
  
    
      
    
  


	Believing: The Other Stories of Zenna Henderson

	Zenna Henderson is best known for her stories of “The People”, published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction from the early 1950s to the mid-1970s. The People, a group of human-appearing aliens, escaped the destruction of their home world only to be shipwrecked on Earth, where they struggled to hide their extra abilities. These stories were collected into one volume in 1995 when NESFA Press published Ingathering: The Complete People Stories of Zenna Henderson.

	During the same period, Henderson published an equal number of non-People stories. Like the stories of The People, they range from comforting to unnerving. Fans of The People will recognize the same underlying belief in the goodness of people and other beings as they struggle for a chance at a better future.

	These stories have a common theme – belief. A girl believes that the hills are lost beasts and leads them home; a boy believes he can fight evil with a pocket piece made from Popsicle sticks; a boy believes he can build a noise-eating machine – with fatal results.

	Believing: The Other Stories of Zenna Henderson contains every non-People story, all long out of print. Thirty-three of the stories in this volume are from her collections, The Anything Box and Holding Wonder. The remaining five stories and three poems were previously published in other magazines and anthologies. Welcome to Zenna Henderson’s world.

	Zenna Chlarson Henderson (1917–1983) was born in Tucson, Arizona. Although she became a teacher because the nearest state school was a teacher’s college, Henderson later stated she’d rather earn her living teaching first grade than any other way. She would make time to write before school and at the end of the day.

	Her stories were the basis of the 1971 TV movie, The People, and her story “Hush!” became an episode of Tales of the Darkside in 1988.
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		Believing


		
			The Universal Conversation

			by Sharon Lee

			I never met Zenna Henderson; she started publishing in the year before I was born, saw her last publication in 1982, and left us wholly in 1983.

			During that time—during that thirty-one year career as a writer of speculative fiction—Zenna Henderson brought quite a number of ideas, not to mention wonder and humanity, to the Universal Conversation. She informed me, and helped to shape the writer I became, because I read her work. That’s how the Universal Conversation operates; the present is having a conversation not only with itself, but with the future—built on questions and ideas received from the past.

			I hope you will understand from this that all I know of Zenna Henderson, aside a few dry biographic facts, I learned from her stories. We never corresponded, save through fiction—and a one-way correspondence, at that. She sent her letters, insights, and questions ahead—conversing with the future. Eventually, I read them, stories and ideas from the past—but there was no way to write back. My part in the universal conversation, my answers to the questions and ideas put to me by the past, are likewise sent into the future, where someone will read them, and send her answer into the future.

			In Real Life, as we say, Zenna Henderson was an elementary school teacher. She mostly taught first grade, now and then one of the others, including some high school. She taught in one-room schoolhouses in the high desert, in France, and, during World War II, in a Japanese relocation camp. So much for biographical facts.

			From her stories, I have the understanding that Henderson knew children to a very fine point, as well as teachers. She had a eagle eye for foibles; her stories are populated with fallible people, drawn by the author with an attitude of, if not forgiveness, then a certain warm understanding.

			Along with her knowledge of people—I’m tempted to say, despite her knowledge of people—Zenna Henderson clearly, tangibly, believed.

			She believed in children; she believed in the future; in change; in hope; in the elasticity—and tenacity—of the human spirit. She believed in demons and in angels. She believed that wonder was an integral part of life, and that it was a two-edged sword at its best and its worst. She believed that not everything can be—or should be—explained. Or explainable.

			Now, I say that Henderson “believed” in children—and I want to open that up. She did not “believe” in the fairytale, spun-sugar innocence of childhood. She believed in children with a teacher’s nuanced understanding. She believed in children with all their venialities, their petty cruelties, their unconscious kindnesses, their determination, and their vulnerabilities. She believed children were the future, not because children are pure and inherently more fitted to lead, but because, factually, the young continue to march forward long after their elders have fallen behind.

			In her story-telling, Henderson had the knack not only of leaping feet-first into the narrative, but from the mundane to the fantastic—without so much as taking a deep breath. She built worlds and societies on the fly, introducing the odd alien word or concept into the flow of the story with seamless grace. Nor did she coddle her readers, clearly expecting them to keep up, and no looking at their neighbor’s paper, either!

			Now, a little while ago, I made an allusion to the writer I became.

			The writer I became is…a writer of character-driven fiction.

			This is not only Zenna Henderson’s fault.

			In my days as a proto-writer, I read voraciously and indiscriminately, across what we would nowadays dignify as “all genres.” After a while, I began to have opinions about what I read, and not too long after that, I began to have preferences.

			My narrative preferences, no matter what genre I was reading, included vivid, relatable, real characters.

			Those are, I flatter myself, the kinds of characters I write, and they remain the sorts of characters that I prefer to read about.

			Vivid, relatable, strong—by which I mean that they feel real as they’re being read, and may even linger in memory, as an acquaintance or a friend.

			Now, I’ll tell you a secret: I was a little worried when I opened this book. I first read Zenna Henderson when I was in high school, now fifty years in my past; and I was impressed, by her characters, foremost—they immediately felt “real” to me, even though they weren’t the sorts of people, necessarily, that I dealt with in Real Life. Even if the story-culture was outside of my experience—and that could as easily be a colony on Mars or a schoolhouse in the Arizona desert—the characters carried me through the story, effortlessly navigating those places I found so strange, but which were their native lands.

			I remember being impressed by Henderson’s stories. I read The Anything Box frequently, back fifty years ago; and Holding Wonder, too. Henderson was, in fact, a favorite, and I’m old enough to know that sometimes childhood favorites…do not survive rereading by a jaundiced adult.

			So, I hesitated, asking myself if I was about to make a error; if I was going to destroy something shining and worthy from my past. I wondered, honestly, if it wouldn’t just be best to let the memory stand, and not re-read at all.

			For those who read Henderson in the past, and are struggling with the risk of rereading, I am happy to report that these stories stand the test of time and memory.

			For those who are new to Zenna Henderson, I believe that these stories are worthwhile. They are letters from the past, sent into the future, down a career that spanned three decades, a very strong entry in the Universal Conversation. In some instances, the work-a-day contemporary settings might seem stranger than those stories that take place on other worlds entirely. Trust the characters; they will carry you through, time and time again.

			New reader or re-reader, I believe you will find wonder, and awe, and humor in this collection, old friends and friends-to-be.

			Welcome.

			Enjoy.

			Believe.

			Sharon Lee

			Cat Farm and Confusion Factory

			October 2019

			❦

			Sharon Lee is most often seen writing as half of the blockbuster team of Sharon Lee and Steve Miller, authors of the long-running Liaden Universe® space opera series, as well as other works. Occasionally, she sneaks off and writes something on her own, such as the Carousel Trilogy: Carousel Tides, Carousel Sun, and Carousel Seas. You can keep up with Sharon, Lee-and-Miller, and their cats at www.sharonleewriter.com.

		


		
			Belief in Zenna Henderson

			By Brother Guy Consolmagno, SJ

			I remember once talking to Jo Walton about a certain fantasy writer who, I complained, was somehow not as good as he ought to be. Though I enjoyed his premises and his plot twists, somehow his stories themselves never really satisfied me.

			“He doesn’t believe,” Jo explained. “When you write a fantasy you have to actually believe in your fantasy, at least for as long as you’re writing it. I get the impression that he never really believes.”

			Zenna Henderson really does believe. She knows her fantasy worlds are as true as reality, precisely because her reality held elements that were both fantastic and yet very real. For one thing, she grew up in the desert; as a fellow Tucsonan myself, I can see how her vision was shaped from living in a harsh climate that nonetheless thrives with hidden life. For another, she spent her life teaching schoolchildren, each one a living, walking example of the fantastic among us.

			And she knows what convinces you that the fantastic is real.

			She knows that faith is what you catch out of the corner of your eye. And what’s more, she knows that you know that, too. When her first-person narrator of “Through a Glass Darkly” describes her visions of the past to her eye doctor, the doctor does not scoff; instead he observes, correctly, “…you focus in, as long as you look away from it.” And he smiles. He knows, too.

			Her stories are told first-person; that’s another way she gets us to believe. What happens to her, the voice of the author, also happens to us. And while there are many things in these stories that we have never seen, there’s nothing here that we don’t already know. We just needed to have our attention drawn to it, out of the corner of our eye.

			She not only tells us her fantasies, she makes us experience them. For example, she opens the story “The First Stroke” with a trick: “Well, I had this stroke. That was a foolish thing to do. We Martins don’t have strokes.” I don’t know about you, but when I am reading a story in a magazine like Fantasy and Science Fiction (where this was first published), or in an anthology of otherworldly tales like this book, my brain will misread “Martins” as “Martians.” That’s what I expect to see in a science fiction story. Well, is this just me, or did she do choose that name Martin deliberately? Referring to the members of a family with the plural of the last name is not unheard-of, but not common either. And she’s not above using wonderful puns elsewhere (as in “Old as a Garment”). Intentional or not, for me this mis-read sets me up perfectly to buy into the theme of the story, the ordinary as alien. It teaches me not to see only what I expect to see. It prepares me to believe.

			Speaking of aliens…Zenna Henderson taught 6 and 7 year olds: first graders. Her classroom stories ring true not only because they have the detail of someone who’s been there, but because they resonate with anyone who’s ever been a first grader; we’ve been there, too. Childhood is a country where we have all lived, though none of us can find the portal to go back. To a six-year-old, time itself is fresh and new and not particularly well bounded; so we have classrooms with clocks, and Quiet Time, and Put Away Time, structuring the day even when (as for the little girl, Linnet, in “You Know What”) life is otherwise chaos. The most horrific experiences—the suicide of a parent, or the end of the world as we know it—are accepted alongside a missed trip to Disneyland or a bullying classmate.

			(Indeed, part of the special tang in reading these stories more than half a century after they’ve been written is how even the mundane details of 1955 strike us as fantastic. “Where to seat my forty-fifth child in my forty-four-seat room?” wonders a teacher. Forty students in a classroom? In 1958, I switched into a first grade class of 42 students at the local Catholic school, from a public school basement classroom that housed an overflow of about 60 first and second graders together. There’s a reason it was called the Baby Boom.)

			Belief is the power that shapes our reality. Its power can be comforting, or frightening, or both, as in that 45th child in the classroom of “Believing Child”, or the world-sustaining beliefs of the children in “Before the Fact.”

			But it’s not simply the belief of an individual. More often it is set against the non-belief offered up by a society afraid of what belief can do, against those who would tell us that what we believe in does not exist. Breaking out of that non-belief is the ultimate triumph. “I felt as though I had split a hard, crippling casing clear up my back,” says the narrator of “J-line to Nowhere.” “Fresh air was flowing in. I was growing out. At last! Something worth being brighted for! Something to put together day by day until it became a shining, breathing somethingelse! Oh, wonder! Oh, wonder! And all we have to do is find Nowhere.”

			Ultimately the power of belief is that, like a good story, it brings out the beauty hidden in the ordinary. In “Thrumthing and Out” an improvised musical instrument made as a hunch against all expectations, “made a Thing out of that worn-out old song everyone sings at Sings.” 

			A Thing of beauty. And yet (to quote her poem), beauty is not a thing; but a knowing. 

			We know when we believe. And beauty is the standard that confirms belief, even in the face of fear and forgetfulness. These beautiful, frightful, unforgettable stories are why I believe in Zenna Henderson.

		Brother Guy Consolmagno, SJ

		Vatican Observatory

		October 2019

		❦

		Brother Guy Consolmagno, SJ, is Director of the Vatican Observatory, which is headquartered at Castel Gandolfo, Italy, and operates a telescope at the Mount Graham International Observatory in Arizona. He is the author of seven books, including Would You Baptize an Extraterrestrial? (Short answer: “Only if she asks!”), and numerous articles in peer-­reviewed scientific journals.

		Br. Guy’s research explores the connections between meteorites and asteroids, and the origin and evolution of small bodies in the solar system. In 2000 he was honored by the International Astronomical Union for his contributions to the study of meteorites and asteroids with the naming of asteroid 4597 Consolmagno. In 2014, he was awarded the Carl Sagan Medal for outstanding communication by an active planetary scientist to the general public, by the American Astronomical Society Division for Planetary Sciences.

		Br. Guy was born a year after Zenna Henderson published her first story and has been a lifelong fan.

		


	Stories from 
The Anything Box


		
			The Anything Box

			I suppose it was about the second week of school that I noticed Sue-lynn particularly. Of course, I’d noticed her name before and checked her out automatically for maturity and ability and probable performance the way most teachers do with their students during the first weeks of school. She had checked out mature and capable and no worry as to performance so I had pigeonholed her—setting aside for the moment the little nudge that said, “Too quiet”—with my other no-worrys until the fluster and flurry of the first days had died down a little.

			I remember my noticing day. I had collapsed into my chair for a brief respite from guiding hot little hands through the intricacies of keeping a Crayola within reasonable bounds and the room was full of the relaxed, happy hum of a pleased class as they worked away, not realizing that they were rubbing “blue” into their memories as well as onto their papers. I was meditating on how individual personalities were beginning to emerge among the thirty-five or so heterogeneous first graders I had, when I noticed Sue-lynn—really noticed her—for the first time.

			She had finished her paper—far ahead of the others as usual—and was sitting at her table facing me. She had her thumbs touching in front of her on the table and her fingers curving as though they held something between them—something large enough to keep her fingertips apart and angular enough to bend her fingers as if for corners. It was something pleasant that she held—pleasant and precious. You could tell that by the softness of her hold. She was leaning forward a little, her lower ribs pressed against the table, and she was looking, completely absorbed, at the table between her hands. Her face was relaxed and happy. Her mouth curved in a tender half-smile, and as I watched, her lashes lifted and she looked at me with a warm share-the-pleasure look. Then her eyes blinked and the shutters came down inside them. Her hand flicked into the desk and out. She pressed her thumbs to her forefingers and rubbed them slowly together. Then she laid one hand over the other on the table and looked down at them with the air of complete denial and ignorance children can assume so devastatingly.

			The incident caught my fancy and I began to notice Sue-lynn. As I consciously watched her, I saw that she spent most of her free time staring at the table between her hands, much too unobtrusively to catch my busy attention. She hurried through even the fun-est of fun papers and then lost herself in looking. When Davie pushed her down at recess, and blood streamed from her knee to her ankle, she took her bandages and her tear-smudged face to that comfort she had so readily—if you’ll pardon the expression—at hand, and emerged minutes later, serene and dry-eyed. I think Davie pushed her down because of her Looking. I know the day before he had come up to me, red-faced and squirming.

			“Teacher,” he blurted. “She Looks!”

			“Who looks?” I asked absently, checking the vocabulary list in my book, wondering how on earth I’d missed where, one of those annoying wh words that throw the children for a loss.

			“Sue-lynn. She Looks and Looks!”

			“At you?” I asked.

			“Well—” He rubbed a forefinger below his nose, leaving a clean streak on his upper lip, accepted the proffered Kleenex and put it in his pocket. “She looks at her desk and tells lies. She says she can see—”

			“Can see what?” My curiosity picked up its ears.

			“Anything,” said Davie. “It’s her Anything Box. She can see anything she wants to.”

			“Does it hurt you for her to Look?”

			“Well,” he squirmed. Then he burst out. “She says she saw me with a dog biting me because I took her pencil—she said.” He started a pell-mell verbal retreat. “She thinks I took her pencil. I only found—” His eyes dropped. “I’ll give it back.”

			“I hope so,” I smiled. “If you don’t want her to look at you, then don’t do things like that.”

			“Dern girls,” he muttered, and clomped back to his seat.

			So I think he pushed her down the next day to get back at her for the dogbite.

			Several times after that I wandered to the back of the room, casually in her vicinity, but always she either saw or felt me coming and the quick sketch of her hand disposed of the evidence. Only once I thought I caught a glimmer of something—but her thumb and forefinger brushed in sunlight, and it must have been just that.

			Children don’t retreat for no reason at all, and though Sue-lynn did not follow any overt pattern of withdrawal, I started to wonder about her. I watched her on the playground, to see how she tracked there. That only confused me more.

			She had a very regular pattern. When the avalanche of children first descended at recess, she avalanched along with them and nothing in the shrieking, running, dodging mass resolved itself into a withdrawn Sue-lynn. But after ten minutes or so, she emerged from the crowd, tousle-haired, rosy-cheeked, smutched with dust, one shoelace dangling, and through some alchemy that I coveted for myself, she suddenly became untousled, undusty and unsmutched.

			And there she was, serene and composed on the narrow little step at the side of the flight of stairs just where they disappeared into the base of the pseudo-Corinthian column that graced Our Door and her cupped hands received whatever they received and her absorption in what she saw became so complete that the bell came as a shock every time.

			And each time, before she joined the rush to Our Door, her hand would sketch a gesture to her pocket, if she had one, or to the tiny ledge that extended between the hedge and the building. Apparently she always had to put the Anything Box away, but never had to go back to get it.

			I was so intrigued by her putting whatever it was on the ledge that once I actually went over and felt along the grimy little outset. I sheepishly followed my children into the hall, wiping the dust from my fingertips, and Sue-lynn’s eyes brimmed amusement at me without her mouth’s smiling. Her hands mischievously squared in front of her and her thumbs caressed a solidness as the line of children swept into the room.

			I smiled too because she was so pleased with having outwitted me. This seemed to be such a gay withdrawal that I let my worry die down. Better this manifestation than any number of other ones that I could name.

			Someday, perhaps, I’ll learn to keep my mouth shut. I wish I had before that long afternoon when we primary teachers worked together in a heavy cloud of Ditto fumes, the acrid smell of India ink, drifting cigarette smoke and the constant current of chatter, and I let Alpha get me started on what to do with our behavior problems. She was all raunched up about the usual rowdy loudness of her boys and the eternal clack of her girls, and I—bless my stupidity—gave her Sue-lynn as an example of what should be our deepest concern rather than the outbursts from our active ones.

			“You mean she just sits and looks at nothing?” Alpha’s voice grated into her questioning tone.

			“Well, I can’t see anything,” I admitted. “But apparently she can.”

			“But that’s having hallucinations!” Her voice went up a notch. “I read a book once—”

			“Yes.” Marlene leaned across the desk to flick ashes in the ash tray. “So we have heard and heard and heard!”

			“Well!” sniffed Alpha. “It’s better than never reading a book.”

			“We’re waiting,” Marlene leaked smoke from her nostrils, “for the day when you read another book. This one must have been uncommonly long.”

			“Oh, I don’t know.” Alpha’s forehead wrinkled with concentration. “It was only about—” Then she reddened and turned her face angrily away from Marlene.

			“Apropos of our discussion—” she said pointedly. “It sounds to me like that child has a deep personality disturbance. Maybe even a psychotic—whatever—” Her eyes glistened faintly as she turned the thought over.

			“Oh, I don’t know,” I said, surprised into echoing her words at my sudden need to defend Sue-lynn. “There’s something about her. She doesn’t have that apprehensive, hunched-shoulder, don’t-hit-me-again air about her that so many withdrawn children have.” And I thought achingly of one of mine from last year that Alpha had now and was verbally bludgeoning back into silence after all my work with him. “She seems to have a happy, adjusted personality, only with this odd little—plus.”

			“Well, I’d be worried if she were mine,” said Alpha. “I’m glad all my kids are so normal.” She sighed complacently. “I guess I really haven’t anything to kick about. I seldom ever have problem children except wigglers and yakkers, and a holler and a smack can straighten them out.”

			Marlene caught my eye mockingly, tallying Alpha’s class with me, and I turned away with a sigh. To be so happy—well, I suppose ignorance does help.

			“You’d better do something about that girl,” Alpha shrilled as she left the room. “She’ll probably get worse and worse as time goes on. Deteriorating, I think the book said.”

			I had known Alpha a long time and I thought I knew how much of her talk to discount, but I began to worry about Sue-lynn. Maybe this was a disturbance that was more fundamental than the usual run of the mill that I had met up with. Maybe a child can smile a soft, contented smile and still have little maggots of madness flourishing somewhere inside.

			Or, by gorry! I said to myself defiantly, maybe she does have an Anything Box. Maybe she is looking at something precious. Who am I to say no to anything like that?

			An Anything Box! What could you see in an Anything Box? Heart’s desire? I felt my own heart lurch—just a little—the next time Sue-lynn’s hands curved. I breathed deeply to hold me in my chair. If it was her Anything Box, I wouldn’t be able to see my heart’s desire in it. Or would I? I propped my cheek up on my hand and doodled aimlessly on my time schedule sheet. How on earth, I wondered—not for the first time—do I manage to get myself off on these tangents?

			Then I felt a small presence at my elbow and turned to meet Sue-lynn’s wide eyes.

			“Teacher?” The word was hardly more than a breath.

			“Yes?” I could tell that for some reason Sue-lynn was loving me dearly at the moment. Maybe because her group had gone into new books that morning. Maybe because I had noticed her new dress, the ruffles of which made her feel very feminine and lovable, or maybe just because the late autumn sun lay so golden across her desk. Anyway, she was loving me to overflowing, and since, unlike most of the children, she had no casual hugs or easy moist kisses, she was bringing her love to me in her encompassing hands.

			“See my box, Teacher? It’s my Anything Box.”

			“Oh, my!” I said. “May I hold it?”

			After all, I have held—tenderly or apprehensively or bravely—tiger magic, live rattlesnakes, dragon’s teeth, poor little dead butterflies and two ears and a nose that dropped off Sojie one cold morning—none of which I could see any more than I could the Anything Box. But I took the squareness from her carefully, my tenderness showing in my fingers and my face.

			And I received weight and substance and actuality!

			Almost I let it slip out of my surprised fingers, but Sue-lynn’s apprehensive breath helped me catch it and I curved my fingers around the precious warmness and looked down, down, past a faint shimmering, down into Sue-lynn’s Anything Box.

			I was running barefoot through the whispering grass. The swirl of my skirts caught the daisies as I rounded the gnarled apple tree at the corner. The warm wind lay along each of my cheeks and chuckled in my ears. My heart outstripped my flying feet and melted with a rush of delight into warmness as his arms—

			I closed my eyes and swallowed hard, my palms tight against the Anything Box. “It’s beautiful!” I whispered. “It’s wonderful, Sue-lynn. Where did you get it?”

			Her hands took it back hastily. “It’s mine,” she said defiantly. “It’s mine.”

			“Of course,” I said. “Be careful now. Don’t drop it.”

			She smiled faintly as she sketched a motion to her pocket. “I won’t.” She patted the flat pocket on her way back to her seat.

			Next day she was afraid to look at me at first for fear I might say something or look something or in some way remind her of what must seem like a betrayal to her now, but after I only smiled my usual smile, with no added secret knowledge, she relaxed.

			A night or so later when I leaned over my moon-drenched window sill and let the shadow of my hair hide my face from such ebullient glory, I remembered the Anything Box. Could I make one for myself? Could I square off this aching waiting, this outreaching, this silent cry inside me, and make it into an Anything Box? I freed my hands and brought them together, thumb to thumb, framing a part of the horizon’s darkness between my upright forefingers. I stared into the empty square until my eyes watered. I sighed, and laughed a little, and let my hands frame my face as I leaned out into the night. To have magic so near—to feel it tingle off my fingertips and then to be so bound that I couldn’t receive it. I turned away from the window—turning my back on brightness.

			It wasn’t long after this that Alpha succeeded in putting sharp points of worry back in my thoughts of Sue-lynn. We had ground duty together, and one morning when we shivered while the kids ran themselves rosy in the crisp air, she sizzed in my ear.

			“Which one is it? The abnormal one, I mean.”

			“I don’t have any abnormal children,” I said, my voice sharpening before the sentence ended because I suddenly realized whom she meant.

			“Well, I call it abnormal to stare at nothing.” You could almost taste the acid in her words. “Who is it?”

			“Sue-lynn,” I said reluctantly. “She’s playing on the bars now.”

			Alpha surveyed the upside-down Sue-lynn whose brief skirts were belled down from her bare pink legs and half covered her face as she swung from one of the bars by her knees. Alpha clutched her wizened, blue hands together and breathed on them. “She looks normal enough,” she said.

			“She is normal!” I snapped.

			“Well, bite my head off!” cried Alpha. “You’re the one that said she wasn’t, not me—or is it ‘not I’? I never could remember. Not me? Not I?”

			The bell saved Alpha from a horrible end. I never knew a person so serenely unaware of essentials and so sensitive to trivia.

			But she had succeeded in making me worry about Sue-lynn again, and the worry exploded into distress a few days later.

			Sue-lynn came to school sleepy-eyed and quiet. She didn’t finish any of her work and she fell asleep during rest time. I cussed TV and Drive-Ins and assumed a night’s sleep would put it right. But next day Sue-lynn burst into tears and slapped Davie clear off his chair.

			“Why Sue-lynn!” I gathered Davie up in all his astonishment and took Sue-lynn’s hand. She jerked it away from me and swung herself at Davie again. She got two handfuls of his hair and had him out of my grasp before I knew it. She threw him bodily against the wall with a flip of her hands, then doubled up her fists and pressed them to her streaming eyes. In the shocked silence of the room, she stumbled over to Isolation and seating herself, back to the class, on the little chair, she leaned her head into the corner and sobbed quietly in big gulping sobs.

			“What on earth goes on?” I asked the stupefied Davie who sat spraddle-legged on the floor fingering a detached tuft of hair. “What did you do?”

			“I only said ‘Robber Daughter,’ ” said Davie. “It said so in the paper. My mama said her daddy’s a robber. They put him in jail cause he robbered a gas station.” His bewildered face was trying to decide whether or not to cry. Everything had happened so fast that he didn’t know yet if he was hurt.

			“It isn’t nice to call names,” I said weakly. “Get back into your seat. I’ll take care of Sue-lynn later.”

			He got up and sat gingerly down in his chair, rubbing his ruffled hair, wanting to make more of a production of the situation but not knowing how. He twisted his face experimentally to see if he had tears available and had none.

			“Dern girls,” he muttered, and tried to shake his fingers free of a wisp of hair.

			I kept my eye on Sue-lynn for the next half hour as I busied myself with the class. Her sobs soon stopped and her rigid shoulders relaxed. Her hands were softly in her lap and I knew she was taking comfort from her Anything Box. We had our talk together later, but she was so completely sealed off from me by her misery that there was no communication between us. She sat quietly watching me as I talked, her hands trembling in her lap. It shakes the heart, somehow, to see the hands of a little child quiver like that.

			That afternoon I looked up from my reading group, startled, as though by a cry, to catch Sue-lynn’s frightened eyes. She looked around bewildered and then down at her hands again—her empty hands. Then she darted to the Isolation corner and reached under the chair. She went back to her seat slowly, her hands squared to an unseen weight. For the first time, apparently, she had had to go get the Anything Box. It troubled me with a vague unease for the rest of the afternoon.

			Through the days that followed while the trial hung fire, I had Sue-lynn in attendance bodily, but that was all. She sank into her Anything Box at every opportunity. And always, if she had put it away somewhere, she had to go back for it. She roused more and more reluctantly from these waking dreams, and there finally came a day when I had to shake her to waken her.

			I went to her mother, but she couldn’t or wouldn’t understand me, and made me feel like a frivolous gossipmonger taking her mind away from her husband, despite the fact that I didn’t even mention him—or maybe because I didn’t mention him.

			“If she’s being a bad girl, spank her,” she finally said, wearily shifting the weight of a whining baby from one hip to another and pushing her tousled hair off her forehead. “Whatever you do is all right by me. My worrier is all used up. I haven’t got any left for the kids right now.”

			Well, Sue-lynn’s father was found guilty and sentenced to the State Penitentiary and school was less than an hour old the next day when Davie came up, clumsily a-tiptoe, braving my wrath for interrupting a reading group, and whispered hoarsely, “Sue-lynn’s asleep with her eyes open again, Teacher.”

			We went back to the table and Davie slid into his chair next to a completely unaware Sue-lynn. He poked her with a warning finger. “I told you I’d tell on you.”

			And before our horrified eyes, she toppled, as rigidly as a doll, sideways off the chair. The thud of her landing relaxed her and she lay limp on the green asphalt tile—a thin paper doll of a girl, one hand still clenched open around something. I pried her fingers loose and almost wept to feel enchantment dissolve under my heavy touch. I carried her down to the nurse’s room and we worked over her with wet towels and prayer and she finally opened her eyes.

			“Teacher,” she whispered weakly.

			“Yes, Sue-lynn.” I took her cold hands in mine.

			“Teacher, I almost got in my Anything Box.”

			“No,” I answered. “You couldn’t. You’re too big.”

			“Daddy’s there,” she said. “And where we used to live.”

			I took a long, long look at her wan face. I hope it was genuine concern for her that prompted my next words. I hope it wasn’t envy or the memory of the niggling nagging of Alpha’s voice that put firmness in my voice as I went on. “That’s playlike,” I said. “Just for fun.”

			Her hands jerked protestingly in mine. “Your Anything Box is just for fun. It’s like Davie’s cow pony that he keeps in his desk or Sojie’s jet plane, or when the big bear chases all of you at recess. It’s fun-for-play, but it’s not for real. You mustn’t think it’s for real. It’s only play.”

			“No!” she denied. “No!” she cried frantically, and hunching herself up on the cot, peering through her tear-swollen eyes, she scrabbled under the pillow and down beneath the rough blanket that covered her.

			“Where is it?” she cried. “Where is it? Give it back to me, Teacher!”

			She flung herself toward me and pulled open both my clenched hands.

			“Where did you put it? Where did you put it?”

			“There is no Anything Box,” I said flatly, trying to hold her to me and feeling my heart breaking along with hers.

			“You took it!” she sobbed. “You took it away from me! And she wrenched herself out of my arms.

			“Can’t you give it back to her?” whispered the nurse. “If it makes her feel so bad? Whatever it is—”

			“It’s just imagination,” I said, almost sullenly. “I can’t give her back something that doesn’t exist.”

			Too young! I thought bitterly. Too young to learn that heart’s desire is only play-like.

			Of course the doctor found nothing wrong. Her mother dismissed the matter as a fainting spell and Sue-lynn came back to class next day, thin and listless, staring blankly out the window, her hands palm down on the desk. I swore by the pale hollow of her cheek that never, never again would I take any belief from anyone without replacing it with something better. What had I given Sue-lynn? What had she better than I had taken from her? How did I know but that her Anything Box was on purpose to tide her over rough spots in her life like this? And what now, now that I had taken it from her?

			Well, after a time she began to work again, and later, to play. She came back to smiles, but not to laughter. She puttered along quite satisfactorily except that she was a candle blown out. The flame was gone wherever the brightness of belief goes. And she had no more sharing smiles for me, no overflowing love to bring to me. And her shoulder shrugged subtly away from my touch.

			Then one day I suddenly realized that Sue-lynn was searching our classroom. Stealthily, casually, day by day she was searching, covering every inch of the room. She went through every puzzle box, every lump of clay, every shelf and cupboard, every box and bag. Methodically she checked behind every row of books and in every child’s desk until finally, after almost a week, she had been through everything in the place except my desk. Then she began to materialize suddenly at my elbow every time I opened a drawer. And her eyes would probe quickly and sharply before I slid it shut again. But if I tried to intercept her looks, they slid away and she had some legitimate errand that had brought her up to the vicinity of the desk.

			She believes it again, I thought hopefully. She won’t accept the fact that her Anything Box is gone. She wants it again.

			But it is gone, I thought drearily. It’s really-for-true gone.

			My head was heavy from troubled sleep, and sorrow was a weariness in all my movements. Waiting is sometimes a burden almost too heavy to carry. While my children hummed happily over their fun-stuff, I brooded silently out the window until I managed a laugh at myself. It was a shaky laugh that threatened to dissolve into something else, so I brisked back to my desk.

			As good a time as any to throw out useless things, I thought, and to see if I can find that colored chalk I put away so carefully. I plunged my hands into the wilderness of the bottom right-hand drawer of my desk. It was deep with a huge accumulation of anything—just anything—that might need a temporary hiding place. I knelt to pull out leftover Jack Frost pictures, and a broken bean-shooter, a chewed red ribbon, a roll of cap gun ammunition, one striped sock, six Numbers papers, a rubber dagger, a copy of The Gospel According to St. Luke, a miniature coal shovel, patterns for jack-o’-lanterns, and a pink plastic pelican. I retrieved my Irish linen hankie I thought lost forever and Sojie’s report card that he had told me solemnly had blown out of his hand and landed on a jet and broke the sound barrier so loud that it busted all to flitters. Under the welter of miscellany, I felt a squareness. Oh, happy! I thought, this is where I put the colored chalk! I cascaded papers off both sides of my lifting hands and shook the box free.

			We were together again. Outside, the world was an enchanting wilderness of white, the wind shouting softly through the windows, tapping wet, white fingers against the warm light. Inside, all the worry and waiting, the apartness and loneliness were over and forgotten, their hugeness dwindled by the comfort of a shoulder, the warmth of clasping hands—and nowhere, nowhere was the fear of parting, nowhere the need to do without again. This was the happy ending. This was—

			This was Sue-lynn’s Anything Box!

			My racing heart slowed as the dream faded—and rushed again at the realization. I had it here! In my junk drawer! It had been here all the time!

			I stood up shakily, concealing the invisible box in the flare of my skirts. I sat down and put the box carefully in the center of my desk, covering the top of it with my palms lest I should drown again in delight. I looked at Sue-lynn. She was finishing her fun paper, competently but unjoyously. Now would come her patient sitting with quiet hands until told to do something else.

			Alpha would approve. And very possibly, I thought, Alpha would, for once in her limited life, be right. We may need “hallucinations” to keep us going—all of us but the Alphas—but when we go so far as to try to force ourselves, physically, into the Never-Neverland of heart’s desire—

			I remembered Sue-lynn’s thin rigid body toppling doll-like off its chair. Out of her deep need she had found—or created? Who could tell?—something too dangerous for a child. I could so easily bring the brimming happiness back to her eyes—but at what a possible price!

			No, I had a duty to protect Sue-lynn. Only maturity—the maturity born of the sorrow and loneliness that Sue-lynn was only beginning to know—could be trusted to use an Anything Box safely and wisely.

			My heart thudded as I began to move my hands, letting the palms slip down from the top to shape the sides of—

			I had moved them back again before I really saw, and I have now learned almost to forget that glimpse of what heart’s desire is like when won at the cost of another’s heart.

			I sat there at the desk trembling and breathless, my palms moist, feeling as if I had been on a long journey away from the little schoolroom. Perhaps I had. Perhaps I had been shown all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time.

			“Sue-lynn,” I called. “Will you come up here when you’re through?”

			She nodded unsmilingly and snipped off the last paper from the edge of Mistress Mary’s dress. Without another look at her handiwork, she carried the scissors safely to the scissors box, crumpled the scraps of paper in her hand and came up to the wastebasket by the desk.

			“I have something for you, Sue-lynn,” I said, uncovering the box.

			Her eyes dropped to the desk top. She looked indifferently up at me. “I did my fun paper already.”

			“Did you like it?”

			“Yes.” It was a flat lie.

			“Good,” I lied right back. “But look here.” I squared my hands around the Anything Box.

			She took a deep breath and the whole of her little body stiffened.

			“I found it,” I said hastily, fearing anger. “I found it in the bottom drawer.”

			She leaned her chest against my desk, her hands caught tightly between, her eyes intent on the box, her face white with the aching want you see on children’s faces pressed to Christmas windows.

			“Can I have it?” she whispered.

			“It’s yours,” I said, holding it out. Still she leaned against her hands, her eyes searching my face.

			“Can I have it?” she asked again.

			“Yes!” I was impatient with this anti-climax. “But—”

			Her eyes flickered. She had sensed my reservation before I had. “But you must never try to get into it again.”

			“Okay,” she said, the word coming out on a long relieved sigh. “Okay, Teacher.”

			She took the box and tucked it lovingly into her small pocket. She turned from the desk and started back to her table. My mouth quirked with a small smile. It seemed to me that everything about her had suddenly turned upwards—even the ends of her straight taffy-colored hair. The subtle flame about her that made her Sue-lynn was there again. She scarcely touched the floor as she walked.

			I sighed heavily and traced on the desk top with my finger a probable size for an Anything Box. What would Sue-lynn choose to see first? How like a drink after a drought it would seem to her.

			I was startled as a small figure materialized at my elbow. It was Sue-lynn, her fingers carefully squared before her.

			“Teacher,” she said softly, all the flat emptiness gone from her voice. “Any time you want to take my Anything Box, you just say so.”

			I groped through my astonishment and incredulity for words. She couldn’t possibly have had time to look into the Box yet.

			“Why, thank you, Sue-lynn,” I managed. “Thanks a lot I would like very much to borrow it sometime.”

			“Would you like it now?” she asked, proffering it.

			“No, thank you,” I said, around the lump in my throat. “I’ve had a turn already. You go ahead.”

			“Okay,” she murmured. Then—“Teacher?”

			“Yes?”

			Shyly she leaned against me, her cheek on my shoulder. She looked up at me with her warm, unshuttered eyes, then both arms were suddenly around my neck in a brief awkward embrace.

			“Watch out!” I whispered laughing into the collar of her blue dress. “You’ll lose it again!”

			“No I won’t,” she laughed back, patting the flat pocket of her dress. “Not ever, ever again!” ❦

		


		
			Subcommittee

			First came the sleek black ships, falling out of the sky in patterned disorder, sowing fear as they settled like seeds on the broad landing field. After them, like bright butterflies, came the vividly colored slow ships that hovered and hesitated and came to rest scattered among the deadly dark ones.

			“Beautiful!” sighed Serena, turning from the conference room window. “There should have been music to go with it.”

			“A funeral dirge,” said Thorn. “Or a requiem. Or flutes before failure. Frankly, I’m frightened, Rena. If these conferences fail, all hell will break loose again. Imagine living another year like this past one.”

			“But the conference won’t fail!” Serena protested. “If they’re willing to consent to the conference, surely they’ll be willing to work with us for peace.”

			“Their peace or ours?” asked Thorn, staring morosely out the window. “I’m afraid we’re being entirely too naïve about this whole affair. It’s been a long time since we finally were able to say, ‘Ain’t gonna study war no more,’ and made it stick. We’ve lost a lot of the cunning that used to be necessary in dealing with other people. We can’t, even now, be sure this isn’t a trick to get all our high command together in one place for a grand massacre.”

			“Oh, no!” Serena pressed close to him and his arm went around her. “They couldn’t possibly violate—”

			“Couldn’t they?” Thorn pressed his cheek to the top of her ear. “We don’t know, Rena. We just don’t know. We have so little information about them. We know practically nothing about their customs—even less about their values or from what frame of reference they look upon our suggestion of suspending hostilities.”

			“But surely they must be sincere. They brought their families along with them. You did say those bright ships are family craft, didn’t you?”

			“Yes, they suggested we bring our families and they brought their families along with them, but it’s nothing to give us comfort. They take them everywhere—even into battle.”

			“Into battle!”

			“Yes. They mass the home craft off out of range during battles, but every time we disable or blast one of their fighters, one or more of the home craft spin away out of control or flare into nothingness. Apparently they’re just glorified trailers, dependent on the fighters for motive power and everything else.” The unhappy lines deepened in Thorn’s face. “They don’t know it, but even apart from their superior weapons, they practically forced us into this truce. How could we go on wiping out their war fleet when, with every black ship, those confounded posy-colored home craft fell too, like pulling petals off a flower. And each petal heavy with the lives of women and children.”

			Serena shivered and pressed closer to Thorn. “The conference must work. We just can’t have war anymore. You’ve got to get through to them. Surely, if we want peace and so do they—”

			“We don’t know what they want,” said Thorn heavily. “Invaders, aggressors, strangers from hostile worlds—so completely alien to us—How can we ever hope to get together?”

			They left the conference room in silence, snapping the button on the door knob before they closed it.

			“Hey, lookit, Mommie! Here’s a wall!” Splinter’s five-year-old hands flattened themselves like grubby starfish against the greenish ripple of the ten-foot vitricrete fence that wound through the trees and slid down the gentle curve of the hill. “Where did it come from? What’s it for? How come we can’t go play in the go’fish pond anymore?”

			Serena leaned her hand against the wall. “The people who came in the pretty ships wanted a place to walk and play, too. So the Construction Corp put the fence up for them.”

			“Why won’t they let me play in the go’fish pond?” Splinter’s brows bent ominously.

			“They don’t know you want to,” said Serena.

			“I’ll tell them, then,” said Splinter. He threw his head back. “Hey! Over there!” He yelled, his fists doubling and his whole body stiffening with the intensity of the shout. “Hey! I wanta play in the go’fish pond!”

			Serena laughed. “Hush, Splinter. Even if they could hear you, they wouldn’t understand. They’re from far, far away. They don’t talk the way we do.”

			“But maybe we could play,” said Splinter wistfully.

			“Yes,” sighed Serena, “maybe you could play. If the fence weren’t there. But you see, Splinter, we don’t know what kind of—people—they are. Whether they would want to play. Whether they would be—nice.”

			“Well, how can we find out with that old wall there?”

			“We can’t, Splinter,” said Serena. “Not with the fence there.”

			They walked on down the hill, Splinter’s hand trailing along the wall.

			“Maybe they’re mean,” he said finally. “Maybe they’re so bad that the ’struction Corp had to build a cage for them—a big, big cage!” He stretched his arm as high as he could reach, up the wall. “Do you suppose they got tails?”

			“Tails?” laughed Serena. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

			“I dunno. They came from a long ways away. I’d like a tail—a long, curly one with fur on!” He swished his miniature behind energetically.

			“Whatever for?” asked Serena.

			“It’d come in handy,” said Splinter solemnly. “For climbing and—and keeping my neck warm!”

			“Why aren’t there any other kids here?” he asked as they reached the bottom of the slope. “I’d like somebody to play with.”

			“Well, Splinter, it’s kind of hard to explain,” started Serena, sinking down on the narrow ledge shelving on the tiny dry watercourse at her feet.

			“Don’t esplain then,” said Splinter. “Just tell me.”

			“Well, some Linjeni generals came in the big black ships to talk with General Worsham and some more of our generals. They brought their families with them in the fat, pretty ships. So our generals brought their families, too, but your daddy is the only one of our generals who has a little child. All the others are grown up. That’s why there’s no one for you to play with.” I wish it were as simple as it sounds, thought Serena, suddenly weary again with the weeks of negotiation and waiting that had passed.

			“Oh,” said Splinter, thoughtfully. “Then there are kids on the other side of the wall, aren’t there?”

			“Yes, there must be young Linjeni,” said Serena. “I guess you could call them children.”

			Splinter slid down to the bottom of the little watercourse and flopped down on his stomach. He pressed his cheek to the sand and peered through a tiny gap left under the fence where it crossed the stream bed. “I can’t see anybody,” he said, disappointed.

			They started back up the hill toward their quarters, walking silently, Splinter’s hand whispering along the wall.

			“Mommie?” Splinter said as they neared the patio.

			“Yes, Splinter?”

			“That fence is to keep them in, isn’t it?”

			“Yes,” said Serena.

			“It doesn’t feel like that to me,” said Splinter. “It feels like it’s to shut me out.”

			Serena suffered through the next days with Thorn. She lay wide-eyed beside him in the darkness of their bedroom, praying as he slept restlessly, struggling even in his sleep—groping for a way.

			Tight-lipped, she cleared away untouched meals and brewed more coffee. Her thoughts went hopefully with him every time he started out with new hope and resolution, and her spirits flagged and fell as he brought back dead end, stalemate, and growing despair. And in-between times, she tried to keep Splinter on as even a keel as possible, giving him the freedom of the Quarters Area during the long, sunlit days and playing with him as much as possible in the evenings.

			One evening Serena was pinning up her hair and keeping half an eye on Splinter as he splashed in his bath. He was gathering up handsful of foaming soap bubbles and pressing them to his chin and cheeks.

			“Now I hafta shave like Daddy,” he hummed to himself. “Shave, shave, shave!” He flicked the suds off with his forefinger. Then he scooped up a big double handful of bubbles and pressed them all over his face. “Now I’m Doovie. I’m all over fuzzy like Doovie. Lookit, Mommie, I’m all over—” He opened his eyes and peered through the suds to see if she was watching. Consequently, Serena spent a busy next few minutes helping him get the soap out of his eyes. When the tears had finally washed away the trouble, Serena sat toweling Splinter’s relaxed little body.

			“I bet Doovie’d cry too, if he got soap in his eyes,” he said with a sniff. “Wouldn’t he, Mommie?”

			“Doovie?” said Serena, “Probably. Almost anyone would. Who’s Doovie?”

			She felt Splinter stiffen on her lap. His eyes wandered away from hers. “Mommie, do you think Daddy will play with me a-morrow?”

			“Perhaps.” She captured one of his wet feet. “Who’s Doovie?”

			“Can we have pink cake for dessert tonight? I think I like pink—”

			“Who’s Doovie?” Serena’s voice was firm. Splinter examined his thumbnail critically, then peered up at Serena out of the corner of his eye.

			“Doovie,” he began, “Doovie’s a little boy.”

			“Oh?” said Serena. “A play-like little boy?”

			“No,” Splinter whispered, hanging his head. “A real little boy. A Linjeni little boy.” Serena drew an astonished breath and Splinter hurried on, his eyes intent on hers. “He’s nice people, Mommie, honest! He doesn’t say bad words or tell lies or talk sassy to his mother. He can run as fast as I can—faster, if I stumble. He—he—,” his eyes dropped again. “I like him—” His mouth quivered.

			“Where did—-how could—I mean, the fence—” Serena was horrified and completely at a loss for words.

			“I dug a hole,” confessed Splinter. “Under the fence where the sand is. You didn’t say not to! Doovie came to play. His mommie came, too. She’s pretty. Her fur is pink, but Doovie’s is nice and green. All over!” Splinter got excited. “All over, even where his clothes are! All but his nose and eyes and ears and the front of his hands!”

			“But Splinter, how could you! You might have got hurt! They might have—” Serena hugged him tight to hide her face from him.

			Splinter squirmed out of her arms. “Doovie wouldn’t hurt anyone. You know what, Mommie? He can shut his nose! Yes, he can! He can shut his nose and fold up his ears! I wish I could. It’d come in handy. But I’m bigger’n he is and I can sing and he can’t. But he can whistle with his nose and when I try, I just blow mine. Doovie’s nice!”

			Serena’s mind was churning as she helped Splinter get into his night clothes. She felt the chill of fear along her forearms and the back of her neck. What to do now? Forbid Splinter’s crawling under the fence? Keep him from possible danger that might just be biding its time? What would Thorn say? Should she tell him? This might precipitate an incident that—

			“Splinter, how many times have you played with Doovie?”

			“How many?” Splinter’s chest swelled under his clean pajamas. “Let me count,” he said importantly and murmured and mumbled over his fingers for a minute. “Four times!” he proclaimed triumphantly. “One, two, three, four whole times!”

			“Weren’t you scared?”

			“Naw!” he said, adding hastily, “Well, maybe a little bit the first time. I thought maybe they might have tails that liked to curl around people’s necks. But they haven’t,” disappointed, “only clothes on like us with fur on under.”

			“Did you say you saw Doovie’s mother, too?”

			“Sure,” said Splinter. “She was there the first day. She was the one that sent all the others away when they all crowded around me. All grownups. Not any kids excepting Doovie. They kinda pushed and wanted to touch me, but she told them to go away, and they all did ’cepting her and Doovie.”

			“Oh Splinter!” cried Serena, overcome by the vision of his small self surrounded by pushing, crowding Linjeni grownups who wanted to “touch him.”

			“What’s the matter, Mommie?” asked Splinter.

			“Nothing, dear.” She wet her lips. “May I go along with you the next time you go to see Doovie? I’d like to meet his mother.”

			“Sure, sure!” cried Splinter. “Let’s go now. Let’s go now!”

			“Not now,” said Serena, feeling the reaction of her fear in her knees and ankles. “It’s too late. Tomorrow we’ll go see them. And Splinter, let’s not tell Daddy yet. Let’s keep it a surprise for a while.”

			“Okay, Mommie,” said Splinter. “It’s a good surprise, isn’t it? You were awful surprised, weren’t you?”

			“Yes, I was,” said Serena. “Awful surprised.”

			Next day Splinter squatted down and inspected the hole under the fence. “It’s kinda little,” he said. “Maybe you’ll get stuck.”

			Serena, her heart pounding in her throat, laughed. “That wouldn’t be very dignified, would it?” she asked. “To go calling and get stuck in the door.”

			Splinter laughed. “It’d be funny,” he said. “Maybe we better go find a really door for you.”

			“Oh, no,” said Serena hastily. “We can make this one bigger.”

			“Sure,” said Splinter. “I’ll go get Doovie and he can help dig.”

			“Fine,” said Serena, her throat tightening. Afraid of a child, she mocked herself. Afraid of a Linjeni—aggressor—invader, she defended.

			Splinter flattened on the sand and slid under the fence. “You start digging,” he called. “I’ll be back!”

			Serena knelt to the job, the loose sand coming away so readily that she circled her arms and dredged with them.

			Then she heard Splinter scream.

			For a brief second, she was paralyzed. Then he screamed again, closer, and Serena dragged the sand away in a frantic frenzy. She felt the sand scoop down the neck of her blouse and the skin scrape off her spine as she forced herself under the fence.

			Then there was Splinter, catapulting out of the shrubbery, sobbing and screaming, “Doovie! Doovie’s drownding! He’s in the go’fish pond! All under the water! I can’t get him out! Mommie, Mommie!”

			Serena grabbed his hand as she shot past and towed him along, stumbling and dragging, as she ran for the goldfish pond. She leaned across the low wall and caught a glimpse, under the churning thrash of the water, of green mossy fur and staring eyes. With hardly a pause except to shove Splinter backward and start a deep breath, she plunged over into the pond. She felt the burning bite of water up her nostrils and grappled in the murky darkness for Doovie—feeling again and again the thrash of small limbs that slipped away before she could grasp them.

			Then she was choking and sputtering on the edge of the pond, pushing the still-struggling Doovie up and over. Splinter grabbed him and pulled as Serena heaved herself over the edge of the pond and fell sprawling across Doovie.

			Then she heard another higher, shriller scream and was shoved off Doovie viciously and Doovie was snatched up into rose pink arms. Serena pushed her lank, dripping hair out of her eyes and met the hostile glare of the rose pink eyes of Doovie’s mother.

			Serena edged over to Splinter and held him close, her eyes intent on the Linjeni. The pink mother felt the green child all over anxiously and Serena noticed with an odd detachment that Splinter hadn’t mentioned that Doovie’s eyes matched his fur and that he had webbed feet.

			Webbed feet! She began to laugh, almost hysterically. Oh, Lordy! No wonder Doovie’s mother was so alarmed.

			“Can you talk to Doovie?” asked Serena of the sobbing Splinter.

			“No!” wailed Splinter. “You don’t have to talk to play.”

			“Stop crying, Splinter,” said Serena. “Help me think. Doovie’s mother thinks we were trying to hurt Doovie. He wouldn’t drown in the water. Remember, he can close his nose and fold up his ears. How are we going to tell his mother we weren’t trying to hurt him?”

			“Well,” Splinter scrubbed his cheeks with the back of his hand. “We could hug him—”

			“That wouldn’t do, Splinter,” said Serena, noticing with near panic that other brightly colored figures were moving among the shrubs, drawing closer—“I’m afraid she won’t let us touch him.”

			Briefly she toyed with the idea of turning and trying to get back to the fence, then she took a deep breath and tried to calm down.

			“Let’s play-like, Splinter,” she said. “Let’s show Doovie’s mother that we thought he was drowning. You go fall in the pond and I’ll pull you out. You play-like drowned and I’ll—I’ll cry.”

			“Gee, Mommie, you’re crying already!” said Splinter, his face puckering.

			“I’m just practicing,” she said, steadying her voice. “Go on.”

			Splinter hesitated on the edge of the pond, shrinking away from the water that had fascinated him so many times before. Serena screamed suddenly, and Splinter, startled, lost his balance and fell in. Serena had hold of him almost before he went under water and pulled him out, cramming as much of fear and apprehension into her voice and actions as she could. “Be dead,” she whispered fiercely. “Be dead all over!” And Splinter melted so completely in her arms that her moans and cries of sorrow were only partly make-believe. She bent over his still form and rocked to and fro in her grief.

			A hand touched her arm and she looked up into the bright eyes of the Linjeni. The look held for a long moment and then the Linjeni smiled, showing even, white teeth, and a pink, furry hand patted Splinter on the shoulder. His eyes flew open and he sat up. Doovie peered around from behind his mother and then he and Splinter were rolling and tumbling together, wrestling happily between the two hesitant mothers. Serena found a shaky laugh somewhere in among her alarms and Doovie’s mother whistled softly with her nose.

			That night, Thorn cried out in his sleep and woke Serena. She lay in the darkness, her constant prayer moving like a candle flame in her mind. She crept out of bed and checked Splinter in his shadowy room. Then she knelt and opened the bottom drawer of Splinter’s chestrobe. She ran her hand over the gleaming folds of the length of Linjeni material that lay there—the material the Linjeni had found to wrap her in while her clothes dried. She had given them her lacy slip in exchange. Her fingers read the raised pattern in the dark, remembering how beautiful it was in the afternoon sun. Then the sun was gone and she saw a black ship destroyed, a home craft plunging to incandescent death, and the pink and green and yellow and all the other bright furs charring and crisping and the patterned materials curling before the last flare of flame. She leaned her head on her hand and shuddered.

			But then she saw the glitter of a silver ship, blackening and fusing, dripping monstrously against the emptiness of space. And heard the wail of a fatherless Splinter so vividly that she shoved the drawer in hastily and went back to look at his quiet sleeping face and to tuck him unnecessarily in.

			When she came back to bed, Thorn was awake, lying on his back, his elbows winging out.

			“Awake?” she asked as she sat down on the edge of the bed.

			“Yes.” His voice was tense as the twang of a wire. “We’re getting nowhere,” he said. “Both sides keep holding up neat little hoops of ideas, but no one is jumping through, either way. We want peace, but we can’t seem to convey anything to them. They want something, but they haven’t said what, as though to tell us would betray them irrevocably into our hands, but they won’t make peace unless they can get it. Where do we go from here?”

			“If they’d just go away—” Rena swung her feet up onto the bed and clasped her slender ankles with both hands.

			“That’s one thing we’ve established.” Thorn’s voice was bitter, “They won’t go. They’re here to stay—like it or not.”

			“Thorn—” Rena spoke impulsively into the shadowy silence. “Why don’t we just make them welcome? Why can’t we just say, ‘Come on in!’ They’re travelers from afar. Can’t we be hospitable—”

			“You talk as though the afar was just the next county—or state!” Thorn tossed impatiently on the pillow.

			“Don’t tell me we’re back to that old equation—Stranger equals Enemy,” said Rena, her voice sharp with strain. “Can’t we assume they’re friendly? Go visit with them—talk with them casually—”

			“Friendly!” Thorn shot upright from the tangled bedclothes. “Go visit! Talk!” His voice choked off. Then carefully calmly he went on. “Would you care to visit with the widows of our men who went to visit the friendly Linjeni? Whose ships dripped out of the sky without warning—”

			“Theirs did, too.” Rena’s voice was small but stubborn. “With no more warning than we had. Who shot first? You must admit no one knows for sure.”

			There was a tense silence; then Thorn lay down slowly, turned his back to Serena and spoke no more.

			“Now I can’t ever tell,” mourned Serena into her crumpled pillow. “He’d die if he knew about the hole under the fence.”

			In the days that followed, Serena went every afternoon with Splinter and the hole under the fence got larger and larger.

			Doovie’s mother, whom Splinter called Mrs. Pink, was teaching Serena to embroider the rich materials like the length they had given her. In exchange, Serena was teaching Mrs. Pink how to knit. At least, she started to teach her. She got as far as purl and knit, decrease and increase, when Mrs. Pink took the work from her, and Serena sat wide-mouthed at the incredible speed and accuracy of Mrs. Pink’s furry fingers. She felt a little silly for having assumed that the Linjeni didn’t know about knitting. And yet, the other Linjeni crowded around and felt of the knitting and exclaimed over it in their soft, fluty voices as though they’d never seen any before. The little ball of wool Serena had brought was soon used up, but Mrs. Pink brought out hanks of heavy thread such as were split and used in their embroidery, and, after a glance through Serena’s pattern book, settled down to knitting the shining brilliance of Linjeni thread.

			Before long, smiles and gestures, laughter and whistling, were not enough. Serena sought out the available tapes—a scant handful—on Linjeni speech and learned them. They didn’t help much since the vocabulary wasn’t easily applied to the matters she wanted to discuss with Mrs. Pink and the others. But the day she voiced and whistled her first Linjeni sentence to Mrs. Pink, Mrs. Pink stumbled through her first English sentence. They laughed and whistled together and settled down to pointing and naming and guessing across areas of incommunication.

			Serena felt guilty by the end of the week. She and Splinter were having so much fun and Thorn was wearier and wearier at each session’s end.

			“They’re impossible,” he said bitterly, one night, crouched forward tensely on the edge of his easy chair. “We can’t pin them down to anything.”

			“What do they want?” asked Serena. “Haven’t they said yet?”

			“I shouldn’t talk—” Thorn sank back in his chair. “Oh what does it matter?” he asked wearily. “It’ll all come to nothing anyway!”

			“Oh, no, Thorn!” cried Serena. “They’re reasonable human—” she broke off at Thorn’s surprised look. “Aren’t they?” she stammered. “Aren’t they?”

			“Human? They’re uncommunicative, hostile aliens,” he said. “We talk ourselves blue in the face and they whistle at one another and say yes or no. Just that, flatly.”

			“Do they understand—” began Serena.

			“We have interpreters, such as they are. None too good, but all we have.”

			“Well, what are they asking?” asked Serena.

			Thorn laughed shortly. “So far as we’ve been able to ascertain, they just want all our oceans and the land contiguous thereto.”

			“Oh, Thorn, they couldn’t be that unreasonable!”

			“Well I’ll admit we aren’t even sure that’s what they mean, but they keep coming back to the subject of the oceans, except they whistle rejection when we ask them point-blank if it’s the oceans they want. There’s just no communication.” Thorn sighed heavily. “You don’t know them like we do, Rena.”

			“No,” said Serena, miserably. “Not like you do.”

			She took her disquiet, Splinter, and a picnic basket down the hill to the hole next day. Mrs. Pink had shared her lunch with them the day before, and now it was Serena’s turn. They sat on the grass together, Serena crowding back her unhappiness to laugh at Mrs. Pink and her first olive with the same friendly amusement Mrs. Pink had shown when Serena had bit down on her first pirwit and had been afraid to swallow it and ashamed to spit it out.

			Splinter and Doovie were agreeing over a thick meringued lemon pie that was supposed to be dessert.

			“Leave the pie alone, Splinter,” said Serena. “It’s to top off on.”

			“We’re only tasting the fluffy stuff,” said Splinter, a blob of meringue on his upper lip bobbing as he spoke.

			“Well, save your testing for later. Why don’t you get out the eggs. I’ll bet Doovie isn’t familiar with them either.”

			Splinter rummaged in the basket, and Serena took out the huge camp salt shaker.

			“Here they are, Mommie!” cried Splinter. “Lookit, Doovie, first you have to crack the shell—”

			Serena began initiating Mrs. Pink into the mysteries of hard-boiled eggs and it was all very casual and matter of fact until she sprinkled the peeled egg with salt. Mrs. Pink held out her cupped hand and Serena sprinkled a little salt into it. Mrs. Pink tasted it.

			She gave a low whistle of astonishment and tasted again. Then she reached tentatively for the shaker. Serena gave it to her, amused. Mrs. Pink shook more into her hand and peered through the holes in the cap of the shaker. Serena unscrewed the top and showed Mrs. Pink the salt inside it.

			For a long minute Mrs. Pink stared at the white granules and then she whistled urgently, piercingly. Serena shrank back, bewildered, as every bush seemed to erupt Linjeni. They crowded around Mrs. Pink, staring into the shaker, jostling one another, whistling softly. One scurried away and brought back a tall jug of water. Mrs. Pink slowly and carefully emptied the salt from her hand into the water and then upended the shaker. She stirred the water with a branch someone snatched from a bush. After the salt was dissolved, all the Linjeni around them lined up with cupped hands. Each received—as though it were a sacrament—a handful of salt water. And they all, quickly, not to lose a drop, lifted the handful of water to their faces and inhaled, breathing deeply, deeply of the salty solution.

			Mrs. Pink was last, and, as she raised her wet face from her cupped hands, the gratitude in her eyes almost made Serena cry. And the dozens of Linjeni crowded around, each eager to press a soft forefinger to Serena’s cheek, a thank-you gesture Splinter was picking up already.

			When the crowd melted into the shadows again, Mrs. Pink sat down, fondling the salt shaker.

			“Salt,” said Serena, indicating the shaker.

			“Shreeprill,” said Mrs. Pink.

			“Shreeprill?” said Serena, her stumbling tongue robbing the word of its liquidness. Mrs. Pink nodded.

			“Shreeprill good?” asked Serena, groping for an explanation for the just finished scene.

			“Shreeprill good,” said Mrs. Pink. “No shreeprill, no Linjeni baby. Doovie—Doovie—” she hesitated, groping. “One Doovie—no baby.” She shook her head, unable to bridge the gap.

			Serena groped after an idea she had almost caught from Mrs. Pink. She pulled up a handful of grass. “Grass,” she said. She pulled another handful. “More grass. More. More.” She added to the pile.

			Mrs. Pink looked from the grass to Serena.

			“No more Linjeni baby. Doovie—” She separated the grass into piles. “Baby, baby, baby—” she counted down to the last one, lingering tenderly over it. “Doovie.”

			“Oh,” said Serena, “Doovie is the last Linjeni baby? No more?”

			Mrs. Pink studied the words and then she nodded. “Yes, yes! No more. No shreeprill, no baby.”

			Serena felt a flutter of wonder. Maybe—maybe this is what the war was over. Maybe they just wanted salt. A world to them. Maybe—

			“Salt, shreeprill,” she said. “More, more, more shreeprill, Linjeni go home?”

			“More, more, more shreeprill, yes,” said Mrs. Pink. “Go home, no. No home. Home no good. No water, no shreeprill.”

			“Oh,” said Serena. Then thoughtfully, “More Linjeni? More, more, more?”

			Mrs. Pink looked at Serena and in the sudden silence the realization that they were, after all, members of enemy camps flared between them. Serena tried to smile. Mrs. Pink looked over at Splinter and Doovie who were happily sampling everything in the picnic basket. Mrs. Pink relaxed, and then she said, “No more Linjeni.” She gestured toward the crowded landing field. “Linjeni.” She pressed her hands, palm to palm, her shoulders sagging. “No more Linjeni.”

			Serena sat dazed, thinking what this would mean to Earth’s High Command. No more Linjeni of the terrible, devastating weapons. No more than those that had landed—no waiting alien world ready to send reinforcements when these ships were gone. When these were gone—no more Linjeni. All that Earth had to do now was wipe out these ships, taking the heavy losses that would be inevitable, and they would win the war—and wipe out a race.

			The Linjeni must have come seeking asylum—or demanding it. Neighbors who were afraid to ask—or hadn’t been given time to ask. How had the war started? Who fired upon whom? Did anyone know?

			Serena took uncertainty home with her, along with the empty picnic basket. Tell, tell, tell, whispered her feet through the grass up the hill. Tell and the war will end. But how? she cried out to herself. By wiping them out or giving them a home? Which? Which?

			Kill, kill, kill grated her feet across the graveled patio edge. Kill the aliens—no common ground—not human—all our hallowed dead.

			But what about their hallowed dead? All falling, the flaming ships—the home-seekers—the dispossessed—the childless?

			Serena settled Splinter with a new puzzle and a picture book and went into the bedroom. She sat on the bed and stared at herself in the mirror.

			But give them salt water and they’ll increase—all our oceans, even if they said they didn’t want them. Increase and increase and take the world—push us out—trespass—oppress—

			But their men—our men. They’ve been meeting for over a week and can’t agree. Of course they can’t! They’re afraid of betraying themselves to each other. Neither knows anything about the other, really. They aren’t trying to find out anything really important. I’ll bet not one of our men know the Linjeni can close their noses and fold their ears. And not one of the Linjeni knows we sprinkle their life on our food.

			Serena had no idea how long she sat there, but Splinter finally found her and insisted on supper and then Serena insisted on bed for him.

			She was nearly mad with indecision when Thorn finally got home.

			“Well,” he said, dropping wearily into his chair. “It’s almost over.”

			“Over!” cried Serena, hope flaring, “Then you’ve reached—”

			“Stalemate, impasse,” said Thorn heavily. “Our meeting tomorrow is the last. One final ‘no’ from each side and it’s over. Back to bloodletting.”

			“Oh, Thorn, no!” Serena pressed her clenched fist to her mouth. “We can’t kill any more of them! It’s inhuman—it’s—”

			“It’s self-defense,” Thorn’s voice was sharp with exasperated displeasure. “Please, not tonight, Rena. Spare me your idealistic ideas. Heaven knows we’re inexperienced enough in warlike negotiations without having to cope with suggestions that we make cute pets out of our enemies. We’re in a war and we’ve got it to win. Let the Linjeni get a wedge in and they’ll swarm the Earth like flies!”

			“No, no!” whispered Serena, her own secret fears sending the tears flooding down her face. “They wouldn’t! They wouldn’t! Would they?”

			Long after Thorn’s sleeping breath whispered in the darkness beside her, she lay awake, staring at the invisible ceiling. Carefully she put the words up before her on the slate of the darkness.

			Tell—the war will end.

			Either we will help the Linjeni—or wipe them out.

			Don’t tell. The conference will break up. The war will go on.

			We will have heavy losses—and wipe the Linjeni out.

			Mrs. Pink trusted me.

			Splinter loves Doovie. Doovie loves him.

			Then the little candle flame of prayer that had so nearly burned out in her torment flared brightly again and she slept.

			Next morning she sent Splinter to play with Doovie. “Play by the goldfish pond,” she said. “I’ll be along soon.”

			“Okay, Mommie,” said Splinter. “Will you bring some cake?” Slyly, “Doovie isn’t a-miliar with cake.”

			Serena laughed. “A certain little Splinter is a-miliar with cake, though! You run along, greedy!” And she boosted him out of the door with a slap on the rear.

			“ ’Bye, Mommie,” he called back.

			“ ’Bye, dear. Be good.”

			“I will.”

			Serena watched until he disappeared down the slope of the hill, then she smoothed her hair and ran her tongue over her lips. She started for the bedroom, but turned suddenly and went to the front door. If she had to face even her own eyes, her resolution would waver and dissolve. She stood, hand on knob, watching the clock inch around until an interminable fifteen minutes had passed—Splinter safely gone—then she snatched the door open and left.

			Her smile took her out of the Quarters Area to the Administration Building. Her brisk assumption of authority and destination took her to the conference wing and there her courage failed her. She lurked out of sight of the guards, almost wringing her hands in indecision. Then she straightened the set of her skirt, smoothed her hair, dredged a smile up from some hidden source of strength, and tiptoed out into the hall.

			She felt like a butterfly pinned to the wall by the instant unwinking attention of the guards. She gestured silence with a finger to her lips and tiptoed up to them.

			“Hello, Turner. Hi, Franiveri,” she whispered.

			The two exchanged looks and Turner said hoarsely, “You aren’t supposed to be here, ma’am. Better go.”

			“I know I’m not,” she said, looking guilty—with no effort at all. “But Turner, I—I just want to see a Linjeni.” She hurried on before Turner’s open mouth could form a word. “Oh, I’ve seen pictures of them, but I’d like awfully to see a real one. Can’t I have even one little peek?” She slipped closer to the door. “Look!” she cried softly, “It’s even ajar a little already!”

			“Supposed to be,” rasped Turner. “Orders. But ma’am, we can’t—”

			“Just one peek?” she pleaded, putting her thumb in the crack of the door. “I won’t make a sound.”

			She coaxed the door open a little farther, her hand creeping inside, fumbling for the knob, the little button.

			“But ma’am, you couldn’t see ’em from here anyway.”

			Quicker than thought, Serena jerked the door open and darted in, pushing the little button and slamming the door to with what seemed to her a thunder that vibrated through the whole building. Breathlessly, afraid to think, she sped through the anteroom and into the conference room. She came to a scared skidding stop, her hands tight on the back of a chair, every eye in the room on her. Thorn, almost unrecognizable in his armor of authority and severity, stood up abruptly.

			“Serena!” he said, his voice cracking with incredulity. Then he sat down again, hastily.

			Serena circled the table, refusing to meet the eyes that bored into her—blue eyes, brown eyes, black eyes, yellow eyes, green eyes, lavender eyes. She turned at the foot of the table and looked fearfully up the shining expanse.

			“Gentlemen,” her voice was almost inaudible. She cleared her throat. “Gentlemen.” She saw General Worsham getting ready to speak—his face harshly unfamiliar with the weight of his position. She pressed her hands to the polished table and leaned forward hastily.

			“You’re going to quit, aren’t you? You’re giving up!” The translators bent to their mikes and their lips moved to hers. “What have you been talking about all this time? Guns? Battles? Casualty lists? We’ll-do-this-to-you-if-you-do-that-to-us? I don’t know!…” she cried, shaking her head tightly, almost shuddering, “…I don’t know what goes on at high level conference tables. All I know is that I’ve been teaching Mrs. Pink to knit, and how to cut a lemon pie…” she could see the bewildered interpreters thumbing their manuals “…and already I know why they’re here and what they want!” Pursing her lips, she half-whistled, half-trilled in her halting Linjeni, “Doovie baby. No more Linjeni babies!”

			One of the Linjeni started at Doovie’s name and stood up slowly, his lavender bulk towering over the table. Serena saw the interpreters thumbing frantically again. She knew they were looking for a translation of the Linjeni “baby.” Babies had no place in a military conference.

			The Linjeni spoke slowly, but Serena shook her head. “I don’t know enough Linjeni.”

			There was a whisper at her shoulder. “What do you know of Doovie?” And a pair of earphones were pushed into her hands. She adjusted them with trembling fingers. Why were they letting her talk? Why was General Worsham sitting there letting her break into the conference like this?

			“I know Doovie,” she said breathlessly. “I know Doovie’s mother, too. Doovie plays with Splinter, my son—my little son.” She twisted her fingers, dropping her head at the murmur that arose around the table. The Linjeni spoke again and the metallic murmur of the earphones gave her the translation. “What is the color of Doovie’s mother?”

			“Pink,” said Serena.

			Again the scurry for a word—pink—pink. Finally Serena turned up the hem of her skirt and displayed the hem of her slip—rose pink. The Linjeni sat down again, nodding.

			“Serena,” General Worsham spoke as quietly as though it were just another lounging evening in the patio. “What do you want?”

			Serena’s eyes wavered and then her chin lifted.

			“Thorn said today would be the last day. That it was to be ‘no’ on both sides. That we and the Linjeni have no common meeting ground, no basis for agreement on anything.”

			“And you think we have?” General Worsham’s voice cut gently through the stir at the naked statement of thoughts and attitudes so carefully concealed.

			“I know we do. Our alikenesses outweigh our differences so far that it’s just foolish to sit here all this time, shaking our differences at each other and not finding out a thing about our likenesses. We are fundamentally the same—the same—” she faltered. “Under God we are all the same.” And she knew with certainty that the translators wouldn’t find God’s name in their books. “I think we ought to let them eat our salt and bread and make them welcome!” She half smiled and said, “The word for salt is shreeprill.”

			There was a smothered rush of whistling from the Linjeni, and the lavender Linjeni half rose from his chair but subsided.

			General Worsham glanced at the Linjeni speculatively and pursed his lips. “But there are ramifications—” he began.

			“Ramifications!” spat Serena. “There are no ramifications that can’t resolve themselves if two peoples really know each other!”

			She glanced around the table, noting with sharp relief that Thorn’s face had softened.

			“Come with me!” she urged. “Come and see Doovie and Splinter together—Linjeni young and ours, who haven’t learned suspicion and fear and hate and prejudice yet. Declare a—a—recess or a truce or whatever is necessary and come with me. After you see the children and see Mrs. Pink knitting and we talk this matter over like members of a family—Well, if you still think you have to fight after that, then—” she spread her hands.

			Her knees shook so as they started downhill that Thorn had to help her walk.

			“Oh, Thorn,” she whispered, almost sobbing. “I didn’t think they would. I thought they’d shoot me or lock me up or—”

			“We don’t want war. I told you that,” he murmured. “We’re ready to grab at straws, even in the guise of snippy females who barge in on solemn councils and display their slips!” Then his lips tightened. “How long has this been going on?”

			“For Splinter, a couple of weeks. For me, a little more than a week.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I tried—twice. You wouldn’t listen. I was too scared to insist. Besides, you know what your reaction would have been.”

			Thorn had no words until they neared the foot of the hill, then he said, “How come you know so much? What makes you think you can solve—”

			Serena choked back a hysterical laugh. “I took eggs to a picnic!”

			And then they were standing, looking down at the hole under the fence.

			“Splinter found the way,” Serena defended. “I made it bigger, but you’ll have to get down—flat.”

			She dropped to the sand and wiggled under. She crouched on the other side, her knees against her chest, her clasped hands pressed against her mouth, and waited. There was a long minute of silence and then a creak and a grunt and Serena bit her lips as General Worsham inched under the fence, flat on the sand, catching and jerking free halfway through. But her amusement changed to admiration as she realized that even covered with dust, scrambling awkwardly to his feet and beating his rumpled clothing, he possessed dignity and strength that made her deeply thankful that he was the voice of Earth in this time of crisis.

			One by one the others crawled under, the Linjeni sandwiched between the other men and Thorn bringing up the rear. Motioning silence, she led them to the thicket of bushes that screened one side of the goldfish pond.

			Doovie and Splinter were leaning over the edge of the pond.

			“There it is!” cried Splinter, leaning perilously and pointing. “Way down there on the bottom and it’s my best marble. Would your Mommie care if you got it for me?”

			Doovie peered down. “Marble go in water.”

			“That’s what I said,” cried Splinter impatiently. “And you can shut your nose…” he put his finger to the black, glistening button “…and fold your ears,” he flicked them with his forefinger and watched them fold. “Gee!” he said admiringly. “I wish I could do that.”

			“Doovie go in water?” asked Doovie.

			“Yes,” nodded Splinter. “It’s my good taw, and you won’t even have to put on swimming trunks—you got fur.”

			Doovie shucked out of his brief clothing and slid down into the pond. He bobbed back up, his hand clenched.

			“Gee, thanks.” Splinter held out his hand and Doovie carefully turned his hand over and Splinter closed his. Then he shrieked and flung his hand out. “You mean old thing!” yelled Splinter. “Give me my marble! That was a slippy old fish!” he leaned over, scuffling, trying to reach Doovie’s other hand. There was a slither and a splash and Splinter and Doovie disappeared under the water.

			Serena caught her breath and had started forward when Doovie’s anxious face bobbed to the surface again. He yanked and tugged at the sputtering, coughing Splinter and tumbled him out onto the grass. Doovie squatted by Splinter, patting his back and alternately whistling dolefully through his nose and talking apologetic-sounding Linjeni.

			Splinter coughed and dug his fists into his eyes.

			“Golly, golly!” he said, spatting his hands against his wet jersey. “Mommie’ll sure be mad. My clean clothes all wet. Where’s my marble, Doovie?”

			Doovie scrambled to his feet and went back to the pond. Splinter started to follow, then he cried. “Oh, Doovie, where did that poor little fish go? It’ll die if it’s out of the water. My guppy did.”

			“Fish?” asked Doovie.

			“Yes,” said Splinter, holding out his hand as he searched the grass with intent eyes. “The slippy little fish that wasn’t my marble.”

			The two youngsters scrambled around in the grass until Doovie whistled and cried out triumphantly, “Fish!” and scooped it up in his hands and rushed it back to the pond.

			“There,” said Splinter. “Now it won’t die. Looky, it’s swimming away!”

			Doovie slid into the pond again and retrieved the lost marble.

			“Now,” said Splinter. “Watch me and I’ll show you how to shoot.”

			The bushes beyond the two absorbed boys parted and Mrs. Pink stepped out. She smiled at the children and then she saw the silent group on the other side of the clearing. Her eyes widened and she gave an astonished whistle. The two boys looked up and followed the direction of her eyes.

			“Daddy!” yelled Splinter. “Did you come to play?” And he sped, arms outstretched, to Thorn, arriving only a couple of steps ahead of Doovie who was whistling excitedly and rushing to greet the tall lavender Linjeni.

			Serena felt a sudden choke of laughter at how alike Thorn and the Linjeni looked, trying to greet their offspring adequately and still retain their dignity.

			Mrs. Pink came hesitantly to the group to stand in the circle of Serena’s arm. Splinter had swarmed up Thorn, hugged him with thoroughness and slid down again. “Hi, General Worsham!” he said, extending a muddy hand in a belated remembrance of his manners. “Hey, Daddy, I’m showing Doovie how to play marbles, but you can shoot better’n I can. You come show him how.”

			“Well—” said Thorn, glancing uncomfortably at General Worsham.

			General Worsham was watching the Linjeni as Doovie whistled and fluted over a handful of bright-colored glassies. He quirked an eyebrow at Thorn and then at the rest of the group.

			“I suggest a recess,” he said. “In order that we may examine new matters that have been brought to our attention.”

			Serena felt herself getting all hollow inside, and she turned her face away so Mrs. Pink wouldn’t see her cry. But Mrs. Pink was too interested in the colorful marbles to see Serena’s gathering, hopeful tears. ❦

		


		
			Something Bright

			Do you remember the Depression? That black shadow across time? That hurting place in the consciousness of the world? Maybe not. Maybe it’s like asking do you remember the Dark Ages. Except what would I know about the price of eggs in the Dark Ages? I knew plenty about prices in the Depression.

			If you had a quarter—first find your quarter—and five hungry kids, you could supper them on two cans of soup and a loaf of day-old bread, or two quarts of milk and a loaf of day-old bread. It was filling—in an after-thoughty kind of way—nourishing. But if you were one of the hungry five, you eventually began to feel erosion set in, and your teeth ached for substance.

			But to go back to eggs. Those were a precious commodity. You savored them slowly or gulped them eagerly—unmistakably as eggs—boiled or fried. That’s one reason why I remember Mrs. Klevity. She had eggs for breakfast! And every day! That’s one reason why I remember Mrs. Klevity.

			I didn’t know about the eggs the time she came over to see Mom, who had just got home from a twelve-hour day, cleaning up after other people at thirty cents an hour. Mrs. Klevity lived in the same court as we did. Courtesy called it a court because we were all dependent on the same shower house and two toilets that occupied the shack square in the middle of the court.

			All of us except the Big House, of course. It had a bathroom of its own and even a radio blaring “Nobody’s Business” and “Should I Reveal” and had ceiling lights that didn’t dangle nakedly at the end of a cord. But then it really wasn’t a part of the court. Only its back door shared our area, and even that was different. It had two back doors in the same frame—a screen one and a wooden one!

			Our own two-room place had a distinction, too. It had an upstairs. One room the size of our two. The Man Upstairs lived up there. He was mostly only the sound of footsteps overhead and an occasional cookie for Danna.

			Anyway, Mrs. Klevity came over before Mom had time to put her shopping bag of work clothes down or even to unpleat the folds of fatigue that dragged her face down ten years or more of time to come. I didn’t much like Mrs. Klevity. She made me uncomfortable. She was so solid and slow-moving and so nearly blind that she peered frighteningly wherever she went. She stood in the doorway as though she had been stacked there like bricks and a dress drawn hastily down over the stack and a face sketched on beneath a fuzz of hair. Us kids all gathered around to watch, except Danna who snuffled wearily into my neck. Day nursery or not, it was a long, hard day for a four-year-old.

			“I wondered if one of your girls could sleep at my house this week.” Her voice was as slow as her steps.

			“At your house?” Mom massaged her hand where the shopping bag handles had crisscrossed it. “Come in. Sit down.” We had two chairs and a bench and two apple boxes. The boxes scratched bare legs, but surely they couldn’t scratch a stack of bricks.

			“No, thanks.” Maybe she couldn’t bend! “My husband will be away several days and I don’t like to be in the house alone at night.”

			“Of course,” said Mom. “You must feel awfully alone.”

			The only aloneness she knew, what with five kids and two rooms, was the taut secretness of her inward thoughts as she mopped and swept and ironed in other houses. “Sure, one of the girls would be glad to keep you company.” There was a darting squirm and LaNell was safely hidden behind the swaying of our clothes in the diagonally curtained corner of the Other room, and Kathy knelt swiftly just beyond the dresser, out of sight.

			“Anna is eleven.” I had no place to hide, burdened as I was with Danna. “She’s old enough. What time do you want her to come over?”

			“Oh, bedtime will do.” Mrs. Klevity peered out the door at the darkening sky. “Nine o’clock. Only it gets dark before then—” Bricks can look anxious, I guess.

			“As soon as she has supper, she can come,” said Mom, handling my hours as though they had no value to me. “Of course she has to go to school tomorrow.”

			“Only when it’s dark,” said Mrs. Klevity. “Day is all right. How much should I pay you?”

			“Pay?” Mom gestured with one hand. “She has to sleep anyway. It doesn’t matter to her where, once she’s asleep. A favor for a friend.”

			I wanted to cry out: Whose favor for what friend? We hardly passed the time of day with Mrs. Klevity. I couldn’t even remember Mr. Klevity except that he was straight and old and wrinkled. Uproot me and make me lie in a strange house, a strange dark, listening to a strange breathing, feeling a strange warmth making itself part of me for all night long, seeping into me—

			“Mom—” I said.

			“I’ll give her breakfast,” said Mrs. Klevity. “And lunch money for each night she comes.”

			I resigned myself without a struggle. Lunch money each day—a whole dime! Mom couldn’t afford to pass up such a blessing, such a gift from God, who unerringly could be trusted to ease the pinch just before it became intolerable.

			“Thank you, God,” I whispered as I went to get the can opener to open supper. For a night or two I could stand it.

			I felt all naked and unprotected as I stood in my flimsy crinkle cotton pajamas, one bare foot atop the other, waiting for Mrs. Klevity to turn the bed down.

			“We have to check the house first,” she said thickly. “We can’t go to bed until we check the house.”

			“Check the house?” I forgot my starchy stiff shyness enough to question. “What for?”

			Mrs. Klevity peered at me in the dim light of the bedroom. They had three rooms for only the two of them! Even if there was no door to shut between the bedroom and the kitchen.

			“I couldn’t sleep,” she said, “unless I looked first. I have to.”

			So we looked. Behind the closet curtain, under the table—Mrs. Klevity even looked in the portable oven that sat near the two-burner stove in the kitchen.

			When we came to the bed, I was moved to words again. “But we’ve been in here with the doors locked ever since I got here. What could possibly—”

			“A prowler?” said Mrs. Klevity nervously, after a brief pause for thought. “A criminal?”

			Mrs. Klevity pointed her face at me. I doubt if she could see me from that distance. “Doors make no difference,” she said. “It might be when you least expect, so you have to expect all the time.”

			“I’ll look,” I said humbly. She was older than Mom. She was nearly blind. She was one of God’s Also Unto Me’s.

			“No,” she said. “I have to. I couldn’t be sure, else.”

			So I waited until she grunted and groaned to her knees, then bent stiffly to lift the limp spread. Her fingers hesitated briefly, then flicked the spread up. Her breath came out flat and finished. Almost disappointed, it seemed to me.

			She turned the bed down and I crept across the gray, wrinkled sheets, and turning my back to the room, I huddled one ear on the flat, tobacco-smelling pillow and lay tense and uncomfortable in the dark, as her weight shaped and reshaped the bed around me. There was a brief silence before I heard the soundless breathy shape of her words, “How long, O God, how long?”

			I wondered through my automatic bless Papa and Mama—and the automatic backup, because Papa had abdicated from my specific prayers, bless Mama and my brother and sisters—what it was that Mrs. Klevity was finding too long to bear.

			After a restless waking, dozing sort of night that strange sleeping places held for me, I awoke to a thin chilly morning and the sound of Mrs. Klevity moving around. She had set the table for breakfast, a formality we never had time for at home. I scrambled out of bed and into my clothes with only my skinny, goose-fleshed back between Mrs. Klevity and me for modesty. I felt uncomfortable and unfinished because I hadn’t brought our comb over with me.

			I would have preferred to run home to our usual breakfast of canned milk and Shredded Wheat, but instead I watched, fascinated, as Mrs. Klevity struggled with lighting the kerosene stove. She bent so close, peering at the burners with the match flaring in her hand that I was sure the frowzy brush of her hair would catch fire, but finally the burner caught instead and she turned her face toward me.

			“One egg or two?” she asked.

			“Eggs! Two!” Surprise wrung the exclamation from me. Her hand hesitated over the crumpled brown bag on the table. “No, no!” I corrected her thought hastily. “One. One is plenty,” and sat on the edge of a chair watching as she broke an egg into the sizzling frying pan.

			“Hard or soft?” she asked.

			“Hard,” I said casually, feeling very woman-of-the-worldish, dining out—well, practically—and for breakfast, too! I watched Mrs. Klevity spoon the fat over the egg, her hair swinging stiffly forward when she peered. Once it even dabbled briefly in the fat, but she didn’t notice, and as it swung back, it made a little shiny curve on her cheek.

			“Aren’t you afraid of the fire?” I asked as she turned away from the stove with the frying pan. “What if you caught on fire?”

			“I did once.” She slid the egg out onto my plate. “See?” She brushed her hair back on the left side and I could see the mottled pucker of a large old scar. “It was before I got used to Here,” she said, making Here more than the house, it seemed to me.

			“That’s awful,” I said, hesitating with my fork.

			“Go ahead and eat,” she said. “Your egg will get cold.” She turned back to the stove and I hesitated a minute more. Meals at a table you were supposed to ask a blessing, but—I ducked my head quickly and had a mouthful of egg before my soundless amen was finished.

			After breakfast I hurried back to our house, my lunch-money dime clutched securely, my stomach not quite sure it liked fried eggs so early in the morning. Mom was ready to leave, her shopping bag in one hand, Danna swinging from the other, singing one of her baby songs. She liked the day nursery.

			“I won’t be back until late tonight,” Mom said. “There’s a quarter in the corner of the dresser drawer. You get supper for the kids and try to clean up this messy place. We don’t have to be pigs just because we live in a place like this.”

			“Okay, Mom.” I struggled with a snarl in my hair, the pulling making my eyes water. “Where you working today?” I spoke over the clatter in the Other room where the kids were getting ready for school.

			She sighed, weary before the day began. “I have three places today, but the last is Mrs. Paddington.” Her face lightened. Mrs. Paddington sometimes paid a little extra or gave Mom discarded clothes or leftover food she didn’t want. She was nice.

			“You get along all right with Mrs. Klevity?” asked Mom as she checked her shopping bag for her work shoes.

			“Yeah,” I said. “But she’s funny. She looks under the bed before she goes to bed.”

			Mom smiled. “I’ve heard of people like that, but it’s usually old maids they’re talking about.”

			“But, Mom, nothing coulda got in. She locked the door after I got there.”

			“People who look under beds don’t always think straight,” she said. “Besides, maybe she’d like to find something under there.”

			“But she’s got a husband,” I cried after her as she herded Danna across the court.

			“There are other things to look for besides husbands,” she called back.

			“Anna wants a husband! Anna wants a husband!” Deet and LaNell were dancing around me, teasing me singsong. Kathy smiled slowly behind them.

			“Shut up,” I said. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about. Go on to school.”

			“It’s too early,” said Deet, digging his bare toes in the dust of the front yard. “Teacher says we get there too early.”

			“Then stay here and start cleaning house,” I said.

			They left in a hurry. After they were gone, Deet’s feet reminded me I’d better wash my own feet before I went to school. So I got a washpan of water from the tap in the middle of the court, and sitting on the side of the bed, I eased my feet into the icy water. I scrubbed with the hard, gray, abrasive soap we used and wiped quickly on the tattered towel. I threw the water out the door and watched it run like dust-covered snakes across the hard-packed front yard.

			I went back to put my shoes on and get my sweater. I looked at the bed. I got down on my stomach and peered under. Other things to look for. There was the familiar huddle of cardboard cartons we kept things in and the familiar dust fluffs and one green sock LaNell had lost last week, but nothing else.

			I dusted my front off. I tied my lunch-money dime in the corner of a handkerchief, and putting my sweater on, left for school.

			I peered out into the windy wet semi-twilight “Do I have to?”

			“You said you would,” said Mom. “Keep your promises. You should have gone before this. She’s probably been waiting for you.”

			“I wanted to see what you brought from Mrs. Paddington’s.” LaNell and Kathy were playing in the corner with a lavender hug-me-tight and a hat with green grapes on it. Deet was rolling an orange on the floor, softening it preliminary to poking a hole in it to suck the juice out.

			“She cleaned a trunk out today,” said Mom. “Mostly old things that belonged to her mother, but these two coats are nice and heavy. They’ll be good covers tonight. It’s going to be cold. Someday when I get time, I’ll cut them up and make quilts.” She sighed. Time was what she never had enough of. “Better take a newspaper to hold over your head.”

			“Oh, Mom!” I huddled into my sweater. “It isn’t raining now. I’d feel silly!”

			“Well, then, scoot!” she said, her hand pressing my shoulder warmly, briefly.

			I scooted, skimming quickly the flood of light from our doorway, and splishing through the shallow runoff stream that swept across the court. There was a sudden wild swirl of wind and a vindictive splatter of heavy, cold raindrops that swept me, exhilarated, the rest of the way to Mrs. Klevity’s house and under the shallow little roof that was just big enough to cover the back step. I knocked quickly, brushing my disordered hair back from my eyes. The door swung open and I was in the shadowy, warm kitchen, almost in Mrs. Klevity’s arms.

			“Oh!” I backed up, laughing breathlessly. “The wind blew—”

			“I was afraid you weren’t coming.” She turned away to the stove. “I fixed some hot cocoa.”

			I sat cuddling the warm cup in my hands, savoring the chocolate sip by sip. She had made it with milk instead of water, and it tasted rich and wonderful. But Mrs. Klevity was sharing my thoughts with the cocoa. In that brief moment when I had been so close to her, I had looked deep into her dim eyes and was feeling a vast astonishment. The dimness was only on top. Underneath—underneath—

			I took another sip of cocoa. Her eyes—almost I could have walked into them, it seemed like. Slip past the gray film, run down the shiny bright corridor, into the live young sparkle at the far end.

			I looked deep into my cup of cocoa. Were all grownups like that? If you could get behind their eyes, were they different too? Behind Mom’s eyes, was there a corridor leading back to youth and sparkle?

			I finished the cocoa drowsily. It was still early, but the rain was drumming on the roof and it was the kind of night you curl up to if you’re warm and fed. Sometimes you feel thin and cold on such nights, but I was feeling curl-uppy. So I groped under the bed for the paper bag that had my jamas in it. I couldn’t find it.

			“I swept today,” said Mrs. Klevity, coming back from some far country of her thoughts. “I musta pushed it farther under the bed.”

			I got down on my hands and knees and peered under the bed. “Ooo!” I said. “What’s shiny?”

			Something snatched me away from the bed and flung me to one side. By the time I had gathered myself up off the floor and was rubbing a banged elbow, Mrs. Klevity’s bulk was pressed against the bed, her head under it.

			“Hey!” I cried indignantly, and then remembered I wasn’t at home. I heard an odd whimpering sob and then Mrs. Klevity backed slowly away, still kneeling on the floor.

			“Only the lock on the suitcase,” she said. “Here’s your jamas.” She handed me the bag and ponderously pulled herself upright again.

			We went silently to bed after she had limped around and checked the house, even under the bed again. I heard that odd breathy whisper of a prayer and lay awake, trying to add up something shiny and the odd eyes and the whispering sob. Finally I shrugged in the dark and wondered what I’d pick for funny when I grew up. All grownups had some kind of funny.

			The next night Mrs. Klevity couldn’t get down on her knees to look under the bed. She’d hurt herself when she plumped down on the floor after yanking me away from the bed.

			“You’ll have to look for me tonight,” she said slowly, nursing her knees. “Look good. Oh, Anna, look good!”

			I looked as good as I could, not knowing what I was looking for.

			“It should be under the bed,” she said, her palms tight on her knees as she rocked back and forth. “But you can’t be sure. It might miss completely.”

			“What might?” I asked, hunkering down by the bed.

			She turned her face blindly toward me. “The way out,” she said. “The way back again—”

			“Back again?” I pressed my cheek to the floor again. “Well, I don’t see anything. Only dark and suitcases.”

			“Nothing bright? Nothing? Nothing—” She tried to lay her face on her knees, but she was too unbendy to manage it, so she put her hands over her face instead. Grownups aren’t supposed to cry. She didn’t quite, but her hands looked wet when she reached for the clock to wind it.

			I lay in the dark, one strand of her hair tickling my hand where it lay on the pillow. Maybe she was crazy. I felt a thrill of terror fan out on my spine. I carefully moved my hand from under the lock of hair. How can you find a way out under a bed? I’d be glad when Mr. Klevity got home, eggs or no eggs, dime or no dime.

			Somewhere in the darkness of the night, I was suddenly swimming to wakefulness, not knowing what was waking me but feeling that Mrs. Klevity was awake too.

			“Anna.” Her voice was small and light and silver. “Anna—”

			“Hummm?” I murmured, my voice still drowsy.

			“Anna, have you ever been away from home?” I turned toward her, trying in the dark to make sure it was Mrs. Klevity. She sounded so different.

			“Yes,” I said. “Once I visited Aunt Katie at Rocky Butte for a week.”

			“Anna …” I don’t know whether she was even hearing my answers; her voice was almost a chant “… Anna, have you ever been in prison?”

			“No! Of course not!” I recoiled indignantly. “You have to be awfully bad to be in prison.”

			“Oh, no. Oh, no!” she sighed. “Not jail, Anna. Prison—prison. The weight of the flesh—bound about—”

			“Oh,” I said, smoothing my hands across my eyes. She was talking to a something deep in me that never got talked to, that hardly even had words. “Like when the wind blows the clouds across the moon and the grass whispers along the road and all the trees pull like balloons at their trunks and one star comes out and says ‘Come’ and the ground says ‘Stay’ and part of you tries to go and it hurts—” I could feel the slender roundness of my ribs under my pressing hands. “And it hurts—”

			“Oh Anna, Anna!” The soft, light voice broke. “You feel that way and you belong Here. You won’t ever—”

			The voice stopped and Mrs. Klevity rolled over. Her next words came thickly, as though a gray film were over them as over her eyes. “Are you awake, Anna? Go to sleep, child. Morning isn’t yet.”

			I heard the heavy sigh of her breathing as she slept. And finally I slept too, trying to visualize what Mrs. Klevity would look like if she looked like the silvery voice in the dark.

			I sat savoring my egg the next morning, letting thoughts slip in and out of my mind to the rhythm of my jaws. What a funny dream to have, to talk with a silver-voiced someone. To talk about the way blowing clouds and windy moonlight felt. But it wasn’t a dream! I paused with my fork raised. At least not my dream. But how can you tell? If you’re part of someone else’s dream, can it still be real for you?

			“Is something wrong with the egg?” Mrs. Klevity peered at me.

			“No—no—” I said, hastily snatching the bite on my fork. “Mrs. Klevity—”

			“Yes.” Her voice was thick and heavy-footed.

			“Why did you ask me about being in prison?”

			“Prison?” Mrs. Klevity blinked blindly. “Did I ask you about prison?”

			“Someone did—I thought—” I faltered, shyness shutting down on me again.

			“Dreams.” Mrs. Klevity stacked her knife and fork on her plate. “Dreams.”

			I wasn’t quite sure I was to be at Klevity’s the next evening. Mr. Klevity was supposed to get back sometime during the evening. But Mrs. Klevity welcomed me.

			“Don’t know when he’ll get home,” she said. “Maybe not until morning. If he comes early, you can go home to sleep and I’ll give you your dime anyway.”

			“Oh, no,” I said, Mom’s teachings solidly behind me. “I couldn’t take it if I didn’t stay.”

			“A gift,” said Mrs. Klevity.

			We sat opposite one another until the silence stretched too thin for me to bear.

			“In olden times,” I said, snatching at the magic that drew stories from Mom, “when you were a little girl—”

			“When I was a girl—” Mrs. Klevity rubbed her knees with reflective hands. “The other Where. The other When.”

			“In olden times,” I persisted, “things were different then.”

			“Yes.” I settled down comfortably, recognizing the reminiscent tone of voice. “You do crazy things when you are young.” Mrs. Klevity leaned heavily on the table. “Things you have no business doing. You volunteer when you’re young.” I jerked as she lunged across the table and grabbed both my arms. “But I am young! Three years isn’t an eternity. I am young!”

			I twisted one arm free and pried at her steely fingers that clamped the other one.

			“Oh.” She let go. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

			She pushed back the tousled brush of her hair.

			“Look,” she said, her voice almost silver again. “Under all this—this grossness, I’m still me. I thought I could adjust to anything, but I had no idea that they’d put me in such—” She tugged at her sagging dress. “Not the clothes!” she cried. “Clothes you can take off. But this—” Her fingers dug into her heavy shoulder and I could see the bulge of flesh between them.

			“If I knew anything about the setup maybe I could locate it. Maybe I could call. Maybe—”

			Her shoulders sagged and her eyelids dropped down over her dull eyes.

			“It doesn’t make any sense to you,” she said, her voice heavy and thick again. “To you I’d be old even There. At the time it seemed like a perfect way to have an odd holiday and help out with research, too. But we got caught.”

			She began to count her fingers, mumbling to herself. “Three years There, but Here that’s—eight threes are—” She traced on the table with a blunt forefinger, her eyes close to the old, worn-out cloth.

			“Mrs. Klevity.” My voice scared me in the silence, but I was feeling the same sort of upsurge that catches you sometimes when you’re playing-like and it gets so real. “Mrs. Klevity, if you’ve lost something, maybe I could look for it for you.”

			“You didn’t find it last night,” she said.

			“Find what?”

			She lumbered to her feet. “Let’s look again. Everywhere. They’d surely be able to locate the house.”

			“What are we looking for?” I asked, searching the portable oven.

			“You’ll know it when we see it,” she said.

			And we searched the whole house. Oh, such nice things! Blankets, not tattered and worn, and even an extra one they didn’t need. And towels with washrags that matched—and weren’t rags. And uncracked dishes that matched! And glasses that weren’t jars. And books. And money. Crisp new-looking bills in the little box in the bottom drawer—pushed back under some extra pillowcases. And clothes—lots and lots of clothes. All too big for any of us, of course, but my practiced eye had already visualized this, that, and the other cut down to dress us all like rich people.

			I sighed as we sat wearily looking at one another. Imagine having so much and still looking for something else! It was bedtime and all we had for our pains were dirty hands and tired backs.

			I scooted out to the bath house before I undressed. I gingerly washed the dirt off my hands under the cold of the shower and shook them dry on the way back to the house. Well, we had moved everything in the place, but nothing was what Mrs. Klevity looked for.

			Back in the bedroom, I groped under the bed for my jamas and again had to lie flat and burrow under the bed for the tattered bag. Our moving around had wedged it back between two cardboard cartons. I squirmed under farther and tried to ease it out after shoving the two cartons a little farther apart. The bag tore, spilling out my jamas, so I grasped them in the bend of my elbow and started to back out.
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