides and draw­ing in de­tail what she had seen, what it had been like from start 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 Mol­ly’s ab­sence. Noth­ing, she thought. Noth­ing at all. Ev­ery­thing was ex­act­ly as it al­ways had been.

      The sis­ters had been ex­cused from work in or­der to speed Mol­ly’s re­cov­ery. They chat­ted and gos­siped and caught up on mend­ing and took walks and read to­geth­er, and as Mol­ly’s strength re­turned, they played to­geth­er on the mat in the mid­dle of the room. Mol­ly took no part in their play. To­ward the end of the week, when they dragged the mat out and opened it, Miri­am poured small glass­es of am­ber wine and they toast­ed Mol­ly and drew her to the mat with them. Her head was spin­ning pleas­ant­ly and she looked at Miri­am, who smiled at her.

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

      “You’ve been away so long,” Miri­am whis­pered.

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

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

      And slow­ly she reached out for the oth­er part of her­self, the part that had watched and lis­tened 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 smooth and deep blue-green and invit­ing, now white foam as it shat­tered over rocks . . . She sped down the riv­er and tried to find that oth­er self, to sub­merge it and be­come whole again with her sis­ters . . . Over her the trees mur­mured and be­neath her the wa­ter whis­pered back, and she was be­tween them, not touch­ing ei­ther, and she knew that 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 more in the room with her sis­ters. Not yet, she thought again, qui­et­ly. She opened her eyes and smiled at Miri­am, who was watch­ing her anx­ious­ly.

      “Is it all right now?” Miri­am asked.

      “Ev­ery­thing is fine,” Mol­ly said, and some­where she thought she could hear that oth­er voice mur­mur soft­ly be­fore it fad­ed away. She reached out and put her arms about Miri­am’s body and drew her down to the mat and stroked her back, her hip, her thigh. “Ev­ery­thing is fine,” she whis­pered again.

      Lat­er, when the oth­ers slept, she stood shiv­er­ing by the win­dow and looked out at the val­ley. Au­tumn was very ear­ly. Each year it came a lit­tle ear­li­er than the pre­vi­ous year. But it was warm in 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 val­ley was un­changed. And yet ev­ery­thing was dif­fer­ent. She knew some­thing had died. Some­thing else had come alive, and it fright­ened her and iso­lat­ed her in a way that dis­tance and the riv­er had not been able to do.

      She looked at the dim forms on the beds and won­dered if Miri­am sus­pect­ed. Mol­ly’s body had re­spond­ed; she had laughed and wept with the oth­ers, and if there had been one part of her not in­volved, one part alive and watch­ful, it had not in­ter­fered.

      She could have done it, she thought. She could have de­stroyed that oth­er part with Miri­am’s help, and the help of the sis­ters. She should have, she thought, and shiv­ered again. Her thoughts were chaot­ic; there was some­thing that had come to live with­in her, some­thing that was vague­ly threat­en­ing, and yet could give her peace as noth­ing else could. The be­gin­nings of in­san­ity, she thought wild­ly. She would be­come in­co­her­ent, scream at 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 sim­ply the ab­sence of pain and fear, but the peace that comes af­ter a great ac­com­plish­ment, a ful­fill­ment.

      And she knew it was im­por­tant that she let the vi­sions come, that she find time to be alone in or­der to al­low them to fill her. She thought of the sis­ters de­spair­ing­ly: they would nev­er per­mit her to be alone again. To­geth­er they made a whole; the ab­sence of one of them left the oth­ers in­com­plete. They would call and call her.
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      Chapter 14

      Now the har­vest had been gath­ered; ap­ples hung red and heavy on the trees, and the maples blazed like torch­es against end­less blue skies. Sycamores and birch­es burned gold, and the sumac’s red deep­ened un­til it looked al­most black. Ev­ery morn­ing each blade of grass was edged in frost; it gleamed and glis­tened un­til it was melt­ed by the ris­ing sun. The pas­sion of the au­tumn col­ors nev­er had been so in­tense, Mol­ly thought. How the light un­der the maples changed! And the pale glow that sur­round­ed the sycamores!

      “Mol­ly?” Miri­am’s voice roused her from the win­dow, and she turned re­luc­tant­ly. “Mol­ly, what are you do­ing?”

      “Noth­ing. Think­ing of the work for to­day.”

      Miri­am paused. “Will it take you much longer? We miss you.”

      “I don’t think so,” Mol­ly said, and start­ed for the door. Miri­am moved slight­ly; her move­ment was enough to make Mol­ly stop again. “An­oth­er two or three weeks,” Mol­ly said quick­ly, not want­ing Miri­am’s hand on her arm.

      Miri­am nod­ded, and the mo­ment passed when she could have touched Mol­ly, could have held her. She felt baf­fled. Again and again when she would have em­braced Mol­ly, the mo­ment passed, just as it now had, and they stood apart, not touch­ing.

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

      “Miri­am?” The in­flec­tion was au­to­mat­ic, as was her slight nod. On­ly Miri­am would come alone; a younger sis­ter would have been ac­com­pa­nied by her. “Come in. It’s about Mol­ly, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” She closed the door and sat down op­po­site his desk. His desk was cov­ered with pa­pers, notes, his med­ical note­book that he had car­ried on the trip with him. She looked from the pa­pers to the man, and thought he was dif­fer­ent too. Like Mol­ly. Like all of them who had gone away.

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

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

      Miri­am shook her head. “You said that be­fore. How is Thomas, and Jed? How are you?”

      “We’re all com­ing around,” Ben said, smil­ing slight­ly. “She will too, Miri­am. Be­lieve me, she will.”

      Miri­am leaned to­ward him. “I don’t be­lieve you. I don’t think she wants to come back to us. She’s re­sist­ing us. I wish she hadn’t come 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 be­come very pale, and her voice shook; she turned away from him.

      “I’ll speak to her,” Ben said.

      Miri­am drew a piece of pa­per from her pock­et. She un­fold­ed it and put it on his desk. “Look at that. What does it mean?”

      They were the car­ica­tures Mol­ly had sketched of the broth­ers ear­ly in the trip. Ben stud­ied them, the one of him­self in par­tic­ular. Was he re­al­ly that grim-look­ing? That de­ter­mined? And sure­ly his eye­brows were not that heavy and men­ac­ing?

      “She’s mock­ing us! Mock­ing all of you. She has no right to make fun of our broth­ers like that,” Miri­am said. “She’s watch­ing all the time, watch­ing her sis­ters as they work and play. She won’t par­tic­ipate un­less I give her wine, and even then I can feel a dif­fer­ence. Al­ways watch­ing us. Ev­ery­one.”

      Ben smoothed the sketch pa­per and asked, “What do you pro­pose we do, Miri­am?”

      “I don’t know. Make her stop work­ing on the draw­ings of the trip. That’s keep­ing her mind 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 draw­ings,” Ben said. “Just as I have to be alone to write my 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 must, and she is do­ing it be­cause she wants to. She wants to be alone! She looks for ex­cus­es to be alone, and she’s work­ing on oth­er things, not just the trip draw­ings. Make her let you in that room, let you see what else she’s been do­ing!”

      Ben nod­ded slow­ly. “I’ll see her to­day,” he said.

      Af­ter Miri­am had gone, Ben stud­ied the sketch­es again, and he smiled slight­ly. She cer­tain­ly had cap­tured them, he thought. Cru­el­ly, cold­ly, and ac­cu­rate­ly. He fold­ed the pa­per and put it in his leather pouch, and thought about Mol­ly and the oth­ers.

      He had lied about Thomas. He wasn’t back to nor­mal, and might nev­er be nor­mal again. He had be­come al­most to­tal­ly de­pen­dent on his broth­ers. He re­fused to be sep­arat­ed from them even mo­men­tar­ily, and he slept with one or an­oth­er of them ev­ery night. Jed was some­what bet­ter, but he too showed a need for con­stant re­as­sur­ance.

      Lewis seemed vir­tu­al­ly un­touched by the voy­age. He had stepped out of this life and back in­to it al­most ca­su­al­ly. Har­vey was ner­vous, but less so than he had been a week ago, much less than when he first re­joined his broth­ers. Even­tu­al­ly he would be well.

      And he, Ben. What about Ben? he asked him­self mock­ing­ly. He was re­cov­ered, he de­cid­ed.

      He went to talk to Mol­ly. She had a room in the hos­pi­tal ad­min­is­tra­tion wing. He tapped light­ly at the door, then opened it be­fore she an­swered. They so sel­dom closed doors, rarely in the day, but it seemed nat­ural for her to have closed her door, just as he felt it nat­ural to close his when he was work­ing. He stood for a mo­ment look­ing at her. Had she slid some­thing un­der the pa­per that lay on her draw­ing board? He couldn’t be cer­tain. She sat with her back to the win­dow, the board tilt­ed be­fore her.

      “Hel­lo, Ben.”

      “Can you spare a few min­utes?”

      “Yes. Miri­am sent you, didn’t she? I thought she would.”

      “Your sis­ters are very con­cerned about you.”

      She looked down at the ta­ble and touched a pa­per.

      She was dif­fer­ent, Ben thought. No one would ev­er mis­take her for Miri­am, or an­oth­er of the sis­ters. He came around the ta­ble and looked at the draw­ing. Her sketch pad was open to a page filled with small, hasti­ly done line draw­ings of build­ings, ru­ined streets, hills of rub­ble. She was do­ing a full page of one sec­tion of Wash­ing­ton. For a mo­ment he had a cu­ri­ous feel­ing of be­ing there, see­ing the dev­as­ta­tion, the tragedy of a lost era; Mol­ly had the pow­er to put im­ages from his mind on­to pa­per. He turned and looked out the win­dow at the hills, which were splash­es of col­or now with the sun full on them.

      Watch­ing him, Mol­ly thought: nei­ther Thomas nor Jed would talk with her at all. Thomas shied away as if she car­ried plague, and Jed re­mem­bered oth­er things, ur­gent things he had to do. Har­vey talked 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 draw­ing. Some­thing lay 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 sym­bols that she didn’t un­der­stand, in dreams, in vi­sions that passed fleet­ing­ly through her mind. She watched him where he stood, with the sun shin­ing on him. Light fell on his arm in a way that made each hair gleam gold­en, a for­est of gold­en trees on a brown plain. He shift­ed and the twi­light on the plain turned the trees black.

      “Lit­tle sis­ter,” he be­gan, and she smiled and shook her head.

      “Don’t call me that,” she said. “Call me . . . what­ev­er you want, but not that.” She had dis­turbed him; a frown came and went, leav­ing his face un­read­able. “Mol­ly,” she said. “Just call me Mol­ly.”

      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 Miri­am, to the oth­er sis­ters, on­ly the ex­pres­sion was changed. She looked more ma­ture, hard­er? That wasn’t it, but he thought it was close to what he meant. De­ter­mined. 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.

      Mol­ly nod­ded slow­ly.

      Still he hes­itat­ed, puz­zled about what else he might say.

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

      “Mon­day, Wednes­day, Sat­ur­day, im­me­di­ate­ly af­ter lunch,” he said brusque­ly. He made a note in his book.

      “Start­ing to­day? Or should I wait un­til Mon­day?”

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

      Her voice held him at the door. “Do you think I’m los­ing my mind, Ben? Miri­am does.”

      He stood with his hand on the knob, not look­ing at her. The ques­tion jolt­ed him. He should re­as­sure her, he knew, say some­thing sooth­ing, some­thing about Miri­am’s great con­cern, some­thing. “Im­me­di­ate­ly af­ter lunch,” he said harsh­ly, and let him­self out.

      Mol­ly re­trieved the pa­per she had slid un­der the Wash­ing­ton draw­ing and stud­ied it for a time with her eyes nar­rowed. It was the val­ley, dis­tort­ed some­what so that she could get in the old mill, the hos­pi­tal, and the Sum­ner house, all lined up in a way that sug­gest­ed re­lat­ed­ness. It wasn’t right, how­ev­er, and she couldn’t de­cide what was wrong. There were faint marks where the peo­ple were to go in the draw­ing, a clus­ter of them at the mill, more 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 man, who stood in the field. She drew an­oth­er fig­ure, a wom­an, walk­ing be­tween the hos­pi­tal and the house. It was the size of ev­ery­thing, she thought. The build­ings, es­pe­cial­ly the mill, were so large, the fig­ures so small, dwarfed by the things they had made. She thought of the skele­tons she had seen in Wash­ing­ton; a body re­duced to bones was small­er still. She would make her fig­ures ema­ci­at­ed, al­most skele­tal, stark . . .

      Sud­den­ly she snatched up the pa­per, crum­pled it in­to a ball, and threw it in­to the waste­can. She buried her face in her arms.

      They would have a “Cer­emo­ny for the Lost” for her, she thought dis­tant­ly. The sis­ters would be com­fort­ed by the oth­ers, and the par­ty would last un­til dawn as they all demon­strat­ed their sol­idar­ity in the face of grievous loss. In the light of the ris­ing sun the re­main­ing sis­ters would join hands, form­ing a cir­cle, and af­ter that she would cease to ex­ist for them. No longer would she tor­ment them with her new strangeness, her apart­ness. No one had the right to bring un­hap­pi­ness to the broth­ers or sis­ters, she thought. No one had the right to ex­ist if such ex­is­tence was a threat to the fam­ily. That was the law.

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

      “Re­mem­ber,” Meg said, laugh­ing mis­chievous­ly, “no mat­ter how many of­fers we get, we refuse all bracelets. And who­ev­er sees the Clark broth­ers first slips on a bracelet be­fore he can stop her.” She laughed deep in her throat. Twice they had tried to get to the Clark broth­ers and twice oth­er sis­ters had beat­en them. Tonight they were sep­arat­ing, to take up posts along the path to the au­di­to­ri­um to lie in wait for the young Clark broth­ers, whose cheeks were still downy, who had crossed the thresh­old in­to adult­hood on­ly that au­tumn.

      “They’ll all cry ‘Un­fair!’ ” Miri­am said, protest­ing fee­bly.

      “I know,” Meg said, laugh­ing again.

      Melis­sa laughed with her and Martha smiled, look­ing at Mol­ly. “I’m to be at the first hedge,” she said. “You wait by the path to the mill.” Her eyes sparkled. “I’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 meant all the sis­ters were invit­ing all the broth­ers.

      All over the cafe­te­ria groups were hud­dled just like this, Mol­ly thought, glanc­ing about. Small groups of peo­ple, all con­spir­ing, plan­ning their con­quests with glee, set­ting traps . . . Look-alikes, she thought, like dolls.

      The Julie sis­ters had blond hair, hang­ing loose and held back with tiaras made of deep red flow­ers. They had cho­sen long tu­nics that dipped down low in the back, high in the front in drapes that em­pha­sized their breasts charm­ing­ly. They were shy, smil­ing, say­ing lit­tle, eat­ing noth­ing. They were four­teen.

      Mol­ly looked away from them 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 looked at the bracelet on her left wrist, and looked away again. One of the sis­ters had got­ten to Clark first, and lat­er Mol­ly and her sis­ters would play with the Clark broth­ers on the mat. So smooth still, their faces were as smooth as the Julie faces.

      Peo­ple were try­ing to match up the bracelets now, and there was much laugh­ter as ev­ery­one milled about the long ta­bles and made ex­cus­es to ex­am­ine each oth­er’s bracelets.

      “Why didn’t you come to my of­fice this af­ter­noon?”

      Mol­ly whirled about to find Ben at her el­bow. “I for­got,” she said.

      “You didn’t for­get.”

      She looked down and saw that he still wore his own bracelet. It was plain, grass braid­ed with­out adorn­ment, with­out the broth­ers’ sym­bol. Slow­ly, with­out look­ing at him, she be­gan to pluck the sil­ver bells from her own bracelet and when there was on­ly one left on it, she slipped the bracelet off her wrist and reached out to put it on his. For a mo­ment he re­sist­ed, then he held out his hand and the bracelet slid over his knuck­les, over the jut­ting wrist bone. On­ly then did Mol­ly look in­to his face. It was a mask—hard, un­fa­mil­iar, for­bid­ding. If she could peel off the mask, she thought, there would be some­thing dif­fer­ent.

      Abrupt­ly Ben nod­ded, and turned and left her. She watched him go. Miri­am and the oth­ers would be an­gry, she thought. Now there would be an ex­tra Clark broth­er. It didn’t mat­ter, but Miri­am had count­ed on all of them to par­tic­ipate, and now it would be un­even.

      The Julie sis­ters were danc­ing with the Lawrence 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’ com­pound, the next par­ty for them would be the Cer­emo­ny for the Lost. She watched them and couldn’t tell which man was Lewis, which Lawrence, Lester . . .

      She danced with Bar­ry, then with Meg and Justin, then with Miri­am and Clark, and again with Meg and Melis­sa and two of the Jere­my 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 as­sort­ment of bracelets on their wrists. Poor Jed, Mol­ly thought, and al­most wished she had giv­en hers to him.

      She sat with Martha and Cur­tis and ate a minced-beef sand­wich and drank more of the am­ber wine that made her head swim de­light­ful­ly. Then she danced with one of the Julie sis­ters, who was look­ing solemn now as the hour grew late. Present­ly the Lawrence broth­ers would claim them for the rest of the night.

      The mu­sic changed. One of the Lawrence broth­ers claimed the girl Mol­ly had danced with; the girl looked at him with a timid smile that ap­peared, van­ished, ap­peared again. He danced her away.

      Mol­ly felt a tap on her arm, and turned to face Ben. He was un­smil­ing. He held out his arm for her and they danced, not speak­ing, nei­ther of them smil­ing. He danced her to the ta­ble, where they stopped and he hand­ed her a small glass of wine. Silent­ly they drank, and then walked to­geth­er from the au­di­to­ri­um. Mol­ly caught a glimpse of Miri­am’s face as they left. De­fi­ant­ly she held her back stiffer, her head high­er, and went out in­to the cold night with Ben.
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      Chapter 15

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

      Mol­ly watched the pale wa­ter, chang­ing, al­ways chang­ing, and al­ways the same, and she could feel him near, not touch­ing, not speak­ing. Thin clouds chased across the face of the swelling moon. Soon it would be full, the har­vest moon, the end of In­di­an sum­mer. The man was so clean­ly out­lined, so un­am­bigu­ous, she thought. A mis­shapen bowl, like an ar­ti­fact made by in­ex­pert hands that would im­prove with prac­tice.

      The moon in the riv­er moved, sep­arat­ed in­to long shiny ropes that coiled, slid apart, came to­geth­er, formed a wide band of lu­mi­nous wa­ter that looked sol­id, then broke up again. Against the shore the voice of the riv­er was gen­tle, se­cre­tive.

      “Are you cold?” Ben asked again. His face was pale in the moon­light, his eye­brows dark­er than in day­light, straight, heavy. He could have been scowl­ing 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 an­oth­er face, an­oth­er mood. Tonight it was be­guil­ing, full of promise, and even know­ing the promis­es to be false, she could hear the voice whis­per­ing to her per­sua­sive­ly, could sense the pull of the riv­er.

      And Ben thought of the riv­er, swollen in flood­tide, flash­ing bright over grav­el, over rocks, break­ing up in­to foam against boul­ders. He saw again the small fire on the bank, the fig­ure of the girl stand­ing there sil­hou­et­ted against the gleam­ing wa­ter while the broth­ers pulled the boat up the hill.

      “I’m sor­ry I didn’t come to­day,” she said sud­den­ly in a small voice. “I got al­most to your door, and then didn’t come the rest of the way. I don’t know why.”

      There was a shout of laugh­ter from the au­di­to­ri­um, and he wished he and Mol­ly had walked far­ther up the riv­er be­fore stop­ping. A cloud cov­ered the face of the moon and the riv­er turned black, and on­ly its voice was there, and the pe­cu­liar smell of the fresh wa­ter.

      “Are you cold?” he asked again, as if the moon­light had held warmth that now was gone.

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

      He shook his head, and al­though she couldn’t see him now with the cloud over the face of the moon, she knew he was deny­ing the voic­es. She sighed.

      “What would hap­pen if you had an idea, some­thing you want­ed to work out alone?” she asked af­ter a mo­ment.

      Ben shift­ed un­easi­ly. “It hap­pens,” he said care­ful­ly. “We dis­cuss it and usu­al­ly, un­less there’s a good rea­son, a short­age of equip­ment, or sup­plies, some­thing like that, who­ev­er has the idea goes ahead with it.”

      Now the cloud had freed the moon; the light seemed brighter af­ter the brief dark­ness. “What if the oth­ers didn’t see the val­ue of the idea?” Mol­ly asked.

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

      “But what if it was some­thing you couldn’t ex­plain ex­act­ly, some­thing you couldn’t put in­to words?”

      “What is the re­al ques­tion, Mol­ly?” Ben asked, turn­ing to face her. Her face was as pale as the moon, with deep shad­ows for eyes, her mouth black, not smil­ing. She looked up at him, and the moon was re­flect­ed in her eyes, and she seemed some­how lu­mi­nous, as if the light came from with­in her, and he re­al­ized that Mol­ly was beau­ti­ful. He nev­er had seen it be­fore and now it shocked him that the thought formed, forced it­self on him.

      Mol­ly stood up sud­den­ly. “I’ll show you,” she said. “In my room.”

      They walked back to the hos­pi­tal side by side, not touch­ing, and Ben thought: of course, the Miri­am sis­ters were all beau­ti­ful, most of the sis­ters were. Just as most of the broth­ers were hand­some. It was a giv­en. And it was mean­ing­less.

      She pulled a blind down on the win­dow in her lit­tle room and threw her cloak on the chair be­hind her work­table. Then she pulled out draw­ings, sort­ing through them. Fi­nal­ly she hand­ed one to him.

      It was a wom­an, no one he knew, but vague­ly fa­mil­iar. Sara, he re­al­ized; changed, but Sara. Be­side her, mir­rors reached in­to in­fin­ity, and in each mir­ror was an­oth­er wom­an, each Sara, but none ex­act­ly like her. Here a scowl tight­ened the mouth, there a wide smile, an­oth­er was laugh­ing, an­oth­er had gray­ing hair, wrin­kles . . . He looked at Mol­ly in be­wil­der­ment.

      She hand­ed him an­oth­er draw­ing. There was a tree, noth­ing more. A tree ris­ing out of a sol­id rock. An im­pos­si­ble thing and he felt un­set­tled by it.

      An­oth­er draw­ing. 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, im­pos­si­ble to iden­ti­fy.

      He felt up­set by the draw­ings. He looked at Mol­ly on the oth­er side of the draw­ing ta­ble; she was star­ing at him in­tent­ly. She looked fever­ish, her cheeks flushed, her eyes too bright.

      “I need help, Ben,” she said, her voice low and com­pelling. “You have to help me.”

      “What?”

      “Ben, I have to do those things in paints. I don’t know why, but I have to. And oth­ers. It won’t work with pen­cil, or pen and ink. I need col­or and light! Please!”

      She was weep­ing. Ben stared at her in sur­prise. This was her se­cret then? She want­ed to paint? He sup­pressed an urge to smile at her, as if she were a child plead­ing for what was al­ready hers.

      She read his ex­pres­sion and sat down and put her head back against the cloak. She closed her eyes. “Miri­am un­der­stands, and so do my sis­ters,” she said tired­ly, and now the high col­or in her cheeks fad­ed and she looked very young and weary. “They won’t let me do it.”

      “Why not? What’s wrong with paint­ing?”

      “I . . . they don’t like the way the pic­tures make them feel. They think it’s dan­ger­ous. Miri­am thinks so. The oth­ers will too.”

      Ben looked at the tiny boat in the end­less ocean. “But you don’t have to paint this one, do you? Can’t you do some­thing else?”

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

      “Have you talked to Miri­am?”

      “She took some draw­ings I did of the broth­ers on the trip. She didn’t like them. She kept them. I don’t have to talk to her, or the oth­ers. I know what they will say. I bring them on­ly pain any­more.” She thought of them with the Clark broth­ers on the mat, laugh­ing, sip­ping the am­ber wine, ca­ress­ing the smooth boy/man bod­ies. It wasn’t group sex, she thought sud­den­ly. It was male and fe­male bro­ken up in­to parts, just as the moon broke on the smooth riv­er. The sis­ters made one or­gan­ism, fe­male; the Clark broth­ers made up one or­gan­ism, male, and when they em­braced, the fe­male or­gan­ism would not be com­plete­ly sat­is­fied be­cause it was not whole that night. One part of its body was miss­ing, had been miss­ing for a long time. And the miss­ing part, like an am­pu­tat­ed limb, caused phan­tom pain.

      “Mol­ly.” Ben’s voice was gen­tle. He touched her arm and she start­ed. “Come to my room with me. It is very late. Soon it will be dawn.”

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

      Al­most re­luc­tant­ly Ben said, “Come with me, Mol­ly. To my room. I want you to.”
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      Chapter 16

      Snow fell lazi­ly, silent­ly; no wind blew, and the sky seemed low enough to touch. The snow built up on lev­el sur­faces, on tree branch­es, on the nee­dles 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 lay­er so that in pro­tect­ed spots where no in­ter­mit­tent sun melt­ed it and no wind dis­turbed it, the snow depth had grown to six, sev­en, even eight feet. Against the white­ness, shad­owed in­to grays and blues, the riv­er gleamed black. The clouds were so thick the light that lay over the land seemed to come up­ward from the snow. The light was very dim, and in the dis­tance the snow and sky and air merged and there were no bound­aries.

      No bound­aries, Mol­ly thought. It was all one. She stood at her win­dow. Be­hind her an easel wait­ed with a paint­ing on it, but she couldn’t think of it now. The snow, the strange light that came from be­low, the whole­ness of the scene out­side held her.

      “Mol­ly!”

      She turned sharply. Miri­am stood in the door­way, still wear­ing her out­door cloth­ing, snow cling­ing to her shoul­ders, her hood.

      “I said, Meg’s been hurt! Didn’t you hear me?”

      “Hurt? How? What hap­pened?”

      Miri­am stared at her for a mo­ment, 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 noth­ing. The paint­ing looked gar­ish, ug­ly, mean­ing­less 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 un­der­stand why, and Meg fad­ed from her thoughts. “Where is she?” she asked. “What hap­pened? I’ll come with you.”

      Miri­am looked at her and shook her head. “Don’t come,” she said. “Stay here.” She went away.

      When Mol­ly learned where Meg was and went to the hos­pi­tal room to be with her sis­ters, they would not let her in.

      Ben looked at his broth­ers and shrugged at the ques­tion: What were they to do about Mol­ly? Ex­ile her, as they had ex­iled David? Iso­late her in a hos­pi­tal room? Quar­ter her with the breed­ers—the moth­ers? Ig­nore the prob­lem? They had dis­cussed ev­ery al­ter­na­tive and were sat­is­fied with none.

      “There’s noth­ing to in­di­cate she is mak­ing progress,” Bar­ry said. “Noth­ing to in­di­cate she even wants to re­sume 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. His thick eye­brows drew to­geth­er, sep­arat­ed. “Ben, she’s your pa­tient. You haven’t said a thing. You were cer­tain that al­low­ing her to paint would be ther­apeu­tic, but it wasn’t. Have you any oth­er sug­ges­tions?”

      “When I asked per­mis­sion to with­draw from my work in the lab and study psy­chol­ogy in­stead, it was re­fused. The rest of us who went to Wash­ing­ton have made a com­plete re­cov­ery, a func­tion­al re­cov­ery,” he added dri­ly. “Ex­cept Mol­ly. We don’t know enough to know why, how to treat her, if she’ll ev­er re­cov­er. I say, give it time. She isn’t need­ed in the class­rooms, let her paint. Give her a room of her own and leave her alone.”

      Bar­ry was shak­ing his head. “Psy­chol­ogy is a dead end for us,” he said. “It re­vives the cult of the in­di­vid­ual. When a unit is func­tion­ing, the mem­bers are self-cur­ing. As for let­ting her re­main in the hos­pi­tal . . . She is a con­stant source of pain and con­fu­sion to her sis­ters. Meg will be all right, but Mol­ly didn’t even know her sis­ter had fall­en, had a bro­ken arm. The sis­ters need­ed her and she didn’t an­swer. We all know and agree it is our du­ty to safe­guard the well-be­ing of the unit, not the var­ious in­di­vid­uals with­in it. If there is a con­flict be­tween those two choic­es, we must 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 ve­he­ment­ly. They would nev­er ac­cept her. They might even kill her if she were put among them. On­ly a month ago they had had the Cer­emo­ny for the Lost for Janet, who was now count­ed among the breed­ers, who was un­der­go­ing drug and hyp­not­ic con­di­tion­ing to force her to ac­cept her new sta­tus as a fer­tile fe­male 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 time 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 win­dow. “Bet­ter if we sim­ply ad­mit there’s no so­lu­tion and re­sort to eu­thana­sia. It would be less 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 slow­ly, un­cer­tain where his own thoughts were tak­ing him, “we will have this same ag­oniz­ing meet­ing again, the same use­less al­ter­na­tives to dis­cuss and dis­card.”

      Bar­ry nod­ded. “I know. That’s what’s giv­ing me bad dreams. With more and more peo­ple need­ed to for­age, to re­pair the roads, to make ex­pe­di­tions to the cities, there might be more cas­es like Mol­ly’s.”

      “Let me have her,” Ben said abrupt­ly. “I’ll put her in the old Sum­ner house. We’ll have the Cer­emo­ny for the Lost and de­clare her gone. The Miri­am sis­ters will close the gap and feel no more pain, and I’ll be able to study this re­ac­tion.”

      “It is very cold in the house,” Ben said, “but the stove will warm it. Do you like these rooms?”

      They had gone over the en­tire house, and Mol­ly had cho­sen the sec­ond-floor wing fac­ing the riv­er. There were wide win­dows with­out cur­tains, and the cold af­ter­noon light filled the room, but in the sum­mer it would be warm and bright with sun­shine, and al­ways there was the riv­er to gaze at. The ad­join­ing room had been a nurs­ery or a dress­ing room, she thought. It was small­er with high dou­ble win­dows that reached al­most to the ceil­ing. She would paint in that room. There was a tiny bal­cony out­side the win­dows.

      Al­ready the sounds of mu­sic were drift­ing across the val­ley as the cer­emo­ny be­gan. There would be danc­ing, a feast, and much wine.

      “The elec­tric­ity is off,” Ben said harsh­ly. “The wires are bad. We’ll get them fixed as soon as the snow melts.”

      “I don’t care about that. I like the lamps 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 leave ev­ery­thing on the porch.”

      She moved to the win­dow. The sun, cov­ered with thin clouds, hung on the edge of the hill. It would start its slide down the oth­er side, and dark­ness would fol­low swift­ly. For the first time in her life she would be alone at night. She stood with her back to Ben, gaz­ing at the riv­er and think­ing about the old house, so far away from the 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 would be at her side to soothe her, com­fort 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 look at him then, her face shad­owed, the cold light and snow and gray sky be­hind 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 room came from her, from her eyes. “You’re hap­py, aren’t you?” he said won­der­ing­ly.

      She nod­ded. “I’ll make a fire in my fire­place. And then I’ll drag that chair up close to it and sit and watch the flames and lis­ten to the mu­sic, and af­ter a while, I’ll go to bed, and maybe read for a lit­tle bit, by lamp­light, un­til I get sleepy . . .“ She smiled at him. “It’s all right, Ben. I feel . . . I don’t know how I feel. Like some­thing’s gone that was heavy and hard to live with. It’s gone, and I feel light and free and yes, even hap­py. So maybe I am crazy. Maybe that’s what go­ing crazy means.” She turned to the win­dow again. “Do the breed­ers feel hap­py?” she asked af­ter a mo­ment.

      “No.”

      “What is it like for them?”

      “I’ll make your fire. The chim­ney’s open. I checked.”

      “What hap­pens to them, Ben?”

      “They are giv­en a course in learn­ing how to be moth­ers. Even­tu­al­ly they like that life, I think.”

      “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 from the win­dow. “They nev­er stop suf­fer­ing from the sep­ara­tion,” he said. “They cry them­selves to sleep night af­ter night, and they are on drugs all the time, and they have ses­sions of con­di­tion­ing to make them ac­cept it, but ev­ery night they cry them­selves 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! We need them, and we use them the on­ly way we can, to do the least harm to the sis­ters who are not breed­ers. When they’re through breed­ing, if they are fit, they work in the nurs­ery. If they’re not fit, we put them to 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! We 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 look at my paint­ings. I’ve fin­ished the maps and draw­ings of the trip.”

      “I’m go­ing to dis­sect your ev­ery thought, your ev­ery wish, ev­ery dream. I’m go­ing to find out what hap­pened to you, what made you sep­arate your­self from your sis­ters, what made you de­cide to be­come an in­di­vid­ual, and when I find out we’ll know how nev­er to al­low it to hap­pen again.”

      She stared at him, and now her eyes were not lu­mi­nous but deeply shad­owed, hid­den. Gen­tly she pulled loose from his hands on her shoul­ders. “Ex­am­ine your­self, Ben. Catch your­self lis­ten­ing to voic­es no one else can hear. Ob­serve your­self. Who else is an­gry at the way we treat the breed­ers? Why did you fight to save my life when the good of the com­mu­ni­ty de­mand­ed I be put to sleep, like a used-up breed­er? Who else even looks at my paint­ings? Who else would rather be here in this cold dark room with a mad­wom­an than at the cel­ebra­tion? Our cou­pling is not joy­ous, Ben. When we em­brace it is a hard, bit­ter, cru­el thing we do, and we are filled with sad­ness and nei­ther of us knows why. Ex­am­ine your­self, Ben, and then me, and see if there is a cause you can root out and de­stroy with­out de­stroy­ing the car­ri­ers.”

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

      “I’m leav­ing now,” he said brusque­ly. “You shouldn’t have any trou­ble get­ting a fire start­ed. I 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 from the room. Out­side, he start­ed to run through the deep snow, and he ran un­til he could run no longer and his breath was com­ing in painful gasps. He turned to look at the house; it was no longer vis­ible through the black trees.
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      Chapter 17

      Now the rain was light and steady, and the wind had died down. The tops of the hills were hid­den by clouds and the riv­er hid­den by mist. There was a steady sound of ham­mers, mut­ed 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 farm­ers, teach­ers, tech­ni­cians, sci­en­tists; this year they were boat builders.

      Ben watched the rain. The brief lull end­ed and the wind screamed through the val­ley, driv­ing rain be­fore it in waves. The scene dis­solved, and there was on­ly the rain beat­ing on the win­dow.

      Mol­ly would won­der if he was com­ing, he thought. The win­dow 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 al­most enough sun to cast shad­ows. It was all the same to her, he thought, whether he was there or not. While she talked to him, an­swered his ques­tions, she paint­ed, or sketched, or cleaned brush­es; some­times, rest­less, she made him walk with her, al­ways up the hills, in­to the woods, away from the in­hab­it­ed val­ley where she was for­bid­den. And those were the things she would have done alone.

      Soon his broth­ers would join him for the for­mal meet­ing they had re­quest­ed, and he would have to agree to a time for the com­ple­tion of the re­port he hadn’t even be­gun. He looked at his note­book on the long ta­ble and turned from it to the win­dow once more. The note­book was filled; he had noth­ing more to ask her, noth­ing more to ex­tract from her, 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 to­geth­er 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 Philadel­phia, to New York. She would ask about her sis­ters, who were work­ing on text­books, care­ful­ly copy­ing il­lus­tra­tions, charts, graphs, and she would nod grave­ly when he an­swered and her gaze would flick­er over her own paint­ings that no one in the val­ley could or would un­der­stand. She would talk about any­thing, 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 com­pelled to paint, to draw, to make tan­gi­ble those vi­sions that were blurred and am­bigu­ous and even hurt­ful. The com­pul­sion was stronger than her will to live, he thought bit­ter­ly. And now his broth­ers would join him and make a de­ci­sion about her.

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

      Heavy clouds rolled down from the moun­tains and turned off the fee­ble light, and again the wind blast­ed the win­dow and pelt­ed it with hard rain. Ben was stand­ing there watch­ing it when his broth­ers came in­to the room and seat­ed them­selves.

      “We’ll get right to it,” Bar­ry said, just as Ben would have done in his place. “She isn’t bet­ter, is she?”

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

      “In fact, if any­thing, she’s worse than she was when she came home,” Bar­ry con­tin­ued. “Iso­la­tion has per­mit­ted her ill­ness to spread, to in­ten­si­fy, and join­ing her in iso­la­tion, even tem­porar­ily, has per­mit­ted the dis­ease to in­fect you.”

      Ben looked at his broth­ers in sur­prise and con­fu­sion. Had there been clues, hints that they were think­ing along those lines? He re­al­ized that by ask­ing the ques­tion he had an­swered an­oth­er. He should have known. In a per­fect­ly func­tion­ing unit there are no se­crets. Slow­ly he shook his head, and he spoke very care­ful­ly. “For a time, I be­lieved I was ill al­so, but I con­tin­ued to func­tion ac­cord­ing to our sched­ule, our needs, and I dis­missed the thoughts that had trou­bled me. In what way have I giv­en of­fense?”

      Bar­ry shook his head im­pa­tient­ly.

      For a mo­ment Ben could sense their un­hap­pi­ness. “I have a the­ory about Mol­ly that per­haps ap­plies al­so to me.” They wait­ed. “Al­ways be­fore us, in in­fan­cy there was a pe­ri­od when ego de­vel­op­ment nat­ural­ly oc­curred, and if all went well dur­ing that pe­ri­od, the in­di­vid­ual was formed, sep­arate from his par­ents. With us such a de­vel­op­ment is not nec­es­sary, or even pos­si­ble, be­cause our broth­ers or sis­ters ob­vi­ate the need for sep­arate ex­is­tence, and in­stead a unit con­scious­ness is formed. There are very old stud­ies of iden­ti­cal twins that rec­og­nized this unit 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 moved again to the win­dow. The rain was steady and hard now. “I sug­gest that we all still have the ca­pa­bil­ity for in­di­vid­ual ego de­vel­op­ment la­tent with­in us. It be­comes dor­mant when the phys­io­log­ical time pass­es for its spon­ta­neous emer­gence, but with Mol­ly, and per­haps with oth­ers, if there is enough stim­ulus, un­der the prop­er con­di­tions, this de­vel­op­ment is ac­ti­vat­ed.”

      “The prop­er con­di­tions be­ing sep­ara­tion from the broth­ers or sis­ters un­der stress­ful cir­cum­stances?” Bar­ry asked thought­ful­ly.

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

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

      “We will de­cide to­mor­row,” Bar­ry said fi­nal­ly. “But what­ev­er our de­ci­sion about Mol­ly is, there is an­oth­er de­ci­sion that we made that is un­al­tered. You must not con­tin­ue to see her, Ben. For your own wel­fare, and ours, we must for­bid your vis­its to her.”

      Ben nod­ded in agree­ment. “I’ll have to tell her,” he said.

      At the tone in his voice Bar­ry again looked at the oth­er broth­ers, and re­luc­tant­ly they agreed.

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

      “I brought you some tea,” Ben said brusque­ly.

      Mol­ly took his pack­age and looked down at it for a long time. “I have a present for you,” she said soft­ly. “I was go­ing to give it to you an­oth­er time, but . . . I’ll go get it.”

      She left and re­turned quick­ly with a small pack­et, no more than five inch­es square. It was a fold­ed pa­per and, when opened, it had sev­er­al faces, all of them vari­ations of Ben’s. In the cen­ter was a man’s mas­sive head, with fierce eye­brows and pen­etrat­ing eyes, sur­round­ed by four oth­ers, all re­sem­bling one an­oth­er enough to show re­la­tion­ship.

      “Who are they?”

      “In the mid­dle is the old man who owned this house. I 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 com­pos­ite pic­ture. He didn’t like look­ing at the faces of men who had lived such dif­fer­ent, in­ex­pli­ca­ble lives, and who looked so much like him.

      “I don’t think so,” Mol­ly said, squint­ing her eyes at the pic­ture, then study­ing him. “There’s some­thing about the eyes they just don’t have. Theirs on­ly see out­ward, I think, and yours, and those of the oth­er men in the pic­ture, they can look both ways.”

      Sud­den­ly she laughed and drew him to the fire. “But put it away and let’s have our tea, and a cook­ie. I’ve been get­ting more than I can eat and I saved a lot. We’ll have a par­ty!”

      “I don’t want any tea,” Ben said. Not look­ing at her, watch­ing the flames 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 my clothes, and bang my head on the wall? Should I beg you not to leave me, to stay with me al­ways? Should I throw my­self from the top­most win­dow of this house? Should I grow thin and pale and with­er away like a flow­er in the au­tumn, killed by the cold it nev­er un­der­stands? How should I show I care, Ben? Tell me what I should do.”

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

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

      “We promise nev­er to harm her,” Bar­ry said qui­et­ly. “If she has need of one of us, some­one will go care for her. She will be per­mit­ted to live out her life in the Sum­ner house. We shall nev­er dis­play or per­mit oth­ers to dis­play her paint­ings, but we shall pre­serve them care­ful­ly so that our de­scen­dants may study them and un­der­stand the steps we have tak­en to­day.” He paused and then said, “Fur­ther­more, Ben, our broth­er, will ac­com­pa­ny the con­tin­gent who will go down the riv­er to set up a base camp for fu­ture groups to use.” Now he looked up from the pa­per be­fore him.

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

      Mol­ly watched the boats glide down the riv­er, Ben stand­ing in the prow of the lead boat, the wind stream­ing his hair. He didn’t turn to look at the Sum­ner 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.

      Mol­ly con­tin­ued to stand at the wide win­dows for a long time af­ter the boats had dis­ap­peared. She re­mem­bered the voice of the riv­er, the an­swer­ing voic­es from the high tree­tops, the way the wind moved the up­per lev­els with­out stir­ring a blade of grass. She re­mem­bered the si­lence and dark­ness that had pressed in on them at night, touch­ing them, test­ing them, tast­ing them, the in­trud­ers. And her hand moved to her stom­ach and pressed against the flesh there, against the new life that was grow­ing with­in her.

      The sum­mer heat gave way to ear­ly Septem­ber frosts and the boats re­turned, and this time an­oth­er stood in the prow. The trees burned red and gold and snows fell and in Jan­uary Mol­ly gave birth to her son, alone, un­aid­ed, and lay look­ing at the in­fant in the crook of her arm and smiled at him. “I love you,” she whis­pered ten­der­ly. “And your name shall be Mark.”

      All through the lat­ter stages of her preg­nan­cy Mol­ly had told her­self al­most dai­ly that to­mor­row she would send a mes­sage to Bar­ry, that she would sub­mit to his au­thor­ity and al­low her­self to be placed in the breed­ers’ quar­ters. Now, look­ing at the red in­fant with his eyes screwed so tight­ly closed he seemed with­out eyes, she knew she would nev­er give him up.

      Each morn­ing the An­drew broth­ers brought fire­wood, her bas­ket of sup­plies, what­ev­er she asked for, de­posit­ed it all on her porch, and left again, and she saw no one, ex­cept at a dis­tance. As soon as Mark could un­der­stand her words, she be­gan to im­press up­on him the need for si­lence while the An­drew broth­ers were near the house. When he grew old­er and start­ed to ask “why” about ev­ery­thing, she had to tell him the An­drew broth­ers would take him away 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 long pe­ri­ods he would curl up near the fire­place with one of the brit­tle books from the down­stairs li­brary. Some of them were chil­dren’s books, oth­ers were not; he didn’t seem to mind. They played hide-and-seek through­out the house and, when the weath­er was pleas­ant, up and down the hill­side be­hind the house, out of sight of the oth­ers in the val­ley, who would nev­er un­der any cir­cum­stances en­ter the woods un­less or­dered to do so. Mol­ly sang to him and told him sto­ries from the books, and made up oth­er sto­ries when they ex­haust­ed the books. One day Mark told her a sto­ry, and she laughed de­light­ed­ly, and af­ter that some­times she was the sto­ry­teller and some­times he was. While she paint­ed he drew pic­tures, or paint­ed al­so, and more and more of­ten played with the riv­er clay she brought him, and made shapes that they dried in the sun on the bal­cony.

      They wan­dered far­ther up the hill­side as he be­came stur­dier. One day in the sum­mer when he was five, they re­mained in the woods far sev­er­al hours, Mol­ly point­ing out the ferns and liv­er­worts to him, draw­ing his at­ten­tion to the way the sun­light changed the col­ors of the del­icate green leaves, deep­ened the rich greens to near­ly black.

      “Time,” she said fi­nal­ly.

      He shook his head. “Let’s climb to the top and look at the whole world.”

      “Next time,” she said. “We’ll bring our lunch and climb all the way up. Next time.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      They walked back down slow­ly, stop­ping of­ten to ex­am­ine a rock, a new plant, the bark of an an­cient tree, what­ev­er caught his in­ter­est. At the edge of the woods they paused and looked about care­ful­ly be­fore leav­ing 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,” Mol­ly cried, and al­lowed him to en­ter first.

      Mark stopped abrupt­ly, yanked on her hand, and turned to run. One of the Bar­ry broth­ers stepped from the din­ing room in­to 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?”

      Mol­ly nod­ded. Her hand clutched Mark’s in a grip that must have hurt him. He stood close to her and looked at the broth­ers fear­ful­ly.

      “When?” the broth­er asked.

      “Five years ago, in Jan­uary.”

      The spokesman sighed heav­ily. “You’ll have to come with us, Mol­ly. The boy too.”

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

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

      “You promised!”

      “The agree­ment we made didn’t cov­er this.” He took a step clos­er to her. Mark tore his hand free from her grasp and flew at the doc­tor.

      “Leave my moth­er alone! Go away! Don’t you hurt my moth­er!”

      Some­one caught Mol­ly’s arms and held her, and an­oth­er of them caught Mark and lift­ed him as he kicked and lashed out fu­ri­ous­ly, scream­ing all the while.

      “Don’t hurt him!” Mol­ly cried, and strug­gled to free her­self. She hard­ly felt the pin­prick of the in­jec­tion. Dim­ly she heard one last scream of an­guish from Mark, and then there was noth­ing.

    

  
    
      Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang

    

    
      Chapter 18

      Mol­ly blinked and shut her eyes against the glare of a sil­ver frost that cov­ered ev­ery­thing. She stood still and tried to re­mem­ber where she was, who she was, any­thing. When she opened her eyes again, the blind­ing glare still daz­zled her. She felt as if she had awak­ened af­ter a long, night­mare-haunt­ed dream that was be­com­ing more and more dim as she tried to re­cap­ture it. Some­one nudged her.

      “You’ll freeze out here,” some­one said close by. Mol­ly turned to look at the wom­an, a stranger. “Come on, get in­side,” the wom­an said loud­er. Then she leaned for­ward and looked at Mol­ly close­ly. “Oh, you’re back, aren’t you?”

      She took Mol­ly by the arm and guid­ed her in­side a warm build­ing. Oth­er wom­en looked up idly and then bent down over their sewing again. Some of them were ob­vi­ous­ly preg­nant. Some of them were dull-eyed, va­cant-look­ing, do­ing noth­ing.

      The wom­an help­ing Mol­ly took her to a chair and stood by her side long enough to say, “Just sit still for a while. You’ll start re­mem­ber­ing in a lit­tle bit.” Then she left and took her place at one of the ma­chines and be­gan stitch­ing.

      Mol­ly looked at the floor and wait­ed for mem­ories to re­turn, and for a long time there was noth­ing but the ter­ror of night­mare re­mem­bered in emo­tions, not in de­tails.

      They had strapped her to a ta­ble, many times, she thought, and they had done things to her that she could not re­call. There had been an­oth­er time when some of the wom­en had held her down and done things to her. She shud­dered vi­olent­ly and closed her eyes. The mem­ory re­ced­ed. Mark, she thought sud­den­ly, very clear­ly. Mark! She jumped up and looked about wild­ly. The wom­an who had be­friend­ed her hur­ried over and caught her arm.

      “Look, Mol­ly, they’ll put you un­der again if you make trou­ble. Un­der­stand? Just sit still un­til our break, and I’ll talk to you then.”

      “Where is Mark?” Mol­ly whis­pered.

      The wom­an glanced about and said in an un­der­tone, “He’s all right. Now sit down! Here comes a nurse.”

      Mol­ly sat down again and stared at the floor un­til the nurse glanced about the room and left once more. Mark was all right. There was ice on the ground. Win­ter. He was six, then. She re­mem­bered noth­ing of the late sum­mer, the fall. What had they done to her?

      The hours un­til the break passed painful­ly slow­ly. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly one or an­oth­er of the wom­en would look 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 would do now, per­haps to wel­come her, per­haps for some rea­son she couldn’t guess. She looked at the floor. Her hands were clenched, her nails dig­ging in­to her palms. She re­laxed them. They had tak­en her to a hos­pi­tal room, but not the usu­al hos­pi­tal, one in the breed­er’s quar­ters. They had ex­am­ined her thor­ough­ly. She re­mem­bered in­jec­tions, an­swer­ing ques­tions, pills . . . It was too blurred. Her hands had clenched again.

      “Mol­ly, come on. We’ll have tea and I’ll tell you what I can.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Son­dra. Come on.”

      She should have known, Mol­ly thought, fol­low­ing Son­dra. She re­mem­bered sud­den­ly the cer­emo­ny giv­en for Son­dra, who was on­ly three or four years old­er than she. She had been nine or ten, she thought.

      The tea was a pale yel­low drink she couldn’t iden­ti­fy. Af­ter one sip she put it down and looked across the lounge to­ward the un­cov­ered win­dow. “What month is this?”

      “Jan­uary.” Son­dra fin­ished her tea and leaned for­ward and said in a low voice, “Lis­ten, Mol­ly, 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’ll put you on some­thing again. You’ve been con­di­tioned. Just don’t fight it, and you’ll be all right.”

      Mol­ly felt she could un­der­stand on­ly half of what Son­dra was say­ing to her. Again she looked about the lounge; in here the chairs were com­fort­able and there were ta­bles at con­ve­nient in­ter­vals. Wom­en were in clus­ters of threes and fours, chat­ting, now and then glanc­ing at her. Some of them smiled, one winked. There were thir­ty wom­en in the room, she thought in dis­be­lief. Thir­ty breed­ers!

      “Am I preg­nant?” she asked sud­den­ly, and pressed her hands against her stom­ach.

      “I don’t think so. If you are, it’s still aw­ful­ly ear­ly, but I doubt it. They tried ev­ery month since you’ve been here and it didn’t take be­fore. I doubt it took the last time ei­ther.”

      Mol­ly sagged against her chair and closed her eyes hard. That’s what they had done to her on the ta­ble. She felt tears form and roll down her cheeks and was not able to stop them. Then Son­dra’s arm was about her shoul­ders, and she held her tight­ly.

      “It hits all of us like that, Mol­ly. 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 much af­ter a while.”

      Mol­ly shook her head, un­able as yet to speak. No, she thought dis­tinct­ly, it was not the sep­ara­tion, it was the hu­mil­ia­tion 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? Where is he?”

      “He’s in school with the oth­ers. They won’t hurt him or any­thing. They’re very good to all the chil­dren. You re­mem­ber that, don’t you?”

      Mol­ly nod­ded. “Did they clone him?”

      Son­dra shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” She gri­maced then and pressed her hand to her stom­ach. She looked very old and tired, and ex­cept for her bulging stom­ach, too thin.

      “How many times have you been preg­nant?” Mol­ly asked. “How long have you been here?”

      “Sev­en, count­ing now,” Son­dra said with­out hes­ita­tion. “I was brought here twen­ty years ago.”

      Mol­ly stared at her then and shook her head. But she had been nine or ten when they mourned Son­dra. “How long have I been here?” she whis­pered fi­nal­ly.

      “Mol­ly, not too fast. Try to re­lax this first day.”

      “How long?”

      “A year and a half. Now come on.”

      All af­ter­noon she sat qui­et­ly, and the mem­ories be­came slight­ly less blurred, but she could not ac­count for a year and a half. It was gone from her life as if a fold had been made and the two ends now touch­ing ex­clud­ed what­ev­er had hap­pened in the sec­tion that made up the loop, a year and a half.

      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 wom­en. He ap­proached Mol­ly and she said, “Good af­ter­noon, Doc­tor,” just as the oth­ers had done.

      “How are you feel­ing, Mol­ly?”

      “Well, thank you.”

      He moved on.

      Mol­ly looked at the floor again. She felt as if she had watched the small in­ter­lude from a great dis­tance, un­able to al­ter a nu­ance of it. Con­di­tion­ing, she thought. That was what Son­dra had meant. How else had they con­di­tioned her? To spread her legs oblig­ing­ly when they ap­proached with their in­stru­ments, with the care­ful­ly hoard­ed sperm? She forced her fin­gers open again and flexed them. They were sore from grip­ping so hard.

      Sud­den­ly she looked up, but the doc­tor had gone. Who was he? For a mo­ment she felt dizzy, then the room stead­ied again. She had called him Doc­tor, hadn’t even ques­tioned the lack of a name. Had it been Bar­ry? Bruce? An­oth­er part of her con­di­tion­ing, she thought bit­ter­ly. The breed­ers were the lost, they no longer had the right to know one of the clones from an­oth­er. The Doc­tor. The Nurse. She bowed her head once more.

      The rou­tine was easy af­ter a few days. They were giv­en so­porifics at bed­time and stim­ulants at break­fast, all dis­guised in the thin yel­low tea that Mol­ly wouldn’t drink. Some of the wom­en wept at night, oth­ers suc­cumbed rapid­ly to the drugged tea and slept heav­ily. There was a lot of sex­ual ac­tiv­ity; they had their mats, just as ev­ery­one else. Through the day they worked in the var­ious de­part­ments of the cloth­ing sec­tion. They had free time in the late af­ter­noon, books to read, games in the lounge, gui­tars and vi­olins avail­able to them.

      “It re­al­ly isn’t bad,” Son­dra said a few days af­ter Mol­ly’s awak­en­ing. “They take good care of us, the very best. If you prick your fin­ger, they come run­ning and watch over you like a ba­by. It’s not bad.”

      Mol­ly didn’t re­spond. Son­dra was tall and heavy, in her sixth month; her eyes var­ied from bright­ly alert to dull and un­see­ing. They watched Son­dra, Mol­ly thought, and at the least sign of de­pres­sion or emo­tion­al up­set they changed the dosage and kept her op­er­at­ing on an even lev­el.

      “They don’t keep most of the new ones un­der as long as they did you,” Son­dra said an­oth­er time. “I guess that’s be­cause most of us were on­ly four­teen or fif­teen when we came here, and you were old­er.”

      Mol­ly nod­ded. They had been chil­dren, easy to con­di­tion in­to breed­ing ma­chines who thought it re­al­ly wasn’t that bad a life. Ex­cept at night, when many of them wept for their sis­ters.

      “Why do they want so many ba­bies?” Mol­ly asked. “We thought they were re­duc­ing the hu­man ba­bies, not in­creas­ing the num­ber.”

      “For work­ers and road builders, dam builders. They’re hurt­ing for ma­te­ri­als from the cities, chem­icals most­ly, I think. They’re mak­ing more clones of the ba­bies too, we hear. They’ll have an army to send out to build their roads and keep the rivers open.”

      “How do you know so much about what’s go­ing on? We al­ways thought you were kept more iso­lat­ed than that.”

      “No se­crets in this whole val­ley,” Son­dra said com­pla­cent­ly. “Some 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 him?”

      Son­dra shrugged. “I don’t know any­thing about him,” she said. “He’s a boy, like the oth­er boys, I guess. On­ly he doesn’t have any broth­ers. They say he wan­ders off alone a lot.”

      She would watch for him, she thought. Soon­er or lat­er she would see him over 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.

      “Good af­ter­noon, Mol­ly.”

      “Good af­ter­noon, Doc­tor,” she said, and won­dered, was he Bar­ry, or Bruce, or Bob. . . ?

      “Are the oth­er wom­en treat­ing you all right?”

      “Yes, Doc­tor.”

      A se­ries of such ques­tions, fol­lowed by Yes, Doc­tor, or No, Doc­tor. Where was it sup­posed to go, she won­dered, and be­came more wary.

      “Is there any­thing you want or need?”

      “May I have a sketch pad?”

      Some­thing changed, and she knew this was the rea­son for her vis­it. She had made a mis­take; per­haps they had con­di­tioned her not to think of sketch­ing again, nev­er to think again of paint­ing . . . she tried to re­mem­ber what they had said to her, had done to her. Noth­ing came. She should not have asked for it, she thought again. A mis­take.

      The Doc­tor opened his desk draw­er and took out her sketch pad and char­coal pen­cil. He pushed them across the desk to­ward her.

      Des­per­ate­ly Mol­ly tried to re­mem­ber. What was he watch­ing for? What was she sup­posed to do? Slow­ly she reached for the pad and pen­cil, and for a mo­ment she felt a tremor in her hand and her stom­ach churned as a wave of nau­sea rose. The sen­sa­tions passed, but she had stopped the for­ward move­ment of her hand, and she stared at it. Now she knew. She moist­ened her lips and start­ed to move her hand again. The sen­sa­tions re­turned for a scant mo­ment, long enough to reg­is­ter, then they fad­ed away. She didn’t look up at the Doc­tor, who was watch­ing her close­ly. Again she moist­ened her lips. She was al­most touch­ing the pad now. Abrupt­ly she jerked her hand back and jumped up from her chair and looked wild­ly about the room, one hand clutch­ing her stom­ach, the oth­er pressed against her mouth.

      She start­ed to run to the door, but his voice held her. “Come, sit down, Mol­ly. You’ll be all right now.”

      When she looked 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 mis­take she was cer­tain to make—and then an­oth­er year and a half in lim­bo? A whole life­time in lim­bo? She didn’t look at the Doc­tor.

      There were a few more inane ques­tions, and she was dis­missed. As she walked back to her room she un­der­stood why the breed­ers didn’t try to leave the area, why they nev­er spoke to a clone, al­though they were sep­arat­ed on­ly by a hedge.

      All of March was wind-blown and wa­ter-soaked, with icy rains that did not let up for days at a time. April’s rains were soft­er, but the riv­er con­tin­ued to rise through most of the month as the snow wa­ter cas­cad­ed down from the hills. May start­ed cold and wet, but by mid­month the sun was warm and the farm work­ers were busy in the fields.

      Soon, Mol­ly thought, stand­ing at the rear of the breed­ers’ area, look­ing up the hill­side. The dog­woods were bloom­ing, and over them the red­bud trees glowed. 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 sewing ta­ble.

      Three times she had tra­versed the in­hab­it­ed area of the val­ley. The first time, she had vom­it­ed vi­olent­ly; the next time, warned, she had strug­gled against nau­sea and ter­ror, and when she passed the clone hos­pi­tal she had al­most faint­ed. The third time her re­ac­tion had been less pow­er­ful, and the same feel­ings had passed through her quick­ly, as if a mem­ory had been stim­ulat­ed mo­men­tar­ily.

      She might have oth­er, even more dras­tic re­ac­tions to the Sum­ner house, she thought, but now she knew she did not have to yield to the con­di­tioned re­spons­es. Soon, she thought again, bend­ing over her sewing.

      Four times they had put her in the breed­ers’ hos­pi­tal ward and in­stalled a con­stant tem­per­ature gauge, and when the tem­per­ature was right, Nurse had come in with her tray and said cheer­ful­ly, “Let’s try again, shall we, Mol­ly?” And obe­di­ent­ly Mol­ly had opened her legs and lain still while the sperm were in­sert­ed with the shiny, cold in­stru­ment. “Now, re­mem­ber, don’t move for a while,” Nurse then said, still cheer­ful, brisk, and had left her ly­ing, un­mov­ing, on the nar­row cot. And two hours lat­er she was al­lowed to dress and leave again. Four times, she thought bit­ter­ly. A thing, an ob­ject, press this but­ton and this is what comes out, all pre­dictable, on cue.

      She left the breed­ers’ com­pound on a dark, moon­less night. She car­ried a large laun­dry bag that she had been fill­ing slow­ly, se­cret­ly, for al­most three months. There was no one awake; there was noth­ing of dan­ger in the val­ley, per­haps in the en­tire world, but she hur­ried, avoid­ing the path, keep­ing to the sound-muf­fling grass. The thick growth sur­round­ing the Sum­ner house cre­at­ed a dark­ness that was like a hole in space, a black­ness that would swal­low up any­thing that chanced too close. She hes­itat­ed, then felt her way be­tween the trees and bush­es un­til she came to the house.

      She still had two hours be­fore dawn, an­oth­er hour or so be­fore her ab­sence was dis­cov­ered. She left her bun­dle on the porch and made 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 some­thing was wrong, some­thing 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 could see, she gasped. Some­one had spread her paint­ings out, had stood them all 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 Mol­ly leaned against the door­frame and wept.

      The room was bright when she pushed away from the door. She had de­layed too long; she had to hur­ry now. She ran down the stairs and out of the house, picked up her bag, and start­ed climb­ing 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 black­ber­ry bush­es, pro­tect­ed by an over­hang­ing ledge of lime­stone. From there she could see the house but could not be seen from be­low. The bush­es had grown, the spot was even more hid­den than she re­mem­bered. 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 would come to look over the Sum­ner house, not re­al­ly ex­pect­ing to find her, but be­cause they were thor­ough.

      They came be­fore noon, spent an hour look­ing around the house and yard, then left. Prob­ably it would be safe now to re­turn to the house, she thought, but she did not stir from her hole in the hill. They re­turned short­ly be­fore dark, and spent more time 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 alone. She stood up, eas­ing the stiff­ness out of her legs and back. The ground was damp, and this spot was cool, shel­tered from the sun.

      She lay on the bed. She knew she would hear him when he en­tered the house, but she couldn’t sleep, ex­cept in a fit­ful, dream-filled doze: Ben ly­ing with her; Ben sit­ting be­fore the fire sip­ping pink, fra­grant tea; Ben look­ing at her paint­ing and be­com­ing pale . . . Mark scram­bling up the stairs, his legs go­ing this way and that, a frown of de­ter­mi­na­tion 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, gleam­ing wet, push­ing the clay this way, smooth­ing it, push­ing it that way, frown­ing at it, obliv­ious of her . . .

      She sat up sud­den­ly, wide awake. He had come in­to the house. She could hear the stairs creak slight­ly un­der his feet. He stopped, lis­ten­ing. He must sense her there, she thought, and her heart quick­ened. She went to the door of the work­room and wait­ed for him.

      He had a can­dle. For a mo­ment he didn’t see her. He put the can­dle down on the ta­ble and on­ly then looked around cau­tious­ly.

      “Mark!” she said soft­ly. “Mark!”

      His face was light­ed. Ben’s face, she thought, and some­thing of hers. Then his face twist­ed 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 squeez­ing her heart, mak­ing it painful for her to breathe. What had they done to him? She took an­oth­er step.

      “Why did you come here?” he yelled sud­den­ly. “This is my room! Why did you come back? I hate you!” he screamed.
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      Chapter 19

      The cold hand squeezed hard­er. Mol­ly felt for the door-frame be­hind her and held it tight­ly. “Why do you come here?” she whis­pered. “Why?”

      “It’s all your fault! You spoiled ev­ery­thing. They laugh at me and lock me up. . .”

      “And you still come here. Why?”

      Sud­den­ly he dart­ed to the work­bench and swept it clean. The ele­phant, the heads, the foot, hands, ev­ery­thing crashed to the floor and he jumped up and down on the pieces, sob­bing in­co­her­ent­ly, scream­ing sounds that were not words. Mol­ly didn’t move. The ram­page stopped as abrupt­ly as it be­gan. Mark looked down at the gray dust, the frag­ments that re­mained.

      “I’ll tell you why you come back,” Mol­ly said qui­et­ly. She still held the door­frame hard. “They pun­ish you by lock­ing you up in a small room, don’t they? And it doesn’t fright­en you. In the small room you can hear your­self, can’t you? In your mind’s eye you see the clay, the stone you will shape. You see the form emerg­ing, and it is al­most as if you are sim­ply 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 dreams, in im­ages 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’ll nev­er un­der­stand. They can’t hear that oth­er self whis­per­ing, al­ways whis­per­ing. They can’t see the pic­tures. They’ll nev­er hear or get a glimpse of that oth­er self. The broth­ers and sis­ters over­whelm it. The whis­per be­comes fainter, the im­ages dim­mer, un­til fi­nal­ly they are gone, the oth­er self gives up. Per­haps it dies.” She paused and looked at him, then said soft­ly, “You come here be­cause you can find that self here, just as I could find my oth­er self here. And that’s more im­por­tant than any­thing they can give you, or take away from you.”

      He looked down at the floor, at the sham­bles of the pieces he had made, and wiped his face with his arm. “Moth­er,” he said, and stopped.

      Now Mol­ly moved. Some­how she reached him be­fore he could speak again and she held him tight­ly and he held her, and they both wept.

      “I’m sor­ry I bust­ed ev­ery­thing.”

      “You’ll make more.”

      “I want­ed to show you.”

      “I looked at them all. They were very good. The hands es­pe­cial­ly.”

      “They were hard. The fin­gers were fun­ny, but I couldn’t make them not fun­ny.”

      “Hands are the hard­est of all.”

      He fi­nal­ly pushed away from her slight­ly, and she let him go. He wiped his face again. “Are you go­ing to hide here?”

      “No. They’ll be back look­ing for me.”

      “Why did you come here?”

      “To keep a promise,” she said soft­ly. “Do you re­mem­ber our last walk up the hill, you want­ed to climb to the top, and I said next time? Re­mem­ber?”

      “I’ve got some food we can take,” he said ex­cit­ed­ly. “I hide it here so when I get hun­gry I’ll have some­thing.”

      “Good. We’ll use it. We’ll 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 un­marred, breath­tak­ing­ly clear. Each hill, each moun­tain in the dis­tance, was sharply out­lined; no haze had formed yet, the breeze was gen­tle and warm. The si­lence was so com­plete that the wom­an and boy were both re­luc­tant to break it with speech, and they walked qui­et­ly. When they paused to rest, she smiled at him and 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 climbed lat­er. She had made a small pack for him to car­ry, and she still car­ried the laun­dry bag, now strapped to her back.

      “You’ll see,” she said. “A sur­prise.”

      And lat­er he said, “It’s far­ther than it looked, isn’t it? Will we get there be­fore dark?”

      “Long be­fore dark,” she said. “But it is far. Do you want to rest again?”

      He nod­ded and they sat un­der a spruce tree. The spruces were com­ing down the moun­tains, she thought, re­call­ing in de­tail old forestry maps of the re­gion.

      “Do you still read much?” she asked.

      Mark shift­ed un­easi­ly and looked 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 I sat up and read ev­ery­thing in the house.”

      “Did you read the one about In­di­ans?” he asked, and rolled over on his stom­ach and propped his head up in his cupped hands. “They knew how to do ev­ery­thing, make fires, make ca­noes, tents, ev­ery­thing.”

      “And there’s one about how boys, a club or some­thing, used to go camp­ing and re­learn all the In­di­an meth­ods. It can still be done,” she said dream­ily.

      “And what you can eat in the woods, and stuff like that? I read that one.”

      They walked, rest­ed, talked about the books in the old house, talked about the things Mark planned to make, climbed some more, and late in the af­ter­noon they came to the sum­mit of the moun­tain and looked down over the en­tire val­ley, all the way to the Shenan­doah Riv­er in the dis­tance.

      Mol­ly found a spot that was lev­el and shel­tered, and Mark fi­nal­ly got to see the sur­prise she had pre­pared for him: blan­kets, some pre­served food, fruits, meat, six pieces of corn­bread, and corn to pop over the open fire. Af­ter they ate, they pushed spruce nee­dles in­to mounds and Mark rolled up in his blan­ket and yawned.

      “What’s that noise?” he asked af­ter a mo­ment.

      “The trees,” Mol­ly said soft­ly. “The wind moves up there even when we can’t feel it down here, and the trees and wind tell each oth­er se­crets.”

      Mark laughed and yawned again. “They’re talk­ing about us,” he said. Mol­ly smiled in the dark. “I can al­most hear the words,” he said.

      “We’re the first hu­man be­ings they’ve seen in a long time,” she said. “They’re prob­ably sur­prised that there are any more of us around.”

      “I won’t go back ei­ther!” Mark shout­ed at her. They had eat­en the last of the corn­bread and dried ap­ples, and the fire was out, the ground smoothed around it.

      “Mark, lis­ten to me. They will put me back in the breed­ers’ com­pound. Do you un­der­stand? I won’t be al­lowed out again. They will give me medicines that will keep me very qui­et and I won’t know any­thing or any­one. That will be my life back there. But you? You have so much to learn. Read all the books in the old house, learn ev­ery­thing you can from them. And one day you might de­cide to leave, but not un­til you’re a man, Mark.”

      “I’m stay­ing with you.”

      She shook her head. “Re­mem­ber the voic­es of the trees? When you’re lone­ly, go in­to the woods and let the trees talk to you. Maybe you’ll hear my voice there too. I’ll nev­er be far away, if you lis­ten.”

      “Where are you go­ing?”

      “Down the riv­er, to the Shenan­doah, to look 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 moun­tain again. Mid­way down they stopped. “You can see the val­ley from here,” Mol­ly said. “I won’t go any far­ther with you.”

      He didn’t look at her.

      “Good-bye, Mark.”

      “Will the trees talk to me 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’ll talk to you. I promise you that, Mark.”

      Now he came to her and hugged her hard. “I love you,” he said. Then he turned and start­ed down the hill, and she stood watch­ing him un­til her tears blind­ed her and she could no longer see him.

      She wait­ed un­til he emerged from the woods and start­ed across the cleared val­ley. Then she turned and walked south, to­ward the Shenan­doah. All that night the trees whis­pered to her. When she awak­ened, she knew the trees had ac­cept­ed her; they didn’t stop their mur­mur­ing as they had al­ways 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 voice, grow­ing stronger as she hur­ried to­ward him. She could smell the fresh wa­ter now; and the voic­es of the riv­er and the trees and Ben’s voice blend­ed as they called to her to hur­ry. She ran to­ward him joy­ous­ly. He caught her and to­geth­er they float­ed down, down in­to the cool, sweet wa­ter.

      PART THREE

      At the Still Point
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      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 rooms. There was too lit­tle light to make out de­tails; on­ly the shapes of sleep­ing boys on the white beds could be seen at first. The win­dows were dark shad­ows.

      Mark stood by the door silent­ly and wait­ed for his eyes to ad­just; the shapes emerged from dark­ness and be­came dark and light ar­eas—arms, faces, hair. His 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. Slow­ly Mark opened a small bot­tle of ink, made from black­ber­ries and wal­nuts, and dipped a fine brush in­to it. He had been hold­ing the ink next to his chest; it was warm. Mov­ing very care­ful­ly, he leaned over the sleep­ing boy and quick­ly paint­ed the nu­mer­al 1 on the boy’s cheek. The boy didn’t move.

      Mark backed away from the first bed, went to an­oth­er, and again paused to make cer­tain the boy was sleep­ing deeply. This time he paint­ed a 2.

      Present­ly he left the room and hur­ried to the next one. He re­peat­ed the pro­ce­dure there. If the boy was sleep­ing on his stom­ach, his face buried in the cov­ers, Mark paint­ed a num­ber 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 some shelves above it. He put the ink on a shelf, mak­ing no at­tempt to hide it. Then he sat cross-legged on his bed and wait­ed.

      He was a slight­ly built boy, with dark, abun­dant hair that made his head seem over­large, not con­spic­uous­ly so, but no­tice­able if one ex­am­ined him close­ly. The on­ly startling fea­ture was his eyes, a blue of such in­ten­si­ty and depth that they were un­for­get­table. He sat pa­tient­ly, a slight smile play­ing on his lips, deep­en­ing, leav­ing, form­ing again. The light out­side his win­dow bright­ened; it was spring and the air had a lu­mi­nos­ity that was miss­ing in oth­er sea­sons.

      Now he could hear voic­es, and his smile deep­ened, widened his mouth. The voic­es were loud and an­gry. He be­gan to laugh, and was weak from laugh­ter when his door opened and five boys en­tered. There was so lit­tle room they had to line up with their legs tight against his cot.

      “Good morn­ing, One, Two, Three, Four, Five,” Mark said, chok­ing on the words with new laugh­ter. They flushed an­gri­ly and he dou­bled over, un­able to con­tain him­self.

      “Where is he?” Miri­am asked. She had en­tered the con­fer­ence room and was still stand­ing at the door.

      Bar­ry was at the head of the ta­ble. “Sit down, Miri­am,” he said. “You know what he did?”

      She sat at the oth­er end of the long ta­ble and nod­ded. “Who doesn’t? It’s all over, that’s all any­one’s talk­ing about.” She glanced at the oth­ers. The doc­tors were there, Lawrence, Thomas, Sara . . . A full coun­cil meet­ing.

      “Has he said any­thing?” she asked.

      Thomas shrugged. “He didn’t de­ny it.”

      “Did he say why he did it?”

      “So he could tell them apart,” Bar­ry said.

      For a brief mo­ment Miri­am thought she heard a trace of amuse­ment in his voice, but noth­ing of it showed on his face. She felt tight with fury, as if some­how she might be held re­spon­si­ble for the boy, for his aber­rant be­hav­ior. She wouldn’t have it, she thought an­gri­ly. She leaned for­ward, her hands pressed on the table­top, and de­mand­ed, “What are you go­ing to do about him? Why don’t you con­trol him?”

      “This meet­ing has been called to dis­cuss that,” Bar­ry said. “Have you any sug­ges­tions?”

      She shook her head, still fu­ri­ous, un­ap­peased. She shouldn’t even be there, she thought. The boy was noth­ing to her; she had avoid­ed con­tact with him from the be­gin­ning. By invit­ing her to the meet­ing, they had made a link that in re­al­ity didn’t ex­ist. Again she shook her head and now she leaned back in her chair, as if to di­vorce her­self from the pro­ceed­ings.

      “We’ll have to pun­ish him,” Lawrence said af­ter a mo­ment 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 months ago he had got­ten in­side the girls’ rooms and mixed up their rib­bons and sash­es so that no group had any­thing match­ing. It had tak­en hours for them to get ev­ery­thing back in place. And now this, and this time it would take weeks for the ink to wear off.

      Lawrence spoke again, his voice thought­ful, a slight frown on his face. “We should ad­mit we made a mis­take,” he said. “There is no place for him among us. The boys his age re­ject him; he has no friends. He is capri­cious and will­ful, bril­liant and mo­ron­ic by turns. We made a mis­take with him. Now his pranks are on­ly that, child­ish pranks, but in five years? Ten years? What can we ex­pect from him in 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 him bet­ter.”

      Sara moved slight­ly in her chair, and Bar­ry turned to her. “We have found that he is not made re­pen­tant by be­ing iso­lat­ed,” Sara said. “It is his na­ture to be an iso­late, there­fore by not al­low­ing him the pri­va­cy he craves we will have found the cor­rect pun­ish­ment for him.”

      Bar­ry shook his head. “We dis­cussed that be­fore,” he said. “It would not be fair to the oth­ers to force them to ac­cept him, an out­sider. He is dis­rup­tive among his peers; they should not be pun­ished along with him.”

      “Not his peers,” Sara said em­phat­ical­ly. “You and your broth­ers vot­ed to keep him here in or­der to study him for clues in how to train oth­ers to en­dure sep­arate ex­is­tences. It is your re­spon­si­bil­ity to ac­cept him among your­selves, to let his pun­ish­ment be to have to live with you un­der your watch­ful eyes. Or else ad­mit Lawrence is right, that we made a mis­take, and that it is bet­ter to cor­rect the mis­take now than to let it con­tin­ue to com­pound.”

      “You would pun­ish us for the mis­deeds of the boy?” Bruce asked.

      “That boy wouldn’t be here if it were not for you and your broth­ers,” Sara said dis­tinct­ly. “If you’ll re­call, at our first meet­ing con­cern­ing him, the rest of us vot­ed to rid our­selves of him. We fore­saw trou­ble from the be­gin­ning, and it was your ar­gu­ments about his pos­si­ble use­ful­ness that fi­nal­ly swayed us. If you want to keep him, then you keep him with you, un­der your ob­ser­va­tion, away from the oth­er chil­dren, who are con­stant­ly be­ing hurt by him and his pranks. He is an iso­late, an aber­ra­tion, a trou­ble­mak­er. These meet­ings have be­come more fre­quent, his pranks more de­struc­tive. How many more hours must we spend dis­cussing his be­hav­ior?”

      “You know that isn’t prac­ti­cal,” Bar­ry said im­pa­tient­ly. “We’re in the lab half the time, 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 looked at Miri­am, whose lips were tight­ly com­pressed. She met his gaze cold­ly. He turned to Lawrence.

      “Can you think of any oth­er way?” Lawrence asked. “We’ve tried ev­ery­thing we can think of, and noth­ing has worked. Those boys were an­gry enough to kill him this morn­ing. Next time there might be vi­olence. Have you thought what vi­olence would do to this com­mu­ni­ty?”

      They were a peo­ple with­out vi­olence in their his­to­ry. Phys­ical pun­ish­ment had nev­er been con­sid­ered, be­cause it was im­pos­si­ble 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 caus­ing him phys­ical 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 man lived alone; they need­ed him. His mind re­fused to probe more deeply than that: they need­ed to study him. There were so many things about hu­man be­ings that were in­com­pre­hen­si­ble to them; Mark might be the link that would en­able them to 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 feel such a bond, it should be Miri­am, he thought, and looked at her for a sign that she felt some­thing. 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 ex­per­iment with in­sen­sate ma­te­ri­al, then it tru­ly was a mis­take to keep the boy with them. If that one child had the pow­er to hurt the Miri­am sis­ters as well as the Bar­ry broth­ers, he was a mis­take. It was un­think­able that an out­sider could some­how reach in and twist the old hurts so much that they be­came new hurts, with even more de­struc­tive af­ter­maths.

      “We could do it,” Bob said sud­den­ly. “There are risks, of course, but we could man­age him. In four years,” he con­tin­ued, look­ing 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 him when we be­gin to reach out to try to un­der­stand the cities. He can scout out the paths, sur­vive alone in the woods with­out dan­ger of men­tal break­down through sep­ara­tion. We’ll need him.”

      Sara nod­ded. “And if we have to have an­oth­er meet­ing such as this one, can we agree to­day that it will be our fi­nal meet­ing?”

      The Bar­ry broth­ers ex­changed glances, then re­luc­tant­ly nod­ded and Bar­ry said, “Agreed. We man­age him or 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 fea­ture­less. The sun touched his hair and made it gleam with red-gold high­lights.

      “What will you do with me?” he asked. His voice was steady.

      “Come 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 ex­treme front of it, as if ready to leap up and run.

      “Re­lax,” Bob said, and sat on the edge of the desk, swing­ing his leg as he re­gard­ed the boy. When the five broth­ers were in the room it seemed very crowd­ed sud­den­ly. The boy looked from one to an­oth­er of them and fi­nal­ly turned his at­ten­tion to Bar­ry. He didn’t ask again.

      Bar­ry told him about the meet­ing, and watch­ing him, he thought, there was a lit­tle of Ben, and a lit­tle of Mol­ly, and for the rest, he had gone in­to the dis­tant past, dipped in­to the gene pool, had come up with strangers’ genes, and he was un­like any­one else in the val­ley. Mark lis­tened in­tent­ly, the way he lis­tened in class when he was in­ter­est­ed. His grasp was im­me­di­ate and thor­ough.

      “Why do they think what I did was so aw­ful?” he asked when Bar­ry be­came silent.

      Bar­ry looked 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 I tell you apart?”

      “There’s no need for you to tell us apart,” Bar­ry said firm­ly.

      Mark stood up then. “Should I go get my stuff, bring it to your place?”

      “Yes. Now, while the oth­ers are in school. And come right back.”

      Mark nod­ded. At the door he paused, glanced at each in turn once more, and said, “Maybe just a tiny, tiny touch of paint, on the tips of the ears, or some­thing . . . ?” He opened the door and ran out, and they could hear him laugh­ing as he raced down the hall.
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      Chapter 21

      Bar­ry glanced about the lec­ture room and spot­ted Mark in the rear, look­ing sleepy and bored. He shrugged; let him be 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 him.

      “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 re­plen­ish­ment of our stocks by the use of sex­ual­ly re­pro­duced ba­bies who are cloned be­fore the third month in utero. In this way we have been able to main­tain our fam­ilies of broth­ers and sis­ters, but ad­mit­ted­ly this is not the ide­al so­lu­tion. Can any of you tell me what some of the ob­vi­ous draw­backs to this sys­tem are?” He paused and glanced about. “Karen?”

      “There is a slight dif­fer­ence be­tween the ba­bies cloned in the lab­ora­to­ry and those born of hu­man moth­ers. There is the pre­na­tal in­flu­ence and al­so the birth trau­ma that might al­ter the sex­ual­ly re­pro­duced per­son.”

      “Very good,” Bar­ry said. “Com­ments, any­one?”

      “In the be­gin­ning they wait­ed two years be­fore they cloned the ba­bies,” Stu­art said. “Now we don’t, and that makes the fam­ily al­most 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 rip­ple of amuse­ment through­out the class.

      He wait­ed a mo­ment, 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 pro­duc­ing un­want­ed char­ac­ter­is­tics. And the even more dan­ger­ous threat of los­ing tal­ents that are im­por­tant to our com­mu­ni­ty.” He al­lowed time 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, lo­cate a source of ma­te­ri­als to re­place what is wear­ing out and equip the new lab­ora­to­ries, and we need to com­plete a safe link to that source or sources.”

      A hand was raised. Bar­ry nod­ded. “What if we can’t find enough equip­ment in good con­di­tion soon enough?”

      “Then we will have to go to hu­man im­plan­ta­tion of the cloned fe­tus. We have done this in a num­ber of cas­es, and we have the meth­ods, but it is waste­ful of our few hu­man re­sources, and it would ne­ces­si­tate chang­ing our timetable dras­ti­cal­ly to use the breed­ers this way.” He looked over the class, then con­tin­ued. “Our goal is to re­move 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 them from in­fan­cy, and send them out to ful­fill their des­tiny. We can clone boat builders, sailors, send them out to the sea to lo­cate the course of the fish our first ex­plor­ers dis­cov­ered in the Po­tomac. A hun­dred farm­ers, to re­lieve those who would pre­fer to be work­ing over test tubes than hoe­ing rows of car­rots.”

      An­oth­er rip­ple of laugh­ter passed over the stu­dents. Bar­ry smiled al­so; with­out ex­cep­tion they all worked their hours in the fields.

      “For the first time since mankind walked the face of the earth,” he said, “there will be no mis­fits.”

      “And no ge­nius­es,” a voice said lazi­ly, and he looked to the rear of the class to see Mark, still slouched down in his chair, his blue eyes bright, grin­ning slight­ly. De­lib­er­ate­ly he winked at Bar­ry, then closed both eyes again, and ap­par­ent­ly re­turned to sleep.

      “I’ll 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 si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. They looked at him from both sides, and one of them nod­ded. They were thir­teen.

      “Once there was a wo­ji,” he said, mov­ing to the win­dow, where he sat cross-legged on a chair with the light be­hind him.

      “What’s a wo­ji?”

      “If you ask ques­tions, I won’t tell it,” Mark said. “You’ll see as I go along. This wo­ji lived deep in the woods, and ev­ery year when win­ter came he near­ly froze to death. That was be­cause the icy rains soaked him and the snow cov­ered him over, and he had noth­ing at all to eat be­cause the leaves all fell and he ate leaves. 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, What did he have to lose? Why not try it? So the spruce tree told the wo­ji to go ahead. For days and days the wo­ji worked on the leaves, rolling them up and mak­ing them over in­to nee­dles. He used some of the nee­dles to sew them all tight­ly to the tree branch­es. Then he climbed to the very top of the spruce tree and yelled at the ice wind, and laughed at it and said it couldn’t hurt him now, be­cause he had a home and food to eat all win­ter.

      “The oth­er trees heard him and laughed, 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 leaves shook. The ice wind heard it laugh­ing and came blow­ing up, storm­ing and throw­ing ice, and de­mand­ed to know what was so fun­ny. The maple tree told the ice wind about the crazy lit­tle wo­ji who had chal­lenged his pow­ers to take the leaves off the trees, and the ice wind be­came mad­der and mad­der. It blew hard­er and hard­er. The maple leaves turned red and gold with fear and then fell to the ground, and the tree stood naked be­fore the wind. The ice wind blew south and the oth­er trees shiv­ered and turned col­or and dropped their leaves.

      “Fi­nal­ly the ice wind came to the spruce tree and screamed for the wo­ji to come out. He wouldn’t. He was hid­den deep in the spruce nee­dles where the ice wind couldn’t see him or touch him. The wind blew 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 wind got mad­der than ev­er and called the snow to 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 from it and it knew the ice wind could no longer hurt it.

      “The ice wind howled about the tree all win­ter, but the nee­dles held tight and the wo­ji stayed snug and warm, and if he nib­bled on a nee­dle now and then the tree for­gave him, be­cause he had taught it not to cringe and turn col­ors and stand naked all win­ter shiv­er­ing be­fore the ice wind just be­cause that’s what the oth­er trees did. When 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 laughed at him. And that’s why the ev­er­green trees are ev­er­green.”

      “Is that all?” de­mand­ed one of the Carv­er broth­ers.

      Mark 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 some­times you can hear him. He’s usu­al­ly laugh­ing.” He jumped down from the chair. “I’ve got­ta go.” He trot­ted to the door.

      “There’s no such thing!” one of the broth­ers yelled.

      Mark opened the door and looked out cau­tious­ly. He wasn’t sup­posed to be there. Then he looked over his shoul­der and asked the broth­ers, “How do you know? Have you ev­er gone out there to try to hear him laugh­ing?” He left them quick­ly be­fore a doc­tor or nurse showed up.

      Be­fore dawn one morn­ing near the end of May the fam­ilies be­gan to gath­er at the dock once more to see off the six boats and crews of broth­ers and sis­ters. There was no gai­ety 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 helped, but not enough. So far in the four trips down­riv­er, they had lost twen­ty-two peo­ple, and an­oth­er twen­ty-four had been af­fect­ed by the or­deal, per­haps per­ma­nent­ly af­fect­ed, and through them their fam­ilies. Thir­ty-six of them this time. They were to stay out un­til frost, or un­til the riv­er start­ed its usu­al fall rise, whichev­er was first.

      Some of them were 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 Wash­ing­ton 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 win­ter.

      How many would re­turn this time? Bar­ry won­dered. They would stay out longer than any of the oth­ers had; their work was more dan­ger­ous. How many?

      “Hav­ing a build­ing at the falls will help,” Lewis said sud­den­ly. “It was the feel­ing of be­ing ex­posed that made it par­tic­ular­ly bad.”

      Bar­ry nod­ded. It was what they all re­port­ed—they felt ex­posed, watched. They felt the world was press­ing in on them, that the trees moved clos­er as soon as the sun set. He glanced at Lewis, 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 dwin­dling boats, and the tic jerked and van­ished, jerked again.

      “Are you all right?” Bar­ry asked. Lewis shook him­self and looked away from the riv­er. “Lewis? Is any­thing wrong?”

      “No. I’ll see you lat­er.” He strode away swift­ly.

      “There’s some­thing about be­ing in the woods in the dark es­pe­cial­ly that has a trau­mat­ic ef­fect,” Bar­ry said lat­er to his broth­ers. They were in the dor­mi­to­ry room they shared; at the far end, apart from them, sat Mark, cross-legged on a cot, watch­ing them. Bar­ry ig­nored him. They were so used to his pres­ence now that they sel­dom no­ticed him at all, un­less he got in the way. They usu­al­ly 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 overnight camp­ing ex­pe­di­tion, and so on, un­til they are out for sev­er­al weeks at a time.”

      Bruce shook his head. “What if they were ad­verse­ly af­fect­ed to the point where they could not go out on the ex­pe­di­tions at all? We could lose ten years of hard work that way.”

      “We could try it with a sam­ple,” Bar­ry said. “Two groups, one male, one fe­male. 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 might be able to make it eas­ier on them.”

      They no longer were hold­ing the num­ber of like clones to six, but had in­creased them to ten of each group. “We have eighty chil­dren al­most eleven years old,” Bruce said. “In four years they will be ready. If the statis­tics hold up, we’ll lose two-fifths of them with­in the first four months they are away, ei­ther to ac­ci­dents or psy­cho­log­ical stress. I think it’s worth a try to con­di­tion them to the woods and liv­ing apart be­fore­hand.”

      “They have to have su­per­vi­sion,” Bob said. “One of us.”

      “We’re too old,” Bruce said with a gri­mace. “Be­sides, we know we’re sus­cep­ti­ble to the psy­cho­log­ical stress. Re­mem­ber Ben.”

      “Ex­act­ly,” Bob said. “We’re too old to make any dif­fer­ence here. Our young broth­ers are tak­ing over our func­tions more and more, and their lit­tle broth­ers are ready to step in­to their places when need­ed. We are ex­pend­able,” he con­clud­ed.

      “He’s right,” Bar­ry said re­luc­tant­ly. “It’s our ex­per­iment, our obli­ga­tion to see it through. Draw lots?”

      “Take turns,” Bruce said. “Each of us to have a crack at it be­fore it’s over.”

      “Can I go too?” Mark asked sud­den­ly, and they all turned to look at him.

      “No,” Bar­ry said brusque­ly. “We know you’re not hurt by the woods. We don’t want any­thing to go wrong with this, no pranks, no tricks, no brava­do.”

      “You’ll get lost then,” Mark shout­ed. He jumped down from his cot and ran to the door and paused there to yell back, “You’ll be out in the woods with a bunch of cry­ing ba­bies and you’ll all go crazy and the wo­ji will die laugh­ing 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 leave, Bar­ry could not ban­ish the thought that he should have been the first to try it with them. His idea, his risk. He shook his head an­gri­ly. What risk? They were go­ing for a hike in the woods. They would have lunch, turn around, and come back down. He caught Mark’s glance and for a mo­ment they stared at each oth­er, the man and boy, cu­ri­ous­ly alike, yet so dis­tant from each oth­er that no sim­ilar­ity was pos­si­ble.

      Mark broke the stare and looked again at the boys, who were climb­ing steadi­ly and com­ing to the thick­er growths. Soon they were in­vis­ible among the trees.

      “They’ll get lost,” he said.

      Bruce shrugged. “Not in one hour or two,” he said. “At noon they’ll eat, turn around, and come 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 less than two hours.

      Stub­born­ly Mark shook his head, but he said noth­ing more. He re­turned to class, and then went to the din­ing room for lunch. Af­ter lunch he was due to work in the gar­den for two hours, and he was there when Bar­ry sent for him.

      “They aren’t back yet,” Bar­ry said when Mark en­tered the of­fice. “Why were you so cer­tain they would be lost?”

      “Be­cause they don’t un­der­stand about the woods,” Mark said. “They don’t see things.”

      “What things?”

      Mark shrugged help­less­ly. “Things,” he said again. He looked from one broth­er to an­oth­er and again shrugged.

      “Could you find them?” Bruce asked. His voice sound­ed harsh, and deep frown lines cut in­to his fore­head.

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s go,” Bar­ry said.

      ‘The two of us?” Mark asked.

      “Yes.”

      Mark looked doubt­ful. “I could do it faster alone,” he said.

      Bar­ry felt a shud­der start, and drew him­self away from his desk with a brusque mo­tion. He was hold­ing him­self rigid­ly un­der con­trol now. “Not you alone,” he said. “I want you to show me those things you see, how you can find your way where there’s no path. Let’s go be­fore it gets any lat­er.” 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, dim woods.

      They moved quick­ly and very soon they were deep in the for­est where the trees had reached ma­ture growth and made a canopy over­head that ex­clud­ed the sun com­plete­ly. No shad­ows, no way to dis­cov­er di­rec­tions, Bar­ry thought, breath­ing hard as he worked to keep up with the nim­ble boy. Mark nev­er hes­itat­ed, nev­er paused, but moved 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 climb­ing. He was sweat­ing, and his feet felt like lead as he fol­lowed the boy.

      “Let’s rest a minute,” he said. He sat on the ground, his back against a mam­moth tree trunk. Mark 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 mo­ment. “Show me a sign of their pas­sage there.”

      Mark looked sur­prised at the de­mand. “Ev­ery­thing shows they came 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 some and threw them. And there,” he said, point­ing, “see that sprout. Some­one bent it to the ground, it still isn’t straight again. And the marks of their feet, scuff­ing the dirt and leaves on the for­est floor. It’s like a sign say­ing, this way, this way.”

      Bar­ry could see the dif­fer­ence when Mark showed him, but when he looked in an­oth­er di­rec­tion, he thought he could see scuff marks there al­so.

      “Wa­ter,” Mark said. “That’s a runoff trail from melt­ing snow. It’s dif­fer­ent.”

      “How did you learn about the woods? Mol­ly?”

      Mark nod­ded. “She couldn’t get lost ev­er. She couldn’t for­get how things looked, and if she saw them again, she knew. She taught me. Or else I was born with it, and she showed me how to use it. I can’t get lost ei­ther.”

      “Can you teach oth­ers?”

      “I guess so. Now that I showed you, you could lead, couldn’t you?” He had turned his back, scan­ning the woods, and now faced Bar­ry again. “You know which way to start, don’t you?”

      Bar­ry looked care­ful­ly about them. The scuff marks were on the path they had just made, where Mark had point­ed them out. He saw the wa­ter trail, and looked hard­er for the trail they should fol­low. There was noth­ing. He looked again at Mark, who was grin­ning. “No,” he said. “I don’t know which way to go now.”

      Mark laughed. “Be­cause it’s rocky,” he said. “Come on.” He start­ed again, this time keep­ing to the edge of a rocky trail.

      “How did you know?” Bar­ry asked. “There’s no sign of them among the rocks.”

      “Be­cause there was no sign any­where else. It was all that was left. There!” He point­ed, and there was an­oth­er bent tree, this one stronger, old­er, more firm­ly root­ed. “Some­one pulled that spruce down and let it spring back up. Prob­ably more than one did, be­cause it’s still not quite straight, and you can see now that the rocks have been kicked around.”

      The rocky trail deep­ened and be­came a creek bed. Mark watched the edges care­ful­ly and soon turned again, point­ing to scuff marks as he went. The woods were deep­er, the gloom more in­tense here. Thick ev­er­green trees cov­ered the slope they be­gan to de­scend, and some­times they had to wind their way among the branch­es that touched one an­oth­er in the spruce for­est. The floor was brown, springy with gen­er­ations of nee­dles.

      Bar­ry found him­self hold­ing his breath in or­der not to dis­turb the si­lence of the great for­est, and he un­der­stood why the oth­ers talked of a pres­ence, some­thing that watched as they moved among the trees. The si­lence was so in­tense, it was like a dream world where mouths open and close and no noise is heard, where mu­si­cians’ in­stru­ments are strange­ly mut­ed, where one screams and screams silent­ly. Be­hind him he could sense the trees mov­ing in clos­er, clos­er.

      Then, sud­den­ly, as if it had been grow­ing a long time and he on­ly now had be­come aware of it, he found that he was lis­ten­ing to some­thing over and be­yond the si­lence, some­thing that was like a voice, or voic­es min­gling in whis­pers too dis­tant to make out the words. Like Mol­ly, he thought, and a shiv­er of fear raced through him. The voic­es fad­ed. Mark had stopped and was look­ing about again.

      “They dou­bled back here,” he said. “They must have had lunch up there and start­ed back, but here they lost their way. See, they went over too far, and kept go­ing far­ther and far­ther from the way they had come.”

      Bar­ry could see noth­ing to in­di­cate they had done that, but he knew he was help­less in that dark for­est and he could on­ly fol­low the boy wher­ev­er he led.

      They climbed 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 mov­ing faster now. He stopped again and a grin came and went, leav­ing him look­ing wor­ried. “Some of them be­gan to run here,” he said. “Wait. I’ll see if they re­grouped ahead, or if we have to find any of them.” He van­ished be­fore he fin­ished speak­ing, and Bar­ry sank to the ground to wait for him. The voic­es came back al­most in­stant­ly. He looked at the trees that seemed un­mov­ing, and knew that the branch­es high above were stir­ring in the wind, that they made the voice­like whis­per­ing, 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.

      His legs were throb­bing, and he was very hot. He could feel trick­les of sweat run­ning down his back, and he hunched over more so his shirt was snug across his shoul­ders, ab­sorb­ing the sweat. They couldn’t send their peo­ple out to live in the forests, he knew. This was a hos­tile en­vi­ron­ment, 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 fol­low Mark.
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      Chapter 22

      Bar­ry heard voic­es again, this time re­al voic­es, child­ish voic­es, and he wait­ed.

      “Bob, are you all right?” he called when his broth­er came in­to view. Bob looked bedrag­gled and there was dirt on his face; he nod­ded and waved, breath­ing heav­ily.

      “They were climb­ing to­ward the knob,” Mark said, sud­den­ly at Bar­ry’s side. He had come up­on him from a dif­fer­ent di­rec­tion, in­vis­ible un­til he spoke.

      Now the boys were strag­gling in­to the same area, and they looked 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 climbed high­er,” Bob said, glanc­ing 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’ll 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 ad­mi­ra­tion. “Do you know the way down?” one of them asked.

      Mark nod­ded.

      “Rest a few min­utes first,” Bar­ry said. The voic­es were gone now, the woods mere­ly dark woods, un­in­hab­it­ed by any­thing at all.

      Mark led them down quick­ly, not the way they had gone up, not the way he had fol­lowed them, but in a more di­rect line that had them look­ing over the val­ley with­in half an hour.

      “It was a mis­take to risk them like that!” Lawrence said an­gri­ly. It was the first coun­cil meet­ing since the ad­ven­ture in the for­est.

      “It’s nec­es­sary to teach them to 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 quick­ly as pos­si­ble. We’ll have a shel­ter for them down be­low the falls where they’ll live, just as they live here, in a clear­ing.”

      “As soon as you’re away from this clear­ing, the woods make them­selves felt,” Bar­ry said. “Ev­ery­one has re­port­ed the same ter­ror, the feel­ing of be­ing closed in by the trees, of be­ing threat­ened by them. They have to learn how to live with that.”

      “They’ll nev­er live in the woods,” Lawrence said with fi­nal­ity. “They’ll live in a dor­mi­to­ry build­ing on the bank of the riv­er, and when they trav­el, they’ll go by boat, and when they stop, they’ll stop in an­oth­er clear­ing where there is de­cent shel­ter, where the woods have been beat­en back and will be kept back.” He em­pha­sized his words by hit­ting his fist on the table­top as he spoke.

      Bar­ry re­gard­ed Lawrence bit­ter­ly. “We can run the lab­ora­to­ries five more years, Lawrence! Five years! We have al­most nine hun­dred peo­ple in this val­ley right now. Most of them are chil­dren, be­ing trained to for­age for us, to find those things we need to sur­vive. And they won’t find them on the banks of your tamed rivers! They’re go­ing to have to make ex­pe­di­tions to New York, to Philadel­phia, to New Jer­sey. And who’s go­ing to go be­fore them and clear back the woods for them? We train those chil­dren now to cope with the woods, or we’ll die, all of us!”

      “It was a mis­take to rush in­to this,” Lawrence said. “We 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. “We made the de­ci­sion. Ev­ery year we wait, the less there is for us to for­age in the cities. And we have to sal­vage what we can. With­out it we die any­way, more slow­ly per­haps than with the timetable we now have, but in the end it would be the same. We can’t ex­ist with­out the tools, the hard­ware, the in­for­ma­tion that’s in the cities. And now we’re com­mit­ted to this path, and we have to do our best to see that these chil­dren are equipped 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 lab­ora­to­ry equip­ment—tub­ing, stain­less steel tanks, cen­trifuges . . . Com­put­er com­po­nents, 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 gam­ble, pro­duc­ing so many chil­dren in so short a time, but a gam­ble they had tak­en know­ing­ly, aware of the con­se­quences if any­thing went wrong along the way. They might be hun­gry be­fore the five years were over; whether or not the val­ley could ad­equate­ly feed over a thou­sand peo­ple had been end­less­ly de­bat­ed. For the kind of re­stock­ing they re­quired, they need­ed a lot of peo­ple, and in five years they would know if they had gam­bled fool­ish­ly.

      Four hun­dred fifty chil­dren be­tween five and eleven years, that was what was in the kit­ty, Bar­ry thought. That was the ex­tent of the gam­ble. And in four years the first eighty of them would leave the val­ley, pos­si­bly for­ev­er, but if they re­turned, if even a few of them re­turned with ma­te­ri­als, with in­for­ma­tion about Philadel­phia or New York, with any­thing of val­ue, the gam­ble would have paid off.

      It was agreed that the train­ing pro­gram as out­lined by Bar­ry should be con­tin­ued on a tri­al ba­sis, risk­ing no more than three groups—thir­ty chil­dren. And fur­ther, if the chil­dren were psy­cho­log­ical­ly dam­aged by the equip­ment, they were not to be sal­vaged, and the ex­per­iment would be dis­con­tin­ued im­me­di­ate­ly. Bar­ry left the meet­ing sat­is­fied.

      “What will I get out of it?” Mark de­mand­ed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you get a teach­er, and the broth­ers and sis­ters get train­ing. What do I get?”

      “What do you want? You’ll have com­pan­ion­ship. More than you have now.”

      “They won’t play with me,” Mark said. “They’ll lis­ten and do what I say be­cause they’re afraid and they know I’m not, but they won’t play with me. I want my own room again.”

      Bar­ry glanced at his broth­ers and knew they would all agree to that in­stant­ly. It had been a nui­sance hav­ing the boy in their com­mu­nal bed­room. By mu­tu­al con­sent they had not dragged the mat out in his pres­ence, and their talk had been cen­sored—when they re­mem­bered he was there. Bar­ry nod­ded. “Not back in the dor­mi­to­ry, here in this build­ing.”

      “That’s all right.”

      “Then here’s what we’ll do. Once a week each group will go out, one hour at a time to start with, and not more than a few min­utes from a place where they can see the val­ley. Af­ter sev­er­al ex­po­sures of this lim­it­ed du­ra­tion and dis­tance, you’ll take them far­ther, keep them longer. Are there games you could play with them in the woods to help them be­come ac­cus­tomed to be­ing there?” There was no longer any ques­tion of not in­clud­ing Mark in this phase of the train­ing.

      Mark sat on a branch hid­den by thick fo­liage from be­low and watched the boys stum­bling about the edges of the clear­ing, look­ing for the path he had left them to fol­low. It was as if they were blind, he thought won­der­ing­ly. All they re­al­ly cared about was stay­ing close to­geth­er, not be­com­ing sep­arat­ed even mo­men­tar­ily. This was the third time this week Mark had tried this game with the clones; the oth­er two groups had failed al­so.

      At first he had en­joyed lead­ing them out in­to the woods; their frank ad­mi­ra­tion of him had been pleas­ant, un­ex­pect­ed, and for once he had felt the dif­fer­ences that sep­arat­ed them might be less­ened when they learned some of the things he knew, when they could all play to­geth­er among the whis­per­ing trees. He knew now such hopes had been wrong. The dif­fer­ences were more pro­nounced than ev­er, and the ear­ly ad­mi­ra­tion was turn­ing in­to some­thing else, some­thing he could not re­al­ly un­der­stand. They seemed to dis­like him more, to be al­most afraid of him, cer­tain­ly re­sent­ful of him.

      He whis­tled and watched the re­ac­tion pass over them all si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly, like grass be­ing blown by a gust of wind. Even know­ing the di­rec­tion, they were not able to find his trail. Dis­gust­ed­ly he left the tree, slid­ing part way, drop­ping ag­ile­ly from branch to branch where it was too rough to slide. He joined the boys and glanced at Bar­ry, who al­so looked dis­gust­ed.

      “Are we go­ing back now?” one of the boys asked.

      “No,” Bar­ry said. “Mark, I 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.”

      Mark nod­ded. He glanced at the ten boys and knew it made no dif­fer­ence which two went with him. He point­ed to the two near­est him and 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 lips and the oth­er two nod­ded, and they sat down to wait. They looked des­per­ate­ly afraid, sat touch­ing at the arms, their legs touch­ing. Mark could hear their broth­ers now, not fol­low­ing the trail, but com­ing straight for them. Too fast, he thought sud­den­ly. The way they were rush­ing was dan­ger­ous.

      The broth­ers he was with jumped up ex­cit­ed­ly, and in a mo­ment the oth­ers rushed in­to sight. Their re­union was ju­bi­lant and tri­umphant, and even Bar­ry looked pleased. Mark drew back and watched, his warn­ing about rush­ing in strange woods stilled.

      “That’s enough for to­day,” Bar­ry said. “Very good, boys. Very good in­deed. Who knows the way back?”

      They were all flushed with their first suc­cess in the woods, and they be­gan to point one way af­ter an­oth­er, laugh­ing, el­bow­ing each oth­er. Bar­ry laughed with them. “I’d bet­ter lead you out of here,” he said.

      He looked about for Mark, but he was not there. For a mo­ment Bar­ry felt a thrill of fear. It passed al­most too quick­ly to be iden­ti­fied, and he turned and start­ed to walk to­ward the mas­sive oak tree that was the last tree be­fore the long slope down to the val­ley. At least he had learned that much, he thought, and he knew the boys al­so should have learned that much by now. The grin of tri­umph at their ear­li­er suc­cess fad­ed, and he felt the weight of doubts and dis­ap­point­ment set­tle over him again.

      Twice more he looked back for Mark and failed to spot him in the dense woods. Mark saw him look­ing and made no sign. He watched the boys trip­ping, laugh­ing, touch­ing, and he felt his eyes burn and a strange empti­ness al­most like nau­sea gripped him. When they were out of sight down in the val­ley, he stretched out on the ground and looked up through the thick branch­es that veiled the sky, break­ing it up in­to frag­ments of light, black against white, or white through black. By squint­ing his eyes he could make the black merge and the light pieces take prece­dence, then re­cede once more.

      “They hate me,” he whis­pered, and the trees whis­pered back, but he could not make out the words. Just leaves in the wind, he thought sud­den­ly, not voic­es at all. He sat up and threw a hand­ful of rot­ted leaves at the near­est tree trunk, and some­where he thought some­one laughed. The wo­ji. “You’re not re­al, ei­ther,” he said soft­ly. “I made you up. You can’t laugh at me.”

      The sound per­sist­ed, grew loud­er, and sud­den­ly he stood up and looked back over his shoul­der at a black cloud bank that had been form­ing all af­ter­noon. Now the trees were cry­ing out warn­ings to him, and he be­gan to scram­ble down the slope, not fol­low­ing the boys and Bar­ry, but head­ing for the old farm­house.

      The house was com­plete­ly hid­den by a thick­et of bush­es and trees. Like Sleep­ing Beau­ty’s cas­tle, he thought, trot­ting to­ward it. The wind howled, hurl­ing bits of dirt, twigs, leaves stripped from the trees. He crawled through the bush­es and in the shel­ter the wind seemed very dis­tant. The en­tire sky was dark­en­ing fast, and the wind was dan­ger­ous, he knew. Tor­na­do weath­er, 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 sul­fur match­es, and then went up­stairs, where he watched the weath­er through a chink in the board­ed-up win­dow in the top bed­room. The house was com­plete­ly board­ed up now, doors, win­dows, the chim­ney sealed. They had de­cid­ed it was not good for him to 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 him with a sanc­tu­ary where no one could fol­low.

      The storm roared through the val­ley and left as abrupt­ly as it had start­ed. The heavy rain be­came a spat­ter, then a driz­zle; it stopped and present­ly the sun was shin­ing again. Mark left the win­dow. There was an oil lantern in the bed­room. He light­ed the lamp and looked at his moth­er’s paint­ings, as he had done many times in the years since she had tak­en him camp­ing. She knew, he thought. Al­ways that one per­son, in the fields, at the door­way, on the riv­er or ocean. Al­ways just one. She knew what it was like. With­out warn­ing he start­ed to sob, and threw him­self down on the floor and wept un­til he was weak. Then he slept.

      He dreamed the trees took him by the hand and led him to his moth­er and she held him close and sang and told him sto­ries and they laughed to­geth­er.

      “Is it work­ing?” Bob asked. “Can they be trained to live in the wilder­ness?”

      Mark was in the cor­ner of the room, sit­ting cross-legged on the floor, for­got­ten by the doc­tors. He looked up from the book he was read­ing and wait­ed for the an­swer.

      “I don’t know,” Bar­ry said. “Not for a life­time, I don’t think. For short pe­ri­ods, yes. But they’ll nev­er be woods­men, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Should we go ahead with the oth­ers next sum­mer? Are they get­ting enough out of it to make a large-scale at­tempt?”

      Bruce shrugged. “It’s been a train­ing pro­gram for us too,” he said. “I know I don’t want to keep go­ing back in­to those dis­mal woods. I dread my days more and more.”

      “Me too,” Bob said. “That’s why I brought this up now. Is there any re­al point to it?”

      “You’re think­ing about the camp-out next week, aren’t you?” Bar­ry asked.

      “Yes. I don’t want to go. I know the boys are dread­ing it. You must be anx­ious about it.”

      Bar­ry nod­ded. “You and I are too aware of what hap­pened to Ben and Mol­ly. But what’s go­ing to hap­pen to those chil­dren when they leave here and have to spend night af­ter night in the woods? 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 them? he won­dered. Why were they all so afraid? There wasn’t any­thing in the woods. No an­imals, noth­ing to hurt any­one. Maybe they heard the voic­es and that made them afraid, he thought. But then, if they heard the voic­es too, the voic­es had to be re­al. He felt his pulse rac­ing sud­den­ly. For sev­er­al years he had be­lieved the voic­es were on­ly the leaves, that he was on­ly pre­tend­ing they were re­al­ly voic­es. But if the broth­ers heard them too, that made them re­al. The broth­ers and sis­ters nev­er made up any­thing. They didn’t know how. He want­ed to laugh with joy, but he didn’t make a sound to at­tract at­ten­tion. They would want to know what was fun­ny, and he knew he could nev­er tell them.

      The camp was a large clear­ing sev­er­al miles from the val­ley. Twen­ty boys, ten girls, two doc­tors, and Mark sat about the camp­fire eat­ing, and Mark re­mem­bered that oth­er time he had sat eat­ing pop­corn at a camp­fire. He blinked rapid­ly and the feel­ing that came with the mem­ory fad­ed slow­ly. The clones were un­easy, but not re­al­ly fright­ened. Their large num­ber was re­as­sur­ing, and the bab­ble 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 let it drop. One of those things that all chil­dren know and adults nev­er do, he thought. Mark told an­oth­er sto­ry and they sang some more, and then it was time to un­roll the blan­kets and sleep.

      Much lat­er Mark sat up, lis­ten­ing. One of the boys was go­ing to the la­trine, he de­cid­ed, and lay down again and was asleep al­most in­stant­ly.

      The boy stum­bled and clutched a tree to steady him­self. The fire was dim now, no more than em­bers through the tree trunks. He took sev­er­al more steps and abrupt­ly the em­bers van­ished. For a mo­ment he hes­itat­ed, but his blad­der urged him on, and he didn’t yield to the temp­ta­tion to re­lieve him­self against a tree. Bar­ry had made it clear they had to use the la­trine in the in­ter­est of health. He knew the ditch was on­ly twen­ty yards from the camp, on­ly an­oth­er few steps, but the dis­tance seemed to grow rather than de­crease and he had a sud­den fear that he was lost.

      “If you get lost,” Mark had said, “the first thing to do is sit down and think. Don’t run. Calm down and think.”

      But he couldn’t sit down here. He could hear the voic­es all around him, and the wo­ji laugh­ing at him, and some­thing com­ing clos­er and clos­er. He ran blind­ly, his hands over his ears try­ing to blot out the ev­er loud­er voic­es.

      Some­thing clutched at him and he felt it rip­ping his side, felt the blood flow­ing, and he screamed a high wild shriek that he couldn’t stop.

      In the camp his broth­ers sat up and looked about in ter­ror. Dan­ny!

      “What was that?” Bar­ry de­mand­ed.

      Mark was stand­ing up lis­ten­ing, but now the broth­ers were call­ing out, “Dan­ny! Dan­ny!”

      “Tell them to 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 mad­ly in­to trees, bush­es, stum­bling, scream­ing. Abrupt­ly the sounds stopped.

      Mark paused again to lis­ten, but the woods were silent. There was pan­de­mo­ni­um be­hind him in camp and ahead of him noth­ing.

      He didn’t move for sev­er­al min­utes, lis­ten­ing. Dan­ny might have fall­en, wind­ed him­self. He might be un­con­scious. There was no way in the dark for Mark to fol­low him with­out sounds to lead him. Slow­ly he turned back to camp. They were all up now, stand­ing in three groups, the two doc­tors al­so close to each oth­er.

      “I can’t find him in the dark,” Mark said. “We’ll have to wait for morn­ing.” No one moved. “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 em­bers, smoth­er­ing it. Bob took charge, and present­ly they had a roar­ing fire again. Dan­ny’s broth­ers sat hud­dled to­geth­er, all look­ing pinched and cold and very afraid. They could find him, Mark thought, but they were afraid to go af­ter him in the black woods. One of them be­gan to cry, and al­most as if that had been the sig­nal, they were all weep­ing. Mark turned from them and went again to the edge of the woods to lis­ten.

      With the first faint light of dawn Mark start­ed to fol­low the trail of the miss­ing boy. He had dashed back and forth, zig-zag­ging, re­bound­ing from tree to bush to tree, Here he had run for­ward for a hun­dred yards, on­ly to crash in­to a boul­der. There was blood. He had been scraped by a spruce branch. Here he had run again, faster this time. Up a rise . . . Mark paused look­ing at the rise, and he knew what he was go­ing to find. He had been trot­ting eas­ily, and now he slowed to a walk and fol­lowed the trail, not step­ping on any of Dan­ny’s prints, but keep­ing to one side, read­ing what had hap­pened.

      At the top of the rise there was a nar­row ridge of lime­stone. There were many such out­crop­pings in the woods, and al­most al­ways when there was a rise such as this, the oth­er side was steep al­so, some­times steep­er, rock­ier. He stood on the ridge look­ing down the thir­ty feet of sparse growth and rocks, and twist­ed among 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 mo­ments look­ing at the fig­ure be­low, then turned and went back to camp, not rush­ing now.

      “He bled to death,” Bar­ry said af­ter they brought the body back to camp.

      “They could have saved him,” Mark said. He didn’t look at Dan­ny’s broth­ers, who were all gray, waxy-look­ing, in shock. “They could have gone straight to him.” He stood up. “Are we go­ing down now?”

      Bar­ry nod­ded. He and Bob car­ried the body on a lit­ter made from thin tree branch­es tied to­geth­er. Mark led them to the edge of the woods and turned. “I’ll go make sure the fire’s all the way out,” he said. He didn’t wait for per­mis­sion, but van­ished among the trees al­most in­stant­ly.

      Bar­ry put the sur­viv­ing nine broth­ers in the hos­pi­tal to be treat­ed for shock. They nev­er emerged, and no one ev­er asked about them.

      The fol­low­ing morn­ing Bar­ry ar­rived in the lec­ture room be­fore the class had as­sem­bled. Mark was al­ready in his place at the rear of the room. Bar­ry nod­ded to him, opened his notes, straight­ened his desk, and looked up again to find Mark still re­gard­ing him. His eyes were as bright as twin blue lakes cov­ered with a lay­er of ice, Bar­ry thought.

      “Well?” he asked fi­nal­ly when it seemed the locked stare would be main­tained in­def­inite­ly.

      Mark didn’t look away. “There is no in­di­vid­ual, there is on­ly the com­mu­ni­ty,” he said clear­ly. “What is right for the com­mu­ni­ty is right even un­to death for the in­di­vid­ual. There is no one, there is on­ly the whole.”

      “Where did you hear that?” Bar­ry de­mand­ed.

      “I read it.”

      “Where did you get that book?”

      “From your of­fice. It’s on one of the shelves.”

      “You’re for­bid­den to en­ter my of­fice!”

      “It doesn’t mat­ter. I’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! I’m one. I’m an in­di­vid­ual! I am one!” 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 colony?”

      At the door Mark nod­ded. “But I’m not an ant,” he said.
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      Chapter 23

      Late in Septem­ber 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 land­scape bleak, and fog over the riv­er ob­scured ev­ery­thing un­til the boats were very close. A meet­ing par­ty set out to help bring in the ex­haust­ed peo­ple, and when they were all docked and the tal­ly tak­en, the re­al­iza­tion that nine peo­ple had been lost wreathed the home­com­ing in gloom.

      The fol­low­ing night they held the Cer­emo­ny for the Lost, and the sur­vivors told their sto­ry halt­ing­ly. They had brought back five boats, one un­der tow most 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 equip­ment lost to the riv­er. The sec­ond dam­aged boat had been run aground by a sud­den storm that over­turned it and ru­ined its load of maps, di­rec­to­ries, ware­house lists—bales and bales of pa­pers that would have proven use­ful.

      The shel­ter at the falls had been start­ed; the canal had proven dis­as­trous, im­pos­si­ble to dig as pro­posed. The riv­er flood­ed in from be­low and washed it out re­peat­ed­ly, and all they had suc­ceed­ed in do­ing was to make a swampy area that flood­ed in high wa­ter and was a mud­dy 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; leaves had fall­en pre­ma­ture­ly, and the riv­er was numb­ing. Much of the veg­eta­tion was dead; on­ly the hardi­est 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 Oc­to­ber. It re­mained on the ground for a week be­fore the wind shift­ed and warm souther­ly breezes melt­ed it. On the in­fre­quent clear days when the sun shone bright­ly and no mist hid the tops of the sur­round­ing hills and moun­tains, the snow could still be seen on the high ridges.

      Lat­er Bar­ry would be able to look back on that win­ter and know it had been cru­cial, but at the time it seemed just one more in the end­less string of sea­sons.

      One day Bob called to him to come out­side and look at some­thing. No new snow had fall­en for sev­er­al days, and the sun was bright and gave the il­lu­sion of warmth. Bar­ry pulled on a heavy cape and fol­lowed Bob out. There was a snow sculp­ture stand­ing in the cen­ter of the court­yard be­tween the new dorms. It was a male fig­ure, eight feet tall, nude, its legs fused in­to a base that was al­so 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 mo­tion, of life, had been cap­tured. It was a man on his way to some­where else, strid­ing along, not to be stopped.

      “Mark?” Bar­ry asked.

      “Who else?”

      Bar­ry ap­proached it slow­ly; there were oth­ers look­ing at it al­so, most­ly chil­dren. A few adults were there, and oth­ers came 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 be­fore she could throw again.

      “Don’t do that,” he said.

      She looked at him blankly, look­ing at the fig­ure even more blankly, and start­ed to inch away. He re­leased her, and she dart­ed back through the peo­ple. Her sis­ters ran to her. They touched each oth­er as if to re­as­sure them­selves that all was well.

      “What is it?” one of them asked, un­able to see over the heads of the peo­ple be­tween her and the stat­ue.

      “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 time lift­ed her so she could see. “Tell me what that is,” he said.

      She wrig­gled to get loose. “Snow,” she said. “It’s snow.”

      “It’s a man,” he said sharply.

      She looked at him in be­wil­der­ment and glanced at the fig­ure again. Then she shook her head. 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 im­pa­tient 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 mat­ter?” An­drew asked.

      “I don’t know,” Bar­ry said slow­ly. And he didn’t know why it was im­por­tant, on­ly that it was.

      Dur­ing the af­ter­noon the sun melt­ed the snow a bit, and overnight it froze sol­id once more. By morn­ing when the sun hit the stat­ue, it was blind­ing. Bar­ry went out to look at it sev­er­al times that day. That night some­one, or a group, went out and top­pled it and stamped it in­to the ground.

      Two days lat­er four groups of boys re­port­ed the dis­ap­pear­ance of their mats. They searched Mark’s room, oth­er places where he might have hid­den them, and came up with noth­ing. Mark start­ed a new sculp­ture, this time a wom­an, pre­sum­ably a com­pan­ion piece to the man, and this time the stat­ue re­mained un­til spring, long af­ter it was no longer iden­ti­fi­able, but was sim­ply a mound of snow that had melt­ed, frozen, melt­ed re­peat­ed­ly.

      The next in­ci­dent hap­pened soon af­ter the New Year cel­ebra­tion. Bar­ry was awak­ened from a deep sleep by an in­sis­tent hand on his shoul­der.

      He sat up feel­ing grog­gy and dis­ori­ent­ed, as if he had been pulled a long way to find him­self in his bed, cold, stupid, blink­ing with­out recog­ni­tion at the younger man stand­ing over him.

      “Bar­ry, snap out of it! Wake up!” An­tho­ny’s voice reg­is­tered first, then his face. The oth­er broth­ers were wak­ing up now.

      “What’s wrong?” Sud­den­ly Bar­ry was thor­ough­ly awake.

      “A break­down in the com­put­er sec­tion. We need you.” Stephen and Stu­art were al­ready tear­ing down the com­put­er when Bar­ry and his broth­ers got to the lab­ora­to­ry. Sev­er­al younger broth­ers were busy dis­con­nect­ing tubes from the ter­mi­nal in or­der to reg­ulate the flow man­ual­ly. Oth­er young doc­tors were mak­ing 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 mov­ing about quick­ly, each in­tent on his own job, but each out of place there. The aisles be­came clut­tered when more than two peo­ple tried to move among the tanks, and now there were a dozen, and more com­ing ev­ery minute.

      An­drew had tak­en charge, Bar­ry not­ed with sat­is­fac­tion. All the new­com­ers were as­signed sec­tions im­me­di­ate­ly, and he found him­self mon­itor­ing a row of em­bryos sev­en weeks old. There were nine­ty ba­bies in the tanks at var­ious stages of de­vel­op­ment. Two groups could be re­moved and fin­ished in the pre­ma­ture ward, but their chances of sur­vival would be dras­ti­cal­ly re­duced. His group seemed all right, but he could hear Bruce mut­ter­ing at the oth­er end of the same aisle and he knew there was trou­ble there. The potas­si­um salts had been in­creased. The em­bryos had been poi­soned.

      The sci­en­tists were spoiled, he thought. So used to the com­put­er anal­ysis of the am­ni­ot­ic flu­ids, they had let their own skills de­te­ri­orate. Now tri­al and er­ror was too slow to save the em­bryos. The sur­vivor of that group was turned off. No more soli­taires. Mem­bers of an­oth­er group had suf­fered, but this time on­ly four were over­dosed. The six sur­vivors were al­lowed to con­tin­ue.

      Through­out the night they mon­itored the flu­ids, added salts as they were need­ed, di­lut­ed the flu­ids if salt start­ed to build, kept a tem­per­ature check and oxy­gen count, and by dawn Bar­ry felt as if he were swim­ming through an ocean of con­gealed am­ni­ot­ic flu­ids him­self. The com­put­er was not yet func­tion­ing. The checks would 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 loss of the an­imals was the more grievous. They had de­pend­ed on those an­imals for the glan­du­lar se­cre­tions, for the chem­icals they ex­tract­ed from their bone mar­row and blood. Lat­er, he thought, sink­ing down in­to the fog of sleep, lat­er he would wor­ry about the im­pli­ca­tions of the loss.

      “No maybes! We have to have the com­put­er parts as soon as the snow melts. If this hap­pens again, I don’t know if we can re­pair it.” Ev­erett was a thin, tall com­put­er ex­pert, no more than twen­ty, pos­si­bly not that yet. His old­er broth­ers de­ferred to him, and that was a good sign that he knew what he was talk­ing about.

      “The new pad­dle-wheel boats will be ready by sum­mer,” Lawrence said. “If a road crew can get out ear­ly enough to make cer­tain the by­pass is open . . .”

      Bar­ry stopped lis­ten­ing. It was snow­ing 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 dor­mi­to­ry, on­ly twen­ty yards from the win­dow he looked through. The chil­dren were in school, ab­sorb­ing ev­ery­thing be­ing pre­sent­ed to them. The lab­ora­to­ry con­di­tions had been sta­bi­lized again. It would work out, he told him­self. Four years wasn’t too long to hold out, and if they could have four years they would be over the line from ex­per­imen­tal to proven.

      The snow drift­ed, and he mused at the in­di­vid­ual­ity of each snowflake. Like mil­lions of oth­ers be­fore him, he thought, awed by the com­plex­ities of na­ture. He won­dered sud­den­ly if An­drew, the self he had been at thir­ty, had ev­er felt be­mused by the com­plex­ities of na­ture. He won­dered if any of the younger chil­dren knew each snowflake was dif­fer­ent. If they were told that it was so, were or­dered to ex­am­ine the snowflakes as a project, would they see the dif­fer­ence? Would they think it mar­velous? Or would they ac­cept it as an­oth­er of the end­less lessons they were ex­pect­ed to learn, and so learn it obe­di­ent­ly and de­rive no plea­sure or sat­is­fac­tion from the new knowl­edge?

      He felt chilled, and turned his at­ten­tion back to the meet­ing. But the thoughts would not stop there. They learned 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 mag­nif­icent snow sculp­ture Mark had cre­at­ed.

      Af­ter the meet­ing he walked with Lawrence to in­spect the new pad­dle-wheel boats. “Ev­ery­thing’s top pri­or­ity,” he said. “With­out ex­cep­tion.”

      “Trou­ble is,” Lawrence said, “they’re right. Ev­ery­thing re­al­ly is top pri­or­ity. It’s a frag­ile struc­ture we have here, Bar­ry. Very frag­ile in­deed.”

      Bar­ry nod­ded. With­out the com­put­ers they would have to close down all but a cou­ple dozen of the tanks. With­out the parts for the gen­er­ator, they would have to cut down on elec­tric­ity, start burn­ing wood for warmth, to cook with, read by tal­low can­dles. With­out the boats they could not trav­el to the cities, where their sup­plies were rot­ting away more each sea­son. With­out the new sup­ply of work­ers and ex­plor­ers they could not main­tain the by­pass road around the falls, main­tain the rivers so that the pad­dle boats could nav­igate them . . .

      “You ev­er read that po­em about the want of a nail?” he asked.

      “No,” Lawrence said, and looked at him ques­tion­ing­ly. Bar­ry shook his head.

      They watched the crew work­ing on the boat for a few min­utes, and then Bar­ry said, “Lawrence, how good are the younger broth­ers at boat build­ing?”

      “The best,” Lawrence said prompt­ly.

      “I don’t mean just fol­low­ing or­ders. I mean, has one of the younger broth­ers come up with an idea you could use?”

      Lawrence turned to study him again. “What’s both­er­ing you, Bar­ry?”

      “Have they?”

      Lawrence frowned and was silent for what seemed a long time. Fi­nal­ly he shrugged. “I don’t think so. I can’t re­mem­ber. But then, Lewis has such clear ideas of what it has to be, I doubt if any­one would even think of con­tra­dict­ing him, or adding to any­thing he has planned.”

      Bar­ry nod­ded. “I thought so,” he said, and walked away on the snow-cleared path, edged on ei­ther side by a white fence as high as his head. “And it nev­er used to snow this much, ei­ther,” he said to him­self. There. He had said it aloud. He thought he prob­ably was the first one of the in­hab­itants to say that. It nev­er used to snow this much.

      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 like now?”

      Mark looked guilty for a mo­ment. He shrugged.

      “I know you’ve man­aged to learn to walk with snow­shoes,” Bar­ry said. “And you ski. I’ve seen your trail lead­ing up in­to the woods. What is it like?”

      Now Mark’s eyes seemed to glow with blue fires, and a smile formed, then left. He ducked his head. “Not like sum­mer,” he said. “Stiller. And it’s pret­ty.” Sud­den­ly he blushed and be­came silent.

      “More dan­ger­ous?” Bar­ry asked.

      “I guess so. You can’t see dips, they fill up with snow, and some­times snow hangs on ridges so you can’t be re­al sure where the land ends. You could go over an edge that way. I guess, if you didn’t know about it.”

      “I want to train our chil­dren in get­ting around on snow­shoes and skis. They might have to be in the woods in win­ter. They have to have some train­ing. Can they find enough ma­te­ri­al to make fires?”

      Mark nod­ded.

      “We’ll start them on mak­ing snow­shoes to­mor­row,” Bar­ry said de­ci­sive­ly. He stood up. “I’ll need your help. I’ve nev­er seen a pair of snow­shoes. I don’t know how to be­gin.” He opened the door and be­fore Mark left he asked, “How did you learn to make them?”

      “I saw them in a book.”

      “What book?”

      “Just a book,” Mark said. “It’s gone now.”

      In the old house, Bar­ry un­der­stood. What oth­er books were in the old house? He knew he had to find out. That night when he met with his broth­ers they talked long and sober­ly about the con­clu­sions he had drawn.

      “We’ll have to teach them ev­ery­thing they might 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 mo­ment, “will be to con­vince oth­ers that this is so. We’ll have to test it, make cer­tain we are right, then prove it. This will put a ter­ri­ble bur­den on the teach­ers, on the old­er broth­ers and sis­ters.”

      They didn’t ques­tion his con­clu­sions. Each of them, giv­en his di­rect ob­ser­va­tions, would have come up with the same con­clu­sions.

      “I think we can de­vise a few sim­ple tests,” Bar­ry said. “I made some sketch­es this af­ter­noon.” He showed them: a stick fig­ure of a man run­ning, climb­ing stairs, sit­ting down; a sun sym­bol, a cir­cle with rays ex­tend­ing from it; a tree sym­bol, a cone with a stick in the base; a house made of four lines, two par­al­lel, an an­gle for the roof; a disc moon; a bowl with steam ris­ing from it in wavy lines . . .

      “We could have them fin­ish a sto­ry,” Bruce said. “Keep it as sim­ple as the draw­ings. A three- or four-line sto­ry with­out an end­ing, which they must sup­ply.”

      Bar­ry nod­ded. They knew what he was af­ter. If the chil­dren lacked the imag­ina­tion to ab­stract, to fan­ta­size, to gen­er­al­ize, they had to know it now and try to com­pen­sate. With­in a week their fears were re­al­ized. The chil­dren un­der nine or ten could not iden­ti­fy the line draw­ings, could not com­plete a sim­ple sto­ry, could not gen­er­al­ize a par­tic­ular sit­ua­tion to a new sit­ua­tion.

      “So we teach them ev­ery­thing they’ll need to know to sur­vive,” Bar­ry said harsh­ly. “And be grate­ful they seem able to learn what­ev­er we teach.”

      They would need dif­fer­ent les­son ma­te­ri­al, he knew. Ma­te­ri­al from the old books in the farm­house, lessons in sur­vival, in how to build sim­ple lean-tos, how to make fires, how to sub­sti­tute what was at hand for what was miss­ing . . .

      Bar­ry and his broth­ers went to the old farm­house with crow­bars and ham­mers, ripped off the board­ing at the front en­trance, and went in­side. While the oth­ers ex­am­ined the yel­lowed, crumbly books in the li­brary, Bar­ry climbed the stairs to Mol­ly’s old rooms. In­side, he stopped and took a deep breath.

      There were the paint­ings, as he re­mem­bered them, and more, there were small ob­jects made out of clay. There were wood carv­ings, a head that had to be Mol­ly, done in wal­nut, done clean­ly, ex­pert­ly, like but un­like the Miri­am sis­ters. Bar­ry couldn’t ex­plain how it dif­fered, but knew it was not like them, and was like Mol­ly. There were works done in sand­stone, in lime­stone, some of them com­plete, most of them rough, as if he had start­ed them and lost in­ter­est. Bar­ry touched the carved like­ness of Mol­ly and for no rea­son he could name, he felt tears form­ing. 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 more than 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.
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      Chapter 24

      The pad­dle-wheel boat was be­decked with bright rib­bons and flow­ers; it daz­zled un­der the ear­ly morn­ing sun. Even the wood pile was dec­orat­ed. The steam en­gine gleamed. The troops of young peo­ple filed aboard with much laugh­ter and gai­ety. Ten of these, eight of those, six­ty-five in all. The boat crew stood apart from the young ex­plor­er-for­agers, watch­ing them war­ily, as if afraid the car­ni­val spir­it of the morn­ing might dam­age the boat some­how.

      And in­deed the in­fec­tious ex­uber­ance of the young peo­ple was dan­ger­ous in its spon­tane­ity, draw­ing in­to it­self the on­look­ers ashore. The gloom of the past ex­pe­di­tions was for­got­ten as the boat made ready to churn its way down­riv­er. This was dif­fer­ent, the mood cried, these young peo­ple had been spe­cial­ly bred and trained for this mis­sion. It was their life ful­fill­ment they sought. Who had a bet­ter right to re­joice at see­ing life’s goal with­in reach?

      Tied se­cure­ly to the side of the pad­dle 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, per­haps; no one had seen him ar­rive, but he was there with his ca­noe that could out­run any­thing else on the riv­er, even the big pad­dle wheel. Mark watched the scene im­pas­sive­ly. He was slen­der, not tall, but his slim body was well mus­cled and his chest was deep. If he was im­pa­tient to be un­der way, he showed no sign of it. He might have stood there for an hour, a day, a week . . .

      The el­der mem­bers of the ex­pe­di­tion now came aboard, and the cheer­ing and singing ashore grew in vol­ume. Nom­inal­ly the lead­ers of the ex­pe­di­tion, the Gary broth­ers nod­ded to Mark and took their places in the stern.

      Stand­ing on the dock, Bar­ry watched smoke puff up from the stack as the boat start­ed to foam the wa­ter, and he thought about Ben and Mol­ly, and those who had not come back, or had come back on­ly to go in­to the hos­pi­tal and nev­er emerge. The chil­dren were al­most hys­ter­ical­ly hap­py, he thought. They might be go­ing to a cir­cus, or a tour­na­ment, or to en­list in the king’s ser­vice, or to slay drag­ons . . . His gaze sought Mark’s. The bright blue eyes didn’t wa­ver, and Bar­ry knew that he at least un­der­stood what they were do­ing, what the dan­gers were, the prizes. He un­der­stood this mis­sion meant the end of the ex­per­iment, or a new be­gin­ning for them all. He knew, and he, like Bar­ry, was not smil­ing.

      “The ter­ri­ble hero­ics of chil­dren,” Bar­ry mut­tered.

      At his side Lawrence said, “What?” and Bar­ry shrugged and said it was noth­ing. Noth­ing.

      The boat pulled away steadi­ly now, leav­ing a wide 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 swift and mud­dy, high with runoff from the moun­tains. Crews had been out for over a month clear­ing the rapids, mark­ing safe chan­nels among the boul­ders, re­pair­ing the win­ter dam­age to the dock at the head of the falls, work­ing on the over­land de­tour. The pad­dle wheel made good time, and they ar­rived at the falls short­ly af­ter lunch. All af­ter­noon they worked at un­load­ing the boat to trans­port the sup­plies to the shel­ter.

      The build­ing at the foot of the falls was a du­pli­cate of the dor­mi­to­ries in the val­ley, and in­side it the large group of trav­el­ers found it easy to for­get this build­ing was iso­lat­ed, that it was sep­arate from the oth­ers. Each evening the road crew as­sem­bled in the build­ing, and the boat­men 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 lat­er, when the weath­er warmed enough. Fer­tile land 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 pad­dle wheels.

      The fol­low­ing day the new ex­pe­di­tionary force load­ed the big boat at the foot of the falls, and that night they slept in the shel­ter. At dawn they would em­bark on the sec­ond phase of the trip to Wash­ing­ton.

      Mark al­lowed no one to han­dle 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 else un­der­stood the mix­ture of fragili­ty and strength that com­bined to make this ca­noe the on­ly safe way to trav­el the rivers. He had tried to in­ter­est some of the oth­ers in ca­noes, but failed; they didn’t want to think about trav­el­ing the wild rivers alone.

      The Po­tomac was rougher than the Shenan­doah, and there were ice floes in it. No one had men­tioned ice floes, Mark thought, and won­dered about the source this late in the year. It was mid-April. The forests screened the hills here, and he could on­ly guess there was still snow and ice in the high coun­try. The pad­dle wheel moved slow­ly 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 from the wa­ter, a sen­tinel left be­hind when the rest of the bridge yield­ed to the in­tol­er­able pres­sures of wa­ter, wind, and age.

      Ear­ly the next morn­ing they be­gan to un­load, and it was here that Mark was to leave the oth­ers. It was hoped he would re­turn with­in two weeks, with good news about the ac­ces­si­bil­ity of a route to Philadel­phia and/or New York.

      Mark un­load­ed his own be­long­ings, 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 from his braid­ed steer­hide belt; he was dressed in hide trousers, moc­casins, 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 made; sup­plies were un­load­ed, and stacks of ma­te­ri­als that had been found and put in stor­age near the riv­er were be­ing tak­en aboard. For a few mo­ments Mark watched, then silent­ly he lift­ed his ca­noe, swung it over his head, and be­gan to walk.

      Through­out the day he walked amid the ru­ins, al­ways keep­ing to a north­east di­rec­tion that even­tu­al­ly would see him clear of the city, in­to the for­est again. He found a small stream and float­ed his ca­noe, fol­low­ing the me­an­der­ing wa­ter­way for sev­er­al hours be­fore it turned south, where he shoul­dered the ca­noe and took to the for­est. Now the for­est was thick and silent, fa­mil­iar for all its strangeness. Be­fore dark he found a place to camp, and made a fire and cooked his din­ner. His sup­ply of dried food was suf­fi­cient for two to three weeks, if he didn’t find oth­er food to sup­ple­ment 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 less frost dam­age than in­land.

      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 make a cov­er, and stretched out on the bed he had made. His worse en­emy would be the spring rains, he knew. They could be heavy, and un­ex­pect­ed. He made 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 asleep.

      The next day he en­tered Bal­ti­more. It had burned, and there was ev­idence of a great flood. He didn’t ex­plore the ru­ins. He launched his ca­noe in Chesa­peake Bay and start­ed north. The for­est came to the wa­ter’s edge here, and from the wa­ter there were no traces of any of man’s works. There was a strong cur­rent, the ef­fects of an out­go­ing tide com­bined with the flow from the Susque­han­na Riv­er. Mark fought it for sev­er­al min­utes, then head­ed for shore to wait for low tide. He should cross the bay, he thought, and hug the shore­line there. As he drew near­er the delta of the Susque­han­na the wa­ter would be rougher and it might be im­pos­si­ble to get the small boat through at all. There were ice floes here, not large, and most­ly flat, as if they had bro­ken away from a riv­er that had frozen over and was on­ly now thaw­ing.

      He stretched out on the ground and wait­ed for the tide to turn. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly 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 time he start­ed to pad­dle north­east, head­ing for open wa­ter and the oth­er shore.

      The tur­bu­lence was mi­nor near the shore, but as he drew near­er the cen­ter of the bay he could feel the force of the tide meet­ing the rush of the riv­er and, al­though lit­tle of the fierce bat­tle showed on the sur­face of the wa­ter, it was trans­mit­ted through the boat; he could feel it in the oar, in the way the small boat pulled to one side, then the oth­er. His arms strained at the pad­dle, he could feel the taut­ness of his back and legs 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 him strong­ly north­ward, and he had on­ly to steer and search the shore­line for the best place to make a land­ing. It was sandy, with sparse growth; the dan­ger there would be hid­den rocks that could pierce the bot­tom of the ca­noe. The sun was very low 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.

      With his ca­noe safe on high ground, he stood on the beach and looked back the way he had come. Forests, black, sol­id-look­ing, the green-blue wa­ter streaked with the mud­dy wa­ter of the riv­er, deep blue sky, the sun low in the west, and nowhere an­oth­er per­son, nowhere a sign of hu­man life, no build­ings, no roads, noth­ing. Sud­den­ly he threw his head back and laughed, a joy­ous, al­most child­ish laugh of tri­umph. It was his. All of it. No one else want­ed it. No one was there to con­test his own­er­ship, and he claimed 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 mar­veled at the taste, and when he fell asleep be­fore the last light had fad­ed, he was smil­ing.

      By dawn the next morn­ing he was ready to fol­low the shore­line north, search­ing for the old in­ter­coastal wa­ter­way that joined Chesa­peake Bay with Delaware Bay. When he found it, lit­tle re­mained of the canal; now there was a wide marsh with cat­tails and marsh grass­es hid­ing the land and wa­ter alike. Im­me­di­ate­ly on en­ter­ing the marsh the grass­es closed in about him and he was cut off from the world. At times the wa­ter deep­ened and no grass­es grew in those places, and he was able to move ahead faster, but most of the day he pushed his ca­noe through the tough stems, us­ing them, clumps of roots, what­ev­er he could find, to pro­pel him­self east­ward. The sun rose high­er and he took off his shirt. No wind moved among the grass­es. The sun low­ered and the air be­came cold and he put his shirt back on. He pad­dled when he could, pushed against the grass­es when he could not use the pad­dle any oth­er way, and slow­ly 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 among the high grass­es when the sun went down, when dark­ness came.

      The shad­ows were very long when he fi­nal­ly felt the dif­fer­ence in the wa­ter be­neath the boat. He be­gan to move faster now; each dip of his pad­dle made the boat glide for­ward in a more nat­ural re­sponse, not im­ped­ed by the rough, grasp­ing stems that had held him back all day. The grass­es part­ed, thinned out, then dis­ap­peared, and there was tur­bu­lent, freely mov­ing wa­ter be­fore him. He knew he was too tired to fight yet an­oth­er cur­rent, and he let it take him down­stream, to land on the shore of Delaware Bay.

      The next morn­ing he saw fish. Mov­ing care­ful­ly, he opened his pack and found the net he had made the pre­vi­ous win­ter, to the amuse­ment of the oth­er chil­dren. The net was five feet square, and al­though he had prac­ticed throw­ing it in the riv­er in the val­ley, he knew he was in­ex­pert with it, that his first throw would prob­ably be the on­ly chance he would have. He knelt in the ca­noe, which had be­gun to drift as soon as he stopped pad­dling, and wait­ed un­til the fish swam clos­er. Clos­er, he whis­pered at them, clos­er. Then he threw, and for a mo­ment 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 time his mind was a blank about what to do with them. Slow­ly he be­gan to re­mem­ber what he had read about clean­ing them, how to sun-dry them, or roast them over an open fire . . .

      On shore he cleaned the three fish and spread them in the sun on flat rocks to dry. He sat look­ing 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 came to a half-sub­merged rock where he found a bed of oys­ters, and on the bot­tom of the sandy bay there were clams, which dis­ap­peared when he dis­turbed the wa­ter. By late af­ter­noon he had gath­ered many 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 some­thing else. He pon­dered, star­ing at the bay, and he re­al­ized the ice floes were the an­swer.

      Once more he went out in­to the wa­ter, and this time he ma­neu­vered close enough to one of the larg­er slabs of ice to get his rope around it and tow it back to shore. He wove a shal­low bas­ket of pine branch­es, put the clams on the bot­tom, then the oys­ters, and on top of them the 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 al­most 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 wild as­para­gus, he knew he had nev­er eat­en any food half as good.

      From where he camped, the Delaware was a black hole in the dark for­est. Now and then the black­ness was bro­ken by a pale shad­ow that moved with­out a sound, as if float­ing in air. Ice. 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 con­tent­ment, and the next morn­ing he en­tered it and head­ed for Philadel­phia.

      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 same vista of gray ru­ins. The city had burned, but not to the ground as Bal­ti­more had. Some build­ings seemed al­most in­tact here, but ev­ery­where the same gray­ness per­sist­ed, the same ug­li­ness of de­struc­tion. Trees had start­ed to grow here, but even they were ug­ly, stunt­ed, sick­ly-look­ing.

      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 him­self look­ing back over his shoul­der again and again, and de­ter­mined­ly pad­dled ahead. Soon he would stop and make some sketch­es of the build­ings he could see from the riv­er. Prob­ably he should make some to­ken ex­plo­rations on foot, he thought re­luc­tant­ly. He pad­dled more slow­ly and ex­am­ined a grove of trees. They were so bad­ly formed it was hard to de­ter­mine what kind of trees they were. As­pens, he de­cid­ed. He tried to imag­ine their roots search­ing in the con­crete and met­al be­neath the streets for sus­te­nance, find­ing on­ly more con­crete and met­al.

      But there had been trees in Wash­ing­ton, he thought, pad­dling hard­er to avoid a large, ragged chunk of ice. Those trees had been nor­mal-look­ing, but these . . . They were less than half full size, mis­shapen, their branch­es few and grotesque­ly twist­ed. Abrupt­ly Mark pulled up. Ra­di­ation, he thought with a chill. This is what ra­di­ation poi­son­ing did. Be­fore his mind’s eye ap­peared de­scrip­tions and pho­tographs of var­ious kinds of an­imal and veg­etable life de­formed by ra­dioac­tiv­ity.

      He turned the ca­noe and raced back down­riv­er to the junc­ture with the Delaware. He still had sev­er­al hours be­fore dark­ness forced him to stop. For a mo­ment he hes­itat­ed, then turned north­ward once more, this time keep­ing a wary eye open for de­formed plant growth, as well as for chunks of ice, which had be­come more nu­mer­ous.

      He passed one more place with bad­ly de­formed plant life. He kept to the far side of the riv­er and con­tin­ued to pad­dle.

      Philadel­phia went on and on, the ru­ins more or less uni­form. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly there were blocks of build­ings that seemed vir­tu­al­ly un­touched, but now he sus­pect­ed that was be­cause those ar­eas had been blocked off when they be­came ra­dioac­tive. He didn’t in­ves­ti­gate any of them. Most of the im­mense build­ings were skele­tons, but there were still many stand­ing, enough to make a full-scale ex­pe­di­tion worth­while, if the build­ings were not con­tam­inat­ed. 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 de­vel­oped here, thick, lux­uri­ant; in some places where the riv­er nar­rowed, the canopies met over­head, and it was like pass­ing through a tun­nel where on­ly his pad­dle in the wa­ter made a sound and the rest of the world held its breath in the twi­light still­ness.

      There was an­oth­er puz­zle here, he thought, study­ing the banks of the riv­er. The flow was very swift, but the wa­ter was low and the banks in places rose sev­er­al feet to the land above. The riv­er could have been par­tial­ly dammed; he knew he would have to find out be­fore he re­turned to Wash­ing­ton.

      Dai­ly the weath­er had be­come cold­er, and that night there was frost. The next day he went through Tren­ton, and as in Philadel­phia, the ru­ins were ubiq­ui­tous, the growth stunt­ed and mal­formed.

      Al­though it took him sev­er­al miles out of his way, he went through the city in his ca­noe, and didn’t leave it un­til the woods looked nor­mal again. Then he car­ried the boat to high ground and se­cured it and head­ed north on foot. The Delaware 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 his great pon­cho, which cov­ered him from crown to feet.

      He could find no dry wood for a fire that night, and he chewed his cold beef and wished he had an­oth­er of the suc­cu­lent fish in­stead.

      The rain was undi­min­ished the next day, and now he knew that to con­tin­ue was fool­ish, that he might lose his di­rec­tion com­plete­ly 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 hud­dled in his pon­cho, doz­ing, wak­ing, doz­ing again through­out the day and night. The sigh­ing of the trees wak­ened him and he knew the rain was over; the trees were shak­ing off the wa­ter, mur­mur­ing to­geth­er about the ter­ri­ble weath­er, won­der­ing about the boy who slept among them. He had to find a sun­ny place, dry out his pack, the pon­cho, his clothes, dry and oil his moc­casins . . . He crawled out from un­der the spruce, whis­pered a thank you, and be­gan to search for a good place to dry out ev­ery­thing, make a fire, have a good meal.

      When he came up­on the de­formed un­der­brush late that af­ter­noon, he backed up a hun­dred feet, squat­ted, and stud­ied the woods be­fore him.

      He was at least an­oth­er day’s dis­tance from New York, he sus­pect­ed, twen­ty miles, maybe even more. The woods here were too thick to be able to see if the de­for­mi­ties were lo­cal­ized. He re­treat­ed half a mile, made camp, and thought about the days ahead. He would not en­ter any place that he thought had been ir­ra­di­at­ed. How many days was he will­ing to de­tour? He didn’t know. Time had stopped for him, and he couldn’t be cer­tain now how long he had been in the woods, how long since the pad­dle wheel had en­tered Wash­ing­ton. 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 might blind­ly stum­ble through the poi­soned ar­eas in Philadel­phia, through the poi­son here. He shud­dered.

      He fol­lowed the edge of the poi­soned area for three days, some­times go­ing north, then west, then north again. He got no near­er the city. A ring of death sur­round­ed it.

      He came to a vast swamp where dead trees lay rot­ting and noth­ing grew; he could go no far­ther. The swampy land ex­tend­ed west­ward as far as he could see; it smelled of salt and de­cay, like mud flats when the tide went out. He touched the wa­ter to his tongue and then turned back. Sea wa­ter. That night the tem­per­ature plum­met­ed, and the next day the trees and bush­es stood black­ened. Now he ate his corn and beef hun­gri­ly, and won­dered if he would find any wild food again. His sup­ply was run­ning low, his raisins were gone, his dried ap­ples near­ly gone. He knew he wouldn’t starve, but it would be pleas­ant to have fresh veg­eta­bles and fruit, more of the hot flaky fish, or oys­ters, or a clam broth thick with chewy bits of white meat . . . Res­olute­ly he turned his thoughts away from food and walked a lit­tle faster.

      He trav­eled quick­ly, his own trail eas­ily fol­lowed, the blaze marks on the trees like road­marks—turn here, this way, straight ahead. When he got back to his ca­noe he went west on the Delaware to sat­is­fy his cu­rios­ity about the di­min­ished flow and the ice, which was thick­er than be­fore. The rain must have bro­ken more of it loose, he thought. It was dif­fi­cult go­ing against the swift cur­rent, and the float­ing chunks of ice made the riv­er more haz­ardous. The land here was flat. When the change came, he knew it in­stant­ly. The riv­er be­came faster, and now there was the 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. When the rapids be­came too dan­ger­ous for the small boat to nav­igate, he took the ca­noe from the wa­ter and stored it safe­ly, then con­tin­ued on foot.

      A hill rose be­fore him, bare­ly cov­ered with scrub growth and loose rocks. Care­ful­ly he picked his way up it. It was very cold. The trees here looked as they would in ear­ly March, or even late Febru­ary. There were bud swellings, but no leaves, no green, on­ly the black-green of the spruces, still in their win­ter nee­dles. At the top of the hill he drew in his breath sharply. Be­fore him was a vast sheet of snow and ice, blind­ing in the sun­light.

      In some places the snow­field came to the banks of the riv­er, in oth­ers it start­ed a good dis­tance back, and up there, about a mile away, the riv­er was al­most jammed with ice. It was a nar­row black rib­bon wind­ing its way through the glare.

      South­ward the trees blocked his view, but he could see for miles to the north and west, and there was on­ly snow and ice. White moun­tains climbed to the clear blue sky, and the val­leys had been round­ed at the bot­toms as the snow ac­cu­mu­lat­ed there. The wind shift­ed and blew in­to Mark’s face, and the cold was numb­ing, bring­ing tears to his eyes. The sun seemed to have no warmth here. He was sweat­ing un­der his leather shirt, but the sight of all that snow, and the chill of the wind when it swept across it, cre­at­ed the il­lu­sion that the sun had failed. The il­lu­sion made him shiv­er vi­olent­ly. He turned and hur­ried down the steep hill­side, slid­ing the last twen­ty feet or more, aware even as he start­ed the slide that it was dan­ger­ous, that he would cause rocks to fol­low him, that he might be hit by them, in­jured too bad­ly to move out of the way. He rolled at the bot­tom and jumped to his feet and ran. He ran a long time, and could hear the rocks crash­ing be­hind him.

      In his mind the sound was that of the glacier ad­vanc­ing, rolling to­ward him in­ex­orably, grind­ing ev­ery­thing to pow­der.
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      Chapter 25

      Mark was fly­ing. It was glo­ri­ous to swoop and dive high over the trees and rivers. He soared high­er and high­er un­til his body tin­gled with ex­cite­ment. He swerved to avoid fly­ing through a bil­low­ing white cloud. When 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 him from ev­ery di­rec­tion. There was no place he could go to avoid be­ing over­tak­en. He dived, and the dive be­came a fall, faster and faster. There was noth­ing he could do to stop it. He fell through the white­ness . . .

      Mark came wide awake, shiv­er­ing hard, his body cov­ered with sweat. His fire was a fee­ble glow in the black­ness. He fed it care­ful­ly, blew on his chilled hands while he wait­ed for the scrap­ings of punk to burn, and then added twigs, and fi­nal­ly branch­es. Al­though it would be dawn soon and he would have to ex­tin­guish the fire, he fed it un­til it blazed hot and bright. Then he sat hud­dled be­fore it. He had stopped shiv­er­ing, but the night­mare vi­sion per­sist­ed and he want­ed light and warmth. And he want­ed not to be alone.

      He trav­eled very swift­ly the next four days, and on the af­ter­noon of the fifth he ap­proached the land­ing area in Wash­ing­ton where the pad­dle wheel had docked and the broth­ers and sis­ters had set out for the ware­hous­es.

      The Pe­ter broth­ers ran to meet him, helped with the ca­noe, took his pack, talk­ing all the while.

      “Gary said you should go to the ware­house the minute you got in,” one of them said.

      “We had six ac­ci­dents so far,” an­oth­er one said ex­cit­ed­ly. “Bro­ken arms, legs, stuff like that. Noth­ing like the oth­er groups had in the past. We’re mak­ing it!”

      “Gary said we’ll start for Bal­ti­more or Philadel­phia by the end of this week.”

      “We have a map to show you which ware­house they’re do­ing now.”

      “We have at least 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 them weari­ly. “I’m hun­gry,” he said. “There’s soup cook­ing now for din­ner,” one of them said. “But Gary said . . .”

      Mark moved past them to the build­ing they were us­ing for their quar­ters. Now he could smell the soup. He helped him­self, and be­fore he fin­ished eat­ing he be­gan to feel too sleepy to keep his eyes open. The boys kept talk­ing about their suc­cess­es. “Where are the beds?” Mark asked, in­ter­rupt­ing one of them again.

      “Aren’t you go­ing to the ware­house like Gary said?”

      “No. Where are the beds?”

      “We’ll start for Philadel­phia in the morn­ing,” Gary said with sat­is­fac­tion. “You did a good job, Mark. How long will it take us to get to Philadel­phia?”

      Mark shrugged. “I didn’t walk, so I don’t know. I’ve shown you where it’s all marshy, maybe im­pass­able by foot. If you can get through, prob­ably eight to ten days. But you need some­thing to mea­sure the ra­dioac­tiv­ity.”

      “You were wrong about that, Mark. There can’t be any ra­dioac­tiv­ity. We weren’t at war, you know. No bombs were used here. Our el­ders would have warned us.”

      Again Mark shrugged.

      “We trust you to get us through,” Gary said, smil­ing now. He was twen­ty-one.

      “I’m not go­ing,” Mark said.

      Gary and his broth­ers ex­changed glances. Gary said, “What do you mean? That’s your job.”

      Mark shook his head. “My job was to find out if the cities are there, if any­thing’s left in them. I know I reached them by wa­ter. I don’t know if they can be reached on foot. I 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 mark the swamps, the changed coast­line, the marsh that had been the in­ter­coastal wa­ter­way. Not look­ing di­rect­ly at Mark, he said, “Ev­ery­one in this ex­pe­di­tion is un­der my com­mand, you know. Ev­ery­one.”

      Mark didn’t move.

      “I or­der you to go with us,” Gary said, and now he looked at Mark.

      Mark shook his head. “You won’t make it there and back be­fore the weath­er changes,” he said. “You and your broth­ers don’t know any­thing about the forests. You’ll have the same trou­ble the ear­ly ex­pe­di­tions had in com­ing to Wash­ing­ton. And the boys can’t do any­thing with­out some­one to tell them what to do. What if all the stuff in Philadel­phia is ra­dioac­tive? If you bring it back, you’ll kill ev­ery­one with it. I’m go­ing back to the val­ley.”

      “You’re go­ing to take or­ders just like ev­ery­one else!” Gary shout­ed. “Keep him here!” He mo­tioned to two of his broth­ers, and they hur­ried from the room. The oth­er three re­mained with Mark, who was still sit­ting cross-legged on the floor where he had been from the be­gin­ning of the meet­ing.

      In a few min­utes 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, I hope. We leave in the morn­ing. You’d bet­ter get some rest.”

      Word­less­ly Mark left them. He went to the riv­er and ex­am­ined the ru­ined boat. Af­ter­ward he built a small fire, and when it was burn­ing bright­ly he put one end of the boat in the flames, and as it burned he pushed it for­ward un­til it was to­tal­ly con­sumed.

      The next morn­ing when the boys as­sem­bled to start the trek to Philadel­phia, Mark was not among them. His 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 him­self 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 dis­tance, and through­out the day he kept them in sight. When they camped 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 nois­es.

      He wait­ed un­til the camp was still, and then, high in a tree where he could look down on them with­out be­ing seen, he be­gan to moan. 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. Mark moaned loud­er. The boys were stir­ring now. Most of them had been asleep when he start­ed. Now there was a rest­less move­ment among them.

      “Wo­ji!” Mark moaned, loud­er and loud­er. “Wo­ji! Wo­ji!” He doubt­ed any­one was still asleep. “Wo­ji says go back! Wo­ji says go back!” He kept his voice hol­low, muf­fled by his hand over his mouth. He re­peat­ed the words many times, and end­ed each mes­sage with a thin, ris­ing moan. Af­ter a time he added one more word. “Dan­ger. Dan­ger. Dan­ger.”

      He stopped abrupt­ly in the mid­dle of the fourth “Dan­ger.” Even he was aware of the lis­ten­ing for­est now. The Gary broth­ers took torch­es in­to the for­est around the camp, look­ing for some­thing, any­thing. They stayed close to one an­oth­er as they made the search. Most of the boys were sit­ting up, as close to the fires as they could get. It was a long time be­fore they all lay down to try to sleep again. Mark dozed in the tree, and when he jerked awake, he re­peat­ed the warn­ing, again stop­ping in the mid­dle of a word, though he wasn’t cer­tain why that was so much worse than just stop­ping. Again the fu­tile search was made, the fires were re­plen­ished, the boys sat up­right in fear. To­ward dawn when the for­est was its black­est Mark be­gan to laugh a shrill, in­hu­man laugh that seemed 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 from be­hind them, now from the left, the right, from in front of them, some­times from over their heads. By midafter­noon they were bare­ly mov­ing and the boys were talk­ing open­ly of dis­obey­ing Gary and re­turn­ing to Wash­ing­ton. Mark not­ed with sat­is­fac­tion that two of the Gary broth­ers were sid­ing with the re­bel­lious boys now.

      “Ow! Wo­ji!” he wailed, and sud­den­ly two groups of the boys turned and start­ed to run. “Wo­ji! Dan­ger!”

      Oth­ers turned now and joined the flight, and Gary shout­ed at them vain­ly, and then he and his broth­ers were hur­ry­ing back the way they had come.

      Laugh­ing to him­self, 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 times, bab­bling about snow and ice most of the time. He rec­og­nized me when I ex­am­ined him this morn­ing.”

      Bruce nod­ded. Mark had been sleep­ing for al­most 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 leave the boy alone un­til he awak­ened nat­ural­ly. Bar­ry had been with him most of the time, and would re­turn with­in the hour. There was noth­ing 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 from the deep sleep that had qui­et­ed him so thor­ough­ly that he had ap­peared dead.

      Mark opened his eyes and saw Bar­ry. “Don’t put me in the hos­pi­tal,” he said faint­ly, and closed his eyes again. Present­ly he opened his eyes and looked about the room, then back to Bar­ry. “I’m in the hos­pi­tal, aren’t I? Is any­thing wrong with me?”

      “Not a thing,” Bar­ry said. “You passed out from ex­haus­tion and hunger, that’s all.”

      “I would like to go to my own room then,” Mark said, and tried to rise.

      Bar­ry gen­tly re­strained him. “Mark, don’t be afraid of me, please. I promise you I won’t hurt you now or ev­er. I promise that.” For a mo­ment 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’m thirsty,” he said. He drank deeply. He be­gan to de­scribe his trip north. He told it com­plete­ly, even how he had fright­ened Gary and his broth­ers and rout­ed the ex­pe­di­tion to Philadel­phia. 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 came back,” Bar­ry said. “How?”

      “‘Through the woods. I 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. “We’ll get word to them to stay in Wash­ing­ton un­til we dig up some ra­di­ation de­tec­tors.”

      “Im­pos­si­ble!” An­drew said an­gri­ly out­side the door. “Gary was ex­act­ly right in press­ing on to Philadel­phia. That boy de­stroyed a year’s train­ing in one night.”

      “I’m go­ing too,” Bar­ry had said, and he was with Mark now in Wash­ing­ton. Two of the younger doc­tors were al­so with them. The young ex­pe­di­tion mem­bers were fright­ened and dis­or­ga­nized; the work had come to a stop, and they had been wait­ing in the main build­ing for some­one to come give them new in­struc­tions.

      “When did they start out again?” Bar­ry de­mand­ed.

      ‘The day af­ter they got back here,” one of the young boys said.

      “Forty boys!” Bar­ry mut­tered. “And six fools.” He turned to Mark. “Would we ac­com­plish any­thing by start­ing af­ter them this af­ter­noon?”

      Mark shrugged. “I could alone. Do you want me to go af­ter them?”

      “No, not by your­self. An­tho­ny and I will go, and Al­is­tair will stay here and see that things get mov­ing again.”

      Mark looked at the two doc­tors doubt­ful­ly. An­tho­ny was pale, and Bar­ry looked un­com­fort­able.

      “They’ve had about ten days,” Mark said. “They should be in the city by now, if they didn’t get lost. I don’t think it would make much dif­fer­ence if we leave now or wait un­til morn­ing.”

      “Morn­ing, then,” Bar­ry said short­ly. “You could use an­oth­er night’s sleep.”

      They trav­eled fast, and now and again Mark point­ed out where the oth­ers had camped, 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 looked an­gry, but said noth­ing un­til late in the af­ter­noon. “They’re too far west, get­ting far­ther off all the time,” he said. “They might miss Philadel­phia al­to­geth­er if they don’t head east again. They must have been try­ing to by­pass the swamps.”

      Bar­ry was too tired to care, and An­tho­ny mere­ly grunt­ed. At least, 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 look­ing at the kind of stunt­ed growth Mark had talked about. An­tho­ny un­packed the Geiger counter and it be­gan to reg­is­ter im­me­di­ate­ly. It be­came more in­sis­tent as they moved ahead, and Mark led them to the left, keep­ing well back from the ra­dioac­tive area.

      “They went in, didn’t they?” Bar­ry said.

      Mark nod­ded. They were keep­ing their dis­tance from the con­tam­inat­ed ground, and when the counter sound­ed its warn­ing, they moved south again un­til it be­came qui­eter. That night they de­cid­ed to keep mov­ing west un­til they were able to get around the ra­dioac­tive area, and en­ter Philadel­phia from that di­rec­tion, if pos­si­ble.

      “We’ll run in­to the snow­fields that way,” Mark said.

      “Not afraid of snow, are you?” Bar­ry said.

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “Right. Then we go west to­mor­row, and if we can’t turn north by night, we come back and try go­ing east, see if we pick up a trail or any­thing that way.”

      They trav­eled all day through an in­ter­mit­tent rain, and hourly the tem­per­ature fell un­til it was near freez­ing when they made camp that night.

      “How much far­ther?” Bar­ry asked.

      “To­mor­row,” Mark said. “You can smell it from here.” Bar­ry could smell 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, a lis­ten­ing look on his face.

      “It’s a riv­er,” Mark said. “It must be pret­ty close. There’s ice on all the rivers, and it hits the banks now and then. That’s what you hear.”

      An­tho­ny sat down, but the in­tent look didn’t leave his face. The next morn­ing they head­ed west again. By noon they were among 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 night­mares. The trees at the edge of the snow were stark, like trees in the mid­dle of win­ter. Be­yond them oth­er trees had snow halfway up their trunks, and their naked branch­es stood un­mov­ing, some of them at odd an­gles, where the pres­sure had al­ready knocked them over and the snow had pre­vent­ed their falling. Up high­er there were no trees vis­ible at all, on­ly snow.

      “Is it still grow­ing?” Bar­ry asked in a hushed voice. No one an­swered. Af­ter a few more min­utes, they turned and hur­ried back the way they had come. As they cir­cled Philadel­phia head­ing east, the Geiger counter kept warn­ing them to stay back, and they could get no clos­er to the city from this di­rec­tion than they had been able to from the west. Then they found the first bod­ies.

      Six boys had come out to­geth­er. Two had fall­en near each oth­er; the oth­ers had left them, con­tin­ued an­oth­er half-mile and col­lapsed. The bod­ies were all ra­dioac­tive.

      “Don’t get near them,” Bar­ry said as An­tho­ny start­ed to kneel by the first bod­ies. “We don’t dare touch them,” he said.

      “I should have stayed,” Mark whis­pered. He was star­ing at the sprawled bod­ies. There was mud on their faces. “I shouldn’t have left. I should have kept af­ter them, to make sure they didn’t go on. I should have stayed.”

      Bar­ry shook his arm, and Mark kept star­ing, re­peat­ing over and over, “I should have stayed with them. I should . . .” Bar­ry slapped him hard, then again, and Mark bowed his head and stum­bled away, reel­ing in­to trees and bush­es as he rushed away from the bod­ies, away from Bar­ry and An­tho­ny. Bar­ry ran af­ter him and caught his arm.

      “Mark! Stop this! Stop it, do you hear me!” He shook him hard again. “Let’s get back to Wash­ing­ton.”

      Mark’s cheeks were glis­ten­ing with tears. He pulled away from Bar­ry and start­ed to walk again, and he didn’t look back at the bod­ies.

      Bar­ry and Bruce wait­ed for An­tho­ny and An­drew, who had re­quest­ed, de­mand­ed, time to talk to them. “It’s about him again, isn’t it?” Bruce said.

      “I sup­pose.”

      “Some­thing’s got to be done,” Bruce said. “You and I both know we can’t let him go 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 looked grim and an­gry.

      “I don’t de­ny he had a bad time dur­ing the sum­mer,” An­drew said abrupt­ly. “That isn’t the point now. But what­ev­er hap­pened to him has af­fect­ed his mind, and that is the point. He’s be­hav­ing in a child­ish, ir­re­spon­si­ble way that sim­ply can­not be tol­er­at­ed.”

      Again and again since sum­mer these ses­sions had been held. Mark had drawn a line of hon­ey from an ant hill up the wall in­to the An­drew broth­ers’ quar­ters, and the ants had fol­lowed. Mark had soaked ev­ery match he could get his hands on in a salt so­lu­tion, dried them care­ful­ly, and restacked them in the box­es, and not one of them had light­ed, and he had sat with a straight face and watched one af­ter an­oth­er of the old­er broth­ers try to get a fire. Mark had re­moved ev­ery name­plate from ev­ery door in the dor­mi­to­ries. He had tied the Patrick broth­ers’ feet to­geth­er as they slept and then yelled to them to come 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 wom­en to the hos­pi­tal to be test­ed for preg­nan­cy. They’re in a pan­ic, our staff is over­worked as it is, and no one has time to sort out this kind of in­san­ity.”

      “We’ll talk to him,” Bar­ry said.

      “That’s not good enough any longer! You’ve talked and talked. He promis­es not to do that par­tic­ular thing again, and then does some­thing worse. We can’t live with this con­stant dis­rup­tion!”

      “An­drew, he had a se­ries of ter­ri­ble shocks last sum­mer. 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 him to re­vert to child­ish be­hav­ior now. Give him time, he’ll get over it.”

      “No!” An­drew said, stand­ing up with a swift, fu­ri­ous mo­tion. “No! No more time! 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. Why he feels this hos­til­ity to­ward me and my broth­ers I don’t know, but it’s here, and we don’t want to have to wor­ry about him con­stant­ly, won­der­ing what he’ll do next.”

      Bar­ry stood up. “And I say I’ll han­dle it.”

      For a mo­ment An­drew faced him de­fi­ant­ly, then said, “Very well. But, Bar­ry, it can’t go on. It has to stop now.”

      “It 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 . . . We have to force him to par­tic­ipate in those ar­eas where the oth­ers would ac­cept him.”

      Bruce agreed. “Like the Winona sis­ters’ com­ing-of-age par­ty next week.”

      Lat­er that day Bar­ry told Mark he was to at­tend the par­ty. Mark had nev­er been for­mal­ly ac­cept­ed in­to the adult com­mu­ni­ty, and would not be hon­ored by a par­ty just for him.

      He shook his head. “No, thank you, I’d rather not.”

      “I didn’t in­vite you,” Bar­ry said grim­ly. “I’m or­der­ing you to at­tend and to par­tic­ipate. Do you un­der­stand?”

      Mark glanced at him quick­ly. “I un­der­stand, but I don’t want to go.”

      “If you don’t go, I’m haul­ing you out of this cozy lit­tle room, away from your books and your soli­tude, and putting you back in our room, back in the lec­ture rooms when you’re not in school or at work. Now do you un­der­stand?”

      Mark nod­ded, but didn’t look at Bar­ry again. “All right,” he said sul­len­ly.

    

  
    
      Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang

    

    
      Chapter 26

      The par­ty had start­ed al­ready when Mark en­tered the au­di­to­ri­um. They were danc­ing at the far end, and be­tween him and the dancers a group of girls stood whis­per­ing. They turned to look at him, and one of them left the group. There was gig­gling be­hind her, and she mo­tioned her sis­ters to stop, but the gig­gling con­tin­ued.

      “Hel­lo, 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’m sor­ry.” He backed up a step, turned and ran, and the gig­gling start­ed again, loud­er than be­fore.

      He ran to the dock and stood look­ing at the black wa­ter. He shouldn’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 mu­sic grew loud­er; soon they would eat and then leave 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 again.

      “Mark?”

      He stiff­ened. They wouldn’t have fol­lowed him, he thought in pan­ic. He whirled around.

      “It’s Rose,” she said. “I won’t give you my bracelet un­less you want it.”

      She came clos­er, and he turned his back and pre­tend­ed to be look­ing at some­thing in the riv­er, afraid she would be able to see him in the dark, see the red­ness he could feel pound­ing in his neck and cheeks, sense his wet palms. Rose, he thought, his age, one of the girls he had trained in the woods. For him to blush and be­come bash­ful be­fore her was more in­tol­er­able than run­ning from Su­san had been.

      “I’m busy,” he said.

      “I know. I saw you be­fore. It’s all right. They shouldn’t have done that, not all of them to­geth­er. We all told them not to.”

      He didn’t re­ply, and she moved to his side. “There’s noth­ing to see, is there?”

      “No. You’ll get cold out here.”

      “You will too.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Noth­ing. Next sum­mer I’ll be old enough to go to Wash­ing­ton or Philadel­phia.”

      He turned an­gri­ly. “I’m go­ing to my room.”

      “Why did I make you mad? Don’t you want me to go to Wash­ing­ton? Don’t you like me?”

      “Yes. I’m go­ing now.”

      She put her hand on his arm and he stopped; he felt he couldn’t move. “May I go to your room with you?” she asked, and now she sound­ed like the girl who had asked in the woods if the mush­rooms were all dan­ger­ous, if the things in the trees had told him how to find his way, if he re­al­ly could be­come in­vis­ible if he want­ed to.

      “You’ll go back to your sis­ters and laugh at me like Su­san did,” he said.

      “No!” she whis­pered. “Nev­er! Su­san wasn’t laugh­ing at you. They were scared, that’s why they were all so ner­vous. Su­san was most scared of all be­cause she was picked to put the bracelet on you. They weren’t laugh­ing at you.”

      As she spoke she re­leased his arm and took a step back from him, then an­oth­er. Now he could see the pale blur of her face. She was shak­ing her head as she talked.

      “Scared? What do you mean?”

      “You can do things no one else can do,” she said, still speak­ing very soft­ly, al­most in a whis­per. “You can make things no one ev­er saw, and you can tell sto­ries no one ev­er heard, and you can dis­ap­pear and trav­el through the woods like the wind. You’re not like the oth­er boys. Not like our el­ders. Not like any­one else. And we know you don’t like any of us be­cause you nev­er choose any­one to lie with.”

      “Why did you come af­ter me if you’re so afraid of me?”

      “I don’t know. I saw you run and . . . I don’t know.” He felt the hot flush race through him again, and he be­gan to walk. “If you want to go with me, I don’t care,” he said rough­ly, not look­ing back. “I’m go­ing to my room now.” He could not hear her foot­steps for the pound­ing in his ears. He walked swift­ly, mak­ing a wide berth of the au­di­to­ri­um, and he knew she was run­ning to keep up. He led her around the hos­pi­tal, not want­ing to walk down the bright­ly light­ed cor­ri­dor with her at his heels. At the far end he opened the door and glanced in­side be­fore he en­tered. He let the door go and al­most ran to his room, and he heard her quick foot­steps as she came af­ter him.

      “What are you do­ing?” she asked at the door­way.

      “I’m putting the cov­er over the win­dow,” he said, and his voice sound­ed an­gry even to him. “So no one can look at us. I put it there a lot.”

      “But why?”

      He tried not to look at her when he climbed down from the chair, but again and again he found him­self watch­ing. She was un­wind­ing a long sash that had gone around her neck, criss-crossed at her breasts, and cir­cled her waist sev­er­al times. The sash was vi­olet, al­most the col­or of her eyes. Her hair was a pale brown. He re­mem­bered that dur­ing the sum­mer it had been blond. There were freck­les across her nose, on her arms.

      She fin­ished with the sash and now lift­ed her tu­nic, and with one mo­tion took it off. Sud­den­ly Mark’s fin­gers seemed to come 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 arms tight about her. When she again said she had to go, he woke up com­plete­ly. “Not yet,” he said. When he woke the sec­ond time it was day­light and she was pulling on her tu­nic.

      “You have to come back,” Mark said. “Tonight, af­ter din­ner. Will you?”

      “All right.”

      “Promise. You won’t for­get?”

      “I won’t for­get. I promise.”

      He watched her wind the sash, and when she was gone he reached out and yanked the cov­er from the win­dow and looked for her. He didn’t see her; she must have gone through the build­ing, out the oth­er end. He rolled over and fell asleep again.

      And now, Mark thought, he was hap­py. The night­mares were gone, the sud­den flash­es of ter­ror that he couldn’t ex­plain stopped sweep­ing over him. The mys­ter­ies had been an­swered, and he knew what the books meant when the au­thors spoke of find­ing hap­pi­ness, as if it were a thing that per­se­ver­ance would lead one to. He ex­am­ined the world with new eyes, and ev­ery­thing 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 build­ing to build­ing search­ing for her, not to speak to her, just to see her, to know she was all right. He might find her in the cafe­te­ria with her sis­ters at such times, and from a dis­tance he would count them and then search for the one with the spe­cial some­thing that sep­arat­ed her from all oth­ers.

      Ev­ery night she came to him, and she taught him what she had been taught by her sis­ters, by the oth­er men, 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 mak­ing her a pen­dant. It was the sun, two inch­es in di­am­eter, made of clay. It had three coats of yel­low paint, and he added a fourth. In the old house he read again the chap­ters on phys­iol­ogy, sex­ual re­spons­es, fem­inin­ity, ev­ery­thing he could find that touched on his hap­pi­ness in any way

      She would say no one night soon, and he would give her the pen­dant to show he un­der­stood, and he would read to her. Po­et­ry. Son­nets from Shake­speare or Wordsworth, some­thing soft and ro­man­tic. And af­ter­ward he would teach her to play chess, and they would spend pla­ton­ic evenings to­geth­er learn­ing all about each oth­er.

      Sev­en­teen nights, he thought, wait­ing for her. Sev­en­teen nights so far. The cov­er was over the win­dow, his room was clean, ready. When his door opened and An­drew stood there, Mark jumped up in a pan­ic.

      “What’s wrong? Has some­thing hap­pened to Rose? What hap­pened?”

      “Come with me,” An­drew said stern­ly. Be­hind him one of his broth­ers watched.

      “Tell me what’s wrong!” Mark yelled, and tried to run past them.

      The doc­tors caught his arms and held him. “We’ll take you to her,” An­drew said.

      Mark stopped try­ing to yank away, and a new cold­ness seemed to en­ter him. Word­less­ly they walked through the build­ing, out the far end, and along the path­ways cleared in the snow to one of the dor­mi­to­ries. Now he strug­gled again, but briefly, and he per­mit­ted them to lead him to one of the rooms. At the door they all stopped, and then An­drew gave Mark a slight push and he en­tered alone.

      “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 an­guish 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 could see their mouths mov­ing, knew they were talk­ing, yelling. He turned and ran. An­drew got in front of him, his mouth open­ing, clos­ing, open­ing. Mark dou­bled his fist and hit blind­ly, first An­drew, then the oth­er doc­tor.

      “Where is he?” Bar­ry de­mand­ed. “Where did he go this time of night?”

      “I don’t know,” An­drew said sulk­ily. His mouth was swollen and it hurt.

      “You shouldn’t have done that to him! Of course he went wild with his first taste of sex. What did you think would hap­pen to him? He’s nev­er had it with any­one at all! Why did that fool­ish girl come to you?”

      “She didn’t know what to do. She was afraid to tell him no. She tried to ex­plain ev­ery­thing to him, but he wouldn’t lis­ten. He or­dered her back night af­ter night.”

      “Why didn’t you come to us about it?” Bar­ry asked bit­ter­ly. “What made you think shock treat­ment like that would take care of the prob­lem?”

      “I knew you’d say leave him alone. You say that about ev­ery­thing he does. Leave him alone, it’ll take care of it­self. I didn’t think it would.”

      Bar­ry went to the win­dow and looked out at the black, cold night. The snow was sev­er­al feet deep, and the tem­per­ature dropped to near ze­ro al­most ev­ery night.

      “He’ll come back when he gets cold enough,” An­drew said. “He’ll come back fu­ri­ous with all 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 looked quick­ly at his broth­er, then at the oth­ers, who had re­mained silent while An­drew re­port­ed. They were as wor­ried about the boy as he was, and as tired as he was of the ap­par­ent­ly end­less stream of trou­bles caused by him.

      “He can’t go to the old house,” Bruce said af­ter a mo­ment. “He knows he’d freeze there. The chim­ney’s plugged, he can’t have a fire. That leaves 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 an­oth­er group had gone to the old house to look. 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 farm­house one day, he had felt a cold draft of air on his bare legs and had found the source. A hole in the hill, a place where two lime­stone rocks came to­geth­er un­even­ly. There were caves through­out the hills. He had found sev­er­al oth­ers be­fore this one, and there was the cave where the lab­ora­to­ries were.

      He had dug care­ful­ly be­hind one of the lime­stone slabs, and grad­ual­ly had opened the mouth of the cave enough to get through it. There was a nar­row pas­sage; then a room, an­oth­er pas­sage, an­oth­er larg­er room. Over the years since find­ing it he had tak­en in wood to burn, clothes, blan­kets, food.

      That night he hud­dled in the sec­ond room and stared dry-eyed in­to the fire he had made, cer­tain no one would ev­er find him. He hat­ed them all, An­drew and his broth­ers most of all. As soon as the snow melt­ed, he would run away, for­ev­er. He would go south. He would make a longer ca­noe, a sev­en­teen-foot one this time, and steal enough sup­plies to last him and he would keep go­ing un­til he reached the Gulf of Mex­ico. Let them train the boys and girls them­selves, let them find the ware­hous­es, find the dan­ger­ous ra­dioac­tive places if they could. First he would burn down ev­ery­thing in the val­ley. And then he would go.

      He stared at the flames un­til his eyes felt afire. There were no voic­es in the cave, on­ly the fire crack­ling and pop­ping. The fire­light flick­ered over the sta­lag­mites and sta­lac­tites, mak­ing them ap­pear red and gold. The smoke was car­ried away from his face and the air was good; it even felt warm af­ter the cold night air. He thought about the time he and Mol­ly had hid­den on the hill­side near the cave en­trance while Bar­ry and his broth­ers searched for them. At the thought of Bar­ry, his mouth tight­ened. Bar­ry, An­drew, War­ren, Michael, Ethan . . . All doc­tors, all the same. How he hat­ed them!

      He rolled in his blan­ket and when he closed his eyes, he saw Mol­ly again, smil­ing gen­tly at him, play­ing check­ers, dig­ging mud for him to mod­el. And sud­den­ly the tears came.

      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 sealed pas­sage, or a drop-off, or a ceil­ing so high he couldn’t get to any of the holes there might be up there. He used torch­es, and his steps were some­times reck­less, but he didn’t care if he fell or not, if he got trapped or not. He lost track of how many 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 him to melt. When he was sleepy he slept.

      On one of his last ex­plorato­ry trips he heard wa­ter run­ning, and he stopped abrupt­ly. He had trav­eled far, he knew. Over a mile. Maybe two miles. He tried to re­mem­ber how long his torch had been when he start­ed. Al­most full length, and now it 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 came up­on the cave riv­er. Now he felt a new ex­cite­ment as he re­al­ized this had to be the same wa­ter that ran through the lab­ora­to­ry cave. It was one sys­tem, then, and even if no open­ing ex­ist­ed oth­er than the one cut by the riv­er, the two sec­tions were linked.

      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 lab­ora­to­ry cave from just such a hole.

      An­oth­er time he would come back with his rope and more torch­es. He turned to go back to his large room with the fire and food, and now he paid at­ten­tion to his torch so he could es­ti­mate how far he trav­eled, how far that wall was from his fa­mil­iar sec­tion of the cave. But he knew where he was. He knew on the oth­er side of that wall there was the lab­ora­to­ry, and be­yond it the hos­pi­tal and the dor­mi­to­ries.

      He slept one more time 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 snow­ing when he ar­rived in the val­ley once more. 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 mo­ment, then en­tered. He stood over the bed. Mark looked up at him with­out speak­ing, and Bar­ry reached down and touched his cheek, then his hair.

      “You’re cold,” he said. “Are you hun­gry?”

      Mark nod­ded.

      “I’ll bring you some­thing,” Bar­ry said. But be­fore he opened the door he turned once more. “I’m sor­ry,” he said. “Mark, I’m tru­ly sor­ry.” He left quick­ly.

      Af­ter he was gone Mark re­al­ized they had thought he was dead, and the look he had seen on Bar­ry’s face was the same look he could re­mem­ber see­ing on Mol­ly’s face a long time 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 him and thought he was weak, thought they could con­trol him the way they con­trolled the clones. And they were wrong. It wasn’t enough for Bar­ry to say he was sor­ry; they would all be sor­ry be­fore he was done.

      When he heard Bar­ry re­turn­ing with food, he closed his eyes and pre­tend­ed to be asleep, not will­ing to see again that soft, vul­ner­able look.

      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 Mol­ly. 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 seemed to blend to­geth­er, and he fell asleep.
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      Chapter 27

      An­drew had called the meet­ing, was in charge from start to fin­ish. No one dis­put­ed his au­thor­ity now to take con­trol of the coun­cil meet­ings. Bar­ry watched him from a side chair and tried to feel some of the ex­cite­ment the younger broth­er showed.

      “Those of you who want to look over the charts and records, please do so. I have giv­en you the barest sum­ma­ry, not our meth­ods. We can re­pro­duce in­def­inite­ly through cloning. We have fi­nal­ly solved the prob­lem that has plagued us from the be­gin­ning, the prob­lem of the fifth-gen­er­ation de­cline. The fifth, sixth, tenth, one-hun­dredth, they’ll all be per­fect now.”

      “But on­ly those clones from our youngest peo­ple sur­vive,” Miri­am said dri­ly.

      “We’ll work that out too,” An­drew said im­pa­tient­ly. “In ma­nip­ulat­ing the en­zymes there are some or­gan­isms that re­act with what ap­pears to be al­most an al­ler­gic col­lapse. We’ll find out why and take care of it.”

      Miri­am was look­ing 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 looked tired un­to death.

      She looked at An­drew with a dis­arm­ing smile. “I ex­pect you to be able to solve the prob­lem 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 im­pa­tience. “We’ll use them to clone those chil­dren who are par­tic­ular­ly in­tel­li­gent. We’ll go to im­plan­ta­tions of clones us­ing the breed­ers as hosts to en­sure a con­tin­uing pop­ula­tion of ca­pa­ble adults to car­ry on af­fairs . . .”

      Bar­ry found his at­ten­tion wan­der­ing. The doc­tors had gone over it all be­fore the coun­cil meet­ing; noth­ing new would come out here. Two castes, he thought. The lead­ers, and the work­ers, who were al­ways ex­pend­able. Was that what they had fore­seen in the be­gin­ning? He knew it was not pos­si­ble to find any an­swers to his ques­tion. The clones wrote the books, and each gen­er­ation had felt free to change the books to con­form to their own be­liefs. He had made a few such changes him­self, in fact. And now An­drew would change them again. And this would be the fi­nal change; none of the new peo­ple would ev­er think of al­ter­ing any­thing.

      “. . . even more cost­ly in terms of man­pow­er than we ex­pect­ed,” An­drew was say­ing. “The glaciers are mov­ing in­to Philadel­phia at an ac­cel­er­at­ing rate. We may have on­ly two or three more years to bring out what is sal­vage­able, and it is cost­ing us dear­ly. We will need hun­dreds of for­agers to go south and east to the coastal cities. We now have some ex­cel­lent mod­els—the Ed­ward broth­ers proved es­pe­cial­ly adept at for­ag­ing, as did your own lit­tle sis­ters, the El­la sis­ters. We’ll use them.”

      “My lit­tle El­la sis­ters couldn’t tran­scribe a land­scape to a map if you strung them by the heels and threat­ened to slice them inch by inch un­til they did,” Miri­am said sharply. “That’s ex­act­ly what I’m talk­ing about. They can do on­ly those things they have been taught, ex­act­ly as they’ve been taught.”

      “They can’t draw maps, but they can re­turn to where they’ve been,” An­drew said, no longer try­ing to con­ceal his dis­plea­sure at the turn the meet­ing had tak­en. “That’s all we re­quire of them. The im­plant­ed clones will do the think­ing for them.”

      “Then it’s true,” Miri­am said. “If you change the for­mu­la, you can pro­duce on­ly those clones you are talk­ing about.”

      “Right. We can’t han­dle two dif­fer­ent chem­ical pro­cess­es, two for­mu­lae, two kinds of clones. We’ve de­cid­ed this is the best way to pro­ceed at this time, and mean­while we’ll be work­ing on the pro­cess, I can as­sure you. We shall wait un­til the tanks are emp­ty, in sev­en months, then make the changes. And we are work­ing out a timetable to plan for the best time to clone the coun­cil mem­bers and those oth­ers who are need­ed in lead­er­ship ca­pac­ities. We are not rush­ing in­to a new pro­ce­dure with­out con­sid­er­ing ev­ery as­pect, I promise you, Miri­am. At each step we will in­form this group of our progress . . .”

      In a tight­ly thatched lean-to near the mill Mark rest­ed on his el­bow and looked 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 longer.”

      “You could meet me in the old farm­house,” he said.

      “You know I can’t.”

      “What hap­pens if you try to cross the line? A drag­on comes out and breathes fire on you?”

      She laughed

      “Re­al­ly, what hap­pens? Have you ev­er tried?”

      Now she sat up and hugged her arms about her bare body. “I’m re­al­ly cold. I should get dressed.”

      Mark held her tu­nic out of reach. “First tell me what hap­pens.”

      She snatched, missed, and fell across him, and for a mo­ment they lay close to­geth­er. He pulled a cov­er over her and stroked her back. “What hap­pens?”

      She sighed and drew away from him. “I tried it once,” she said. “I want­ed to go home, to my sis­ters. I cried and cried, and that didn’t help. I could see the lights, and knew they were just a few hun­dred feet away. I ran at first, then I be­gan to feel strange, faint, I guess. I had to stop. I was de­ter­mined to get to the dorm. I walked then, not very fast, ready to grab some­thing if I start­ed to faint. When I got clos­er to the off-lim­its line—it’s a hedge, you know, just a rose hedge, open at both ends so it’s no trou­ble at all to go around. When I got close to it, the feel­ing came over me again and ev­ery­thing be­gan to spin. I wait­ed a long time and it didn’t stop, but I thought, if I kept my eyes on my feet and didn’t pay any at­ten­tion to any­thing else, I could walk any­way. I be­gan to walk again.” She was ly­ing rigid­ly be­side him now, and her voice was al­most in­audi­ble when she went on. “And I start­ed to vom­it. I kept vom­it­ing, un­til I didn’t have any­thing left in me, and then I threw up blood. And I sup­pose I re­al­ly did faint. I woke up back in the breed­ers’ room.”

      Gen­tly Mark touched her cheek and drew her close to him. She was trem­bling vi­olent­ly. “Shh, shh,” Mark soothed her. “It’s all right. You’re all right now.”

      No walls held them in, he thought, stroking her hair. No fence re­strained them, yet they could not ap­proach the riv­er; they could not get near­er the mill than she was now; they could not pass the rose hedge, or go in­to the woods. But Mol­ly did it, he thought grim­ly. And they would too.

      “I have to go back,” she said present­ly. The haunt­ed look had come over her face. The empti­ness, she had called it. “You wouldn’t know what it means,” she said, try­ing to ex­plain. “We aren’t sep­arate, you see. My sis­ters and I were like one thing, one crea­ture, and now I’m a frag­ment of that crea­ture. Some­times I can for­get it for a short time, when I’m with you I can for­get for a while, but it al­ways comes back, and the empti­ness comes again. If you turned me in­side out, there wouldn’t be any­thing at all there.”

      “Bren­da, I 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 al­most time again, isn’t it?”

      She nod­ded and pulled on her tu­nic.

      “Lis­ten, Bren­da. This time it won’t be like be­fore. They plan to use the breed­ers to clone them­selves through im­plan­ta­tions of cloned cells. Do you un­der­stand what I’m say­ing?”

      She shook her head, but she was lis­ten­ing, watch­ing.

      “All right. They’ve changed some­thing in the chem­icals they use for the clones in the tanks. Now they can keep on cloning the same per­son over and over, but he’s a neuter. The new clones can’t think for them­selves; they can’t con­ceive, can’t im­preg­nate, they’ll nev­er have chil­dren of their own. And the coun­cil mem­bers are afraid they’ll lose the sci­en­tif­ic skills, the crafts­man­ship, Miri­am’s skill at draw­ing, her ei­de­tic vi­su­al mem­ory—all that might be lost if they don’t en­sure it in the next gen­er­ation through cloning. Since they can’t use the tanks, they’ll use the fer­tile wom­en as hosts. They’ll im­plant you with clones, triplets. And in nine months you’ll have three new An­drews, or three new Miri­ams, or Lawrences, or what­ev­er. They’ll use the strongest, health­iest young wom­en for this. And they’ll con­tin­ue to use ar­ti­fi­cial in­sem­ina­tion for the oth­ers. When they pro­duce an­oth­er new tal­ent they can use, they’ll clone him sev­er­al times, im­plant the clones in your bod­ies and pro­duce more of him.”

      She was star­ing at him now, open­ly puz­zled by his in­ten­si­ty. “What dif­fer­ence does it make?” she asked. “If that’s how we can best serve the com­mu­ni­ty, that’s what we have to do.”

      “The new ba­bies from the tanks won’t even have names,” 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 laced her san­dal with­out speak­ing.

      “And you, how many sets of triplets do you think your body can pro­duce? Three? Four?”

      She was no longer lis­ten­ing.

      Mark climbed the hill over the val­ley and sat on a lime­stone rock, look­ing at the peo­ple be­low, at the sprawl­ing farm that 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 au­tumn fields, which looked like a desert now. Live­stock were mov­ing slow­ly to­ward the large barns. A group of small boys swept in­to view, play­ing some­thing that in­volved a lot of run­ning, falling down, and run­ning again. Twen­ty or more of them played to­geth­er. He was too far away to hear them, but he knew they were laugh­ing.

      “What’s wrong with it?” he said aloud, and was sur­prised by the sound of his voice. The wind 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 lone­li­ness he would dis­rupt an en­tire com­mu­ni­ty that was thriv­ing and sat­is­fied.

      Be­low him the El­la sis­ters came in­to view, ten of them, each a phys­ical car­bon copy of his moth­er. For a mo­ment the vi­sion of Mol­ly peek­ing out from be­hind a bush, laugh­ing with him, came to mind. It van­ished, and he watched the girls walk to­ward the dor­mi­to­ry. Three of the Miri­am sis­ters came out, and the two groups stopped and talked.

      Mark re­mem­bered how Mol­ly had made peo­ple come to life on pa­per, a touch here, an­oth­er there, an eye­brow raised too much, a dim­ple drawn too deep, al­ways some­thing not just right, but which made the sketch take on life. They couldn’t do that, he knew. Not Miri­am, not her lit­tle El­la sis­ters, none of them. That was gone, lost for­ev­er maybe. Each gen­er­ation lost some­thing; some­times it couldn’t be re­gained, some­times it couldn’t be iden­ti­fied im­me­di­ate­ly. Ev­erett’s lit­tle broth­ers couldn’t cope with a new emer­gen­cy with the com­put­er ter­mi­nal; they couldn’t im­pro­vise long enough to save the grow­ing fe­tus­es in the tanks if the elec­tric­ity failed for sev­er­al days. As long as the el­ders could fore­see the prob­able trou­bles that might arise and train the young clones in how to han­dle them, they were safe enough, but ac­ci­dents had a way of not be­ing fore­seen, catas­tro­phes had a way of not be­ing pre­dictable, and a ma­jor ac­ci­dent might de­stroy ev­ery­thing in the val­ley sim­ply be­cause none of them had been trained to deal with that spe­cif­ic sit­ua­tion.

      He re­mem­bered a con­ver­sa­tion he had had with Bar­ry. “We’re liv­ing on the top of a pyra­mid,” he had said, “sup­port­ed by the mas­sive base, ris­ing above it, above ev­ery­thing that has made it pos­si­ble. We’re re­spon­si­ble for noth­ing, not the struc­ture it­self, not any­thing above us. We owe noth­ing to the pyra­mid, and are to­tal­ly de­pen­dent on it. If the pyra­mid crum­bles and re­turns to dust, there is noth­ing we can do to pre­vent it, or even to save our­selves. When the base goes, the top goes with it, no mat­ter how elab­orate the life is that has de­vel­oped there. The top will re­turn to dust along with the base when the col­lapse comes. If a new struc­ture is to rise, it must 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 from the point of the pyra­mid. It’s rot­ting away. The snow and ice from one di­rec­tion, weath­er and age from the oth­ers. It will col­lapse, and when it does, the on­ly ones who can sur­vive will be those who are free from it, in no way de­pen­dent on it.”

      The cities are dead; Mol­ly had told him, and it was true. Iron­ical­ly, the tech­nol­ogy that made life in the val­ley pos­si­ble might be able to sus­tain that life on­ly long enough to doom any chance of re­cov­ery af­ter the pyra­mid 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 tech­nolo­gies that had seemed per­fect and in­fi­nite.

      No one un­der­stood the com­put­er, Mark thought, just as no one but the Lawrence broth­ers un­der­stood the pad­dle-wheel boat and the steam en­gine that drove it. The younger broth­ers could re­pair it, re­store it to its orig­inal con­di­tion, as long as the ma­te­ri­als were at hand, but they didn’t know how ei­ther one worked, the com­put­er or the boat, and if a screw was miss­ing, none of them would be able to fash­ion a sub­sti­tute. In that fact lay the in­evitable de­struc­tion of the val­ley and ev­ery­one in it.

      But they were hap­py, he re­mind­ed him­self, as lights be­gan to come on in the val­ley. Even the breed­ers were con­tent; they were well cared for, pam­pered com­pared to the wom­en who for­aged each sum­mer and those who worked long hours in the fields and gar­dens. And if they be­came too lone­ly, there was the com­fort of drugs.

      They were hap­py be­cause they didn’t have enough imag­ina­tion to look ahead, he thought, and any­one who tried to tell them there were dan­gers was by def­ini­tion an en­emy of the com­mu­ni­ty. In dis­rupt­ing their per­fect ex­is­tence, he had be­come an en­emy.

      His rest­less gaze moved over the val­ley, and fi­nal­ly stopped on the mill, and like his an­ces­tor be­fore him he un­der­stood that was the weak spot, the place where the val­ley was vul­ner­able.

      Wait un­til you’re a man, Mol­ly had said. But she hadn’t re­al­ized that each day he was in more dan­ger, that each time An­drew and his broth­ers dis­cussed his fu­ture they were less in­clined to grant him a fu­ture. He stud­ied the mill brood­ing­ly. It was weath­ered al­most sil­ver, sur­round­ed by rus­sets and browns and golds, and the per­ma­nent green of the pines and spruces. He would like to paint it; the thought came sud­den­ly, and he laughed and stood up. No time for that. Time had be­come the goal; he had to have more time, and they might de­cide any day that al­low­ing him time was en­dan­ger­ing them all. Abrupt­ly he sat down once more, and now when he stud­ied the mill and the sur­round­ing area his eyes were nar­rowed in thought, and there was no smile on his face.

      The coun­cil meet­ing had gone on most of the day, and when it end­ed Miri­am asked Bar­ry to walk with her. He looked at her ques­tion­ing­ly, but she shook her head. They walked by the riv­er, and when they were out of sight of the oth­ers she said, “I would like you to do me a fa­vor, if you will. I would like to vis­it the old farm­house. Can you get in­side?”

      Bar­ry stopped in sur­prise. “Why?”

      “I don’t know why. I keep think­ing I want to see Mol­ly’s paint­ings. I nev­er did see them, you know.”

      “But why?”

      “Can you get in?”

      He nod­ded, and they start­ed to walk again. When do you want to go?”

      “Is it too late now?”

      The rear door of the farm­house was loose­ly board­ed. They didn’t even need a crow­bar to open it. Bar­ry led the way up the stairs, car­ry­ing the oil lamp high, cast­ing strange shad­ows on the wall be­side him. The house felt very emp­ty, as if Mark had not been there for a long time.

      Miri­am looked at the paint­ings qui­et­ly, not touch­ing them, hold­ing her hands tight­ly clasped be­fore her as she went from one to an­oth­er. “They should be moved,” she said fi­nal­ly. “They will rot away to noth­ing in here.”

      When she came to the carv­ing of Mol­ly that Mark had made, she touched it, al­most rev­er­ent­ly. “It is she,” she said soft­ly. “He has her gift, doesn’t he?”

      “He has the gift,” Bar­ry said.

      Miri­am rest­ed her hand on the head. “An­drew plans to kill him.”

      “I know.”

      “He has served his pur­pose, and now he is a threat and must go.” She ran her fin­ger down the cheek of wal­nut. “Look, it’s too high and sharp, but that makes it more like her in­stead of less. I don’t un­der­stand why that is, do you?”

      Bar­ry shook his head.

      “Will he try to save him­self?” Miri­am asked, not look­ing at him, her voice tight­ly con­trolled.

      “I don’t know. How can he? He can’t sur­vive alone in the woods. An­drew won’t al­low him to re­main in the com­mu­ni­ty many more months.”

      Miri­am sighed and with­drew her hand from the carved head. “I’m sor­ry,” she whis­pered, and it was not clear whether she spoke to him or to Mol­ly.

      Bar­ry went to the win­dow over­look­ing the val­ley and looked through the peep­hole 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. “Miri­am,” he asked, “if you knew a way to help him, would you?”

      For a long time 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 he is a re­minder of some­thing that is too elu­sive to grasp, some­thing that is hurt­ful, even dead­ly, and in his pres­ence we try to re­gain it and fail over and over. We will stop feel­ing this pain when he is gone, not be­fore then.” She joined him at the win­dow. “In a year or two he will threat­en us in oth­er ways. That is what is im­por­tant,” she said, nod­ding to­ward the val­ley. “Not any in­di­vid­ual, even if his death kills us both.”

      Bar­ry put his arm about her shoul­der then, and they stood look­ing out to­geth­er. Sud­den­ly Miri­am stiff­ened and said, “Look, a fire!”

      There was a faint line of bright­ness that grew as they watched, spread­ing in both di­rec­tions, be­com­ing two lines, mov­ing down­ward and up­ward. Some­thing erupt­ed, blazed bright­ly, then sub­sid­ed, and the lines moved on­ward.

      “It will burn down the mill!” Miri­am cried, and ran from the win­dow to the stairs. “Come on, Bar­ry! It’s just above the mill!”

      Bar­ry stood by the win­dow as if trans­fixed by the mov­ing lines of fire. He had done it, Bar­ry thought. Mark was try­ing to burn down the mill.
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      Chapter 28

      Hun­dreds of peo­ple spread out over the hill­side putting out the brush fire. Oth­ers pa­trolled the grounds sur­round­ing the gen­er­at­ing plant to make cer­tain no sparks were blown in by the wind. Hoses were put in­to ser­vice to wet down the bush­es and trees, to soak the roof of the large wood­en build­ing. 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 stream that ran the plant had dwin­dled to a trick­le. All over the val­ley the lights blinked out as the sys­tem com­pen­sat­ed for the sud­den loss and di­vert­ed the elec­tric­ity to the lab­ora­to­ry. The aux­il­iary sys­tem took over and the lab con­tin­ued to func­tion, but on re­duced pow­er. Ev­ery­thing was turned off ex­cept the cir­cuits di­rect­ly tied in­to the tanks con­tain­ing the clones.

      Through­out the night the sci­en­tists, doc­tors, and tech­ni­cians worked to meet the cri­sis. They had drilled of­ten enough to know ex­act­ly what to do in this emer­gen­cy, and no clones were lost, but the sys­tem had been dam­aged by the un­con­trolled stop­page.

      Oth­er men be­gan to wade up­stream to find the cause of the di­min­ished flow of wa­ter. In the first light of morn­ing they stum­bled up­on a land­slide that had al­most dammed the small riv­er, and work was start­ed im­me­di­ate­ly to clear it.

      “Did you try to burn down the mill?” Bar­ry de­mand­ed.

      “No. If I want­ed to burn it down, I would have light­ed a fire at the mill, not in the woods. If I want­ed to burn it down, I would burn it down.” Mark stood be­fore Bar­ry’s desk, not de­fi­ant, not fright­ened. He wait­ed.

      “Where were you all night?”

      “In the old house. I was read­ing about Nor­folk, study­ing maps . . .”

      “Nev­er mind about that.” Bar­ry drummed his fin­gers on his desk, pushed back the charts he had been study­ing, and stood up. “Lis­ten to me, Mark. Some of them think you’re re­spon­si­ble for the fire, the dam, ev­ery­thing. I made the point you just made: if you had tried to burn down the mill, you could have done it eas­ily enough with­out go­ing through all that. The ques­tion is still open. The mill is off lim­its to you. So is the lab­ora­to­ry, and the boat works. Do you un­der­stand?”

      Mark nod­ded. Ex­plo­sives for riv­er clear­ing were kept in the boat-works build­ing.

      “I was at the old house when the fire start­ed,” Bar­ry said sud­den­ly, and his voice was very cold and hard. “I saw a cu­ri­ous thing. It looked like an erup­tion of some sort. I’ve thought a lot about it. It could have been an ex­plo­sion, enough to start the land­slide. Of course, no one could have seen it from the val­ley, and what­ev­er noise it made would 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 some­thing to me that was very im­por­tant, and I be­lieved you then and still be­lieve you. You said you wouldn’t hurt me. Do you re­mem­ber?” Bar­ry nod­ded, still cold and watch­ful. “I say that to you now, Bar­ry. These peo­ple are my peo­ple too, you know. I promise you I won’t ev­er try to hurt them. I have nev­er done any­thing pur­pose­ly to harm any of them, and I nev­er will. I promise that.”

      Bar­ry watched him dis­trust­ful­ly, and Mark smiled soft­ly. “I’ve nev­er lied to you, you know. No mat­ter what I had done, I ad­mit­ted it if you asked. I’m not ly­ing now.”

      Abrupt­ly Bar­ry sat down again. “Why were you look­ing up Nor­folk? What is Nor­folk?”

      “There was a naval base there, one of the biggest on the East Coast. When the end was com­ing, they must have put hun­dreds of ships in­to dry dock. The ocean lev­els have been drop­ping. Chesa­peake Bay, Delaware Bay, it will be low there too, and those ships are high and dry—they called it moth­balling them. I be­gan to think of the met­al in the ships. Stain­less steel, cop­per, brass . . . Some of those ships held crews of a thou­sand men, with sup­plies for that many, medicines, test tubes, ev­ery­thing.”

      Bar­ry felt the doubts fad­ing, and the nag­ging feel­ing of some­thing not cleared up van­ished as they talked of the pos­si­bil­ities of man­ning an ex­pe­di­tion to Nor­folk ear­ly in the spring. On­ly much lat­er did he re­al­ize he had not asked the cru­cial ques­tions: Had Mark start­ed the fire, for what­ev­er rea­son, and had he blast­ed loose the rocks that had slid down in­to the stream, for what­ev­er rea­son?

      And if he had, why had he? They had lost time; it would take sev­er­al months to clean up the mess com­plete­ly, 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, make it fail­proof, set up a new aux­il­iary sys­tem of gen­er­at­ing pow­er and im­prove ev­ery­thing gen­er­al­ly.

      On­ly the hu­man im­plan­ta­tions would be de­layed be­yond the tar­get date al­ready set for them. The pre­lim­inary work of cloning the cells, all done in the lab­ora­to­ry, would have to wait un­til spring when the lab was cleaned, the com­put­er pro­grammed anew . . . Why, then, had Mark been so self-sat­is­fied? Bar­ry couldn’t an­swer that ques­tion, nor could his broth­ers when they dis­cussed it.

      Through­out the win­ter Mark made his plans for the ex­pe­di­tion to the coast. He would not be al­lowed to take any of the ex­pe­ri­enced for­agers, who were need­ed to fin­ish clear­ing out the ware­hous­es in Philadel­phia. 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 glance at it. The chil­dren would car­ry over­sized packs, so that if they found sal­vage­able items they could bring back as much as they could car­ry. Mean­while, the oth­er, more im­por­tant forces who were go­ing to Philadel­phia were al­so be­ing read­ied, and more at­ten­tion was be­ing paid to their needs than to Mark.

      The lab­ora­to­ry was ready to op­er­ate again, the com­put­er re­pro­grammed, when it was dis­cov­ered the wa­ter flow­ing through the cave was con­tam­inat­ed. Some­how co­liform bac­te­ria 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 land­slide, miss­ing sup­plies, mis­placed drugs, now the con­tam­inat­ed wa­ter.

      “They aren’t ac­ci­dents,” An­drew said fu­ri­ous­ly. “Do you know what peo­ple are say­ing? It’s the work of the for­est spir­its! Spir­its! It’s Mark! I 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 ter­mi­nate him!”

      Bar­ry didn’t ob­ject; he knew it would be use­less. They had de­ter­mined 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 el­ement. The young clones fol­lowed him blind­ly, took his or­ders with­out ques­tion, and looked on him with rev­er­en­tial awe. Worse, no one could an­tic­ipate what he might do, or what might stir him in­to ac­tion of some sort. He was as alien to them as a be­ing of an­oth­er species; his in­tel­li­gence was not like theirs, his emo­tions were not like theirs. He was the on­ly one who had wept over the deaths of the ra­di­ation vic­tims, Bar­ry re­mem­bered.

      An­drew was right, and there was noth­ing he could do to change that. At least, if Mark was re­spon­si­ble 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 An­drew had pre­dict­ed.

      The for­est be­came thick­er each day, the trees more mas­sive. This had been a park, pro­tect­ed from cut­ting, Mark knew, but even he was awed by the size of the trees, some of them so large that a dozen young­sters grasp­ing hands could hard­ly reach around them. He named 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 were heavy, and they were very young, and it seemed to Mark they were go­ing at a crawl when he want­ed to run, but he didn’t push them too fast. They had to be in good shape when they ar­rived at their des­ti­na­tion. In the mid­dle of the af­ter­noon of the tenth day, he told them to stop, and they looked at him, wait­ing.

      Mark sur­veyed the wide 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 land 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; some of the trees were the gi­ants they had been see­ing for days now, oth­ers were younger, and would make the logs they would need for their build­ings. There was lev­el ground for their crops, graz­ing ground for the live­stock. He sighed, and when he faced his fol­low­ers he was smil­ing broad­ly.

      That af­ter­noon and the fol­low­ing day he start­ed them build­ing lean-tos for tem­po­rary shel­ter; he laid out the cor­ners of the build­ings he or­dered them to erect, tagged the trees they were to cut and use for the build­ings and their camp­fires, 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 leav­ing and would re­turn in a few days.

      “But where are you go­ing?” 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, smil­ing.

      “Yes,” Mark said sober­ly. “You could call it a test. In sur­vival. Are there any ques­tions about any of my in­struc­tions?” There were none. “I’ll 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 un­der­growth weeks be­fore. In all, it took him four days to re­turn to the val­ley. He had been gone over two weeks, and he was afraid it might have been too long.

      He ap­proached from the hill­side above the val­ley and lay down in some bush­es to watch and wait for dark­ness. Late in the af­ter­noon the pad­dle wheel came in­to view, and when it docked peo­ple swarmed out and lined up shoul­der to shoul­der to un­load the boat, pass­ing the sal­vage from one to the next, on­to the shore, and in­to the boathouse. When lights came on, Mark moved. 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 tram­pled, the lime­stone slabs had been cov­ered with dirt. They had found his en­trance and sealed it off.

      He wait­ed un­til he was cer­tain no one was be­low him watch­ing the house, and then he cau­tious­ly made his way down the rest of the way, bel­lied un­der the bush­es that grew thick about the 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 loose months ear­li­er. There too was the bot­tle of wine he had hid­den. Work­ing quick­ly, he added the stolen sleep­ing pills to the wine and shook it vig­or­ous­ly.

      It was dark when he climbed the hill­side once more and hur­ried to­ward the breed­ers’ quar­ters. He had to get there af­ter they were in their rooms, but be­fore they were asleep. He crept to the build­ing and watched out­side the win­dows un­til the night nurse made her rounds with the tray. When she had left the dorm room where Bren­da and five oth­er wom­en slept, he tapped light­ly on the win­dow.

      Bren­da grinned when she saw him. She opened the win­dow quick­ly, and he climbed in and whis­pered, “Turn off the light. I have wine. We’ll have a par­ty.”

      “They’ll have your skin if they catch you,” one of the wom­en said. They were pleased at the prospect of a par­ty, and al­ready they were drag­ging out the mat, and one of them was wind­ing her hair up out of the way.

      “Where’s Wan­da and Dorothy?” Mark asked. “They should be here, and maybe a cou­ple of oth­ers. It’s a big bot­tle of wine.”

      “I’ll tell them,” Loret­ta whis­pered, sti­fling her laugh­ter.

      “Wait un­til Nurse is out of sight.” She peeked out, shut the door, and pressed her fin­ger to her lips. Af­ter wait­ing a mo­ment, she looked again, then slipped out.

      “Af­ter the par­ty, maybe you and I can get out for a lit­tle while?” Bren­da said, rub­bing her cheek against his.

      Mark nod­ded. “Any glass­es in here?”

      Some­one pro­duced glass­es, and he be­gan to pour the wine. Oth­ers joined them, and now there were eleven of the younger wom­en on the mat drink­ing the gold­en wine, muf­fling gig­gles and laugh­ter. When they be­gan to yawn, they wan­dered off to their beds, and those who had come 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, made cer­tain no one had re­mained aboard the pad­dle wheel, and then re­turned and be­gan to car­ry the wom­en out, one by one, wrapped like co­coons in their blan­kets. On his last trip he gath­ered as many clothes as he could find, closed the win­dow of the dorm, and, pant­ing with fa­tigue, made his way back to the boat.

      He un­tied the moor­ing ropes and let the boat glide with the cur­rent, us­ing a pad­dle to keep it close to the shore. Down­riv­er, near­ly op­po­site the old house, he snagged a rock and drew the boat in­to shore and tied it se­cure­ly. One more thing, he thought, very tired now. One more 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 him a match flared, and he froze.

      “Why did you come back?” Bar­ry asked rough­ly. “Why didn’t you stay out there in the woods where you be­long?”

      “I came back for my things,” Mark said, and turned. Bar­ry was alone. He was light­ing the oil lamp. Mark made a mo­tion to­ward the win­dow, and Bar­ry shook his head.

      “It won’t do any good. They wired the stairs. If any­one comes up here, it rings an alarm in An­drew’s room. They’ll be on their way in a minute or two.”

      Mark scooped up the paint­ing, then an­oth­er and an­oth­er. “Why are you here?”

      “To warn you.”

      “Why? Why did you sus­pect I’d come back?”

      “I don’t know why. I don’t want to know why. I’ve been sleep­ing down­stairs, in the li­brary. You won’t have time to get them all,” he said ur­gent­ly as Mark picked up more paint­ings. “They’ll be here fast. They think you tried to burn down the mill, dam the stream, poi­son the clones in the tanks. They won’t stop to ask any ques­tions this time.”

      “I didn’t try to kill the clones,” Mark said, not look­ing at Bar­ry. “I knew the com­put­er would sound an alarm be­fore the con­tam­inat­ed wa­ter was used. How did they find out?”

      “They sent some of the boys down in­to the wa­ter, and a cou­ple of them ac­tu­al­ly man­aged to swim out the oth­er side, and af­ter that, it wasn’t hard. Four were killed in the at­tempt,” he said with­out in­flec­tion.

      “I’m sor­ry,” Mark said. “I didn’t want that.”

      Bar­ry shrugged. “You have to go.”

      “I’m ready.”

      “You’ll die out there,” Bar­ry said, in the same 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 some of the wom­en from the breed­ers’ com­pound,” Mark said.

      Now Bar­ry reg­is­tered shock and dis­be­lief. “How?”

      “It doesn’t mat­ter how. I have them. And we’ll make it. I planned it very care­ful­ly. We’ll make it.”

      “That’s what it was all for?” Bar­ry said. “The fire, the dam, the con­tam­inat­ed wa­ter, the seed grains you took? That’s what it was all for?” he said again, this time not look­ing at Mark, but search­ing the re­main­ing paint­ings as if they held the an­swer. “You even have live­stock,” he said.

      Mark nod­ded. “They’re safe. I’ll get them in a week or two.”

      “They’ll track you down,” Bar­ry said slow­ly. “They think you’re a men­ace, they won’t rest un­til they find you.”

      “They can’t find us,” Mark said. “The ones who could are in Philadel­phia. By the time they get back there won’t be any signs of us any­where.”

      “Have you thought what it will be like?” Bar­ry cried, sud­den­ly los­ing the rigid con­trol he had achieved. “They’ll fear you and hate you! It isn’t fair to make them all suf­fer. And they’ll come to hate you for it. They’ll die out there! One by one, and each one will make the sur­vivors hate more. In the end you’ll all die mean and mis­er­able deaths.

      Mark shook his head. “If we don’t make it,” he said, “there won’t be any­one at all left on earth. The pyra­mid is tilt­ing. The pres­sure from the 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 thou­sand, be­fore a man can climb out of the pit you’re dig­ging him. They’ll be an­imals!”

      “And you’ll be dead.” Mark glanced swift­ly about the room, then hur­ried to the door. He paused there and looked at Bar­ry steadi­ly. “You won’t un­der­stand this. No one’s alive but me who could un­der­stand it. I love you, Bar­ry. You’re strange to me, alien, not hu­man. All of you are. But I didn’t de­stroy them when I could have and want­ed to be­cause I loved you. Good-bye, Bar­ry.”

      For a mo­ment they con­tin­ued to look at each oth­er, and then Mark turned and ran light­ly down the stairs. Be­hind him he heard the sound of some­thing break­ing, but he didn’t stop. He left by the back door, and was through the trees and in­to the field when An­drew and his com­pan­ions drew near. Mark stopped and lis­tened.

      “He’s still up there,” some­one said. “I can see him.”

      Bar­ry had bro­ken the boards on the win­dow so he could be seen. He was buy­ing time for him, Mark re­al­ized, and keep­ing low, he be­gan to run to­ward the riv­er.

      “That’s what it was all for,” Bar­ry whis­pered again, and now he ad­dressed him­self to the wal­nut head that was Mol­ly. He held the head be­tween his hands and sat down at the ex­posed win­dow with the lamp be­hind him. “That’s what it was all for,” he said one more time, and he won­dered if Mol­ly had al­ways been smil­ing. He didn’t look up when flames 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 pad­dle wheel watch­ing the flames, and he wept. When the boat bumped 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 al­most dawn. He sort­ed the clothes he had gath­ered to­geth­er in the wom­en’s quar­ters and made up packs of the boat’s pro­vi­sions; they would need ev­ery­thing they could car­ry.

      When the wom­en be­gan to stir, he would give them tea and corn­bread, and get them ashore. He would take the boat out to the mid­dle of the riv­er and let it float down­stream again. They would need it back in the val­ley. Then he and the wom­en would start through the forests to­ward home.

      Epi­logue

      Mark kept be­hind trees as he ap­proached the ridge over the val­ley once more. Twen­ty years, he thought. Twen­ty years since he had seen it. It was pos­si­ble they had set up an elab­orate alarm sys­tem, but he thought not. Not up here any­way. From all ap­pear­ances, the woods up here had not been en­tered for many years. He ran the last few feet to the ridge, con­cealed him­self be­hind a tan­gle of wild grapes, and looked be­low. For a long time he didn’t move, hard­ly breathed, and then he slow­ly be­gan to walk down the slope.

      There was no sign of life. As­pens grew in the fields, wil­lows crowd­ed the river­banks; around the build­ings the ju­nipers and pines that had once been kept trimmed now grew high and al­most hid the build­ings. The rose hedge had be­come a thick­et. He start­ed and whirled around at a sud­den shriek that sound­ed al­most hu­man. A dozen large birds launched them­selves 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, spread­ing through­out the re­gion.

      He walked 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 smoothed 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 maple and oak seeds could be blown in to land on a hos­pitable site and take root. He fol­lowed the swath cut by the tor­na­do, more cer­tain as he moved that that was what had hap­pened. But it couldn’t ac­count for the death of the en­tire com­mu­ni­ty. Not that alone. Then he saw the ru­ins of the mill and stopped.

      The mill had been de­stroyed, and on­ly the foun­da­tion and rust­ing ma­chin­ery in­di­cat­ed that it had once stood there, the me­chan­ical queen ant of the com­mu­ni­ty, giv­ing all the will to live, the en­er­gy, the means to sus­tain life.

      The end would have come quick­ly with­out the mill, with­out the pow­er. He didn’t go any clos­er to it. He bowed his head and stum­bled down to­ward the riv­er, not want­ing to see any­thing else.

      He trav­eled home­ward more slow­ly than he had come, stop­ping of­ten to look at the trees, the bril­liant green car­pet of moss­es, and now and again he watched a glit­ter­ing lo­cust beat heav­ily through the sun­light, its iri­des­cent wings ap­pear­ing in flash­es of col­or, then dis­ap­pear­ing when it changed di­rec­tion and didn’t catch the light ex­act­ly right. The lo­custs had come back; there were wasps again, and worms in the ground. He stopped at a mam­moth white oak that over­looked a val­ley and thought about the changes the tree had wit­nessed silent­ly. The leaves rus­tled over him, and he put his cheek against the tree for a mo­ment, then went on.

      Some­times the lone­li­ness had been al­most too much, he thought, and al­ways at those times he had found com­fort in the woods, where he sought noth­ing hu­man. He won­dered if the oth­ers were still lone­ly; no one spoke of it any longer. He smiled as he thought of how the wom­en had wept and screamed and strag­gled be­hind him, on­ly to run to catch up once more.

      At the top of the hill over­look­ing his val­ley he paused, then leaned against a sil­ver maple to watch the ac­tiv­ities be­low. Men and wom­en worked in the fields—weed­ing the sug­ar cane, hoe­ing corn, pick­ing beans. Oth­ers had torn down one wall of the bath­house and were busy ex­pand­ing the fa­cil­ities; more 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. Some of the old­er chil­dren were do­ing some­thing to the wa­ter wheel—he couldn’t tell what.

      A dozen or more chil­dren were pick­ing black­ber­ries along the edges of the fields. They wore long-sleeved shirts and long pants, so they wouldn’t be­come too scratched. They fin­ished, put down their bas­kets, and be­gan to pull off the con­fin­ing clothes. Then, naked, nut-brown, laugh­ing, they start­ed to­ward the set­tle­ment. No two of them were alike.

      Five thou­sand years of sav­agery, Bar­ry had be­lieved, but that was time mea­sured on the steps of the pyra­mid, not by those who lived any part of it. Mark had led his peo­ple in­to a time­less pe­ri­od, where the re­cur­ring sea­sons and the cy­cles of the heav­ens and of life, birth, and death marked their days. Now the joys of men and wom­en, and their ag­onies, were pri­vate af­fairs that would come and go with­out a trace. In the time­less pe­ri­od life be­came the goal, not the re-cre­ation of the past or the elab­orate struc­tur­ing of the fu­ture. The fan of pos­si­bil­ities had al­most closed, but was open­ing once more, and each new child widened its spread. More 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 home. Soon, Mark knew, some of them would ask the com­mu­ni­ty’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 them to leave, but Mark would grant per­mis­sion, and even if he didn’t, they would go. They had to.

      Mark pushed him­self away from the tree and start­ed down the hill, im­pa­tient sud­den­ly to be home again. He was greet­ed by Lin­da, who held out her hand to him. She was nine­teen, large with child, his child.

      “I’m glad you’re home,” Lin­da said soft­ly. “It has been lone­some.”

      “And you’re not lone­ly now?” he asked, putting his arm about her shoul­ders.

      “No.”

      The naked chil­dren saw him then and raced to­ward him, laugh­ing, talk­ing ex­cit­ed­ly. Their hands and lips were stained with black­ber­ries. He tight­ened his grip on Lin­da’s shoul­der. She looked at him ques­tion­ing­ly, and he loos­ened his grasp, afraid he had hurt her.

      “Why are you smil­ing like that?” she asked.

      “Be­cause I’m hap­py to be home. I 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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