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To ny rai nbow of cherubs who are cherubs before they are rai nbow conponents
THE | NDELI BLE KI ND

' VE ALWAYS been a down-to-earth sort of person. On rereading that sentence,
my mouth corners lift. It reads differently now. Anyway, matter-of-fact and
just a trifle skeptical-that's a further description of ne. |'ve

enj oyed-perhaps a little wistfully-other people's ghosts, and breat htaki ng
coi nci dences, and flying saucer sightings, and table tiltings and prophetic
dreans, but |'ve never had any of ny own. | suppose it takes a very

determ ned, or very childlike not childish-person to keep illusion and wonder
alive in alifetime of teaching. "Lifetime" sounds awful ly el derly-making,
doesn't it? But nore and nore | feel that | fit the role of observer nore than
that of participant. Perhaps that explains a little of my unexcitenment when |
did participate. It was nostly in the role of spectator. But what a
participati on! What a spectacul ar!

But, back to the schoolroom Faces and names have a habit of repeating and
repeating in your classes over the years. Once in a while, though, along cones
one of the indelible kind-and they mark you, happily or unhappily beyond
erasing. But, true to ny nature; | didn't even have a twi nge or prenponition

The new boy cane al one. He was small, slight, and had a snooth cap of dark
hair. He had the assurance of a child who had regi stered many tines by

hi nsel f, not particularly confortable or unconfortable at being in a new
school . He had brought a say-nothing report card, which, | noted in passing,
gave hima low grade in Group Activity Participation and a high one in

Adj ust ment to Redirective Counseling-by which | gathered that he was a | oner
but m nded when spoken to, which didn't help nuch in placing him acadenically.

"What book were you readi ng?" | asked, fishing on the shelf behind nme for
various readers in case he didn't know a specific name. Sonetines we get those
whose faces overspread with astoni shnment and they say, "Reading?"

"I'n which of those series?" he asked. "Look-and-say, |TA, or phonics?" He
frowned a little. "W've noved so much and it seens as though every place we
go is different. It does confuse nme sonetines." He caught ny surprised eye and

flushed. "I'mreally not very good by any method, even if | do know their
nanes,"” he admitted. "I'mfunctioning only on about a second-grade |evel."
"Your vocabul ary certainly isn't second grade," | said, pausing over the

enrol | ment form
"No, but ny reading is," he admtted. "I'mafraid-"

"According to your age, you should be third grade." | traced over his
birthdate. This carbon wasn't the best in the world.

"Yes, and | suppose that counting everything, |I'd average out about third
grade, but my reading is poor."

"Why?" Maybe knowi ng as much as he did about his academ c standing, he'd know
the answer to this question.



"l have a block," he said, "I'mafraid-"

"Do you know what your block is?" | pursued, automatically probing for the
poi nt where communi cati on woul d end.

"I-" his eyes dropped. "lI'mnot very good in reading," he said. | felt him
fol ding himself away from nme. End of conmuni cation

"Well, here at Rinconcillo, you'll be on a nunber of |evels. W have only one
room and fifteen students, so we all begin our subjects at the | evel where we
function best-" | |ooked at himsharply. "And work |ike mad!"

"Yes, ma'am" W exchanged one understandi ng gl ance; then his eyes becane
ei ght-year-old eyes and nmine, | knew, teacher eyes. | dismssed himto the
pl ayground and turned to the paper work.

Krogi nold, Vincent Lorma, | penciled into ny notebook. A [unpy sort of nane, |
t hought, to match a lunpy sort of student-schol astically speaking.

Let me explain Rinconcillo. Here in the nountainous West, small towns,
exploding into large cities, gulp down all sorts of odd terrain in expandi ng
their city limts. Here at Wnter Wells, city growh has foll owed the three

i ntersecting highways for mles out, fornmng a spidery, six-legged sort of
city. The city limts have followed the growmh in swatches about four bl ocks
wi de, which |l eaves long ridges, and truly ridges-nountai nous ones-of non-city
projecting into the city. Consequently, here is Rinconcillo, a one-rooned
school with only 15 students, and only about half a nmile froma school system
wi th eight schools and 4800 students. The only reason this school exists is
the cluster of family units around the MEL (Mat hematics Experi nental
Laboratory) facilities, and a half dozen fiercely i ndependent ranchers who
stubbornly refuse to be urbani zed and cut up into real estate devel opments or
be city-limted and absorbed into the Wnter Wl ls school system

As for me-this was ny fourth year at Rinconcillo, and | don't know whet her
it's being fiercely independent or just stubborn, but | cone back each year to
my "little inside corner"” tucked quite literally under the curve of a towering
sandstone cliff at the end of a box canyon. The violently pursuing and pursued
traffic, on the two hi ghways sandw chi ng us, never even suspects we exist.
When | |l ook out into the silence of an early school norning, | still can't
believe that civilization could be anywhere within a hundred mles. Long
shadows under the twi sted, ragged oak trees mark the orangy gold of the sand
in the wash that flows dryly nostly, wetly tunultuous sel donm y-down the niddle
of our canyon. Manzanitas tangle the hillside until the walls becone too steep
and sterile to support them And yet, a twenty-mnute drive-ten m nutes out of
here and ten minutes into there-parks you right in front of the MONSTER
MERCANTI LE, EVERYTHI NG CHEAPER. | seldom drive that way.

Back to Kroginold, Vincent Lorma-1 was used to unusual children at ny school
The lab attracted brilliant and erratic personnel. The majority of the nen
there were good, solid citizens and no nore eccentric than a |ike nunber of
any professionals, but we do get our share of kooks, and their sonetines

twi sted children. Besides the size and situation being an ideal set up for
ungr aded teachi ng, the uneven devel opnent for sone of the children nmade it

al nrost mandatory. As, for instance, Vincent, alnobst nine, reading, so he said,
on second-grade | evel, averaging out to third grade, which inplied above-age
excel l ence in something. Where to put hin? Wiy, second grade (or maybe first)
and fourth (or maybe fifth) and third-of course! Perhaps a conference with his
not her woul d throw sone light on his "block." Well, difficult. According to
the enrol |l ment bl ank, both parents worked at MEL.



By any nmethod we tried, Vincent was second grade-or |ess-in reading.

"I"'msorry." He stacked his hands on the m ddl e page of Through Happy Hours,

t hrough whi ch he had stunbl ed nost woefully. "And reading is so basic, isn't
it?"

"It is," | said, fingering his math paper-above age-level. And the vocabul ary
check test "If it's just words, I'll define them" he had said. And he had.
Third year of high school worth. "I suppose your math ability comes from your
parents," | suggest ed.

"Ch, no!" he said, "I have nothing like their gift for math. It's-it's-1 like

it. You can always get out. You're never caught-"
Caught ?" | frowned

"Yes-1ook!" Eagerly he seized a pencil. "Seel One plus equals tw. O course
it does, but it doesn't stop there. if you want to, you can back right out.
"Two equal s one plus one. And there you are-out! The doors swi ng both ways!"

"Well, yes," | said, teased by an al nost grasping of what he meant. "But math
traps ne. One plus one equals two whether | want it to or not. Sonetines I
want it to be one and a half or two and three-fourths and it won't-ever!”

"No, it won't." His face was troubled. "Does it bother you all the tine?"
"Heavens, no child!" | |aughed. "It hasn't warped ny life!"

"No," he said, his eyes widely on nmine. "But that's why -" H's voice died as
he | ooked | ongingly out the w ndow at the recess-roaring playground, and

rel eased himto go stand against the wall of the school, w stfully watching
our eight other boys manage to be sixteen or even twenty-four in their wild
gyrations.

So that's why? | doodl ed absently on the workbook cover. | didn't like a big
school system because its one-plus-one was ny one and one-hal f-or two and

t hree-fourths? Could be-could be. Honestly! Wat kids don't cone up wth!
turned to the work sheet | was preparing for consonant blends for ny

thi s-year's beginners-all both of themand one for Vincent.

My records on Vincent over the next month or so were an odd patch-work. |
found that he could read sone of the articles in the encycl opedia, but
couldn't read Billy Goats Gim That he could read Wiat Is So Rare As A Day In
June, but couldn't read Peter, Peter, Punpkin Eater. It was beginning to | ook
as though he could read what he wanted to and that was all. | don't nean a
capricious wanting-to, but that he shied away fromcertai n readi ngs and
actually couldn't read them As yet | could find no pattern to his unreadi ngs;
so | let himchoose the things he wanted and he read-oh, how he read! He

gul ped down the material so avidly that it worried me. But he did his gul ping
silently. Oally, he wore us both out with his stunbling struggles.

He seened to like school, but seldom m ngled. He was shyly pl easant when the
other children invited himto join them and played quite conpetently-which
isn'"t the kind of play you expect from an eight-year-old.

And there matters stood until the day that Kipper-our eighth grade-dragged
Vincent in, bloody and battered.

"This guy's nearly killed Gene," Kipper said. "Ruth's out there trying to
bring himto. First aid says don't nove himuntil we know. "

"Wait here," | snapped at Vincent as | headed for the door. "Get tissues for
your face!"™ And | rushed out after Kipper



We found Gene crunpled in the mddle of a horrified group gathered at the base
of the canyon wall. Ruth was crying as she nopped his nmuddy forehead with a
soggy tissue. | checked himover quickly. No obvious bleeding. | breathed a
little easier as he noaned, nmoved and opened his eyes. He struggled to a
sitting position and tenderly explored the side of his head.

"OM That dang rock!" He blinked tears as | parted his hair to see if he had
any damage besides the egg-sized lunp. He hadn't. "He hit ne with that big
rock!"

"My!" | giggled, foolish with relief. "He nust have addl ed your brains at the
same time. Look at the size of that rock!" The group separated to |l et Cene

| ook, and Pete scrambl ed down from where he had perched on the rock for a
better | ook at the excitenent.

"Well," Gene rubbed his head tenderly. "Anyway, he did!"
"Come on inside," | said, helping himup. "Do you want Kipper to carry you?"
"Heck no!" Gene pulled away fromnmy hands. "I ain't hurt. G wan-noseys!" He

turned his back on the staring children

"You children stay out here." | herded Gene ahead of ne. "W have things to
settle inside:"

Vincent was waiting quietly in his seat. He had nopped hinself fairly clean

t hough he still dabbled with a tissue at a cut over his left eye. Two |ong
scrat ches oozed redly down his cheek. | spent the next few mnutes rendering
first aid. Vincent was certainly the nore danaged of the two, and | could fee
the thrummng |l eap of his still-racing heart against me as | turned his docile
body around, tucking in his shirt during the final tidying up

"Now." | sat, sternly teacher, at ny desk and surveyed the two before ne.
"Cene, you first."

"Well," he ruffed his hair up and paused to finger, half proudly, the knot
under his hair. "He said let ny ground squirrel go and | said no. What the
heck! It was mne. And he said let it go and | said no and he took the cage
and busted it and-" Indignation in his eyes faded into defensiveness. "-and
busted hi mone and-and- Well, then he hit me with that rock! Cosh, | was
knocked out, wasn't [|?"

"You were," | said, grimy. "Vincent?"

"He's right." His voice was husky, his eyes on the tape on the back of one
hand. Then he | ooked up with a tentative lift of his nouth corners. "Except
that | hit the rock with him"

"Hit the rock with hinP" | asked. "You nean |ike judo or something? You pushed
hi m agai nst the rock hard enough to knock hi m out?"

If you like," he shrugged.
"I't's not what | like," | said. "It's-what happened?"
"I hit the rock with him" Vincent repeated.

"And why?" | asked, ignoring his foolish insistence.



"W were having a fight. He told you."
"You busted ny cage!" Gene gushed indignantly.

"Cene," | rem nded. "You had your turn. Vincent?"

"I had to let it go," he said, his eyes hopefully on nine

"He wouldn't, and it-it wanted to get out-the ground squirrel.’
t hei r hopeful ness before mne.

H s eyes | ost

"I't wasn't yours," | rem nded
"It wasn't his either!" H's eyes blazed. "It belonged to itself! He had no
right!"

"I caught it!" Gene blazed back

"Cene! Be still or 1'll send you outsidel"

CGene subsided, nuttering

"You didn't object to Ruth's hanster being in a cage."
"Cage" and "math" seened trying to equate in ny nind.

"That's because it was a cage beast," he said, fingering the taped hand agai n.
"It didn't know any better. It didn't care." H's voice tightened. "The ground
squirrel did. It would have killed itself to get out. I-1 just had to-"

To ny astoni shnent, | saw tears slide down his cheek as he turned his face
away fromnme. Wrdlessly | handed hima tissue fromthe box on ny desk. He
wi ped his face, his fingers trenbling.

"CGene?" | turned to him "Anything nore?"

"Well, gollee! It was mine! And | liked it! It-it was mnel"
"I'"ll trade you," said Vincent. "I'l|l trade you a white rat in a real neat
al um num cage. A pregnant one, if you like. 1t'll have four or five babies in

about a week."
"CGol | ee! Honest?" Gene's eyes were shining.
"Vincent?" | questioned him

"W have sonme at hone," he said. "M. Wllerk at MEL gave ne sone when we
cane. They were surplus. Mther says | nmay trade if his nmother says okay."

"She won't care!" cried Gene. "Us kids have part of the barn for our pets, and
if we take care of them she doesn't care what we have. She don't even ever
cone out there! Dad checks once in a while to be sure we're doing a decent
job. They won't care:"

"Well, you have your nmother wite a note saying you may have the rat, and
Vincent, if you're sure you want to trade, bring the rat tonmorrow and we'l |
consider the affair ended." | reached for ny hand bell. "Wll, scoot, you two.

Drinks and rest room if necessary. It's past bell time now "
Gene scooted and | could hear himyelling, "Hey! | getta white rat-"



Vi ncent was at the door when | stopped himwi th a question. "Vincent, did your
not her know before you cane to school that you were going to |l et the ground
squirrel go?"

"No, ma'am | didn't even know Gene had it."
"Then she didn't suggest you trade with Gene."
"Yes, ma'am she did," he said reluctantly.

"When?" | asked, wondering if he was going to turn out to be a twisted child
after all.

"When you were out getting Gene. | called her and told her." He smiled his
tentative lip-smle. "She gave me fits for fighting and suggested Gene mi ght
like the rat.. | like it, too, but I have to nake up for the ground squirrel."
He hesitated. | said nothing. He left.

"Well!" | exploded ny held breath out. "Ananias K. Minchausen! Called his

nmot her, did he? And no phone cl oser than MONSTER MERCANTI LE! But still--1" |
was puzzled. "It didn't feel like alie!"

Next afternoon after dism ssal time | sighed silently. | was staring noodily

out the wi ndow where the |onely creaking of one swing signified that Vincent,
as well as |, was waiting for his nother to appear. Well, inevitable, | guess.
Send a taped-up child home, you're alnpbst sure to an irate parent back. And

Vi ncent had been taped up! Still was, for that matter

| hadn't heard the car. The creaking of the sw ng stopped abruptly, and
heard Vincent's happy calling voice. | watched the two of them conme up onto
t he porch, Vincent happily clinging.

"My nother, Teacher," he said, "Ms. Kroginold."

"Good afternoon, Mss Miurcer." Ms. Kroginold was small, dark haired and
bright eyed. "You wait outside, erring man-child!" She dism ssed himwith a
spat on his bottom "This is adult talk." He left, his small smile slanting
back over his shoulder a little anxiously.

Ms. Kroginold settled confortably in the visitor's chair | had already pulled
up beside ny desk

"Prepared, | see," she sighed. "I suppose | should have cone sooner and
expl ai ned Vi ncent."

"He is a little unusual ,"” | offered cautiously. "But he didn't inpress ne as
the fighting kind."

"He isn't," said Ms. Kroginold. "No, he's-umunusual in plenty of other ways,
but he comes by it naturally. It runs in the famly. W' ve noved around so
much since Vincent's been in school that this is the first tine |'ve really
felt I should explain him O course, this is also the first time he ever
knocked anyone out. His father could hardly believe him We'll, anyway, he's
so happy here and meki ng such progress in school that |I don't want anything to
tarnish it for him so-" she sighed and sniled. "He says you asked hi m about
his trading the rat -"

"The pregnant rat," | nodded.

"He did ask ne," she said. "Qur family uses a sort of telepathy in



enmer genci es. "

"A sort of telepathy-!" My jaw sagged, then tightened. Well, | could play the
gane, too. "How interesting!"

Her eyes gleaned. "Interesting aberration, isn't it?" | flushed and she added
hastily. "I"'msorry. | didn't mean to -to put interpretations into your nouth.
But Vincent did hear-well, maybe “feel' is a better word-the ground squirrel
crying out against being caged. It caught himright where he lives. | think
the bl ock he has in reading is against anything that inplies unwilling

conpul sion - you know, being held against your will - or prevented-"

Put her in a punpkin shell, my menory chanted. The three Billy Goats G uff
were afraid to cross the bridge because-

"The ot her schools," she went on, "have restricted himto the reading
materials provided for his grade |level, and you' d be surprised how many of the
stories-"

"And he did hit the rock with Gene:" She sniled ruefully. "Lifted himbodily
and threw him A rather liberal interpretation of our famly rules. He's been
forbidden to lift any large objects in anger. He considered Gene the |esser of
the two objects.

"You see, Mss Miurcer, we do have fam ly characteristics that aren't
exact!y-mmmusual , but Vincent is still just a school child, and we're just
parents, and he likes you nmuch and we do, too. Accept us?"

"I-" 1 said, trying to blink away ny confusion. "I-1-"

"Ay! Ay!" Ms. Kroginold sighed and, smiling, stood up. "Thank you for not
being loudly insulted by what |1've told you. Once a nei ghbor of ours that |
talked a little too freely to, threatened to sue-so | appreciate. You are so

good for Vincent. Thanks."

She was gone before I could get my wits collected. It had been a little like

bei ng caught in a ductless dust-devil. | hadn't heard the car |eave, but when
| looked out, there was one swing still stirring lazily between the notionl ess
ones, and no one at all in sight on the school grounds.

| closed up the school roomand went into the tiny two- roomed teacherage

ext ension on the back of the school to get ny coat and purse. | had lived in
those two tiny roonms for the first two years of ny stay at Rinconcillo before
| began to feel the need of nmore space and nore freedom from school
Cccasionally, even now, when | felt too tired to plunge out into the roar of
Wnter Wells, | would spend a night on ny old narrow bed in the quiet of the
canyon.

| wondered agai n about not hearing the car when | sped down into the |last sand
wash before the highway. | steered carefully back across the packed narrowness
of my nmorning tracks. Mne were the only ones, com ng or going.

| laid the odd discovery aside because | was inmedi ately gul ped up by the

hi ghway traffic. After | had been honked at and nuttered at by two Coast
drivers and had nmuttered at (I don't like to honk) and swerved around two

M dwest tourist types roaring along at twenty-five mles an hour in the center
| ane admiring the scenery, | suddenly |laughed. After all, there was nothing
nmysterious about ny lonely tire tracks. | was just slightly disoriented. MEL
was less than a mle away fromthe school, up over the ridge, though it was
good hal f hour by road. Ms. Kroginold had hi ked over for the conference and



the two of them had hi ked back together. My inmagination boggled a little at
the menory of Ms. Kroginold s strap'n' heel sandals and the hillsides, but
t hen, not everyone insists on flats to walk in.

Vell, the white rat achi eved six offspring, which cenented the friendship
bet ween Gene and Vincent forever, and school rocked al ong nore or |ess
serenely.

Then suddenly, as though at a signal, the pace of space exploration was
stepped up in every country that had ever tried |aunching anything; so the
school started a space unit. W went through our regular systematic | essons at
a di zzying pace, and each child, after he had finished his assignment, plunged
into his own chosen activity-all unrealizing of the fact that he was

i mediately putting into practice what he had been studying so reluctantly.

My primary group was busy working out a noonscape in the sand table. It was to
be conplete with clay noon-people - "They don't have to have any noses" That
was G nny, tender to critical comrent. "They're different! They don't breathe
No air!" And noon-dogs and cats and cars and flowers, and even a noon-bird.

"It can't fly in the sky cause there ain't-isn't any air so it flies in the
dirt!" That was Justin. "It likes bottons of craters cause there's nore dirt
there!" | caught Vincent's anused eyes as he listened to the small ones.
"Little kids are funny!" he nmurnured. "Aninmals on the nmoon! My dad, when he
was there, all he saw" H s eyes w dened and he became very busy choosing the
right-sized nails fromthe rusty coffee can

"M ddl e-si zed kids are funny, too," | said. "Mon, indeed! There aren't any
dads on the noon, either!"

"l guess not."

He pi cked up the hanmer and, as he noved away, | heard hi m whi sper, "Not
now '

My internediates were in the mdst of a huge argunent. | unpired for a while

If you use a BB shot to represent the Earth, would there be roomin the
schoolroomto nake a scale nobile of the planetary systenf? | extingui shed sone
of the fire bred of ignorance, by suggesting an encycl opedia and sonme mat h,
and noved on through the room

Gene and Vincent, not caring for such intellectual pursuits, were working on
our nodel space capsul e which was patterned after the very latest in U S
spacecraft, nodified to include different aspects of the latest in flying
saucers. | was watching Vincent |eaning through a window, fitting a tin can
altitude gauge-or sone such-into the control panel. Gene was painting purple a
row of cans around the mddle of the craft. Purple was currently popul ar for
flying saucer |ights.

"I wonder if astronauts ever devel op cl austrophobia?" | said idly. "I get a
twi nge sonetinmes in elevators or mnes."

"I suppose susceptible ones would be elimnated | ong before they ever got to
be astronauts,"” grunted Vincent as he pushed on the tin can. "They go through
all sorts of tests.”

"I know," | said, "But people change. Just supposing-"
"CGol l ee!" said Gene, his poised paint brush dribbling purple down his arm and

off his elbow "lmagine! Way up there! No way out! Can't get down! And
cl austrophobi a!" He brought out the five syllables proudly. The school had



defined and di scussed the word when we first started the unit.
The tin can slipped and Vincent staggered sideways, falling against ne.

"Ch!" said Vincent, his shaking hands lifting, his right armcurling up over
his head. "I-"

| took one look at his twi sted face, the cold sweat bead- his hairline, and,
circling his shoul ders, steered himover to the readi ng bench near ny desk.
"Sit," | said.

"Whatsa matter with hin?" Now the paint was dripping one |l eg of Gene's Levi's.

"Just slightly wanpsy,"” | said. "Watch that paint. You' re naking a ness of
your cl ot hes"

"CGollee!" He smeared his hand down his pants fromhip to knee. "Mom || Kkill
ne! "

| lifted my voice. "It's put-away tinme. Kipper, will you nonitor today?"
The children were swept into organi zed confusion. | turned back to Vincent.
"Better?"

"I"'msorry." Color hadn't cone back to his face yet, but it was plunping up

fromits stricken drawnness. "Sometines it gets through too sharply-"

"Don't worry about it," | said, pushing his front hair up out of his eyes.
"You coul d drive yourself crazy-"

"Mom says ny imagination is a little too vivid-' His nouth corners lifted.

"So 'tis," | smled at him "if it must seize upon mny inmaginary astronaut.
There's no point to your harrowi ng up your soul wth what night happen
Probl ens we have always with us. No need to borrow any."

"I"mnot exactly borrow ng," he whispered, his shoul der hunching up towards
his wincing head. "He never did want to, anyway, and now that they're
orbiting, he's still scared. Wat if-" He straightened resolutely. "I'Il help
Gene." He slid away before | could stop him

"Vincent," | called. "Who's orbiting-" And just then Justin dunped over the
whol e stack of jigsaw puzzles, upside down. That ended any further questions I
m ght have had.

That evening | pushed the newspaper aside and thoughtfully lifted nmy coffee
cup. | stared past its rimand out into the gathering darkness. This was the
| ocal newspaper which was still struggling to becone a big netropolitan daily
after half a century of being a four-page county weekly. Sonetines its reach
exceeded its grasp, and it had to bolster short colums with little

fol ksy-type squibs. | re-read the one that had caught ny eye. Mrris was
usual ly good for an itemor twd. | watched for them since he had had a
conversation with a friend of mne |I'd |l ost track of.

Local ham operator, Morris Staviski, says the Russians have a new manned
sputnik in orbit. He says he has nonitored radio signals fromthe capsule. He
can't tell what they're saying, but he says they're tal king Russian. He knows
what Russi an sounds |i ke because his grandnother was Russi an

"Hmm " | thought. "I wonder. Maybe Vincent knows Mrris. Muybe that's where he



got this orbiting bit." So the next day | asked him

"Staviski?" He frowned a little. "No, ma'am | don't know anyone naned
Staviski. At least | don't renmenber the name. Should I?"

"Not necessarily,"” | said, "I just wondered. He's a hamradi o operator-"

"Ch!" His face flushed happily. "I'mworking on the code now so | can take the
test next tinme it's given in Wnter Wells! Maybe I'lIl get to talk to him
sonetimes!”

"Me, too!" said Gene. "I'mlearning the code, too!"

"He's a little handi capped, though,"” Vincent smiled. "He can't tell a dit from
a dah yet!"

The next norning Vincent crept into school with all the sun gone out. He noved
i ke sonmeone in a dream and got farther and farther away. Before norning
recess came, | took his tenperature. It was normal. But he certainly wasn't.

At recess the rapid outflow of children left himstranded in his seat, his

pi nched face turned to the window, his unfinished work in front of him his
idle pencil in the hand that curved up over the side of his head.

"Vincent!" | called, but there was no sign he even heard nme. "Vincent!" He
drew a sobbing breath and focused his eyes on ne slowy. "Yes, ma an?" He wet
his dry lips.

"What is the matter?" | asked. "Were do you feel bad?"

"Bad?" H s eyes unfocused again and his face slowy distorted into a crying
mask. Wth an effort he snoothed it out again. "lI'"mnot the one. It's-it's-"
He | eaned his shaking chin in the pal mof his hand and steadi ed his el bow on
the top of his desk. Hi s knuckles whitened as he clenched his fingers against
hi s nout h.

"Vincent!" | went to himand touched his head lightly.
Wth a little shudder and a sob, he turned and buried his face agai nst ne.

"Ch, Teacher! Teacher!" A quick | ook out the wi ndow showed me that all the
students were down in the creek bed building sand forts. Eight-year-old pride
is easily bruised. | led Vincent up to ny desk and took himonto ny lap. For a
while we sat there, my cheek pressed to his head as | rocked silently. H's
hai r was spi ky against ny face and snelled a little like a baby chick's

f eat hers.

"He's afraid! He's afraid!"™ He finally whispered, his eyes tight shut. "The
other one is dead. It's broken so it can't come back. He's afraid! And the
dead one keeps looking at himwi th blood on his nmouth! And he can't cone down!
H s hands are bleeding! He hit the walls wanting to get out. But there's no
air outside!"

"Vincent," | went on rocking, "have you been telling yourself stories unti
you bel i eve then?"

"No!" He buried his face against ny shoul der, his body tense. "I know | know
| can hear himl He screanmed at first, but now he's too scared. Now he-'
Vincent stilled on ny lap. He lifted his face-listening. The angui sh slowy
snoot hed away. "It's gone again! He nust go to sleep. O unconscious. | don't
hear himall the time."

"What was he saying?" | asked, caught up in his-well, whatever it was.



"I don't know." Vincent slid fromny lap, his face still wary: "I don't know
hi s | anguage. "

"But you said-" | protested. "How do you know what he's feeling if you don't
even know "

He smiled his little lip-lift. "Wen you | ook at one of us kids without a word
and your |eft eyebrow goes up-what do you nean?"
"Well, that depends on what who's doing," | flushed.

"If it's for me, I know what you nmean. And | stop it. So do the other kids
about thenselves. That's the way | know this." He started back to his desk.
"I'"d better get ny spelling done."

"I's that the one that's orbiting?" | asked hopefully, wanting to tie sonething
to somet hi ng.

"Orbiting?" Vincent was busily witing. "That's the sixth word. 1'"monly on
the fourth.”

That afternoon | finally put aside the unit tests |I'd been checking and | ooked
at the clock. Five o'clock. And at my hands. Filthy. And assessed the ache
across ny shoulders, the hollow in ny stomach, and decided to spend the night
right where | was. | didn't even straighten ny desk, but turned ny weary back
on it and unl ocked the door to the teacherage.

| kicked off ny shoes, flipped on the floor |lanp and turned up the thernostat
to take the dank chill out of the small apartnment. The cupboards vyi el ded
enough supplies to make an entirely satisfying neal. Afterwards, | turned the
lights low and sat curled up at one end of the couch |listening to one of ny
Acker Bilke records while | drank nmy coffee. | flexed ny toes in blissful
confort as | let the clear, concise, tidy notes of the clarinet clear away ny
cobwebs of fatigue. Instead of purring, | conposed another strophe to ny

Prai se Song:

Prai se God for Fedness-and War mmess-and Shel tered ness--and Dar kness-and
Li ght ness-and Cl eanness--and Qui et ness-and Unharri edness-

| dozed then for a while and woke to stillness. The stereo had turned itself
off, and it was so still | could hear the wind in the oak trees and the far
unnusi cal blat of a diesel train. And | also could hear a repetition of the
sound that had wakened ne.

Sonmeone was in the school room

| felt a throb of fright and wondered if | had | ocked the teacherage door. But
| knew | had | ocked the school door just after four o'clock. O course, a
bent bobby pin and your tongue in the correct corner of your nouth and you
could open the old | ock. But what-who would want to? What was in there? The
stealthy noi ses went on. | heard the creak of the | oose board in the back of
the room | heard the yaaaawn of the double front door hinges and a thud! and
clatter on the front porch.

Hal f paralyzed with fright, | crept to the little w ndow that | ooked out onto
the porch. Cautiously |I separated two of the slats of the blind and peered out
into the thin slice of moonlight. | gasped and let the slats fall.

A flying saucer! Wth purple lights! On the porch! Then |I gave a half grunt of
| aughter. Flying saucers, in- deed! There was sonething famliar about that



row of purple lights-unglow ng-around its mddle. I knew they were purple-even
by the dimlight-because that was our space capsule! VWo was trying to stea
our cardboard-tincan-poster-painted capsule? Then | hastily shoved the blind
asi de and pressed ny nose to the dusty screen. The blind retaliated by

swi ngi ng back and whacking me heavily on the ear, but that wasn't what was

di zzyi ng me.

Qur capsul e was taking of f!

"It can't!" | gasped as it slid up past the edge of the porch roof. "Not that
storage barrel and all those tin cans! It can't!" And, sure enough, it
couldn't. It crash-landed just beyond the flagpole. But it staggered up again,
spilling several cans noisily, and skimred over the swings, only to smash
agai nst the boul der at the base of the wall

I was out of the teacherage, through the dark school room and down the porch
steps before the echo of the smash stopped bouncing from surface to surface
around the canyon. | was halfway to the capsule before ny toes curled and nade
me conscious of the fact that | was barefooted. Rather delicately | wal ked

the rest of the way to the crunpl ed wreckage. What on earth had possessed
it-?

In the shadows | found what had possessed it. It was Vincent, his arnms w apped
tightly over his ears and across his head. He was withing silently, his face
di storted and gaspi ng.

"Good Lord!" | gasped and fell to ny knees beside him "Vincent! What on
earth!" | gathered himup as best | could with his body twi sting and his |egs
flailing, and noved himout into the noonlight.

"I have to! | have to! | have to!" he noaned, struggling away fromne. "I hear
him | hear him"

"Hear whon?" | asked. "Vincent!" | shook him "Make sense! Wat are you doing
her e?"

Vincent stilled in ny arms for a frozen second. Then his eyes opened and he
bl i nked i n astonishnent. "Teacher! \Wat are you doi ng here?"

"I asked first," | said. "What are you doing here, and what is this capsule
bi t 2"

"The capsul e?" He peered at the pile of weckage and tears fl ooded down his
cheeks. "Now | can't go and | have to! | have to!"

"Come on inside," | said. "Let's get this thing straightened out once and for

all." He dragged behind nme, his feet scuffling, his sobs and sniffles jerking

to the jolting nmovenent of his steps. But he dug in at the porch and pulled ne
to a halt.

"Not inside!" he said. "OH, not inside!l"

"Well, okay," | said. "W'll sit here for now

He sat on the step bel ow nme and | ooked up, his face wet and shining in the
moonlight. | fished in the pocket of ny robe for a tissue and swabbed his
eyes. Then | gave himanother. "Blow," | said. He did. "Now, fromthe
begi nni ng. "

He had recourse to the tissue again. "l cane to get the capsule. It was



the only way | could think of to get the man."
Silence crept around his flat statement until | said "That's the begi nning?"

Tears started again. | handed hi m another tissue. "Now | ook, Vincent,
somet hi ng' s been bot hering you for several days. Have you talked it over with
your parents?"

"No," he hiccoughed. "I'm not supp-upposed to listen in on people. It isn't
fair. But | didn't really. He came in first and | can't shut himout now
because | know he's in trouble, and you can't not help if you know about
somebody' s need-"

Maybe, | thought hopefully, maybe this is still ny nap that 1'll soon wake
frombut | sighed.

"Who is this man? The one that's orbiting?"
"Yes," he said, and cut the | ast hope for good solid sense fromunder ny feet.
"He's up in a capsule and its retro-rockets won't fire. Even if he could live
until the orbital decay dropped himback into the atnmosphere, the re-enty
woul d burn himup. And he's so afraid! He's trapped! He can't get out!"

I took hold of both of his shaking shoulders. "Calmdown," | said. "You can't
help himlike this:" He buried his face against the skirt of ny robe. | slid
one of ny hands over to his neck and patted himfor a nonent.

"How di d you make the capsul e nove?" | asked. "It did nove, didn't it?"

"Yes," he said. "I lifted it. W can, you knowlift things. My People can. But
I"mnot big enough. I'm not supposed to anyway, and | can't sustain the lift.
And if | can't even get it out of this canyon, how can | lift clear out of the
at nosphere? And he'll die-scared!"

You can make things fly?" | asked.

"Yes, all of us can. And ourselves, too. See?" And there he was, floating!
H s knees level with ny head! H's shoe |aces drooped forlornly down, and one
used tissue tunbled to the steps bel ow him

"Come down," | said, swallow ng a vast lunp of sonme kind. He did. "But you
know there's no air in space, and our capsul e-Good Lord! Qur capsule? In
space? -wasn't airtight. How did you expect to breathe?"

"W have a shield," he said. "See?" And there he sat, a glint of something

about him | reached out a hand and drew back my stubbed fingers. The glint
was gone. "It keeps out the cold and keeps in the air," he said.
"Let's-let's analyze this a little," | suggested weakly, nursing ny fingers

unnecessarily. "You say there's a man orbiting in a disabled capsule, and you
pl anned to go up in our capsule with only the air you could take with you and

rescue hin?" He nodded wordlessly. "Ch, child! Child!" | cried. "You couldn't
possi bl y!'"
"Then he'll die." Desolation flattened his voice and he sagged forlornly.

Vel |, what confort could | offer hinP |I sagged, too. Lucky, | thought then
that it's moonlight tonight. People traditionally believe all kinds of arrant
nonsense by noonlight. So. | straightened. Let's believe a little-or at |east
act as if.



"Vi ncent ?"
"Yes, ma'am" Hi s face was shadowed by his hunched shoul ders.

"I'f you can lift our capsule this far, how far could your daddy lift it?"

"Ch, lots farther!" he cried. "My daddy was studying to be a regular Mtiver
when he went to the New Home, but he stopped when he came back across space to
Earth agai n because Qutsiders don't accept-oh!" Hi s eyes rounded and he
pressed his hands to his mouth. "Ch, | forgot!" His voice came nuffled. "I
forgot! You're an Qutsider! W're forbidden to tell-to show Qutsiders don't-"

"Nonsense," | said, "lI'mnot an Qutsider. |I'ma teacher. Can you call your
not her tonight the way you did the day you and Gene had that fight?"

"A fight? Me and Gene?" The fight was obviously an event of the neolithic

period for Vincent. "Ch, yes, | renenber. Yes, | guess | could, but she'll be
mad because | left-and | tol d-and-and-" Wepi ng was cl ose agai n.
"You'll have to choose," | pointed out, glad to the bone, that it wasn't ny

choice to make, "between letting the man die or having her mad at you. You
shoul d have told then when you first knew about him"

"I didn't want to tell that I'd listened to the man-"
"I's he Russian?" | asked, just for curiosity's sake.

"I don't know," he said. "His words are strange. Now he keeps sayi ng sonet hi ng

i ke Hospodi porelui. | think he's talking to God."
"Call your nother," | said, no linguist |I. "She's probably worried to death by
now. '

ohediently, he closed his eyes and sat silent for a while on the step bel ow
me. Then he opened his eyes. "She'd just found out | wasn't in bed," he said.
"They're conming." He shivered a little. "Daddy gets so mad sonetines. He
hasn't the nost equitable of tenperaments!”

"Ch, Vincent!" | laughed. "Wat an odd m xture you are!"

"No, I'mnot," he said. "Both nmy nother and daddy are of the People. Reny is a
m xture 'cause his grampa was of the Earth, but nine came fromthe Hone. You

knowwhen it was destroyed. | wish | could have seen the ship our People cane
to Earth in. Daddy says when he was little, they used to dig up pieces of it
fromthe walls and floors of the canyon where it crashed. But they still had a

life ship in a shed behind their house and they'd play they were escaping
again fromthe big ship." Vincent shivered. "But sonme didn't escape. Sone died
in the sky and sone died because Earth people were scared of them"

| shivered too and rubbed nmy cold ankles with both hands. | wondered wi stfully
if this wasn't asking just a trifle too nuch of ny ability to believe, even in
t he name of noonlight.

Vi ncent brought me back abruptly to ny particular Earth. "Look! Here they are
al ready! Collee! That was fast. They sure nust be mad!" And he trailed out
onto the playground.

| |1 ooked expectantly toward the road and only whirled the other way when

heard the thud of feet. And there they stood, both M. and Ms. Kroginold. And
he did | ook mad! His-well-rough-hewn is about the kindest description-face
frowning in the moonlight. Ms. Kroginold surged toward Vincent and M.



Kroginold swelled prelimnary to a vocal blast-or so | feared-so | stepped
qui ckly into the silence.

"There's our school capsule,” | said, notioning towards the crushed clutter at
t he base of the boulder. "That's what he was planning to go up in to rescue a
man in a disabled sputnik. He thought the air inside that shiny whatever he
put around hinself would suffice for the trip. He says a man is dying up
there, and he's been carrying that agony around with him all al one, because
he was afraid to tell you."

| stopped for a breath and M. Kroginold deflated and -amazingly-grinned a
wi de, attractive grin, half silver, half shadow

"Why the gutsy little devil!" he said admiringly. "And "1've been fearing the
stock was running out! Wien | was a boy in the canyon-" But he sobered
suddenly and turned to Vincent. "Vince! If there's need, let's get with it.
What's the deal ?" He gathered Vincent into the curve of his arm and we all
went back to the porch. "Now. Details.” W all sat.

Vincent, his eyes intent on his father's face and his hand firmy holding his
not her's, detail ed.

"There are two nen orbiting up there. The capsule won't function properly. One
man is dead. | never did hear him The other one is crying for help."
Vincent's face tightened anxiously. "He-he feels so bad that it nearly kills
me. Only sometines | guess he passes out because the feeling goes away-like
now. Then it cones back worse-"

"He's orbiting," said M. Kroginold, his eyes intent on Vincent's face.

"Ch," said Vincent weakly, "of course! |I didn't think of that! Ch, Dad! |I'mso
stupid!™ And he flung hinmself on M. Kroginol d.

"No," said M. Kroginold, wapping himaround with the dark strength of his
arms. "Just young. You'll learn. But first learn to bring your problens to
your nother and ne. That's what we're for!"

"But," said Vincent. "I'mnot supposed to listen in-
"Did you seek himout?" asked M. Kroginol d. "Did you know about the
capsul e?"

"No," said Vincent. "He just came in to nme-"

"See?" M. Kroginold set Vincent back on the step "You weren't |istening in.
You were invaded. You just happened to be the right receptivity. Now, what
were your plans?"

"They were probably stupid, too," admtted Vincent. "But | was going to lift
our capsule-lI had to have sonething to put himin-and try to intercept the
orbit of the other one. Then | was going to get the nman out-1 don't know
how and bring himback to Earth and put himdown at the FBI building in
Washi ngton. They'd know how to get hi m home again."

"Well," M. Kroginold snmiled faintly. "Your plan has the virtue of sinplicity,
anyway. Just nit-picking, though, | can see one slight problem How would the
FBI ever convince the authorities in his country that we hadn't inpounded the
capsul e for our own nefarious purposes?" Then he becane very business-1ike.

"Li zbeth, will you get in touch with Ron? | think he's in Kerry tonight. Lucky



our best Mtiver is This End right now 1'Il see if Jemy is up-canyon. W'l
get his okay on Reny's craft at the Selkirk. If this has been going on for
very long, time is what we've got little of."

It was rather anti-climactic after all those efficient rattlings-out of
directions to see the three of themjust sit quietly there on the step, hands
clasped, their faces lifted a little in the noonlight, their eyes closed. Wy
left foot was beginning to go to sleep when Vincent's chin finally dropped,
and he pulled one hand free fromhis nmother's grasp to curl his armup over
his head. Ms. Kroginold s eyes flipped open. "Vincent?" Her voice was

anxi ous.

"It's coming again," | said. "That distress-whatever if is."

"Ron's heading for the Selkirk now," she said, gathering Vincent to her
"Jake, Vincent's receiving again."

M. Kroginold said hastily to the eaves of the porch, "-as soon as possible.
Hang on. Vincent's got himagain. Wait, I'lIl relay. Vince, where can | reach
hi n? Show ne." And darned if they didn't all sit there again-with Vincent's
face shining with sweat and his nother trying to cradle his tw sting body.
Then M. Kroginold gave a grunt, and Vincent relaxed with a sob. H s father
took himfrom his nother

"Already?" | asked. "That was a short one." Ms. Kroginold fished for a tissue
i n her pocket and wi ped Vincent's face. "It isn't over yet," she said. "It
won't be until the capsul e swings behind the Earth again, but he's channeling
the distress to his father, and he's relaying it to Jemry up-canyon. Jenmy is
our dd One. He'll help us handle it fromhere on out. But Vincent will have
to be our receptor-"

"A sort of telepathy,'" | quoted, dizzy with trying to follow a road
couldn't even imagine.

"A sort of telepathy." Ms. Kroginold | aughed and si ghed, her finger tracing
Vincent's cheek lovingly. "You' ve had quite a m sh-mash dunped in your |ap
haven't you? And no time for us to be subtle.”

"It is bewildering," | said. "lI've been adding two and two and getting the
oddest fours!"

"Li ke?" she asked.

"Li ke maybe Vincent's forefathers didn't conme over in the Mayfl ower, but maybe
a spaceshi p?"

"But not quite Mayfl ower years ago," she smled. "And?"
"And maybe Vincent's Dad has seen no life on the noon?"
"Not so very long ago," she said. "And?"

"And maybe there is a man in distress up there and you are going to try to
rescue hinP"

"Well," said Ms. Kroginold. "Those fours look all right to ne."

"They do?" | goggled. Then | sighed, "Ah well, this nodern math! | knew it
woul d be the end of me!"

M. Kroginold brought his eyes back to us. "Well, it's all set in notion



Ron's gone for the craft. He'll be here to pick us up as soon as he can make

it. Jemmy's taking readings on the capsule so we'll be able to attenpt
rendezvous. Then, the Power being willing, we'll be able to bring the fell ow
back: "

"I-1-"1 stood up. This was suddenly too rmuch. "I think maybe |1'd better go
back in the house.” | brushed the sand off the back of my robe. "One thing
bothers ne still, though:"

"Yes?" Ms. Kroginold smled.
"How is the FBI going to convince the authorities of the other country?"

"Ay!" she said sobering. "Jake-" And | gathered my skirts up and left the
famly there on the school porch. As | closed the teacherage door behind ne, |
| eaned against it. It was so dark-in here. And it was such light out there!l
Why, they had junped into hel ping without asking one single question! Then
wonder ed what questions | had expected-Was the man a nice man? Was he worth
savi ng? Was he an inportant person?. Wat kind of reward? Is there a need?
That's all they needed to know

| looked at the sleepcoat | hadn't worn yet, but | felt too morning to undress
and go to bed properly, so | slid out ny robe and put nmy dress back on. And ny
shoes. And sweater. And stood irresolutely in the mddle of the floor. After
all! What is the etiquette for when your guests about to go into orbit from
your front porch?

Then there was a thud at the door and the knob rattle heard Ms. Kroginold
call softly, "But Vincent! An Qutsider?"

"But she isn't!" said Vincent, funbling again at the door "She said she
isn"t-she's a teacher. And | know she'd -'The door swung open suddenly and
tunmbl ed Vincent to the schoolroomfloor. Ms. Kroginold was just outside outer
door on the porch.

"Sorry," she said, "Vincent thinks maybe you'd |ike see the craft arrive-but

"You're afraid | mght tell,” | said for her. "And should be kept in the
famly. |'ve been repository for odd famly stories before. Well, maybe not
quite-

Vi ncent scranbled for the porch. "Here it cones!" cried.

| was beside Ms. Kroginold in a split second and, grasping hands, we raced
after Vincent. M. Kroginold had been standing in the middle of the

pl ayground, but he drifted back to us as a huge-well, a huge nothing cane do
t hrough the noonlight.

"lt-where is it?" | wondered if sonme dinmension | didn't know was invol ved.
"Ch," said Ms. Kroginold. "It has the unlight over Jake! Ask Ron-"
M. Kroginold turned his face to the huge nothing. And there it was! A

sl ender silver sonething, its nose arcing down froma rocket position to rest
on the tawny sands of the playground.

"The unlight's so no one will see us," said Ms. Kroginold, "and we flow it so
it won't bother radar and things like that:" She |aughed. "W're not the right
shape for this year's flying saucers, anyway. |'mglad we're not. Who wants to

| ook Iike a frosted cupcake on a purple lighted plate? That's what's so In



NOW.

"Is it really a spaceshi p?" | asked, struck by how clean the | ovely gl eanm ng
craft was that had cone so silently to dent our playground.

"Sure it is!" cried Vincent. "The O d Man had it and they took himto the noon
init to bury himand Bethie too and Reny went with their Dad and Mom and-"

"Alittle reticence, Son," said M. Kroginold, catching Vincent's hand. "It
isn't necessary to go into all that histo- "She-she realizes," said Ms.
Kroginold. "It's not as if she were a stranger."

"We shoul dn't be gone too long," said M. Kroginold. 1'lIl pick you up here as
soon-"

"Pick us up! I'mgoing with you!" cried Ms. Kroginold. "Jake Kroginold! If

you think you're going to do me out of sonmething as wild and wonderful as
this-"

"Let her go with us, Dad," begged Vincent.
"Wth us?" M. Kroginold raked his fingers back through his hair. "You, too?"
"OfF course!" Vincent's eyes were wide with astonishment. "It's ny nman!"

"Wel |, adonday veeah in cards and spades!" said M. Kroginold. He grinned over
at me. "Famly!" he said.

| studiously didn't nmeet his eyes. | felt a deep wave of color move up ny face
as | kept ny mouth clanped shut. | wouldn't say anything! | couldn't ask!
had no right to expect-

" And Teacher, too!" cried Vincent, "Teacher, too!"

M. Kroginold considered ne for a long nonent. My wanting nust have been a
flaring thing because he finally shrugged an eyebrow and echoed, "And Teacher,
too."

Then | nearly died! It was so wild and wonderful and inpossible and |I'm scared
to death of heights! W scurried about getting nme a jacket. Getting Kipper's
forgotten jacket out of the cloak roomfor Vincent who had come off w thout

his. Taking one of ny blankets, just in case. | paused a nmonent in the nmad
scranbl e, hand poi sed over ny Russian-English, English-Russian pocket
dictionary. Then left it. The man mi ght not be Russian at all. And even if

was, people like Vincent's seened to have little need such aids to
conmmuni cat i on.

A door opened in the craft. | looked at it, thinking blankly, GChny! GChny! W
had started across the yard toward the craft when |I gasped, "The-the door! |
have to | ock the door!"

| dashed back to the school house and into the darkness of the teacherage. And
foolishly, childishly, there in the dark, | got awfully hungry! | yanked a
cupboard door open and scrabbled briefly. Peanut butter-slippery, glassy

cyl i nder-crackers-square cornered, waxy carton. | slamred the cupboard shut,
snatched up ny purse as though I were on the way to the MONSTER MERCANTI LE
staggered out of the door, and juggled my burdens until | could manipul ate the

key. Then | hesitated on the porch, one foot lifting, all ready to go to the
craft, and silently gasped ny travel prayer. "Dear God, go with me to ny
destination. Don't let ne inperil anyone or be inperiled by anyone. Amen." |



started down the steps, paused, and cried softly, "To ny destination and back
Oh, please! And back!"

Have you, oh, have you ever watched space reach down to surround you as your
hands woul d reach down to surround a m nnow? Have you ever seen Earth, a
separate thing, apart fromyou, and see-al nost-all-able? Have you ever watched
col or deepen and run until it blared into blaze and bl ackness? Have you ever
stepped out of the context in which your identity is established and fl oated
un- anyone beyond the steady pul se of night and day and accustomed bei ng? Have
you ever, for even a fleeting second, shared God's eyes? | have! | have!

And Ms. Kroginold and Vincent were with me in all the awesome wonder of our
goi ng. You couldn't have seen us go even if you had known where to | ook. W
were wapped, in unlight again, and the craft was flowed again to make it a
nothing to any detection device.

"I wish | could space wal k!" said Vincent, finally, turning his shoul ders but
not his eyes away fromthe w ndow. "Daddy-"

"No." M. Kroginold s tone left no | oophole for further argument.

"Well, it would be fun," Vincent sighed. Then he said in very small voice.
"Mt her, |'m hungry."

"So sorry!"™ Ms. Kroginold hugged himto her briefly. Nearest hamnburger
joint's a far piece down the road!"

"Here-" | found, after two abortive attenpts, that | still had a voice. |
slithered cautiously to nmy knees on the bare floor-no luxury liner, this-and
sat back. "Peanut butter." The jar clicked down. "And crackers." The carton

t hunped -and ny el bow creaked al nost audibly as | straightened it out fromits
spasned cl utch.

"CGol |l ee! Real deal!" Vincent plunmped down beside ne and began working on the
lid of the jar. "What'Il we spread it with?"

"Ch!" | blankly considered the problem "Ch, | have a nail file here in ny
purse.” | was fishing for it amid the usual clutter when | caught Ms.

Krogi nold's surprised | ook. | grinned sheepishly. "I thought | was hungry. But
| guess that wasn't what was wong with nmy stomach."

Shortly after the jar was opened and the roasty snell of peanuts spread, M.
Krogi nold and another fellow drifted casually over to us. | preferred to
ignore the fact that they actually drifted-no steps on the floor. The ot her
fell ow was introduced as Jemmy. The A d One? Not so old, it seened ne. But
then "ol d* m ght nean "w se" to these people. And on that score he could
qualify. He had none of the |oose ends that | can often sense in people. He
was- whol e.

"Ron is lifting," said M. Kroginold through a nout hful of peanut butter and
crackers. He nodded at the center of the roomwhere another fellow sat |ooking
intently at a square, boxy-Iooking thing.

"That's the amplifier," Jemmy said, as though that explained anything. "It
makes it possible for one man to manage the craft.”

Sonet hi ng buzzed on a panel across the room "There!"™ M. Kroginold was at the
wi ndow, staring intently. "There it is! Good work, Ron!"

At that noment Vincent cried out, his arms going up in their protesting



posture. Ms. Kroginold pushed himover to his father who drew himin the
curve of his shoulder to the wi ndow, coaxing down the tense arnmns.

"See? There's the craft! 1t |ooks odd. Sonething's not right about it.

"Can--can we take off the unlight now?" asked Vincent, jerkily. "So he can see
us? Then maybe he won't feel so bad-

"Jemy?" M. Kroginold called across the craft. "What do you think? Wuld the
shock of our appearance be too nuch?"

"It could hardly be worse than the hell he's in now," said Jemy, "So-"

"Ch!" cried Vincent. "He thinks he just now died. He thinks we're the Col den
Gates!™

"Rather a loose translation.” Jemy flung a snmling glance at us. "But he is
wondering if we are the entrance to the afterworld. Ron, can we dock?"

Morments |later, there was a faint netallic click and a slight vibration through
our craft. Then we three extras stood pressed to the w ndow and watched M.
Krogi nold and Jemry | eave our craft. They were surrounded, it's true, by their
shields that caught light and slid it rapidly around, but they did | ook so
unguarded-no, they didn't! They | ooked right at hone and intent on their
rescue mssion. They di sappeared fromthe sight of our w ndows. W waited and
wai t ed, not sayi ng anythi ng-not al oud, anyway. | could feel a clanking through
the floor under nme. And a scraping. Then a | ong nothing again.

Finally they came back in sight, the light fromour w ndow glinting across a
mut ual protective bubble that enclosed the two of themand a third inert
figure between them

"He still thinks he's dead," said Vincent soberly. "He's wondering if he ought
to try to pray. He wasn't expecting people after he died. But nostly he's
trying not to think."

They brought himin and laid himon the floor. They eased himout of his suit
and wapped himin nny blanket. W three gathered around him |ooking at his
quiet, tight face. So young! | thought. So young! Unexpectedly his eyes
opened, and he took us in, one by one. At the sight of Vincent, his mouth
dropped open and his eyes fled shut again.

"What' d he do that for?" asked Vincent, a trifle hurt.

"Angel s," said his nother firmy, "are not supposed have peanut butter around
the mout h!™”

The three men consulted briefly. Then M. Kroginold prepared to | eave our
craft again. This tinme he took a blanket fromthe Rescue Pack they had
brought in the craft.

"He can manage the body al one," said Jenmy, being our intercom Alittle

| ater- "He has the body out, but he's gone back-' H s forehead creased, then
cleared. "Oh, the tapes and instrunent packets," he explained to our
guestioni ng gl ances. "He thinks maybe they can study them and prevent this
happeni ng again."

He turned to Ms. Kroginold. "Well, Lizbeth, back when all of you were in
school together in the canyon, | wouldn't have given a sandw ched quarter for
t he chances of any Kroginold ever turning out well. | sprinkle repentant ashes



on nmy bowed head. Sone good can cone from Krogi nol ds!"
And Vi ncent screaned!
Before we could | ook his way, there was a blinding flash that expl oded through

every wi ndow as though we had suddenly been stabbed through and through. Then
we were all tunmbled in blinded confusion fromone wall of our craft to another

until, alnost as suddenly, we floated in a soundl ess bl ackness. "Jake! Oh,
Jake!" | heard M's. Kroginold s whispering gasp. Then she cried out, "Jemmy!
Jemmy! What happened? Where's Jake?"

Li ght cane back. From where, | never did know | hadn't known its source even
bef ore.

"The retro-rockets-" | felt nore of his answer than | heard. "Maybe they

finally fired. O maybe the whol e capsul e just blew up. Ron?"

"M ght have holed us." A voice | hadn't heard before answered. "Didn't.
Capsul e' s gone. "

"But-but-" The enormty of what had happened sl owed our thoughts. "Jake!" Ms.
Krogi nold screaned. "Jemy! Ron! Jake's out therel™

And, as suddenly as the outcry came, it was cut off. In terror | crouched on
the floor, ny arms up defensively, not to nmy ears as Vincent's had gone-there
was not hing to hear-but against the soundl ess, ainless tunbling of bodies
above me. Jenmmy and Vincent and Ms. Kroginold were |like corpses afloat in
sone invisible sea. And Vincent, burrowed into a corner, was a snall, silent,
hunped- up bundl e.

I think I would have gone mad in the inconprehensible silence if a hand hadn't
clutched mne. Startled, | snatched it away, but gave it back, with a sob, to
our shi pwecked stranger. He accepted it with both of his. W huddl ed

toget her, taking confort in having sonmeone to cling to. Then |I shook with
hysterical laughter as | suddenly realized. " "A sort of telepathy'!" |

gi ggl ed. "They are not dead but speak. Wbrds are slow, you know. " | caught the
young man's puzzled eyes. "And of very little use in a situation like this."

| called to Ron where he crouched near the anplifier box. "They are all right,
aren't they?"

"They?" H s head jerked upward. "Of course. Communicating."

"Where's M. Kroginol d?" | asked. "How can we ever hope to find himout
t here?"

"Trying to reach him" said Ron, his chin flipping upward again. "Don't fee
hi m dead. Probably knocked out.. Can't find hi munconscious."

"Oh. "
The stranger's fingers tightened on mine. | |ooked at him He was struggling
to get up. | let go of himand shakily, on hands and knees we crawled to the
wi ndow, his knees catching on the bl anket. For a |ong nonment, the two of us

stared out into the darkness. | watched the Iights wheel slowy past, until I
reoriented, and we were the ones wheeling. But as soon as | relaxed, again it
was the lights wheeling slowly past. | didn't know what we were | ooking for

I couldn't get any kind of perspective on anything outside our craft. Any
gi ven point of light could have been a dozen |ight-years away-or could have
been a glint inside the glass-or was it gl ass?-agai nst which | had ny nose



pressed.

But the stranger seenmed to know what he was | ooking for. Suddenly | cried out
and twi sted ny crushed fingers to free them He let go and gestured toward the
dar kness, saying something tentative and hopef ul

"Ron!" | called, trying to see what the man was seei ng. "Maybe-nmaybe he sees
somet hing:" There was a stir above me and Jenmy slid down to the floor beside
ne.

"A visual sighting?" he whispered tensely.
"I don't know," | whispered back. "Maybe he-'

Jemmy laid his hand on the man's wrist, and then concentrated on whatever it
was out in the void that had caught the stranger's attention

"Ron-" Jemy gestured out the w ndow and-well, guess Ron gestured with our
craft-because things outside swamdifferent way until | caught a flick or a
gl eam or a novenent.

"There, there, there," crooned Jemmy, alnost as though soot hing an anxi ous
child. "There, there, there, Lizbeth!"

And all of us except Ron were crowded agai nst the w ndow, watching a bundl e of
some sort tunbling toward us.

"Shield intact," whi spered Jenny. "Praise the Power!"

"Ch, Daddy, Daddy!" choked Vi ncent against his whitened knuckles. Ms.
Krogi nold clung to hi mwordl essly.

Then Jemmy was gone, streaking through our craft, away outside fromus. | saw
the glint of his shield as he rounded our craft. | saw himgather the tunbling
bundl e up and di sappear with it. Then he was back in the craft again,

kneel i ng-ungl i nt ed-beside M. Kroginold as he lay on the floor. Ms. Kroginold
and Vincent |aunched thenselves toward them

Qur stranger tugged at his half-shed blanket. | shuffled ny knees off it and
he shivered hinself back into it.

They had to peel M. Kroginold s arns fromaround the instrunent packet before
they could work on himin their odd, undoing way of working. And the stranger
and | exchanged wavery smniles of congratul ati ons when M. Kroginold finally
opened his eyes.

So that was it. After it was all over, | got the deep, breath-draw ng feeling
I get when | have finished a nost engrossing book, and a sort of

| ast - page-flipping-feeling, wistfully wishing there were nore-just a little
nor e!

Oh, the | oose ends? | guess there were a few. They tied thenmselves quite
casually and briskly in the next few days.

It was only a matter of nonments after M. Kroginold had sat up and sniled a
craggy smle of satisfaction at the packet he had brought back wi th himthat
Ron said, "Convenient." And we spiraled down-or so it felt to ne to the Earth
beneat h while Jemmy, fingers to our stranger's wist, conmunicated to himin
such a way that the stranger's eyes got very |large and astoni shed and he

| ooked at ne-at ne! -questioningly. | nodded. Well, what else could | do? He



was aski ng sonething, and, so far, every question around these Peopl e seened
to have a positive answer! So it was that we delivered him not to the FBI in
Washi ngton, but to his own doorstep at a | aunchi ng base somewhere deep in his
own country. We waited, hovering under our unlight and well flowed, until the
door swung open and gul ped himin, instrument packet, my bl anket, and all

| magi nati on boggl es at the reception there nust have been for him They surely
knew t he capsul e had been destroyed in orbit. And to have himwal k in-!

And M. Kroginold struggled for a couple of days with "Virus X' without
benefit of the conpany doctor, then went back to work.

A coupl e of weeks later they noved away to another |ab, half across the
country, where M. Kroginold could go on pursuing whatever it is he is
pur sui ng.

And a coupl e of days before they left, | quite unexpectedly gave Vincent a
goi ng-away gift.

That nmorning Vincent firmed his lips, his cheeks col oring, and shook his head.
"I can't read it," he said, and began to cl ose the book

"That | don't believe," | said firmy, ny flare of exasperation igniting into

sudden inspiration. Vincent |ooked at me, startled. He was so used to ny
acceptance of his reading block that he was shaken as

"But | can't," he said patiently.

"Why not?" | asked bluntly.

"I have a block," he said as flatly.

"What triggers it?" | probed.

"\Why-why Mt her says anything that suggests unhappy conpul sion-"

"How do you know this story has any such thing in it?" asked. "All it says in
the title is a nanme-Stickeen."”

"But | know," he said miserably, his head bent as he flicked the pages of the
story with his thunb.

"Il tell you how you know," | said. "You know because you' ve read the story
al ready. "

"But | haven't!" Vincent's face puckered. "You only brought this book

t oday!"

"That's true," | said. "And you turned the pages to see how long the story

was. Only then did you decide yon wouldn't read it-again!"
"I don't understand-" Wonder was stirring in his eyes.

"Vincent," | said, "you read this whole story in the tine it took you to turn
t he pages. You gulped it page by page and that's how you know there's unhappy
conpul sion init. So, you refuse to read it-again."

"Do-do you really think so?" asked Vincent in a hopeful half whisper. "OCh,
Teacher, can | really read after all? |I've been so ashamed! One of the Peopl e,
and not able to read!"



"Let's check," | said, excited, too. "Gve nme the book. 1'll ask you
qguestions-" And | did. And he answered every single one of them

"I can read!" He snatched the book fromme and hugged it to himw th both
arms. "Hey! Cene! | can read!"

"Big deal!" said Gene, glancing up fromhis |abor on the butcher paper spread
on the floor. He was executing a fanciful rendition, in tenpera, of the

I ndi ans greeting Colunmbus in a chartreuse, nmagenta and shriek-pink jungle. "I
learned to read in the first grade. Which way do a crocodil e's knees bend?"

"Al'l you have to renmenber," | said to a slightly dashed Vincent, "is to slow
down a bit and be a little less enpathetic." | was as pleased as he was. "And
to think of the time | wasted for both of us, making you sound out your

wor ds-

"But | need it," he said. "I still can't spell for sour apples!”

Vi ncent gave me a goi ng-away present the Friday night that the Kroginol ds cane
to say goodbye. W were sitting in the twilight on the school porch. Vincent,

shaken by having to | eave Rinconcillo and Gene, and still thrilling to know ng
he coul d read, gave ne one of his treasures. It was a small rock, an odd
crystalline formation that contrived at the same tinme to be betryoidal. In the

curve of ny palmit even had a strange feeling of resilience, though there was
no yielding init when | pressed my thunb to it.

"Daddy brought it to me fromthe nmoon," he told nme, and deftly fielded it as
nmy astonishment let it fall. "I'Il probably get another one, someday," he said
as he gave it back to me. "But even if | don't, | want you to have it."

M. and Ms. Kroginold and | talked quietly for a while with no reference to
parting. | shook thema little with, "Wy do you suppose that stranger could
send his thoughts to Vincent? | mean, he doesn't pick up distress from
everyone, very apparently. Do you suppose that nman might be from People |like
you? Are there People like you in that part of the world?"

They | ooked at each other, startled. "W really don't know" said M.

Krogi nol d. "Many of our People were unaccounted for when we arrived on Earth,
but we just assuned that all of themwere dead except for the group around
here-"

"I wonder if it ever occurred to Jemmy," said Ms. Kroginold thoughtfully.

After they left, disappearing into the shadows of the hillside toward MEL,

sat for a while longer, turning the noon-pebble in ny hands. Wat an odd

epi sode! In a nmonth or so it would probably seemlike a distant dream nelting
into ny teaching years along with all the other things past. But it stil

didn't seemquite finished to me" Meeting people |like the Kroginolds and the
ot hers, makes an indelible inpression on a person. Look what it did for that
stranger -

What about that stranger? How was he expl aining? Were they giving hima hard
time? Then | gul ped. | had just remenbered. My nane and address were on a tape
on the corner of that blanket of mne he had been wrapped in. If he had

di scovered it-! And if things got too thick for him

Oh, gollee! What if some day there conmes a knock on ny door and there-



J-LI NE TO NOWHERE

It was there. It was there all around me. To snell and to touch. To hear and
to feel. Qur way out-our answer-our escape. And nowit's lost. | found it and
let it get lost again. But we'll find it! Chis says he'll find it if it takes
even until he is twelve years old! We're working on it already, but it's
difficult when you daren't ask a direct question. Wen you daren't tell anyone
for fear-well, for fear. Chis is really brighted about |ooking for it. And
not hi ng ever brights Chis any nore-except maybe hopping the forbidden hi-speed
freight glides. And I, Twixt Garath, sister to Chis, daughter to Mther and
Dad, |'d be brighted, too, if | weren't busy roaring nyself endlessly for
letting our mracle come and go agai n-unlocated, on the J-line.

| remenber when it all started-even if | can't tell you why it all happened.

One day in our unit not so long ago, Mother turned to me suddenly and cl utched
my armwi th both her hands. Her nails made dents in nmy skin, she held so
tightly. For a second | was startled. Mther hadn't touched ne for so long -so
| ong-

"I can't see out!" she protested and | could feel her hands shaking. "I can't
see any way out!"

"Qut of what?" | asked, feeling sick inside and scared because she seened to
be crumpling. She even | ooked smaller. "Qut of what?" | repeated. \Whoever
heard of seeing out of a unit?

"Qut of anything!" she said. "lIs there still a sky? Do ants still nake bare
pat hs through the grass? Wien will the shell enpty? Qur bones used to be
i nsi de!"

"Mt her," ny voice wobbled. "Mther, you're hurting ." And she was. Red was
00zi ng up around her nails.

She |l et go, sucking her breath in surprise. | dabbled my armwith a tissue.
"Shall | call dinic? Are you hurting sonewhere?"

"I"'mhurting everywhere and all the tinme," Mdther said, She turned away and

| eaned her forehead against the wall. She rolled her head back and forth a
little as she talked. "I"'mnot quite so crazed across as | sound." Her voice
was muffled. "I used to think those ant trails through the grass were the

| ovel i est, most secret things in the whole world. | was charmed to think of a
whol e civilization that could function without a single idea that we even
existed. And that's what I'mfeeling nowa whole civilization functioning

wi t hout even knowing | exist. And it's ny civilization! And |I'm not charned
about it any nore! "Renmenber that undersea vacation we had two years ago? W
saw t hose shells that were so lovely. And they told us that the shells were
the external skeletons of the tiny, soft creatures inside. No one cared about
the tiny, soft creatures inside-only the bright shell. They forgot that the
soft creatures made the bright shell-not the bright shell the creatures. As

t hough the bright shell were the only excuse for the creature!" She turned
slowy, her head rolling as she turned, until she finally | eaned her back
agai nst the wall, her hands behind her. "Mst people think we exist for our

| ovely exterior skeletons. They think we're only the uninportant soft little
creatures inside all these shells-these buildings and walls and towers and
glides. That we couldn't exist without them But |I have my own bones! Inside
me! | don't need all these skeletons!"

And she stood there with tears running down her cheek, her bottomlip caught



in her teeth.

What do you do when your nother just stands there with tears rolling down her
face? | didn't know either, so | got a tissue and gave it to her. She wi ped

her face and hugged nme tight. | could feel the wetness of her tears above ny
ear as she hugged. How odd! How odd to feel the warnth of another person, so
cl ose! How odd, but how wonderful! "Twi xt," she said, letting go of ne to | ook

at me. "Have you ever run barefoot through the grass? O squished nud up
bet ween your toes?"

"We don't ever touch the greeneries.” | sounded like a tired First Level tape.
"They are the breath of the conpl ex. Maybe one touch wouldn't matter, but who
are you that you should touch and others not be allowed to? And there's no
soil as such in the negapolis,” | chanted. "The greeneries are al

hydr oponi cs. "

"Remenber when you were taking nythology," said Mother. My head swam as |
tried to keep up with her quick switches. "Renenber that nan who was strong as

| ong as he touched the earth and |l ost his strength when he was lifted off
it?"

| nodded. "Hercules killed himafter he held himoff the ground so | ong he got
weak. "

"W are all like him" said Mdther. "And we've been held off the earth too
long. W'll die if we don't touch down soon."

Maybe t hat explained the funny feeling that had been growi ng inside nme for so
| ong-and twi sting ne so nuch of late. Maybe | was dying slowy because
couldn't touch down. But since | don't remenber ever having touched down, how
could I be suffering because | couldn't-1 snatched back to Now. Wat | was
feeling nmost was unconfortable, wondering what to say next.

| was spared, though. Modther glanced quickly at the tineline rippling al ong
near the ceiling, snatched her bag fromthe table and a kiss fromthe air in
the vicinity of nmy cheek, and slid the door to the corridor in awld flurry
of haste. | could have | ooked at the log to find out what she was |ate for
but I felt too quenched even to flip her info switch to see.

| went to the slot wall and flipped the latch of nmine. | kicked off ny
pneurmonosol es and | ay down on the bed, clicking the panel shut. The lulltone
cane on in ny pillow, and the conditioning currents began to circulate to

adjust to night settings. | was crying nowtears running down into ny ears on
both sides. "I hate! |I hate! The whole unit-the whol e conpl ex-the whol e
everything!" | sobbed to nyself. "I hate it, but I"'mused to it! What can we
do el se, but be used to it!" | thunped ny pillow "Gonky slot!" | sniffed.

"Too stupid to know it isn't night!" Then ny tears stopped as | suddenly

t hought, "Am 1| any smarter? How do | know it's day? |'ve been doi ng day-thi ngs
just because the tinmeline says it's day, but how do | know it's day?" Tears
flowed again. "But | did see the sun once! | did! It's big and up and so
bright you can't see it!"

So that's when the whole thing started, or at least that's when | started
knowi ng there was a thing. It had been an odd, m xed-up day all day. This was

only another unconfortable piece to be fitted in. | had been hoping, in sone
tiny corner of me, that Mdther would be willing to comunicate and that by
havi ng sonmeone to tell, | could get the day pushed down to its true

proportions-or at |east be able to blunt a few unconfortable sharp things that
j abbed.



That norning, with nmy usual sense of reaching a refuge, | had slipped into ny
study carrel at school. Wien | was in and facing the viewer, | could shut the
whole world out. | could get so absorbed that when break-time canme |1'd have
to blink nyself back to Now and wander in a fog down the physical area. |
sometines envied the kids who were so | oose that they could get together

bef ore break-tinme, volunteer one of themas a puncher to cover six or eight
carrels besides his own, and then stand gabfesting in a tight little wad in
the corridor while the puncher wore hinsel f out punchi ng enough responses to
prevent Supervisory frominvestigating, or calling for a check response from
everyone simultaneously.

Qur level isn't required to do noverment beyond our daily conpul sory hal f hour
first thing in the norning, so we. usually sit around the area and, well, you
know nusi ¢ and eating and drinking and tal ki ng-and boys. At |east for sone. |
had no gash as yet. Time enough. No one can even put in for marriage

eval uation until 21-and lucky to get certified before 25. Mother and Dad were
marri ed- younger than that-just before Evaluation and Certification cane in. |

asked them once how they could tell, then, that their marriage could be
functional. Dad | aughed-he still could I augh then-and | ooked at Mt her. She
pi nked and he said, "Some know edge isn't progranmable. You'll find out."

Wl |, back to the student |ounge. | had headed for nmy usual bench where ny

ot her - end- of -t he- al phabet friend would be waiting with our two containers of
Squel ch-chartreuse was the Squel ch nonth-flavor, and | loathed it, but
everyone was drinking it, so- The | ounge was overflowing with a waltz-the old
dance-formthat has been staging a big coneback. Chis and | used to have fun
with it at honme at night-along with Dad and Mot her-way back when we still had
fun together. |I wonder what happened to us? Most of the kids think the waltz
is too strenuous and barbaric really to dance, since it involves continuous

| arge- nuscl e novenents, but ny heart swung with renmenbered pl easure when |
heard the nusic.

| was cutting across a corner of the area, not paying nuch attention to the
few coupl es swi shing around it. Hardly anyone notices their touching any nore.
It is assumed that it is with permssion. Wll, there | was crossing the floor
when | was snatched out into the mddle of it and into the dance. My feet
responded automatically and were waltzing happily |long before the top of ne
had tinme to wonder what the drill was.

"Hey! You've got two right feet!" The creature who had grabbed ne-wi t hout
perm ssion!-was very pleasantly surprised.

"But | didn't intend to-" | began, annoyed, but he just grinned and al nost
swung ne off the floor. | got so interested in keeping up with all the
variations that he knew, that | forgot to be annoyed and just enjoyed! It was
swi ngi ng way out away fromanything. It was being | oose in such a beautiful
way that shouts built up inside ne but came out as rhythmcal swirling-and the
war nt h-the round warmess around us and around us and around- The nusic
stopped and there we were in the nmddle of the floor, panting and | aughi ng and
| ooking. At least | was |ooking. The fellow had his eyes pointing at ne, but
he didn't see me-not really, No nore than if we had passed on a glide
somewhere. | was just an adjunct to his dancing.

Suddenly very cold and angul ar and consci ous of the ring of eyes around us, |
| oosened ny cooling hands fromhis. He turned his smle off and nine died.
"Lellice is waiting," | said. | didn't even wait for himto walk nme the four
courtesy steps. | fled to Lellice who stood there open-nouthed -as usual - and
cl ammy- handed from cl ut chi ng our Squel ches.

"Close your nouth," | said, still breathless, nmy heart not conpensating as



quickly as it should have. "No cavern tours today."

"That-that was Engle!" she said in an awed whi sper. "Engle Faucing!"

"Ch?" | grimaced at the first taste of chartreuse. "Who's he?" | could not-see
himtoo! Besides, | really hadn't noticed.

"Who's he!" Lellice strangled chartreusely. "Only the son of Kermit Faucing,
nmegapol i s council nenmber! Only the Rep of Senior Levels to the Governing! You
voted for him Only the utter out of all outness!”

"Ch, I'msorry," | said. "He | ooked like a nice kid. Poor thing."

"Poor thing!" yelped Lellice. "Have you crazed across?"

"To have a name |like Engle Faucing," | explained. "lIt's as left-footed as his
dancing." | regretted that as soon as | said it. He could dance-could
dance-but only with his feet, | guess.

"Twi xt! You sheerly are doubl e-dunp-stuff!" Lellice turned her back on ne and
[ oudly went on drinking her Squel ch

The outside of me wal ked back to ny carrel after the break, as usual, but the
i nside of ne, for some reason, crept back unhappily and huddled tightly as |
sat down in ny chair. | stared blindly at the viewer, thinking nothing-only
feeling a three-quarter beat pulsing-1 thunbed the response button viciously
and went off into history, silencing the tutor's jabbing introductory voi ce.

And then of course it was Release Time today. | usually like the break from
regul ar school and feel pleased and | oose for sure when we all go up to the
church fl oor of the school conplex and drift off, each to his own
instructional class. | like getting into discussions of matters in which Man
is the nost inportant thing about earth instead of his just being an eddy of
life around the bottom of the eyel ess, towering buildings. But that day we had
Immortality for our lesson. | suddenly couldn't even want to believe in it.

Not with flesh so soft and unhappy and walls so hard and uncaring. | drooped,
wor dl ess, through the cl ass.

Afterwards, everyone else left the building to go to their usual glides, but I
cut through another way to go on an errand for Mbther. Al alone in the schoo

pen, | 1 ooked up and up the sheer wall that towered w thout an opening on
this side fromCrib Level all the way up to Doctor's Degree. And it scared ne.
What if it should fall on me! | was so little and | could die! The building

| ooked as though it didn't know | was alive. It |ooked solid enough to go on
forever and ever after | died. | suddenly hanmmered ny fists against the
vitricrete and cried, "I'm supposed to be inmortal, not you! You you unlive
you! 1've got a soul. \Woever heard of a vitricrete soul!"

But | was the one that bruised, and the vitricrete didn't even plop when | hit
it.

And then hone to Mother's breaking. And ny tears in the slot. And a weary
going on with the usual routine.

Dad cane hone that evening nore silent than ever, if that's possible. My tears
were long dried and | was sitting on the floor in front of the telaworld

wat chi ng the evening news. | gave Dad a hi and cut ny picture to half a screen
to clear for his sports program | renoved the ear so | could hear what Dad
had to say.

"Chis?" Dad asked as he flipped a finger to inflate the chair to his weight
bef ore he dropped wearily into its curving angles.

"Not in yet," said Mdther guiltily, her face pinking.



"He knows," said Dad. "QGuidance warned us-and him |f he glide-hops once nore

or enters mal e-subteen-restricted areas, he'll go to therapy."
"And so will we," | thought sickly. "The whole family will have to go to
therapy if Chis does. Illness isn't isolated."

"I-1-" Mther |ooked mserable. "Darin, can't we do sonething for Chis? Can't
we get him brighted on anything?"

"Li ke what?" Dad filled his half of the telaworld with his underwater program
and funbled for the ear. "Even Cuidance is stunped."

"But at ten?" Mdther protested. "At ten to be so quenched on everythi ng?"
"Qui dance says they're working on it." Dad sharpened the focus on his
hal f-screen. A shark seened to swmright off the screen at us. "He's on page
14 in volune 2-of the ten-year-olds. | wonder which, page they'd have nme on?"
He turned fromthe telaworld. "I don't imagine the list would be very |ong of
mal content mal es who stop in mdnorning to renenber the feel of sand

di ssol ving fromunder his bare feet in a nunbing-cold, running stream"

"I wish," said Mdther passionately, "that we coul d-just go!"

"\Where?" asked Dad. "How? We'd have to put in for |ocale anends, specifying a
destination and notivation. Besides, is there any place-"

"Just any place," said Mdther rigidly.

"Wuld it be different?" | asked, feeling hope surge up inside ne. Mother
| ooked at ne silently for a moment; then she sighed and her wists went |inp.

"No," she al nost whispered. "It would be no different."

| didn't know when Chis canme in. | guess he slid the secondary exit. But there
he was, sitting in his corner, twirls and twirling a green stem between his
fingers-a green stemwith four leaves onit. | felt ny heart sag. He had

pi cket leaf! From greenery!

Mot her saw hi m about the sane tine | did. "Chis,"” she said softly, and Dad
turned to look. "Is that a real |eaf?"

"Yes," he said, "a real one."
"Then you'd better put it in water before it dies," said Mther, not even a
tone in her voice to hint of all the |laws; he had broken

"In water?" Chis' eyes opened wi de and so did mnine

"Yes," said Mother. "It will last longer." She got a plastiglass fromthe
di spenser and filled it. She held it out to Chis. "Put the stemdown in the
water," she said. And he did. And stood there with the glass tipping alnpst to
spilling and | ooked at Dad. Then he | eaned over and put the plastiglass on the
table by Dad's chair. Dad | ooked at the leaf and then at Chis

"WIl it grow?" asked Chis.
"No," said Dad. "It has no roots. But it will stay green for a while."

Chi s reached his hand out and touched Dad gently on the shoul der. Dad showed
no withdrawal. "I won't ever take another," offered Chis.



"It's better not," said Dad.

"But soneday," cried Chis, "I'mgoing away! I'mgoing to find a place where
can run on a mllion, mllion |l eaves and no one will even notice!"

I hunched there in front of the telaworld and felt nyself splintering slowy
in all directions into blunt slivers that could never fit together again. This
must be what they neant by crazing across. | was immortal, but | must die. And
soon, if | couldn't touch the soil | had never touched. | didn't want to touch
anywhere, and yet | could still feel a hand envel opi ng m ne and anot her
pressed firmy against ny waist. | hated where | was, but sickened to think of
change. But change has to cone because. it had been noticeable that Dad hadn't
wi t hdrawn when his own son touched him Nothing would be snmooth or fitted

t oget her agai n-

| creaked tiredly to ny feet. Mother quirked an eyebrow at ne. "Only to the
perimeter," | said. "I want to wal k before di ming."

Qutside our unit | paused and | ooked up the endl ess height of the

bui | di ng-blind, eyel ess, but, because it is an older unit, | could still see
scars where wi ndows used to be-when wi ndows were desirable. | wal ked slowy
toward the perinmeter, automatically rem nding nyself not to overstep. Wth
Chis already on warning, it wouldn't do for ne to be Qut of Area after hours.
Soneday-sone | ong away day-1'd be twenty-one and be able to flip ny |dent
casually at the Eye and open any area, any hour of the day-well, not the
Restricted, of course. O the Cassified. O the Industrial. O the-well, |
have the list at hone.

Around me, as up as | could see, were buildings. Around ne as far as | could
see, were buildings. The Open of our area, ringed about by the breathing
greeneries, nust have had people coming and going, surely a few, but | didn't
see them | seldomdo any nmore. OF course, you never deliberately | ook at
anyone. That's rude. Nor ever speak in public places except when you

absol utely have to. You do murrmur to friends you nmeet. And because you don't
| ook and don't speak, people sort of get |ost against the bigness and

sol i dbuiltness of the conplexes. So | wal ked al one in the outer dinmng, ny
pneurmonosol es not even whi spering against the resilicrete floor of the Open.

I found nyself counting steps and wondered why. Then | smiled, renenbering.
Twenty-si x paces this direction, then fourteen to the left, four small slides
to the front, and a settling of feet slightly the other way, and- | slowy
turned my head. Yes, | had remenbered ny old forrmula right. | had found the
exact spot under the lights. No matter which way | |ooked, | could see a
shadow of me. | was standing in the center of a bouquet of my own shadows!
How pl eased | used to be with the visual magic. No matter what shadow | saw,
it was mne! Al of the nme's belonging to the one nel How enchanting it had
been when I was young. But now the shadows no | onger pointed at ne -but away.

I wasn't being put together any nore. | was being pulled apart-thinned to no
nore substance than nmy own shadow. | ached. Then | turned back to the unit.
All the other nme's went somewhere else. | felt drafty and very small at the

conpl ex door.

That night | lay awake in my slot long after inner dinmmng. Every tine | shut
nmy eyes, | was swi nging around the | ounge again, with a disturbing sense of
nearness. | don't like nearness. It interferes. You have to react, even if

you' d rather not. And how can you be near to someone who doesn't even see you
but just rubs his eyes past the place where you are? My pillow was hard. The
lulltone was off-key. The air exchange was all wong. And | was danci ng again,
around and around, farther and farther away fromthe | ounge but nearer and



nearer and nearer.

"Engl e Fauci ng! What a gonky nane!" | nuttered and poked ny pillow. Then | was
counting. "-Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-one,
twentyone. Five is so many years! So many!" | flipped up in bed, hunching

automatically to keep fromthunmping ny head on Chis' slot. Wat was the matter
with me? | couldn't be sickening for anything. Qur |avcube is standard-we have
the i muni spray installation, so | couldn't be sickening for anything.

fl opped back down and cl osed ny eyes resolutely. And whirled around and around
and shadow and one twothree one twothree.

At break-tine next day | went to the |ounge, expecting-l don't know what | was
expecting. Engle was dancing with soneone, swi nging effortlessly around and
around. | felt ny chest clench on sonething that wanted to expl ode. Lellice
was waiting for ne on our usual bench, clutching two Squel ches.

"Too bad," she said, as | grimaced through nmy first swall ow of the gonky
stuff.

"Too bad what?" | asked when | coul d.

"Too bad he doesn't dance with you again," Lellice said. "You sure were
brighted."

"Wal tzes always bright ne," | said, wishing Lellice would cut it.

"But just think," she sighed. "If Engle had danced with you today, and then
tomorrow, you' d have been opted, and he'd have to bid you to the BB-"

The BB! |'d forgotten all about the BB. Forlornly | let my Squel ch dangle from
nmy |ax, hand. "lfzng never did anything," | said. "And nuts to the BB!'" |
wasn't about to let her think that I'd ever hoped-

"Twi xt!" Lellice's eyes got big. "Such | anguage! Besides, this is the first
year you've been eligible to be bid-"

"Fooey on the BB-" | groped for every archaic, |efthanded phrase | could
renenber. "Big Blasts are for the birds! Wio needs them And this Squelch! It
stinks!" | dropped the container and kicked it viciously. It rolled out onto

t he dance area, dribbling that gonky chartreuse in a sticky stream across the
shi ning. And Engl e-all unsuspecting-circling with his partner, stepped in the
sticky stuff. And fell flat. And pulled his partner down. And her skirts
flipped. And | just stood there |ooking and | aughing so |loudly that everyone
in the room becane aware of ne. And of the two of them because of ne.

I think I would have died on the spot if the break bell hadn't rung and
enptied the | ounge with nmost unusual speed. No one wants to be around a
situation. Not even Lellice, though she did hesitate, her nmouth open, before
she gul ped and fled. Engle left last. He | ooked back over his shoul der
dabbling at his Squel chy sleeve. "Three left feet!" he said. But he | ooked at

me! He saw ne! And, which was the worst of all, he'd remenber ne-and the

Squel ch.

Everyone was gone. | kicked the dribbling Squelch container with short vicious
ki cks clear across the deserted floor and all the way down the hall. | picked

up the hal fenpty, battered thing and carried it into ny carrel. As | sat in
the chair that was nolded to me fromsuch long sitting in, the post-break tape
was acti vat ed.

"Good nmorning, Twixt," said the history tutor brightly. "If you'll dial the



year 1960, we'll begin. Good nmorning, Twixt. If you'll dial the year 1960,
we' |l begin. Good norning-" | slammred the Squel ch contai ner down on the
viewer. Then | deliberately poured the Squelch, to its |last oozy drop, into
every hole and crack and crevice | could find. Wth set teeth, | pushed every
button in sight-by the pal nsful. And pulled every |ever-handsful at a tine!
Then right in the mddle of the nmorning and just because | wanted to, | left
school! | was so quaked that | could feel my toenails curling. | can't
renmenber a thing about |eaving the school conplex or how many glides | boarded
to what other glides, nor can | remenber off-stepping at whatever J-station |
of f-stepped into. I was too busy to notice anything-too busy arguing in
wor dl ess savage gusts with no one.

| didn't even hesitate at the J-station, though I had never in all ny life
boarded a J-line by nyself. | didn't |ook at signs or colors or sizes. | just
pushed into the first enpty jerkie | saw, actually pushed, taking with ne,
defiantly and uncaringly, the sight of the shocked eyes of the worman | had
touched with no valid excuse. The door slid and | funbled at the destination
controls, not knowi ng how or where to punch for. Then | was crying with huge
gul pi ng sobs sandwi ched between thin, tight whinings. | hanmered the controls
blindly with both fists and was jerked back agai nst the seat in a sodden heap
of m sery.

| have no idea howlong it was before | was jerked off the J-line to the
destination ny fists had chosen. Then | was jerked again. And again,

brui singly, the other way. Then the jerkie glided to a stop. | had thirty
seconds to exit before the jerkie would be jerked back to the J-line, but |
scranbl ed out afraid of getting caught half through the door. Snuffling and
dabbling at ny face, | turned back toward the jerkie, hoping no one would
notice. And stopped in md-turn in blank wonder.

Where on earth was |? There was no J-station. No station list, no Iine color
code, only a narrowrail and a slab of some sort of Crete that was cracked
acr oss.

And greens: Green all around nme! Underfoot, ankle deep! Higher than nmy head,
covering the J-line tower conpletely and the smaller wooden-why, that wasn't a
smal ler tower! It was a tree! Just like the tapes! | waded through the green
guiltily looking around to find sone way to get onto a | egal paving. There
wasn't any. No paving! Anywhere! | stunbled over to the tree and touched it
the brown, unleafed part-the trunk. | guess | fingered the bark too roughly
because a piece cane loose. | tried hastily to put it back, but |I funbled and
it fell. | dropped to my knees to get it, but there were so many pi eces on the
ground that I couldn't tell which one |I had broken. | picked up one piece

and shredded it in nmy fingers. | tasted it. It tasted like-like a tree! Warm
and woody and dusty and real

And then | saw it. There at my knee. The enchanting little |line of bareness
runni ng out of sight into the green

Breathlessly | slid down to my stomach, ny cheek pressed to the green. |
peered al ong the shadowy, secret hidden way. Now if only-if only-! And one did
cone! An ant, carrying sonething, hurrying along, so tiny! So tiny! On tapes
they | ook so big and quick and arnored.

| watched until the ant was out of sight-all unknowi ng of me. Then with a

deep, shaking sigh, |I sat up and | ooked around ne. More trees-nore green
slanting down out of sight towards the snell of water, and a liquid sound.
Then somet hi ng nmoved across the green invisibly, bending it toward me. | felt

a flow ng around ne. Wnd! Wnd bl owi ng because it was a wi nd, not because a
thernpbstat told it to! "Here," | thought, "here is a place that wouldn't be



the sane! If we could only get |ocale anmends for here!" | scranbled to ny
feet, suddenly clutched by wonder.

"There's no one," | whispered to nyself in disbelief. "Here | amand there's
no one el se. Not anywhere. No one to see. No one to hear. No one to sense-!"

My arms |lifted as though they knew wi ngs and ny feet barely touched the green
as | surged ny whole self up. Then in one swift, collapsing notion, | folded
me down and stripped ny feet bare. | ran fast, fast, and lightly--oh, lightly!
across the green, the bottons of ny feet giggly at the spiky soft of the green
and ny hair flowi ng back fromny face as ny running nade a little wind for ne
all alone. Wien had | last run? Onh, years! Oh, never before like this-never

wi th boundl essness around ne and such freeness!

Suddenly | was plunging down a steep slope unable to stop. Below nme was a wi de
blue glint-water! As big as the ocean! | could drown in it! And | couldn't
stop nyself. My frightened, clutching hands caught |eaves and tore them off
the plants as | plunged past. Then |I caught a branch and felt ny shoul der yank
back and pull me to a stunbling stop right in the edge of the glinting.

stood panting and shaken, watching the boiling brown water slosh ny ankles.
Then the water slowmy cleared and | could see the distortion of nmy feet in the
fl owi ng wet ness.

| took a cautious step. |I felt graininess dissolve under the soles of ny feet.
Sand melting away just as dad had said, only this water wasn't nunbing col d.
It was brightly cool. | took another step and felt a squishy welling up

bet ween ny toes! Miud between ny toes! Squish, squish! Like an echo |I heard
swi sh, swi sh above nme. My chin tilt- ed as | searched for the sound. There!

Faintly far away, |like a cobweb against the sky, the J-line. How fragile and
lovely it | ooked fromhere. And here belowit, | had found three
dreans-Mother's in the little bare path, Chis' in the mllion, mllion | eaves

to run on, and Dad's in the dissolving sand. And the three, held together by
all the other wonders, was really what nmine had been all the tine w thout ny
knowi ng it!

Wth a sigh, | turned back to the water, but the spell was broken. | was
suddenly very small at the bottom of a bigness that had forgotten that Man
made it. It whispered its arrogant roar down to ne-to rem nd- | stepped out of
the water onto the green, rinsing first one foot and then the other. C utching
my skirts and | ooking warily back over ny shoulders, | scranmbled up the steep
sl ope, loosing one hand to hel p ne.

Fear and panic began to build up. Were were the peopl e? Were was novenent
and humm ng? The constant eternal humr ng of wheels starting or stopping,
accel erating or decel erati ng-novi ng, noving, noving. The only thing | could
see that | ooked anything like life or units was a huddl e of small buildings
far amay low and little and lonely with sky show ng between them

Suddenly terrified that | might be the only person in the world, | staggered
back to the J-line tower, ny shadow, thinly tall, slipping up the massed
greenery. There was the slab of Crete. And there, quietly and quieting, was a
small white flower growi ng up out of the crack as though no one had ever
bothered to mark the |ine of where things could grow and where they nustn't.
W thout even |ooking around, | picked it! My chin was high and defiant.

A sudden sound |l owered nmy chin and sent ne back into the hangi ng, sw nging
green on the tower. | nmuttered, "Vine,"-in belated recognition, just as a
jerkie rounded the tower and jerked to a stop right in front of ne. | pushed
the white flower down tight into ny pocket. The jerkie door slid. A man
stepped out. Hi s brows lifted when he saw nme, but he sm | ed-and went on



| ooki ng! And spoke! And we had never net! "Want this jerkie?" he asked

informally. | could get no words, so | nodded. He pushed the hold button and
stepped out. | stumbled at the door and his hand caught my el bow and steadied
ne.

"Your pardon," he said formally, releasing me. "l trespassed."”

"It was permissible,” | gasped ny part of the expected exchange.

"What J-station?" he asked, showi ng no awareness that he was asking a persona
guesti on.

"Area G" | gulped as though | told ny area to any casual questioner. "\Were
is this?"

"Area G " he repeated and reached in to set the controls. Before | could even
repeat ny question, the door slid. Through the viewplate | saw his nouth make
a word. | thought it | ooked |like Nowhere. How could it be Nowhere? | was
jerked abruptly that way. Then this. Then the last jerk onto the J-Iline.
dropped back agai nst the seat and stared down at ny bare, dust streaked feet.

| giggled helplessly. G nderella doubl ed!

Then wonder possessed ne and | was back anong the green, trying to gather as
many renmenberings as | could to take home to ny famly-ny waiting, eager
famly- | was off-stepping the glide at our conplex before the wonder

i ghtened enough for ne to start choosing words. Then | was in our unit and
babbling the whole thing to nmy gape-nouthed family, babbling so fast that |
didn't nake sense even to nyself. Dad finally put his hand firmy over ny
mouth and held nme tightly conforting with his other armuntil Mother brought
me a hush-ne and a plastiglass of water. | swall owed obediently.

| leaned against Dad while | calned. Finally he said, "Quidance has set an
appoi ntnent for you tonorrow at ten -another Garath."

"It was worth it." | sighed shudderingly and rel axed onto the floor fromDad' s
arms. | hugged ny knees to my chest. "It was worth it."
"But Squelch in the viewer?" Chis was adniringly scandalized.

"And no one knowi ng where you were!" Mdther's hand was tight and hot on ny
shoul der. "School called to ask, and no one knew where you were!"

"Not anyone!" | marveled, realizing all the illegal things | had done w t hout
even thinking or caring. "No one knew where | was!"

"Qut in school hours and you nowhere near twenty-one!" shrilled Chis, brighted
to nore nearly a boy after being solid | unp of quenchedness for so |ong.

"Nowhere," | said softly. "That's where | was. Mther, | saw one of those

| ovely, secret paths through the grass. And | saw an ant running along it, not
knowing I was there. It was carrying sonmething. And the green all bent toward
me and the wind flowed around me like-like Iight going somewhere to shine-"

"Where were you?" Mdther's eyes were wi de and dare

"I was-1 was-" | stopped, stricken. "I don't know, " said, a heavy realization
tightening inside me. "I have no idea. Not a single idea. Only-only the man
sai d Nowhere. At least it |ooked |ike Nowhere through the viewplate."

Dad's nmouth twisted. "I imagine that's just exactly where you were," he said.

"Nowhere." His eyes told me untruth as plainly as if he had said so.

"No matter what we call it," | cried, "I was there and | sawit-the little



bare path-" Mther's hand | eft nmy shoul der and her eyes flashed. "You're
unkind to use my own words to cover your truancy.

"But--!'" | protested. "I'mnot covering. | really did. sawit. |I felt it-a
mllion, mllion | eaves under nmy feet. And nud between ny toes and-" | turned
to Dad. "Sand, dissolving under ny feet in a flow ng stream"”

"Enough, " said Dad quietly, his face hardening and his eyes not seeing ne any
nmore. "l suggest truthing to the Councilor."

"Honestly! Honestly! I1'mtruthing!" | cried. "It was just what we are al
aching for! Qur dreans-"

"W haven't asked you to account for your tine," said Father-no | onger an
i nformal Dad. "We trust that whatever you did was ethically correct.”

"Ethically correct!" Anger surged in me, stung to life by ny di sappoi ntnent.

"Mpst correct! | pushed a lady to get into a jerkie. | rode the J-line all by
nmysel f to Nowhere. | ran barefoot across all the green | could. | squished nud
between ny toes. | |ooked at a stranger. And talked to him And | picked-"
scrabbled in nmy pocket. A npist, greenish-black thread caught under ny probing
nails. | pulled ny hand out and | ooked. The flower was crushed and dead. Only
the tip of one petal curled coolly white fromthe ruin. "It was nost secret
and nost lovely," | whispered forlornly.

My fingers cupped the flower protectively out of sight, and | pushed ny hand
down into ny pocket.

Dad turned on the telaworld and reached for the ear. "Don't forget your
appoi ntnent at ten tonorrow "

"And if | don't choose to renenber?" | flared. Three pairs of astonished eyes
focused on ne. "Wy should | go to CGuidance?" | asked. "They'll only try to
change ne-to make nme conform | don't want to change! | don't want to
conform"™ | struggled with breath and tears.

"Let's truth it!"™ | felt nmy face pinking with nore defiance. "W're

non- conf or m everyone of us! That's our whole trouble!" Chis doubled his hands
into fists and Mother pinked slowy and painfully. Father just |ooked at mne
for a noment, then he said quietly, "Yes, we are non-conform That is our
problem But so far we have either truthed it or kept still. Qur fantasies we
have plainly | abel ed fantasies-"

"And so have |I," | said as quietly as he. "Wien | am fantasying. And | think
that silence sonmetines is the worst kind of untruthing." |I turned away and
went to Wardrobe. | undressed hurriedly, clutching ny dress back fromthe

renov to rescue the nmoi st mashedness of the white fl ower.

I was still staring defiantly at the top of my slot when the lull-tone finally
faded, thinking | was asleep. Then | heard the click of Chis' slot and knew he
was above me. Slots are supposed to be completely contai ned, of course so that
no one intrudes on another, but long ago Chis and | discovered a long thin
crack at one end of our slots. W could whisper there and hear each ot her
Wuld he? O did he think me untruthing, too. Or maybe he just didn't care-

Then | heard, "Twixt!" in a voiceless, small explosion. | could picture him

twisted all around in his slot because the crack is at his foot. He's a boy

and has to take the upper, and it is so old that the bedcovers pull out from
only one end, but | can change where | put my head in mne. That week | had

changed nmy pillow to the opposite end.



"Yes?" | breathed back at him sitting up cautiously to get ny nouth closer to
the crack.

"It's true, isn't it?" he hissed.

"True," | said flatly.

"Wth green and water and trees?" Hi s whisper was hungry.

"True," | said. "And little units far away, |low, with sky between-"

"There's no J-station like that in two hours around," he breathed back at ne.

"There has to be!" | felt ny whisper threaten to becone a voice. "O else |
was farther than that away. | was too. | saw ny shadow slide up the J-tower.
Up over the I!

"Twi xt!" He al nost broke into speaking. "If you saw your shadow in the

afternoon, the sun was in back and the J-tower was east-" he fell silent.

East ? Whoever uses directions any nore except on maps instead of up and down
and left and right. You just get the right transport and it goes where you
want. And what has east to do with where ny shadow was slidi ng-

Then Chis spoke again, very carefully. "Tw xt, where was the river then, the
flowing water-left or right?"

"I-1-"1 visualized again the slimsliding of such a tall, tall shadow
"Left," | said. "On ny left."

There was a brief breathy silence. "Listen, Twixt," his voice was urgent. "I
bet | know what happened to you. You know the grid for J-stations? The sane
di stance between, all the tine? Well, it isn't always so. Sonetinmes there's a
non-conformoff-J in between. No station. Just an off and on for some reason
or other. You have to have the destination code 'relse you don't even know
there's an off there. You musta punched a non-conformoff-J."

"But where is it?" | whispered back. "How Il | ever find it again? Because |'m
going to find it."

"Il find it for you," cane his confident answer. "I know nmore about J-Ilines
t han anyone in the whol e-the whol e negapolis! |I've hopped nore hi-speed
freight glides and stowed in nore jerkies-'

"Chis!" | was horrified. "Jerkies alone? And you're not twelve yet!"

"Twel ve!'" His voice disnm ssed the whole idea of rules and pernits. "But,

Twi xt, | think I know where that river is! If it was on your left and you were
facing a J-tower in the afternoon-1'I1 find it. 1'Il find it if it takes
until-until I'mtwelvel"

H s voice was gone, but | could al nost see himso brighted that he shone in
the dark! | wasn't very dimnyself! And he's lust stubborn enough - do it," |
t hought adniringly.

"And then we'll bring the J-line destination code to Mdther and Dad and take
themthere. Then they'll see. They'll believe then. And Dad will put in for

| ocal e anends and we'll go! W'Il |eave this huge external skeleton. W'Ill be
tall, standing there in the green. W'll all strip off our pneunobnosol es



and-

| hugged myself in delight. "And then foof to you, Engle Faucing! Fooof!" |

t hunped back down on ny pillow, starting the lulltone again. How had he got
into ny drean? | felt the delight nelt fromny face. The lulltone was a
background for ny unspoken, mouth-franed words, Mst secret-nost |ovely. And
cl osed ny eyes so the wetness wouldn't turn to tears.

Then | hurried back to the wonder, with a twi nge of guilt for having roared
poor Dad. | had untruthed by silence, myself, drinking that gonky chartreuse
just because the other kids did. But |I could change now. | felt as though

had split a hard, crippling casing clear up ny back. Fresh air was flowing in.
| was growing out. At last! Sonething worth being brighted for! Sonmething to
put together day by day until it becane a shining, breathing sonethingel se!
Oh, wonder! GCh, wonder! And all we have to do is find Nowhere.

YOU KNOW WHAT, TEACHER?

M ss PETERSON | ooked resignedly around the school yard. Today was a running
day. The children swept ceaselessly fromone side of the playground to the
other, running nadly, sometines being jet planes, sometines cowboys, but
nmostly just running. She shifted a little as an angle of the wire fence gouged
into her hip, sighed, and for the fourth time | ooked at her watch. Two m nutes
| ess of noon recess than the last tinme she had | ooked.

"You know what, teacher?" Linnet's soft little voice spoke at her el bow. "You
know what ny not her thinks?"

"What does your nother think?" asked M ss Peterson automatically as she

wei ghed the chances of getting across the grounds to one of the boys-who was

hangi ng head down fromthe iron railing above the furnace-room stairs-before

he fell and broke his neck

"My nother thinks ny daddy is running around w th anot her woman." M ss
Peterson's startled eyes focused on Linnet's slender little face.

"She does?" she asked, wondering what kind of answer you were supposed to give
to a statement like that froma six-year-old.

"Yes," said Linnet; and she was swept away by anot her running group that |eft
its dust to curl around M ss Peterson's ankles.

M ss Peterson passed the incident along to Mss Estes in the brief pause
bet ween | oadi ng the school buses and starting after noon duties.

"Piquant detail, isn't it?" said Mss Estes. "It mght do sone of these
parents good if they knew just how much of their donmestic difficulties get
passed on to us."

"It's a shanme," said Mss Peterson. "I've thought for some tinme that sonething
was wrong at home. Linnet hasn't been doing well in her work and she's al

di t her-brained gain. She'd be in ny upper group if she could ever feel secure
| ong enough."

Rai n swept the closed windows with a rustly, papery J. Mss Peterson tapped
her desk bell and bl essed the quiet lull that followed. Rainy days were
gruesome when you had to keep the children in. They were so accustoned to
pl ayi ng outdoors that the infrequent rainy-day schedul es al ways neant even
nore noi se-making than usual. In a few mnutes she would call the class to
order and then have a wonderful five-mnute Quiet Tine before the afternoon
activities began.



"Teacher, Wayne keeps breaki ng down what | build!" protested Henry, standing
sturdily before her, his tumy pushing through the four-inch gap between his
bl ue jeans and his T-shirt.

"Well, he knocked down ny garage and he keeps taking all ny spools,"” Wayne
defended, trying to balance the sixth spool at the top of his shaky edifice.

"You got nore'n | have," retorted Henry as the towering structure fell,
expl odi ng spools all over the corner.

"You both know we're supposed to share,” said Mss Peterson. "W don't fight
over things like that. You'd better begin to put the spools away, anyway. It's
al nost Put-Away Tinme."

"You know what, teacher?" Linnet's voice was soft by her shoul der

"Wh-a-t, that's what," |aughed M ss Peterson, hugging Linnet's fragile body
agai nst her.

Li nnet considered for a nonment and then sniled.
"I mean, you know what happened at our house | ast night?"

"No, what?" The menory of the previous report fromthe donmestic front sobered
M ss Peterson.

"My nother and ny daddy had a big fight," said Linnet "Not a hitting fight-a
hol l er fight."

"Ch?" Mss Peterson, still holding Linnet in the circle of her arm reached
for the bell and tapped the double Put Away signal. The clatter crescendoed as
puzzl es, bl ocks, books, spools, and scissors were all scranbled into their
restorage spots.

"Yes, persisted Linnet. "I listened. Daddy said Mother spent too nmuch noney
and Mot her said she spent it for food and rent and not on wonen and she got so
mad she woul dn't sleep in the bedroom She slept all night on the couch.”

"That's too bad," said Mss Peterson, hating battling parents as she | ooked
into Linnet's shadowed face

"I took her one of ny bl ankets,"
bl anket . "

said Linnet. "It was cold. | took her ny blue

"That was nice of you," said Mss Peterson. "Honey would you help Lila get the
doll house straightened out? It's al most Quiet Tine"

"Ckay, teacher." Linnet flitted away as soundl essly as she had cone, one
dimnutive oxford trailing an untied | ace M ss Peterson gnawed reflectively on
a thunbnail .

"Parents!" she thought in exasperation. "Selfish, thoughtless, self-centered-!
Thank Heaven nost of mine are fair-to-mddling!"

For the next few nonths the state of affairs at Linnet's house could have been
charted as exactly as the season's tenperatures. \Wien she came hol |l oweyed to
school to fall asleep with a crayon clutched in one hand, it was either that
Daddy had come home and they'd gone to the Drive-In Theater to celebrate, or
Daddy had gone away again after a long holler fight the night before.



The school year rounded the holiday season and struggled toward spring. One
day the children in Goup Two sat in the reading circle studying a picture in
their open priners.

"How is this bus different fromours?" asked M ss Peterson

"It's got a upstairs,” said Henry. "Qurs don't got-'
eye-"don't have upstairses.”

he caught M ss Peterson's

"That's right," nodded M ss Peterson. "How else is it different?"
"It's yellow," said Linnet. "Qurs aren't yellow"
"Qur school buses are," said Henry.

"They're really orange," said Linnet. "And when we go downtown, we ride on the
great big gray ones."

"Well, let's read this page to ourselves and find out what these children are
going to do," said Mss Peterson.

A murnuring silence descended, during which Mss Peterson tapped fingers that
poi nted and adnoni shed |ips that noved. Page by page, the story was gone

t hrough. Then tonorrow s story was previewed, and the readi ng group was
lifting chairs to carry them back to the tables.

Li nnet lingered, juggling her book under one arm as she held her chair.

"You know what, teacher?" she asked. "Last night we rode on the bus a | ong
ways. "

" Downt own?" asked M ss Peterson

"Farther than that," said Linnet. "W even had to get off our bus and get on
anot her one."

"My! said Mss Peterson. "You nmust have had fun!"

"I almpst didn't get to go," said Linnet. "Mther was going to | eave nme with
Ms. Mason, but she couldn't. W knocked on the front door and the back door
but she wasn't home."

"So you got to have a pleasant ride after all, didn't you?" asked M ss
Pet er son.

"Mother cried," Said Linnet. "All the way hone."

"Ch, that's too bad." Mss Peterson's heart turned over at the desol ation on
Linnet's face.

"She didn't cry till we left the notel,"” said Linnet, |owering her chair to
the floor and shifting her book. "You know what, teacher? The |ady at the
nmotel got m xed up. She told Mother that Ms. Luhrs was in one of her
cabins."

"Ch, did you go to the notel to visit some relatives?" asked M ss Peterson

"W went to find Daddy. The | ady said Daddy wasn't there, but Ms. Luhrs was.
But how coul d she be Ms. Luhrs when Mother is Ms. Luhrs? She wasn't in the



cabi n.

"Well," said Mss Peterson, wondering, as she had frequent occasion to, howto
termi nate a conversation with a child unobviously.

"The money went ding ding in the box just like in our song," said Linnet.
"The noney?"
"Yes, when we got on the bus. It went ding ding just |ike our song."

"Well, how pleasant!" cried Mss Peterson in relief. "Now you'd better get
started on your witing or you won't have tinme for your fun-paper before

[ unch. ™"

"I't makes me so mad | could spit,"” she said later to Elsie Estes over the
kerthunmp of the ditto machi ne she was cranking. The machi ne was spew ng out

pi ctures of slightly drunken cows, npoing at |opsided cal ves. She stopped and
exam ned one of the pictures critically. "Well, they' Il know what they're
supposed to be-after | tell them"

M ss Peterson started the cranking again. "Why can't that nother nanage to
keep sonething fromthe child? There's no reason to drag Linnet through the
nasty mess. Maybe if they had six kids, neither one of themwould have tine
to-Do you want any of these, Elsie?"

"Yes, | guess so," said Mss Estes. "I don't know about that. Look at ny
Manuel 0. He's got six brothers and sisters in school and only Heaven knows how
many nore at home, and papa turns up nuy boracho nearly every payday and | get
a bl ow by- bl ow account of it next norning. Then Manuel o has a new papa for a
while until the old papa beats the new papa up, and then it's all bliss and
beans till papa goes on another toot."

"Well, I"'mkind of worried. There, | gave you forty-five, just in case. | net
Ms. Luhrs at a PTA neeting several weeks ago. She | ooks-well, unstable-the
nmousy- 1 ooki ng ki nd that gives you a feeling of snoldering dynamte-if dynamte
can smol der. Poor Linnet. | see now where she picked up the habit of .pressing
three fingers to her nouth. But | don't like it at all. Linnet's such a sweet
chi | d"

"You coul d break your heart over any nunber of kids," said Mss Estes. "I
found out long ago we can't reformparents and it's flirting with term nation
of contract if we try to. Renenber how worried you were over your

Mexi canoChino | ast year? Didn't do either one of you any good, did it?"

"No." Mss Peterson stacked tonmorrow s work papers, criss-crossing them "And
he's in the Juvenile Honme now and his father's in the i nsane asylum Elsie,
when ny enotional stormsignals go up, sonething' s cooking. You wait and see."
Several weeks later, Linnet |eaned against Mss Peterson's desk and asked,
"How much nore until lunch, teacher? |I'm hungry."

"Not very long, Linnet. What's the matter, didn't you eat a good breakf ast
thi s norni ng?"

| didn't eat any breakfast,"
t he expected reaction

said Linnet, her eyes half snmiling as she awaited

"No breakfast! Wy, Linnet, we always eat a good breakfast. Why didn't you eat
one this norning?"



"I got up too late. | alnpbst nissed the bus."

"You'd better tell your nmother to get you up earlier,"” said Mss Peterson

"She didn't wake up, either," said Linnet. "The doctor gave her sone sl eeping
stuff so she won't cry at night, and she didn't hear the al armcl ock. She said
one norning w thout breakfast wouldn't hurt ne. But |'m hungry."

"I should think you would be. It's only fifteen minutes till lunch time, dear
That isn't very long."

Then, about a week later, Linnet cane to school resplendent in a brand-new
dress, carrying a huge box of crayons.

"Even a gold and a silver and a white one, teacher!" She was jiggling around
excitedly, her newy set curls bobbing with an animation that they hadn't
shown in nont hs.

"You know what, teacher? Daddy came honme |last night. | woke up and | heard him
tell Mdther he was through with that doubl e-crossing bitch and he'd never go
away again."

Before M ss Peterson could gather her scattered senses to question Linnet's
term nol ogy, the child was borne away by an enthusiastic nob of classmates who
wanted to try out the gold and silver and white crayons and admre the new
dress and the ruffled slip under it

"How | ong do you suppose it will last?" asked Mss Estes at |unchtinme over the
Spanish rice at the cafeteria serving table. "The poor kid rmust feel like a
Yo- Yo. Don't | ook now, but isn't that your Wayne squirtin' mlk through his
straw? He just made a bull's eye in ny Joanie's ear. Wio'll do the honors this
time you or me?"

It lasted a nonth.

Then Linnet crept around again in the schoolroom not even caring when Henry
took her white crayon and chewed it reflectively into a crunbled ness that he
had trouble spitting into the wastebasket when discovered. Again her three
trenbling fingers crept up to cover a quivering mouth. Again she forgot sinple
wor ds she had known for nonths, and again she cried before trying new ones.

One day the readi ng group | aughed over the story of Spot dragging the covers
of Ally to wake her up. They all had w de-eyed stories to tell about how hard
they were to wake up or how incredibly early they woke up by thensel ves. Then
M ss Peterson was dismssing the group with her automatic, "Lift your chairs,
don't drag them"

"You know what, teacher? That's just |ike Daddy and Mbther this nmorning," said
Li nnet softly. "They didn't get out of bed, so | fixed my own breakfast and
got ready for school, all by nyself."

"My, you're getting to be a big girl, aren't you?"
"Yes. When | got up | went in their bedroombut they weren't awake. | pulled
the covers up for Mother because her shoul ders were cold. Her nightgown hasn't

got any sl eeves."

"That was thoughtful of you," said Mss Peterson. "W conbed your hair for
you if she didn't wake up?"



"I did." Linnet flushed. "I can get me ready."

"You did a pretty good job," acknow edged M ss Peterson, ignoring the crooked
part and the tangled back curls.

When Linnet brought up the snudged, straggly witing paper that had again
repl aced her former neat and | egible ones, Mss Peterson wondered why this
nor ni ng, when Daddy was home, Linnet's work hadn't inproved.

"You know what, teacher?" Linnet was saying. "Last night Mther prom sed she
woul dn't cry any nore, not ever again. And she said Daddy won't ever go away
again. "

"Isn't that fine?" asked Mss Peterson. "Now you can have lots of fun
t oget her, can't you?"

Li nnet turned her head away. "Daddy doesn't |ike ne any nore."

"Ch, surely he does," protested Mss Peterson. "All daddies love their little
girls."”

Li nnet | ooked up at her, her shadowy eyes and pale little face expressionless.
"My daddy doesn't. Mdther let me take hima cup of coffee last night while she
was doi ng the dishes. He drank it and said, "Hell, even the coffee around here
i s enough to turn your stomach. Beat it, brat.' And he pushed me and | dropped
the enpty cup and it broke."

"But if he isn't going away any nore-"

"Mother told me that." Linnet's eyes were full of unchildlike wisdom "She
told me lots of time before. But she didn't hear Daddy swear."

"Well, it'll be nice if your nmother doesn't cry any nore."

"Yes," said Linnet, "Wen she cries, | cry, too.

M ss Peterson watched Linnet go back to her table and start her fun-paper.
Poor cherub, she thought

"Do you suppose | ought to do something about it?" she asked Mss Estes in the
cafeteria.

"Do what ?" asked M ss Estes. "Call the sheriff because a father swore at his
child and called her a brat?"

"You know it's nore than that. An unwhol esone hone environnent."

"What woul d you do?" asked M ss Estes, nibbling her square of cheese. "Take
her away fromthen? In that case you' d have to take half the kids in the
nati on away fromtheir parents. Nope, as long as she's fed and cl ot hed and
carries no visible scars, you can't invoke the |aw "

"Maybe | could talk with her nother."

"My, you are a neck-sticker-outer, aren't you? She'd probably spit in your
eye. "

"I'"'mawfully uneasy-"

"It's the beans. They didn't cook them | ong enough today."



After the buses had gone, Mss Peterson saw a lonely little figure sitting in
one of the sw ngs.

"Ch, whirtleberries!" she thought. "Who mi ssed the bus this tinme?"
"Hi, teacher!"
"Wy, Linnet! How did you ever conme to miss the bus?"

"I didn't miss it. Mther told ne not to come home on the bus today. She said
soneone woul d conme after me."

"I's she busy sonewhere this afternoon?” M ss Peterson dropped into the sw ng
next to Linnet, savoring the quiet of the enpty playground.

"I don't know." Linnet was opening and shutting a little bl ue-and-white box.
"What's that?" asked M ss Peterson.

"It's enpty," Linnet's voice defended. "Mther wouldn't care. She lets ne play
with enpty boxes. But not with medicine in them"

"That's right," said Mss Peterson. "W never play with boxes that have
medi cine in them"

"Mt her got this at the drugstore yesterday. It had nedicine in it then."

"Yesterday?' M ss Peterson was surprised. "But it's all none."

"It was Mother's sleeping stuff." Linnet snapped the box shut again.

M ss Peterson was curious. "Let ne see it, Linnet." She took the box and
turned it over in her hand. There was only a prescription nunber and Take as
directed on it.

"You know what, teacher? She put an awful ot of sugar in Daddy's coffee
before | took it to him and he doesn't |ike very nuch sugar. Maybe that's why
he got mad | ast night."

"Could be," said Mss Peterson grimy. "Were did you get this box, Linnet?"
"It was on Mdther's dresser by her coffee cup. Wien | went in this norning to
see if they were awake, | found it. It was enpty. | took her cup back to the
kitchen."

M ss Peterson sat eyeing the box for a long mnute. O course it couldn't be.
Children so often exaggerate and draw mi staken conclusions. Add to that an
overly imagi native teacher and you could dream up some mghty weird

situations. But

"Let's play something while you' re waiting," she said. "Let's play Wat Cones
Next. You know, like we do with the picture stories in our workbooks."

"Ckay, teacher!" Linnet's eyes lighted with pl easure.

"Now, " said Mss Peterson. "Your nother started to wash the dishes |ast night.
What Cones Next ?"

"And | got to dry the knives and forks and spoons!" added Linnet.



"Yes. Then your nother poured your daddy's coffee. What Cones Next ?"

"Ch, you m ssed What Cones Next!" |aughed Linnet. "Mther put a ot of the
sl eeping stuff in Daddy's cup. She said Daddy was getting restless. Then she
poured the coffee."”

"Then you took it to your daddy?"

"Uh-uh! First | had to get Mdther a hankie because she was crying. Then | took
it to Daddy."

M ss Peterson nmassaged the goose bunps over each el bow.

"And then your daddy drank it." Mss Peterson's voice was flat. "What Cones
Next ?" Linnet swung herself to and fro without letting her feet nove.

"l don't know," she said, her face averted.

You said you dropped the cup-
wi t hdr awal

hal f - questi oned M ss Peterson, sensing the

"Yes-yes, | dropped the cup when Daddy got mad and pushed ne."
"Yes," said Mss Peterson, know ng Linnet was deliberately forgetting. The two
sat in silence a while, then Mss Peterson took up the thread again.

"When it got dark, you got ready for bed and your nother and daddy sai d good
ni ght."

"Not Daddy," said Linnet. "He went to bed before I did | ast night. He yawned
and yawned and went to bed. And then | went to bed and Mot her woke nme up and
hugged ne and told me she wouldn't ever cry again and that Daddy woul dn't ever
| eave her again. And then-and then-" Linnet's forehead creased and her three
grubby little fingers came up to cover her soft, dismayed nouth. "OCh, teacher
You know what? She gave nme a note to give to you and | wasn't even absent
yesterday!"

"Where is it?" Mss Peterson felt her innards sinking into sone endl ess
not hi ngness. "Did you lose it?"

"No," cried Linnet triunphantly. "She put it in my shoe so | wouldn't." She
pull ed off the scuffled little oxford and fished inside it. Finally she cane
up with two griny pieces of paper

"Ch!" she was shocked. "It cane in two. Is it spoiled?"

"No," said Mss Peterson, taking the two pieces and fitting the folds
together. "No, | think I'll be able to read it." She sat in the swayi ng sw ng,
wat chi ng vagrant papers rise and circle in a sudden whirlwi nd and then drift
lazily to the ground again. And she wished with all her heart that she didn't
have to read the note.

Then consci ous of Linnet's eyes upon her, she unfol ded the hal ves of paper

Pl ease don't let Linnet ride the bus hone.

Call AR 2-9276 when school is over. Ask themto keep her for a day or two
until her grandnother cones. Thank you

Li nnel I Luhrs



M ss Peterson tasted the phone nunber again with silently noving lips. It
tasted of her little Mexicano-Chino-the Juvenile Home.

"What does it say, teacher?" asked Linnet.

"It says for you not to go home on the bus," said Mss Peterson, her thunbnai
straightening out a curl of the paper. "You're to wait."

She | ooked down at the cranped, close-witten line that slanted sharply bel ow
t he signature.

CGod forgive ne, | couldn't let himgo away again.
"Well," Mss Peterson stood up, feeling old and tired. "I have to go to the
of fice and make a phone call. You stay here and play. Remenber, don't go away.

Don't nove away from here."
"I won't," Linnet prom sed. "You know what, teacher?" M ss Peterson | ooked
down into Linnet's dark eyes. "No, what?"

"It's kinds | onesone here, all alone," said Linnet.
"Yes, it is, dear," said Mss Peterson, blinking against the sting in her
eyes. "It is kinda | onesone, all alone."

THE EFFECTI VES

SUCH THI NGS HAPPEN, i nevitably, perhaps, since both seek isolation, but the
sign post at the junction of the Transcontinental and the narrow secondary
road seens a contradiction in terms:

AWAY-8 m | es
EDRU 14-12 nmiles

The associ ation of these two groups is so unlikely that the picture of the
sign post is always turning up in magazi nes, newspapers and TVi ews under
Laugh-a-bit or Smile-Wile or Woda Thunkit?

Away-in the renpote possibility that sonmeone does not renenber-is the nane
chosen by one of the fairly |large groups of people who choose to renove

t hensel ves, if not fromthe present age, at least fromthe spirit of it. They
locate in isolated areas, return to the agricultural period wherein horses
were the motive power, live exclusively off the |and, foreswear nost nodern

i mprovenents and, in effect, withdraw fromthe world. There are degrees of
fervency, ranging fromw |l d-eyed, frantic-bearded, unwashed fanaticism to an
enviable, leisurely node of living that many express longing for but could
never stand for long. These settlenents, and their people, are usually called
Det aches.

EDRU 14, is of course, Exotic Di seases Research Unit # 14. Each unit of EDRU
concerns itself with one of the flood of new di seases that either freel oad
back to Earth from space exploration or spring up in nutated profusion after
each new drug noves in on a known di sease. Each unit enbodies the very
ultimate in scientific advancenment in power, sources, equi pnment and know how.

In this particular instance, the Power Beam fromthe Area Central crossed the
smal | acres and wooded hills of Away to sting to light and life the
carefully-fitted-into-its-environment Research Unit while the inhabitants of
Away poured candl es, cleaned | anmp chi meys, or, on sonme few special occasions,
started the small Delco engine in the shed behind the Center Hall and had the
flickering glow of electricity for an evening.



Despite the fact that EDRU 14 was only across a stone fence from Away, there
was practically no overlapping or infringing on one another. Cccasionally a
resi dent of Away would rest on his hoe handle and idly watch an EDRU 14
vehicl e pass on the narrow road. O one of the EDRU 14 personnel would glinpse
a long-skirted woman and a few scanpering children harvesting heaven knows
what vegetation fromthe small wooded ravines or the meadows on EDRU 14's side
of the rock fence, but there was no casual, free comunication between the
so-unli ke groups.

Except, of course, Ainsworthy. He was the only one at EDRU 14 who fraternized
with the residents of Amay. H s rel axant was, oddly enough, wal ki ng, and he
ranged the area between the two locales in his off-duty hours, beconing
acquai nted with many of the people who |ived at Away. He played chess-soundly
beaten nost of the tine-with Kenble, their Director-for so they call their
head who is chosen in biennial elections. He | earned to "square dance," a
ronpi ng fol k-type danci ng kept alive by groups such as the one at Away, and
somet i nes brought back odd foods to the Unit that Kitchen refused to ness
with. But; after a few abortive attenpts to interest others at EDRU 14 in the
group at Away, he gave up and continued his association with them w thout
conmment .

The di sease, KVIN, on which EDRU 14 as well as EDRU 9, 11, and 12 was worKking
was a nost stubborn one. Even now very little is known of it. It is believed
to be an old Earth disease reactivated by sone usually harm ess space factor
that triggers it and, at the same tinme, nutates it. Even those who have
experienced it and, the few mracles, recovered fromit, are no help in
analyzing it or reducing it to A = the disease, B = the cure. A+ B = no
further threat to mankind.

The only known way to circunvent the disease and prevent death is the conplete
repl acenent of all the blood in the patient's body by whole bl ood, not nore
than two hours fromthe donors. This, of course, in the unlikely event that
the patient doesn't die at the first inpact of the disease which nost of them
do. Even replacement would often fail. However, it succeeded often enough that
each Regi onal hospital kept a list of available donors to be called upon

This, of course, was after the discovery of CF (Conpatible Factor), the bl ood
additive that makes typing of blood before a transfusion unnecessary.

In spite of all possible precautions practiced by the Unit, at unhappy
intervals the mournful clack of the Healiocopter lifted eyes fromthe fields
of Away to watch another |inp, barely breathing, victimof the di sease being
lifted out to the Central Regional Hospital

Such was the situation when Northen, the Conpiler, arrived at EDRU 14-1oudly.
A Compil er woul d have been called a troubl eshooter in the old days. He
conpil es statistics, asks inmpertinent questions, has no reverence for

est abl i shed net hods, facts, habits or thoughts. He is never an expert in the
field in which he conpil es-and never conpiles twi ce in succession in the sane
field. And very often, a Conpiler can come up with a suggestion or observation
or neat table of facts that will throw new light on a problemand lead to a
sol ution.

"I don't like questions!" he announced to Ainsworthy at the lunch table his
first day at the Unit. "That's why | like this job of playing detective.
operate on the prenmise that if a valid question is asked there is an answer.
If no answer is possible, the question has no validity!"

Ai nswort hy blinked and managed a smile, "And who's to decide if an answer is
possi bl e or not?" he asked, wondering at such immturity in a man of Northen's



pr of essi onal stature.

"I decide!"™ Northen's laughter booned. "Sinplifies things. No answer-forget
it! But if | think there is an answer-tenacity's my middl e nane!"

"Then you obviously think there is a clear-cut answer to the question that
brought you here," said A nsworthy.

"Cbvi ousl y-" Northen pushed back fromthe table. "This is an inquiry into a
real problem not one of those airy nothings-And to forestall another obvious
qguestion |I'm al ways being pestered with-1 consider that | amonly one

bi ol ogi cal incident in a long |line of biological incidents and when | die, the
incident of ne is finished. |I have no brief for all this research into
nonsense about soul and spirit and other lives! One life is enough! |'m not
greedy!" And his large laughter swng all faces toward himas he | unbered up
to the coffee dispenser with his enpty cup

Ainsworthy reflectively tapped his own cup on the table top, repressing a
sudden gush of dislike for Northen. It was thinking Iike his that was
hanperi ng the Beyond Research Units. How sl ow How sl ow the progress towards
answers to the unanswerables! Was it because Believers and Unbelievers alike
were afraid of what the answers m ght be? Northen was back

"You were at the briefing this norning?" he half-questioned as he sat down
massi vely, his bul k shaking the table.

"Yes." Ainsworthy inspected his enpty cup. "Somnething about the odd
distribution of cures of KVIN, or, conversely, the deaths fromKVIN: "

"That's right," Northen inhaled noisily of his coffee. "As you know, a

conpl ete bl ood replacenment is the only known cure. Only it doesn't work al
the tine. Wich nmeans,” he waggled a huge forefinger triunphantly, "that

repl acenent is not the answer! At |east not the whole answer. But that's not
the question |'mcurrently pursuing. I want to know why there is a
geographi cal distribution of the cures. KVINis a fairly scarce di sease. W' ve
had less than fifty cases a year in the fifteen years we have studied it-that
is, the cases reported to and cared for at a Regional. There have been
undoubt edly, nore unreported and untreated, because if a patient is out of
reach of a Regional Hospital and i mediate treatnent, he's dead in four hours
or less. But we've had enough cases that a pattern is energing." He hunched
closer to the table and Ai nsworthy rescued his cup and the sugar dispenser
fromtunbling to the floor.

"Look. A gets a dose of KVIN on the West Coast. Quick, quick! San Fran

Regi onal . Repl acenent. Too bad. Dead as a mackerel. Now |l ook. B and C gets
doses at Al buquerque. Quick, quick! Denver Regional! Replacenent. B lives

di es. Personal idiosyncrasies? Perhaps, except without exception all A's die.
Half of B s and Cs live!l "

And D gets a dose at Creston. Quick, quick! Central Regional! D always
recovers! Same techni que. Same handling of blood. Same every thing except
patients. So. Different strains of KVIN? After all, different space

ports-di fferent space sectors-different factors. So, E picks up a dose on the
Coast. Quick, quick! Central Regional. Replacement. Recovery!"

Nort hen hunched forward again, crowding the table tight against Ai nsworthy.
"So transport all the A's and B s and Cs to Central ? Not enough bl ood supply.

Bring in more fromother Regionals. It won't work at Central any better than
where it cane from So--See? An answer to find and definitely in this area.



Now all | need is a case to follow through to get nme started."

It had fallen to Ainsworthy to escort Northen about the Unit, to acquaint him
with the area and answer any questions he mi ght have concerni ng procedures and
facilities. The two were in the small public |ounge one afternoon, pausing

bet ween activities while Northen groaned over his aching feet and | egs.
"I"mused to skidders," he boomed. "Faster, nore efficient, |ess wearing on
the [ egs! Just step on, toe the switch-swi sh!" He gestured with a massive arm

"This Unit is really too small for skidders,"” said Ainsworthy. "QOccasionally
we use flitters out in the grounds, but only a few bother. Mst of us enjoy
wal king. | do especially, since it's ny rel axant."

"Real | y?" Northen peered in astoni shnent at Ainsworthy. "Imagi ne! \Wal ki ng by
choi ce! "

"What's your relaxant?" Ainsworthy asked, remenbering his nmanners.

"Bl owi ng up balloons," said Northen proudly, "until they break! Bang! Wam"
Hs arns flailed again. "There's satisfaction for you! They're finished! Gone!
Destroyed! Only a rag of rubber and a puff of carbon dioxide left! And | did
it
"Pleasant," nurnured A nsworthy, automatically falling into polite

phraseol ogy, wi shing Northen's eyes would not follow so intently every face
t hat passed, knowi ng he was waiting for someone to collapse from KVIN

He wasn't |ong di sappointed. As they toured Lab I11C a few days | ater, one of
the I ab assistants, Kief, carefully replacing the beaker he had been

di spl ayi ng, took tight hold of the edge of the table, drew a quavering breath,
whi spered, "Away!" and col |l apsed as though every bone in his body had been

di ssolved, his still-open eyes conscious and frightened.

In the patterned flurry that followed, Northen was omni present, asking sharp
questions, making brief notes, his runpled hair fairly bristling with his
i ntense interest and concentration

The Heal i ocopter arrived and, receiving the patient, clacked away. A nsworthy
and Northen, in one of the Unit vehicles-a nmutation of the jeep-swng out of
the Unit parking ot and roared down the road to Central Regional, Northen
struggling with the seat belt that cut a canyon across his bul k.

Nort hen peered at his notes as they bounced along. "How d this Kief person
know he had KVI N?" he asked.

"Don't know exactly," said Ainsworthy. "It varies from person to person

Cl agget-the one before Kief, said a big brightness seemed to cut himin two
right across the chest and then his legs fell off. Others feel all wadded up
into a sticky black ball. OQhers feel as though each cell in their bodies is
bei ng picked away as if froma bunch of grapes. | guess it depends a | ot on
the person's imagination and his facility with words."

"And when he said, “~Away' just before he collapsed. That was part of this
pi cki ng away i dea?"

"No," Ainsworthy felt a surge of reluctance. "Away is the settlement next to
our Unit -a Detach."”

"A Detach!"™ Ainsworthy smiled slightly, his ears batteni ng down hatches
agai nst Northen's expected roar. "Don't tell ne you have any of those-!" He



bit off the last part of his sentence and alnost the tip of his tongue as the
jeep regrettably bucketed up over a hunp in the road.

"The people from Away are our main source of donors for replacenents," said

Ai nsworthy over Northen's muttered curses. "In fact, they've adopted it as a
conmunity project. Regional knows it never has to | ook farther than Away for
an adequate nunmber of donors-as |long as the cases don't cone too close

t oget her, which, so far, they never have." They had arrived at the turn-off to
Away and jolted off the fairly good Unit road to the well-maintained dirt road
to the settlenent.

"Surprises me that they'll give anything to the world. Thought they gave it up
along with the Flesh and the Devil!" grunted Northen, lisping a little.

"Maybe the World, but not the people init," said Ainsworthy. "The npst
generous people | know Unselfish" He fell silent against Northen's barely
cont ai ned di sgust.

"Way'd we turn off here?" asked Northen. "Thought we were headed for
Regi onal . "

"No tel ephones," said Ainsworthy, sw nging between the stone gateposts of the
drive to the Center. "Have to alert them" He was gratified that Northen fel

i Mmediately into the alnost silent role of observer and kept his thoughts to
hi nmsel f.

Kembl e met them at the door. "KVIN?" he asked, reading A nsworthy's sober
face.
"Yes," said Ainsworthy. "It's Kief. You probably heard the Healiocopter. Wo's
avai | abl e?"

"Providentially, the workers are all in fromthe fields." Kenble stepped back
i nside the Center, and, tugging the bell rope that hung just inside the door
swung the bell into voice. Ten minutes |ater he spoke fromthe Center porch to

the crowd that had gathered fromthe stone and | og houses that, with the
Center, formed a holl ow square of buil dings backed by the neat hone vegetable
gardens, backed in their turn by wood | ands and the scattered areas where each
famly grewits field and cash crops.

"KVIN," said Kemble. "Wio's avail abl e?"

Quickly a sub-group forned, nore than twice as nany as were needed if all were
accepted. The others scattered back to their individual pursuits. Kenble

gat hered the donors together, briefly, speaking so quietly that Northen
runbled to Ainsworthy, "Wat's he saying? What's goi ng on?"

"They al ways pray before any inportant project,” said Alnsworthy neutrally.
"Pray!" Northen crunpled his notebook inpatiently. "Wasting time. How they
going to get to Regi onal ? One hoss shay?"

"Rel ax!'" snapped Ai nsworthy, defensive for his friends. "These peopl e have
been personally involved in KVIN |l ots | onger than you have. And they're going
nowhere." Kenble turned back to Ainsworthy and accepted calmy the
introduction to Northen, reading his attitude in a glance and smiling faintly
over it at Ainsworthy. He excused hinself and called, "Justin, you're

co-ordi nator today."

Most of the interior of the Center was one huge room since it served as



nmeeting and activity center for the settlenent. Under Justin's direction

cl oset doors were opened, cots were unfol ded and arranged in neat rows down
the hall. Equi prent was set up, lines of donors were formed, and everything
was in readiness by the time the Bl oodnobile clacked out of the sky and
punmrel ed the grass in the hollow square with the tunult of its rotors.

One by one the donors were given essential checks by neans of a small neter
applied to an ear |obe, and were accepted or rejected with quick efficiency.

Nort hen stood gl owering at the scene of quiet activity. "Wiy can't they go to
Regi onal |ike any other humans?"

"Any particul ar reason why they shoul d?" asked Ainsworthy shortly. "They're a
willing, never-failing source, and have been since our Unit was established.
Why shouldn't we cater to then? It doesn't jeopardize any of our operations.”

For a nonent |onger they watched the quiet rows of cots and their intent
occupants, then Northen, with a grimace of annoyance, turned away. "Let's get
to Regional," he said. "I want to follow this through, inch by inch."

"But there's got to be a difference!" Red-faced and roaring, Northen thunped
on the desk in Isolation at Regional. "There's got to be! Wy else do KVIN s
recover here?"
"You tell us." Dr. Manson noved back in distaste from Northen's thrust-out
face. "That's your job. Find out why. W' ve researched this problemfor ten
years now. You tell us what we have overl ooked or neglected. W will receive
wi t h ut nmost ent husi asm any suggestions you m ght have. According to exhaustive
tests fromevery possible point of reference, there is no difference in the

bl ood of these donors and any donors anywhere!" He did a slight thunping of
his own, his thin face flushed with anger. "And KVINis KVIN, no matter
where!"

"I don't like it," Northen growed to Ainsworthy a few days later, "Kief's
conval escent now, but why? |'ve been drawi ng up another set of statistics and
| don't like it."

"Must you like it?" asked Ainsworthy. "Is that requisite to valid results?"

"OfF course not," grow ed Northen norosely.

"What statistics?" Ainsworthy asked, interest quickening. "A new | ead?"

"It's true, isn't it, that the only bl ood donors used for KVIN replacenents
are those from Away?"

"Yes," nodded Ai nsworthy.

"That's a factor that hasn't been considered before,” said Northen. "I've
queried the other Regionals-and | don't like it. There are no Detach donors

i nvol ved at San Fran Regional. At Denver Regional, half their donors are

Det aches." Hi s thick hands crunpled the papers he held. "And curse' n'blastit!
Al the Central Regional donors are Detached"

Ai nswort hy | eaned back and | aughed. "Exactly the ratio of deaths and
recoveries regionally. But why are you so angry? WIIl it kill you if a Detach
has something to do with solving our difficulty?"



"I't's that those | unpheaded- sons- of -bow egged- sea-cooks at Central swear
there's nothing in the blood of any of these Detaches that's any different
from any other donors! And the beni ghted-fuzzl ebrains at Denver swear the
same! "

"Hoh!" Ainsworthy | eaned forward. "No answer?" he chuckled. "Maybe it's an
i nvalid question. Maybe no one recovers fromKVIN "

"Don't be nore of a fool than you have to," snapped Northern. Then
automatically, "Your pardon.”

"It's yours,"” Ainsworthy automatically responded.

The two sat in silence for a nmonment, then Northen pushed hinmself slowly to his
feet. "Well, let's go see this-who's he? The Away fellow "
"Kenbl e, " said- Ai nsworthy, rising.

"Yes, Kenmble." Northen knocked his chair back fromthe table as he turned.
"Maybe he can give us some sort of lead." Kenble was in the fields when they
arrived so they had a couple of hours to kill before he could talk with them
They spent the tine in touring the settlenent, each aspect of which only
deepened Northen's dislike of the place. They ended up at the tiny schoo

where girls, long-braided, full-skirted, and boys, barefooted for the warm day
and long trousered in the nmanner of Detaches, worked diligently and

sel f-consciously under the visitors' eyes.

After they left the school, Northen snorted. "They're no angels! Did you see
that little devil in the back seat slipping that frog dowmn into the little
girl's desk drawer?"

Ai nswort hy | aughed. "Yes," he said. "He was very adroit. But where did you get
the idea that Detaches are supposed to be angel s? They certainly never claim
such distinction."”

"Then why do they feel the world's so evil that they have to | eave it?"
snapped Nort hen.

"That's not the reason-" Ainsworthy broke off, weary to the bone of this
recurrent thene harped on by those who dislike the Detaches. Wll, those who
took refuge in such a reaction were only striking back at a group that, to
them di shonored their own way of life by the sinple act of wi thdrawi ng from
it.

Kemble met themin a small office of the Center, his hair still glistening
fromhis after-work wash-up. He made them wel cone and said, "How can | help
you?"

Nort hen stated his problem succinctly, surprising Ainsworthy by his being able
to divorce it fromall emptional bias. "So it cones down to this," he
finished. "Are you in possession of any facts, or, l|lacking facts, any theories
that m ght have a bearing on the probl enP"

There was a brief silence, then Kenmble spoke. "I'm surprised, frankly, at
these statistics. It never occurred to ne that we Detaches were involved in
KVIN ot her than purely incidentally. As a matter of fact, we have no
connection with the other Detach settlenents. | mean, there's no organization
as such of Detaches. Each settlement is entirely independent of any other
except, perhaps, in that a certain type of personality is attracted to this
kind of Iife. W exchange news and views, but there are no closer ties."



"Then there wouldn't be any dietary rules or custons-"

"None," smiled Kenble. "W eat as God and our |abors give us food."
"No hal | uci nogens or cerenoni al drugs?"

"None," said Kenble. "W approach God as sinply as He approaches us."

Nort hen shifted unconfortably. "You' re Religious.” He nmade it a placard for a
peopl e.

"If the worship of God is so | abeled," said Kenble. "But certainly, Detaches
are not unique in that." The three sat silent, listening to the distant
shrieking | aughter of the rel eased school children

"Then there's nothing, nothing that m ght nmake a difference?" sighed Northen
heavi l y.

"I"'msorry," said Kenble. "Nothing-"
"Wait," said Ainsworthy. "It's renote, but what about your prayer before
various activities?"

"Prayer" snorted Northen

"But that's our custom before any-" Kenble broke off. He | ooked from Northen
to Ainsworthy and back to Northen. "There is one factor that hasn't been
consi dered,"” he said soberly. Then he smled faintly, "You, sir, had better
assune your nost unenotional detachment."” Northen hunched forward, scrabbling
in his bent and tattered notebook for an enpty page.

"Go on," he said, his chewed pencil poised in readiness.

"I had forgotten it," said Kenble. "It has becone so automatic. Each of us
donors, as our blood is being taken, prays continuously for the recipient of
that blood, with specific nmention of his name and illness if we knowit. W

try to keep our flow of intercessory prayer as continuous as the flow of bl ood
into the containers."”

Nort hen had stopped witing. Hi s face reddened. Hi s mouth opened. Ai nsworthy
could see the tensing of the muscles preparatory to a roar and spoke quickly.
"Do you know if this is a practice anong ot her Detaches?"

"We got the idea froma Denver Area settlenment. We discussed it with them by
correspondence and, if I'mnot m staken, we came to the sane conclusion. It
makes a purely inpersonal thing into a vital personal service. They, as well
as we, give intercessory prayer along with our blood." He stood up. "And that,
M. Northen, is the only factor that | can think of that m ght nmake a
difference. If you'll excuse ne now, gentlenmen, there are things to be done
before mlking tine."

"One mnute," Northen's voice was thick with control. "Can you give ne a copy
of the prayer?"

"I"'msorry," said Kenble. "There is no formal prayer. Each fashions his prayer
according to his own orientation to God."

"Well, one thing," Northen sagged in exhaustion over his desk at the Unit.
"This can be settled once and for all. The next case that conmes up, we'll just
make sure that no one prays anything while they' re giving blood. That'll prove

there's nothing to this silly ideal™



"Prove by a dead patient?" asked Ainsworthy. "Are you going to |l et soneone die
just to test this theory?"

"Surely you aren't feather-frittered-nealy-brai ned enough-" roared Northen

"\What ot her anything have you found to account for the recovery of KVIN s at
Central ?" Ainsworthy was inpatient. He left Northen muttering and roaring in a
whi sper over his notebook.

About a week later, Ainsworthy was roused out of a sound post-m dni ght sleep
by the insistent burr of the intercom He half-fell out of bed and staggered
blindly to answer it. "Yes," he croaked, "this is A nsworthy?"

"No prayer-" The voice cane in a broken runble. "Not one word. Not one
t hought - "

"Northen!" Ai nsworthy snapped awake. "What is it? Wat's the matter?"

"I"ve got it," said Northen thickly.
"The answer?" asked Ainsworthy. "Couldn't you have waited until-"

"No, KVIN, " Northen nunbled. "At |east sonmeone is sawing ny ribs off one by
one and hitting me over the head with them" H s voice faded.

"Northen!" Ainsworthy grabbed for his robe as he called. "I'll be right there
Hang on!"

"No praying!" said Northen. "No praying-This'Il prove it.
No- pr oni se- prom se-"

"Ckay, okay!" said Ainsworthy. "Did you deliberately-but there was no sound on
the intercom He stunbled out the door, abandoning the robe that wouldn't go
on upsi de-down and w ongsi de-out, nuttering to hinmself, "Not another case

al ready! Not this soon!"

"He couldn't have deliberately infected hinself," protested Dr. G ven as they
waited on the heliport atop the Unit for the Healiocopter. "In the first

pl ace, we're not even sure how the disease is transmtted. And besi des, he was
not permtted access to any |ab unacconpanied at any tine."

"But two cases so close together-" said Ainsworthy.

"Coi ncidence," said Dr. Gven. "O"-his face was bl eak = "an outbreak. O the
characteristics of the disease are altering-"

They both turned to the bundled up Northen as he stirred and nuttered. "No
praying," he insisted in a jerky whisper. "You prom se-you pronise!"

"But Northen," protested Ainsworthy, "what can you prove by dyi ng?"

"No!" Northen struggl ed against the restraint litter. "You prom sed! You
proni sed!"

"I don't know whet her they'd-"

"You prom sed!"
"I promi sed.” Ainsworthy gave in. "Heaven help you!"



"No praying!" Northen sagged into conplete insensibility. A nsworthy was
standing with Kenbl e, |ooking around at the brisk preparations in the Center
at Away. The Delco plant in the little back shed was chuggi ng away and the
electric lights were burning in the hall and floodlighting the area where the
Bl oodnobi | e woul d | and.

"It'"ll be difficult,” said Kenble. "W are so used to praying as donors, that
it'll be hard not to. And it seens fool hardy to take such chances. |'m not
sure whether norally we have the right-"

"It's his express request," said Ainsworthy. "If he chooses to die to prove
his point, | suppose it's his privilege. Besides, we really don't know if this
is the key factor."

"That's true," Kenble agreed. "Very well, 1'll tell the donors."

The waiting group | ooked back blankly at Kenble, after the announcenent. Then
someone-a girl-spoke.

"Not intercede? But we al ways-"

"I know, Cynthia," said Kenble, "but the patient specifically does not want
i ntercession. We nust respect his desires in this matter."

"But if he doesn't believe it'll do any good, why would it hurt hin | nean,
our praying is our affair. His beliefs are his. The two-"

"Cynthia," said Kenble firmy. "He has been prom sed that there will be no

i ntercessory prayer on his behalf. W owe himthe courtesy of keeping the

prom se. | suggest to all of you that in place of interceding for the patient,
you choose sone other inportant need and intercede in its behalf. O just

bl ank your minds with trivialities. And Cynthia, you m ght use your time to
assenbl e argunments pro and con on whether it is necessary for a person to know
he is being prayed for, for prayer to be efficacious! | think Theo is going to
give you a lot of trouble on that question as soon as we're through here!" The
group |l aughed and turned away, offering all sorts of approaches to both Theo
and Cynthia as they drifted out to wait for the arrival of the Bl oodnobile.
"It's hard to suspend a habit," said Kenble to Ainsworthy, "especially one
that has a verbal tie-in with a physical action.”

When Northen finally came back to consci ousness-for cone back he did-his first
audi bl e word was "Prayer?"

"No," said Ainsworthy, shakily relaxing for the first time since the |ong
vigil had begun. "No praying."

"See!l See!" hissed Northen weakly, "it wasn't that!"

"Take satisfaction fromthe fact, if you like," said A nsworthy, conscious of
a pang of disappointnent. "But you still have no answer. That was the only new
angl e you had, too."

"But it wasn't that! It wasn't that!" And Northen cl osed weary eyes.

"Qdd that it should matter so much to him" said Dr. Manson

"He |ikes answers," said Ainsworthy. "N ce, solid, conplete answers, all ends
tucked in, nothing left over. Prayer could never neet his specifications.”

"And yet," said Dr. Manson as they left the room "Have you read the |ead
article in this month's Journal of Beyond Research? Some very provocative-"



"Well, it's been interesting," said Ainsworthy as he hel ped a shrunken Nort hen
|l oad his bags into the jeep preparatory to leaving the Unit. "Too bad you
didn't nake nore progress while you were here."

"I elimnated one factor," said Northen, hunching hinself inside his saggi ng
clothes. "That's progress.”

"These cl othes! Don't know whether to gain ny wei ght back or buy new cl ot hes.
Go broke either way. Starved to death!™”

"But you haven't answered anything," said Ainsworthy. "You still have the
unexpl ai ned geographi cal distribution and the presence of the Detaches in the
case."

"Elimnate nonessentials and what's left will be essential and the answer,"”
said Northen, clinbing into the jeep.

"But what have you got left to elimnate?" asked Ai nsworthy.

"Curse'n'blastit!" roared Northen. "Stop needling ne! If | knew what to
elimnate, 1'd be elimnating it! |I'mbacking off to get a fresh start. 1"l
put these KVIN units out of business yet. And you'll be elininated!" And

pl eased with his turn of phrase, he chuckled all the way down the Unit drive
to the road.

Ainsworthy felt a little disappointed and sad as the turnoff to Away swung
into sight. He had an illogical feeling that, in sone way, his friends had
been betrayed or |et down.

He braked the jeep suddenly, throwing Northen forward agai nst the seat belt
that no longer cut a gash in his bulk.

"What now?" Northen growl ed, groping for his briefcase that had shot off his
I ap.

"Someone flagging us down," said Ainsworthy, with a puzzled frown. "A Detach
worman. " He pulled the jeep up into the wi dening of the Away road where it
joined the Unit road.

The wonman from Away stood quietly now by the clunmp of bushes that bordered the
road, her skirts swept back a little by the snall breeze that noved the
| eaves.

"Can we hel p you?" asked Ai nswort hy.
"I-1 must speak to you." The wonman was exani ni ng her cl asped hands. She | ooked
up timdly. "If you'd like to cone over in the shade." She gestured to a | og
under the overhang of a huge tree just off the road. Ainsworthy |ooked at

Nort hen, Northen scow ed and they both flipped open their seat belts and got
out .

"I-1"mvery interested in your research on KVIN," the woman said to Northen as
the two men gingerly found seats on the log. "Ch, |I'mElizabeth Fenway."
Northen's eyes flicked with sudden intentness to her face. "Yes," she said
softly. "You' ve heard of Charles Fenway. He was ny husband. He preceded you in
your job. He died of KVIN at the San Fran Regional. | was there with him W
were both born and grew up here at Away, so | brought himback here and
stayed. "



Ai nsworthy intercepted Northen's astonished | ook and snil ed,
cone out of Nazareth?' " he quoted.

Can any good

Nort hen reddened, shrugged inside his oversized clothes and fingered his
not ebook.

"When Charles was at San Fran Regional," Elizabeth went on, "just before he
di ed, he had started checking out a new lead to KVIN that he had just turned
up-the odd geographi cal distribution of deaths fromKVIN. " Northen's eyes
snapped to her face again.

"He was going over the list of donors, to see if the key could be there when
he died, in spite of replacenment." Elizabeth snoothed her hands down the sides
of her skirts. "He hadn't even had time to wite up this |atest devel opnent.
That's why you had to retrace his steps. | had an idea of what you were doing
when we heard you were at the Unit." She | ooked sideways at Northen. "I
wonder ed how you were going to react when you found your research |ead you

i nto such distasteful conpany. You see, your opinion of us at Away and of
anything religion-oriented is well known at Away. That's why we conplied

wi t hout nuch protest with your w shes concerning our intercessory prayers.

"But 1-" Her voice failed her and she clasped her hands tightly. "I had gone
on with Charles' statistical work, following the | ead he had uncovered. 1-1
found the factor of the Detaches, too. |I-you and your work have been in ny

prayers since you took over Charles' job." Her voice failed her conpletely and
she blinked and turned her face away. For an unconfortabl e nonment she
struggl ed for conmposure. Then, in a sudden outrush of words, she said, "I
couldn't let you die!l The others couldn't have let you, either, if they had
known! You can't just stand by and | et another person die when you can save
him So | prayed! | interceded for you the whole tine nmy bl ood was bei ng
drawn! "lI'msorry! I'msorry if 1've done violence to your principles-or to
your research, but | had to tell you-lI prayed!" Then, with the barest sketch
of the mannerly dip of the knees to the two nmen, she was gone, back through

t he woodl ands to Away.

"Well!" Ainsworthy let out his astonished breath. Northen was sitting, his
face bl ank, his notebook crushed in one hand. Then slowy he straightened it
out until he could open it. Laboriously he danpened the stubby point of his
battered pencil in one corner of his nouth. Then he crossed out a few |lines,
heavily, and wote, form ng the words audi bly as he recorded.

"One prayed. Was extra bl ood obtained as precauti on? Was hers used in ny
repl acenent? Proportion of prayer necessary to be effective-if it is the
effective factor." He paused a nonent, |ooking at Ainsworthy. "Is prayer
subj ect to anal ysis?" Then he bent to his notes again.

"I's - prayer - subject -
LOO REE

LOTS OF CH LDREN have imagi nary playmates. You probably had one yourself if
you were an only child or a | onesonme one. O if you didn't, you've listened to
stories about children who cried because Daddy shut the door on Jocko's tai
or Mommie stepped right in the middle of M. Gepp while he was napping on the

kitchen floor. Well, being a first-grade teacher, | neet sone of these
pl aymat es occasional ly, though they stay honme nore often than not. After all,
when you start to school, you aren't alone or |onesonme any nore. |'ve sel dom

known such a playnmate to persist at school for nore than a week or so. And yet
there was Loo Ree.



O course | didn't see Loo Ree. | didn't even know Loo Ree was there when
Marsha came to register the Saturday before school began. Marsha and her
not her sat down across the cafeteria table fromnme as | reached for the
registration material stacked in front of ne in anticipation of the norning
rush.

| said, "Good norning," to the nervous parent and snmled at the w de-eyed
eager little girl who sat a seat renmpved from her nother

"Wwuldn't you like to nove over closer?" | asked.

"No, thank you." Marsha sighed a sigh of resigned patience. "Loo Ree doesn't
like to be crowded. "

"Marsha!" Her nother shook a warning head.

"Ch?" | said inanely, trying to read nmother's eyebrows and Marsha's eyes and
the birth certificate in front of me all at the sanme tinme. "Well! So Marsha's
six already. That's nice. W like themthat old. They usually do better." As
casual as that was the advent of Loo Ree to ny classroom

But it didn't stay casual for long. In fact, the second day, as the children
lined up to come in at noon, | heard

t he spat of an open-handed bl ow and a heart - broken fiveand-a-half-year-old
wai | .

"What's the matter, Stacy? Wiat happened?” | knelt beside the pigtailed,
bl ue-gi nghamed little girl who was announcing to high heaven her great grief.

"She hit nme!" An indignant tear-wet finger was jabbed at Marsha.

"Why, Marshal!" | applied Kl eenex vigorously to Stacy's eyes and nose. "W
don't hit each other. Wat's wong?"

"She crowded in where Loo Ree was supposed to be."

"Loo Ree?" | searched the faces around ne. After all, | had thirty-four faces
to connect with thirty-four nanes, anong whi ch were Bob, Bobby, Bobette,
Karen, Carol, Carolyn, and Carl.

"Yes." Marsha's armcurved out in a protective gesture to the enpty air beside
her. "Loo Ree's supposed to be by ne."

"Even so, Marsha, you shouldn't have hit Stacy. In the first place, she's
smal l er than you and then hitting is no way to settle anything. Stacy didn't
know Loo Ree was there, did you, Stacy?"

"No." Stacy edged away from Marsha warily.

"Did Loo Ree tell you to hit Stacy?" | asked, because it was so very real to
Mar sha.

Marsha shook her head and | ooked at her bent arm questioningly. Then shaned
col or swept up her face. "No, ma'am and Loo Ree says | wasn't nice. |I'm
supposed to say |'msorry. |I'msorry, Stacy."

"Well, that's the way polite children talk. Now, where's our straight lines so
we can come in?" As the boy line and the girl line clattered past nme into the
room | heard Bob, skidding in his new shoes, mutter to Bobby, barefooted and
ragged, "I don't see no Loo Ree. Do you?"



"School's funny," remni nded Bobby.
"Ch," said Bob

In the weeks that followed, Loo Ree did not fade out as other imaginary

pl aymat es have done in the past. Rather, Loo Ree becane quite a fixture in our
room Bob was taught, the hard way, to respect Marsha's good right fist and
Loo Ree's existence when Marsha bl oodi ed his nose all down the front of his
Hopal ong Cassidy shirt for saying Loo Ree was a lie. And poor little Bobby-he
of the rusty, bare feet, the perpetually runny nose, the pinched blue | ook of
chroni c hunger and negl ect-he sat all one norning staring at the chair where
Marsha said Loo Ree was sitting. | saw the sunrise in his face when he
suddenly | eaned over and smoot hed one griny hand apparently down Loo Ree's
hair and smiled shyly.

"Loo Ree," he stated to the room and, for an astonishing mnute, |ooked fed
and cared-for and | oved.

The children | earned-by, |I fear, punching, poking and many heated words from
Marsha-not to sit down on Loo Ree in the chair by the corner table where
crayons and paper were kept. They learned so well that once, when a visiting
not her | owered her not inconsiderable bulk into the chair, the concerted
horrified gasp fromthe roomturned to relieved snmles only when Marsha
finally nodded. Loo Ree had slipped out fromunder in time. So the children
slowy accepted Loo Ree and out on the playground, they solemmly turned the
junpi ng rope, chanting the junping rhyme for Loo Ree and Loo Ree never mi ssed.

Loo Ree was as real and imedi ate to themas Santa C aus or Roy Rogers and far
| ess exotic than Batman or Tarzan. One Monday norni ng when the week's paper
nmoni tors were being appointed, the children even insisted that it was Loo
Ree's turn to be nmonitor of row five. There were the makings of a small riot
until Marsha stood up and said bluntly, "Loo Ree isn't any nmonitor. Loo Ree
is-is sonething special."” And that settled that.

It was toward the end of the first six weeks of school that Marsha came up to
nmy desk, her left hand trailing behind her, |eading Loo Ree. She |eaned on the
corner of ny desk.

"Loo Ree wants to know when we're going to start reading," she said.

"Well, Loo Ree should know that we have been doing a | ot of reading al ready.
But if she nmeans when will we start in our books, tell her that as soon as
your group learns the word cards, we'll get our little red books." Marsha

| ooked di sturbed. "But, Teacher, | don't have to tell Loo Ree. You already
did."

"I"'msorry, Marsha. Renenber, | can't see Loo Ree. Is Loo Ree a boy or a

girl?" Marsha inspected the air at her left thoughtfully.

"Loo Ree's got long, gold hair. Well, not exactly hair. But it's real gold
like Mommie's ring. Loo Ree's got a long dress. Well, not exactly a dress-"
Marsha stopped, baffled. "Loo Ree, which are you?" Her eyes focused about a
foot away. Then she wrinkled her forehead. "Loo Ree says she isn't either one,
but we can say she's a girl because she stays nmostly with ne."

"Good," | said, my head whirling in perfect figures of eight. "Well, then, as
soon as we know our words, we'll get our books. Now you go back to your seat
and draw ne a picture of Loo Ree so I'll know what she | ooks like:" | forgot

about the picture until just before lunch. Marsha came up with a piece of



mani | a paper.

"Teacher, | couldn't do it very good because Loo Ree doesn't |ook the sanme al
the time."

| looked at her picture. There were wavering lines of yell ow and orange and

round little circles of blue, vaguely face-like in arrangenment. "l suppose it
woul d be hard," | said. "What's that other one?"

"Loo Ree drew it with her finger. She says you'll have to | ook fast because
your eyes will rmake it go away." She gave the paper to me and went to her

seat .

| glanced down, expecting some nore of Marsha's unformed figures, but instead,
nmy eyes dazzled and contracted before a blinding flare of brightness.

bl i nked and caught the after-brightness behind ny eyelids. Al | had
di stingui shed was a half-halo of brilliance and a feeling of-well, | al npst
said "awe." | | ooked at the paper again and there was nothing on it. | rubbed

nmy hand across it and felt a fading warnth against ny palm

It was the next day, after the dismssal bell had rung and the thirty-four
restl ess occupants of my room expl oded out the door and into the buses, that
t he next chapter of Loo Ree began

| was trying to straighten our my front desk drawer into which | dunp or cram

anyt hing and everything all day |long, when | heard, "I want to learn to
read."

"Why of course you do," | said automatically, not |ooking up. "It's fun and
that's why we come to school. But you scoot now or the bus will go off wi thout
you. "

"I want to learn to read now " | sorted out six thumb tacks, a hair ribbon, a
pi ece of bubble gum and three marbl es before |I | ooked up

"It takes tine-" | stopped. No one was in the room Nothing was there except
the late sun slanting across the desks and showi ng up the usual crushed
Crayol as on the floor around Bob's desk. | rubbed one griny hand across ny
forehead. Now wait a minute. | know |'ve been teaching for a quite a spell,
but heavens to Hannah, not that |ong. Hearing voices is just about the |ast
stop before the genteel vine-covered barred wi ndow. | took a deep breath and

bent to ny task again.

"Teacher, | nust learn to read.” My hands froze on the tangled nass of yo-yo
strings and Red Cross buttons. The voice was unnistakable. If this was
hal | uci nation, then I'd gone too far to cone back. | was afraid to raise ny

eyes. | spoke past my choked throat.
"Who are you?"
There was a soft, rmusical laugh. "I drew ny picture for you. I'mLoo Ree."

"Loo Ree?" My palsied fingers plucked at the matted strings. "Then if | |oo0k,
I can't see you?"

"No, probably not. Your eyes are limted, you know. " The voi ce had not hi ng
childish about it, but it sounded very young-and very w se.

"Can Marsha see you?" Nothing like satisfying nmy curiosity, now that sone of
t he shock was wearing off.



"Not really. She senses me and has made an image to satisfy her, but as she
told you, | seemto change all the tinme. Her concept of nme changes."

"Why?" A thousand questions piled up behind ny tongue, but part of my mind was
still shrieking, hallucination! Hallucination! Finally | nanaged, "Wy are you
her e?"

"I must go to school and learn to read and | can't take the tinme to pace
nmysel f to Marsha's speed. Could you hel p nme?"

"Why yes, | suppose so," | replied absently, as | tried to decide if the voice
was |ike the taste of sweet music or the sound of apple blossons. "But you
know t he | anguage-your vocabulary is so-"

"I can get all the oral coaching | need, without help," said Loo Ree. "But
nmust attend school and learn fromthis | evel because it is very necessary that
I know not only the words, but that | also get the"-she paused-"the human
concept and background that goes with them™

"But why do you have to learn to read? Wy cone to me? After all, to teach
someone-or sonething-1 can't see! Wo are you?"

Loo Ree's voice was infinitely patient. "It doesn't matter who I amand it
isn'"t just the nechanics of reading | need But it is important to you and to
your world that | learn what | rust as soon as possible. It's not only
important, it's vital." | quivered under the urgency of her voice, the voice
that | seenmed to feel nore than actually hear. | pressed ny hands down hard on
t he edge of ny desk, then | picked up the sight-word cards for the first
pre-primer.

"Ckay. Let's go over these words first." So it was that my principal, little
dried-up M. Gively, brisk, efficient and utterly at sea when it cane to the
primary age |levels, bounced into nmy roomand found nme briskly flashing word
cards and giving phonetic cues to a reading circle of enpty first grade
chairs. For a nonment he seened to visualize the vine-covered bars too, then he
smled into ny enbarrassed confusion

"Preparing your |lessons for tonmorrow, | see!" He beaned. "How | wi sh all of ny
teachers were as conscientious!" And he bounced out agai n.

Loo Ree and | | aughed together before we went back to our words, conme oh
Mot her -

What ever Loo Ree was-it wasn't stupid. Before | went hone at four thirty, she
had mastered the words for the three pre-prinmers and I left her vocalizing in
t he shadowy class room the pages of the open little blue book, third of the
series, fluttering to

Mot her said, "Cone, cone.
Cone and help me work."

In the weeks that followed Loo Ree finished, either by herself or to nme, every
reader and suppl ementary reader in nmy book closet. Then she went on up through
t he grades, absorbing like a blotter, everything in all the avail abl e books.
She reported to me each afternoon and | worked up quite a reputation anmong ny
fell ow workers for staying at school after | was free to go honme. They
couldn't decide whether | was overconscientious, inconpetent or crazy. In
fact, | began to wonder, nyself.



It was several weeks later that | suddenly noticed that all was not well wth

Marsha. | was conducting the |ast vocabulary review for Goup | before giving
them their new books when it dawned on nme that Marsha wasn't in Goup | any
more. | ran ny finger down mny reading group schedul e and there was Marsha-in

Goup V! | counted rapidly backwards through the past days and realized with a
shaned sinking feeling that Marsha hadn't progressed an i nch beyond where she
was when | first talked with Loo Ree. And | hadn't even noticed! That was the
shaneful part. So after Goup | returned to their seats, clutching joyfully
their new bl ue books, | sat and | ooked at Marsha. She was | ooki ng across the
aisle at Stacy's new book, her face so forlorn that | could have cri ed.

Goup V cane up for reading after lunch and Marsha sat there apathetically

wi th Bobby, sniffing with his perpetual cold, and 'Nal do, who 'don't got nock
Eenglich, Teesher' and O yde, whose parents npbst obviously had lied hima year
ol der than he was to get himinto school sooner. She parroted the first
pre-primer words only after the others gleefully pronpted her and she didn't
even care when she called D ck, Mdther and Spot, Puff.

| kept her at ny desk when the others went to their seats. | put ny arm around
her and hugged her to ne.

"What's the matter, Marsha! You aren't |earning your words." She tw sted out

of my arm and | ooked bl ankly out of the w ndow.
"I don't care."”

"But the children are all getting ahead of you. You don't even have your red
book yet."

"l don't care."

"Ch, Marsha!" | reached for her but she avoided ne. "You wanted to learn to
reach so nmuch. You and Loo Ree-"

Marsha's mouth quivered, "Loo Ree-1 don't |like Loo Ree any nore."

"\Why 2"

"Just 'cause. She doesn't like ne. She won't play with ne any nore."
"I"'msorry, Marsha, but that's no reason for you not to |l earn your words."

Marsha's wet eyes blazed at me. "You showed Loo Ree how first! Loo Ree can
read already. And you didn't show ne!"

Ch lordy, | thought, shame to nme. And that Loo Ree. This is all her fault.

| took Marsha's hands firmly to hold her attention

"Li sten, honey-one. You renenber, you told the children that Loo Ree was
someone special? Well, she is. She is so special that she |l earned to read much
faster than the other children, but they're trying and you're not. Do you want
to make Loo Ree ashaned of you?"

She hung her head "I don't care. She likes you better anyway."

"Even if that were so, Marsha-and | don't think it is-what about your nother
and father? Were they pl eased when Bob took honme his book and you didn't?"

"No." Her voice was very small.



"Well, you know," | said enthusiastically, "you could get your little red book
tomorrow, if you knew your words, and then you could go as fast as you coul d,
all by yourself, and maybe catch up with Bob and Stacy pretty soon. You'd I|ike
that, wouldn't you?"

Marsha's face brightened, "Uh huh!"
"OfF course you would. Here, let's see how many nore words you have to learn.”

Marsha sat down on the little chair and, taking a deep breath, read every
flashed word in the first bunch of cards wi thout error

"Why, Marshal!" | cried, my aching conscience easing a little. "Of course
you're ready for the little red book." And after we rejoiced together and
wrote her name neatly inside the cover, Marsha sailed proudly back to her
seat, both hands clutching the thin, paperbacked little red book

The next afternoon when Loo Ree came to nme with a tool catal og she had found
inthe janitor's supply closet, asking for explanation of things as foreign to

me as the azinuth of the subdeclension if there is such a thing, | expl oded.
"Foof to this whole deal!" | flung down a piece of chalk so hard that it
bounced. "I think I"'mjust plain nuts, staying after school like this when |I'm

saggi ng with exhaustion, and for why? To talk to nyself and wave ny arms
around at nothing. And it's your fault I'm neglecting ny kids-and poor Marsha!
You shoul d be ashaned of yourself, dropping the poor baby |ike that and
breaki ng her heart! Well, goodbye, whatever you are, if you are anything! |I'm
goi ng hone!"

"But, teacher, please!"

"Pl ease, nothing. End of the Iine. Al out.” And | slamed the door so hard
that the glass quivered. | drove hone, defiantly running a boul evard stop at
Argent Avenue and getting a ticket for it.

That night | got a tel ephone call from Marsha's nother. She wanted to know i f
Marsha had got into trouble at school

"Way no," | said. "Marsha hasn't been very happy but she's one of ny best
behaved children. I've been a little worried about her reading but she got her
book today. Wy?"

"Well," her nother hesitated. "You do know about Loo Ree, don't you?"
"Yes, | do," | replied, maybe a little heatedly.

"Well, a while back, Marsha said Loo Ree was too busy to play with her nuch
any nore. | was relieved, because-well-" She |aughed awkwardly. "Any way, she
hardly ever nentioned her again, except when she was very unhappy, but tonight
she told ne Loo Ree was back and Marsha's spent the whole evening reading to
her out of her new book." Again the enbarrassed | augh. "You'd al nbst swear Loo
Ree was pronpting her. Everything' s been all right here at home, so | wondered
if at school -

"Way no, Ms. Kendall. Marsha's doing fine now " After some nore usua
teacher-parent chitchat, | hung up

I don't know whether it was my conscience or Loo Ree that sat heavy on ny
chest all night and read choice selections fromA Survey of Hiroshim, Dante's
Di vine Comedy and Osterneir's Mrbid Pathology, all conplete with technicol or



illustrations. Anyway, next afternoon | was sitting behind ny desk again,
proppi ng nmy heavy head up on one hand while Loo Ree read from The Koran to ne.
She had unearthed it in a pile of books contributed to the last library drive
at school .

So time went on and Marsha didn't nention Loo Ree again. | could tell she was
still unhappy and felt left out and she too often nmoped by herself on the
pl ayground i nstead of |eading the games as she used to. | was worried bout her

but | couldn't set my mind to her problemwhile the |l essons with Loo Ree went
on and on, sandwi ched between Christmas programrehearsals, a conbination that
left ne dragged out and practically comatose when the week before Christnas
vacations arrived.

0o Ree was reading Twenty Thousand Leagues Under The Sea and | was thanking
heaven that there was a glossary of sea life terns in the back of the book.

was supporting ny weary head as usual and | let the sound of her voice flow
over me |like a shadowy river and nmust have dozed because ny cheek slipped from
nmy hand and | caught nyself just in time to keep nmy head fromthunping on the
desk.

And there was Loo Ree, standing by ne, holding the place with her finger

cl osed inside her book. | nust have a beautiful imagination because she was- |
have no words for her beauty. Even if | tried, | could only conpare her to
what | have experienced-and she was way outside any of my experiences, but I
can renenber her eyes-

Loo Ree smiled. "I have learned to read.” | gaped at her, still sluggish wth
the cunul ati ve weariness that teachers everywhere w |l understand.

Loo Ree spoke again. "l've finished, teacher. I've learned what | had to
[earn.” | should have skipped on the high hills and | eaped fromleaf blade to

| eaf blade with delight and relief but instead, ny heart |urched and sl owed
wi th di smay.

"You're finished? How come? | nean, how do you know?"

"I just know." Loo Ree put the book down gently, sliding her finger out

reluctantly, it seemed to ne. "It would be useless to try to thank you for the
hel p you have given nme. There's no way to repay you and you will never know
how far your influence will be felt."

| smiled ruefully. "That's nothing newto a teacher. Especially a first grade
teacher. We're used to it."

"Then it's goodbye." Loo Ree began to fade and pal e away.

"Wait!" | stood up, holding tight to ny desk. My weariness set tears in ny
eyes and thickened ny voice. "All ny life I'll think | was crazy these past
few nonths. 1'll wonder and wonder what you are and why you are, if you don't
it seems to me the least you can do is tell me a little bit. Tell nme something
so I'"lIl be able to justly to nyself all this tinme |I've spent on you and the
shaneful way | have neglected ny children. You can't just say goodbye and | et
it go at that" | was sobbing, tears trailing dowmn ny face and snearing the

bottons of ny gl asses.
Loo Ree hesitated and then fl ooded back brighter
"It's so hard to explain-"

"Ch, foof!" I cried defiantly, taking off ny glasses and, smearing the tears



across both lenses with a tattered Kl eenex. "So |I'm a dope, a noron! If | can
explain protective coloration to ny six-year-olds and the interdependence of

man and ani mals, you can tell me something of what the score is!" | scrubbed
the back of nmy hand across ny blurry eyes. "If you have to, start out "Once
upon a time."' | sat down-hard.

Loo Ree smiled and sat down, too. "Don't cry, teacher. Teachers aren't
supposed to have tears."

"I knowit," | sniffed. "Alittle |less than human-that's us.
"Alittle nore than human, sonetimes." Loo Ree corrected gently. "Well then
you rmust understand that 1'll have to sinplify. You will have to dress the
bare bones of the explanation according to your capabilities.

"Once upon a tine there was a classroom Ch, cosmc in size, but so like yours
that you would smile in recognition if you could see it all. And somewhere in
t he cl assroom sonet hi ng was wrong. Not the whispering and nurmnuring-that's
usual . Not the pinching and poking and tattling that goes on until you get so
you don't even hear it." | nodded. How well 1 knew.

"It wasn't even the sudden bl ow across the aisle or the unexpected westling
match in the back of the room That happens often, too. But something el se was
wrong. It was an undercurrent, a stealthy, sly sort of thing that has to be
caught early or it disrupts the whole classroom and tarnishes the children
with a darkness that will never quite rub off.

"The teacher could feel it-as all good teachers can-and she spoke to the

principal. He, being a good principal, inmediately saw the urgency of the
matter and al so saw that it was beyond him so he called in an Expert."

"You?" | asked, feeling quite bright because | had followed the anal ogy so
far.

Loo Ree smiled. "Well, I'mpart of the Expert." She sobered. "Wen the Expert
received the call, he was so alarmed by the very nature of the difficulty that
he rushed in with a group of investigators to find where the trouble lay." Loo
Ree paused. "Here |I'Il have to stretch nmy analogy a little.

"I't so happened that the investigators were from another country. They didn't
know t he | anguage of the school or the social systemthat set up the

school -only insofar as its resultant structure was concerned. And there was no
time for briefing the investigators or teaching themthe basics of the
classroom Time was too short because if this influence could not be changed,
the entire classroomwoul d have to be expelled-for the good of the whole
school. So it had to be on-the-job training. So-" Loo Ree turned out her hands
and shrugged.

"Ceel" | let out ny breath with the word and surreptitiously w ped ny wet
pal ms against my skirt. "Then you' re one of them finding out about our
worl d."
"Yes," Loo Ree replied. "And we believe now that the trouble is that the
bal ance between two opposing influences has been upset and, unless we can
restore the bal ance-cat astrophe.”

"The Atom Bonb!" | breathed. "The principal nust have found radioactivity in
our atnosphere-" | gleaned wildly fromny science fiction

"At om bomb?" Loo Ree | ooked puzzled. "No. Ch, no, not ,the atombonb. It is
much nore inportant than that. Your world really ought to get over being so



scared of |oud noises and sudden death. |If you would all set your minds to
some of the nore inmportant things in your life, you wouldn't have such I oud
noi ses and so many sudden deaths to fear."

"But the hydrogen bonb-"

"At the risk of being trite," smled Loo Ree, "there are fates worse than
death. It's not so inportant how you die or how many die with you. Qur group
is much nore concerned with how you live and how many |live as you do. You
shoul d be nmore concerned with living. | think you are, individually, because
have seen you, in your classroom distressed by a synptom of this unbal ance.
O rather, synptonms of synptons of the unbal ance.

"Anyway, in the course of ny assignment, | followed Marsha to you. O course
the nere nechanical learning to read was no problem but | needed to |learn al
the extra, unwitten things in the use of a |l anguage that give it its neat and
notive power in society.

"Besides that, you know that school is usually the first experience of a child
out side the home environment. His first school years are a large factor in
determ ning his adjustment to society. So | have been observing, first hand,

t he cl assroom procedure, the methods-"

"You' ve been observing!" | gasped. "Ch lordy, why didn't you warn ne?"

"The results woul d have been invalid if |I had,"” smled Loo Ree.
"But the times |I've hollered at themthat 1've lost ny tenper-that |'ve
spanked-that 1've fallen so short-"

"Yes, and the times you've conforted and wi ped noses and answered questions
and tied hair ribbons and fed the hungry wonder in their eyes.

"However, | amready to submt ny data now W mght be able to start the
turni ng of the bal ance because of what | have | earned fromyou. You' d better
pray, as | do, that we can get started before the unbal ance becones
irreversible. If that happens-" Loo Ree shivered and stood up. "So there it
is, teacher and I must go now "

"But wait. What shall | do about Mrsha? You know what has been happening to
her. What can | do to help her? | know that she's awfully small conpared to a
worl d or a cosnbs, but she is lost and unhappy-"

"Achild is a cosnbs and a world," said Loo Ree. "But you have handl ed such
probl ems before and you don't really need ny help. The trouble would have
arisen even if | hadn't cone. She just happened to choose ne to express her
difficulty. You can handle it all right.

" Good- bye, teacher."

"I"'mglad you came to nme," | said hunbly. "Thank you."

"You're wel conme," said Loo Ree.

She was suddenly a tall pillar of light in the dusky room As natural as
breathing, | slid to ny knees and bowed ny head above ny cl asped hands. | felt
Loo Ree's hand briefly and warmy on ny head and when | | ooked up, there was

nothing in the roombut the long, |ong shadows and ne.

The next norning, | sat at ny desk, feeling so enpty and finished inside that
it seemed inpossible to go on. Loo Ree had been nore of ny life than | had



known. Al this tine she had been giving nore to me than | to her. Now | felt
as lost and weak as a conval escent trying to wal k alone after nmonths in bed.

The children felt nmy abstraction and, stinulated by the nearness of the
hol i days, got away with nurder all norning. Just before recess the whole
situation erupted. Marsha suddenly threw herself across the aisle at Stacy and
Bob who had been teasing her. She hit Stacy over the head with a jigsaw
puzzl e, then she dunped her brand-new box of thirty-six Crayol as over Bob's
ast oni shed head and junped up and down on the resultant mess, screaning at the
top of her voice.

Awed by the size and scope of the demponstration, the rest of the class sat
rigidin their seats. Ared Crayola projected fromthe back of the neck of
Bob's T-shirt and Stacy, too astonished to cry, sat |ooking down at a lap ful
of jigsaw pieces.

| gathered up the shrieking, board-stiff Marsha and di sm ssed the class,

appr ehensi ve row by apprehensive row, then | sat down on the little green
bench and doubl ed Marsha forcibly to a sitting position on nmy lap. | rocked
her rebellious head agai nst nmy sweatered shoul der until her screans becane
sobs and her flailing feet drooped |l axly against ny skirt. | pressed her head
cl oser and bent my cheek to her hair.

"' There, there, Marsha. There, there." | rocked back and forth. "Wat's the
matter, honey-one, what's the matter?" Her sobs were hiccoughy gasps now.
"Nobody |ikes me. Everybody's mean. | hate everybody." Her voice rose to a
wai | .

"No, you don't, Marsha. You don't hate anybody. Is it about Loo Ree?" Her sobs
cut off abruptly. Then she was withing in nmy arnms again, her voice rising
hysterically.

"Marsha!" | shook her, with no effect, so | turned her over briskly and
spatted her good and hard a couple of times across her thighs just bel ow her
brief skirts, then turned her back into ny arns.

She burrowed into ny shoul der, her two arnms huggi ng one of mine tight.

"Loo Ree's gone away," she sobbed.

"I know," | said, and one of ny tears feel on her tunbled hair. "She was ny
friend, too. | feel bad, too." Marsha knuckl ed her eyes w th one hand.

"She was ny nost special friend, and she went away:"

"She had to go," | soothed. "She was so special she couldn't stay."
"But | didn't want her to go," cried Marsha.

"Neither did I," | patted her back

"She told ne Iotsa stories.” Marsha struggled to a sitting position. "She
showed me pretty things. She |oved ne."

"Yes, she loved us. And just think, we can renenber her all our lives. Wen
you grow up, you can tell your children all about her."

“I"l1l tell themall about her," sighed Marsha, |eaning against ne and shutting
her eyes. "Wen | grow up."



"When you grow up," | whispered, |ooking past her head and through the
schoolroomwall out into the troubled world. "Wen you grow up."

| hugged her head to nme tight and listened and |istened for the creak of a
changi ng bal ance wondering, with a catch in ny heart for all the Marshas and
Bobs and their grow ng up-Wich way is it tipping?

THE CLOSEST SCHOCL

WELL, VE were the cl osest school

The rolling grasslands stretched all dry and tawny fromthe front of the
school up into the hills until the slopes got too steep for the grass to
cling. Behind the school was my store and in front of it was the thin
white-stitched bl ack tape of the main highway and beyond that the rolling
grassl ands stretched all dry and tawny up into the hills until the sl opes-

At right angles to both the school and store and faci ng another way was the
church and in front of the church the rolling grasslands stretched all- The
| ast direction was faced by the Community Center and the rolling grassl ands-

I sol ation, yeah, and plenty of it-it takes plenty of acres like ours to raise
a few head of cattle-but Saturdays and Sundays we're pretty busy. Dusty rivers
pour thensel ves out of canyons and arroyos and out of the folds of the hills
and solidify into dustcovered pickups and station wagons and cars in front of
the store or Community Center. And, during the week, the station wagon schoo
buses rattle out and in and out again and the fourteen kids spread thensel ves
pretty good and fill the whole place with their clatter

But sonetimes in the evening, when the sun is spinning every blade of grass to
gold or-along the black slope kindling it to a fine spun-glass snow ness,
listen to the wind, thin and m nor, keening through the gold and gl ass and
wonder why anyone would want to live in such a dot under such w deness of sky
with such a tawny tide of grass lapping up to such hills.

But things do happen out here-things to talk about, things to renenber, things
to wonder about. Like the tine when we were the closest school -so naturally
they came here to register their child. Ms. Qinlan, the teacher, cane
fluttering over to the store early that norning before school. Ms. Quinlan
fluttering is a sight in itself. She's usually so self-contained and sort of
unfl utterable.

"Bent," she said, "you're on the school board. \Wat shall | do about this new
st udent ?"

"New student?" | squinted out the wi ndow of the store. "I didn't hear anyone
drive up."

"They didn't cone by road," she said unconfortably. "They cut across."
"From where?" | asked.

"From t he Nuevas," she said.

"Cut across fromthe Nuevas!" The two of us silently reviewed the terrain
bet ween us and the Nuevas. "Maybe |'d better conme see them" | flipped the
card on the front door so it said, "Come In. Back Soon." and followed her

across the hollow square that separates the four buildings.

Vel l! When | caught sight of them | nearly fluttered, nyself. Then | got
tickled and started ny subterranean | aughter that plagues nme at the worst



possible tinmes and that is al nost inextinguishable.
"Bent!" Ms. Qinlan flashed at me out of the corner of her eyes.

"I"'mnot laughing at them" | choked in a whisper. "It's Stringler! Wait'll he
sees them " | ironed out ny face-hers began to crinkle-as best | could and
gravely acknow edged her introduction

"M. and Ms. Powdang and Vannie. This is M. Brentwood, one of our schoo
board menbers."” | wondered a little about how appropriate it was, but | held
out ny hand anyway and felt warnth and friendliness in their firmclasps

t hough they did tickle ny palm

"Pleased to neet you," | said. "This is an unexpected pl easure.”
"Thank you."

| don't know why | should have been so startled at the English. W get a fair
nunber of transients through here and nost of themare bilingual to the point
of no accent. Wy shouldn't the Powdangs be so al so?

"What's the problen?" | asked. "Haven't you any registration bl anks?"

"OfF course," said Ms. Quinlan. "It's a matter of what to put in the blanks.
Equi val ents, sort of." But we both knew it wasn't that. She'd needed soneone
to be with her--soneone-well, just soneone.

"Well," | picked up the registration card. "Name, Vanni e Powdang. Parent's
nane. M.-?" | lifted nmy eyebrows at M. Powdang-l| think. "Your first nane?"
M. and Ms. Powdang exchanged gl ances and | al nost dropped my pen. No valid
reason why | should have been startled. Two eyes aren't necessarily standard
equi prent just because | count that many on nyself. But com ng that way,
unexpectedly like that fromthe fluff- "First nane?" asked a deep voi ce.

"Li ke Vannie," said Ms. Quinlan, crinkling secretly at nme, now.

"Oosh!" M. Powdang's eyes lit with a turquoi se conprehensi on and he reel ed
off a string of syllables that stopped ny pen in md-air. "One or two will
do," | said. "Spell them please."

Ms. Quinlan said quickly, "I think we had figured out Vanseler Qovenry. It
shrinks sonewhat in translation.”

| was afraid to neet her eyes since my nmirthbox had been upset already and so
| just quaked quietly as she spelled it out to nme. | had just tailed the y
when we were all startled by the ungodly screech of brakes that announced the
fact that Stringler was trying to bring his pickup truck to a roaring stop
froma blistering thirty-five mles an hour

"Ch, oh!" | said, sliding anay fromthe desk. "W might as well get it over
with now 1'Il go drop a few preparatory hints."

| ducked into the store through the back door. Stringler was tronping up and
down the room gouging his heels into the planks at every step, dust dancing
out of the cracks of the floor and flouring off his faded Levis. For the
skinny little old half-pint he is, he's the world's nbst unquiet nman. Since he
is the school board president, we have sonme pretty |oud neetings fromtine to
tine.

| leaned into his first blast of speech. "If yer gonna keep a store, Bent,



keep one! Don't go gallivanting off to see the school marmall the tine!"

| think Stringler's nother was marked by reading a western before his birth.
He al ways sounds like it, anyway.

"What can | do you for today?" | asked.

"Quta color film" he said. "Frost's hit our upper ranch. Color like crazy, up
Sycanore Canyon. Mssed it |last year on account of that gol-dang rain we had.
Gonna get it this year or bust!"

"This is a fresh shipment," | said, fishing his account pad out of the drawer
next to the cash register. "How many?"

"Hal f a dozen, | reckon." He pushed his battered hat back on his head. "Qughta
last ne a spell.”

"W have a problem this morning," | grunted as | nade out the sales slip.
"School business. There's a new kid-"

"Why bot her ne?" Stringier stacked the film "That's Ms. Qinlan's

busi ness. "

"M ght be school board business 'fore it's through,” | said. "Public opinion-"
| settled nyself for his roar

"Public opinion! W got rules and regulations to run our school by. That there
public opinion put us in office to see that they're stuck to. Anything cone
inside themrules and regul ations thur ain't no question about. Stick to the
rul es and regul ations!"

"But this is different. These foreigners-"

"Since when are you a foreigner hater!" It's incredible the volume that could
conme fromsuch a scrawny old frame. "I thought you had a little sense!" He
roared twice as | oud because he knew and | knew that he resented "foreigners"
fiercely-so fiercely that he was al ways conpelled to defend them

| ventured one dangerous phrase closer. | had to forewarn him at |east a
little.

"But their color-" And dodged. Three mnutes later | shook ny ringing head and
tried to gouge a little of the noise out of ny left ear with my little finger

| had heard it all before, but never so passionately. He nust have had anot her
letter fromhis brother who still lives back where color matters so nuch that
it breeds a sickness.

"Well, cone and see them" | said, putting his account pad away. "Then no one
can accuse nme of abrogating the duties of the president of the board."

He yanked the makin's from his pocket and yanked the tobacco sack shut wth
his teeth as he glared at ne. He began to thum down from his nonunmental wrath
to the | esser grievance of mny big words.

"Abrogating!" he muttered as he | et the back door slam behind him

It was a dirty trick, I know, but I let himwalk in cold. After all, | had
tried! He lapsed into a state of horrified petrifaction during Ms. Qinlan's
i ntroduction and automatically put out an answering hand. He suddenly becane
conscious of the fact that he still held his cigarette in that hand-and they
did | ook quite conbustible. He waved the cigarette wordl essly and fled



outdoors. | followed him sincerely worried for fear he m ght have a stroke.

"Gaw dang- ami ghty, Bent!" he gasped, |eaning against the porch post. "W can't
let nothing like that into our school! What'll people say! Purple!" he gasped.
"Purple and fuzzy!"

"W have to," | said, feeling nmy mrth-quake begi nning again. "Rules and
regul ati ons. C osest school. Col or doesn't count. Residents, school age-"

"Art you sure! Are you sure!" He clutched nme with shaki ng hands. He was shook
to the core of his being by this extrenme testing of his stand on col or
"Lessee that registration card."

"We haven't finished it yet," | said. "W had just started it when you got
here."
"There'll be sonething," he prayed. "There's gotta be something. You know ne,

Bent. Not a prejudiced bone in ny body. Wiy, | bend over backward-"

Yes, | knew. Bent over backward, inpelled by the heavy hand of conscience that
forced himto accept what he had been taught to mi strust and abhor. And al

his | oud chanmpioning was loud to try to cover up the unadmtted fact that he
had never nanaged to erase that sane m strust and abhorrence.

"But this is different," he pleaded. "This ain't the sane at all! You've got
to admit it! There's a difference between-between that and any other-"

"Achildis achild,” | said. "All of one blood. No respecter of persons.
Nei t her East nor West, bond nor free-" | nmeanly set all his famliar rallying
gquotes out in a little Iine across his conscience and his conscience stiffened
itself-1 thought it would-and his sleeve wi ped his forehead. Thank God for
people who are willing to be unconfortable for what is right.

"Rul es and regul ations," he said, starting back indoors. "If they neet with
the rules and regulations then that's all there is-" He sat, his forearns on
his knees, his battered Stetson rimring around and around his fingers. He
tried to keep fromlooking, but his eyes kept straying until he jerked them
back to his hat. You could al nbst see his ears prick up at each question on
the registration card.

Nare- Vanni e Powdang
Parent's nane- Vansel er Oovenry Powdang
Sex-

Ms. Quinlan colored briefly across her forehead. "Put it down F," she said.
"Put it down? Ain't it so?" snapped Stringier

"Vanni e hasn't decided yet,'
age to decide."

she said a bit primy. "She has until she's of

"But-" Stringler's jaw dropped.
"F," | said. "Though there's nothing that says they have to be either one."

"Birthdate?" There was a hurried consultation between the parents and a quick
gl ance through a pocket chart of some kind.

"Mont h?" | asked.



"Doshug- Cct ober, " said Ms. Powdang.

"What date in Cctober and what year?"

"The twelfth," she answered, "1360."

"1360!" Stringler's nouth was getting ready for an expl osion

"Yes," sighed Ms. Powdang fondly. "Just think! Vannie's 599 years old. They
grow up so fast!" Vannie hid herself out of sight against her nother

"Now Vanni e!" said her nother, emtting her again, "Don't be so shy!"
"It says right therel" cried Stringier, his finger stabbing at the Rul es and
Regul ations. "It says six years old by Decenber 31!"

"To start school,” | said. "And there's nothing about any maxi mum" | wote it
down, Cctober 12, 1360.

"And anyway, the equivalent comes out only five years old," said Ms. Quinlan
"It's a sort of 100 to one ratio:"

"There!" cried Stringler. "Not six yet!"
"Birthday in Cctober," | said serenely. "Nationality?"

The parents | ooked at one another then swung their marbl eround eyes-all eight
of them back to ne.

"Anerican," they said in smling chorus, "Vannie's American."

"Anmerican!" Stringier got up and started tranping the floor. He couldn't bear
sitting any longer. The cranpedness of the area hanpered himso that he seened
nmore to whirl distractedly instead of pacing as he dug down deep into his
despi sed big words. "That's pure and unadul terated m srepresentation!"

"No," said Ms. Powdang, her eyes ranging thenselves earnestly at Stringier
"She was born in the Nuevas in 1360. That nakes her an American.”

"But there wasn't even an America then!" snapped Stringler. "She can't be!"
"No regul ati on says she has to be," | countered. "Race?"

"We're Kl af eroones,"” said Ms. Powdang very proudly. "Menbers of Expedition
Tronseese." | quirked an eyebrow at Stringier. He just breathed heavily and,
sitting down, began rimm ng his hat again.

"Yes," Ms. Powdang went on eagerly, no different from any parents anywhere.
"Qur craft was disabled at a nost inopportune time. It was just a week before
Vanni e hatched, but we-"

"Hat ched! " groaned Stringler.

"-managed all right because only the nmotive was damaged. The incubator was on
a different circuit. O course, we won't be here |ong, but we thought Vannie
shoul d utilize the opportunity to absorb as nmuch of the foreign culture-"

"Foreign!" groaned Stringler

"-as she could, even if only for alittle while."



| made idle marks on the blotter with ny pen. Alittle while? How long is that
to a child who is 599 years ol d?

"No previous schooling?" | enquired.

"No, only what we have given her at hone," said Ms. Powdang. "But she can
trawer to kestic and creve alnost all the tonreach and-" Her voice trailed off
qguestioningly as her husband fluffed sharply against her arm

"No," said Ms. Quinlan. "That's not included in our curriculum Can she count
Earth styl e-English?"

"OfF course!-" Ms. Powdang was indignant. "Wy before she was two hundred-"

"Um vyes," nurnured Ms. Qinlan. "And our al phabet?"

"Yes." Ms. Powdang bit back nore indignation. "Vannie-"

Vanni e began to sing, "ABCD, EF G" in a high clear voice as she slowy
rotated in tine to her tune, fluffing up nore and nore until the fine pale

| avender thistle-like down that was her outer covering, swept papers fromthe
desk.

"That's fine," said Ms. Qinlan, clutching. "W'll find her |evel wthout too
much trouble. | wonder a little though about our desks. Her size presents
somewhat of a problem Does she al ways-"

"Vannie," said Ms. Powdang.

Vanni e collapsed in on herself like a flower folding, the thistle-down effect
slicking in until she wavered in the slight breeze that came through the

wi ndow, a slender, delicate slip of a child whose brilliant eyes were shy and
anxi ous and very, very bl ue.

Ms. Quinlan hugged the fragile formto her side. "She'll fit," she smled.
"She'll fit all around." And Vannie nade two slender arns to return the hug.

"Vanni e's so eager for school," said Ms. Powdang. "After all, aninals can
only be adequate conpanionship for so long a tine, their vocabulary is so
limted. Don't you find it so? W' re sure you won't have any trouble with
Vanni e. She has | ooked forward so long to school. W're sorry she's nissed the
first few weeks, but we were on a field expedition. |I'msure she can catch up
and if there is anything we can help with-"

"I"'msure there won't be any trouble," said Ms. Quinlan. "Wat about her

[ unch?" M's. Powdang frowned and rmurrmured to M. Powdang. Then she smil ed.
"Ch, Vannie isn't a very heavy eater. She can wait until our usual neal next
Sat ur day. "

"Then | guess that's it," said Ms. Quinlan. "Unless M. Stringler-?"
"Do it again," he said, poking a fascinated finger at Vannie's slicked-down
fluff, not even hearing Ms. Quinlan. "Do it again. Be a thistle."

Vanni e gl anced at her parents and then slowy fluffed out wi der and w der
until she seened to fill the small office, then she began the slow rotation
dance again to her own high trilling that had no words this time. About the
fifth time around, she scooped Stringier up and rotated with him Dunb with
ast oni shment, he semni-sat anong her |ovely anethyst fluffiness, his craggy
face and clunsy boots a comcal contrast to her delicacy. Then-



"Lemme down!" he yelled, suddenly struggling, "Leme down!" Vannie did.
Pani c-stricken, she collapsed in one brief swoosh. Strangler thudded
bone-jarringly to the floor as she hid herself in her nother

"You frightened her!" cried Ms. Quinlan
"I frightened her!" yelled Strangler
"Stringler," | said, "the child-"

"Child!'" he nuttered, dusting at his Levis. "Assault and battery!" Ms.
Powdang had been murmuring to Vannie. Vanni e peered out, apprehensively, then
eased slowy forward. She drifted over to Strangler and shyly touched his arm

"I"'msorry," she said. "I forgot. | like you and-and-I forgot."
"Forgot-" snorted Strangler, a rusty attenpt at a blush scraping its way
across his thin cheeks. "Ckay, no harm" He rescued his hat fromthe floor and
slapped it against his leg. "But if one kid in this school gets scared by
this-this-" The Powdangs strai ghtened slowy. The ceiling began to | ook
awfully low "-this child," Strangler went on. "Qut it goes." And he stonped
out of the office.

M. and Ms. Powdang had hardly left, drifting |like sedate tunbl eweeds across
the mal apai toward the Nuevas before Ms. Qinlan hurried to the door

"Here comes the first bus!" She dithered on the threshold, wetting her lips
nervously. The station wagon swirled up in a cloud of dust and erupted in
several directions, spilling kids out l|ike shelling peas.

Vanni e stepped out of the door and stood there waiting-all fluffy, al
bl ue-eyed, all eager and shy. The thundering herd plowed to a stop a few feet
fromthe porch.

"Hey! Lookit! What's that?" Beegun Andresen's voice could have been heard back
of the Nuevas. The kids all bunched together, wary of the unknown. There was a
sharp, waiting nmonent, and Vannie drooped a little. Then Ingrid Andresen
backed out of the station wagon, rassling with her own lunch pail and those of
her three brothers always left to her. She turned around to see the silence
and the pails clattered to the ground.

"Qoo!" she said. "Who is it?"

"Ingrid," said Ms. Quinlan, her hand on Vannie's shoulder. "This is our new
girl, Vannie. Wuld you like to take care of her this first day?"

"Agirl!" bugled Beegun. "Looks nore |like a-"

"Charles!"™ Ms. Quinlan didn't have to lift her voice. It cut himoff in
m d- speech

"Hello," said Vannie, fluffing up a little nore.

"You're pretty," said Ingrid, noving closer. "lIs that your dress?"
"No," said Vannie, "it's ne."
"It's like your hair, Ingrid," said Ms. Quinlan. "Isn't it |ovely?"

"Can | touch it?" asked Ingrid.

"Sure," said Vannie, and Ingrid gingerly patted the softness. The boys crowded



around then, to see, to touch. Beegun tried a little yanking, too, but
recoiled with a yell, and a nettle-stung palm

"Thorns to that rose, Beegun," | laughed. He nade a friendly face at ne and
the boys ran in to get the balls and bats.

Ingrid noved closer to Vannie. "Wiy have you got so many eyes?" she asked.
"I don't know," said Vannie. "Wy have you only got two?"

"God made ne this way," said Ingrid.

"He made nme this way, too," said Vannie.

"God's bigger than the sky," confided Ingrid.
"I knowit," said Vannie, "cause we cane fromclear across to the other side
of it and He's there, too, Mnme says"

"And He's littler than a tear-of-sorrow, too," said Ingrid.

"What's a tear-of-sorrow?" asked Vannie.
"Don't you know how to cry?" asked Ingrid.

"I know how to dance," said Vannie. And she fluffed up w der and wi der
swi ngi ng around and around, trilling a happy little song.

"Ceel" said Ingrid, wde-eyed.

"I can carry you," said Vannie. "Then you'll be dancing, too. Junmp on!" Ingrid
gi ggl ed and clutched at Vannie. Vanni e caught her up and swirled off across
the yard, cradling the ecstatically shrieking Ingrid in her fluff.

"Hey!" Beegun bellowed. "That |ooks like fun!" And the boys pelted off across
t he playground after the two girls.

The bus driver-late leaving for the second | oad-spat reflectively out the
wi ndow and roared into reverse. "Tel ephone boot hs and hul a hoops and t hen
this. What next!" Ms. Quinlan dropped down on the step and snmiled up at ne
weakly. My answering snile broke to laughter as Stringler slouched back up
onto the porch fromaround the corner nmuttering, "Color filmto burn and ny
canera back at the ranch!"

So that was Vannie. She did stay only a short tinme. Before Christrmas there was
a low green fireball slanting down over the Nuevas and, after Christnmas-Vannie
was the Angel Hosts and got puzzled conplinments on her costune-two green
fireballs slanted up over the Nuevas. One of themcarried a school transfer
made out to Vanni e Powdang.

And all recess the next day, Ingrid rotated sadly, holding out the thin fluff
of her skirts, singing a thin high song without words-a song that bubbled to
sobs when she got so dizzy that she had to stop for a while.

THREE- CORNERED AND SECURE
| DODN' T LIKE the cloverleaf. Sounds foolish, a grown nan -al nost

twenty-one-and presumably in his right mnd, taking a dislike to a loop in a
road. But it was so. Every tine | approached the area, the skin on ny arns



from el bow to shoul der prickled and stung, and dread, ulcer-like, gnawed at a
corner of ny stomach. And, for sone reason, | always recalled vividly that
there was a spring somewhere here where ny grandad al ways canped, finding
water for his horses and shade for the wagon, on his week's journey fromthe
ranch to town. Any mny dad patronized the same spring to fill the radiator of
his Mddel A on his six-hour trip over the same route. But now | hardly knew
where the spring was, because who ever stopped out here in the mddle of
nowhere any nore? Except to build cloverleaves. So why did | think about the
spring? A cloverleaf, at that time, was a curiosity, especially way out here
where the side road-the reason for the strange convol uted archi ngs-over and
goi ngs-under-m ght, once a week, enmit a pickup truck or a firewood-I|aden

I ndi an wagon, and maybe once a season, a lost tourist. O course now all that
conplication carries only half the traffic through here.

Anyway, aside fromits unsightliness, |I still couldn't get used to the
cloverleaf and | always shot out the other side of it and down the | ong,

al nost inmperceptible slant of the sonora down from Picacho Grande toward town
with a feeling of relief, still conscious of That Thing | oom ng behind ne,
bul ki ng enotionally larger than the thrust and tunble of the red boul ders of
Pi cacho Grande behind it.

But one day it was different. As usual, as | entered the first curve of the
cloverleaf, | was absorbed in trying to anal yze nmy uneasi ness. Suddenly the
sky yanked up sideways into slanting winkles! Then it tore diagonally in
sudden, soundl ess gashes!

I hit nmy brakes and felt a thunp as though ny front wheels had cone back down
to the road from somewhere. My whol e body felt Iike a cork starting to pul

out of a bottle. There was no place to pull over and stop-not where | was at
the nonent-so | got ny foot back on the accel erator and eased forward. The
suction that had been lifting ne bodily fromthe seat of ny car was gone and
the sky, what | could see of it, was serene and unbl em shed again. | w ped a
wonderi ng hand over the bottom of ny face. Wat was goi ng on?

Then it did it again! As though something had grabbed the filmthe world was
pai nted on and was dragging it up sideways! This tine the slant of ny car
tilted me back firmy against the seat. | saw the upward drag widen into an
opening rip. And before | could blink or think, my car slid right into it.

Si ght was gone. Feeling was so distorted that | could relate to nothing except
an enptying sink and then an inching forward to be born. Then | cane apart and
| was a constellation in a bright desert sky. And a spiky junping-cactus
rosette of thorns bounding along a sand wash, my own skin puncturing at every
bound.

There was a kind of pokkk and the sky straightened. | was |lying on sand. At
least | felt the sand under me, though | had nore of a feeling of being
suspended agai nst the sand rather than resting on it. Anyway, | was |ying on
the sand by ny car. | nean ny half car. Because when | scranbled warily to ny
feet, there was ny car, radiator, hood, wheels, front seat-and nothing nore.
No back seat. No rear wheels. No trunk

| slid both hands al ong the side of the car, holding nyself up, and groping
for sone sort of explanation, too. Both ny hands passed the front door and
touched-nothing. It wasn't that the car ended and my hands slid around in
back. There was just nothing where the rest of the car should have been. And
couldn't even get a fingernail in back of it. How could |I have? You can't poke
a fingernail through the side of a car-but if the side ended- | clanped ny
hands over both ny ears and surged bodily forward agai nst somnething that
surged me back again. Al of me was tattering out in ragged |ines of tension



that were trying to relax to rest. Staggering away fromny curtail ed car,
fell face down, ny poked-forward el bows crunching; in the sand of the dry
wash. | held onto the thought and the feeling of that crunching fall as things
slid and winkled and the sand becane a taste and a snell and | dissol ved.

There was a man crouching there in the sand across the narrow pool of water
fromme, eyeing me warily. | tried to spit the sand off ny tongue, but only
managed a dry, breathy thppppp. The second attenpt went a little better.
wavered to ny hands and knees and surged shakily forward agai nst the tension
that threatened to yank nme back if | relaxed even slightly. It felt as though
every corner of me was connected to a tightly drawn el astic band. But | wanted
water -the water in the pool beyond which the man crouched. | plodded and

pl odded on all fours. | nmade it. My face splashed down into the water.

There was a flare of shadowy |ights and echoing rai nbows and | nearly drowned
nmysel f before | could get strength in my neck and el bows to lift nyself. |
rolled a little anay fromthe pool's edge and blinked ny eyes free of the
water. Even my eyelids seemed to work against the stretching tension

The man still crouched across fromme, but now he was staring incredul ously at
somet hing he clutched in both hands. Shakily he lifted the thing and pointed
it at me. It was a weapon and the slight flare of the muzzl e wavered hardly
three yards away fromny face. H's hands tightened and the echoes and rai nbows
and |ights came on again. Then his hands dropped and he stared at ne. | stared
back, tonguing a last sand grain out of ny nouth, feeling the water trickling
down the sides of ny face. The weapon slid to the sand as he slowy got to his
feet, his eyes intent on ne. He backed away until the outthrust of orangy gold
granite boul ders stopped him He glanced up and my eyes followed his.

A long shiny netallic curve pointed down at him At first glance | thought it
was an artillery shell of some kind. Then | saw that it was sone kind of
vehicle, slanting out of a clear sky-half a vehicle. It stopped just as ny car
did. Just quit a few inches behind an open hatch. Just wasn't beyond that
point. It hung there, stuck through the sky.

"Well," | laughed shakily. "Welcome to the club, only | thought Sputnik was
round. "
"You can speak!" He was startled. So was |. | could understand himbut his

mouth didn't match what | heard-like a poorly synchroni zed sound track. And
somet hi ng was goi ng on between his saying and ny hearing.

"Sure | can speak," | said. "Wat did you expect-snoke signal s?"
"Are you co-eval with savages?" he asked.

"Co-eval ? Oh, brother! Vocabulary!" | grinned. "Savages? \What savages?"

"I't nust be a time warp," he said, "though none was charted-"

"Il pull the next corny line," | said. "Wat novie are you naking?"

"How did you find ne?" he asked sullenly. "This sector has been deactivated
for decades. And | didn't know KAFKA had devel oped a defense agai nst the ZAPT.
They told everyone there was no defense."

"Fugitive, huh?" | said. "Was that thing supposed to kill ne?"

"No need for four letter obscenities,"” he said, frowming with a prissy
di staste. "It was supposed to cinder you." He reached out and nudged the
weapon with his toe. Then his eyes sharpened. "Wiat uniformis that? It isn't



KAFKA' s. "

"Uni forn?" | asked, |ooking down at ny ranch clothes. "Levi Strauss's |latest.
No uni formwell, not exactly anyway."

"On what basis is your time conmputed?" he asked.

"Time?" | relaxed a little against the sand. As |long as he tal ked, he was
forgetting that ZAPT thing. "Days? Hours? Months? Wat tine?"

"Years," he said, "I want to know how far back I've gone."
"Back?" | asked. "How do you know you haven't gone forward? After all, your
ZAPT thing didn't cinder me nuch."

"Idiot" he snarled. "I doubt if you' re even Tech! Any Tech knows you can't go
forward in time. Tine isn't until it's been-"

The sand yanked sideways and pulled into winkles up the edge of the sky and
we both went sprawling. As | whirled over in the winkles, | saw the sky
vehi cl e above ne slide down another yard or so. | thudded agai nst ny car and
became aware of an added rear wheel by thunping ny head on the right rear
hubcap. The door above me swung open as the front wheels el ongated and crept

up the sky. | clutched the door and clung. | heard the gl ove conpartnment snap
open and the accunul ated m scel | any cascaded down to the slanting fl oor.
Wt hout consciously planning to, | surged forward and grabbed ny .22 pistol as

it slithered fromunder a road map.

Then | renmenbered the other fellowa little late, because all | saw of himwas
his distorted face as he launched hinself toward nme, his weapon reversed to
make a club. My armwent up protectively around ny forehead, ny hand
tightening to a fist as it did so. There was a spaaat fromthe pistol and a
yow fromthe fellow He rolled back and forth in the sand, nursing his hand
bet ween his knees and yel ping Iike a coyote.

| backed away fromhimwarily, pulling nmy tension along with nme. "I nusta

m ssed,” | said thankfully.

The fell ow scuttled back under the overhang of his vehicle, still clutching
his wist. "Some weapon!" he spat. "Didn't even singe nel"

"It wasn't aimed,"” | said. "And it doesn't singe. It perforates. Anyway, why

should I want to singe you? The thing went off accidentally. Wat's with your
wonder f ul weapon?"

"Your force beam knocked it out of ny hand,"” he said sullenly.

"What force bean?P" | asked. "That was a solid chunk of lead.” His head lifted,
i nterested. "You nmean your weapon propels solids? Then you are primtive.
Practically Techless!" He relished the insult.

"Ch?" My eyebrow hunped up inquiringly. "My weapon smashed the daylights out
of yours. Yours didn't even singe nel! And if that solid had hit you instead of
your gun, you'd be |eaking blood all over the place!"

H s face shut down alnost into a pout and he had no answer. He flicked a | ook
of hatred at me, then his eyes wi dened as they focused at sonething out to one
side of me and out of range of ny peripheral vision. H's jaw dropped.

"That's an old one," | said, "Can't you--" And then ny jaw dropped as | | ooked
down stupidly at the shiver of ny shirt sleeve and the arrow head that had



creased a fire along nmy forearmas it ripped the fabric.

"Well, hell-a-mghty!" | spluttered. "How cone |I'mfair gane, com ng and
goi ng?" | yanked the arrow out of ny sleeve and whirl ed.

Maybe it was an Indian glaring at me, but it was the hairiest one | ever saw.
He was crouchi ng behind the stiff crackle of some kind of animal hide that
covered himdiagonally from one shoul der to the opposite knee. | just had tine
to hit the sand before another arrow streaked past ne and the al nost inaudible
t waaaaang of the bow was swallowed up in a how fromthe other fellow This
arrow had creased himfrom nmouth corner to ear and red was seeping from under
his pressing hand. H's eyes were staring, astonished and pai ned.

| meant to try for the bowarmwith my .22 but, as | felt the shot jerk off
agai nst the ever-present tension, | knewwth a sinking in ny stomach, that
the muzzl e had been dead centered on the hide over the savage's hairy belly. |
gul ped and dropped ny gun, waiting for himto fall. He stood and gl ared and
made no nove at all. | backed away, mnmy hands gropi ng behind me on each side
until my car stopped ne. "Brother! |I'msure glad I'm such a | ousy shot! |
nmusta mi ssed again!"

"Wth what?" He had that unsynchroni zed sound and |ip notion, too. "You' re not
armed." He reached for another arrow fromthe quiver behind his shoul der and,
with a snooth continuation of noverment, pulled back until the stone point met
the bent bow.

"Hey!" | protested. "Wiy so bl oodthirsty? Wiy's everyone so all-fired set on
perforating me? | haven't been around | ong enough to do anything to anyone!"

"You're a stranger." That was sufficient for the savage.

"I have to get you before you get ne." That was the other fell ow

"Well, 1'm peaceable,"” |I said. "And it won't kill either one of you to talk
for a mnute. Sit down!" | gestured toward the other fellow "There, under
your vehicle, if that's what it is. Don't you wonder why it's hanging up there
like that? "

"And you," | pointed at the savage. He pointed back with the arrow that edged
back agai nst the bowstring again. "You can see we're not arned. Neither of us
can reach you. Put that thing down for a while." Slowy he | owered his arns.
"What's that?" he asked, gesturing with his chin towards ny car

"That?" | asked. "That's ny car. It really has four wheels, not three." | was
enbarrassed for it. "I ride in it fromhere to there." |I hoped whatever it was
that made it possible for us to understand each other, was feeding him sone
nmeani ng to ny words.

"Why not wal k?" (Apparently the whatever was on duty!)

"A hundred nmiles?" | asked. "Two hundred?"

"Why go so far" he asked

"Wl |, because what | want is that far away."

"How do you know?"

"Because |'ve been there before. Brother! You've sure got curiosity!"



"Why didn't you stay there then if what you want is there?"

"Well," | scratched the bridge of ny nose. "I want lots of things. Not all of
them are here nor there. They're all over the place.”

"Food's food," said the savage, "and fenales are females."
"There are other things to want," | said.

"Shelter fromcold and frombeasts too big to kill-" He dismssed themwith a

shrug.

"There are other things," | insisted. "Life isn't just-just-there are other

t hi ngs. "

"To live by?"

"To live by." | was positive in the face of his skepticism "Even if you can't
touch them or show them" My face was getting hot. | wasn't at ease with this

type of discussion-nor this type of audience.

The savage opened his nouth, paused, |ooked puzzled and then thoughtful. One
of his hands went to his shoul der and his nouth cl osed.

| turned to |l ook at the other fellow, feeling Iines of tension twi st up from
both ny ears to sone point above and out as my head noved.

"I'f I had ny ZAPT-" he snarl ed.

"Why are you so set on killing?" | asked. "No one's a danger to you at the
nmonent . "

"Everyone's a danger to nme every nmonent!" He fingered his smashed weapon. "You
ci nder or get cindered-any Tech knows that from C ndergarten on up." H's face
crunpled a little, sickly weary. "That "G ndergarten' is supposed to be a
joke-at least it used to be, a joke. But the law now is that everyone is arned
fromfirst public appearance. They say a third of the kindergartners never
make it through their first year. Areal live ZAPT is so nmuch fun when you
first get it."

"You mean everyone you know is as bloodthirsty as you are? That you kil
because soneone's in front of your ZAPT thing? There nust be dead peopl e al
over the place! VWall-to-wall corpses!”

"I'f | had an operational "ZAPT thing,"' he burlesqued nmy phrase savagely, his
face harshly distorted, "you'd be cindered by now for your obscene speech!" He
was white with anger and di sgust.

"Kill and dead and bl ood and corpse?" | questioned, |aying out before him
again the words that had stung him "Obscenities? But you apparently kill as
casual ly as you breathe-"
"There are acceptable terns,"” he insisted. "Only the unTech have such linited
vocabul ari es that they have to resort to such | anguage-" | shook ny head,
wonderingly, and decided to change the subject.

"I want to know," | started.

"What good would it do?" asked the savage.



"Why bot her?" asked the other fell ow
"I want to know," | insisted, "how we got here. | was going to town-"

"I was trying to find refuge,"” said the other fellow, his face bendi ng again,
"I get so tired of trying to stay alive-"

"I was hunting," said the savage. "This water hole-" W all |ooked at the
qui et water in silence, then-

"But | still want to know," | persisted. "How come we | anded here together? W
don't bel ong together. \Wat's happened to us?" The two | ooked at nme warily,
and then at each other. "And | want to know why your gun couldn't singe ne."
The other fellow s eyes fell to his battered weapon and he nuttered sullenly.
"And why ny gun couldn't hurt you." | nodded at the savage. "But it bl asted
his ZAPT." | waved my chin at the other fellow "And why your arrows nearly
got both of us." The savage and | exchanged | ooks.

Bef ore any of us could open his nouth there cane the twi sting and the draggi ng
again. The three of us were tunbl ed together and shaken thoroughly together. |
grabbed at nmenmory as | hunched nyself trying to avoid flying el bows and heel s.
Momi s voice was calling to ne out of the darkness-"If you kids don't stop
fussing, 1'll put you all in a sack and shake you up and see whi ch one cones
out first!™

W all three came out together. There | was, face down in the edge of the

wat er hol e across the back of the savage's |egs, holding himdown effectively
and nurderously, the other fellow |lying across the snmall of ny back, hol ding
me down. | hunped and sent the other fellow sprawling. | grabbed the savage
out of the water. He sputtered and spewed and gasped deeply a couple of tines
bet ween spouting water as | thunmped himon the back. Then he scuttled away
warily and paused wi thin hiding distance of a goodsi zed boul der.

Then | sawl There were two nore! About ny age! They were standing patiently,
waiting to be noticed. They | ooked to ne |like tel ephone |inemen, or maybe

hi ghway surveyors, except that their edges shimered and crinkled-at |least to
me. | wondered what they | ooked |ike to the savage and the other fellow

"Ckay now?" My ears heard the easy colloquialism but ny eyes saw
nmout h-nmovi ngs that didn't equate. We all three nodded. Well! W did share
somet hing in common! We could all indicate no!

"Catch you, too?" | half-asked, half-stated. "Watever it is"

"No. We cane," said the one whose edges crinkled faintly cerise, "to uncatch
you. "

"What - ?" | gul ped. | must know these fellows! There was a famliarity I
couldn't understand-a sudden awe-full feeling clogged ny throat. "Wy-"

"I'f you'd finish a question," suggested the Crinkle-green one.

"Who are you?" | asked.
Crinkl e-green shot a side glance at Crinkle-cerise. "I knewit'd catch up with
me. | never did learn nmy era-ternminology tables very well. Wo are we here?"

Crinkle-cerise grinned. "He asked you. It's your answer. Go on, tell the
man! "



"Well," said Crinkle-green. "I did learn this term nol ogy table once on a

bet -t he whol e thing though, w thout the eras. So here goes. W're-" And he
started doggedly down a list of terms, none of which nmade any sense to ne. But
about six terms down, the savage gasped and staggered back agai nst a boul der
He groped under his garnment's shoul der fastening and funbled out a small,
knobby package. He clutched it in his shaking hand as he slid down slowy to
the foot of the boulder, his eyes so wide they nust have ached him

Crinkl e-green sniled reassuringly, said, "Don't be afraid,"” and went on with
his catal og. Suddenly a hint of famliarity caught me, then another, then-
"Angel s!'" | gasped. "You're angel s?"

"Apparently in your era," said Crinkle-green and went on for several nore
phrases until the other fellow jerked and let his jaw fall stupidly.

"But you don't exist!" he gulped. "It's just un-Tech folklore!™
"We're here,"” said Crinkle-cerise gravely.

The other fellow turned a sickly yellowwhite. "Then it's possible that what
t he un-Techs say about sonething existing higher than Tech-that we're
responsi ble to sonmeone-" You could see the nausea sweep over his face and he
turned away retching deeply, as though physical vomting could rid himof an
intol erabl e idea

"Actual messengers from God?" | gasped, still trying to take in the idea.
"Anmong ot her things, nmessengers,"” said Crinkle-green. "VWich brings up the
matter in hand. It's your era that's the trouble spot,"” he said to ne.
"Building traffic exchanges all over the place. Unfortunately, sonme of the
best designs for themare patterns that will penetrate. And when they puncture
t hrough, they drag all the other linearities out of line, and we end up with
this kind of confrontation. W' ve cone to mend this penetration and to seal it
against a repetition

"First, we have to restore order-" Crinkle-cerise was up in the air, pushing
agai nst the nose of the vehicle hanging in the sky. Wth his feet braced
lightly against nothing and the flat of his hand up against the vehicle, he
pushed back and back until there was a sl ow sl oooop, and the vehicle was gone.
The sky curved scarl essly blue above us. Crinkle-cerise bounced lightly down
to the sand by the water hole.

"\Wher e-where-" The other fell ow cane staggering on rubbery |legs toward
Crinkl e-cerise, the back of his hand trying to erase the awful taste of
usel ess retching fromhis nouth. Crinkle-cerise held out his cupped hands,
brimming with water, to him

"Don't touch me!" The other fell ow edged around him "You don't exist! You're
nothing but a four-letter obscenity to anyone who's Tech! You can't be true,
because then, senior to you there would be-" He bogged down in the enormity of
the ideas assailing him

"Well, you're Tech," suggested Crinkle-cerise. "If you see us and know we
exi st, then we nust exist. You could tell the others-"

"Tell the others!" yelped the other fellow "I know | apse-fatigue when it hits
me! Tell thenfP And be euthani zed?"

Crinkl e-cerise shook his head with a sigh and picked up the other fellow s
damaged weapon. He ran his finger the length of it and held it out, as
conplete and mutedly bright as it had been before ny bullet hit it. The other



fellow snatched it in one feverish lunge and backed away, the nmuzzle of the
weapon swinging in a snmall, deadly arc to cover us all

"Now " he gritted, visibly trying to force the nausea back behind his teeth,
" Now! "

Echoes, rainbows, lights! Everything was gone except the fireworks that bathed
me all over. The two angels were gone-di sappeared into a vast silvery
reflection that stood squarely up to the sky before it shimered and slid back
down to the quivering glitter of the water hole.

The ot her fellow was sobbing over his clenched hand and his weapon. The
savage, backed against his boulder with his arns curved tightly back agai nst
it, his head strained back, rolled |large white eyes at me. Wth a deep sense
of deprivation, | blinked toward the spot where the angels had stood.

There they were! As though they had never noved! Crinkle-cerise flicked his
fingers. The other fell ow was gone, his departure marked by a slight kishshsh.
"Poor, storny, aimess era." Crinkle-green shook his head wonderingly, then

| ooked at Crinkle-cerise. "Say, no one told us this was a changi ng point! |
suppose this is where the awakening started, because he will tell, you know,
and try to teach. And they will euthanize-" He squatted down on the sand and
ran his fingers over the area, somehow covering the whole place w thout noving
fromhis position. Then he was inspecting the cupped pal mof his hand. "Four
hairs, one fingernail and two drops of blood fromthe scratched cheek. He
never did quite manage to up-chuck his revulsion. That's the lot." He stirred
his other forefinger around his palmand there was a sudden intensified green
crinkle. After it flicked out, he dusted his pal ns together briskly.

Crinkl e-green turned to the savage who had gat hered hi nmsel f together and stood

straight and still, his hands clasped around his little bundle.
"Don't be afraid,” | heard Crinkle-green say, though his lips didn't nove that
way.

"Let me fear," said the savage in a voice that wavered and then steadied. "It
is a good fear. To bear it one time or maybe two is to be strong. To bear it
nore is to be mad and a shouting voice of confusion to the others.” He held
out the little package on the flat of his hand. "Touch ny Luck that | may be a
| eader to ny people, to tell themthere is sonething else to live by besides
the hunt and the belly." Crinkle-green reached toward the Luck. The green
intensified until it becane al nost audible. Then it paled and the savage, with
tender reverent hands, tucked the Luck away inside his garnent again.

"Now, " said Crinkle-green briskly. "We'll put you back just after your Kkill
Good feasting! Short winter!" And he flicked his fingers. The savage was gone.

"A wrthy fore-runner of David," said Crinkle-green. "King David, that is-"

"I know David," | said, reflecting that my utterance was quite an anticli max
after the savage's well-rounded phrases. W |lose a |lot by being afraid to be
enoti onal or corny nowadays! And there | was, left alone by the water hole
with ny bob-tailed car and two angels. Angel s! One of which was, in effect,
vacuum ng the sand wash of any remmants of the vani shed savage.

"You don't |ook very angelic," |I mentioned casually.

"Ever try to tidy up three continuunms-continua-ummthree linearities while
wearing a white robe and a hal o and-and-a harp!" Crinkle-cerise was readi ng ny



i deas-and incidentally, speaking direct w thout the unsynchronized bit-and
ended up on an incredul ous yelp. "You' ve got to dress for the part, especially
when it's a conbination-or equivalent-well, we're sort of-well, plunbers,

el ectricians, jacks-of-all-trades-one thing for sure, |I've got to get in on a
refresher course in term nol ogy!"

"I thought angels spent nmpbst of their time in praising God-" | began

"What el se is honest work?" retorted Crinkle-cerise. "But getting back to the
matter in hand-"

"But I want to know " | protested, questions swarm ng |like hornets w thout ny
being able to lay a tongue on a one.

"Li ke what?" asked Crinkl e-green as he began pushing; my car back through the
side of things.

"Characteristic," rem nded Crinkle-cerise, conbing the sand for any of ny
personal debris. "Always in this era their curiosity is so strong they forget
to be scared-"

"Li ke how can a pattern of a cloverleaf puncture-"
"Well, look," said Crinkle-green, "or maybe | should say "“behol d' ?" He | ooked
at me. | shook ny head. He shook his. "Wong term nol ogy again. That goes with
“Fear not'. Well, look then. Everytine is so close to everytine-as cl ose as
if they were painted on plastic film one on each side-"

"You mean the past and the present and the future are all sinultaneous?"
asked.

Crinkl e-green sighed again. "You' d have to define your terns. Boy! Tal k about

| oaded! Past present future-simultaneous! Anyway, being so close, they
naturally interact. That's as it's supposed to be. But intermingling throws
al | kinds of monkey wenches. So when this traffic exchange pattern evol ved,
we found it penetrated-well, you see for yourself. So we have to go around and
restore linearity and sign the spots against recurrence.”

"Sign then?" | asked. "You can nake a sign to end sonething like this?"
"Sure," said Crinkle-cerise. "If he's not forgotten his sign manual, too!"

"Aw, cut it out,’
qualifiers:"

protested Crinkle-green. "I outpointed you in the

"Yeah, three points!" retorted Crinkle-cerise. "And you nust have put a
squitch on the Recorders to do that!" Crinkle-green suddenly remenbered nme and
coughed delicately behind a somewhat grubby hand. "You were asking-?" He gave
me his full attention

"The sign," | remnm nded.
"Ch, yes," he said matter-of-factly. "Any sign is an inpl ace-of - sonet hi ng.

I n-pl ace-of words, or in-place-of an action, or in-place-of a function. W use
the tripartite sign of creation." He paused, but noticed that | was stil

wai ting expectantly for an explanation. "Unh-" His lips noved silently, and
supposed he was gal | opi ng down another terminology list. Finally he brightened
and suggested, "Trinity?"

"Trinity, like in church?" | asked, taken aback



"Yes," he nodded, pleased. "Unless you are nore fanmliar with-" But ny ears
gave me no clue to the novenment of his nouth. "Trinity," he said, nodding
again. "So when we get the linearity straightened out, we just sign it and the
function inplicit in the sign holds everything secure!" He ended triunphantly.

"Now, your vehicle," said Crinkle-cerise briskly and the two finished shoving
my car back through the rip. |I felt alittle lonely as | heard its rel uctant
sl ooop. Long bands of tension twanged fromit to ne as it nmoved. "And you-"
Crinkle-cerise lifted his fingers to flick me out.

"Wait! WAit!" | put out a protesting hand. "Wait a minute!" The two exchanged
patient | ooks.

"Yes?" said Crinkl e-cerise.

"Why couldn't that fellow s ZAPT hurt me? And yet the savage coul d wound both
of us with his arrows!" | asked, grabbing at one of the mllion questions that
swar med around ne.

"Ch, that," said Crinkle-cerise. "Because the invention of the arrow pre-dated
both of you. Neither of your weapons had any effectiveness agai nst the savage,
but he could have killed both of you, and you could have killed the other
fellow, but he, poor kid, couldn't have killed either of you, not by firing
his ZAPT. H s weapon couldn't penetrate any time before his-not as an

ef fective agent, anyway. See?"

"Ch," | said blankly. "Yeah. Okay. But then-well-" | felt ny face tighten with
awkwar dness. "Are you two really angel s?"

"Angel s!'" The answer rolled around e |ike distant thunder

"And you've actually been in the presence of God?"

"The presence of God!" The voices nultiplied against the hills. | blinked
agai nst the dazzle of their faces. They weren't my contenporaries any nore.
They were tineless.

"And you've actually seen Hmin all H's glory?"

"All Hs dory!" It was as though a nultitude of the heavenly hosts augnented
the answer and the two were too bright for me to | ook at.

"And you' ve been touched by Hi s I oving hands-?"

"Hi s |l oving Hands!" The norning stars joined in the hallelujas that were one
surge of joy with no noise at all

"Then-then-" | gasped as | covered my eyes with the curve of ny arm "Let
me-let me touch you!"

"You can't." Flatly the words spatted me back to the dull ness of sand and the
sullen glint of water.

"Why not!" | cried sharply, anger the obverse of ecstasy.

"Don't m sunderstand," said Crinkle-cerise, nineteen again, or maybe
twenty-one and in his lineman's outfit. "W didn't say we wouldn't let you.
You just can't. We only stated a fact. See?" He held out his hand to ne and
tried to take it. | couldn't. | didn't even stub ny fingers agai nst anything.



| flipped nmy own hand around, through, and among his hand, but | coul dn't
touch it.

"Sorry," he said. "That's linearity for you. Penetration makes too many
probl ems. Have to have special permts, and on our level, we don't even aspire
to such a thing."

"Then you're not here," | said, feeling cheated, "Or else |I'mnot there-"

"Here-there!" Crinkle-cerise smled. "Loaded words again." And his fingers
flicked.

Agai n- agai n-agai n- The whi spered echo ran around the horizon. | was standing
by my car just off the pavenent on the far side of the cloverleaf, repeating,
"Agai n, again, again!" pleadingly.

A second |l ater | shook nmy head sheepi shly and blinked around ne at the
fam liar scene, feeling oddly light, freed fromthe ever contracting and
expandi ng bands of tension.

"Well!" | thought, getting back into the car, "I met an angel! Two of them™

So. That was it. | go over the whole experience every once in a while, to ny
own confort, especially after very loud, dark headlines. It's been a help al

t hese years knowing that there is a sign by which a cloverleaf can be set
right. Because, if a cloverleaf, surely vastly nore inportant things are under
control, too. So | try to practice patience instead of panic. It's pleasanter

The sign? Ch, | found out about that. It can be found somewhere on every
traffic exchange. Even the builders don't know why it's there, and sonetines
don't even knowit's there. It's scrawl ed sonewhere on the steel innards of
the structure. O maybe built into the pattern of a guard rail. O sonetines
it's the contractors' nane and the date, tapped sonmewhere into the snooth wet
concrete. Look for it some tine. It's always there sonewhere-three-cornered
and secure.

THE TASTE OF AUNT SOPHRONI A

I T CAME from Space. One of the Explorer probes, returning, clucking
contentedly over the mass of data accurmulated in its innards, homing in on
Space Base with | ovely precision, brought it back. The nen who | oaded the
prober or the truck, those who brought it into Base Operations, those who
opened it and renmoved nmenos, those who seized the nenos for processing, all of
themlaid down their tools at day's end, |ooked at each other in bew | dernent,
went home enveloped in the flare of fever, |eaned against their w ves and

di ed. Every one of them to a man.

Their children wept for their dead fathers, wept until the fever dried their
tears and then their tender bodies and then they died. Every one, to a child.

The wi ves and nothers put their nortal and i nmortal houses in order, and
waited to die-sone with hysterical outbursts of fear, some with incredulity,
some with prayerful preparation and resignation

And they waited. And waited At first the Pain was no nore than a twtching
away from a needle point, a disconfort to shrug away from Then it cane in
crashi ng, plunging surges that roared and tunbl ed t hrough the body as though a
dam had burst. There was no isolating the Pain. It was as omi present as the
skin, or the lining of the body cavities. And nothing stopped it or even
alleviated it. Nothing. Sone of the wonen finally found a way, though. Wth



guns or bl ades, or poison.

Six nonths after Prober Pain, as it had been tagged, had returned, the

i nci dent was cl osed. No new cases had occurred. No nore suicides. No nore
mention in the daily news except for one last squib in a renbte corner, a
singl e sentence on a newscast. "The six surviving victins of the Pain have
been put into Suspension."

The six survivors, all that was left of a thriving subdivision of technicians
and ot her Base personnel -six chil d-bereaved wi dows who still lived in a Pain
that had no anodyne and to which they could build no imunity. So they were
put into Suspension, into deep freeze-freeze so deep it rivaled the cold of
the Space that the Pain had cone from And the six lay neatly in their
Suspension slots waiting for the toiling researchists to come up with an
answer to their illness.

Periodically they were awakened to try some new devel opnent, to |let them
breat he consciously for a while and to let them be rem nded that the world
still existed. And the years pleated into decades while the research pl odded
doggedl y on.

Then came the waking when Thiela lay slenderly in the brisk white precision of
t he hospital bed, watching shadow patterns of blowi ng | eaves on the wall, too
rel axed to turn her head to see the | eaves thensel ves. She was watching for
the first flutter of waking from Ruth, who lay in the bed next to her. For a
blessed little while the Pain was in abeyance, though soon it would signal its
presence and cone welling and flooding, filling and probing like a heavy tide
across the flats. Thiela's tongue outlined her pale |lips quickly, easing the
snmle she needed to hold before Ruth's fluttering eyelids, her waking eyes.

"Hi!'" she said softly. "Beat you this tinmel"

"Then I'1l see you off to Suspension first," said Ruth, her voice a nere
shapi ng of an outflow ng breath. "Awake." She blinked at the ceiling. "Thank
CGod for waking."

"Amen," said Thiela, "and for Suspension.” Ruth's face nade no answer to
Thiela's snmile and she had no echoing "anen."
"How many are we?" she asked

"Four," said Thiela. "Gaen died in md-Suspension.”

"But I'mstill alive," said Ruth, "And life is no gift any nore." Tears

slipped thinly down her cheeks.

"Ruth," Thiela reached a hand out to touch the quiet arm nearest her. "They
may have found sonething this tine. They've had Gmven to help them for half of
t he Suspensi on. Maybe-"

"Have they said yet?" Ruth's voice quickened. "Have they?"

"I haven't had a chance to ask," said Thiela, "But the |onger we wait to know,
the I onger we can hope." She | aughed softly, "Ch ne of little faith!"

"Even if they haven't," whispered Ruth, "I don't go into Suspension again."
"Ch, Ruth," Thiela was shaken, "If you don't "

"I know," said Ruth. "The Pain. Rather that. It wouldn't be too | ong. The
exhausti on-"



"What's the matter, Ruth?" asked Thiela, troubled. "You never talked like this
before. "

"Sorry." Ruth's smile was pinched. "N ce dreans?"

"Ch, wonderful!" Thiela' s eyes shone. "So many about CGove and the kids. CGove
had a slick little black nmoustache this tinme!" She | aughed softly, not to
waken t he napping pain. "You can imagi ne how odd it | ooked with his bl ond

bl ondness! "

"I used to dreamlike that, too," said Ruth, "But now OCh Thiela! Do you
suppose ny brain is beginning to rot?" She lifted herself up on one wavery

el bow. "It's not only nightmares doubled and tripled, but nightmares oozing
putrescence and slinme! Horribleness | had no idea | was capabl e of imagining,
et alone living through!" She fell back against her pillow, careless that
sudden movenent could start the Pain snol dering sooner

"Ch!" said Thiela. "Ch, how awful! Dreaming is about the only thing that keeps
me sane. |f nmy dreams should turn against ne-" She shook her head. "But surely
t he, doctors-"

"Dream pil I s?" Ruth rubbed her tears against the pillow "Dreampills? A blue
one for |love? A green one for adventure? |'ve never heard of a pill for
dr eam ng. "

"Sleep too deep for dreanms?" suggested Thiel a.
"Any deeper than Suspension?" asked Ruth.

"Ask anyway," urged Thiela, "you never know. In this, advanced age-"

Eveni ng pouring softly through the wi ndows was an event to cel ebrate. "Look!"
cried Thiela. "The sunset! The sunset!" She bounced on the bed. "Ch, Ruth!
Twel ve hours and noving as much as we have and no Pain! No Pain!

"Yet," said Ruth wanly.

"Ch, cone!" chided Thiela. "The conscious Nowis all we can live at one tine
anyway and we are still conscious. ©h bless Gaen! She hel ped themfind
this-."

"This stop-gap." Ruth could not let go of the dread waiting so closely the
ot her side of waking.

"Watch ne! Watch nme!" cried Thiela, a happy child. "Watch ne wal k! Cear to
the wi ndow " Daringly, she dangled her feet over the side of the bed and
wavered upright, clutching at the footboard. "Look! Look! Al the way!" She
shuffl ed and staggered and half-fell the four steps to the w ndow. She |eaned
panti ng agai nst the wi ndow frame and nelted slowy down to the floor, holding
hersel f chin-high to the wi ndow sill.

"The sky's still there," she reported to Ruth who |ay, eyes closed, flatly
pillowl ess on the bed. "And the Mescalita Muntains, still as bare and rocky
as they ever were. And the old unbrella tree has grown back fromthe roots.
knew they couldn't get rid of it by chopping it down. It's a thicket now,

al nrost head high, and full of blossonms. Snell the lilac-Iike?"

"No." Ruth let the one word out grudgingly.



"I'"ve dreaned of the snell,"” said Thiela. "It still means spring to nme. |
renenber gathering big handsful of the blossons and getting as drunk as a bee
on the smell." She sighed and | aughed. "But handsful or not, there were always
plenty of flowers left to change into chinaberries to use in wars in the
sumed And did you ever bite down on a softening chinaberry?”

"No." Ruth refused to nove anything but her tongue.

"I did once and | thought | was going to die because it was so squishy, nealy,
nasty! Tasted just |ike ny Aunt Sophronia!"

"Tasted like your aunt!" Ruth's eyes flipped to Thiela in outrage.
"Yes," Thiela |laughed at having roused her. "Aunt Sophronia was called the
Weed Wman. She concocted the awful l est things you ever tasted out of al

sorts of weeds she gathered fromthe ditch banks-right out there, they were.
You know, of course, that they used a corner of our old ranch to build this
hospital -research unit on. They took over the whole ranch when they

est abl i shed the Space Base here in our county." She sobered and sighed. "I
never dreaned that |1'd be here in Suspension sonme day with all of everything-"
She shook back her hair. "Anyway, Aunt Sophronia used to make up those
horri bl e messes and managed to pour them down us kids in the spring for tonics
and sumer for blood thinners and fall for blood thickeners and in winter just
to enpty her bottles for the spring crop of weeds." Thiela nmelted on down to
the floor and | eaned back against the wall. "My blood could use a little

t hi ckeni ng about now, " she whi spered as she crept, hanpered by gown and robe,
on her hands and knees back to her bed. She clinbed into it wearily, "Ruth,
how | ong has it been?"

"l don't know," said Ruth.

"They say we age very little in Suspension," said Thiela. "And Gove and the
kids are as close as yesterday to ne still. Time-" She fell silent, watching
the Iight drain out of the room Her eyelids drooped, trenbled, stilled and
suddenly opened. "Ruth! W're going to sleep! Just think! We're going to rea
sleep! And we'll wake up in a real norning after a real night!" She sat up and
hugged her knees to her chest, |aying her cheek on them "To sleep!"

"Perchance to dream " Ruth's voice was flat. She turned her face away from
Thiela. "Dreans. Dreans! Ch, Thiela! |I'mscared! |I don't want to sleep. |
don't want to!"

"Maybe it's only the dreans in Suspension,"” conforted Thiela. "Mybe after the
Gren-shot and with real sleep-"

Ruth's head rolled on the white sheet, but she didn't answer.

Thi el a was suddenly awake in the night. "Qut of suspension again? So soon?"
she thought confusedly. Then she sat upright in bed. "Asleep!" she whispered,
delighted. "Oh! Asl eep! Awake!™"

Then the sound cane-the cry, the anguish, the agony vocalized. Her heart

| urched and she crunpled the sheet to her chest with her spasned hands. Then
she was unsteadily out of bed and shaking Ruth's withing shoulders with both
hands. "Wake up!" she cried over the tensely twangi ng nmoan that scraped her
bones. "Wake up, Rut!!" But Ruth had beconme so |lost in her angui shed dreamn ng
that she tw sted out of Thiela's hands, her ghastly vocalizing aching Thiela's
ears. One flailing armswept Thiela fromher feet and she scuttled on al

fours, terrified, to the far side of the bed, groping for the call bell

Then there was |ight and voi ces and com ngs and goi ngs and a pai nful awaki ng



for Ruth.

The next evening Thiela cried to Ruth, "What's the use of having days and
nights again if you don't use then®"

"I won't sleep," said Ruth, the words ragged with repetition. "I won't
sl eep.”

"You'll have to, sonetine," said Thiela. "If you'd only let themtry to help
you. |If you don't sleep-"

"I won't sleep. I won't sleep.”

"Ch, CGod!" Thiela whispered into her cupped hands. "Help me to hel p-" She slid
to the side of the bed. "W could go see Eileen and d enda," she suggested.
"They say we can walk that far if we feel like it."

"I won't sleep,” reiterated Ruth.

"You're not sparkling as a conversationalist tonight," sighed Thiela. She put
a quick hand on Ruth's armto be sure she didn't m sunderstand. "Like Aunt
Sophronia," she went on. "She had only one topic of conversation-weeds. She
was al ways |loudly on the defensive, of course. She nmintained that weeds were
like old maids-uncl ai ned treasures. She never actually killed anyone with her
brews-at least | don't think so, though sone clainmed she eased A d Man

O nsdorff out of life a trifle earlier than-" She broke off, conscious of a
change in the silent figure on the bed. She took a deep breath and went on as
t hough she hadn't noticed the sharpened attention

"I remenber some fellow fromthe State U spent a lot of tine with her one
sumer. He said lots of weeds and herbs have traces and sonetimes nore than
traces of chemicals used in nedicines. That's why the Wed Wman' s concocti ons
wor ked soneti nmes.

"The day before he left, he | eaned on the corral fence and watched a Servicer
l aunchi ng. That was a Servicer for the first space platform you know. Even
then the Base was being built, but they hadn't taken all of the ranch yet.
Vel 1, he laughed and said, "Look!' There was Aunt Sophronia com ng down the

| ane, her dress-skirt gathered up by one hand into a bag for a big bunch of
weeds. She held her | oad so high that it showed her bare knees with her cotton
stockings rolled down over the white elastic she tied on for garters. Her

ot her hand was dragging a big branch of sagebrush. You boil their |eaves down
to a solution, if you can stand the stench, and conmb it through your hair
daily and it'll never turn gray. Anyway, the fellow said, "Look, the Wed
Wman and a Servicer |aunching. Can you get a bigger contrast?"

"But he got his Master's degree with a thesis on folk medicine. That thesis
was al nost pure Aunt Sophroni a except that he elininated the doubl e negatives.
Probably ruined a few recipes in so doing, too." Thiela sniled a softy

rem niscent smle. Ruth was flaccid again, her face turned away. "He sent her
a mcrocopy of the thesis. She couldn't-or wouldn't understand what it was-so
she gave it to me and | put it with ny other treasures. Let's see-two quai
eggs, a snake vertebra, an Apache tear-unpolished-and a piece of pine gum It
was the first microcopy I'd ever seen and it fascinated ne. O course we had
no viewer, but I'd hold it up to the light and squint and pretend |I could see
the pictures of the red-tops and the sore-eye weeds and the wet-a-beds. What
awf ul names we had for pretty flowers. It didn't matter-weeds, you know.

"And the bl adder vines. W used to tronple on them and shri ek when we heard
the pods break. It was thrillingly dangerous because they were poison and if



one drop or their juice hit you in the left nostril, you'd die. W all knew
that for gospel truth. Left nostril, of course, because that is the side your
heart is on."

"Sl eeping potions-" Ruth's voice jerked out the words almbst with a question
mark on the end.

"l suppose so." Thiela eased herself back into her own bed. "It's been so
long. 1'd even forgotten Aunt Sophronia until the unbrella bl ossons ren nded
me. It comes back in bits and snippits. But | renenber Aunt Sophronia had a
renedy for whatever ailed you."

"What ever ?" Ruth turned fretfully away.

"Well, 1'd hesitate to stack her stuff up against this Research Unit and the
Pain, but she'd be in there whaling away at the problemw th both hands." O
course, Ruth finally went to sleep and woke in a state beyond screaning and so
near to madness that Thiela bit toothnmarks into her own underlip as she
struggled to hold Ruth's hands to focus her attention and bring her back to
sanity.

"If this is part of the Pain," said Thiela to the doctors, "then it may cone
to the rest of us. Is there nothing you can do for Ruth?"

"You have this rem ssion of pain," they said. "That is a step forward."

"But how soon to slip back?" Thiela's smle bent a little. "And what value is
it to Ruth in her present state?"

They made nore notes and padded away with | ow rmurnmurs.

Thiela | ay back on her pillow and thought. She gl anced over at the bed which
was enpty of Ruth. Ruth was el sewhere in the Research Unit being | abored over
as she fought sleep and the madness that lay in it. Being wakened at five
mnute intervals was helping a little.

"Aunt Sophronia," Thiela spoke aloud to the ceiling. "Surely you have

somet hing for what ails-" Menory began to jiggle something in a renote corner
of her brain.

For what ails you-for what ails you!

"Aunt Sophronia, that's the same bottle you poured out of for Ms. Drumond.”
"So0-s0? So-so0?" Pushing the heavy cork in.

"And for Tow Lewton."

"So-s0? So-so0?" Putting the green bottle on a high shelf.

"Tow hasn't got a “falling dawn feeling right here.”

"S0-s0? So-s0?" Beginning to strip the | eaves off a redbell plant.

"And M's. Drummond doesn't have a stone bruise on her heel."

"Tal k too much. Go hone."

"I want to know. "



"Special bottle," peering over her glasses. "Good for what ails you."
"Hoh! Can't work for everything!"

"Tal k too nmuch!" Down came the bottle. Slopping spoon thrust into the
ast oni shed nmouth. "Good for what ails you!"

Al the way back to the house with the awful taste of Aunt Sophronia in her
nmout h. Supper table.

"What's the matter, punkin? Not a word out of you all evening. Sick?"
"No." Hard to say. "No, papa. |I'mnot sick."
Good for what ails you! You talk to much!

The Nurse answered Thiela's ring as bright-eyed and brisk as though it wasn't
three o' clock in the norning.

"What did they do with our personal effects we decided to keep when we first
went into Suspension?" Thiela asked.

"I"'mnot sure," said the Nurse. "That was before ny time. 1'll ask tomorrow "

"Tonight," said Thiela. "Now. You find out, and if they're here at the Unit,
pl ease bring ne ny old cigar box with the palo verde seeds glued on it, and a
m crocopy viewer, too, please.”

"Toni ght ? Now?" The Nurse gl anced at her wi st watch

"Now, " said Thiela. "Now Tine out of Suspension is what | probably haven't
much of . "

The Nurse swooshed away on silent soles and the faint crackle of her uniform
Thiela | ay back against the pillow Wat was it Aunt Sophronia used for the
green bottle? Such unlikely things were possible. So many uncl ai med treasures.

As she lay there, she becanme conscious of a returning tide-just a faint flush
of sensitivity up her legs, as though she waded in water a trifle too hot-or
too cold. She had never decided whether the Pain was cold or hot. The tide
receded and then lifted again, a little farther this time, to surge just bel ow
her breathing. But this surge was not quite so sharp. Maybe it woul d never be
so sharp again. But sharp or not, there was a time |apse before it ebbed again
and, by then, the Nurse was back with the plastifilmcovered cigar box. She
pulled the tab that | oosened the plastifilmand stripped it fromthe box for
Thi el a.

"Ch, I'msorry!" she said, "A bead cane off."
"It doesn't matter," smiled Thiela, euphoric because of Pain withdrawn. "It's
really a seed, you know, a palo verde seed. Thanks. Thanks so nuch."

The microcopy was there anong the quail eggs, the snake vertebra and the
Apache tear-unpolished, but the pine gumwas a dry resinous pinch of dust in
one corner of the box. The microcopy was brittle with age and crudely
primtive-looking, but tenderly, gently handled, it submitted to the viewer
with only a few aching crackles, and Aunt Sophronia's carefully

de-doubl e-negati ve narrative presented itself.

For egg-sucki ng dogs- For renoving rust-For warts-For the tobacco habit-For pin
wor ns- For nmoths in wool -For riley water-For colic-For heartburn-For



scal ds- For what ails you-

"Way | ook!" cried Thiela to herself. "It's jack-o'-lantern bl ossons, nostly!
Jack-o0'-lanterns! | renenber. They have prickles on them and blue flowers. Not
many plants have blue flowers. The | eaves are like fingers and prickly on the
back and the backs of the flowers are prickly, too. W used to pull the heads
off the flowers and press themto our clothes and they' d cling because of the
prickles. And, after the flowers, little yellow balls cone on the plant.
That's why we called themjack-o0' -lanterns. Tiny things, no bigger than the
tip of a finger and so brittle they shattered when you pinched them The seeds
rattl e inside and dust your fingers when you crush them"

Thiela switched the viewer off. "And they always bl oom at the same tine as
the unbrella trees!”

She noved slowy, furniture by furniture, to the w ndow and, |eaning on the
sill, breathed deeply of the heavy lilac-y fragrance of the unbrella tree
outside the window "If | can get enough bl ossons and a bottle-a green one-and
a big spoon-"

Pai n sl oshed about her ankles and seeped up her shins. It retreated slowy.
"Cet themin tine," she whispered, "maybe Ruth can sleep without terror."

There are certain advantages to being a comnbination National Mnunent and
Relic and Medi cal Research subject. Slightly aberrant behavior is overl ooked
or smled upon gently. Thiela got her blossons, and a green bottle and a big
spoon and a free hand in a tiny kitchen alcove usually reserved to the Staff.
Wth one eye on the nicrocopy and one on the walloping kettle and a nose
crinkl ed agai nst the heavy herb-y near-stench, Thiela |abored against Ruth's
ni ght mares, and the ever sharper inflooding of the Pain. But finally, |eaning
heavily against the small netal table, her robe decorated with a press-on bl ue
flower and several splashed-on stains, she steadied herself until she was sure
she coul d pick up the big green bottle and the big spoon without inmediate
danger of dropping them She eased herself into the wheel chair, slipped the
bottl e and spoon between her and the side of the chair, and briskly spun down
the hall.

Rut h was sl eeping. Thiela raised her eyebrows at the Nurse.

"She's due to be wakened in two mnutes,"” she said, checking the clock above
the bed. "O sooner if she appears disturbed."

"Il waken her," said Thiela. "I have something inportant to discuss with
her. Privately. You go have sone coffee."

"But 1'm no supposed-" protested the Nurse.

"I won't tell," said Thiela, smling. "Suspension is one sure way of keeping a
secret a long time. Trot along. | insist. I'll count the seconds."

The red second-hand sliced the |ast m nute away.

"Ruth!" Thiela shook her shoulder firmy. "Waking up tine!"

Ruth's eyes could hardly open, but her hand groped for Thiela's.

"What will | do?" Her voice was mushy w th hopel essness. "The Pain's com ng

back. But | can't go back into Suspension. | can't sleep!"” She tw sted agai nst
the Pain. "I can't stay awake with the Pain! Oh, Thielal"



"Ruth, | have something for what ails you," said Thiela briskly, uncorking the
green bottle. "Open your mouth. The spoon has to be briming!"

"What is it?" asked Ruth, wi ncing away fromthe spoon

"I't's Aunt Sophronia's stuff for what ails you," said Thiela. "Here, don't |et
it spill." She thrust the spoon into Ruth's reluctant mouth. Ruth swall owed,
gagged, coughed, and gasped. "lIs it poison?"

"I don't think so," said Thiela doubtfully, frowning at the bottle. "But just
to keep you conpany-" She poured out a brimm ng spoonful and swall owed the
dose. "lg!" she gasped, bleary-eyed. "Tastes just |ike Aunt Sophronia!"

"No- wonder - peopl e-got-wel | -" Ruth slid down the pillows. "Self-defense." Her
eyes cl osed and her face snoot hed.

"Rut h!" whispered Thiela, the stuff in the green bottle sloshing as she tucked
it hastily away fromthe swoosh of the opening door. "Ch, Ruth!"

"Hrmm?" Ruth snuggled her cheek to the pillow "Hm®P" And her breath cane
softly and regul arly.

"I's she-is she-?" The Nurse was clutching, wld-eyed, at the foot of the bed.

"She's sleeping,"” said Thiela, "Don't wake her. Let her sleep until the Pain
conmes." Ruth slept nost of the week, waking with sleepy smles and drifting
of f again, happy, relaxed, blissful, excepting when the Pain wakened her

Whi ch wakeni ngs becane nore and nore frequent at the week wore on. Al of the
Gren-shots were used up-pebbl es thrown agai nst a storm

So, patiently, Thiela and Ruth subnitted to preparations for return to
Suspension. They said their last, private farewells to each other the night
before, toasting, "Hope," and "Sweet dreans!" with two nore gaggingly |arge
spoonsful of Aunt Sophronia. "just in case," said Thiela, "just in case ny
dreans start going sour too."

"Bl ess Aunt Sophronia's weedy old heart," said Ruth, her cheeks inpuckered.
"But couldn't she have put sonething in to hide the taste?"

"Medicine's not medicine," said Thiela, "unless it's nasty. How el se can you
know you' ve been nedi cat ed?" She waited out a wave of the Pain, her knuckles
white on the big bottle, then she knelt at the dresser and tucked the bottle
away under odds and ends of |ong out moded undert hi ngs.

Suspensi on al ways seened to Thiela like a chilly nap- one where you are awake
enough to feel the need of another cover, but where you can't wake up quite
enough to pull one up. O course this was only the edge of entering and
energi ng from Suspensi on. The first consci ousness was a shiver, blossomn ng
i nt o goosebunps across her shoul ders, and then the awakeni ng.

"Al ready?" She smiled at her own unthinking question. Tine goes into
Suspensi on, too. "How |l ong?" she anmended.

"Less than hal fway through the period."

Thi el a screened the doctor's face in her hal f-opened |ashes and finally put a
nane to himbDr. MGady. "At first," he went on, "we thought the instrunents
were not functioning correctly because they-"

"And Rut h?" Thiela cut into his hardly heard words.

"Beat you out this tine!"

Thiela turned her head cautiously toward Ruth's bed. Ruth snmiled at her as
she busily braided a heavy hank of hair into a second braid to match the one
over her other shoulder. "And happy dreams to you, too. Don't be so cautious.
W have nore Gaen-shots. According to the rmuchly naligned machi nery we've been
i n Suspension | ong enough to nake them effective again."

Thiela snmiled and stretched. "And Eil een and d enda?"

"Dead," said Dr. McCGady solemmly. "They died just a while after we attenpted
return to Suspension. Their dreans-" The three shared a brief menorial service



for their two dead, Ruth's brimm ng eyes catching Thiela' s questioningly.

It wasn't until Dr. MGady had left that Ruth slipped over the side of her
bed and inched along its support until she managed to stagger to the dresser
and unearth the green bottle and big spoon. "Bl ess Aunt Sophronia," she said,
tacki ng cautiously back to the bed. "For what ails you!" she whispered as she
trenbled the brimm ng spoon to Thiela's open nouth.

"And to you, too," gasped Thiela through the jaw I ocking gulp of nastiness,
and Ruth downed her dose with hardly a gag. "Ruth, do you suppose if we had
given Eileen and d enda-" Thiela shuddered as she licked a stray drop off the
conmer of her nouth.

"That's sonmething we are not given to know," said Ruth :firmy. "Rather give
prai se that we are preserved-if we are. It mght not be Aunt Sophronia, you
know." She put the bottle and spoon away again and clinbed on her bed. She
| aughed. "You should have seen Dr. McGady and the others. Their ears fairly
lighted up Tilt! We're not conformng the way the nachi nes say we shoul d--or
rather the way they used to say we should."

"Well, machinery |I've never |iked-" Thiela began. Her words broke off and
they both | eaned to listen.

Peopl e were crowdi ng down the hall past their closed door-lots of people.
Heavy steps of carrying people, light., hurried child steps, half skipping.
And the sounds-they both knew t he sounds. The sobbi ng under-npan, the caught
breath, the broken sentence and the heart-squeezing sudden child-cry.

"There's nore!" whispered Thiela. "Go | ook, Ruth! There's nore!"

Ruth scuttled to the door and opened it a crack. She shut it quickly as
t hough to shut out a cold w nd.

"Lots nmore!" she whispered. "And nmen and children! Some still wal ki ng. That
means they're still in the fever stage! Ch Thiela! Wat they will have to go
t hrough!" She trenbl ed back to the bed. "All the dead children! Al the dead
men! "

"Ch, no nore!" cried Thiela, "No nore!" She turned her grieving face to the
wal | .

It was all dark except for the ghosty flip of a window curtain in a breath of
night wind. Thiela slid cautiously fromher bed. Not trusting her recently
awakened | egs, she crept on all fours across the floor toward the dresser. Her
out stretched hand touched sonethi ng warm and novi ng. For a nonent, fear

paral yzed her, then she collapsed on the floor with a soft, relieved | augh
"After all!" she breathed. "She was nmy Aunt Sophronial™

Ruth's face was a dark blur near hers. "M ne now, too," she | aughed back. "How
much of her is left?" She sloshed the bottle she had already extracted from
the dresser drawn "No nore than two thirds of a bottle. Wn't go far."

"I'"ll make nmore-"' Thiela started, then renmenbered. "I can't. It's the wong
time of the year. No jack-o'-lantern bl ossons."

"Let's get back to bed," said Ruth. "And do our figuring out.

"The children die," said Thiela from against her pillows. And so do the nen.
The wonen could wait until blossomtinme-"

"I'f we knew how many-" sai d Ruth.

"Even if we had enough for everyone," said Thiela, how would we ever get it
into them wi t hout sonmeone know ng? "

They both inspected a dark ceiling for a while. "Quote," sighed Thiela, "quote
Aunt Sophronia, “Tell the truth and shame the Devil!' Let's tell Dr. MGady."



"He'll say "no.' He'll take Aunt Sophronia away fromus." warned Ruth.

"Over ny dead body!" Thiela's eyes glinted in the dark. Over ny dead body!"
After they had finished telling himin a breathl ess antiphonal style,
expecting at any nonment to be interrupted by l|aughter, Dr. MGady stood
tapping his bottomteeth with thunb nail and stared at exhibit A-the big green
bottl e.

"We know not hi ng about this Pain, even yet," he said. And we're getting lots
of no-answers. That's why we have fall back on Suspension. (Odder things than
big green bottl es have happened in nedical research. Just think of how

| eukemia was finally elinmnated. And yon two aren't dead. |'d say try it."

"Well!" Thiela nelted back against her pillows. "I'm al nost disappointed! |
armed nyself with all sorts of arguments! Polished |ovingly! Very noving! And
here I am caught with my nmouth full of unneeded el oquence!" She sobered. "But
to use or not to use is not our biggest problem It's supply and demand. It's
along tinme until we'll have nore bl ossonms. Meanwhil e, who |ives and who

di es?"

"The wonen |ive past the acute stage. Then we can put theminto Suspension,"
said Dr. McGady. "The nen di e-every one of them And so do the children."

"How many are there of the men and children?" asked Ruth, eyeing the bottle
dubi ousl y.

"Too many," said the doctor, "Unless we cut the dosage way down. And then it
m ght not work. We'd be advised to stick to the original dosage until we find
out for sure.”

"We can't col d-bl oodedly pick people to die or to live," said Thiela. "Wat
shal | we do?"

"W don't even know if it will work on nmen and children," rem nded Ruth. "O
if it wll work on anyone this early in the gane."

"And if you two need nore nedication?" suggested the doctor.

"There's always Suspension,"” said Thiela, smling faintly. "Unti
jack-o' -lantern time again."

"Well, let's start by measuring what we do have and subtracting one spoonful
for the lab to get started on," said Dr. McGady. "Then at |least we'll know how
much we have to go on."

"There's not enough!" cried Ruth the next norning, "There's not enough for
everyone. How can we deci de?" Her fingers scraped distractedly back through
her front hair.

Dr. McGady reached over the bed table and crossed two nore nanes off the Iist

that Ruth had crunpl ed and snoothed again. "It's closer by two nore," he said,
"than it was last night. How far is it off now?"
"So cl ose-so very close!l"” Thiela flexed the bottom edge of the paper. "It

woul d be so much easier if there were twice too many people for Aunt
Sophronia. Then we could just draw a |ine across the paper and say, "“Thus far
it'll go and no farther!"™ But it's so close!"

"Just delay another day or so, then the problemw Il solve itself," suggested
Dr. MGady.



"Just-wait-to let sone nore die?" Thiela pushed the list fromher and gathered

up the bottle and spoon. "No. |'m goi ng now. "
"How wi | | you choose?" asked Ruth, rocking her head in her hands.
"I won't," said Thiela fromthe doorway. "You and Dr. MGady are going to be

praying in here and I'll be praying in there and the choice will be nmade."

The two, |eft behind, exchanged startled | ooks. Then Ruth dropped her face
i nto her hands, her fingers spread across her scal p under her hair, and Dr.
McGady, | ooking nost unconfortable, sank back in his chair and contenpl at ed
t he upper corner of the roomw th considerable intensity.

Al of the stricken were in wards, segregated nen, wonen and children. Thiela
hesitated at the door of the children's ward, nmenory |oosening her still fluid
knees and naking the wei ght of the green bottle burdensone. Her own three
children had died in just such sobbing, burning suffering. Her own had cried
out for cooling that didn't come short of death. The ghosty fingers of her own
clung, hot and bony thin, to her wists. She shuddered and stepped into the
war d.

She took the wist of the first child, a silent, large-eyed girl whose face
seenmed sunken in the mass of her disordered hair. Thiela smled at her, folded
her hand back against the scarcely lifting chest and went on to the next.

Again she lifted a wist, but this time she dropped it and poured a carefully
huge spoonful of Aunt Sophronia and, lifting the furnace-hot child, she
carefully poured the concoction into her mouth. The indignant, sputtering
gurgle of the child as the awful taste penetrated, sprayed Thiela's face

t horoughl y. She nopped off the worst of it and, releasing the child, noved on
to the next one.

Mnutes | ater, she stood at the door of the ward and | ooked at the children
Every one that had fought and gurgl ed agai nst Aunt Sophronia was sl eeping,
deeply, quietly. Every one she had passed by after lifting a hot wist, lay
nmoani ng and crying, all but the first one. They had taken Thiela went back to
her room her face coagul ati ng where the nedi ci ne had sprayed. "You can rel ax
a mnute now," she said as she cl osed the door behind her and carefully
deposited the big green bottle on the dresser. "l've got to wash Aunt
Sophronia off me. If there should be a difference between adult and child
dosage, there is," she caller back fromthe bathroom "Every child spewed I|ike
a fountain when it tasted the horrible stuff.”

"You know," said Dr. McGady, eyes shining as he linbered his stiff neck. "It's
been rather anmazing! | never tried this aspect of prayer before and
experienced the nost -"

"How di d you choose?" interrupted Ruth, |eaning back on her pillows. "How
coul d you possibly-"

"I touched them" said Thiela, comng back into the room drying her hands as

she cane. "I took each one's wist like this," she lifted Ruth's arm "The
ones |-skipped-1 could tell just by the touch. It was like holding a linp

pl astic hose that had hours of hot water poured through. Al linmp and | ax and
spent. The others felt as though there was a steel spring inside that was
still twangi ng agai nst the fever. Once-" she swallowed with an effort, her

eyes closing, "once | felt the spring go out, right while | was holding: a
wrist. Just-go-out. Just like that! Poor child!" She dropped Ruth's arm and
blinked to clear her eyes. She gathered up the bottle and spoon again. "To



stations, me!, Forward!" And she marched out, robe swi shing her ankle as the
two in the roomresuned their prayerful positions.

Thi el a cl osed the door carefully behind her and | eaned against it, her head
droopi ng, her shoul ders sagging. "Just like that!" she whispered. "Ch, Ruth,
the spring went out, just like that!" Then she backhanded the tears from her
eyes, al nost stabbing herself with the spoon, and started briskly down the
hal I the other way.

By now the word had spread and there were people by the door of the nmen's
war d.

"The general's in there," said someone.

"The whol e staff of our departnent," insisted another

"The nmost brilliant mathematician,” urged anot her

"Don't tell ne anything," said Thiela, shaking her hear:. "I don't want to
know. |I'm not equi pped to decide who's inportant and who's not. They're all.
sick. I'"lIl get to all | can."

"But such a brilliant career to be cut short-" insisted sonmeone.

"Maybe the brilliance is spent,"” said Thiela. "Maybe soneone else is to shine

now. | don't decide. Please-" She pulled the door open and went in.

The bottle poured al nbst enpty. Two nore curtained cubicles to visit. Thiela
shook the scanty remants in the bottle. If these next two |lives were al ready
spent, there would be enough for-maybe, maybe-

She slipped between the next-to-the-last curtains, and, catching the flailing
wist, held it gently for a monent. She put it aside and left, the dose
unpoured. Only one to go. One nore dose. If only-if only-

Under the groping of her fingers, she felt the resilience of life twanging
away at death, stubbornly fighting back agai nst the fever

"Amen," sighed Thiela. "So be it. The |ast dose, here, then. The |last one."
She poured it out.

She fl ed back along the hall past the huddled group, not listening to the
hal f -formed questions and quick, soft inquiries. She stopped in front of her
door and conposed herself. Quickly, quietly, she went in.

Ruth was lying flat in bed, her body hardly maki ng a mound under the sheet.
Her face was turned to the wall. Dr. MGady stood at the foot of the bed
rubbi ng his neck and | ooki ng bew | der ed.

"Just all at once," he said. "She just went linp all over."

"I know," said Thiela, rounding the bed to take Ruth's hand. "Probably even
before you were born, | know " She noved into the focus of Ruth's eyes. "There
isn'"t a drop left,"” she said. "Not one single bit of Aunt Sophronia left for
you." She let the tears flow as she relinquished the bottle to Dr. MGady.

"Did it work?" Ruth's lips formed the words around the soft whisper of her
breat h.

"I think so," said Thiela. "I almst know so. But for how long, we can't tell



W t hought that we-"
"No," breathed Ruth. "Maybe you. Renenber, ny dreans went bad. Yours didn't-"
" But if only we had anot her dose-"

"No, thanks." Ruth smiled faintly. "This is dying time for me. There'll be Les
and the kids. And 1'll tell Aunt Sophronia-" Her eyes cl osed deeper and
deeper -

Ruth wasn't there any nore. Thiela turned away Dr. MGady wal ked her over to
the wi ndow. "WIIl Aunt Sophronia be pl eased?" he asked.

"Unl ess you refine her down to a shot or a pill." Her nmouth trenbled, then
turned upward a little. "How can you tell you've had medicine unless it tastes
bad?"

She | eaned on the window sill. "W were going to go shopping," she said, "O
what ever the |local equivalent is now W had a bet on which of us would | ook
best in the current fashions!" She turned, her hands behind her, and sagged
against the wall. "You don't understand yet!" she cried. "W were going to
prop each other up until we learned howto live again after dying for so many,
cold, lost years! But now but now!"

Dr. McGady awkwardly gathered her, weeping, into his arms and clunsily patted
her shaki ng shoul ders. "Just hold on," he nuttered, "Just hold on unti

jack-o' -lantern tine. Then we'll have sonething for what ails you!"

"Bl ub- bl ubl ess Aunt Sophronia!" Thiela giggled and sobbed, "Bl ub-bless her!"

NOTE: At the |last accounting, there were a total of 187 diseases or

mal f uncti ons for which Sophroniumis the specific. These conditions vary

wi dely and seemto have no relation to each other except in that they can al
be cured by Sophroni um Perhaps Aunt Sophronia is pleased to know that the
taste is still there. How can you tell it's nedicine unless it tastes bad?
THE BELI EVI NG CHI LD

NO ONE seeing me sitting here, ny hands stubbornly rel axed, ny face carefully
pl acid, could possibly know that a terrible problemis gnawing at ne. In fact,
| can't believe it nyself. It couldn't possibly be. And yet |1've got to solve

it. Oh, | have lots of tinme to find a solution! | have until 2:15. And the
hands of nmy watch are scissoring out the mnutes relentlessly. 1:45. What will
| do! What will | do if 2:15 conmes and | haven't got through to Di sney? She's

sitting over there by Donna now, her scraggly hair close to Donna's shining,
wel | - nouri shed curls.

That hair of Dismey's. | saw it before | saw her face that Cctober norning and
knew, with a sigh for the entry of nmy forty-fifth child, that she was fromthe
canpground-a deprived child. Sonehow it always shows in their hair. | breathed

a brief prayer that she would be clean at |east. She was-al nost painfully so.
Her hands and ankles were rusty with chapping, not with dirt. Her sagging
dress, a soft faded blue down the front, with a hint of past pattern along the
side seans and at the collar, was clean, but not ironed. Her |ank

bl eached-burlap hair lifelessly bracketed her thin face and descended in
irregul ar tags roughly to her shoulders. But its conbed-w th-water patterns
wer e bisected by a pink-clean parting.

Vell, | welcomed her to ny first grade classroom pleased that she was a girl.
| was so weary of the continual oversupply of little boys. | was surprised

that her nother had cone with her. Usually fromthat area, parents just point
the kids toward the bus stop and give thema shove. But there the nother was,



long in the wist and neck and face. She was wearing Levi's and a faded plaid
shirt that had safety pins for buttons. She was older than |I'd expect Disney's
not her to be. Her narrow shoul ders were twi sted to one side and a deep convex
curve bent her spine out against the shirt. | couldn't tell if it was the
result of a lifetine of sagging, or was an actual deformity. Her left cheek
sucked, in against no-teeth, and the sharp lines that crisscrossed her face
rem nded me of the cracklings of thin nmud drying in the sun

"Di sney?" | asked. "How do you spell it?"
"You're the teacher,"” said her nother, her voice a little hoarse as though not
used nuch. "Spell it the way you want. Her nane's Di sney Coven. She's six. She
ain't been to school none yet. W been with the cabbages in Utah."

"We're suppose to have a birth certificate-" | ventured.

"Never had none," said Ms. Coven shortly. "She was born anyway. In Utah. Wen
we were there with the cabbage.”

So | had her repeat the nane and stabbed at the spelling. | put down Cctober
for a birthdate, counting backwards far. enough to give her a birth-year to
mat ch her age-usual procedure, only sometines they don't even know t he nmonth
for sure-the crops harvesting at the tinme, yes, but not the nonth.

Al this tine the nother had been clutching D snmey's shoulders with both
hands, and Disnmey had just stood there, her back pressed agai nst her nother
her face quiet, her pale eyes watching. Wen I'd got all the necessary

i nformation, including the fact that unless we had free lunch for Disney, she
woul dn't eat, the nother shoved Disney at nme abruptly and told her, "Mnd the
teacher." And said to ne, "Teach her true. She's a believin' child."

And she |l eft wi thout another word or a backward gl ance.

So then, where to seat ny forty-fifth child in ny forty-four-seat room | took
a quick census. Every child there. Not a vacant chair available. The only
unoccupi ed seat in the roomwas the old backless chair | used for a stepstoo
and for a sin-seat in the Isolation Corner. Wll, Bannie could do with a
little nore distance between himand M chael, and he knew the chair well, so
nmoved himover to the library table with it and seated Di snmey by Donna,
putting her in Donna's care for the day.

| gave Disnmey a pencil and crayol as and ot her necessary supplies and suggested
that she get acquainted with the room but she sat there, rigid and unnmovi ng
for so long that it worried ne. | went over to her and printed her name for
her on a piece of our yellow practice paper.

"Here's your nane, Dismey. Maybe you'd like to see if you can wite it. 1"l
hel p you."

Di sney took the pencil fromme, holding it as though it were a dagger. | had
to guide every finger to its correct place before she could hold it for
witing. W were both sweating when we got through the nane. It had been I|ike
steering a steel rod through the formation of the letters. Dismey showed no
signs of pleasure-shy or overt-that nost begi nners exhi bit when confronted
with their first attenpt at their names. She | ooked down at the staggering
letters and then up at ne.

"I't's your name, Disney," | smled at her and spelled it to her. She | ooked
down again at the paper, and the pencil wavered and swung until she had it
dagger-w se once nore. She jabbed the point of the pencil down on the next
line. It stabbed through the paper. Wth a quick, guilty hand, she covered the



tear, her shoul ders hunching to hide her face.

| opened the box of crayons and shook them out where she could see the colors,
luring her averted face back toward ne.

"Maybe you'd rather color. O go around and see what the other children are
doing." And | left her, sonmewhat cheered. At |east she had known that a |line
is for witing on! That is a mark of maturity!

Al the rest of the norning she roosted tentatively on the front four inches
of her chair, stiff as a poker. At recess, she was haul ed bodily by Donna to
t he bathroom and then to the playground. Donna dutifully stayed by her side,
wi stfully watching the other children playing, until time to drag Disney to
the Iine and to point out that there was a girl line and a boy |ine.

After recess, Dismey unbent-once. Just enough to make two very delicate |lines
on a paper with her red crayon when she thought | wasn't |ooking. Then she
just sat staring, apparently entranced at the effect. It was nost probable

t hat she had never held a crayon before.

Lunchtime came and in the cafeteria she stared at her plate a mnute and then
ate so fast with spoon and scooping fingers that she nearly choked.

"Wwuld you like sone nore?" | asked her. She | ooked at ne as though | were
crazy for asking. She slowed down nmidway through her third hel ping. There was
a quiver along her thin cheek when she | ooked at ne. It could haves been the
begi nning of a snile. Donna showed her where to put her dirty dishes and t ook
her out to the playground.

During that first afternoon, she finally drew a picture-an amazingly mature
one-of three wobbly plates full of food and a lopsided mlk carton with a huge
straw in it. Under Donna's urging she took up her red crayon and, down at the
bottom she carefully copied fromher nane paper a Di, but when the s turned
backward on her, she covered it with a quick, guilty hand and sat rigid unti

di sm ssal tine

| worried about Disney that afternoon after the children were gone. | was used
to frightened, withdrawn children, terrified by comng into a new school, but
nothing quite so drastic as Dismey. No tal king, no |aughing, no smles, or
even tears. And such wariness-and yet her nother had called her a believing
child. But then, there's believing and believing. Belief can be a very
negative thing, too. Maybe what D snmey believed the nost was that you could
bel i eve in nothi ng good-except maybe three platefuls of food and a red crayon.
Wll, that was a pretty good start.

Next morning | felt a little nore cheerful. After all, yesterday had been
Disney's first day at a new school. In fact, it had been her first day at any
school. And children adjust wonderfully well-usually.

| |1 ooked around for Disney. | didn't have to look far. She was backed into the
angle of the wall by the door of our room cornered by Bannie and M chael.

m ght have known. Bannie and M chael are nmy thorns-in-the-flesh this year
Separately they are alert, capable children, well above average in practically
everything. But together! Together they are |ike vinegar and soda-erupting
each other into the wildest assortnent of devilnent that two six-year-olds
could ever think up. They are flint and steel to the biggest blaze of m schief
I've ever encountered. Recently, followi ng a Contradict Everything Phase, they
had | apsed into a Baby Phase, conplete with thunmb-sucking, baby talk and
conpletely tearless infantile wailing-the noise serving themin the sane
capacity as other children's jet-zoom ng or siXx-gun bangi ng or machi ne-gun



rattling.

The two didn't see ne coming and | stood behind thema mnute, curious to see
just what they had dreanmed up so soon to plague Disney with.

"And it's a lectric paddle and it's specially for girls,"” said Bannie

sol emml y.

"You stood up in the swing and the '"letric paddle is specially for girls that
stand up in swings," anplified Mchael soberly. "And it hurts real bad."

"It mght even kill you," said Bannie with relish

"Dead," said Mchael, round of eye that shifted a little to send a glint of
enj oynent at Banni e.

D sney hunched one shoul der and drew a shaki ng hand across her stricken cheek.
"I didn't know" she began

"OfF course she didn't know," | said sternly. "Bannie and M chael, indoors!" |
unl ocked the door and shooed themin. Then | stooped and put ny arnms around a
rigid, unbending Disney. | could feel her bones under her scant flesh and

flimsy dress.

"It isn't so, Disnmey," | said. "There isn't any electric paddle. There's no
such thing. They were just teasing you. But we do have a rul e about standing
up in the swings. You might fall out and get hurt. Here cones Donna now. You
go play with her and she'll tell you about our rules. And don't believe Bannie
and M chael when they tell you bad things. They're just trying to fool you."
In the room!| confronted the two conpletely unrepentant sinners.

"You weren't kind to Disney," | said. "And she's our new student. Do you want
her to think that we're all unkind here at our school ?" They had no answer
except Bannie's high-pitched giggle that he uses when he is enbarrassed.
"Besi des that, what you told her wasn't true."

"We were just playing," said Mchael, trading sideglances with Bannie.

"Telling things that aren't true isn't a very good way to have fun," |
rem nded them

"We were just playing," said Mchael, while Bannie had recourse to his thunb.

"But Dismey didn't know you were only playing," | said. "She thought you were
telling the truth."

"W were just playing," said Bannie around his thunb.

After we had gone around and around a couple nore tinmes, | sternly sent them
outside. The two ran shrieking, holding the seats of their Levi's, yelling,
"We got a licking! Wth the 'lectric paddle! A-wah! A-wah!"

And nmy heart sank. | had a prenpnition that the Baby Phase was about to give
way to a Tease Di snmey Phase.

Disney came slowy to life in the classroom She began to function with the
rest of the class, catching up with ease with the children who had been in
school a nonth before she arrived. She swooped through | ong and short vowel s
and caught us in initial consonants. She showed a flair for drawi ng and



pai nting. Her nunber work and reading flowed steadily into her-and stayed
there instead of ebbing and flowing as it does for so many children. But al
the rest of the classroomactivities paled to insignificance as far as D sney
was concerned before the wonder of story tine. it was after the first few
sessions of story tinme imediately follow ng the afternoon recess that |
realized what Disney's nother meant by calling her a believin' child.

Di sney believed without reservation in the absolute truth of every story she
heard. She was compl etely credul ous.

It's hard to explain the difference between the fairy tales for her and for
the rest of the class. The others believed whol e-heartedly while the story was
in progress and then set it aside without a pang. But there was a feeling of
eager acceptance and-and recognition-that fairly exuded from D sney during
story time that sonetines al nost nade ny flesh creep. And this believing
carried over to our dranatization of the stories too, to such an extent that
when Di sney was the troll under the bridge for The Billy Goats G uff, even
Banni e pal ed and rushed over the bridge, pell-nell, forgetting the swaggering
chal l enge that he as the Big Billy Goat was supposed to deliver. And he flatly
refused to go back and slay the troll.

But this credulity of hers served her a nuch worse turn by naking her

conpl etely vul nerable to Bannie and M chael. They had her believing, anong

ot her unhappy things, that a lion lived in the housing of the air-raid siren
atop the cafeteria. And when the Civilian Defense truck cane to check the
mechani smand let the siren grow briefly, Dismey fled to the room white-eyed
and gasping, too frightened to scream She sat, wet-faced and rigid, half the
afternoon in spite of all ny attenpts to reassure her

Then one day | found her crying out by the sidewal k when she shoul d have been
in class. Tears were falling without a sound as she rubbed with trenbling
desperation at the sidewal k.

"What's the matter, Disney?" | asked, squatting down by her, the better to
see. "What are you doi ng?"

"My mama," she choked out, "I hurt my mamal!"
"What do you nean?" | asked, bewi | dered.
"I stepped on a crack," she sobbed. "I didn't nmean to but Banni e pushed ne.

And now ny mama's back is busted! Can you fix a busted back? Does it cost very
much?"

"Ch, Dismey, honey!" | cried, torn between pity and exasperation. "I told you
not to believe Bannie. “Step on a crack and break your nmother's back' isn't
for true! It's just a singing thing the children like to say. It isn't really
so!" | finally persuaded Disney to | eave the sidewal k, but she visibly worried
all the rest of the day and shot out of the door at dismissal time as though
she couldn't wait to get home to reassure herself.

Wl |, school went on and we switched fromfairy tales to the Oz books, and at
story time every day | sat knee-deep in a sea of wondering faces and

experi enced again with themny own enchantnment when | was first exposed to the
stories. And Disnmey so firmy believed in every word | read that M chael and
Banni e had her terror-stricken and fugitive every time a dust devil whirled
across the playground. | finally had to take a decisive hand in the affair
when | found M chael struggling with a silently desperate Disnmey, trying to
pry her frenzied hands | oose fromthe playground fence so the whirlw nd could
pi ck her up and bl ow her over the Deadly Desert and into the hands of the
Wcked Wtch of the West.



M chael found his Levi's not inpervious to a ping-pong paddl e, which was the
ultimate in physical punishment in our room He also found not to his liking
the Isolation outside the room sitting forlornly on the steps by our door for
hal f a day, but the worst was the corporate puni shment he and Banni e had
visited upon them They were forbidden to play with each other for three days.
The sight of their woebegone, drooping figures cast a blight over the whole

pl ayground, and even Di sney forgave them | ong before the tine was up

But her tender-heartedness left her only nore vulnerable to the little devils
when they finally slipped back into their old ways.

We finished the first of the Oz books and were racing delightedly into the
first part of The Magic of Oz, and there it was! Ri ght on page 19! W al

| ooked at it soletmly. W wote it on the board. W contenplated it with awe.
Areal live magic word! All we had to do now to work real magic was to |l earn
how t o pronounce the word.

Therein lay the difficulty. W considered the word. PYRZOXG.. W analyzed it.
W knew all the letters init, but there were no vowel s except “and sonetinmes
Y." How could you sound out a word with no vowels and no place to divide it
into syllables? Surely a word that | ong woul d have nore than one syl abl e!

"We' || have to be careful even trying to say it, though,” | warned. "Because
if you do find the right way to pronounce it, you can-well, here it tells you-
X transform any-one into beast, bird or fish, or anything else, and back
agai n, once you knew how to pronounce the nystical word."' "

"You coul d even change yourself. Wuldn't it be fun to be a bird for a while?
But that's what you have to watch carefully. Birds can talk in the Land of Qz,
but can they talk here?" The sol erm consensus was no, except for papkeets and
nmyna birds.

"So if you changed yourself into a bird, you couldn't ever change yourself
back. You'd have to stay a bird unl ess soneone el se said the nagic word for
you. So you'd better be careful if you learn the way to say it."

"How do you say it, teacher?" asked Donna.

"I"ve never found out," | sighed. "I'Il have to spell it every time | cone to
it inthe story because | can't say it. Maybe soneday I'll learn it. Then when
it's Quiet Tine, I'Il turn you all into Easter Eggs, and we'll have a really

quiet Quiet Time!"

Laughing, the children returned to their seats and we prepared for our
afternoon work. But first, nost of the children bent studiously to the task of
copyi ng PYRZOXGL fromthe board to take the word hone to see if anyone could
help themwith it. It was all as usual, the laughing, half-belief of the npst
of the children in the wonderful possibilities of the word, and the sol emm
intensity of Disney, bent over a piece of paper, carefully copying, her nouth
nmoving to the letters.

The affair of Bannie and M chael versus Dismey went on and on. | consulted
with the boys' parents, but we couldn't figure out anything to bring the
matter to a halt. There seened to be an irresistible compul sion that urged the
boys on in spite of everything we could do. Sonetimes you get things |ike
that, a clash of personalities-or sonetinmes a neshing of personalities that is
inexplicable. | tried to attack it fromDi sney's angle, insisting that she
check with me on everything the boys tried to put over on her before she
bel i eved, but Disnmey was too sinple a child to recognize the subtlety with



whi ch the boys worked on occasion. And | tried ignoring the whole situation,
t hi nking perhaps | was making it a situation by my recognition of it. A
sobbing Disney in nmy arnms a couple of times convinced ne of its reality.

Then there canme yesterday. It was a raw blustery day, bone-chilling in spite
of a cloudless sky, a day that didn't invite much playing outdoors after
lunch. We told the children to run and ronmp for fifteen mnutes after we left
the cafeteria and then to cone back indoors for the rest of the noon period. |
shivered in ny sweater and coat, blinking against the flood of sunlight that
only made the cold, swirling winds across the grounds feel even colder. The
children, screaming with excitenent and release, swirled with the winds, to
and fro, in a mad gane of tag that consisted in whacking anyone handy and
running off madly in all directions shrieking, "You're it, had a fit, and
can't get over it!" It didn't take long for the vitality of some of our
submarginals to run short, and when | saw Treesa and Hannery huddling in the
angl e of the building, shaking in their cracked, oversized shoes as they
hugged their tattered sweaters about them | blew the whistle that called the
cl ass indoors.

The clamor and noise finally settled down to the happy hum of Quiet Time, and
| sighed and rel axed, taking a quick census of the room automatically
deducting the absentees of the day. | straightened and checked agai n.

"Where's Disney?" | asked. There was a long silence. "Does anyone know where
Di sney is?"

"She went to the restroomwith ne," said Donna. "She's afraid to go al one. She
t hi nks a dragon lives down in the furnace roomand she's scared to go by the
steps by herself."

"She wuz play tag weez us," said Hannery, with his perennial sniff.

"Maybe she go'd to beeg playgroun',
to beeg pl aygroun', "

suggested Treesa. "W don' s'pose to go
she added virtuously.

Then | heard Bannie's high, enbarrassed giggle.

"Banni e and M chael, come here.”

They stood before ne, a picture of innocence. ""Were is D sney?" | asked.
They exchanged side glances. M chael's shoulders rose and fell. Bannie | ooked

at his thunb, dry of, lo, these many weeks, and popped it into his nouth.

"M chael ," | said, taking hold of his shoulders, ny fingers biting. "Were is
D sney?"

"We don't know, " he whined, suddenly afraid. "W thought she was in here. W
were just playing tag."

"What did you do to Disney?" | asked, wondering wildly if they had finally
killed her.

"We-we-" M chael dissolved into frightened tears before the sternness of ny
face and the | ash of my words.

"We didn't do nothing," cried Bannie, taking his thunb out of his nouth,
suddenly brave for Mchael. "W just put a rock on her shadow. "

"A rock on her shadow?" My hands dropped from M chael's shoul ders.



"Yeth." Bannie's courage evaporated and his thunb went back into his nouth.
"We told her she couldn't nove."

"Sit down," | commanded, shoving the two fromnme as | stood. "All of you
renenber the rules for when I'mout of the room" | rem nded the class. "I'I|
be right back."

The pl ayground was enpty except for the crunpled papers circling in an eddy
around the trash can. | hurried over to the jungle gym No Dismey. | turned
the corner of the Ad Building and there she was, straining and struggling
her feet digging into the ground, the dirt scuffed up over her ragged shoes,
her whol e self pulling desperately away fromthe small rock that lay on her
shadow. | sawor thought | sawthe shadow itself curl up around her knobby,
chapped ankl es.

"Disney!" | cried. "D sney!"

"Teacher!" she sobbed. "Ch, teacher!”

| had ny arns around her, trying to warmher stiff little hands in mne
trenbling to her shivering, wincing to the shriveled blue Iips that shook wth

her crying.

"But, Disney, honey!" | cried. "It isn't so! You could have come back to the
room anytine! A rock can't hold your shadow It isn't true!"

But | had to nove that rock before I could pick her up to carry her back to
the room It was a subdued, worried roomthe rest of the day. Bannie and

M chael lost all interest in working. They sat apprehensively in their chairs,
waiting for lightning to strike. | didn't say anything to them | had nothing
left to say. | had said and re-said everything I could ever think of. | had
done what | knew to do, and it hadn't worked. Not even a trip into the office
to interview M. Beasley had subdued them nore than half a day. | coul dn't
even think straight about the matter any nore. | had reached the point where
believed that | had felt the tug of a tethered shadow. | had found it
necessary to nove a rock before | could Iift a child. I was out of ny

dept h-but conpletely. And | was chilled to realize that not only Di sney but
| -an adult-was entrapped in this believing bit. Wat m ght happen next? A
feeling that nmust have been psychic indigestion kept me swall owi ng al

af t er noon.

In the warmh of the room Disney soon stopped shivering and went quietly
about her work, but her eyes slid past the boys or |ooked through them Donna
swi shed her brief skirts up to the supply table for paper for Disney, because
t he boys sat between her and the table. It |ooked as though the iron had
finally entered Disney's soul, and | hoped hopel essly that she had finally got
wise to the little nonsters

The unnaturally subdued restraint lasted until dismssal time. | had the
qui et est-nost industrious roomin ny experience-but it wasn't a happy one.

At Put-away Tinme, Mchael and Bannie put their chairs up on the table

qui etly-w thout being told to. They wal ked to the coat closet. They |ingered
by the door until they saw that | had no word for themor snile-or even frown.
They scuffled slowy off to the bus gate. Disney scurried out of the room as
if she were the guilty party and had no word or smile for ne, and I scuffled
off slowy to bus duty.

Chi | dren bounce back amazingly. The next day-oh, lordy! that's today!-started
of f normally enough. We worked well all this norning-though at the tops of our



voi ces. M chael and Bannie had the devilish light flickering in their eyes
again. Disney neither noticed themnor ignored them She had a small snile
that turned up the corners of her mouth a little. She played happily with
Donna and | bl essed the good night's sleep I'd had for my return to cal mess.

| hoped-oh, how I hoped this norning-that the boys had finally decided to find
somet hi ng besi des Dismey to occupy their energies.

Lunchtime passed and the nmild tenperatures out-of-doors let us relax into a
full-time play period. Afternoon recess came and went. The tide of children
fl owed across the floor to pool around ny feet for story tine.

"Bannie," | said automatically, "I don't want you sitting ny-" Then | felt a
huge sinking inside of me. My eyes flewto Disnmey. She returned ny | ook
conpletely at ease and rel axed, the small snmile still bending her nouth.
"Where's Bannie and M chael ?" | asked casually, feeling insanely that this was

yest erday agai n.

"They tol' me they wz go to beeg playgroun',
time sneak up there."

sni ffed Hannery. "They alla

"Yeh, yeh," said Treesa. "They go'd to beeg playgroun' but they coned back
They go'd to AOd Building and slided on steps. Ain' s'posed to slide on
steps,” she added virtuously.

"Maybe they didn't hear the bell,"” suggested Donna. "Wen you play by the Ad
Bui | di ng, sometines you don't." | |ooked at Disnmey. She | ooked back. Her
smal |, pointed tongue circled the smle and then di sappeared for the autonatic
swal l ow. | |ooked away, unconfortable.

"Well, they' |l miss out on the story, then," | said. "And because they've been
late twice this week, they'll have to be in Isolation for twice as long as
they are late." | checked my watch to tinme the boys and began to read.

didn't hear a word | read. | suppose | paraphrased the story as | usually do,
bringing it dowmn to first grade level. | suppose | skipped over discursive
passages that had little interest for my children, but | have no way of

knowi ng. | was busy trying to hold down that psychic indigestion again, the
feeling that sonmething terribly wong had to be put to rights.

After the group went back to their seats and becane imersed in their work, |
called Disney quietly up to my desk

"Where are M chael and Banni e?" | asked her
She flushed and twi sted her thin shoulders. "Qut on the playground,"” she said.
"Why didn't they come when the bell rang?" | asked.

"They couldn't hear the bell ring." The little smle lifted the corners of her

nmout h. | shivered.
"Why not?" Disnmey | ooked at ne without expression

She | ooked down at the desk and foll owed her finger as it rubbed back and
forth on the edge. "Disney," | urged.

"Why coul dn't they hear the bell?"

"' Cause | changed them" she said, her chin lifting alittle.



"I changed theminto rocks:"

"Changed then?" | asked blankly. "Into rocks?"
"Yes," said Disney. "They're nmean. They're awfully mean. | changed them " The
little smle curled briefly again

"How did you do it?" | asked. "What did you do?"

"I learned the nagic word," she said proudly. "I can say it right. You know,
the one you read to us. That PYRZQXA.." Her voice fluttered and hissed through
a sound that raised the short hairs on the back of nmy neck and all down both
ny arns.

"And it worked!" | cried incredul ously.

"Why, sure," she said. "You said it would. It's a magic word. You read it in
t he book. Mama told nme how to say it. She said how come they put words I|ike
that in kids' books. They get away with anythi ng nowadays. That's not a word
for kids. But she told me howto say it anyway. See?" She picked up the
stapler fromny desk. "Be a baby rabbit -PYRZQXG.!" She sputtered the word at
it.

And there was a tiny gray bunny nosing inquisitively at ny blotter!

"Be what you was before,"” said D sney. "PYRZOXG.!" The bunny started slightly

and the stapler fell over on its side. | picked it up. It felt warm | dropped
it.

"But-but-" | took a deep breath. "Were are the boys, Disnmey? Do you know?"

"I guess so," she said, froming a little. "I guess | remenber.”

"Go get them" | said. "Bring themto nme:" She |ooked at me quietly for a
nmonent, her jaw nuscle tensing, then she said, "Ckay, teacher." So | sent her
heaven help me! And she cane back, heaven help us all! She came back and put

three little rocks or the corner of ny desk

"I guess these is them" she said. "Two of themare, any way. | coul dn't
renmenber exactly which ones they was, so | brought an extra one." W | ooked at
t he rocks.

"They're scared," she said. "l turned theminto scared rocks."
"Do rocks know?" | asked. "Can rocks be scared?"
Di sney considered, head tilted. "I don't know. " The small snmile canme back

"But if they can-they are."

And there they lie, on ny green blotter, in the mddle of ny battered old
desk, in front of ny crowded roomthree rocks, roughly the size of marbles-and
two of themare M chael and Banni e.

And tinme is running out fast-fast! |I can't say the nmagic word. Nobody can say
the magi ¢ word except Disney and her nother

O course | could take themto M. Beasley in the office and say, "Here are
two of my boys. Remenber? They're the ones that kept picking on the little
girl in my room She turned theminto rocks because they were nean. \Wat
shal | we do?"



O | could take themto the boys' parents and say, "One of these is your boy.
VWhi ch one resenbl es Bannie the nost? Take your choice."

|'ve been | ooking down at nmy quiet hands for fifteen m nutes now, but the
rising murnmur in the roomand the rustle of novenent tell ne that it's past

time to change activities. |'ve got to do sonething-and soon

Looki ng back over the whole affair, | see only one possible course of action
I'"mgoing to take a page from Di sney's own book. |I'm going to be the

bel i evi ngest teacher there ever was. | believe-I believe inplicitly that
Disney will mind nme-she'll do as she is told. | believe, | believe, | believe
"Di sney, come here, please." Here cones the obedient child, up to ny desk.
"It's alnmost tine to go hone, Disney,"” | tell her. "Here, take the rocks and

go outside by the door. Turn them back into Mchael and Bannie. "

"I don't want to." It's not refusal! It's not refusal! It's just a statement.

"I know you don't. But the bell will be ringing soon, and we don't want to
make them m ss the bus. M. Beasley gets very annoyed when we miss the bus."

"But they were awfully nean." Her eyes are hurt and angry.

"Yes, | know they were, and |'m going to use the paddl e on them But they' ve
been rocks a long time-scared rocks. They know now that you can be nean back
at them so they'll probably let you al one and not bother you any nore. Go on,

take them outside." She's looking at ne intently.

"Remenber, your mana said mnd the teacher." Her jaws tighten

The three rocks click together in her hand. She is going out the door. It
swi ngs shut jerkily behind her

Now | amwaiting for the doorknob to turn again. | believe, | believe,
bel i eve- -

THROUGH A GLASS - DARKLY

I FINALLY GOT SO FRI GHTENED that | decided to go to Dr. Barstow and have ny
eyes checked.

Dr. Barstow has been ny eye doctor for years-all the way from when a nonkey
bit and broke one lens of ny first glasses, up to the current encouragi ng ne
t hrough getting used to bifocals. Although | still take themoff to thread a
needl e and put them back on to see across the room | take his word for it
that someday |I'Il hardly notice the vast no-vision slash across the niddle of
every where | | ook.

But it wasn't the bifocals that took me to Dr. Barstow. And he knew it. He
didn't know that the real reason | went to himwas the cactus | saw in ny
front room And | could have adjusted to a cactus-even in the front room but
not to the roadrunner darting fromny fireplace to ny hall door and

di sappearing with the last, linmp two inches of a swall owed snake flapping from
his sm rking beak

So Dr. Barstow finished his nost thorough investigation of my eyes. Then he
sat straddling his little stool and | ooked at nme mldly. "It takes time," he
said, "to make the adjustnent. Sone people take |onger-"



"It's not that, Doctor," | said mserably, "even though | could smash the

thi ngs happily sone tines. No, it's-it's-" Well, there was no helping it. 1'd
cone purposely to tell him "It's what | see. It's that cactus in ny front
room"

His eyes flicked up quickly to mine. "And right now |'m seeing a prickly pear
cactus with fruit on it where your desk is." | swallowed rackingly and he
| ooked at his desk.

For a nonent he tw ddl ed with what ever ophthal nol ogi sts twiddle with and then
he said, "Have you had a physical check-up recently?" H's eyes were a little
anused.

"Yes," | replied. "For exactly this reason. And | truly don't think I'm going
mad." | paused and nentally rapped

a few spots that m ght have gone soft, but they rang reassuringly sound
"Unless I'mjust starting and this is one of the synptons.”

"So it's all visual," he said, briskly.

"So far," | said, feeling a flood of relief that he was |istening wthout

| aughter. It had been frightening, being alone. How can you tell your husband
casually that he is relaxing into a cholla cactus with his newspaper? Even a
husband |i ke Peter. "All visual except sometines | think | hear the w nd

t hrough the cactus."

Dr. Barstow blinked. "You say there's a cactus where ny desk is?"

| checked. "Yes, a prickly pear. But your desk is there, too. It's-it's-"

" Superinposed?" he suggest ed.

"Yes," | said, checking again. "And if you sat down there, it'd be your desk,
but-but there's the cactus-' | spread my hands hel plessly, "Wth a blue
tarantul a hawk flying around over it."

"Tar antul a hawk?" he asked.

"Yes, you know, those waspy |ooking things. Some are bright blue and sone are
orangy-"

"Then you see novenent, too," he said.
"Ch yes," | smled feebly. Now that | was discussing it, it wasn't even
renotely a funny story any nore. | hadn't realized how frightened I had been

To go blind! O mad!

"That's one reason | asked for an energency appoi ntrment. Thi ngs began to nove.
Saturday it was a horny toad on the mantel which is a | edge al ong a sand wash.
But yesterday it was a roadrunner with a snake in his beak, com ng out of the
fireplace. The hearth is a clunmp of chaparral!"

"Where is the wasp now?" asked Dr. Barstow

| checked briefly. "lIt's gone." And | sat and | ooked at himforlornly.

He tw ddl ed sone nore and seermed to be reading his diplom on the wall behind
me. | noticed the thin line across his glasses that signal ed bifocals and

wonder ed absently how long it had taken himto get used to them

"Did you know that every time you | ook at your-umcactus, you | ook away from



where you say it is?" he finally asked.

"Away fromit!" | exclained. "But-'

"How many fruits on the prickly pear?" he asked.

I checked. "Four green ones and a withered-"

"Don't turn your head," he said. "Now what do you in front of you?"

My eyes swam t hrough a change of focus. "You, holding up three fingers,"
sai d.

"And yet the cactus is where nmy desk is and I'malnpbst at right angles to it."
He put down his three fingers. "Every tine you' ve checked the cactus, you've
| ooked at ne, and that's conpletely away from where you say."

"But what-?" | felt tears starting and | turned away, ashaned.

"Now turn your head and | ook directly at nmy desk," he said. "Do you see the
cact us now?"

"No," mnmy voice jerked forlornly. "Just the desk."

"Keep your eyes on the desk," he said. "Don't nove your head. Now check ny
position."

| did-and then | did cry-big sniffy tears. "You're sitting on a rock under a
mesquite tree!" | choked, pulling ny glasses off blindly.

He handed nme a ti ssue. And anot her when that becane sodden. And a third to
wi pe those bl asted bifocal s.

"Does having the glasses off nmake a difference in what you see?" he asked.

"No," | sniffed. "Only I can see better with them" And | | aughed shakily,
renmenbering the ol d joke about spots-before-the-eyes.

"Well, Ms. Jessymin," he said. "There's nothing in the condition of your eyes
to account for what you're seeing. And this-umvisual manifestation is

apparently not in your direct vision, but in your peripheral vision."
"You mean ny around-the-edges sight?" | asked.

"Yes," he said. "Incidentally you have excell ent peripheral vision. Mch
better than nost people-"

"OfF ny advanced age!" | finished, nock bitterly. "' These dern bifocal s!"

"But bifocals aren't necessarily a sign of age-"

"I know, | know," | said, "Only of getting old." W had automatically dropped
i nto our usual bifocal speech pattern while our ninds busied thensel ves

el sewhere

"Does this thing bother you when you drive?" he asked.

| was startled. What if they took nmy license! "No," | hastened. Mst of the

time | don't even notice it. Then sonmetines | catch a glinpse of sonething
interesting and then's when | focus in onit. But it's all voluntary-so far



Paying attention to it, | nean."

"And you focus in as long as you |l ook away fromit." Dr. Barstow smled. "As a
matter of fact, sone things can be seen nore sharply in peripheral vision than
by | ooking directly at them But I'mat a loss to explain your cactus. That
sounds |ike hallucination-"

"Well," | twisted the tissue in my fingers. "I have a sort of idea. |

nmean- where our house is-it's in a new housing devel opnent-it was all desert
not too long ago. I've-well-1've wondered if maybe | was seeing the sane

pl ace, only before. | mean, when it was still desert.” | tried a smle, but

Dr. Barstow didn't notice.

"Hmm " he said, |ooking absently again at his diploma. "That would certainly
put cactus al nbst anywhere you | ooked, in Tucson," he said: "But how | ong ago
are you seeing? This office building is fifteen years old."

"I-1 don't know," | faltered. "I haven't thought it out that far." Dr. Barstow
| ooked at ne and smiled his infrequent, wide snmle. "Well, there doesn't seem
to be anything wong with you," he said. "If | were having an experience as
interesting as the one you're having, 1'd just enjoy it. 1'd start alittle

research intoit. Or at least start conmpiling a few statistics. How |l ong ago
are you seeing? Is it the sane time period every tinme? Wat else can you see?
Peopl e? Big aninmal s? Enjoy it while you can. It arrived out of nowhere, and it
m ght go back to the sanme place." He stood up

So did I. "Then | don't have to worry-"

"Not about your eyes, anyway," he assured ne. "Keep nme posted if anything new
develops.” | turned to the door. Hi s voice paused ne there. "By the way, if
Tucson were wi ped out, eventually the cactus would come back. Are you seeing
ago or to come?"

W | ooked at each other levelly a monent, then we both smiled and | left.

O course | told Peter, passing on the |atest greetings fromour old friend.
And Peter, after a few sharp, anxious questions to be sure that | wasn't
conceal i ng from hi m some Monstrous Doom accepted ny odd affliction with his
usual slight grin and glint of interest. He has long since realized that |
don't see quite eye-to-eye with the usual maturing-into-bifocals groups.

Since | didn't have to worry about it anynore, | nostly ignored nmy side
vi sion. However, there were a few nore “sharpenings' in the days that
fol | oned.

Once in a Bayl ess supernarket on double stanp day, | caused a two-aisle jam of
shoppi ng carts because | becane so engrossed in one of my peripheral pictures.
There | stood at a strategic junction, staring fixedly at a stack of tuna cans
while the rising murmur of voices and the nmuted clish-clish of colliding carts
faded away.

There were people this tine, two wonen and an assortnent of small nearly naked
chi l dren whose runni ngs and pl ayi ngs took themin and out of ny range of
vision like circling, ronping puppies. It was a group of Indians. The wonen
were intent on their work. They had a very |long sl ender sahuaro rib and were
busy harvesting the fruit fromthe top of an enornously tall sahuaro cactus,
right in the nmddle of canned tomatoes. One woman was di sl odgi ng the reddi sh
egg-shaped fruit fromthe top of the cactus with the stick, and the other was
gathering it up fromthe ground into a basket, using a tong-like arrangenent
of sticks to avoid the thorns that cover the fruit.



I was watching, fascinated, when suddenly | heard! There was a soft, singing
voice in my mind, and ny mnd knew it was the wonman who knelt in the sandy
dust and lifted the thorny fruit.

"Good, good, good! softly she sang,
"Food for now Food for later.

Si ng good, sing good,

Si ng praise, sing praise!l"

"Lady, are you all right?" An anxious and on ny el bow brought nme back to
Bayl ess and the traffic jam | blinked and drew a deep breath.

The manager repeated, "Are you all right?" He had efficiently rerouted the
various carts and they were nmoving away fromme now, with eyes | ooking back
curious, avid, or concerned.

"Ch, I'mso sorry," | said, clutching the handl e of nmy shopping cart. "I-I
suddenly renenbered sonething and forgot where I was." | smled into the
manger's anxious face, "lI'm-all right, thank you. I'msorry | caused
trouble.™

"No trouble,” he answered ny smle alittle tentatively. "You' re sure-"

"Ch, certainly," | hastened. "Thank you for your kindness." And | noved away
briskly to ook for the pizza nmx that was on sale.

Up and down the aisles through the towering forest of food | hurried, echoing
inm mnd, as | contrasted the little lifting sticks and ny chrome-bri ght
cart-

CGood, good

Food for now,

Food for later.

Si ng praise! Sing praisel

Several days later | stood in one of those gol dfish-bow tel ephone booths on a
service station corner and listened to the purr as Dr. Barstow s office phone
rang. Finally his secretary, Mss Kieth, answered briskly, and he eventually
cane on the line, probably between eyel ashes.

"I'"mdowntown," | said hastily after identifying nyself. "I know you're busy,
but - but - how | ong have your people been in Tucson?"

There was a slight digestive pause and then he said slowy, "M/ fol ks cane out
here before the turn of the century.

"What -what did they do? | nean, to earn a living? Wiat | nean is, |'m seeing
again, right now There's a big sign over a store, JAS. R BARSTOWN AND SONS
GENERAL MERCHANDI SE. And if Jas, nmeans Janes, well, that's you-" | w ped a

ti ssue across ny oozing forehead and grinmaced at the grime. Dr. Barstow broke
t he breathing silence.

"That was ny great grandfather. At |east he's the one | ong enough ago with the
right nanme. Can you still see the place?" H s voice quickened.

"Yes," | said, concentrating on the tel ephone nmouthpiece. "I'mdying to go in
it and see all that General Merchandise. But |I don't think I can go in-not
yet. What | wanted to know is, when is the store?"



After a mnute he asked, "Does it have a porch over the sidewal k?" | stared
studiously at the dial of the phone. "Yes," | said, "with peel ed pine porch
posts"-1 dabbled my |ips-"holding up the roof."

"Then it's after 1897," he said. "That was one of our favorite "ol den days
stories-the one about the store burning down. And the magnificent one that
arose fromthe ashes. It boasted a porch.”

"Then that's when |I'mseeing!" | cried. "Around the turn of the century!"
"If," came his voice cautiously, "if all your seeing is in the same period of
tine."

"Sonmeday," | said determinedly after a slight pause, "someday |'m going to get

a flat “yes' or "no' fromyou about sonething!"

"And won't that be dull?" | heard himchuckle as he hung up.

| wal ked over to the store on the next scranble WALK signal at the corner. The
concrete clicked under ny hurried feet, but, when | stepped up to the far
sidewal k, my feet rang hollowly on a wooden porch floor. Hastily, lest a
change should come, | hurried across uneven planks to the door. | grabbed the
handl e. Then | paused, taking a deep breath of a general-store snell that was
instantly recogni zabl e-1 could snell now

"Ch!" | thought, the pit of ny stomach cold with excitenent. "To see all the
t hi ngs we keep in nmuseuns and col |l ections now Just walk in and-"

Then | heard Peter, vigorously and decisively, "Don't you dare take one step
into this-!"

Caught in midstep, | turned ny full gaze on the handle |I held. Jarringly, |

t hunped down several inches to the sidewal k. | renoved nmy hand from where it
was pressed against a dusty, enpty store window Automatically | read the sign
propped agai nst the stained saggi ng back of the display w ndow You'll wonder
where the yell ow went -

The week followi ng cane an odd sort of day. It had rained in the
night-torrents of rain that made every upsi de-down drai nage street in Tucson
run curb to curb. The thirsty earth drank and drank and couldn't keep up with
the heavy fall, so now the runoff was making Rillito Creek roar softly to
itself as it becane again, briefly, a running stream The dust had been
beautifully settled. An autumlike sky cover of heavy gray clouds hid the sun

Peter and | decided this was the tine for us to relearn the art of bicycling
and to do sonething about ny black belt that never lied when it pinched nme the
news that | was increasing around the mddle. It was also time for Peter to
stop being critical of the Laundromat for shrinking his pants. So, on this
cool, nmoisty nmorning we resurrected the bikes fromthe accumulation in the
garage. We stacked them awkwardly in the car trunk and drove across the
Rillito, stopping briefly at the bridge to join others who stood around

enj oyi ng the unusual sight of Water-in a-River! Then we went on up through the
nmushroom ng foothills |and devel opnents, until we finally arrived at a narrow,
two-rutted, sandy road that |ooped out of sight around the low hills and
abrupt arroyos. W parked the car and got the bikes out.

It was a wonderful day, fragrant with wet greasewood-after-a-rain. The breeze
was bl owi ng, cool enough for sleeves to feel good. It was a dustless,
del i ghtful breeze.



"I love days like this," |I said, as | wobbled away fromthe car on mny bike.
made ten feet before I fell. "I get so |lonesone for rain."

Peter patiently untangled me fromthe bike, flexed ny arms to see if they were
br oken, flexed ny neck to kiss the end of ny nose, then tried to steady ny
bi ke with both hands and, at the same tine, help me get back on

"I get so tired of sun, sun, sun-"

"You talk Iike a native," said Peter, making nice straight tracks in the danp
sand of the road.

"So |l am" | said, ny tracks scalloping back and forth across his as | tried
to follow him "It's only you fotchedon-furriners that find perpetual sun so
delightful!"

| fell again, this time contriving to have the bike fall one way and nme the
other with the pedals and ny feet tw ned together

Peter was extricating nme, muttering sonething about a donkey being better for
me since it's braced at all four corners, when | saw it-on the next |oop of
the road where it topped the rise above us.

"Peter," | said softly, staring at him "I can see a horse pulling a buggy on
the road over there. There's another and anot her and a hay wagon | ooki ng
vehicle. Peter, it's a procession of some sort."

Peter straightened ny | egs and sat down on the ground near ne. "Go on," he
sai d, taking ny hands.

"There's something on the hay wagon," | said "It |looks-it's a coffin, Peter!"
The back of ny neck chill ed.

"A coffin?" Peter was startled, too.

"They're going down the other side of the hill now There are three buggies
and the wagon. They're gone-

"Come on," said Peter, getting up and lifting the bikes, "let's followthem"

"Fol | ow then?" | grabbed ny bike and tried to remenber which side to nmount
fromor does that only matter for horses? "Did you see them too?"

"No," he said, flinging hinmself up onto the bike seat. "But you did. Let's see
if you can follow them" And behold! I could ride ny bike! Al sorts of
muscul ar nmenori es awoke and | forgot the problenms of aimng and bal anci ng, and
| whizzed-sl ow y-through the sand at the bottomof a rise, as |I followed

Pet er.

"I don't see them ™" | called to Peter's bobbing back, "I guess they're gone."
"Are you | ooki ng over there?" he called back

"Of course | am™" | cried. "Oh!" | murnured. "Unh, of course:" And | | ooked out
over the valley. | noticed one slender colum of snoke rising from

Davi s- Mont han AF Base before ny peripheral vision took over.

"Peter," | said, "it is a coffin. I"mright by the wagon. Don't go so fast.
You' re | eaving us behind." Peter dropped back to ride beside ne.

"Go on," he said. "Wat kind of buggies are they?" | stared out over the



val | ey again, and ny bi ke backed up over a granite knob in the sand and

fell. Peter swung back toward ne as | scranmbled to ny feet.
"Leave the bikes," | said. "Let's wal k. They're going sl ow enough-"
A fine rain had begun. Wth it came the soft sense of stillness I |love so

about the rain. Beside ne, within ny vision, noved the | ast buggy of the
procession, also through a fine rain that was not even heavy enough to nmeke a
sound on its faded black top, but its color began to darken and to shine.

There were two people in the buggy, one man driving the single horse, the
other man, thin, winkled, snelling of nusty old age and canphor, huddled in
hi s heavy overcoat, under a laprobe. A fine trenor stirred his knotted hands
and his toothless nmouth grinned a little to show the pink snmoothness of his
| ower guns.

I lengthened ny stride to keep up with the sl ow noving procession, hearing the
gritty grind of the netal tires through the sand. | put out ny hand to rest it
on the side of the buggy, but drew it back again, afraid | mght fee
Sonet hi ng. Then | sensed the insistent seep of a voice, soundl ess, inside ny

m nd.

Seventeen trips to the cenetery-and back again! That's nore than anyone el se
around here can say. I'll see themall underground yet! There-and back! | go
there and cone back. They all stay!

The rain was heavier. | could feel its gnat-like insistence against ny face.
The road was swi nging around the base of a long, low hill now.

So this is what she canme to. Another thought began. She was a pretty little
t hi ng. Thought sure sone young feller around here woul d have spoke for her
They say she was bad. Shipped her back fromthe city to bury her. Wnen sure
had a fit about burying her with their honored dead. Honored dead! Honored
because they are dead. Every evil in the book safely underground here in the
graveyard. Hope Papa's having a good tine. Sure |likes funerals.

| reeled away fromthe buggy. | had wal ked full tilt into a fence post. Peter
grabbed nme before | fell

"Wl | ?" he asked, pushing a linmp wet strand of ny hair off my forehead.

"I"mokay," | said. "Peter, is there a cenetery around here anywhere? You' ve
hunted these foothills often enough to know. "

"A cemetery?" Peter's eyes narrowed. "Well, there are a few graves in a fence
corner around here sonme place. Come on!" W abandoned the road and started
across country. As we trudged up one hill and scurried down another, treading
our way through cactus and nmesquite, | told Peter what |'d seen and heard.

"There!" Peter gestured to the left and we plunged down into a sand wash t hat
wal ked firmy because the night rain had packed the sand and up the ot her
steep side and topped out onto a small flat. Half a dozen forlorn sunken
mounds lay in the corner of two barbed-wire fences neeting. Gay, wordless

sl abs of weat hered wood splintered at the heads of two of them Snall rocks
hal f outlined anot her.

| looked up at the towering Santa Catalinas and saw Peter. "Move, Peter," |
said. "You're standing on a grave. There are dozens of them"

"Where can | stand?" Peter asked.



"In the fence corner," | said. "There's no fence there-only a big rock. Here
they come."” | noved over to where the procession was com ng through the
barbed-wire fence, hearing the first. waves of voices breaking over ne.

The first buggy-

Bad- bad! Rouged, even in her coffin. | should have wiped if off the way I
started to. Disgraceful! Wy did she have to huniliate ne Iike this by com ng
back? They' ve got places in the city for people |like her. She was dead to
respectability a long tine ago. Wiy did she cone back?

The wonman pi nched her |ips together nore tightly behind the black veil and
t hought passionately, Punish her! Punish her! The wages of sin!

The next buggy was passing me now.

Poor chil d-oh poor child-to cone back so unwanted. Please, Lord, cleanse her
of all her sins.

There were two wonen and a man in this buggy.

Good rain. Needed it. Qughta be hone getting things done, not trailing after a
fancy worman. Good rain for this tine of year

The netal tires gritted past ne.

They' Il be bringing me out here next. 1'mdying! [I'mdying! | know. | know.
Marma died of the sane thing. I'mafraid to tell. Al they could do would be to
tell me I'll be the next one to cone out here. I'mafraid! I'mafraid! |I'm

crying for myself, not her!

A woman al one was driving the next buggy-a smart shiny vehicle. She was easily
controlling the restless horse.

At | east she has had soneone | ove her, whether it war good or bad. How many
want ed her and had her doesn't matter now. Someone cared about what she did
and |i ke the way she | ooked. Soneone |oved her

By now the nen had got out of the buggies-all except the old one-and | heard
the grating sound as they dragged the coffin fromthe hayrack. It thunped to
an awkward angl e agai nst the mound of desert dirt, rocks, caliche and the thin
sandy soil of the hillside. It was seized and | owered quickly and urgently to
the bottom of the grave. The men got shovels fromtheir vehicles. They took

off their coats, hitched their sleeve garters higher and began to fill in the
grave.
"I'sn't anyone going to pray?" The shocked cry came fromthe one wonan. "lsn't

anyone going to pray?" There vas a short, uneasy pause.

"Preacher's prayed over her already," said one of the nmen. "For her kind,
that's enough.” The wonman stunbled to the half-filled grave and fell to her
knees. Maybe | was the only one who heard her. "She | oved rmuch-forgive her
nmuch. "

Peter and | sat warm ng our hands by cradling our coffee nugs in them W were
inalittle hanmburger joint hal fway back home. Qutside the rain purred down,
seething on the blacktop road, thrumrng insistently on nmetal somewhere out
back. W sat, each busy with his own thoughts, and watched the rain furrow the
sandy shoul der of the road. It was an unusual rain for this tine of year



"Well." My voice lifted Peter's eyes fromhis coffee. He lifted one brow
inquiringly. "I have Told AIl," | went on. "What is your considered opinion?"
"Interesting,"
aberrations."

he said. "Not everyone's aberrant wi fe has such interesting

"No, | nean," | carefully bal anced the tinny spoon on ny forefinger, "what
why-"
"Let's not try to explain anything," said Peter. "In the first place, | know

can't and | don't think you can either. Let's enjoy, as Dr. Barstow
suggested. "

"Where do you suppose they shipped Gayla home fron?" | asked.

"Gayl a?" said Peter. "Where did you get that nane? Did sonmeone call her by
it?"

| felt goose bunps run down my arns to the el bows. "No," | said, thinking back
over the recent events. "No one mentioned any names, but-but her nane
is-was-is Gaylal"

W eyed one anot her and | plunged back into words.

"Maybe from Phoenix," | said. "It was rather fleshpotty in the old days”

"Or Tonbstone, nmaybe?" suggested Peter. "It was even nore so."

"Did Tonbstone have a railway?" | asked, lifting my cup. "I don't renmenber
seei ng a depot there even nowadays. | think Benson would be the closest."

"Maybe it wasn't by rail," said Peter. "Maybe freight. You know, those big

wagons. "
"It was by rail,"” | said, grimacing at the taste of cold coffee. Peter
| aughed. "Well," | said, "I don't like cold coffee.”

"It wasn't that," said Peter. "You're sure her name is Gayla and that she cane
hone by rail, but you can't remenber whether or not Tombstone has a depot and
we were through there | ast week!"

"Peter," | said through the plum ng steamof a fresh cup of coffee. "'That
brings up something interesting. This-this thing is progressive. First | only
saw still things. Then nmoving things. Then people. Then | heard thoughts.

Today | heard two people talk out |oud. And now | know sonet hi ng about them
that | didn't see or hear. How far do you suppose-"

Pet er grabbed both ny hands, sloshing coffee over our tight fingers. "Don't
you dare!" he said tensely, "Don't you dare take one step into whatever this
is! Look if you want to and listen when you can, but stay out of it!"

My jaw dropped. "Peter!" My breath wasn't working very well. "Peter, that's
what you said when | was going to go into that store. Peter, how could | hear
then what you didn't say until now? O are you just saying again what you.
said then-Peter!"

Pet er nopped ny hands and his. "You didn't tell ne that part about the store.”
So | did. And it shook him too. Peter suddenly grinned and said, "Wenever
said it, it's worth repeating. Stay out of this!" His grin died and his hands



ti ghtened on nmine. H s eyes were troubl ed.

"Let's go hone," | said, tears suddenly biting the back of my eyes. "I don't
call this enjoying."

As we left the cafe, | said, "Peter, do you think that if we went back up
there we could pick up the procession:. again and follow it again-"

"No," he said. "Not unless we could duplicate everything-time, tenperature,
hum dity, nental state-maybe even the color of lipstick you had on once

today." He grinned at nme. "You look a little bedraggled."

"Look bedraggl ed?" | eased nyself into the car. "How do you suppose | feel?
And the bicycling hasn't hel ped matters, either. | think | sprained
somet hi ng. "

Later that week | was trying to find an address in a new subdivision of curved
streets, cul-de-sacs too narrow to turn in, and invisible house nunbers.
Finally I even forgot the name of the stravenue | was looking for. | pulled up
to park along a school fence on Fort Lowell Road. | was rummaging in ny purse,
trying to find the paper | had witten the address on, when | stopped in

m d- r unmage.

Fromthe corner of ny eye | could see the school grounds-hard packed adobe
around a swing and teetertotter, and the front door of a tiny, one-rooned
school house. The children were outside for a ghostly recess. | heard no sound.
| studiously kept my eyes on the city map spread out on the steering wheel as
| counted twel ve children, though one hyper-active little boy m ght have been
nunber one, nine and twelve, he noved so fast.

| was parked next to a three-strand barbed-wire fence |ined by chaparral nore
than head-high in places. It formed a rough hedge around the school grounds.

Ri ght by my car was a break in the brush through which | could see the school
Ol ouds were stacking above the school in tunbled blue and white. COver the
Catalinas a silent lightning flicked and flicked again. Wth the squeal of the
children spattered by a brief gust of raindrops, the audio of the scene began
to function.

The clang of a handbell caught all the children in mdstride and then pulled
them running, toward the school house. | snmiled and went back to conparing the
map that stubbornly insisted that the east-west stravenue | sought was a
north-south calle, with the address on the paper

A side novenent brought the playground back into ny periphery. A solid chunk
of a child was trudgi ng across the playground, exasperation inplicit in the
dangling jerk of her arns as she pl odded, her nondescript skirts catching her
shins and fl appi ng gracel essly behind her. She was headed straight for ne and
| wondered ruefully if I was going to get wal ked t hrough, body, bones and car
Then the barbedwire fence and the clunps of brush focused in.

Gayl a-1 knew her as | would a long-time acquai ntance-was crouched under a bush
on ground that had been worn floor-hard and snmooth by snall bodi es. She was

hi dden fromthe school by the bushes but sat, |eaning forearns -careful of the
barbs-on the second strand of wire that sagged with repetitions of such
scenes. She was | ooki ng, dreany-faced, through nme and beyond ne.

"Make my own way," she nurnured. "Doesn't that sound | ovely! A highway. Make
my own way al ong the hi ghway, away, away-"

"Gayl a!'" The plodding girl had reached the bushes. "The bell rang a long tine



ago! M ss Pederson's awful mad at you. This is the third time this week she's
had to send for you! And it's going to rain-" The girl dropped to all fours
and scramnbl ed by one of the well-worn paths into the tiny roomlike encl osure
with Gayla. "You better watch out!" She snatched her wadded skirts from under
her knees. "Next thing you know she'll be telling your Aunt Faith on you."

"Aunt Faith-" Gayla stirred and strai ghtened. Wth both hands she put back the
dark curling of her front hair. "Know what she said this norning, Vera? This
is my last year in school. She said |'mgetting old enough to make ny own

way-" She savored the words.

"Ch, Gayla!" Vera sank back against her heels. "lIsn't she going to let you
finish with nme? Only another year and then we'll be fourteen-"

"No. |'ve been a burden | ong enough, she said, taking food out of her own

children's nmouths. No-" Her eyes dreamed through ne again.
my own way. To the City. I'mgoing to find a job there-"

m goi ng to make

"The City!" Vera laughed shortly. "Silly! As if your Aunt would I et you go!
And what kind of job do you think you could find, being so young?"

"Ben Collins is looking for a girl again. I'll bet your Aunt Faith-"

"Ben Collins!" Gayla's startled face swung about to | ook at Vera. "Wat's the
matter with Ruth?"

"She's going to live with her uncle in Central. She'd rather nilk cows and
chop cotton than tend that Collins bunch. You think sleeping four to a bed is
crowmded. At |east there's roomfor two at each end. At Collins' you'll sleep
five to a bed-cross-wi se.

"Come on, Gayla! Mss Pederson's throwing a fit" She began to back out of the
pl ayhouse.

"I'f Aunt Faith tries to make me go there, 1'll run away." Gayla was follow ng
slowy, the two girls face to face on hands and knees. "And don't you go
telling, either, Vera.

["I'l run away to the City and get rich and when I come back, she'll be sorry
she was so nean. But |I'Il forgive her and give her a magnificent gift and
she'll cry and beg ny-

"Your Aunt Faith cry!"™ Vera snickered. "Not that | believe for one mnute that
you'll ever run away, but if you do, don't ever come back. You know your Aunt
Faith better than that!"

The two girls enmerged fromthe bushes and stood erect. Vera towed the
reluctant Gayla toward the school house. Gayla | ooked wi stfully back over her
shoul der at the dusty road | eading away fromthe school. Mke ny own way. |
heard the thought trail behind her |ike a banner. Seek ny fortune, and someone
who' Il | ove nme. Soneone who'll want ne.

Li ght ni ng st abbed out of the darkening sky. A sudden swirling wind and an icy
spate of stinging raindrops that came with the thunder jolting across the
hills, sent the two girls racing for the school house and-

My wi ndshi el d was speckling with rain. | blinked down at ny street map. There
was my stravenue, right under ny thunb, neither north-and-south nor
east -and-west, but sidling off w ddershins across the subdivision. | started



my car and | ooked for a nonent at the high cyclone fence that now encl osed the
huge spraw of the nodern school. "Her own way! Was it her way-"

| suppose | could have started all sorts of scholarly research to find out who
Gayl a was, but | didn't, nostly because | knew it would be unproductive. Even
inm birthtine, a birth registration was not required around here. Neither
were death certificates or burial permits. It was not only possible, but very
commonpl ace in those days to be one whose nane was "wit in water." And an
awful lot of water had been wit in since the turn of the century-if so she
lived then. Then, too, | didn't care to make a cold bl ack and white business
of this seeing business. | agreed with Dr. Barstow. | preferred to enjoy. 1'd
rather have Gayla and girl friend swept away from ne di agonally across a w ndy
pl ayground under a thunder-heavy sky.

Well, in the days that followed, a cactus wen built a nest roughly where the
upper right corner of Peter's easy chair canme, and for a while | couldn't help
| aughi ng every tinme | saw her tiny head peering solemly over Peter's ear as
she earnestly sat and sat.

"But no worns," said Peter firmy. "She'd better not dribble worms on me and
nmy chair when her fine-feathered infants arrive."

"I imagi ne worms woul d be the least of your worry as far as dribbling goes," |
sai d. "Baby birds are so nessy!"

Cccasionally | wondered about Gayla, my imagination trying to bridge the gap
bet ween maki ng ny own way and the person over whom no one had cared to pray.
Had she become a full-fledged Scarlet Whman with all the sinful |uxury
associated with the prinrose path, or had she slipped once or been betrayed by
some Ben Collins? Too often a comunity will, well, play down the nora
question if the sin is large-and profitabl e-enough, but a small sin is never
let to die. Maybe it's because so few of us have the capacity to sin in the
grand manner, but we all can sin sordidly. And we can't forgive people for
bei ng as weak as we are.

You understand, of course, that any number of ordinary things were happeni ng
during this time. These peripheral wanderings were a little like recurring
headaches. They claimed ny whole attention while they were in progress, but
were speedily set aside when they were over

Wll, Fall came and with it, the hunting season. Peter decided to try for his
deer in the rapidly dimnishing wilds of the foothills of the Catalinas. He
went out one Saturday to | ook the ground over and came back fit to be tied.

"Two new fences!" he roared. "One of them straight across Fl echa Cayendo Wash
and the other running right along the top of the hills above Fool's Pass! And
that's not all. A road! They've 'dozed out a road You know that little flat
where we like to picnic? Well, the road goes right through it!"

"Not where we wait for the lights in town to come on!" | cried

"And now they'll use those sane lights to sell those quarter nillion dollar
houses with huge picture wi ndows that | ook out over the valley and have good
heavy curtains to pull across as soon as the sun goes down-"

So, in the week follow ng, Peter found another way into the Catalinas. It

i nvol ved a I ot of rough nileage and a goi ng-away before a returning-to the
area he wanted to hunt. W went out one early norning arnmed with enthusiasm
thirty-ought-sixes and hunting |icenses, but we wal ked the hills over all day
and didn't get a glinpse of a deer, let alone a shot.



W cane back that evening, exhausted, to the flat where we had left the car
W had pl anned, in case of just such luck, to spend the night under the stars
and start out again the next day, so we unl oaded.

W built our campfire of splintered, warped odds and ends of |unber we

sal vaged fromthe remmants of a shack that sagged and nelted to ruin in the
mddle of alittle flat. We ate our supper and were rel axi ng agai nst a
sun-war med boul der in the flicker of a firelight when the first raindrops fel
and hissed in the fire.

"Rai n?" Peter held out his hand incredul ously. The sunset had been al npst
cl oudl ess.

"Rain," | said resignedly, having been whacked on ny dusty bifocals with two
bi g drops.
"I mght have known," said Peter norosely. "I suspected all afternoon that

your nmuttering and scranbling was some sort of incantation, but did it have to
be a rain dance?"

"It wasn't," | retorted. "It was a hole in ny left sock and I have the blister
to prove it."

"Well, let's the get the tarp out," said Peter. "'s probably just a sprinkle,
but we m ght as well have something overhead." W busied oursel ves arrangi ng
our sl eeping bags and stretching the tarp over them | poured what was |eft of

the coffee into the thernos and put the rest of the food back into the chuck
box.

But it wasn't a sprinkle. The thrumon the tarp over us got |ouder and | ouder.
Muf fl ed thunder followed the flash of lightning. Rain was a solid curtain

bet ween us and the edge of our flat. |I felt a flutter of alarmas the noise

i ncreased steadily. And increased again.

"Boy! This is a gulley-washer!" Peter ducked his dripping head back into the
shelter after a nmoment's glance out in the downpour. "The bottom s dropped out
of sonet hi ng!"

"I think it's our canp floor," | said. "I just put nmy hand up to the wist in
runni ng water!"

We scranbl ed around bundling things back into the car. My uneasi ness was

i ncreased by the stinging force of the rain on ny head and shoul ders as we
scranbl ed, and by the wading we had to do to get into the car. | huddled in
the front seat, plucking at the tight, wet knot of ny soaked scarf as Peter
slithered off in the darkness to the edge of the flat and sl oshed back a
little quicker than he had gone.

Rain cane into the car with him

"The run-off's here already,” he said. "We're marooned-on a desert i sl and.
Listen to the roar!"

Above and underlying the roar of the rain on the car roof, | could hear a
deeper tone-a shaking, frightening roar of narrow sand washes trying to
channel off a cloud burst.

"Ch, Peter!" My hand shook on his arm "Are we safe here? Is this high
enough?" Rain was sonething our area prayed for, but often when it cane, it



did so in such huge punishing anbunts in such a short time that it was
terrifying. And sonmetines the Search And Rescue units retrieved bodies far
downstream not al ways sure whether they had died of thirst or were drowned.
"I think we're okay," Peter said. "I doubt if the whole flat would cave into
the washes, but | think I'd better nove the car nore nearly into the m ddl e,
just in case."”

"Don't get too close to that old shack,” | warned, peering through a
wi ndshield the wipers couldn't clear. "W don't want to pick up a nail."

"The place was nostly 'dobe, anyway," said Peter, easing the car to a stop and
setting the hand brake. "This storm || probably finish nmelting it down."

W finally managed to nake ourselves a little foreshortenedly confortable in
the car for the night. Peter had the back seat and | had the front. | lay warm
and dry in ny flannel gown-Peter despaired of ever' making me a genui ne

canper, A nightgown?-my head propped on the armrest. Pulling up the blanket,

| let the drumrng roar of the rain wash ne past ny prayers in steadily
deepeni ng waves into sleep

The Iight woke me. Struggling, | freed one el bow fromthe cocoon of ny bl anket
and lifted nyself, gasping a little froma stiff neck. I was lost. | couldn't
square the light with any light in our house nor the stiff neck with my down
pillow nor the roar around ne with any famliar home noise.

For a nonent | was floating in a directionless, tinmeless warm bath of Not
Being. Then | pulled nyself up alittle higher and suddenly the car and al
the circunstances were back and | blinked sleepily at the light.

The light? | sat up and funbled for the shoe where I'd left ny gl asses. What
was a light doing on this flat? And so close that it filled the whole of ny
wi ndow? | wiped ny glasses on a fold of ny gown and put them on. The wi de
myopic flare of a light concentrated then to a glow, softer, but still close.
| rolled the car wi ndow down and | eaned ny arnms on the frane.

The roomwas snall. The floor was dirt, beaten hard by use. Rain was roaring
on atinroof and it had come in under the unpainted wooden door, darkening
the sill and curling in a faintly silver wetness al ong one wall. A steady

dripping leak fromthe ceilingless roof had dug a little crater in the floor
in one corner and each heavy drop exploded nmuddy in its center. Steam pluned
up fromthe spout of a granite-ware teakettle on the small cast-iron stove
that glowed faintly pink through its small isinglass window on the front. The
light was on the table. It was a kerosene lanp, its flame, turned too high
was yel |l ow and jagged, occasionally snoking the side of the glass chimey. It
was so close to ne that the faint flare of |ight was enough to make shadowy

t he room beyond the table.

"I't's that peripheral thing again," | thought and | ooked straight at the |anp.
But it didn't fade out! The car did instead! | blinked, astonished. This
wasn't peripheral!-it was whole sight! | |ooked down at ny folded arns. My

sl eeves were nuddy from a danp adobe w ndow sill

Movement caught ny attention-movenent and sound. | focused on the diminterior
of the room There was an iron bedstead in the far corner. And soneone was in
it-in pain. And soneone was by it in fear and distress.

"I't hurts! It hurts!” the jerky whisper was sexl ess and agel ess because of
pain. "Were's JinP"



"I told you. He went to see if he could get help. Maybe Gramma Nearing or even
a doctor."

The voice was patient. "He can't get back because of the storm Listen to
it?"

We three listened to the roar of the flooded washes, the drumof the rain and,
faintly, the plash of the Ieaking roof.

"l wish he was-" The voice lost its words and becane a snot hered, exhausted
cry of pain.

| closed my eyes-and | ost the sound along with the sight. | opened ny eyes
hastily. The roomwas still there, but the danpness by the door was a puddle
now, swelling slowmy in the lamplight. The leak in the corner was a steady
trickle that had overrun its crater and beconme a little dust covered snake

t hat wandered around, seeking the | owest spot on the floor

The person on the bed cried out again, and, tangled in the cry, came the
unm st akabl e thin wail of the new born. A baby! | hitched nyself higher on ny
folded arns. My involuntary blinking as | did so noved tine again in the small
room | peered into the pale light.

A woman was busy with the baby on the table. As she worked, she gl anced

anxi ously and frequently over at the bed corner. She had reached for sone baby
cl ot hes when a sound and novenment fromthe corner snatched her away fromthe
table so hastily that the corner of the blanket around the baby was flipped
back, |eaving the tiny chest uncovered. The baby's face turned blindly, and
its mouth opened in a soundless cry. The soft lanplight ran across its wet,
dark hair as the head turned.

"It won't stop!" | don't know whether | caught the panting words or the
thought. "1 can't stop the blood! Jim Get here! God help ne!l"

| tried to see past the flare of light but could only sense nmovenent. If only
| coul d-but what could | do? | snatched ny attention back to the baby. Its
mout h was opening and closing in little gasping notions. Its little chest was
| aboring but it wasn't breathing!

"Come back!" | cried-silently?-aloud? "Come back! Quick! The baby's dying!"
The vague figure noving beyond the light paid no attention. | heard her again,
desperately, "Vesta! What am | supposed to do? | can't-"

The baby was gasping still, its face shadowi ng over with a slatey blue. |
reached. The table was beyond my finger tips. | pulled nyself forward over the
sill until the warped board of the wide fram ng cut across ny stomach. My hand

hovered over the baby.

Somewhere, far, far behind me, | heard Peter cry out sleepily and felt a
handf ul of my flannel gown gathered up and pulled. But | pulled too, and,
surging forward, wi de-eyed, afraid to blink and thus change tine again, |
finally touched the thin little subsiding chest.

My reach was awkward. The fingers of nmy one hand were reaching beyond their
ability, the other was trying to keep nme bal anced on the w ndow sill as |
reached. But | felt the soft, cold skin, the thin hush of the turned back
bl anket, the fragile baby body under ny palm

| began a sort of one-handed respiration attenpt. Two hands woul d probably
have crushed the tiny rib cage. Conpress-rel ease-conpress-release. | felt



sweat break out along ny hairline and upper lip. It wasn't working. Peter's
tug on me was nore insistent. My breath cut off as the collar of ny gown was
pul l ed tightly backward.

"Peter!" | choked voicelessly. "Let ne go!" | scranbled through the w ndow,
fighting every inch of the way agai nst the backward tug, and reached for the
child. There was a sudden rel ease that staggered ne across the table. O over
the tabl e? My physical orientation was |ost.

| bent over the child, tilting its small quiet face up and back. In a split
second | reviewed everything | had heard or read about nouth-to-nouth
resuscitation and then sent nmy fervent petitionary prayer into the |ungs of
the child with the first breath.

| had never tried this before, but | breathed-not too hard! It's a baby-and
paused and breat hed and paused and breathed, |osing nyself in the rhythm
losing ny sight in a too-close blur, afraid to close ny eyes.

Then there was nmovenent! Breathe. And a gasp! Breathe. And a turning! Breathe.
And a thin wail that strengthened and lifted and filled the room

My eyes ached with keeping themw de and | was gasping. Blessedly the room
swam grayly. | thought, Peter! Oh, Peter! And felt a small twitch at the hem
of my gowmn. And felt the flannel tug nme back to awareness. There was a
noverent beyond the | anp.

"My baby." The voice was hardly audible. "Hattie, let me see ny baby before
die."

"Vestal" Hattie's voice was sharp with anxiety. "Don't tal k about dying!. And
| can't |eave you now. Not even to "I want to see ny baby," the faint voice
persisted. "Hattie, please-" | |ooked down at the still wailing child, its
face, reddening with life, its clenched fists blindly beating the air. Then I
was with the baby near the bed. The young face in the shadows bel ow was a
vague white blur. The baby fit into the thin curve of the young shoul der

"I can't seel" The pale suffering face fretted in the shadows of the bed
corner. "lIt's too dark."

Hattie whirled fromthe enpty table, the I anp she had just lifted tilting
heavy bl ack snoke agai nst one side of the chimey, slanting heavily in her
hands. She righted it, her eyes terrified, and | ooked quickly back over her
shoul der. Her face, steadied by the determ ned set of her mouth, was white as
she brought the lamp to the bed, her free hand curving around the top of the
chimey to cut the draft. She held the | anp high above Vesta.

Vesta weakly brought herself up to one el bow above the baby and peered down at
the crunpl ed face and the snudge of dark hair.

"Agirl," she snmled softly. "Name her Gayla, Hattie. It's a happy nanme. Maybe
she will be-" Her face whitened and she slid slowy down from her el bow "On,

I wish," she whispered. "I wish | could see her grown up!"

The sound of the rain filled the silence that foll owed, and the tug on ny own
gown was no longer a tug, it was an insistence, an inperative. My gown was
straining back so that | felt as if | were a figurehead on a ship. | noved

i nvoluntarily backward.

"Who cane?" Vesta's fading voice was drowsy.

"There's nobody here but nme." Hattie's voice jerked.



"I thought someone came." Now she was fading and the whole roomwas stirring
like a bow full of snpke and | was being drawn back through it, hearing
Hattie's, "There's nobody here but ne-"

The sound of the baby's cry cut through the rain-sound, the swirling snoke and

Hattie's voice. | heard Vesta's tender crooning, "There, there, Gayla, there,
there:"

Then | faded-and could finally close ny eyes. | faded into an intol erable
stretching fromadobe wi ndow sill to car window, a stretching from Then to

Now, a stretching across inpossibility. |I felt pulled out so thin and tight
that it seened to nme the sudden rush of raindrops thrumed on ne as on the

ti ghtened strings of some instrument. | think I cried out. Then there was a
terrific tug and a feeling of com ng unstuck and then I was face down, halfway
out of the car window, rain parting ny hair with wet insistent hands, hearing
Peter's angry, frightened voice, "Not even sense enough to come in out of the

rain!'" It took quite a while to convince Peter that | was all there. And quite
atine to get ny wet hair dried. And to believe that there were no nmud stains
on the sleeves of ny gown. And an even |longer, disjointed time to fill Peter

i n on what had happened.

He didn't have nmuch to say about what happened from his point of view "Bless

the honest flannel!" He nmuttered as he wrapped ne in a scratchy bl anket and
the warnmh of his arms. "I was sure it was going to tear before | could get
you back. | held on like grimdeath with that flannel stretching Iike a rubber
band out the wi ndow and into the dark-into nothing! There |I was, |ike hangi ng

onto a kite string! A flannel onel O a fishing line! A flannel one!
Wonderi ng what woul d happen if | had let go? If 1'd had to let go!

W conforted each other for the unanswerable terror of the question. And

told himall of it again and together we | ooked once nore at the nenory of the
white, young face floating in the darkness. And the reddening snmall face,
topped by its smudge of black, floating in the yellow flood of lanp |ight.

Then | started up, crying, "Ch Peter, what did | save her for?"

"Because you couldn't let her die," he said, pulling ne back

"I don't nean why did | save her. | nean for what did | save her? For making
her own way? For that's enough for her kind? For what did | save her" | felt
sorrow fl ood over ne.

Peter took ny shoul ders and shook me. "Now, | ook here," he said sternly. "What
makes you think you had anything to do with whether she |lived or died? You may
have been an instrument. On the other hand, you may have just wanted so badly
to help that you thought you did. Don't go appointing yourself judge and jury
over the worth of anyone's life. You only know the little bit that touched
you. And for all you know, that little bit is all hallucination."

| caught my breath in a hiccoughy sob and blinked in the dark. "Do you think

it's all hallucination?" | asked quietly.
Peter tucked ne back into the curve of his shoulder. "I don't know what |
think," he said. "lI'mjust the observer

And nost likely that's all you are. Let's wait until norning before we decide.

"Go to sleep. W have hunting to do, in the norning, too.

"In all this rain and nmud?" | protested.



"Wait till nmorning," he repeated.

Long after his steady sl eeping breath cane and went over ny head, | lay and
listened to the intermttent rain on the roof-and thought.

Finally the tight knot inside ne dissolved and | rel axed agai nst Peter

Now that | had seen Gayla born, | could let her be dead. O | could keep her
forever the dreaming child in the playhouse on the school grounds. Wy | had
becorme involved in her life, | didn't need to know any nore than | needed to
know why | wal ked through the wong door one tinme and nmet Peter. | tucked ny
hand agai nst ny cheek, then roused a little. \Were were ny glasses? | groped
on the car floor. My shoe. Yes, the glasses were there, where | always put

t hem when we' re canping. | |eaned again and sl ept

AS SI MPLE AS THAT
"I WONT READ IT." Ken sat staring down at his open first grade book

| took a deep, wavery breath and, with an effort, brought nyself back to the
classroom and the interruption in the automatic smooth fl ow of the reading

group.
"I't's your turn, Ken," | said, "Don't you know the pl ace?"

"Yes," said Ken, his thin, unhappy face angling sharply at the cheek bones as
he | ooked at ne. "But | won't read it...

"Why not?" | asked gently. Anger had not yet returned. "You know all the
words. Wiy don't you want to read it?"

"It isn't true," said Ken. He dropped his eyes to his book as tears flooded
in. "It isn't true."”

"I't never was true," | told him "W play like it's true, just for fun."
flipped the four pages that nmade up the current reading | esson. "Maybe this
city isn't true, but it's like a real one, with stores and-" My voice trailed
of f as the eyes of the whole class centered on ne-seven pairs of eyes and the
sightless, creamy oval of Maria's face-all seeing our city.

"The cities," | began again. "The cities-" By now the children were used to
grown-ups stopping in md-sentence. And to the stunned | ook on adult faces.

"It isn't true,” said Ken. "I won't read it."
"Cl ose your books," | said, "And go to your seats." The three slid quietly
into their desks-Ken and Victor and doryanne. | sat at ny desk, mny el bows on

the green blotter, ny chin in the palnms of ny hands, and | ooked at nothing. |
didn't want anything true. The fantasy that kept school as usual is painful
enough. How nuch nore confortable to Iive unthinking fromstunned silence to
stunned silence. Finally I roused nyself.

"I'f you don't want to read your book, let's wite a story that is true, and
we' Il have that for reading." | took the staff liner and drew three lines at a
time across the chal k board, with just a small jog where | had to lift the
chal k over the jagged crack that marred the board diagonally fromtop to
bot t om



"What shall we nane our story?" | asked. "Ken, what do you want it to be
about ?"

"About Biffs house,"” said Ken pronptly.

"Biff's house," | repeated, ny stomach tightening sickly as | wote the words,
formng the letters carefully in manuscript printing, automatically saying,
"Remenber now, all titles begin with-" And the class automatically supplying,
"-capital letters."

"Yes," | said. "Ken, what shall we say first?"

"Biff's house went up like an elevator," said Ken
"Right up into the air?" | pronpted.
"The ground went up with it," supplied d oryanne.

| wote the two sentences. "Victor? Do you want to tell what came next?" The
chal k was darkening in ny wet, clenched hand.

"The groun'-it coned down, nore fast nor Biffs house," supplied Victor
hoarsely. | saw his lifted face and the deep color of his heavily fringed eyes
for the first time in a week.

"Wth noise!" shouted Maria, her face animated. "Wth | ots of noise!"

"You're not in our group I" cried Ken. "This is our story!"
"It's everyone's story," | said and wote carefully. "And every sentence ends
with a-"

"Period," supplied the class.

"And then?" | paused, |eaning ny forehead agai nst the cool ness of the chal k
board, blinking ny eyes until the rich green alfalfa that was grow ng through
the corner of the room cane back into focus. | lifted ny head.

Celia had waited. "Biff fell out of his house," she suggested.
I wote. "And then?" | paused, chal k rai sed.
"Biff's house fell on him" said Ken with a rush. "And he got dead."

"I saw him" Bobby surged up out of his seat, speaking his first words of the
day. "There was bl ood, but his face was only asleep."

"He was dead!" said Ken fiercely. "And the house broke all to pieces!"

"And the pieces all went down in that deep, deep hole with Biff!" cried Bobby.
"And the hole went shut!" Celia triunphantly capped the recital

"Dint either!"™ Victor whirled on her. "Chney part! See! See!" He jabbed his
finger toward the wi ndow. We all crowded around as though this was sonethi ng
new. And | suppose it was-new to our tongues, new to our ears, though Iong

scabbed over unhealthily inside us.

There at the edge of the playground, just beyond the twi sted tangle of the
jungle gymand the sharp jut of the slide, snapped off above the fifth rung of



the | adder, was the hole containing Biff's house. W solemmly contenpl ated al
that was visible-the small junble of shingles and the wadded TV antenna. W
turned back silently to our classroom

"How di d you happen to see Biff when his house fell on him Bobby?" | asked.

"I was trying to go to his house to play until ny brother got out of fourth
grade," said Bobby. "He was waiting for me on the porch. But all at once the
ground started going up and down and it knocked me over. When | got up, Biff's
house was just coming down and it fell on Biff. Al but his head. And he

| ooked asleep. He did! He did! And then everything went down and it shut. But
not all!" he hastened to add before Victor gave tongue again.

"Now, " | said-we had buried Biff-"Do we have it the way we want so it can be a
story for reading? Get your pencils-"

"Teacher! Teacher! Maria was standing, her sightless eyes w de, one hand up as
hi gh as she could reach. "Teacher! Malina!"

"Bobbyl Quickly-help nme!" | scranbled around nmy desk, knocking the section of
four-by-four out fromunder the broken front leg. | was able to catch Mlina
because she had stopped to funble for the door knob that used to be there.
Bobby stumbled up with the beach towel and, blessedly, | had time to wind it
securely around Malina before the first scream of her convul sions began. Bobby
and | held her lightly, shoul der and knees, as her body rolled and withed. W
had | earned bitterly how best to protect her against herself and the dangerous
pl ace she nmade for herself of the classroom | |eaned ny cheek agai nst ny
shoul der as | pressed ny pal ns against Malina. | let nmy tears wash down ny
face untouched. Malina's shaking echoed through nme as though | were sobbing.

The other children were righting ny fallen desk and repl aci ng the chunk of
four-by-four, not paying any attention to Malina's gurgling screans that
rasped ny ears al nost past enduring. So quickly do children adjust. So
quickly. I blinked to clear ny eyes. Mlina was quieting. Ch, how bl essedly
different fromthe first terrified hour we had had to struggle with her!

qui ckly unwrapped her and cradl ed her against me as her face snoothed and her
ragged breath quieted. She opened her eyes.

"Daddy said next time he had a vacation he'd take us to Disneyland again. Last
time we didn't get to go in the rocket. W didn't get to go in anything in
that land." She sniled her normal, front-tooth-nmissing smle at nme and fel

asl eep. W went back to work, Bobby and I

"Her daddy's dead," said Bobby matter-of-factly as he waited his turn at the
penci| sharpener. "She knows her daddy's dead and her mother's dead and her
baby brother's-"

"Yes, Bobby, we all know," | said. "Let's go back to our story. W just about
have tinme to go over it again and wite it before lunchtime." So | stood

| ooki ng out of the gap in the wall above the Find Qut Table-currently, What
Did This Cone Fronf? while the children wote their first true story after the
Torn Tine.

Biff's House

Biff's house went up like an el evator

The ground went up with it.

The ground canme down before Biff's house did.
Biff fell out of his house.

The house fell on himand he was dead.

He | ooked asl eep



The house broke all to pieces with a lot of noise.
It went down into the deep, deep hole.

Biff went, too.

The hol e went shut, but not all the way.

W can see the place by our playground.

It was only a few days later that the children asked to wite another story.
The rain was com ng down again-a little less nuddy, a little less torrenti al
so that the shards of glass in our windows weren't quite so smeary and there
was an area unl eaked upon in the roomlarge enough to contain us al

cl osel y-mi nus Ml i na.

"I think she'll come tonorrow," said Celia. "This norning she forgot

Di sneyl and ' cause she renenbered all her famly got mashed by the water tower
when it fell down and she was crying when we |left the sleeping place and she
wasn't scream ng and kicking and this tinme she was crying and-"

"Heavens above!" | cried, "You'll run out of breath conpletely!"

"Aw naw I won't!" Celia grinned up at nme and squirned in pl eased
enbarrassment. "l breathe in between!"

"I didn't hear any in-betweens," | smled back. "Don't use so many " ands'!"

"Can we wite another real story?" asked Wllsey. ("Not Wllie!" H s nother's
voi ce cane back to ne, tiny and piercing and never to be heard al oud agai n.
"His nane is Wllsey. Wi-I-l-s-e-y. Please teach himto wite it in full!")

"I'f you like," |I said. "Only do we say, ~Can we?' "
"May we?" chorused the class.
"That's right," | said. "Did you have somet hing special in mnd, WIIsey?"

"No," he said. "Only, this norning we had bread for breakfast. M ne was dry.
Bobby' s daddy said that was lucky 'relse it would have rotted away a long tine
ago." Bread. My nouth watered. There must not have been enough to pass around
to our table-only for the children

"Mne was dry, too," said Ken. "And it had blue on the edge of it."

"Radi oactive," nodded Victor w sely.

"Huh-uh!" contradi cted Bobby quickly. "Nothing' s radioactive around here! MW
daddy says-"

"You' daddy! You' daddy!" retorted Victor. "Once | gots daddy, too!"

"Everybody had a daddy," said Maria calmy
But sone daddies die."

"Rel sn you couldn't get born
"Al'l daddies die," said Bobby, "Only mne isn't dead yet. 1'"'mglad he isn't
dead!"

"We all are," | said, "Bobby's daddy helps us all-"

"Yeah," said WIllsey, "he found the bread for us."

"Anyway, the blue was nould," Bobby broke in. "And it's good for you. It grows
peni - penci | -"



"Penicillin?" | suggested. He nodded and subsided, satisfied.

"Ckay, WIIsey, what shall we name our story?" He | ooked at ne bl ankly.
"What's it about?" | asked.

"Eating," he said.
"Fine. That'll do for a title," | said. "Who can spell it for me? It's an ing
ending." | wote it carefully with a black marking pencil on the chart paper

as G oryanne spelled it for ne, swi shing her Iong black hair back triunphantly
as she did so. Qur chal k board was a green cascade of water under the rain
pouring down through the ragged, sagging ceiling. The bottom hal f of the board
was sl oughing slowy away fromits diagonal fracture.

"Now, WIlsey-" | waited, marker poised.
"We had bread for breakfast," he conmposed. "It was hard, but it was good."
"Mne wasn't," objected Ken. "It was awful ."

"Bread isn't awful," said Maria. "Bread's good."

"M ne wasn't!" Ken was stubborn.

"Even if we don't ever get any nore?" asked Mari a.

"AW Who ever heard of not no nore bread?" scoffed Ken.

"What is bread made of ?" | asked.

"Flour," vol unteered Bobby.

"Cornbread's with cornmeal ," said Victor quickly.

"Yes, and flour's nade from" | pronpted.
"From wheat," said Ken.

"And wheat -"

"Grows in fields," said Ken.

"Thee, Thmarty!" said doryanne. "And whereth any nore fieldth?"

"Use your teeth, doryanne," | rem nded. "Teeth and no tongue. Say, 'see.
d oryanne cl enched her teeth and curled her |ips back. "S-s-s-thee!" she said,
confidently.

Bobby and | exchanged aware | ooks and our eyes smiled above our sober |ips.
"Let's go on with the story," | suggested.

Eati ng

We had bread for breakfast.

It was hard but it was good.

Bobby' s daddy found it under some boards.
W had sone good milk to put it in.

It was goat's m|Kk.



It nade the bread soft.

Once we had a cow.

She was a nice cow but a man killed her because he wanted to eat her

W all got mad at him

W chased hi m away.

No one got to eat our cow because it rained red nud all over her and spoil ed
t he neat.

W had to push her into a big hole.

| 1 ooked over the tight huddl e of studious heads before me as they all bent to
the task of witing the story. The rain was sweeping past the wi ndows |ike
long curtains billowing in the wind. The raindrops were so fine but so
nunerous hat it seenmed | could reach out and stroke the swelling folds. |
nmoved cl oser to the wi ndow, trying several places before | found one where no
rain dripped on nme from above and none sprayed me fromoutside. But it was an
unconfortabl e spot. | could see the nothing across the patio where the rest of
the school used to be. Qur roomwas the only classroomin the office wing. The
office wing was the only one not gulped down in its entirety, |ock, stock and
student body. Half of the office wing was gone. W had the

restroons- non-operational -the supply roomhal f roofed-and our room W were
the school. W were the whol e of the sub-teen generation and the total

facul ty.

The total faculty wondered-was it possible that someone-sone one-had caused
all this to happen? Some one who said, "Now" O said, "Firel" O said, "If I
can't have ny way, then-" O maybe some stress inside the world casually
adjusted itself, all unknowing of the skimof life clinging to its outsides.
O maybe sonme One said, "I repent Me-"

"Teacher, Teacher!" Maria's voice called nme back to the classroom "The roof !
The roof!" Her blind face was urgent. | glanced up, ny armlifting
protectively.

"Down!" | shouted. "Get down flat!" and flung nyself across the room now ng
nmy open-nout hed children down as | plunged. W made it to the floor bel ow the
| evel of ny desk before what was left of the ceiling peeled off and sl amed
soggi ly over us, hunped up just enough by the desk and chairs to save our

qui vering sel ves.

Soneone under me was sobbing, "My paper's all tore! My paper's all tore!" And
| heard Bobby say with tight, controlled angui sh, "Everything breaks! Any
nore, everything breaks!"

W wote another story later. Quite a bit later. The sun, hal o-ed broadly
about by its perpetual haze, shone milkily down into our classroom The
remmants of the roof and ceiling had been renoved and a canvas tarp draped

di agonal Iy over the highest corner of the remaining walls to give us shade in
the afternoon. On the other side of the new, smaller playground our new schoo
was shaping from adobe and reclai ned brick. Above the humri ng stillness of the
classroom | could hear the sound of blackbirds calling as they waded in the
wat er that seeped fromthe foot of the knee-deep stand of wheat that covered
the ol d pl ayground.

Maybe by Fall there would be bread again. Maybe. Every thing was still maybe.
But “maybe' is a step-a big one-be yond "never.'

Qur chal k board was put back together and, except for a few spots that refused
to accept any kind of inpression, it functioned well wth our snudgy charcoa
sticks fromthe Art Supplies shelf.



"Has anyone the answer yet?" | asked.

"I gots it," said Victor, tentatively. "lIt's two nore days."
"Huh-uh!" said Celia. "Four nore days!"

"Well, we seemto have a difference of opinion," | said. "Let's work it out
t oget her . "

"Now, first, how many people, Victor?"
"Firs' they's ten people," he said, checking the chal k board.

"That's right," | said, "And how many cans of beans? Malina?"

"Five," she said. "And each can is for two people for one day."

"Right," | said. "And so that'll be lunch for how nany days for ten people?"
"For one day," said Mlina.

"That's right. Then what happened?"

"Al'l but two people fell in the West Crack," said Bobby.
Ri ght - strai ght-down-farther than you can hear a rock fall."

He spoke with authority. He had conposed that part of our math probl em
"So?" | said.

There were five cans of beans and that's ten neals and two people," said
WI I sey.

"So?" | pronpted.
"So two people can have five neals each.”
"G

"So they gots dinners for five days and that's four days than one day! So
there!" cried Victor.

"Hey!" Celia was outraged. "That's what | said! You said two nore days!"

"AM" said Victor. "Dunb problem Nobody's gunna fa' down West Crack
eenyway!"

"Alot of people fell in there," said doryanne soberly. "My gramma did and ny
Aunt d ory-"

In the remenbering silence, the sweet creaking calls of the blackbirds could
be heard again. A flash of brilliance fromthe sky aroused us. A pie-shaped
wedge had suddenly cleared in the sun's halo, and there was bright blue and
glitter, briefly, before the nm|ky cane back

"A whole bright day," said Maria dreanily. "And the water in Briney Lake so
shiny I can't look at it."

"You can't | ook anyway," said Ken. "How cone you always tal k about seeing when
you can't even?"



" "Cause | can. Ever since the Torn Time," said Maria. "I got blind al nost as
soon as | got born. Al blind. No anything to see. But now | can watch and
can see-inside ne, somewhere. But | don't see now. | see sonetine-after while.
But what | see comes! It isn't, when | see it, but it bees pretty quick!" Her
chin tilted a “so there!"’

The children all |ooked at her silently and I wondered. W had | ost so much-so
much! And Maria had |lost, too -her blindness. Maybe nore of our |osses were
gai ns- Then Bobby cried out,

"\What happened, teacher? \What happened? And why do we stay here? | can
remenber on the other side of West Crack. There was a town that wasn't busted.
And bubbl e gum and hanburgers and a-a escalator thing to go upstairs to buy
color TV. Wy don't we go there? Wiy do we stay here where everything' s

bust ed?"

"Broken," | murmured automatically.

The children were waiting for an answer. These child faces were turned to ne,
waiting for me to fill a gap they suddenly felt now, in spite of the endl ess
di scussions that were forever going on around them

"What do you think?" | asked. "Wat do you think happened? Wiy do we stay
here? Think about it for a while, then let's wite another story." | watched
the wind fl ow across the wheat field and thought, too. Wiy do we stay? The
West Crack is one reason. It's still unbridged, partly because to live has
been nore inmportant than to go, partly because no one wants to | eave anyone
yet. The fear of separation is still too strong. W know people are here. The
unknown is still too lonely to face.

South are the Rocks-jagged slivers of basalt or sonething ol der than that-that
rocketed up out of the valley floor during the Torn Time and splintered into
points and pinnacles. As far as we can see, they rise, rigidly vertical, above
the solid base that runs out of sight east and west. And the base is higher
than our tallest tree.

And north. My nenory quivered away from nort h-

East. Town used to be east. The edge of it is Sal vage now. Someday when the
stench is gone, the whole of it will be salvage. Mst of the stench is only a
lingering of nenory now, but we still stay away except when need drives us.

North. North. Now it is Briney Lake. During the Torn Time, it came from out of
nowhere, all that wetness, filling a dusty, desert cup to brinmng and nore.
It boiled and funed and swal l owed the I and and 'spat out parts of it again.

Rafe and | had gone up to watch the magical influx of water. In this part of
the country, any water, free of irrigation or conservation restrictions, was a
wonder to be watched with fascinated delight. W stood, hand in hand, on the
Poi nt where we used to go at nights to watch the nmoonlight on the unusually
heavy stand of cholla cactus on the hillsides-moonlight turning all those
mur der ous, puncturing thorns to silvery fur and snowy velvet. The earth around
us had firned again fromits shakenness and the hal f of the Point that was
left was again a solid G braltar

W watched the water rise and rise until our delight turned to apprehension.
had started to back away when Rafe pulled ne to himto see a sudden silvery
slick that was welling up fromunder the bubbling swells of water. As he

| eaned to point, the ground under our feet gave a huge hiccough, jerked him



of f bal ance and snatched his hand fromny wist. He hit the water just as the
silvery slick arrived

And the slick swall owed Rafe before my eyes. Only briefly did it et go of one
of his arns-a hopelessly reaching armthat hadn't yet realized that its flesh
was al ready nelted off and only bones were reaching.

| crouched on the Point and watched half mny boul der dissolve into the silver
and foll ow Rafe down into the dark, convul sed depths. The slick was gone and
Rafe was gone. | knelt, nursing ny wist with ny other hand. My wist stil
burned where Rafe's fingernails had scratched as he fell. My wist carries the
scars still, but Rafe is gone.

My breath shuddered as | turned back to the children
"Well," | said, "what did happen? Shall we wite our story now?"

What Happened?

Bobby' s daddy t hi nks maybe the magnetic pol es changed and north is west now or
maybe east.

d oryanne's nother says it must have been an at om bonb.

Malina's Uncl e Don says the San Andreas fault did it. That neans a big
eart hquake all over everywhere

Celia's grandfather says the Hand of God snbte a wi cked world.

Victor thinks maybe it was a flying saucer.

Ken t hi nks nmaybe the world just turned over and we are Australia now.
Wl sey doesn't want to know what happened. Maria doesn't know.

She couldn't see when it was happeni ng.

"So you see," | summed up. "Nobody knows for sure what happened. Maybe we'l|l
never know. Now, why do we stay here?"

"Because" - Bobby hesitated-"because maybe if here is like this, mybe
everywhere is like this. Or maybe there isn't even anywhere el se anynore."

"Maybe there isn't," | said, "But whether there is or not and whatever really
happened, it doesn't matter to us now. W can't change it. W have to make do
with what we until we can nake it better.

"Now, paper nonitor," | was briskly routine. "Pass the paper. Al of you wite
as carefully as you can so when: take your story home and let people read it,
they' Il say, “Well! Wat an interesting story! instead of ~Yekk! Does this
say sonething? Witing is no good unless it can be read. The eraser's here on
nmy desk in case anyone goofs You may begin."

| leaned against the window sill, waiting. If only we adults would admt that
we' || probably never know what really happened-and that it really doesn't
matter. Inexplicable things are always happening, but life won't wait for
answers-it just keeps going. Do you suppose Adami s grandchildren knew what
really happened to close Eden? Or that Noah's grandchil dren sat around
wondering why the earth was so enpty? They contented thensel ves with very

si mpl e, home-grown expl anati ons-or none at all-because what was, was. W don't
want to accept what happened and we seemto feel that if we could find an
expl anation that it would undo what has been done. It won't. Maybe sone day
someone will come along who will be able to put a finger on one of the points
in the children's story and say, "There! That's the explanation.” Until then
t hough, expl anation or not, we have our new world to work with.

No matter what caused the Torn Time, we go on from here-buil di ng or
not - bui | di ng, becomi ng or slipping back. It's as sinple as that.



SWEPT AND GARNI SHED

THE STREET | ooked so wi de and enpty! Ch, so beautifully enpty all the way
fromthe bus corner to her apartment building that ended the street and made
of it a sort of corridor two blocks long. The sun, at its setting, canme slanty
bet ween t he warehouses behind and a little to the left of the apartnment. Long
shadows striped the street-1ong sharp shadows that nout hed-

Tella | aughed quietly and cl asped her hands together under her chin, her purse
t hunpi ng her thin chest. Long, sharp shadows that used to nmouth! Ch, how
wonderful to be free, to be enptied of the tornent of anxiety, the dread, the
fear, the terror that wal keth- She tucked her purse under her el bow and
started up the old famliar street that had become so new

Just | ook! Just | ook how smoothly one step foll ows anot her when you have no
terror to stunble your feet, when walking is just for going hone, not for
evadi ng, dodging, fleeing- And here's that basenent areaway. Tella closed a
thin hand around one of the black iron spikes and, |eaning over, |ooked down
into the diagonal shadow. See? Not hing! Enpty.

Her chest tightened. OF course it didn't tighten with the old dread, but wth
the realization that the old dread was gone, was finished, was through

And now the broken patch of sidewal k. She crossed it in tw carefully casual
steps, smiling to know that no Anything would ever again twang itself up in
the cabalistic pattern of the cracks in the paving to tangle her feet and
strangl e her ankles. She stanped her foot on the |ast hunping of the buckled
wal k. Hollowthat's all. Enpty.

How easily she could wal k the whole two bl ocks now. Sone day soon she m ght
even smle and speak to soneone-maybe M. Favella who al ways spoke to everyone
who passed himas he stood in front of his little butcher shop, his plunp
hands cl asped over the tight white roundness of his apron. Hmfirst, of

course, because, after all, it was his door frane that she had clung to that
i ncredi bl e day when the whole two bl ocks of the street had upended itself in a
vast convul sion and poured all its terror and nenaci ng horror down upon her so

furiously and so fast that the only way she could keep from bei ng snot hered
and crushed and disintegrated was to scream and cling and scream and cling
until they w apped a hospital around her and hel ped her enmpty herself of
terror and del usion.

And there was the wi ndow. She could snmile alnost affectionately at it now
Only an enpty window in an enpty- Her steps qui ckened. And there-and

t here-not hi ng any nore. Ended. Over with. No need for all the subterfuge, the
patterns, the devices, to insure her getting past them safely once nore.

The intersection-now it was only two streets, crossing each other, with no
speci al menacing significance. She crossed, looking to the right to no fire,
|l ooking to the left to no flood. Now the houses. Only houses where people
lived. Maybe soneday she'd say "hi' to a child, if there was a child to cone
out of one of the houses. Wen you are so busy surviving two endl ess bl ocks,
you can't waste energy noticing people. People don't devour-

She | ooked back openly. No nore the furtive, stricken, sideglance to be sure
t hat not hi ng-

And now, the picket fence she no I onger had to touch in such a frozen pattern.
She let her forefinger flick across six or eight pickets and smiled to see the
white paint chal king off on her finger. How busy she had al ways been
renmenbering the required pattern here, the necessary novenents there. But no



nore! Ch, no nore!

The grating! Oh nmy! The grating in the sidewal k! She smiled tenderly for her
old self, renenbering one rainheavy night when it had taken her two hours to
cross the grating because the counting wouldn't cone right for some reason
Even Ms. Larson's com ng out of her house and taking her hand and pulling her
over the grating did no good. She had had to go back and do it right.

O herwi se-well, the tension al one would have pulled her back Iike a rubber
band, even if the broken pattern hadn't destroyed her first. One day soon she
must speak to Ms. Larson, too. But nowthe grating. Easy! Step-clutter-over.
Not hi ng but an em

The feeling in her chest was stronger. It was so heavy that it caught her
breath. O maybe it was so light that it sucked her breathing.

She came to her building. She funbled for her keys as she walked firmy up the
four steps. She unl ocked the front door and stepped in. See? See how nice not
to have to pay a toll of terror to get into the building. And the stairs up to
her second floor apartnment innocent stairs, shadowy only because the |ight was
so small. Nothing anywhere, now. Al em

Her feet slowed as she approached the | anding. She hesitated, then she

unl ocked her door. She stepped in quickly and cl osed the door behind her. The
feeling in her chest was an expandi ng ball oon now, tight, hurting. She stood
rigidly against the door until the pressure suddenly rel eased and | et her sag.
She groped for her bed and sl unmped down on the edge of it. She stared around
her, not needing a light to see the famliar room

"It's enpty, too!" Her nouth shaped the words in angui sh. "Not even a refuge
any nore. There's nothing here -nothing at all!" Tears bit at the backs of her
eyes then scalded thinly down. She got up and stunmbled to her one wi ndow. It

| ooked out on the |length of her narrow, shadowy street.

"And now that's all enpty, too-enpty and neutral! And that's the way it's
supposed to be. That's the way |' m supposed to keep it!"

The room and the street were much darker when she turned away,
heavy-shoul dered, pulling down the blind and groping to flick the lights on

Bedtinme ritual you can go through untroubled, because it's nornmal to have a
bedtine ritual.

After she had turned out the light, Tella slid to her knees besi de her bed.

She cl asped her hands tensely and began, "Ch, CGod-" She groped for words but
no words canme. She twi sted around in troubled frustration and huddl ed on the
floor, drawi ng her knees up tight to her chest and pressing her face into them
fiercely. "Enpty of prayers, even!" she nourned. "Nothing to pray about any
nore!" She hugged her knees convul sively, then stunbled up and over to the

wi ndow. She stared past the edge of the awkward fold of the shade out into the
dar kness, to the dimglow of Iights behind closed blinds and curtains. She saw
the street-dead-enpty.

She squeezed her eyes shut despairingly as the vast void inside her began to
expand to gulp her down into eternal enptiness, to make her a cipher and then
erase that synbol of nothing so that nothing-

Sonet hi ng! she screaned silently, her knuckles white on the corner of the
blind. | have to have sonethi ng somewhere!

Then, behind her flattened |ids she saw herself, running down the stairs, her



white gown ghosty in the darkness, her bare feet hardly pausing for the door
She was in the street, running so swiftly, so lightly, that her gown was only
a flick in the shadows, a flutter in the thin |leakings of light fromthe

bui I di ngs.

She saw herself at the bus stop. She turned and, starting back home, began to
ki ndl e the street.

The Darkness, the breath-clutching terror that rolled |ike snoke, darkly
i nvisible, fromthe basenent areaway.

Al the cracks in the broken pavenent, coiling and ki nking, w nding and
snharing. She snatched her chilling angle froma noose of terror and pl unged
past M. Favella's door

Oh, door, door! Be here for ne if ever again | nust scream me back from
destructi on!

The wi ndowt he eyes-the eyes that never blinked, only pul sed and di med |ike
cigarettes in the dark as they watched and watched until you felt themlike
bl unt hot netal pressed agai nst you, never quite hot enough for blistering.

The nmuffled scream fromthe narrow crack between two buil dings. The scream
that beat itself silently against the brick walls that were forever narrow ng,
narrow ng on whatever was in there-mybe nme? Maybe nme?-in the crack too narrow
to live in but not narrow enough to kill.

The patterns-oh, the famliar engrossing steps, the secret, careful posturings
no one woul d notice, but how el se could you pass this spot and that spot
unscat hed, at |east this once norel

The intersection-the roaring lift of flame to the right, scorching her cheek
the gurgling splash of waters reaching fromthe left, their forward m sting
beading in cold sweat along her hair |ine--but safely passed, safely past-this
tine.

No child fromthe sleeping houses to say “hi' to, only a child s hand that
wal ked itself on its fingers, back and forth, back and forth with all the
ot her hands, quietly parading, all, all the sane-except that the child's
fingerprints on the paving were bl ood.

The picket pattern. Ch quickly, touch each dark snmudge her fingers had
deepened over the years. The grating. The nunbers. Five, seven, thirteen

el even, eleven, thirteen. Over, safely-at least this tine. Ms. Larson! It was
the eleven twice | kept forgetting that tinel

Then the Terror, broadening and lifting, rolling in |ike choking fog around
her buil ding, the horror unnaned and unnamabl e, that some day, someday, m ght
not part before her fear-tightened steps, her pointing brass key, that |ed her
up to her front door.

And finally the stairs, and the gurgling gasp, the snatching of hands unseen
t hat never canme quite quickly enough from beneath the steps, but sonmeday
m ght! Someday mi ght.

Then sanctuary. How wonderful, now, the enptiness of her roonml How good the
not hi ngness-the un-struggl e! How hone!

At the window, Tella, afraid to | ook and afraid not to | ook, willed her eyes
to open. She clutched the blind so tightly that one fingernail cut a half npos



in the dusty fabric. And a new terror made her hastily change her hold. Al ways
after this, hold only with little finger and thunmb, or who knows what mi ght
happen-

The street was alive! Ch, the street was horribly alive! And crowded and
boiling with all its old terrifying possibilities, all its nenace! Not this
ti me, perhaps, but maybe next!

Her bones were again famliarly waxen with dread. Her heart was shaki ng her
white gown with its terrified-fugitive pounding. Tella stunbled to her bed,
feeling behind her the quieting, infolding of the street, since she was no
| onger looking at it. She slunped to her knees, her tense face in her icy
hands.

Ch God, give me the courage to face the terror of tomorrow. Help nme to get to
t he bus without anyone noticing nmy fear. Strengthen ne to nmeet whatever nenace
| may have to neet. Help ne to be brave, O Lord, help ne to be brave!

ONE OF THEM

I'"MAFRAIDI I'mafraid! I'mafraid! My fear has conme on tiptoe many tines
bef ore or peered around sone corner or glinted through some crack, but this
afternoon it cane into the office, big and heavy-footed and breat hed col d,
unpl easant breath down the back of my neck. | could feel the starchiness of
fear across ny face and | blinked to clear ny eyes of it. My hand sl owed
al nost i nmperceptibly, waiting for ny eyes to feed it nore figures fromthe
endl ess papers stacked by ny machine. Then it clattered away busily again at
t he keys, independent of ny fear, independent of ne.

Me? I"mafraid! I'mafraid |I'mafraid! | don't knowwho |l am Ch, it's no
amesi a-no sudden losing of ny total self. | just don't know who | am But |'m
not lost entirely. There are five of us-and | am one of them

That's hardly cl ose enough, though. There in the office, | held nyself,
waiting and secret inside, not daring to take ny eyes off nmy work, afraid to
| ook up for fear 1'd find nyself soneone | couldn't bear to be. Then Ji my
slid anot her sheaf of papers under the pile I'd nearly finished and I sniled
at him and knew again who | was. But now I'mlying on a bed in a room

al one-all al one-and |I'm | ost again.

Look-did you ever wake up in the dark not know ng where you were or which way
you were facing or which way the wi ndows were, with a | ovely-or
frightening-feeling of not being anywhere-or anyone? Nor needing to be
anywhere-or anyone? It's like that-a little like that.

I think I know what has happened. Al ny life | haven't particularly wanted to

be. | got born and sone day |I'Il die, but neanwhile-l like to watch though, to
watch and listen. I'mnot in the cast of this play, but by some quirk of stage
management |'msitting on stage. 1'd rather be in the audi ence.

It's pleasant to cone hone in the evenings, back to the big Dorm behind the
hospital, and slip into ny roomw thout turning on the lights, and slip out of
my work clothes and curl up on the end of the bed in the shadow ness of the
roomand listen to all the com ngs and goings in the hall. The calls and
answers-the hurried feet-the water hissing down in the shower room and to
know that no one knows |'m here-no one in all the world knows where | am and
if no one knows, then maybe |I'm not here at all

| hug this warnth to me, and savor the pleasure of hearing sonmeone call, "Is
she hone yet?" and hear someone el se say, "I don't know. | don't know where



she is." Mdst of the time | have to conformand go through all the notions the
others do. And this is fun too, because no one knows |I'mnot really there. No
one knows | have curled up behind ny face and only watch and watch.

And listen. | love to listen-to be the soundi ng board for nost anyone.
Everyone needs a |istener-everyone except ne. If | listen | ong enough to
enough people, | hear themsay everything | need to say. And if all these

things that need to be said can be said by others-there's no need of ne!

From |l ong practice | can become anyone. | can react with them evaluate with
them and subrerge nyself in them never having to Be at all. This ability to
not Be has been ny pride, ny refuge, ny attainment. But now | am betrayed by
my own hand. Now | don't know who | am Now | am| ost.

Ch, I'd hate to be Allison. Wen we first arrived at Margin which is two

i ntersecting gravel roads, a gash in the nountains, and a bright green dream
of water and power, it was Allison who conpl ai ned. She conpl ai ns about the
food-but she fattens on it and conpl ai ns about that. She conpl ai ns about the
| ocal e-t hough she had known how isolated it was. She conpl ai ns about the heat
and the dust and boredom and the Saturday ni ght dances and the Dorm and t he
of fice and the bosses and the people she works with -1'd hate to be Allison
It takes so much energy to conplain, and even negative conplaints are so
positive.

But 1'd hate to be Kit. Kit was the first one in the Dormto date anyone in
Margi n. She, started down as far as the busboy in the cafeteria but has

nmet hodi cal |y worked her way up as far as a GS 12. That means Gover nnent
Service and we're just GS 5 and salaries and prestige rise in direct
proportion to your GS rating-so she has achieved a GS 12 for a date. And she
talks. Not in so many bl ank unm stakabl e words, but in hintings and hal f
sentences and sly | ooks out of the corners of her hungry eyes. Her tongue is
sharp and pointed, touching the corners of her nouth as she smiles a thin,
hungry smile. Kit is starving to death-withering with fanm ne. She feeds her
hunger on dates and i nnuendoes and finds them husks, but sonething has
convinced her that the only nourishment in her life is ME-N and she tries to
make up in quantity what she lacks in quality. 1'd hate to be Kit. Sonetines
her red fingernails cut half-nobons in the base of her thunb because she's so
hungry.

But then, I'd hate to be Geta. She's dying. She's been dying ever since she
was born. She has a row of nedicine bottles all along the bookshelf in her
room right in front of all her doctor books. She saves up her sick-1eave
carefully staving off death and destruction with vitam ns and tranquilizers,
capsul es and fizzy powders until she has a little accurul ated and her work
wel | caught up, and then she coll apses. And dies in sem -darkness with wet
towel s over her suffering eyes and the currently favorite bottles ranged
neatly on the bedside table. Her trays come up regularly fromthe
cafeteria-she has to keep up her strength. 1'd hate to be Geta. By paying
that much attention to herself she's making |iving-and dying-a positive

t hi ng- sonet hi ng of inportance.

But who'd want to be C eo? She's afraid. You nane the fear-she has it. Only
nostly she's afraid to showit for fear she might be |aughed at. If there is a
thunderstorm cold little beads of sweat nmark her forehead and upper lip. Her
hands shake and so does her |augh when the thunder cones so close it blinks
your eyes. She's afraid to stay out here on the job because |life goes so fast
and there's nothing here you could call real living, but she's afraid to | eave
here. Jobs don't grow on trees and you know how many frightening things can
happen while you're learning a new job. And whatever fears are current, Ceo
adopts them She feared the A bonmb and now the H bonb. She's afraid to breathe



deeply in a smoke-filled roomlung cancer. She's afraid to drive at

ni ght-twi ce as dangerous as daytinme. If a tree dies, she fears drought. If
there's rains, she fears floods. She's afraid of her boss and her fell ow

wor kers and of making nistakes and of getting fat or wasting away. Her crest
shoul d be two hands covering closed eyes and the notto J' ai peur. Who'd want
to be deo?

But not Dorothea. Please not Dorothea. She's neat and precise. Her roomis so
dusted you can't even find a finger snudge on the top of the wi ndow casi ng.
She goes at her cl eaning as sonme people do weed pulling. You can't relax in a
room where an incautious novenent m ght displace a cushion. Her office desk is
al ways so neat that the rest of theml ook Iike hurrahs nests. Personally you
can hardly | ook at her for neatness. She's a precise band box-y person. So
much so that she seens to be painted agai nst her various backgrounds. Even her
repose i s neat. She never |ounges or slunps or fidgets. She never slops around
on Saturday nornings. She never appears anywhere-not even in the Dormhall-in
pin curls and bat hrobe. She seens so serene and placid. And yet-and yet- She
eats smally and neatly, but each forkful is pounced upon with delicate

Vi ci ousness, each neat bite a snap of sharp teeth. Every controlled notion is
a tiny act of violence. Even her voice, brisk and conpetent, is sonehow just
short of snapping and cursing. And her careful smile is just a wave-length
short of a snarl.

So there they are, all working in the same office, all conpetent,

wel | -adj usted, nice girls, who inhabit East Wng, second Floor, Dorm One. But
none that I, knowing themfromthe inside out, would want to be. And one of
themis me! 1'mone of them But which one? |I'mafraid, afraid!/ Not only
because | don't know who | am but because one of themone of them has nurder
in her mnd-and on her lips-and is carrying rmurder in her hands.

It's alnost dark now 1'll have to turn on the lights. Then I'll know which
onel am | think I'll know

"I could kill him™" Kit's fingernails glinted redly as she flexed the |ong
fingernail file she held in her hands.

"Ch, cone now " Dorothea snoothed her skirt with a soft controlled notion of
her hands. "Not the GS-iest date you' ve had so far! You're getting up in the
world! It's a far cry froma busboy to GS 12-"

"Busboy?" Kit's eyes flashed. "I've never dated a busboy!

"Way Kit!" Ceo's nouth sagged. "Jake was so a busboy and you-"

"Jake!" Kit twanged the nail file viciously. "I never dated him"
"Why you did so," persisted deo. "It nmust have been a dozen tines before you
changed-"

"I did not!" Kit said flatly, the planes of her thin face sharpening.
"Save your breath, Ceo," snmiled Dorothea. "She has a good forgettery."

"And you have a | ong nose for other people's business!" snapped Kit. "Keep it
out of mine."

"Well, at least,"” said Allison, "don't kill himyet. He's GS-ier than CQur
Phar maci st. You dated himlast month and don't deny himl 1'd still like to
pi ck your bones over that one!"



"Don't quarrel, girls, don't quarrel,"” begged Cleo. "It's nice to see you up
again, Greta," she quavered in such a transparent attenpt to change the
subj ect that everyone | aughed.

"Yes" said Allison. "lIs your sick-leave exhausted al ready?"

"Yes," Greta's voice cane faintly. "I don't know whet her-"

"I should think you'd get tired of being sick," said Allison

"After all," Geta s voice was very patient. "It isn't a question of being
tired of having a frail constitution. One bears-"

"Just so nmuch," said Allison, "just so nmuch of that-"

Not now Not now! | can't |lose nyself now OCh, Lord, am| already in ny roonf?
O was | about to | eave? W were about to break up. Should | get up and go,
too? Wo am|? Who amI|? | don't dare | ook around.

"What's the matter with everyone |l atel y?"

"Have you noticed it, too?" Kit was intent on her nails. "Seens I|ike
everyone's on edge any nore."
"Let's get ready for supper,"” said Allison. "A neal in our cafeteria is enough
to kill anyone-or at |east stun themlong enough to cool themdown a little."
A small silence fell on the group.

The bed's the same. The floor's the same. Al our roons are so alike, | can't
tell, I can't tell. GCh, God! Help ne! Help ne!

There, the door shut. I'malone now, so this nust be nmy roomafter all. But I
still don't know who | am Wien I'mlost, I'mso far from Being and from Here,

that it feels as though I could never get back. It was fun to not Be when
could come back as | willed, but this being taken, snatched out of Being!

But already this lost ne is beginning to accurmul ate nenories. That's why I'1]I
have to go to soneone-if | can ever get both of ne together. | nust talk. |
must. | heard themtal king, then | heard her talking. O her eyes talked. O
the turn of her head. "Murder is easy," she said, "Wen you' ve got sonmeone who
needs killing. Ch, nothing in all of life will become her so as the way she

| eaves it. And when you have access to lots of little bottles and boxes and
pills and powders-so nuch the easier."

| heard it, | tell you, but | daren't go to anyone. | don't know who said it,
or thought it, or conveyed it-only that it's one of us five. One has nurder in
her hands-one must hold her hands out for it. And I m ght be either one.

nmust be the Planner-el se how could I have heard what she sai d? Wo woul d speak
of murder to another? But who am| going to kill? | don't hate anyone bad
enough to kill. | don't hate anyone-except-except everyone! | hate you! | hate
you! | hate you! You're tearing ne |oose fromny safeness! You' re pushing ne
to death! Ch, God, give nme sonmething to hang onto if it's only a bl ood-stai ned
knife or-a-crunpled-pillow. |I'mso-tired-1'mso-tired-Iet-ne-sleep-

Have you seen those Christmas bells made of honeyconbed paper? You open them
out and they're big and solid and lovely. Then you fold themand all of
Christmas is conpressed wafer thin. That's how ny Not Being times unfold, big
and endl ess and frightful, but after they' re gone, there's only a thin,
frightened ache left. But now there's a thread of menory that runs through
Bei ng and Not Bei ng.



This rmurderous red thread stains both ways. Now that |'m here and know nysel f,
|'ve been wat ching-watching to see in whose eyes nurder is waiting-or in whose
eyes death is waiting. Whomdid | hear talking? Was it ny own voice that said
Mirder was easy? | couldn't murder. It's wong. |'d be afraid to. It's too
untidy and all the endless aimess uproar before it's finished. It'd wear you
out physically before it was half-over. And yet, when |I'm Not Being, |'m not

t he sane person, so maybe that un-person could kill. Maybe it isn't wong for
her -

But | might be the victim | mght find ny breath stopped in md-scream |
m ght feel the knife go in and life run out!

W all went to the cafeteria together. Wth ny eyes shut | could have told you

just what we would choose. | wish, oh, I wish | hadn't |earned everyone so
well. Now instead of trying to ignore one life-which is ne-1 have the burden
of five lives. Well, we all chose fromthe drearily famliar food-the invalid

diet, the calorie counter, the What-does-it-matter, the

Di d-you- ever-see-such-food and the Wat-if-there' s-botulismin-the-beans. W
all sat at a table together, Dorothea snatching the trays away and stacking
themneatly, Kit carefully arranging herself so she could see everyone who
cane into the cafeteria, Ceo cautiously pushing the beans to one side,
wondering if botulismcould be carried in their watery juice, Alison keeping
up a running fire of coment-derogatory-and Greta, sighing wearily over the

| unpy mashed pot atoes as she deftly devoured them

| held on-1 held on as long as | could. | alnost |aughed out |oud, wondering
what they'd think if they knew | was holding on to ne by the strength of one
wi t hered | ooking string bean! | clung to it with nmy eyes, fiercely, telling
nysel f to stay, stay, stay! But |I'mgone again and I'min death. Death is al
around ne like a masma. |'mgroping through an endl ess haze and way down
there, anmllion niles fromne, | see it-oh, cautiously conceal ed-oh, adroitly

pal med- oh, deftly dropped. C ose your eyes quick! O ose your eyes quick! Death
is glancing up! Your cup. Tip it up. Drink deep. Eyes cl osed above cooling
coffee can't see death-falling-dissolving-dissolving me and the world and the
hand that held death.

I"mrestless tonight. Ever since we got back fromthe cafeteria. |1've held a
book- unread-before my eyes for ten mnutes. |'ve straightened the top dresser
drawer frantically. I've sewed two buttons on two wrong blouses. | can't give

it up. Let's go over it again.

Mermory tells nme someone spoke about murder. Menory-or imagi hation-saw sonmeone
putting sonething in someone's food or drink. My lost self is the one who
cries murder, but | can't peek into that thin wedge of Not Being and see

what's there. | can't even see if |I'mthe one who dropped death, or if it was
into ny coffee that death was dropped. |I've worried nyself into

i ndi gestion-indigestion? Ch, does it natter? Does it really matter if | drop
dead! I'mso tired. Life is too conplicated. Let me see no nmore the raised

eyebrows, or the slanted glance or the trenbling mouth or clenched fist.
wish | were just eyes feeding figures to fingers that hardly need a brain to
produce the right response on the right keys.

It's coming! It's coming! The dark whirlwi nd down the hall! The cold roar of
eternity! The sudden staccato of hurried feet! Listen! Listen! Like a storm
br eaki ng! Li ke n wave crashi ng agai nst the rocks! Like a flashflood battering
into our dorm Hear the cries! Hear the hurrying! Ch, let me hide! Let ne
cover ny ears! Let nme close ny eyes-let me huddl e al one-al one on ny bed. The
pain-the terror-the enpty, enpty voices-they're nine-they're mne. O course!



O course! Since | was a parasite on soneone else's life, | have to be a
partaker of her death. | can't stay here, nowthat it's too late. Hurry,
hurry, | must join the others! Shake off this paralysis! Run! Run!

"She's dead," said Dorothea wondering, dropping the linp hand. "Wat do we do
now?"

"She told nme she felt bad when we left the cafeteria. She wouldn't even cone
over to my roomwith us for a decent cup of coffee. She said she was going to
take something and lie down." Allison's mouth pursed tremul ously and fol ded in
bet ween her teeth, dinpling her cheeks. "Wen | brought her a cup-"

"We'|l have to tell soneone,” trenbled deo. "The police will conme. Only we
haven't any police--the sheriff?"
"So her bottles finally got her." Kit's brassy voice was muted. She pushed one
small bottle and it started a chain of tiny clicks down the | ength of the
shel f. "They were the death of her after all, weren't they?"

"I"ll call the hospital." Dorothea deftly tucked the covers under the quiet
figure, then slowy untucked them and pulled the sheet up over the nop of dark
hair. The sheet wasn't quite |ong enough and left the top tangle of curls
uncovered. There was a doorwards surge behind Kit.

"But we can't |eave her alone!" Cleo pulled back. "Not all alone!"

"You stay then." Kit's face turned away. "Mich thanks you'll get from her."

"Ch, no, oh, no!" Ceo hurried into the hall with the others.

I"'malive! 1"malive! Death has come and gone and |I'malive! | wasn't the
victim | didn't die in agony. That tiny round white door into death wasn't
for mel I'malive! I"'malive! Ch, thank you, God-But Ch, God, have mercy!
Since |'mnot the victim nmaybe I'mthe killer! | can't be-1 can't be! And
yet-and yet-that other self. How can | tell what she m ght have done? But |
can't remenber doing- O course not. Break every fingernail you have, you
can't pry open that honeyconbed bell.

Greta is gone now and we hardly avert our faces as we pass her closed door.
Soneone will be moving in there soon and the ripple that was G eta will be
stilled forever. The law came and went. | don't know what they think. They
didn't say rmuch. They didn't leap to life at a sudden betraying word and hurry
someone off, screaming, to the bar of justice. It's a little disappointing. In
fact, as they gathered together all those little boxes and bottles of hers,
they said, " 'S a wonder she didn't poison herself long before this." They
took Greta away with her bottles. We're in a lull nowa snooth nothing. W can
slide through the day wi thout even having to think. The |last three days we've
rattl ed out numbers |ike muffled hail-nechanically.

| haven't been | ost even once since Greta died. It's as though | had been
purged of some dark sickness-which doesn't confort me as | huddl e on ny bed
listening to the papery rustle of rain across ny darkeni ng w ndows.

I wish | didn't have that other lost self. She well could have dreaned up the
whol e thing. People who are bankrupt of legitinmate interest and excitenent
often take refuge in imaginary terrors. They're much nore engrossing than

i magi nary delights. My lost self may have done just that. O perhaps that |ast
nmeal of Geta's in the cafeteria actually did have death in it-natura
death-and ny lost self sensed it and nmisinterpreted it giving it a |l oca

habi tati on and a nane.



Anyway, today the personnel office asked me if |1'd pack Greta's things and get
them ready to send back home to her fol ks-back in Tennessee sonewhere,
believe. As soon as | gather nyself up a little nore, 1'Il go get it done.
There are cardboard cartons in the hall awaiting the overflow from her
suitcase and trunk.

Wll, they told me to pack everything-but what good will all these little
charts do thenf? Little hand-drawn charts sonething like the ones you find on
the foot of hospital beds, with Geta's tenperature and pul se and all the

ot her tickings of her body for the last three years-tenperature graphs that
stubbornly stay on nornal. One excited chart kept in red pencil is of her flu
[ ast winter.

What will they do with all these notations of prescriptions-these lists of
pills, powders and vitam ns? How did she ever find roomfor nmeals if she took
all this junk? And why keep the lists? Look at this one.

"Pick up at pharmacy. Tuesday 12th PM and a bunch of abbreviations. | ought
to throw themall out. But then they said to pack everything. Let ne ease ny
knees. |'ve been folded up here on the floor too |long. Tuesday. Tuesday the
12th. That rings sonething. Tuesday, 12th. Ch, | renmenber. That's the
afternoon we practically had old home week at the pharmacy. There had been a
sudden flurry of colds and hayfever, diarrhea, aches and pai ns and ot her

unpl easantnesses. | was trying to untie the knots in ny breathing apparatus
wi th antihi stani nes and had pl odded heavy headed and stream ng eyed to the
hospital pharnmacy and sl unped against the wall by the prescription wi ndow |
was but conpletely nmiserable and sort of-dozed-1 guess, waiting in the enpty
silence for Qur Pharmacist to come back from wherever he'd gone.

That's odd. | can't renenber. | slunped against the wall. Then there | was,
trying to go out the door as soneone was trying to come in. | al nost dropped
my little box twisted in that ugly buff paper. She steadied nme and | aughed a
little and said, "You nmake the third one of us I've bunped into so far. | saw
the other two out in the parking |lot. What's going on? A convention?"

My answering snort of |aughter ended disastrously and I was muffled in Kl eenex
all the way out to the car-too busy to wonder. But now |I'm wondering. What
happened in that time | lost? Lost? Maybe that was the first time | really got
lost, instead of the tinme at the office.

Maybe | | eaned through that w ndow and hel ped nyself from one of those cryptic
jars. Maybe ny lost self needed nore excitenent. Maybe it was fun to hold
death in her hand, even if she never neant to use it. Ch, cuss this paper!

wi sh I'd never seen it. Quick. Pack everything. There there there. Let them
sort it out in Tennessee. The list is still by me on the floor. Even if |
crunple it as tight as | can, | can't erase the sick fear that's welling up in
me. What happened to ne in the pharmacy? That day nust have been ny first
honeyconb bel | .

Al of Geta's things are gone now. All except the crunpled list. |'ve
snoothed it out and crunpled it up again so nmany times that it's beginning to
be linply flexible. |1've been feeling odd of |late as though Greta's death
pulled up a long string in nme sonewhere and tightened ne all together like a
pearl neckl ace. Now each facet of ne is so tight up against every other facet
that there's no roomfor wandering or |osing nyself. Even these days of

nmonot ony seem full er because they're nore a cohesive whol e-but rather a dul
whol e. That's why | haven't thrown the list away. It's a sort of touchstone
for excitenent.



Cleo | eaned her arns on the cafeteria table. "You know, it's awful, but it
seens as though Greta has been gone a hundred years."

"Or never existed," said Dorothea. "You have your sleeve in a puddl e of
coffee.”

"Ch-darn! My clean sweater." Cleo nopped at it with a paper napkin.

"If those busboys would get off their fat and start bussing-" Allison dabbed
fretfully at the table in front of her. "And this floor is a disgrace."
"I"meating out tonorrow night." Kit's face softened

cross the cheek bones. "Bunny's taking ne to The Settlenment."

"Forty miles for a meal ?" Allison gul ped her coffee.

"And | hear the food's as lousy as it is expensive and who on earth is Bunny?"

"Yes, who is Bunny?" Dorothea chased the |ast quivering nmorsel of red gelatin
around her plate. "Have | nissed somethi ng?"

"Ch," said Oeo, flushing awkwardly. "Bunny's her GS 12, isn't he, Kit. Hs
real name is Brunford, | think."

"Yes," said Kit shortly. "He's the one | wanted to kill the other night. He's
so pi gheaded sonetines."

Kill? Aripple ran around the table. Kill? To nake unalive? To extinguish? To
take Bei ng away from soneone? "But he'll do," Kit went on

"Until soneone better comes al ong?" Allison sniled unpleasantly.

"Until soneone better comes along! Precisely. Anything wong with that?" Kit's
face was wooden

"You know, | thought you were real gone on Qur Pharmacist," said Dorothea,
trying to stir sone warnth into her cold coffee. "lIt's a shane nothi ng cane of
it."

"Huh!" Allison deftly shoved a falling piece of |lettuce back into her nouth.
"It | ooked suspiciously |like he dropped her. How s that for a switch! Now
maybe 1'I1 have half a chance with himnyself. He's worth six Bunnys."

"Please, girls, don't fight!" Cleo pleaded into the wath on Kit's face. "Not
so soon after Geta-?"

"What on earth has that got to do with it?" Kit stood up, shoving her chair
back abruptly. "And what makes you think she was ever living? Pill to
pill-pain to pain- She's well out of it. "

"Who are we to say she's well out of it?" Cleo' s eyes flashed unaccustoned
fire. "She didn't ask to die!"

Then why did she? Wiy did she die? She shouldn't have. Invalids |ike that
outlive us all. But she did die. Whose hand dropped death in a cup and why?
Why? Maybe she di ed of Tuesday the 12th. Wy shoul d Tuesday the 12th be so
fatal ? Who el se was at the pharmacy? Did they have to wait for Qur Pharnmaci st,
too? Where was he? In some back room bandagi ng his enoti onal wounds-cast aside
for a GS 12? Ch let nme back! Let nme catch the thread of conversation. | won't
get |ost again.

"I't nust have been sonething she took. Sit down, Kit." Allison's tone was hal f



an apol ogy. "Wat kind of a car has this Bunny of yours?"

"An A ds-like riding on air," Kit's face filled out subtly as she fed on the
interior vision of such a car.

"Do you think he m ght be The One?" Dorothea turned her spoon over and over in
her hands.

"The One?" Kit |aughed shortly. "Naive, aren't you? There is no One. There's
only a make-do."

"That's awful cynical," protested d eo.

"It's true," said Kit. "You can't fool ne when it comes to people. They're
what they are because of the pressures noul ding themat the nmonent. Rel ax any
one of the pressures, or increase one, and you get a different person.”

"My how |l earned we are," sniled Dorothea. "Were did you read that, Kit.

"I don't know that | did." Kit's face sharpened again. "I only know there's no
sureness about people. They al ways change."

"Well, I"mgoing. |I've got nmy hair to do tonight." Allison | ooked after her as
she left "That sounded | ogical," she said. "But | don't like the sound of it."

"It's true in a sense, | guess," said Dorothea. "Only Kit's forgetting the
fundanment al person before pressures distort him That determ nes |argely how
he'll react."”

"CGoing to the store, anyone?"

"No, | have a book due at the library," said C eo.

"And | have to go over to that dern office again," frowned Allison
“Overtinme, fellows and girls,"" her voice was a falsetto mmcry. " "Only
about an hour."' Her voice dropped to its usual tone. "Or two or three or
four. Wiy did they pick on me? Why not one of you instead?"

"l don't know," w nced d eo.

"Relax." Allison snmled mirthlessly. "Who's blanmi ng you? Wll, 1'll get back
to the Dormand put ny face back on."

' m back again. W're all back in the Dorm If | listen carefully | can hear
t he goings and conings and voices and a big blank silence where Greta used to
be. But she's still here, too. The others may forget her, but | am
renenbering. And | hope soneone else is, too. |I'mrenenbering because | felt
her death before she did. I'monly hoping sonmeone el se is remenberi ng because
t hey brought death to her. Unless after all she did die of the way she was
living. 1'd like to know nore about this pharmacy thing, though. O course

that bare, tenporary waiting roomwas practically her second home. What little
happi ness | ever saw on her face was when she was | eaving there, her hands
full of filled prescriptions. That is one joy | was never able to get inside
of .

You know, if you look at it just right, that Pharmacist was pretty well tied
up with our Dorm W all called him Qur Pharmaci st because we teased one

anot her about himuntil suddenly he wasn't a kidding matter any nore. |
suppose if you dug deep enough you'd find all of us yearned after himin sone
manner or other and all of us had some sort of contact with him If only



through that little arched w ndow of his-

Sound comes through little wi ndows! They were tal king! No one's supposed to go
back there except authorized personnel. But she wasn't authorized. She went
right back there and talked to him Two of themdid. | heard them | heard

t hen

"-flitting fromman to man like a butterfly fromflower to flower. Some have
it and sonme don't. You're the eighth on our boxscore!"

H s voice then, deep-toned, but the words were light. "Well, flowers get as
much pl easure as the butterflies. Someone's comi ng. You' re not supposed to be
in here."

And her fluttery, "Ch, | know I|'msorry. I'll go-"
And | ater there was another voice.
"-tonorrow ni ght?"

And his again, cold this tine, flat and uninflected. "I"'msorry. | just found
out that |'mbusy twenty-six hours a day until the third Thursday of the first
week in July. Soneone's waiting-" And a door opened sonewhere.

So that was Tuesday the 12th! |'ve pried open the honeyconb bell a little.
Only whose voices were they? Was one mne? Did | go back in the unauthorized
area? Did | babble that foolishness to Qur Pharnaci st? Sonetines, often when
enotions are the strongest, we babble the awful |l est things, things we don't
nmean-t hings that aren't so-things we'd give a lifetime to recall. W cut our
own throats with our own tongues. | could have been one of those girl voices.
It's possible.

But what has this all got to do with Geta? Wat possible inportance could it
have? Let's see now. It couldn't have been the one | net at the door because
she was only comng in as | was |eaving. Unless she went out a back door and
cane back in the front door, which sounds sort of silly. But then the Second
Voi ce nust have come in through the back door because she didn't comne through
the waiting room But it could have been ne! | lost that time. | don't know
what | did. But where was Greta? And what does it mean anyway?

Ah, let ne hold on! Let ne hold on! She just canme in with her eyes big with
shock. "It's nmurder," she whispered, a shame-faced pl easurabl e excitenent
maki ng her breathe faster. "The sheriff's coming tonmorrow. She had sone kind
of poison in her stomach. O course it could have been an accident. One of

those one in a mllion." Disappointnment tinged her voice. "But it was an
unnatural death." Her tongue noistened her lips. "I've got to go tell the
others:"

What pushed ne away this time? I'mlost, I'mlost again, in the echoing
corridors of this other world. I"'mnot ne any nore. I'mlooking into the faces

of all of us. Tuesday the 12th has surrounded nme |ike a palisade fence. 12 12
12 12 all around nme and | can't get out. She said, "W've been wondering how
long you'd last with Kit with her flitting fromman to man-" and Kit heard!
Kit was just outside the door. She knew who was tal ki ng. She went away and
cane back again. She said, "I wanted to check on what clothes to wear for our
date. WIIl it be a slacks-type date or a ruffles and fluffies type? \Were are
we goi ng tonorrow ni ght?"

| can't add! | can't add! Not without all my fingers and a nachi ne that
ni bbl es the nunbers off ny fingertips like a hungry rat. Don't ask ne to put



two and two together and get me, nurderess! | won't believe it. I'mgoing to
hold on this tine and not let the bell close. 1'mgoing to find out where this
| ost self belongs. I'"'mnot going to let it wander any nore up and down the
Dorm hall, hesitating at each door, wondering if that's home. It isn't fair!
My un-lost self knows nme. Wiy can't | know her? | can't add! Honest, | can't.
Even in school | made marks on the paper. Little rows of three. Little squares
of four. Little domi noes of fives-

Do you suppose | fainted when | heard about G eta? | hope so. | don't want any
nore bells to pry open. But twlight was on the edge of ny wi ndow when | got
the news and now the street light is snudged along the sill. | don't feel

well. | have a queer tightness in nmy chest. | keep wanting to | ook over ny
shoulder. | feel-I feel afraid! |I'mscared! | nmust have been lost! M |ost
sel f must have figured out something. Maybe |'m a murderess. But why shoul d
kill Greta? She was a nonentity-annoying sonetinmes, infuriating sometines, but
what coul d she ever have done to ne to make me want to kill her?

But if | did kill, ny other self must be | ooking frantically for a way to get

rid of any witness. At |least three of us and maybe all four were at the
pharmacy that day. On the other hand, if |I'mnot the nurderess, then maybe
know who is. Maybe soneone is crouching on her bed now, trying to figure out
what to do about me. Howto kill me! AmI| going to have to wal k around wth
fear and suspicion like a heavy lunmp in ny stomach, wi ncing fromevery word,
terrified at every novenent? "We're having coffee. Too bad you're busy. |
brought you this cup."

"No thanks. It m ght be poisoned."
"We're hiking up to Picture Rock. You like to hike. Conme along.”

"No, thanks, one of you mi ght push me over.'
si tuati on!

See? See what an inpossible

W're all gathered here in our usual after-supper coffee klatch. The sheriff
didn't nake it today. A flashflood in the Tortellas nmountains took out Dead
Horse bridge. He'll be out tonorrow. Meanwhile-1'mgoing to finish whatever
needs finishing. 1'mgoing to tie all the ends neatly. Please God one of the
knots won't be around ny own neck

"I wish he'd got here today." Cleo's face was gaunt with fear. "If he had cone
today, it'd probably be all over with by now W'd know by now" Her voice
broke of f abruptly and one shaki ng hand crept over her mouth. Her eyes noved
fromone to another. Then her voice cane faintly. "If she was nurdered

soneone killed her!"

"My, you're sharp, Ceo," said Allison, coffee slopping soundl essly back and
forth in her cup. "It follows as night the day. |If she was nurdered, soneone
killed her."

"I't's not necessarily murder." Dorothea put her cup down slowy and cl asped
her hands around her knees. "It could have been an accident. The wong pill-"

"Maybe Qur Pharnaci st made a mistake," suggested Allison

"He wouldn't- " Kit thunped her cup down on the floor and reddened. "Well, he
is accurate, whatever his other faults are-and they are nany."

"You | oved him" Ceo took her cup up again. "Honest, you did, Kit. | could
tell by your eyes-



"I suppose ny ears w ggled, too!" snapped Kit sullenly "Drop it, Ceo, drop
it. I'min no mood for True Love that lasts just until the wind changes."

"The wi nd changed Tuesday the 12th."

"Tuesday the 12th!" deo's voice repeated the words, her shrill voice slitting
the silence that had closed in pal pably.

"That must have been the day we all bunped another at the pharmacy." Allison

ran her hands through her hair. "We all nade the pilgrinmage there."

"Yes, we were all there." Dorothea rubbed one hand painful |y agai nst the
other. "That's probably why the wi nd changed."

"What's that got to do with Geta?" asked Allison. "W were talking about
G eta and the sheriff."

"It was an accident."
own foolishness."”

Kit's cheek bones sharpened. "He'll find she died of her

"I can't bear to talk about it," said Ceo, standing up, alnmost in tears. "I'm
goi ng back to nmy room" She paused, |ooking back over her shoul der. "\Woever
killed her, whatever killed her, we'll know tonorrow. |'ve heard about this

sheriff. He would pry the marrow out of your bones if he thought it
necessary."

"That's an exit line if | ever heard one," said Dorothea. "Well, we can al
enpl oy the next few hours contenplating the bl ood on our several hands." She
hel d her hands out, but snatched them back as they -began to shake
uncontrol | ably.

| heard three | atches snap shut down the hall. W never |ock our doors, but
toni ght we are, for whatever reason. Maybe to | ock Death out, since now we
know he has our address. Maybe for the necessary privacy for facing a guilty
soul and trying to rub the dammed spot out. Maybe because fear has becone a
tangi ble thing that could even creep under the door like a rolling fog. Maybe
because- But | haven't |ocked my door. If |I amguilty, everything has happened
to ne that can. You can't lock tine out, and time will publish nmy guilt,

| ocked door or no | ocked door. If I"'mnot guilty, ny door will open sonetine
in the night and-

Now that my light is turned out, | have noticed sonething. There's no bright
rimaround my door which is usually haloed all night long. The hall 1ight has
ei t her gone out or been turned out. My palns are wet. Has ny |l ost self
prepared the way? AmI| to wal k the dark hall tonight, trying the | ocked doors
gently? No one seens to have renenbered that nmy key is a master key. W found
it out last winter when we had a rash of |ocking ourselves out. Mne worked in
all the |l ocks except Geta's. Except Geta's! If Geta got the poison in her
room | couldn't have got in-silly straw No one el se coul d have either, but
we're in and out of each other's rooms all the tinme. The poison could have
been left there in one of those innunmerable bottles or boxes any tine since
the 12th.

The 12th, the 12th, the 12th, like a chant, like a rhythm 1ike footsteps,
i ke a door swi nging open .

Wake up! Wake up! Wake up! It's death again! Death is all around! Raise your
hands. Everyone rai se your hands. Wose palmis scarlet? Wiwose is black? Wo
gi ves? Wo takes?



Li sten! Ch, so slowy, oh, so softly. Coming in through the door. AmI|? Am I
creeping toward a bed? Or is it my bed that is shaking as |I shake.

Wake up, ne! Wake up! | can't see! | can't tell! I don't want to kill! ! don't
want to die! Find ne now? Find nme now before it's too |ate!

| thought | was dying. No one could possibly live through such an expl osively
swelling joy, such a fireworks eruption of relief. Even as | clawed at the
choki ng bands of fingers that closed inexpertly around ny throat, even as |
fumbl ed for and found a finger, pried it |oose and bent it back farther and
farther, even as deeper darkness danced in the darkness before ny eyes, |
savored the joy!

I"mnot guilty! | didn't do it! I was the listener, not the speaker! | was the
waiter, not the creeper! My prayers of thanksgiving rose like a hurried flock
of doves as | got ny other hand untangled fromthe bedcl ot hes, found anot her
finger and bent it sharply backwards. There was a muffled scream and soneone
col | apsed across ny bed, noaning softly.

| sat up in the darkness and gul ped the air, feeling nausea burning up in ny
throat. | swallowed, painfully, and swallowed again. The npans becane sobs and
the sobs, nuffled little screans.

| started to scranmble out of bed to run fromthis thing that lay so linply
heavy across ny legs. And then | paused. In the darkness, | could so easily
have been the weeper. In the darkness, only part of nme was swall ow ng nausea
with an aching throat. Part of me was sobbing across ny knees. Part of nme was
sleeping all down the hall. Part of ne was awaiting a grave sonmewhere out in a
| ar ger dar kness.

| leaned over and gathered up the convul sed shoul ders. Awkwardly | held the
unseen sobbi ng face agai nst my shoul der

"There, Kit," | murrmured. "There, there-" | felt her tears hot against ny bare
shoul der and ny tears started, too. The two of us huddled there in the

dar kness tasting the bitterness of what had been done and what had yet to be
done.

"She told him Ch, deo, she told him" Kit's voice was broken and nuffled as
she spoke for the last tine before she stopped being a private self and becane
a thing of the State. "And | loved him He was the end of all my running and

| ooking. And he loved nme truly, or he wouldn't have been so mad. | know. He
woul d have | aughed with her and ki dded back if he hadn't cared, but he hadn't
known Cl eo, did you ever watch |l ove die?" | shook ny head in the darkness as

she cried for a menory. "H s face was changed. He was somrmeone el se. She killed
the one real love | ever had and she killed nme, so I killed her-"She caught
her breath. "And now they'll kill ne again, won't they!" Her arnms cl osed
around ne so convulsively that | gasped involuntarily.

"I don't know," | said, "Ch, Kit, |I don't know "
"It doesn't matter," she said dully. "It really doesn't matter any nore, d eo,
except | hate fusses and being hurt." Her sudden storm of crying shook us both
and then she was half laughing. "I killed her!" Kit sobbed and then | aughed.
"And I'mafraid I mght get hurt!"”

| soothed her the best | coul d-poor hungry Kit, who had seen her feast

snat ched away-until quite suddenly, she fell asleep, half kneeling by the bed.
| waited a while and then slid cautiously out, letting her head down softly to
the pillow, Iifting her slender legs up onto the bed and covering her over
with the extra bl anket. The covers were too tangled under her to free them |



shivered into ny robe and curled up in the one armchair in the room | sat
there wi de-eyed and watched the wall slowy pale and turn into a w ndow.

"Il never get lost again, | prom sed nyself. It's hard enough to nmanage one
self without struggling with two or four-or five. | can firmy be nyself and
still share life with others. I'"'mgoing to be too busy with building a

life-sized solid nme ever to have time to get lost again, or to hoard fears to
fill my enotional enptiness.

Li ght flowed suddenly through the window. | blinked sleepily at the Day.

There are three of us left in the Dorm three of us trying to realign
oursel ves with one another and the world around us.

There are three of us-and |, Ceo amone of them
SHARI NG TI ME
"NEN My GRANDMA SAID, “Isn't she the sweetest thing-the darling-' " | |et

Cooki e' s adenoi dal voice fade out with the rest of Sharing Tine. | suppose
coul d have warped Cookie's ego and bl asted her personality forever



