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THE SECRET PLACE

Ri chard McKenna

This nmorning ny son asked me what | did in the war. He's
fifteen and | don't know why he never asked ne before.

don't know why | never anticipated the question

He was just leaving for canp, and | was able to put him off
by saying |I did government work. He'll be two weeks at

canp. As long as the counsel ors keep pressure on him he'l

do well enough at group activities. The nonent they relax it,

he'll be off studying an ant colony or reading one of his
books. He's on astronomy now. The nonment he conmes hone,

he'll ask ne again just what | did in the war, and 1'll have to
tell him

But | don't understand just what | did in the war. Some-
times | think ny group fought a death fight with a local nyth

and only Colonel Lewis realized it. |I don't know who won.
Al I know is that war demands of some nen risks nore
obscure and ignoble than death in battle. | knowit did of ne..

It began in 1931, when a local boy was found dead in the

desert near Barker, Oregon. He had with hima sack of gold

ore and one thunb-sized crystal of uranium oxide. The crysta
ended as a curiosity in a Salt Lake Gty assay office until, in
1942, it becane of strangely great inportance. Army agents
traced its probable origin to a hundred-square-nile area near
Barker. Dr. Lewis was called to duty as a reserve col onel and
ordered to find the vein. But the whole area was overlain by

t housands of feet of Mocene |lava flows and of course it was
geol ogical insanity to |look there for a pegmatite vein. The area
had no drai nage pattern and had never been glaciated. Dr.

Lewis protested that the crystal could have gotten there only
by prior human agency.

It did himno good. He was told he's not to reason why.

Peopl e very high up woul d not be placated until rmuch noney

and scientific effort had been spent in a search. The arny sent
hi m young geol ogy graduates, including me, and demanded
progress reports. For the sake of norale, in a kind of
frustrated desperation, Dr. Lewi s decided to nmake the project

a nodel textbook exercise in mapping the nunber and thick-

ness of the basalt beds over the search area all the way down
to the prevolcanic Mocene surface. That would at |east be a
useful addition to Colunmbia Plateau lithology. It would al so
be proof positive that no uraniumore existed there, so it was
not really cheating.

That Oregon countryside was a dreary place. The search

area was flat, featureless country with black |ava outcropping
everywhere through scanty gray soil in which sagebrush grew



hardly knee high. It was hot and dry in sumer and di snal
with thin snowin winter. Wnds how ed across it at al
seasons. Barker was about a hundred wooden houses on dusty
streets, and sone hay farnms along a canal. Al the young
peopl e were away at war or war jobs, and the old people
seened to resent us. There were twenty of us, apart fromthe
contract drill crews who lived in their own trailer canps, and
we were gown against town, in a way W slept and ate at
Col t hor pe House, a bl ock down the street from our head-
quarters. W had our own "gown" table there, and we m ght

as veil have been nmen from Mars.

| enjoyed it, just the sanme. Dr. Lewis treated us like
stvdents, with | ectures and quizzes an~ fr-i"ned readi ng. He

was a fine teacher and a brilliant scientist, and we |oved him
He gave us all a turn at each phase of the work. | started on
surface mapping and then worked with the drill crews, who

were taking cores through the basalt and into the granite

t housands of feet beneath. Then | worked on taking gravinet-
ric and seismc readings. W had fine teamspirit and we all
knew we were getting priceless training in field geophysics.
decided privately that after the war | would take ny doctorate
i n geophysics. Under Dr. Lewis, of course.

In early sunmmrer of 1944 th'e field phase ended. The

contract drillers left. W packed tons of well |ogs and nany
boxes of gravimetric data sheets and seismic tapes for a nove
to Dr. Lewis's Mdwestern university. There we woul d get

nore nont hs of val uable training while we worked our data

into a set of structure contour maps. W were all excited and
tal ked a | ot about being with girls again and going to parties.
Then the arny said part of the staff had to continue the field
search. For technical conpliance, Dr. Lewi s decided to | eave
one man, and he chose ne.

It hit me hard. It was |ike being flunked out unfairly. |

t hought he was heartl essly brusque about it.

"Take a jeep run through the area with a CGeiger once a

day," he said. "Then sit in the office and answer the phone."
"What if the arny calls when |I'm away?" | asked sullenly.
"Hire a secretary,"” he said. "You' ve an allowance for that."
So off they went and left ne, with the title of field chief
and only nyself to boss. | felt betrayed to the hostile town. |
decided | hated Colonel Lewis and wi shed | could get

revenge. A few days later old Dave Gentry told nme how.

He was a lean, leathery old man with a white nustache and

| sat next to himin ny new place at the "town" table. Those
were grimneals. | heard remarks about heal thy young nen
skul ki ng out of uniformand wasting tax noney. One night |
slamed nmy fork into my half-enptied plate and stood up

"The arny sent ne here and the arny keeps ne here,"

told the dozen old men and wonmen at the table. "1'd like to go
overseas and cut Japanese throats for you kind hearts and
gentle people, |I really would! Wy don't you all wite your
Congr essman?"

| stanped outside and stood at one end of the veranda,

boiling. AOd Dave foll owed ne out.

"Hol d your horses, son," he said. "They hate the govern-

ment, not you. But government's |ike the weather, and you're

a man they can get aholt of."

"Wth their teeth," | said bitterly.

"They got reasons," Dave said. "Lost nmines ain't supposed

to be found the way you people are going at it. Besides that,



the Crazy Kid mine belongs to us here in Barker."

He was past seventy and he | ooked after horses in the |oca
feedyard. He wore a shabby, open vest over faded suspenders
and gray flannel shirts and nobody woul d ever have | ooked

for wisdomin that old man. But it was there.

"This is big, new, |onesonme country and it's hard on

people," he said. "Every town's got a story about a |ost mne
or a lost gold cache. Only kids go looking for it. It's enough
for nmost folks just to knowit's there. It helps "emto stand the
country."

"I see," | said. Something stirred in the back of ny nind.
"Barker never got its lost mine until thirteen years ago,"

Dave said. "Folks just naturally can't stand to see you people
find it this way, by main force and so soon after.”

"We know there isn't any mine," | said. "W're just proving

it isn't there.”

"I'f you could prove that, it'd be worse yet," he said. "Only
you can't. W all saw and handled that ore. It was quartz, just
rotten with gold in wires and fl akes. The boy went on foot
fromhis house to get it. The lode's got to be right close by
out there.”

He waved toward our search area. The air above it was

lum nous with twilight and | felt a curious surge of interest.
Co' onel Lewi s had al ways di scouraged us from specul ati ng on
that story. If one of us brought it up, | was usually the one
who | ed the hooting and we all suggested he go over the search
area with a dowsing rod. It was an article of faith with us that
the vein did not exist. But now !l was all alone and ny own
fie' d boss.

W each put up one foot on the veranda rail and rested our

arnms on our knees. Dave bit off a chew of tobacco and told

me about Oaen Price.

"He was always a crazy kid and | guess he read every book

in town," Dave said. "He had a curious heart, that boy."

I"'mno folklorist, but even | could -ee how myth el enents

we"e already creeping into the story. For one thing, Dave
insisted the boy's shirt was torn off and he had | acerations on
hi s back.

"Li~e a cougar clawed him" Dave said. "Only they ain't

never been cougars in that desert. W backtracked that boy

till his trail crossed itself so nany tinmes it was no use, but we
never found one cougar track."
| could discount that stuff, of course, but still the story

gri pped me. Maybe it was Dave's slow, sure voice; perhaps
the queer twilight; possibly my own wounded pride. | thought
of how great | ava upwell ings sonetimes tear |oose and carry
al ong huge masses of the country rock. Maybe such an erratic
mass lay out there, perhaps only a few hundred feet across

and so missed by our drill cores, but rotten with uranium If |
could find it, I would make a fool of Colonel Lewis. |I would
di scredit the whole science of geology. |, Duard Canpbell, the

despi sed and rejected one, could do that. The front of ny

m nd shouted that it was nonsense, but sonmething far back in
nmy m nd began conposing a devastating letter to Col one

Lewis and confort flowed into ne.

"There's sonme say the boy's youngest sister could tell where
he found it, if she wanted," Dave said. "She used to go into
that desert with hima lot. She took on pretty wild when it
happened and then was struck dunb, but | hear she tal ks
again now." He shook his head. "Poor little Hel en. She



prom sed to be a pretty girl."

"Where does she live?" | asked.

"Wth her nother in Salem" Dave said. "She went to

busi ness school and | hear she works for a | awer there."

Ms. Price was a flinty old wonan who seened to control

her daughter absolutely. She agreed Hel en woul d be ny
secretary as soon as | told her the salary. | got Helen's
security clearance with one phone call; she had al ready been
i nvestigated as part of tracing that uraniumcrystal. Ms. Price
arranged for Helen to stay with a famly she knew in Barker
to protect her reputation. It was in no danger. | neant to
make | ove to her, if | had to, to charm her out of her secret,
if she had one, but | would not harmher. | knew perfectly
well that | was only playing a gane called "The Revenge of
Duard Canpbell." | knew | would not find any urani um

Helen was a plain little girl and she was nmade of fri ghtened
i ce. She wore | ow heel ed shoes and cotton stockings and plain
dresses with white cuffs and collars. Her one good feature was
her flaw ess fair skin agai nst which her peaked, black Wl sh
eyebrows and snoky bl ue eyes gave her an elfin |look at tinmes.
She liked to sit neatly tucked into herself, feet together

el bows in, eyes cast down, voice hardly audible, as snoothly
sel f-contai ned as an egg. The desk | gave her faced m ne and
she sat like that across fromnme and did the busy work |I gave
her and | could not get through to her at all

| tried joking and | tried polite little gifts and attenti ons,
and | tried being sad and needi ng synpathy. She |istened and
wor ked and stayed as far away as the moon. It was only after
two weeks and by pure accident that | found the key to her

| was trying the synpathy ganmbit. | said it was not so bad,
being exiled fromfriends and famly, but what | could not
stand was the dreary saneness of that search area. Every spot
was |ike every other spot and there was no single, recogniza-
ble place in the whol e expanse. It sparked sonething in her
and she roused up at ne.

"It's full of just wonderful places," she said.

"Come out with ne in the jeep and show ne one," |

chal | enged.

She was reluctant, but | hustled her al ong regardless.

gui ded the jeep between outcrops, jouncing and |urching. |
had our map phot ographed on ny mind and | knew where we

were every minute, but only by map coordi nates. "The desert
had our marks on it: well sites, seismc blast holes, wooden
st akes, cans, bottles and papers blowing in that everlasting
wind, and it was all dismally the same anyway.

"Tell me when we pass a 'place' and I'Il stop,"” | said.

"It's all places," she said. "Right here's a place."

| stopped the jeep and | ooked at her in surprise. Her voice
was strong and throaty. She opened her eyes w de and snil ed;

| had never seen her |ook |ike that.

"What's special, that makes it a place?" | asked.

She did not answer. She got out and wal ked a few steps.

Her whol e posture was changed. She al nost danced al ong. |

foll owed and touched her shoul der

"Tell me what's special,” | said.

She faced around and stared right past ne. She had a new
grace and vitality and she was a very pretty girl

"It's where all the dogs are," she said.

" Dogs?"

I 1 ooked around at the scrubby sagebrush and thin soil and



ugly black rock and back at Hel en. Sonethi ng was wr ong.

"Big, stupid dogs that go in herds and eat grass," she said.
She kept turning and gazing. "Big cats chase the dogs and eat
them The dogs scream and scream Can't you hear thenP"
"That's crazy!" | said. "What's the matter with you?"

I mght as well have slugged her. She crunpled instantly
back into herself and | could hardly hear her answer.
"I"'msorry. My brother and | used to play out fairy tales
here. Al this was a kind of fairyland to us." Tears forned in
her eyes. "I haven't been here since .. . | forgot nyself. I'm
sorry."
| had to swear | needed to dictate "field notes" to force
Hel en into that desert again. She sat stiffly with pad and
pencil in the jeep while | put on ny act with the CGeiger and
rattled off jargon. Her |ips were pale and conpressed and
could see her fighting against the spell the desert had for her
and | could see her slowy |osing.

She finally broke down into that strange nmood and | took
good care not to break it. It was weird but wonderful, and
got a lot of data. | made her go out for "field notes" every
nmorni ng and each tine it was easier to break her down. Back
in the office she always froze again and | marvel ed at how
two such different persons could inhabit the sanme body. |
call ed her two phases "Ofice Helen" and "Desert Helen."

| often talked with old Dave on the veranda after dinner
One night he cautioned ne.

"Fol ks here think Helen ain't been right in the head since
her brother died," he said. "They're worryi ng about you and
her."

"I feel like a big brother to her," | said. "I'd never hurt her
Dave. If we find the lode, 1'll stake the best claimfor her."
He shook his head. | wished | could explain to himhow it

was only a harnl ess gane | was playi ng and no one woul d

ever find gold out there. Yet, as a gane, it fascinated ne.
Desert Hel en charnmed me when, hel plessly, she had to

uncover her secret life. She was a little girl in a woman's
body. Her voice becanme strong and breathless with excitenent
and she touched me with the sanme wonder that turned her

own face vivid and el fin. She ran | aughi ng through the bl ack
rocks and scrubby sagebrush and nonmentarily she nade them
beautiful. She would pull ne along by the hand and sone-
times we ran as nmuch as a mle away fromthe jeep. She
treated me as if | were a blind or foolish child.

"No, no, Duard, that's a cliff!" she would say, pulling ne
back.

She would go first, so | could find the stepping stones
across streans. | played up. She pointed out woods and
streans and cliffs and castles. There were shaggy horses with
cl aws, golden birds, canels, wtches, elephants and many
other creatures. | pretended to see themall, and it nade her
trust ne. She tal ked and acted out the fairy tales she had once
pl ayed with Oaen. Sonetines he was enchanted and sone-

times she, and the one had to dare the evil nagic of a witch
or giant to rescue the other. Sonetimes | was Duard and

other times | al nbst thought I was Onen.

Hel en and | crept into sleeping castles, and we hid with
poundi ng hearts while the giant grunbled in search of us and
we fled, hand in hand, before his wath.

Wll, | had her now. | played Helen's game, but | never

| ost sight of my own. Every night | sketched in on ny map



what ever | had | earned that day of the fairyl and topography.
Its geonor phol ogy was remarkably consi stent.

When we played, | often hinted about the giant's treasure.

Hel en never denied it existed, but she seenmed troubled and
evasi ve about it. She would put her finger to her lips and | ook
at me with solem, round eyes.

"You only take the things nobody cares about," she would

say. "If you take the gold or jewels, it brings you terrible bad
luck."

"I got a charm against bad luck and I'Il let you have it

too," | said once. "It's the biggest, strongest charmin the

whol e world."

"No. It all turns into trash. It turns into goat beans and
dead snakes and things," she said crossly. "Oaen told nme. It's
arule, in fairyland."

Anot her time we tal ked about it as we sat in a gl oony

ravine near a waterfall. We had to keep our voices |ow or we
woul d wake up the giant. The waterfall was really the giant
snoring and it was also the wind that blew forever across that
desert.

"Doesn't Oaen ever take anything?" | asked.

| had learned by then that | rnust always speak of Oaen in

t he present tense.

"Sometines he has to," she said. "Once right here the witch
had me enchanted into an ugly toad. Owen put a flower on

ny head and that made ne be Hel en again."

"Areally truly flower? That you could take home wth

you?"

"Ared and yell ow fl ower bigger than ny two hands," she

said. "l tried to take it hone, but all the petals came off."
"Does Owen ever take anythi ng hone?"

"Rocks, sonetines," she said. "W keep themin a secret

nest in the shed. W think they m ght be magi c eggs."

| stood up. "Come and show ne."

She shook her head vigorously and drew back. "I don't

want to go home," she said. "Not ever."

She squirmed and pouted, but | pulled her to her feet.

"Pl ease, Helen, for ne," | said. "Just for one little minute."
| pulled her back to the jeep and we drove to the old Price
pl ace. | had never seen her |ook at it when we passed it and

she did not | ook now She was freezing fast back into Ofice
Hel en. But she led ne around the sagging old house with its
br oken wi ndows and into a tunbl edown shed. She scratched

away sone straw in one corner, and there were the rocks. |
did not realize how excited | was until disappointnent hit ne
like a blowin the stonach

They were worthl ess waterworn pebbles of quartz and rosy
granite. The only thing special about themwas that they
could never have originated on that basalt desert.

After a few weeks we dropped the pretense of field notes

and sinmply went into the desert to play. | had Helen's
fairyland al nost conpletely napped. It seened to be a recent
fault block nountain with a river parallel to its base and a
gently sloping plain across the river. The scarp face was
wooded and cut by deep ravines and it had castles perched on
its truncated spurs. | kept checking Helen on it and never
found her inconsistent. Several times when she was in doubt |
was able to tell her where she was, and that let nme even nore
deeply into her secret life. One nmorning | discovered just how
deeply.



She was sitting on a log in the forest and plaiting a little
basket out of fern fronds. | stood beside her. She | ooked up at
me and smil ed.

"What shall we play today, Onen?" she asked.

| had not expected that, and | was proud of how quickly I

rose to it. | capered and bounded away and then back to her
and crouched at her feet.
"Little sister, little sister. I'"'menchanted,"” | said. "Only you

in all the world can uncharm ne."

"I'"ll uncharmyou," she said, in that little girl voice. "Wat
are you, brother?"

"A big, black dog," | said. "A wi cked giant named Lew s
Rawbones keeps nme chai ned up behind his castle .while he
takes all the other dogs out hunting."

She smoot hed her gray skirt over her knees. Her nouth

dr ooped.

"You're | onesone and you how all day and you how al

ni ght," she said. "Poor doggie."

| threw back nmy head and how ed.

"He's a terrible, w cked giant and he's got all kinds of

terrible magic," | said. "You nustn't be afraid, little sister
soon as you uncharmne 1'll be a handsone prince and |'I

cut off his head."

"I"'mnot afraid." Her eyes sparkled. "I'mnot afraid of fire
or snakes or pins or needles or anything."

"I"ll take you away to ny kingdomand we'll live happily

ever afterward. You'll be the nost beautiful queen in the
worl d and everybody will |ove you."

| wagged ny tail and laid nmy head on her knees. She
stroked ny silky head and pulled ny |ong black ears.
"Everybody will love ne," She was very serious now. "WII
magi ¢ wat er uncharm you, poor old doggie?"

"You have to touch my forehead with a piece of the giant's
treasure,” | said. "That's the only onliest way to uncharm
ne."

| felt her shrink away from me. She stood up, her face
suddenly crunpled with grief and anger.

"You're not Oamen, you're just a man! Omen's enchanted

and |I'menchanted too and nobody w Il ever uncharm us!"
She ran away from ne and she was already O fice Helen by
the tinme she reached the jeep.

After that day she refused flatly to go into the desert with
me. It looked as if nmy game was played out. But | ganbl ed

that Desert Helen could still hear ne, underneath sonewhere,
and | tried a new strategy. The office was an upstairs room
over the old dance hall and, | suppose, in frontier days

skirm shing had gone on there between nmen and wonen.

doubt anything went on as strange as ny new game wth

Hel en

| always had paced and tal ked while Hel en worked. Now
began m xi ng comon-sense talk with fairyland tal k and
kept coming back to the wi cked giant, Lewi s Rawbones.
Ofice Helen tried not to pay attention, but now and then

caught Desert Hel en peeping at ne out of her eyes. | spoke of
nmy blighted career as a geologist and how it woul d be
restored to ne if | found the lode. | nu' sed on how | would

live and work in exotic places and how | would need a wife to
keep house for me and help with ny paper work. It disturbed
O fice Helen. She nade typing m stakes and dropped things. |
kept it up for days, trying for just the right mxture of fact

As



and fantasy, and it was hard on Ofice Helen

One night old Dave warned me again.

"Hel en's | ooki ng peaked, and there's talk around. Mz

Fow er says Helen don't sleep and she cries at night and she
won't tell Mz Fow er what's wong. You don't happen to
know what's bothering her, do you?"

"I only tal k business stuff to her," | said. "Maybe she's
hormesick. 1'Il ask her if she wants a vacation.”" | did not I|ike
the way Dave | ooked at ne. "I haven't hurt her. | don't mean
her any harm Dave," | said.

"People get killed for what they do, not for what they

nmean, " he said. "Son, there's men in this here town would kil
you quick as a coyote, if you hurt Helen Price."

I worked on Helen all the next day and in the afternoon |

hit just the right note and | broke her defenses. | was not
prepared for the way it worked out. | had just said, "Al life is
a kind of playing. If you think about it right, everything we
do is a gane." She poised her pencil and | ooked straight at
me, as she had never done in that office, and | felt ny heart
speed up.

"You taught ne how to play, Helen. I was so serious that I
didn't know how to play."

"Onen taught me to play. He had magic. My sisters

couldn't play anything but dolls and rich husbands and

hated them "

Her eyes opened wi de and her lips trenbled and she was

al nost Desert Helen right there in the office

"There's magi ¢ and enchantnent in regular life, if you | ook

at it right," | said. "Don't you think so, Helen?"
"I know it!" she said. She turned pale and dropped her
pencil. "Owen was enchanted into having a wife and three

daughters and he was just a boy. But he was the only nan we
had and all of them but ne hated hi m because we were so
poor." She began to trenble and her voice went flat. "He
couldn't stand it. He took the treasure and it killed him."
Tears ran down her cheeks. "I tried to think he was only
enchanted into play-dead and if | didn't speak or |augh for
seven years, |'d uncharmhim?"

She dropped her head on her hands. | was alarned. | cane
over and put ny hand on her shoul der.

"I did speak." Her shoul ders heaved with sobs. "They nade
me speak, and now Oaen won't ever come back."

| bent and put my arm across her shoul ders.

"Don't cry, Helen. He'll come back," | said. "There are
other magics to bring himback."
| hardly knew what | was saying. | was afraid of what I

had done, and | wanted to confort her. She junped up and
threw of f ny arm

"I can't stand it! |'m going hone!"

She ran out into the hall and down the stairs and fromthe
wi ndow | saw her run down the street, still crying. All of a
sudden my gane seened cruel and stupid to ne and right that
monent | stopped it. |I tore up ny map of fairyland and ny
letters to Colonel Lewis and | wondered how in the world |
coul d ever have done all that.

After dinner that night old Dave notioned me out to one

end of the veranda. H s face | ooked carved out of wood.

"I don't know what happened in your office today, and for
your sake | better not find out. But you send Hel en back to
her nother on the norning stage, you hear ne?"



"Al'l right, if she wants to go," | said. "I can't just fire her."

"I'"'m speaking for the boys. You better put her on that
nmorni ng stage, or we'll be around to talk to you."

"All right, | wll, Dave."

| wanted to tell himhow the game was stopped now and

how | wanted a chance to make things up with Helen, but I

t hought | had better not. Dave's voice was flat and savage
with contenpt and, old as he was, he frightened ne.

Hel en did not cone to work in the nmorning. At nine

o' clock I went out nyself for the mail. | brought a | arge
mai | i ng tube and sonme letters back to the office. The first
letter | opened was fromDr. Lewis, and alnost like magic it
solved all my problens.

On the basis of his prelimnary structure contour nmaps Dr.
Lewi s had gotten permission to close out the field phase.
Copies of the maps were in the mailing tube, for ny infornma-

tion. 1 was to hold an inventory and be ready to turn
everything over to an army quarternaster teamconing in a
few days. There was still a great mass of data to be worked
up in refining the maps. | was to join the group again and

woul d have a chance at the lab work after all.
| felt- pretty good. | paced and whistled and snapped ny

fingers. | wi shed Hel en would conme, to help on the inventory.
Then | opened the tube and | ooked idly at the maps. There
were a lot of them featureless bed after bed of basalt, like

| ayers of a cake ten mles across. But when | cane to the
bott om map, of the prevol canic M ocene | andscape, the hair
on ny neck stood up.

/ had made that map nmyself. It was Helen's fairyland. The

t opogr aphy was point by point the sane.

I clenched ny fists and stopped breathing. Then it hit nme a
second tine, and the skin craw ed up my back

The gane was real. | couldn't end it. Al the time the gane
had been playing me. It was still playing ne.

I ran out and down the street and overtook ol d Dave
hurrying toward the feedyard. He had a hol stered gun on

each hip.

"Dave, |'ve got to find Helen," | said.

"Sonmebody seen her hiking into the desert just at daylight,"
he said. "I"'mon nmy way for a horse." He did not slow his

stride. "You better get out there in your stinkwagon. |If you
don't find her before we do, you better just keep on going,
son. "

I ran back and got the jeep and roared it out across the
scrubby sagebrush. | hit rocks and | do not know why | did

not break sonething. | knew where to go and feared what |
would find there. I knew | |oved Helen Price nore than ny

owmn |ife and | knew | had driven her to her death.

| saw her far off, running and dodging, | headed the jeep to
i ntercept her and |I shouted, but she neither saw me nor heard
me. | stopped and junped out and ran after her and the world
darkened. Helen was all | could see, and | could not catch up
with her.

"Wait for nme, little sister!™ | screamed after her. "I |ove

you, Helen! Wait for mel"

She stopped and crouched and | al nost ran over her.

knelt and put my arnms around her and then it was on us.
They say in an earthquake, when the direction of up and
down tilts and wobbl es, people feel a fear that drives them
mad if they can not forget it afterward. This was worse. Up



and down and here and there and now and .then all rushed
toget her. The wind roared through the rock beneath us and the
air thickened crushingly above our heads. | know we clung to
each other, and we were there for each other while nothing

el se was and that is all | know, until we were in the jeep and
was guiding it back toward town as headl ong as | had cone.
Then the world had shape again under a bright sun. | saw a
knot of horsenen on the horizon. They were headi ng for

where Omen had been found. That boy had run a | ong way,

al one and hurt and burdened.

| got Helen up to the office. She sat at her desk with her

head down on her hands and she quivered violently. | kept
nmy arm around her.

"It was only a storminside our two heads, Helen," | said,
over and over. "Sonething black bl ew away out of us. The
gane is finished and we're free and | |ove you."

Over and over | said that, for ny sake as well as hers.
meant and believed it. | said she was ny wife and we woul d

marry and go a thousand mles away fromthat desert to raise
our children. She quieted to a trenbling, but she would not
speak. Then | heard hoofbeats and the creak of leather in the
street below and then I heard slow footsteps on the stairs.

A d Dave stood in the doorway. H's two guns | ooked as

natural on himas hands and feet. He | ooked at Hel en, bowed
over the desk, and then at nme, standi ng beside her

"Come on down, son. The boys want to talk to you," he

sai d.

| followed himinto the hall and stopped.

"She isn't hurt,"” | said. "The lode is really out there, Dave,
but nobody is ever going to find it."

"Tell that to the boys."

"We're closing out the project in a few nore days," | said.
"I"'mgoing to marry Helen and take her away with ne."
"Come down or we'll dra" you down!" he said harshly.

"We'll send Helen back to her nother."

| was afraid. | did not know what to do,

"No, you won't send me back to ny nother!™

It was Helen beside me in the hall. She was Desert Helen

but grown up and wonderful. She was pale, pretty, aware and
sure of herself.

"I"'mgoing with Duard," she said. "Nobody in the world is

ever going to send nme around |ike apackage again."

Dave rubbed his jaw and squinted his eyes at her

"I love her, Dave," | said. "I'll take care of her all ny life."
| put ny left armaround her and she nestled agai nst ne.

The tautness went out of old Dave and he sniled. He kept his
eyes on Hel en

"Little Helen Price," he said, wonderingly. "Wuo ever
woul d' ve thought it?" He reached out and shook us both

gently. "Bless you youngsters," he said, and biinked his eyes.
"Il tell the boys it's all right."

He turned and went slowly down the stairs. Helen and

| ooked at each other, and | think she saw a new face too.

That was sixteen years ago. | ama professor mysel f now,

graying a bit at the tenples. | amas positivistic a scientist as
you will find anywhere in the M ssissippi drai nage basin.

When | tell a seminar student "That assertion is operationally
nmeani ngl ess,” | can make it sound downright obscene. The

students blush and hate me, but it is for their own good.
Science is the only safe game, and it's safe only if it is kept



pure. I work hard at that, | have yet to nmeet the student | can

not handl e.

My son is another matter. W named him Onen Lewi s, and

he has Helen's eyes and hair and conpl exion. He |l earned to
read on the nodern sane and sterile children's books. W
haven't a fairy tale in the housebut | have a science library.
And Onen makes fairy tales out of science. He is taking the
nmeasure of space and time now, with Jeans and Eddi ngton.

He cannot possibly understand a tenth of what he reads, ill
the way | understand it. But he understands all of it in sone
other way privately his own.

Not | ong ago he said to nme, "You know, Dad, it isn't only
space that's expanding. Tinme's expanding too, and that's what
makes us keep getting farther away from when we used to

be. "

And | have to tell himjust what | did in the war. | know I
found manhood and a wi fe. The how and why of it | think

and hope | amincapable of fully understanding. But Ov' en
has, through Helen, that strangely curious heart. |I'm afraid.
I"mafraid he will understand.



