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 Theodysseyofonewomanwhoistwiceas feelinginaworldthathasbecomedoubly dehumanized.Thetimeis20
25;theplaceis California,wheresmallwalledcomunitiesmustprote ct themselves fromdesperate hordes of
scangersandroamingbandsofdrugaddicts.Whe nonesuch community is overrun, LaurenOlamina,an18-yea
r-oldblackwoman,setsoff onfoot,movingnorthalongthedangerous coastalhighways.Laurenisa"sharer,"one
whosuffers from hyperempathy -- the ability to feel others' pain as well ash erown.

 "Butler's spare, vivid prose style invites comparison with thelikes of Kate Wilhelm and Ursula Le Guin."
--Kirkus

 "Moving, frightening, funnyand eerily beautiful." --The Washington PostGeneralFiction ScienceFiction

 2024

 Prodigy is, at its essence, adaptability andpersistent,positiveobsession.Withoutpersistence, whatremainsis
anenthusiasmofthemoment.Without adaptability, what rem ains may bechanneledintodestructivefanaticism.
Withoutpositive obsession, therei snothingat all. EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

  byLaurenOyaOlamina
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 All that you touch
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 YouChange.

  All thatyou Change

 Changesyou.

  The only lasting truth

 IsChange.

  God

 IsChange.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SATURDAY, JULY 20, 2024

 I had my recurring dream last night. I guess I should have expected it. Itcomesto me when Istruggle--

 whenI twist on my own personalhookand try to pretend that nothingunusual ishappening. It comes to me
when I try to be my father's daughter.

  Today is our birthday-- my fifteenth and my father's fifty-fifth. Tomorrow, I'll try to please him-- him
and the community and God. So last night, I dreamed a reminder that it's all a lie. I think I need to writea
boutthedreambecausethisparticularliebothersmeso much.

 I'm learningto fly,to levitate myself. No one is teaching me. I'm just learningonmy own, little by little,
dream lesson bydream lesson. Not a very subtle image, but a persistent one. I've had many lessons, and
I'm better at flying than I used to be. I trust my ability more now, but I'm still afraid. I can't quite control
my directionsyet.

  Ileanforwardtowardthedoorway.It'sadoorway liketheonebetweenmyroomandthehall.Itseemsto be a long
way fromm e, but I lean toward it. Holding my body stiff and tense, I let go of whatever I'm grasping,
whateverhas kept me from rising or falling so far. And I lean into the air,straining upward, not moving
upward, but not quite falling down either. ThenI do begin to move, as though toslideontheairdriftingafewfe
etabovethefloor,caught betwee nterrorand joy.

  I drift toward the doorway. Cool, pale light glows from it. Then I slide a little to the right; and a little

 more.IcanseethatI'mgoingtomissthedoorandhit the wall beside it, but I can't stop or turn. I drift away
from the door,a way from the cool glowintoanotherlight.

  Thewallbeforemeisburning.Firehassprungfromnowhere, hase aten in through the wall, hasbegun

 toreachtowardme,reachforme.Thefirespreads.Idrift into it. It blazes upa round me. I thrashand scramble
and try to swim backout of it, grabbinghandfulsofairandfire,kicking,burning!Darkness. PerhapsIawakea
little.Idosometimeswhenthefire swallows me. That's bad .WhenI wakeup all the way, I can't get back to
sleep. I try, but I've neverbeenableto.
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 This time I don't wakeupall the way. I fade into thesecondpartofthedream--thepartthat'sordinary andreal,
thepartthatdidhappenyearsagowhenIwas little, though at the time it didn't seem to matter.

  Darkness.

  Darknessbrightening.

  Stars.

  Starscastingtheircool,pale,glintinglight.

  "Wecouldn'tseesomanystarswhenIwaslittle,"my stepmother say sto me. She speaks in Spanish,herown
firstlanguage.Shestandsstillandsmall,looking up at the broad sweep of the Milky Way. She andIhavegone
outafterdarktotakethewashing downfromtheclothesline.Thedayhasbeenhot,as

 usual, and weboth like the cooldarkness of early night. There'snomoon, but we can see very well. The
sky is full of stars.

  The neighborhood wallisa massive, looming presencenearby. I see it as a crouchinganimal, perhapsabo
ut to spring, more threatening than protective. But my stepmother is there, andsheisn't afraid. I stay close
to her. I'm seven years old.

  I look up at the stars and thedeep, black sky. "Whycouldn'tyouseethestars?"Iaskher."Everyonecansee
them." I spe ak in Spanish, too, as she's taught me. It'san intimacysomehow.

  "City lights," she says. "Lights, progress, growth, all those things we're too hot and toopoor to bother
withanymore."Shepauses."WhenIwasyourage, mymothertoldmethatthestars--thefewstarswe couldsee--w
erewindowsintoheaven.WindowsforGod to loo kthrough to keep an eye onus. I believed her for almost a
year." My stepmother hands me anarmloadofmyyoungestbrother'sdiapers.Itakethem, walk back toward
theh ouse where she has left her big wicker laundry basket, and pile the diapers atopthe rest of the clothe
s. The basket is full. I look to see that my stepmother is not watching me, then let myself fall backward
onto thesoft mound of stiff, cleanclothes. For a moment, the fallislikefloating.

  I lie there, lookingupat the stars. I pick out some of

 theconstellationsandnamethestarsthatmakethem up. I've learned them from ana stronomy book that
belonged to my father's mother.

  Iseethesuddenlightstreakofameteorflashingwestwarda cross the sky. I stare after it, hoping toseeanother.
ThenmystepmothercallsmeandIgo backtoher.

  "Thereare city lights now," I say to her. "They don'thidethestars."

 Sheshakesherhead."Therearen'tanywherenearas manya stherewere. Kids today havenoidea what a blaze
of light citiesused to be--andnot thatlongago."

  "I'd rather have thestars," I say.

  "The stars are free." She shrugs. "I'd ratherhave

 the city lights back myself, the sooner the better. But we can afford thestars."
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 A gift of God

 Maysearunreadyfingers.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SUNDAY, JULY 21, 2024

 At least three years ago, my father's God stoppedbeingmyGod.Hischurchstoppedbeingmychurch.And
yet, today, because I'm a coward, I let myself be

 initiated into that church. I let my father baptizemein all three namesof that Godwhoisn't mineany more.
MyGodhasanothername.

 We got upearly this morningbecause we had to go across town to church. Most Sundays, Dad holdschu
rchservicesinourfrontrooms.He'saBaptist minister,andeventhoughnotallofthepeoplewho livewithinourneigh
borhoodwallsareBaptists, thosewhofeeltheneedtogotochurcharegladtocome tou s. That way they don't
have to riskgoingoutsidewherethingsaresodangerousandcrazy.It's bad enough that some people-- my
father for one--havetogoouttoworkatleastonceaweek.Non eof us goes out to school any more. Adults
getnervousaboutkidsgoingoutside.

 But today was special. For today, my father madearrangementswithanotherminister--afriendofhis whostill
hadarealchurchbuildingwitharealbaptistery.

 Dadoncehadachurchjustafewblocksoutsideourwall. He began it befo re there were so many walls. But
after it had been slept in by the homeless, robbed, and vandalized several times, someonepouredgasoline
inandarounditandburneditdown. Sevenofthehomelesspeoplesleepinginsideonthat last night burne dwith it.

 Butsomehow,Dad'sfriendReverendRobinsonhas managedtokeephischurchfrombeingdestroyed.

 We rode our bikesto it thismorning-- me, two of mybrothers,fourotherneighborhoodkidswhowereready
to be baptize d, plus my father and some other neighborhoodadultsriding shotgun. All the adults were arm
ed. That'sthe rule. Goout in a bunch, andgoarmed.

 Thealternativewastobebaptizedinthebathtubat home.Thatwouldhavebeencheaperandsaferandfine with
me. I said so, but noone paid any attention to me. To the adults, goingo utside to a real churchwaslike
steppingbackintothegoodolddayswhen therewerechurchesallovertheplaceandtoomany lightsandgasolinew
asforfuelingcarsandtrucksinstead of for torching things. They neve rmiss achancetorelivethegoodolddayso
rtotellkidshow greatit'sgoingtobewhenthecountrygetsbackon itsfeetandgoodtimescomeback.

Page  4



 Yeah.

 Touskids--mostofus--thetripwasjustan adventure,anexcusetogooutsidethewall.We wouldbebaptizedout
ofdutyorasakindofinsuran ce, but most of us aren't that much concerned with religion. I am, but then I
have a different religion.

 "Why take chances," Silvia Dunn said to me a fewdaysago."Maybethere'ssomethingtoallthisreligion stuff."
Her parents thought there was, so she waswithus.

 MybrotherKeithwhowasalsowithusdidn'tshareany of my beliefs. He just didn't care. Da dwanted him to
be baptized, sowhat the hell. There wasn't much that Keith did care about. He liked to hang outwithhisfri
endsandpretendtobegrownup,dodge workanddodgeschoolanddodgechurch.He'sonlytwelve, the oldest of
my threeb rothers. I don't like him much, but he's my stepmother's favorite. Threesmartsonsandonedumb
one,andit'sthedumb oneshelovesbest.

 Keith lookedaround more thananyone as we rode. His ambition, if you couldcall it that, is to get out of
theneighborhoodandgotoLosAngeles.He'snevertoo clear abou twhat he'll do there. He just wants to go to
the big city and make big money. According to my father, the bigcity isacarcasscoveredwith too many
maggots. I think he's right, though not all the maggots are in L.A. They're here, too.

 But maggots tendnot to be early-morning types.Werodepastpeoplestretchedout,sleepingonthe sidewal
ks,andafewjustwakingup,buttheypaid noattentiontous.Isawatleastthreepeoplewhoweren't goin gto wake
up again, ever. Oneof them

 washeadless.Icaughtmyselflookingaroundforthehead. After that, I tried not to look around at all.

 A woman, young, naked, and filthy stumbled along pastus. I got a look at her slack expressionandreali
zedthatshewasdazedordrunkorsomething.

 Maybeshehadbeenrapedsomuchthatshewascra zy. I'd heard stories of that happening. Or maybeshewas
justhighondrugs.Theboysinourgroupalmost fell off their bikes, sta ring at her. What wonderful religious tho
ughts they would behavingforawhile.

 Thenakedwomanneverlookedatus.Iglanced backafterwe'dpassedherandsawthatshehad settleddowninthe
weedsagainstsomeoneelse's neighborhoodwall.

 Alotofourridewasalongoneneighborhoodwall afteranother;someablocklong,sometwoblocks,some five. . .
. Up toward the hills there wer ewalledestates--onebighouseandalotofshackylittledependencies where the
servants lived. We didn't pass anything like that today. In fact we passed a coupleofneighborhoodssopo
orthattheirwallswere made u pof unmortared rocks, chunks of concrete, and trash. Thentherewere the
pitiful, unwalled residentialareas. A lot of the housesweretrashed--burned,vandalized,infestedwithdrunkso
rdruggies or squatted-in by homeless families with their filthy, gaunt, half-naked children. Their kids were
wideawakeandwatchingusthismorning.Ifeel sorry for the little ones, but the ones my agea ndoldermakeme
nervous.Weridedownthemiddleof thecrackedstreet,andthekidscomeoutandstand alongthecurbtostareatus.
Theyjuststandand

 stare. I think if therewere only oneortwo of us,orif they couldn't seeour guns, they might try to pull us
downandstealourbikes,ourclothes,ourshoes,whateve r. Then what? Rape? Murder? Wecouldwinduplike
thatnakedwoman,stumblingalong,dazed, maybe hurt, sure to attract dangerous attention unlessshecould
stealsomeclothing. I wishwecouldhavegivenhersomething.
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 Mystepmothersayssheandmyfatherstoppedto helpaninjuredwomanonce,andtheguyswhohad injuredherju
mpedoutfrombehindawalland almostkilledthem.

 Andwe'reinRobledo--20milesfromLosAngeles, and,accordingtoDad,oncearich,green,unwalled littlecity
thathehadbeeneagertoabandonwhen hewasayoungman.LikeKeith,hehadwantedto escapethedullnessof
Robledoforbigcityexcitement. L.A. was better then--less lethal. He livedtherefor21years.Thenin2010,hisp
arents weremurderedandheinheritedtheirhouse. Whoeverkilledthemhadrobbedthehouseandsma shed up
the furniture, but they didn't torchanything.Therewasnoneighborhoodwallback then.

 Crazy to live without a wall to protect you. Even inRobledo,mostofthestreetpoor--squatters,winos, junki
es,homelesspeopleingeneral--are dangerous.They'redesperateorcrazyorboth.

 That'senoughtomakeanyonedangerous.Worse for me, they often have thing swrong with

 them. They cut off each other's ears, arms, legs. . . .Theycarryuntreateddiseasesandfesteringwounds. Th
ey have no money to spend on water to

 washwithsoeventheunwoundedhavesores.Theydon't get enough to eat so they're malnourished-- or they
eat bad food andp oisonthemselves. As I rode, I tried not to look around at them, but I couldn't helpseei
ng--collecting--someoftheirgeneralmisery.

 I can take a lot of pain without falling apart. I've had to learn to do that. But it was hard, today, to keep
pedalingandkeepupwiththeotherswhenjust abouteveryoneIsawmademefeelworseand worse.

 My father glanced back at me every now and then. He tells me, "You can beat this thing. You don't have
to give in to it." He has alwayspretended, or

 perhapsbelieved, that my hyperempathy syndromewassomethingIcouldshakeoffandforgetabout. Theshari
ngisn'treal,afterall.Itisn'tsomemagicorESP that allow sme toshare the pain or the pleasure of other people.
It's delusional. Even I admit that. My brother Keith used to pretend to be hurt just to trickmeintosharinghi
ssupposedpain.Onceheusedred ink as fake blood to make me bleed. I was

 eleven then, and I still bled through the skin when I

 sawsomeoneelsebleeding.Icouldn'thelpdoingit,

 and I always worriedthat it would give meaway to peopleoutside the family.

 I haven't shared bleedingwith anyone since I was twelve and got my first period. What a relief that was. I
just wish all the rest of it had goneaway, too. Keith only tricked me into bleeding that once, and I

 beat the hell out of him for it. I didn't fight much when I was little because it hurt me so. I felt every blow
that I struck, just as though I'd hit myself. So when I did decide that I had to fight, I set out to hurt the
otherkidmorethankidsusuallyhurtoneanother.I brokeMichaelTalcott'sarmandRubinQuintanilla'snose. I
knocked out four of Silvia Dunn's teeth. They all earned what I did to them two or three times over. I got
punishe devery time, and I resented it. It was doublepunishment, after all, and my father and stepmother
knewit. But knowing didn't stopthem. I think they did it to satisfy the other kids' parents. But whenI beat
up Keith, I knew that Cory or Dad or

 both of them would punish me for it-- mypoor little brother, after all. So I had to see that my poor little
brother paid inadvance. What I did to him had to be worthwhilein spite of what they woulddoto me.
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 It was.

 We both got it later from Dad-- me for hurting ayoungerkidandKeithforriskingputting"familybusiness"
into the street. Dadi sbig onprivacy and

 "family business." There's a whole range of things

 we nevereven hint about outsidethe family. First among theseisanything about my mother, myhyperem
pathy,andhowthetwoareconnected.Tomy father, the whole busin ess isshameful. He'sapreacheranda
professorandadean.Afirstwife whowasadrugaddictandadaughterwhoisdrug damagedisnotsomethinghe
wantstoboastabout.Lucky for me. Being the most vulnera ble person Iknow isdamnedsure notsomething I
want to boastabout.

 I can't do a thing about my hyperempathy, no matter what Dad thinksorwants orwishes. I feel what I see
others feelingorwhat I believe they feel. Hyperempathy iswhat the doctors call an "organic delusional
syndrome." Big shit. It hurts, that's all I know. Thanks to Paracetco, the smart pill, theEinsteinpowder,the
particulardrugmymothercho se to abusebefore my birth killedher, I'm crazy. I get a lot of grief that doesn't
belong to me, and that isn't real. But it hurts.

 I'msupposedtosharepleasurean dpain, but thereisn'tmuchpleasurearoundthesedays.Abouttheonly
pleasure I've found that I enjoy sharing i ssex. I get the guy's good feeling and my own. I almost wishI
didn't.Iliveinatiny,walledfish-bowlcul-de-sac community,andI'mthepreacher'sdaughter.There'sa real limit
to what I can doa sfarassex goes. Anyway, my neurotransmittersarescrambled and

 they're goingto stay scrambled. But I can dookayaslongasotherpeopledon'tknowaboutme.Inside ournei
ghborhoodwallsIdofine.Ourridestoday,though, wereh ell. Going andcoming, they were all the worst things
I've ever felt-- shadows andghosts, twistsand jabs of unexpectedpain.

 If I don't look too longat old injuries, they don't hurtmetoomuch.Therewasanakedlittleboywhose skinwas
amassofbigredsores;amanwithahuge scaboverthestumpwherehisrighthandusedto

 be; a little girl, naked, maybeseven years old withbloodrunningdownherbarethighs.Awomanwithaswollen,
bloody, beaten face. . . .

 Imusthaveseemedjumpy.Iglancedaroundlikea bird,notlettingmygazerestonanyonelongerthanit took me to
see that they weren't coming in my directionoraiminganythingatme.

 DadmayhavereadsomethingofwhatIwasfeelingin my expre ssion. I try not to let myfaceshow anything, but
he's good at reading me. Sometimes peoplesay I lookgrim or angry. Better to have them think that than
know the truth. Better to have them thinkanything than let themknow just how easyit is to hurt me.

 Dadhadinsistedonfresh,clean,potablewaterforthe baptism. He couldn't afford it, of course .Whocould?
Thatwastheotherreasonforthefourextra kids:

 Silvia Dunn, Hector Quintanilla, CurtisTalcott, and DrewBalter, along with my brothers Keith andMarcu
s.Theotherkids'parentshadhelpedwith costs.Theythoughtaproperbaptismwasimportant enoughtospend
somemoneyandtakesomerisks. Iwastheoldestbyabouttwomonths.Curtiswasnext. As mucha sI hated being
there, I hated even more that Curtiswas there. I care about him more than I want to. I care what he
thinks of me. I worry that I'll fall apart in public some day and he'll see. But not today.
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 By the time we reached the fortress-church, my

 jaw-muscleshurtfromclinchingandunclinchingmy teeth,andoverall,Iwasexhausted.

 There were only five or six dozenpeople at the service -- enough to fill up our front rooms at home and
looklike a big crowd. At the church, though, withitssurroundingwallanditssecuritybarsandLazor wireandits
hugehollownessinside,anditsarmedguards, the cro wd seemed a tiny scattering of people. That was all
right. The last thing I wantedwasabigaudiencetomaybetripmeupwithpain. Thebaptismwentjustasplanned.
Theysentuskidsoff to the bathrooms ("men's," "women's," "please do not put paper of any kind into
toilets," "wate rfor washing in bucket at left. ...") to undress and put on

 whitegowns.Whenwewereready,Curtis'sfather tookustoananteroomwherewecouldhearthe preaching--
fromthefirstchapterofSaintJohnandthe secondchapter of TheActs-- and wait our turns. My turncame last.
I assume that wasmy father's idea. First the neighborkids, then my brothers, then me. For reasonsthat
don't make a lot of sense to me, Dad thinks I need more humility. I think my particular biological
humility-- or humiliation-- ismorethanenough.

 What the hell? Someone had to be last. I just wish Icouldhavebeencourageousenoughtoskipthe thing
altogether.

 So, "In the name of the Father, the Son, and the

 Holy Ghost. ..."

 Catholicsget this stuff over withwhen they're babies. I wish Baptists did. I almost wish I could believe it
was important the way a lot of peopleseem to, the way my father seemsto. Failing that, I wish I didn't ca
re.

 But I do. The idea of God is much on my mind these days. I've been paying attention to what other peo
ple believe-- whether they believe, and if so what kind of God they believe in. Keith saysGod is just the

 adults'way of trying to scare you into doingwhat they want. He doesn't say that around Dad, but he says
it. He believes in what he sees, and no matter what'sin front of him, he doesn't see much. I

 supposeDadwouldsaythataboutmeifheknewwhat I believe. Maybe he'd be rig ht. But it wouldn't stop me
from seeing what I see.

 A lot of people seem to believein a big-daddy-God or a big-cop-Godora big-king-God. They believe in
akindofsuper-person.AfewbelieveGodisanother wordfornature.Andnatureturnsouttomeanjustabout
anything they happe nnot to understand or

 feel in control of.
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 Some say Godisa spirit, a force, an ultimate reality.Asksevenpeoplewhatallofthatmeansandyou'llget
seven different answers. So what is God? Just anothernameforwhatevermakesyoufeelspecialand protecte
d?

 There's a big, early-season storm blowing itself out in the Gulf of Mexico. It's bouncedaround the Gulf,
killing people from Florida to Texas and down intoMexico.Thereareover700knowndeadsofar.One
hurricane.Andhowmanypeoplehasithurt?Howmany are goin gto starve later because of destroyed

 crops? That'snature. Is it God? Most of the dead arethestreetpoorwhohavenowheretogoandwho don'the
arthewarningsuntilit'stoolatefortheirfeetto ta kethem tosafety. Where'ssafety for them,anyway?Isitasinagain
stGodtobepoor?We're almostpoorourselves.Therearefewerandfewerjobs among us, more of us bein gbo
rn, morekids growingupwith nothingto look forward to. Oneway

 or another, we'll all be poor some day. The adults say things will get better, but they never have. How
will God-- my father's God-- behave toward us whenwe'repoor?

 IsthereaGod?Ifthereis,doeshe(she?it?)care aboutus?DeistslikeBenjaminFranklinandThomasJeffersonb e
lievedGod was something that made

 us,thenleftusonourown.

 "Misguided,"DadsaidwhenIaskedhimabout Deists."Theyshouldhavehadmorefaithinwhattheir Bible stold
them."

 I wonder if the people on theGulf Coast still havefaith.Peoplehavehadfaiththroughhorribledisasters befo r
e. I read a lot about that kind of thing. I read a lot period. My favorite book of the Bible is Job. I think it
says moreabout my father'sGod in

 particularand gods ingeneral thananything else I'veeverread.

 In the book of Job, Godsays hemade everythingandheknowseverythingsonoonehasanyrighttoquestion w
hat he does witha ny of it. Okay. That works. That Old Testament God doesn't violate thewaythingsaren
ow.ButthatGodsoundsalotlike Zeus--asuper-powerfulman,playingwithhistoysthe way my youngest brothe
rs play with toy soldiers. Bang, bang! Seven toys fall dead. If they're yours, youmaketherules.Whocares
whatthetoysthink.Wipeo ut a toy's family, then give it a brand new

 family. Toy children, like Job'schildren, areinterchangeable.

 MaybeGodisakindofbigkid,playingwithhistoys.If he is, what differen ce does it make if 700 peopleget
killedinahurricane--orifsevenkidsgoto churchandgetdippedinabigtankofexpensive water?

 But what if all that is wrong?What if Godis something else altogether?

  

 3

 WedonotworshipGod.

 We perceive and attendGod.WelearnfromGod.
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 Withforethoughtandwork, WeshapeGod.

 In the end, we yield to God.Weadaptandendure,

 ForweareEarthseed, AndGodisChange.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 TUESDAY, JULY 30, 2024

 One of the astronauts on the latest Mars mission hasbeenkilled.Somethingwentwrongwithherprote ctive
suit and the rest of her team couldn't get her back to the shelter in time to save her. Peoplehereintheneigh
borhoodaresayingshehadno

 business going to Mars, anyway. All that moneywastedonanothercrazyspacetripwhensomanypeopleh ere
on earth can't afford water, food, orshelter.

 Thecostofwaterhasgoneupagain.AndIheardon thenewstodaythatmorewaterpeddlersarebeing killed.Peddl
erssellwatertosquattersandthestreet poor--andtopeoplewho'vemanagedtoholdontotheir homes, but not to
pay their utility bills. Peddlers arebeingfoundwiththeirthroatscutandtheir moneyandtheirhandtrucksstolen.D
adsayswater nowcostsseveraltimesasmuchasgasoline. But, exceptforarsonistsandtherich,mostpeoplehave
given up buyingg asoline. Noone I knowusesa gaspowered car, truck, orcycle. Vehicleslike thatarerusting
indrivewaysandbeingcannibalizedfor metalandplastic.

 It'salothardertogiveupwater.

 Fashion helps. You're supposed to be dirty now. If you'reclean, you make a target of yourself. People
think you're showing off, trying to be better than theyare.Amongtheyoungerkids,beingcleanisagreatway to
start a fight. Cory won't let us stay dirty here in the neighborhood, but w eall have filthy clothes towear
outsidethewalls.Eveninside,mybrothers throwdirtonthemselvesassoonastheygetawayfrom the house. It's
better tha ngetting beatenup all the time.

 TonightthelastbigWindowWalltelevisioninthe neighborhoodwentdarkforgood.Wesawthedead astronaut
withallofred,rockyMarsaroundher.We sawadust-dryreservoirandthreedeadwater peddlerswiththeirdi
rty-bluearmbandsandtheirheads cut halfway off. And we saw whole blocks of boardedupbuildingsburning
inLosAngeles.Of course,noonewouldwastewatertryingtoputsuch firesout.

 ThentheWindowwentdark.Thesoundhad flickeredupanddownformonths,butthepicture wasalwaysasprom
ised--likelookingthroughavast, open win dow.

 TheYannisfamilyhasmadeabusinessofhaving peopleintolookthroughtheirWindow.Dadsays thatkindof
unlicensedbusinessisn'tlegal,buthelet usgotowatchsometimesbecausehedidn'tsee

 any harm in it, and it helped the Yannises. A lot of small businessesare illegal, even though they don'thurt
anyone,andtheykeepahouseholdortwoalive. The Yanni sWindow isaboutasoldasI am. It covers the longw
est wall of their living room. Theymusthavehadplentyofmoneybackwhentheybought it. For the past cou p
le of years, though, they've been chargingadmission--only letting in

 peoplefromtheneighborhood--andsellingfruit,fruitjuice,a corn bread, orwalnuts. Whateverthey had too
much of in theirgarden, they found a way to sell.
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 They showedmovies from their library andlet uswatchnewsandwhateverelsewasbroadcast.Theycouldn't
afford to subscribe to any of the new multisensory stuff, and their ol dWindow couldn't have received mo
st of it, anyway.

 They had no reality vests, no touch-rings, and noheadsets.Theirsetupwasjustaplain,thin-screened Wind
ow.

 All we have left now are threesmall, ancient, murkylittleTVsetsscatteredaroundtheneighborhood,a couple
ofcomputersusedforwork,andradios.Every househol dstill has at least one working radio. A lot of our
everyday news is from radio.

 IwonderwhatMrs.Yanniswilldonow.Hertwosiste rshave moved in withher, and they're workingsomaybeit
willbeallright.Oneisapharmacistandthe other is an urse. They don't earn much,but Mrs.Yannisownstheho
usefreeandclear.Itwasher parents'house.

 Allthreesistersarewidowsandbetweenthemtheyhave twelve kid s, all younger than I am. Two yearsago,
Mr.Yannis,adentist,waskilledwhileridinghis electriccyclehomefromthewalled,guardedclinic whereheworke
d.Mrs.Yannissayshewascaught inacrossfire,hitfromtwodirections,thenshotonce moreatcloserange.Hisbike
wasstolen.Thepoliceinvestigated, collected their fee, and couldn't find a thing. People get killed like that
all the time. Unless it

 happens in front of a police station, there arenever any witnesses.

 SATURDAY,AUGUST3,2024

 The dead astronaut is going tobebrought back to Earth. She wantedto be buried on Mars. She saidthat
whensherealizedshewasdying.Shesaid Marswastheonethingshehadwantedallherlife, andnowshewouldbep
artofitforever.

 But the Secretary of Astronautics saysno. He says her body might be a contaminant. Idiot.

 Canhebelieve that any microorganism living inor on herbody would have a prayer of surviving and going
native in that cold, thin, lethal ghost of anatmosphere?Maybehecan.Secretariesof Astronauticsdon'thaveto
knowmuchabout science.Theyhavetoknowaboutpolitics.Theirsisthe youngest Cabinet departme nt, and
already it'sfightingforitslife.ChristopherMorpethDonner,oneof the men run ning for President this year, has
promised to abolish it if he's elected. My fatheragreeswith Donner.

 "Bread and circuses," my father sayswhenthere's spacenews on the radio. "Politiciansand big corporation
sget the bread, andwe get the circuses."

 "Spacecould be our future," Isay. I believe that. As far as I'm concerned, space exploration and colo
nizationare among the few thingsleft over from

 the last century that canhelpusmore than they hurt us. It's hard to get anyone to see that, though, when
there'ssomuchsufferinggoingonjustoutsideour walls.

 Dadjustlooksatmeandshakeshishead."You

 don't understand," hesays. "You don't have any idea what a criminalwaste of time and money that

 so-called space program is." He'sgoing to vote forDonner.He'stheonlypersonIknowwho'sgoingtovote at
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all. Most people have givenu pon politicians. After all, politicianshave been promising to return us to the
glory, wealth, andorder of the twentieth century every since I canremember. That'swhat the spaceprog
ramisabout these days, at least for politicians. Hey, wecanrun a space station, astationonthemoon,and
soon,acolonyonMars.That proves we'r estill a great, forward-looking, powerful nation, right?

 Yeah.

 Well, we're barely a nation at all anymore, but I'm glad we'restill in space. Wehave to be going some
place other thandown the toilet.

 And I'm sorry that astronaut will bebrought back from herown chosenheaven. Hername was Alicia
CatalinaGodinezLeal.Shewasachemist.Iintend torememberher.Ithinkshecanbeakindofmodel forme.Shesp
entherlifeheadingforMars-- preparingherself,becominganastronaut,gettingon

 a Mars crew, going to Mars, beginning to figure out how to terraform Mars, beginning to createsheltered
placeswherepeoplecanliveandworknow.... Marsisarock--cold,empty,almostairless,dead.Yet it's heaven
in a way. W ecansee it in the nightsky,awholeotherworld,buttoonearby,tooclose withinthereachofthe
peoplewho'vemadesuchahell of life here on Earth.

  

  

  

  

 MONDAY, AUGUST 12, 2024

 Mrs.Simsshotherselftoday--orrather,sheshot herselfafewdaysago,andCoryandDadfoundhertoday. Cory
went a little crazy for awhile afterward. Poor, sanctimonious, old Mrs. Sims. She used to sit in our fron
t-room church every Sunday, large-print Bible in hand, and shout out her responses: "Yes, Lord!" "Halle
lujah!" "Thank you, Jesus!" "Amen!" During the rest of the weekshe sewed, made baskets, took care of h
er garden, sold what shecouldfromit,tookcareofpre-schoolchildren,and talkedabouteveryonewhowasn'tas
holyasshe thoughtshewas.

 ShewastheonlypersonI'veeverknownwholived alone.Shehadawholebighousetoherself becausesheandthe
wifeofheronlysonhated eachother.Hersonandhisfamilywerepoor,butthey wouldn't live with her. Too bad.

 Differentpeoplefrightenedherinsomedeep,hard,ugly way. She didn't like the Hsufamily beca usetheywere
ChineseandHispanic,andtheolder ChinesegenerationisstillBuddhist.She'slivedacou ple of doorsupfrom
them for longerthan I've been alive, but they were still from Saturn as far asshewas concerned.

 "Idolaters," she wouldcall them if none of them werearound.Atleastshecaredenoughaboutneighborly
relationstodohertalkingaboutthembehindtheir backs.Theybroughtherpeachesandfigsanda lengthofgood
cottonclothlastmonthwhenshewas robbed.

 That robbery wasMrs. Sims'sfirst major tragedy.Threemenclimbedovertheneighborhoodwall, cuttingthro
ughthestrandsofbarbedwireandLazorwire on top. Lazor wire i sterriblestuff. It'ssofine and sharp that it slic
esinto the wingsorfeet of birds who eitherdon't see it orsee it and try to settle on it. People, though, can al
ways findaway over, under,orthrough.
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 Everyone brought Mrs. Sims thingsafter the robbery, in spite of the way she is. Was. Food, clothing, mo
ney. ... We took up collectionsfor heratchurch.Thethieveshadtiedherupandlefther--after one of them ra
pedh er. An old lady like that!Theygrabbedallherfood,herjewelrythathadonce

 belongedtohermother,herclothes,andworstofall,

 her supply of cash. It turns outshe kept that-- all ofit--inablueplasticmixingbowlhighupinherkitchen
cabinet. Poor, cra zy old lady. She cametomyfather,cryingandcarryingonaftertherobbery becausenowshe
couldn'tbuytheextrafoodshe neededtosupplementwhatshegrew.Shecouldn'tpay her utility bills or her
upcoming property taxes. Shewouldbethrownoutofherhouseintothe street!Shewouldstarve!

 Dadtoldheroverandoverthatthechurchwouldnever let that happen, but she didn't believe him. Shetalkedo
nandonabouthavingtobeabeggarnow, while Dad an dCory tried to reassureher. Thefunnythingis,shedidn't
likeuseitherbecauseDad hadgoneandmarried"thatMexicanwoman

 Cory-ah-zan." It just isn't that hard to say "Corazon"

 ifthat'swhatyouchoosetocallher.Mostpeoplejust callherCoryorMrs.Olamina.

 Cory neverlet on that she was offended. She and Mrs. Simswere sugary sweet to one another. A little
morehypocrisytokeepthepeace.

 LastweekMrs.Sims'sson,hisfivekids,hiswife, herbrother,andherbrother'sthreekidsalldiedina

 housefire--anarsonfire.Theson'shousehadbeenin an unwalleda reanorth and east of us, closerto the
foothills. It wasn't a bad area, but it was poor.Naked.Onenightsomeonetorchedthehouse.Maybe it was a
vengeance fire set by som eenemy

 of a family member or maybe some crazy just set itforfun.I'veheardthere'sanewillegaldrugthat makespe
oplewanttosetfires.

 Anyway, no one knowswho did it to the Sims/Boyer families. No one saw anything, of course.

 And no one gotout of the house.Odd, that. Elevenpeople,andnoonegotout.

 So about threedays ago, Mrs. Sims shot herself.Dadsaidhe'dheardfromthecopsthatitwasabout threedays
ago.Thatwouldhavebeenjusttwodays aftersheheardaboutherson'sdeath.Dadwentto seeherthismorningbe
causeshemissedchurchyesterd ay. Cory forcedherself to go alongbecauseshethoughtsheshould.Iwishshe
hadn't.Tome,dead bodie sare disgusting. They stink, and if they're old enough, there are maggots. But
what the hell? They'redead. Theyaren't suffering, and if you didn't like them when they were alive, why
get so upsetabouttheirbeingdead?Corygetsupset.Shejumps onmeforsharingpainwiththeliving,butshetriesto
shareitwiththedead.

 I began writing thisabout Mrs. Sims becauseshe killed herself. That'swhat'supset me. She believed, like
Dad, that if you kill yourself, you go to hell andburnforever.Shebelievedinaliteralacceptanceofeverything in
the Bible. Yet, when thing sgot to betoomuchforher,shedecidedtotradepainnowfor eternalpaininthehe
reafter.

 Howcouldshedothat?
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 Did she really believe in anything at all? Was it all hypocrisy?

 OrmaybeshejustwentcrazybecauseherGodwas demandingtoomuchofher.ShewasnoJob.Inreallife, how
many people are?

 SATURDAY,AUGUST17,2024

 I can't get Mrs. Simsout of my mind. Somehow, sheandhersuicidehavegottentangledupwiththe astronauta
ndherdeathandherexpulsionfromheaven. I need to write about what I believe. I need to begin to put
together the scattered verses that I've beenwritingaboutGodsinceIwastwelve.Mostofthem aren't much
good. The ysay what I need to

 say, but they don't say it very well. A few are the way they should be.They press on me, too, like the
two deaths. I try to hide in all the work there is to do hereforthehousehold,formyfather'schurch,andforthe
schoolCorykeepstoteachtheneighborhoodkids.The truth is, I don't careabout any of those things, but they
keep meb usy and make me tired, and most of the time, I sleep without dreaming. AndDadbeamswhenpe
opletellhimhowsmartand industriousIam.

 I love him. He's the best person I know, and I care what he thinks. I wish I didn't, but I do.

 For whatever it'sworth, here'swhat I believe. It took

 me a lot of time to understand it, then a lot more time with a dictionary and a thesaurus to say it just
right-- just the way it has to be. In the past year, it's gone through twenty-five or thirty lumpy, incoherent
rewrites. This is theright one, the trueone. ThisistheoneIkeepcomingbackto:

 God is Power-- Infinite, Irresistible, Inexorable, Indifferent.

 And yet, God is Pliable--Trickster,

 Teacher,Chaos, Clay.

 God exists to be shaped. God is Change.

 This is the literal truth.

 Godcan'tberesistedorstopped,butcanbeshapedand focused. This means Godi snot to be prayedto.
Prayers only help the persondoing thepraying, and then, only if they strengthenand focus that person's
resolve. If they're used that way, they can helpusin our only real relationship withGod. They helpustosha
peGodandtoacceptandworkwiththeshapes thatGodimposesonus.Godispower,andintheend, Godp revails.

 Butwecanrigthegameinourownfavorifweunderstand that God exi sts to be shaped, and willbe shaped,
withorwithout our forethought, with orwithoutourintent.

 That'swhat I know. That'ssomeof it anyway. I'm not like Mrs. Sims. I'm not somekind of potential Job,
long suffering, stiff necked, then, at last, either humblebeforeanall-knowing almighty, or

 destroyed. My God doesn't love me or hate meor watch over meorknow me at all, and I feel no love for
or loyalty to my God. My God just is.

 Maybe I'll be more like Alicia Leal, the astronaut. Likeher, I believe insomething that I thinkmy dying,
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 denying,backward-lookingpeopleneed.Idon'thave allofityet.Idon'tevenknowhowtopassonwhatIdo have.
I've got to learn to do that. It scares me

 how many things I've got to learn.Howwill I learn them?

 Isany of thisreal?

 Dangerousquestion.SometimesIdon'tknowtheanswer. I doubt myself. I doubt what I think I kno w. I try
to forget about it. After all, if it's real, why doesn'tanyoneelseknowaboutit.Everyoneknowsthat changeisin
evitable.Fromthesecondlawofthermodynamics to Darwinian evolution, from Buddhism'sinsistencethatnothi
ngispermanentand allsufferingresultsfromourdelusionsof permanencetothethirdchapterofEcclesiastes("To

 everything there is a season. . . . "), change is part of life, of existence, of the common wisdom. But I
don't believe we'redealing with all that that means.We haven't even begun to deal with it.

 We give lip service to acceptance,asthoughacceptancewereenough.Thenwegoontocreate super-people--
super-parents,super-kingsand queens,super-cops--tobeourgodsandtolookafter us-- to stand betweenu s
and God. Yet Godhasbeenhereallalong,shapingusandbeingshaped by us inn oparticularway or in too
manywaysatoncelikeanamoeba--orlikeacancer. Chaos.

  

  

  

 Even so, why can't I do what othershave done-- ignore the obvious. Live a normal life. It's hard enough
just to do that in this world.

 Butthisthing(Thisidea?Philosophy?Newreligion?)won't let me alone, won 't let me forget it, won't let me
go. Maybe. . . . Maybe it's like my sharing: One more weirdness; one more crazy, deep-rooteddelusion
that I'mstuckwith. I amstuckwith it. And in time, I'll have to do something about it. In spite of what my
father will say or do to me, in spite of the poisonous rottenness outside the wall where I might be exiled,
I'll have to do something about it.

 That reality scares me to death.

  

  

  

 WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 6, 2024

 President William Turner Smith lost yesterday'selection.ChristopherCharlesMorpethDonnerisournew
President--P resident-elect. So what are we infor?Donnerhasalreadysaidthatassoonas possibleafterhisin
augurationnextyear,he'llbeginto dismantle the "wasteful, pointless, unnecessa ry"moonandMarsprograms.
Nearspaceprograms dealingwithcommunicationsandexperimentationwill be privatized- -sold off.
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 Also,Donnerhasaplanforputtingpeoplebackto work.Hehopestogetlawschanged,suspend

 "overly restrictive" minimumwage, environmental, and workerprotection laws for those employerswilling
totakeonhomelessemployeesandprovide themwithtrainingandadequateroomandboard.What' sadequate, I
wonder: A houseorapartment?Aroom?Abedinasharedroom?Abarracksbed? Spaceonafloor?Spaceonthe
ground?Andwhatabout people with big families? Won 't they be seen as bad investments?Won't it make
much moresenseforcompaniestohiresinglepeople,childlesscou ples,or, at most, peoplewith only oneortwo
kids?Iwonder.

 And what about those suspended laws? Will it be legal to poison, mutilate, or infect people-- as longas

 you provide themwith food, water, and space todie?

 Dad decided not to vote for Donner after all. He didn't vote for anyone. He saidpoliticians turnedhisstom
ach.

  

  

  

  

 2025

 Intelligence is ongoing, individual adaptability.Adaptationsthatan intelligent species maymake in a singe
generation, other species make over manygenerations of selective breeding and selective dying.Yet
intelligenceis demanding. If it is misdirected by accident or byintent, it can foster its own orgies of
breeding and dying.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 by LaurenOya Olamina

  

 4

 A victim of God may,Throughlearningadaption, BecomeapartnerofGod.A victim of God may,

 Throughforethoughtandplanning, BecomeashaperofGod.

 Or a victim of God may,

 Throughshortsightednessandfear,Remai nGod's victim,

 God'splaything, God'sprey.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING
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 SATURDAY,FEBRUARY1,2025

 We had a fire today. People worry so much about fire, but the little kids will play with it if they can. We
were lucky with thisfire. Amy Dunn, three yearsold, managed to start it in her family'sgarage.

 Once the fire began to crawlupthe wall, Amy got scaredand ran into the house. She knewshe haddone
somethingbad,soshedidn'ttellanyone.She hidunderhergrandmother'sbed.

 Outback,thedrywoodofthegarageburnedfast andhot.RobinBaltersawthesmokeandrangthe emergencybell
ontheislandinourstreet.Robin'sonly ten, but she's a bright little kid--one of my stepmother'sstarstudents.
Shekeepsherhead.If shehadn'talertedpeopleassoonasshesawthe

 smoke, the fire could have spread.

 Iheardthebellandranoutlikeeveryoneelsetosee whatwaswrong.TheDunnsliveacrossthestreetfrom us, so I
couldn't miss the smo ke.

 Thefireplanworkedthewayitwassupposedto.The adult menand womenp ut the fire out withgardenhoses,s
hovels,wettowelsandblankets.Those witho ut hosesbeat at the edges of the fire and smothered themwith
dirt. Kids my age helpedoutwherewewereneededandputoutanynew

 fires started by flying embers. We brought buckets tofillwithwater,andshovels,blankets,andtowelsofouro
wn. There were a lot of us, and wekept our eyes open. The very old peoplewatched the little kidsand
kept them out of the way andout of trouble.NoonemissedAmy.Noonehadseenherinthe Dunnbackyard,so
noonethoughtabouther.Her grandmotherfoundhermuchlaterandgotthetruthout of her.

 Thegaragewasatotalloss.EdwinDunnsalvaged someofhisgardenandcarpentryequipment,butnot much. Th
egrapefruit treenext to the garage andthetwopeachtreesbehinditwerehalf-burned,too,but they might
survive. The carrot, squ ash,collard, and potato plants were a trampledmess.

 Of course, noone called the firedepartment. No one would takeon fireservice feesjust tosave anuno
ccupiedgarage.Mostofourhouseholdscouldn't

 affordanotherbigbill,anyway.Thewaterwastedon puttingoutthefirewasgoingtobehardenoughtopay for.

 What will happen, I wonder, to poor little Amy Dunn.Noonecaresabouther.Herfamilyfeedsherand,nowa
nd then, cle ansher up,but they don't love her or even like her. Her motherTracy isonly a yearolderthanI
am.Shewas13whenAmywasborn. Shewas12whenher27-year-oldunclewhohadbeen rapin gher for years
managed to make herpregnant.

  

  

  

 Problem:UncleDerekwasabig,blond,handsomeguy, funny and bright and well-liked. Tra cy was, is, dull
and homely, sulky and dirty-looking. Even whenshe'sclean,shelookssplotchy,dirty.Someofher problemsmi
ghthavecomefrombeingrapedby UncleDerekforyears.UncleDerekwasTracy'smother' syoungest brother,
her favoritebrother, butwhenpeoplerealizedwhathehadbeendoing,the neighborhoodmengottogetherandsu
ggestedhego live somewhere else. People didn't want him aroundtheirdaughters.Irrationalasusual,Tracy's
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motherblamedTracyforhisexile,andforherown embarrassment.Notmanygirlsintheneighborhoodhave babie
sbefore they dragsome boy to my father and have himunite them in holy matrimony. But

 there wasnoone to marry Tracy, and no money forprenatalcareoranabortion.AndpoorAmy,asshe grew,
lookedmoreandmorelikeTracy:scrawnyand splochy with sparse, stringy hair. I don't think she'll eve rbepr
etty.

 Tracy'smaternalinstinctsdidn'tkickin,andIdoubt thathermotherChristmasDunnhasany.TheDunnfamily has a
rep utation forcraziness. There are sixteen of them living in the Dunnhouse, and at least a third are nuts.
Amy isn't crazy, though. Not

 yet. She's neglected and lonely, and like any little kid left on her own too much, she finds ways to amuse
herself.

 I've never seenanyone hit Amy or curseheroranythinglikethat.TheDunnsdocarewhatpeoplethink of them.
But no one paysa ny attention to her,either.Shespendsmostofhertimeplayingalonein thedirt.Shealsoeatsthe
dirtandwhatevershefinds in it, includin gbugs. But not long ago, just out of curiosity, I took her to ourhous
e, sponged her off,taughtherthealphabet,andshowedherhowtowrite her name. She loved it. She's got a hu
ngry, able little mind, and she loves attention.

 Tonight I askedCory if Amy could start schoolearly. Cory doesn't takekidsuntil they're five or close to
five, but she saidshe'd let Amy in ifI would take charge of her. I expected that, though I don't like it. I
help with the five and six year olds, anyway. I've

 beentakingcareoflittlekidssinceIwasone,andI'm tired of it. I think, though, that if someonedoesn't help
Amynow,somedayshe'lldosomethingalotworse tha nburningdown her family'sgarage.

  

  

  

 Problem:UncleDerekwasabig,blond,handsomeguy, funny and bright and well-liked. Tra cy was, is, dull
and homely, sulky and dirty-looking. Even whenshe'sclean,shelookssplotchy,dirty.Someofher problemsmi
ghthavecomefrombeingrapedby UncleDerekforyears.UncleDerekwasTracy'smother' syoungest brother,
her favoritebrother, butwhenpeoplerealizedwhathehadbeendoing,the neighborhoodmengottogetherandsu
ggestedhego live somewhere else. People didn't want him aroundtheirdaughters.Irrationalasusual,Tracy's
motherblamedTracyforhisexile,andforherown embarrassment.Notmanygirlsintheneighborhoodhave babie
sbefore they dragsome boy to my father and have himunite them in holy matrimony. But there wasnoone
to marry Tracy, and no money forprenatalcareoranabortion.AndpoorAmy,asshe grew,lookedmoreandm
orelikeTracy:scrawnyand splochy with sparse, stringy hair. I don't think she'll eve rbepretty.

 Tracy'smaternalinstinctsdidn'tkickin,andIdoubt thathermotherChristmasDunnhasany.TheDunn

 family has a reputation forcraziness. There are sixteen of them living in the Dunnhouse, and at least a
third are nuts. Amy isn't crazy, though. Not

 yet. She's neglected and lonely, and like any little kid left on her own too much, she finds ways to amuse
herself.
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 I've never seenanyone hit Amy or curseheroranythinglikethat.TheDunnsdocarewhatpeoplethink of them.
But no one paysa ny attention to her,either.Shespendsmostofhertimeplayingalonein thedirt.Shealsoeatsthe
dirtandwhatevershefinds in it, includin gbugs. But not long ago, just out of curiosity, I took her to ourhous
e, spongedher off,taughtherthealphabet,andshowedherhowtowrite her name. She loved it. She's got a hun
gry, able little mind, and she loves attention.

 Tonight I askedCory if Amy could start schoolearly. Cory doesn't takekidsuntil they're five or close to
five, but she saidshe'd let Amy in ifI would take charge of her. I expected that, though I don't like it. I
help with the five and six year olds, anyway. I'vebeentakingcareoflittlekidssinceIwasone,andI'm tired of it.
I think, though, that if someoned oesn'thelpAmynow,somedayshe'lldosomethingalotworse tha nburningdo
wn her family'sgarage.

 .

 Parable of the Sower

 WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 19,

 2025

 Some cousins of old Mrs. Sims have inheritedher house. They'relucky there'sstill a house to inherit. Ifit
weren'tforourwall,thehousewouldhavebeengutted, taken ove rby squatters,ortorchedassoonasitwas
empty.Asitwas,allpeopledidwastakeback thing sthey had given to Mrs. Sims after shewasrobbed,andtake
whateverfoodshehadinthehouse. N osense letting it rot. We didn't take herfurnitureorherrugsorherapplia
nces.Wecouldhave, but we didn't. We aren't thieves.

 Wardell Parrish and Rosalee Payne think otherwise.They'rebothsmall,rust-brown,sour-lookingpeoplelike
Mrs. Sims. They're the childre nof a first cousin that Mrs. Sims had managed to keepcontact andgood
relationswith.He'sawidowertwiceover,no kids,andshe'sbeenwidowedonce,sevenkids.They'ren ot only
brother andsister, but twins. Maybe that helps themget alongwith each other. They damn sure won't get
along withanyone else.

 They'removing in today. They've been here a couple of times before to lookthe place over, and I guess
they must have likedit better than theirparents'house.Theysharedthatwith18other people.Iwasbusyinthe
denwithmyclassofyounger school kid s, so I didn't meet themuntil

 today, though I've heard Dad talking to them-- heard them sit in our living room and insinuate that wehad
cleaned out Mrs. Sims'shousebefore they arrived.Dadkepthistemper."Youknowshewasrobbed duringthe
monthbeforeshedied,"hesaid."Youcan checkwiththepoliceaboutthat--ifyouhaven'talrea dy. Since then the
community has protected the house. We haven't used it or stripped it. If you choose to live among us,
you should understand that. We help each other, andwe don't steal."

 "I wouldn't expect you to say you did," Wardell

 Parrishmuttered.

 Hissisterjumpedin before he couldsay more.

 "We're not accusinganyone of anything," she lied.

 "Wejustwondered....WeknewCousinMarjorie hadsomenicethings--jewelrythatsheinheritedfrom herm o
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ther. . . Very valuable. ...

 "Checkwiththepolice,"myfathersaid.

 "Well, yes, Iknow, but. . . ."

 "This isasmall community," myfather said. "We allknoweachotherhere.Wedependoneachother." Therewa
sasilence.Perhapsthetwinsweregetting themessage.

 "We're not very social," Wardell Parrish said. "Wemindourownbusiness."

 Againhissisterjumpedinbeforehecouldgoon.

 "I'm sure everything will be allright," she said. "I'm sure we'll get along fine."

  

  

 I didn't like them when I heard them. I liked them even less whenI met them. They look atusas thoughwe
smell and they don't. Of course, it doesn't matter whether I like themornot. There are other people in then
eighborhood whom I don't like. But I don't trust the Payne-Parrishes. The kids seem all right, but the
adults. . . . I wouldn't want to have to depend on them. Not even for little things.

 Payne and Parrish. What perfect namesthey have.

  

  

  

  

 SATURDAY,FEBRUARY22,2025

 We ran into a pack of feraldogstoday. We went to the hills today for target practice--me, my father,Joa
nneGarfield,hercousinandboyfriendHarold--Harry-- Balter, my boyfriend Curtis Talcott, his brother
Michael,AuraMossandherbrotherPeter. OurotheradultguardianwasJoanne'sfatherJay. He'sagoodguyanda
goodshot.Dadlikestowork withhim,althoughsometimesthereareproblems. TheGarfieldsandtheBaltersare
white,andtherest ofusareblack.Thatcanbedangerousthesedays. Onthestreet,peopleareexpectedtofearand
hateeveryoneb ut their own kind, but with all of us armed and watchful, people stared, but they let us alo
ne.Ourneighborhoodistoosmallforustoplaythose

 kindsofgames.

 Everything wentasusual at first. The Talcotts got into an argument first with each other, then with the
Mosses. The Mossesare always blaming other people for whatever they do wrong, so they tend to have
disputes outstanding with most of us. Peter Moss is the worst because he's always tryingto belikehis
father,andhisfatherisatotalshit.Hisfatherhas three wives. All at once. Karen, Natalie, and Zahra. They've
all got kid sby him, though so far, Zahra, the youngest andprettiest, only hasone. Karenisthe one with the
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marriage license, but she let him get away with bringingin first one, thenanothernewwomanintothehousea
ndcallingthemhis wives. I guess the way thing sare, she didn't

 thinkshecouldmakeitonherownwiththreekidswhe nhe brought in Natalie and five by the time hefoundZah
ra.

 TheMossesdon'tcometochurch.RichardMoss hasputtogetherhisownreligion--acombinationof theOld
TestamentandhistoricalWestAfricanpra ctices. He claimsthat God wants men to be patriarchs, rulers and
protectors of women, and fathers ofasmany childrenaspossible. He'sanengineerforoneofthebigcommercial
watercompanie s, sohecan afford to pick up beautiful,younghomelesswomenandlivewiththemin polygynou
srelationships.Hecouldpickuptwenty

 women like that if he could afford to feed them. Ihearthere'salotofthatkindofthinggoingonin otherneighbor
hoods.Somemiddleclassmenprovethey're men by having a lot of wives in tempo raryorpermanentrelation
ships.Someupperclassmenprove they're men by havingone wife an da lot ofbeautiful,disposableyoungse
rvantgirls.Nasty. Whenthegirlsgetpregnant,iftheirrichemployerswon'tp rotect them, the employers' wives
throw them out to starve.

 Is that the way it's going to be, I wonder? Is that thefuture:LargenumbersofpeoplestuckineitherPresi
dent-elect Donner' sversion ofslavery or Richard Moss's.

 WerodeourbikestothetopofRiverStreetpastthe lastneighborhoodwalls,pastthelastragged,unwalled houses,
past the last stretch ofb rokenasphaltandragandstickshacksofsquattersand streetpoorwhostareatusintheirh
orrible,empty way,andthenhigherintothehillsalongadirtroad. Atlastwedismountedandwalkedourbikesdown
thenarrowtrailintooneofthecanyonsthatweandothers use for target pra ctice. It lookedall right this time, but
we alwayshave to be careful. People usecanyonsfor a lot of things. If we findcorpsesin one, westay away
from it for a while. Dad triestoshieldusfromwhatgoesonintheworld,buthecan't.Knowing that, he also tries
to teach us to shield

 ourselves.

 Most of us havepracticed at homewith BB guns onhomemadetargetsoronsquirrelandbirdtargets.I've
done all that. My aim is good, but I don't like it withthebirdsandsquirrels.Dadwastheonewho insistedonmy
learningtoshootthem.Hesaidmoving targets would begood for my aim. I think there wasm ore to it than
that. I think he wanted toseewhetherornotIcoulddoit--whethershootinga birdorasquirrelwouldtriggermy
hyperempathy.

 It didn't, quite. I didn't like it, but it wasn't painful. It felt like a big,soft,strange ghostblow, likegetting hit
with a huge ball of air, but with no coolness, no feeling of wind. The blow, though still soft, was a

 littleharderwithsquirrelsandsometimesratsthanwith birds. All three had to be killed, though. They ate our
foodo rruined it. Tree-cropswere theirspecialvictims: Peaches,plums, figs,persimmons, nuts....Andcrops
likestrawberries,blackberries,

 grapes. . . . Whatever we planted, if they could get atit,theywould.Birdsareparticularpestsbecausethey
can fly in, ye tI like them. I envy their ability to fly. Sometimes I get up and go out at dawn just so I can
watch them without anyone scaring them orshootingthem.NowthatI'moldenoughtogotargetsho oting on
Saturdays, I don't intend to shoot anymorebirds,nomatterwhatDadsays.Besides,just becauseIcanshootabi
rdorasquirreldoesn't

 meanIcouldshootaperson--athiefliketheoneswho robbed Mrs. Sims. I don't kno wwhether I could do

Page  21



that. And if I did it, I don't knowwhat would happen to me. Would I die?

 It'smy father'sfault that we pay so muchattention togunsandshooting.Hecarriesaninemillimeterautomatic pi
stol wheneve rhe leavestheneighborhood.Hecarriesitonhishipwherepeople canseeit.Hesaysthatdiscoura
gesmistakes.Armed people do get killed--m ost often in crossfires or by snipers--but unarmed people get
killed a lot more often.

 Dadalsohasasilencedninemillimetersubmachinegun. It stays at home with Cory in cas esomethinghappens
therewhilehe'saway.Bothgunsare German--Heckler&Koch.Dadhasneversaid wherehegotthesubmachineg
un.It'sillegal,ofcou rse, so I don't blame him. It must have cost a hell

 of a lot. He's only had it away from home a few times so he, Cory, and I could get the feel of it. He'll do
thesamefortheboyswhenthey'reolder.

 CoryhasanoldSmith&Wesson.38revolverthat she'sgoodwith.She'shaditsincebeforeshemarried Dad. She
loaned that one to me today. Ours aren't the best or then ewest guns in theneighborhood,buttheyallwork.
DadandCorykeepthem in good con dition. I have to help with that now.Andtheyspendthenecessarytime
onpracticeand

 money on ammunition.

 At neighborhood associationmeetings, Dadusedtopushtheadultsofeveryhouseholdtoownweapons,
maintain them, an dknowhow to use them. "Know how touse them so well," he's said more than once,

 "that you're asable to defend yourself at two a.m. as you are at two p.m."

 Atfirsttherewereafewneighborswhodidn'tlike that--olderoneswhosaiditwasthejobofthepoliceto protect
them, youngero neswhoworried that theirlittlechildrenwouldfindtheirguns,andreligious oneswhodidn'tthinka
ministerofthegospelshould needguns.Thiswasseveralyearsago.

 "The police," my father told them, "may be able to avenge you, but they can't protect you. Thingsare
getting worse. And as for yourchildren. . . . Well, yes, there isrisk. But you can put yourgunsout oftheirre
achwhilethey'reveryyoung,andtrainthemas they gro wolder. That'swhat I mean to do. I believe they'll have
a betterchance ofgrowing up if you canprotect them." He paused,staredat the people, then went on. "I
have a wife and five children," he said. "I will pray for them all. I'll also see to it that they know how to
defend themselves. And for as longas I can, I will stand betweenmy family and any intruder." He paused
again."Now that's what I have to do. You all do what you have to do."

 By now thereare at least two guns in every household. Dadsayshesuspectsthat some of themaresowellhid
den--likeMrs.Sims'sgun--thatthey wouldn'tbeavailableinanemergency.He'sworkingon that.

 Allthekidswhoattendschoolatourhousegetgun handlinginstruction.Oncethey'vepassedthatandturned
fifteen, twoo rthree of the neighborhoodadultsbegintakingthemtothehillsfortarget practice.It'sakindofriteof
passageforus.My brotherKeithhasbeenwhiningtogoalong wheneversomeonegetsashootinggrouptogether,
but the age rul eis firm.

 IworryaboutthewayKeithwantstogethishands ontheguns.Daddoesn'tseemtoworry,butIdo. Therearealway
safewgroupsofhomelesspeople andpacksofferaldogslivingoutbeyondthelast hillsideshacks.Peopleanddogs
huntrabbits,possum s, squirrels, and each other. Both scavengewhateverdies.Thedogsusedtobelongtopeo
ple-- ortheirancestorsdid.Butdogseatmeat.These days,nopoorormiddleclasspersonwhohadan ediblepiece
ofmeatwouldgiveittoadog.Rich peoplestillkeepdogs,eitherbecausetheylikethem orbecausetheyusethemto
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guardestates, enclaves,andbusinesses.Therichhaveplentyofother security device s, but the dogs are extra
insurance.Dogsscarepeople.

 I did some shooting today, and I was leaningagainst a boulder, watching others shoot, whenI realized
therewasadognearby,watchingme.Justone

 dog--male,yellow-brown,sharp-eared,short-haired.He wasn't big enough to make a meal of me, and I
still had the Smith & Wesson ,so while he was looking me over, I took a good lookat him. He was lean,
but he didn't lookstarved. He looked alert andcurious.Hesniffedtheair,andIrememberedthat dogsweresup
posedtobeorientedmoretowardscent than sig ht.

 "Look at that," I said to Joanne Garfieldwho wasstandingnearby.

 She turned, gasped, and jerked hergunupto aim at the dog. The dog vanished into thedry brush and
boulders. Turning, Joanne tried to look everywhereasthoughsheexpectedtoseemoredogsstalking us,but
therewasnothing.Shewasshaking.

 "I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't knowyou were afraid of them."

 Shedrewadeepbreathandlookedattheplace wherethedoghadbeen."Ididn'tknowIwaseither," shewhispe
red."I'veneverbeensoclosetoonebefore. I. . .I wish I had gotten a better lookat it."

 At that moment, Aura Moss screamedand firedherfather'sLlamaautomatic.

 Ipushedawayfromtheboulderandturnedtosee

 Aurapointingherguntowardsomerocksand

 babbling.

 "Itwasoverthere!"shesaid,herwordstumbling overoneanother."Itwassomekindofanimal--dirtyyellow with
big teeth. It had its mouth open. It was huge!"

  

  

  

 "You stupid bitch, you almostshot me!" MichaelTalcottshouted.Icouldseenowthathehadducked down
behindaboulder.HewouldhavebeeninAura' sline of fire, but he didn't seem to behurt.

 "Put your gun away, Aura," my father said. Hekepthisvoicelow,buthewasangry.Icouldseethat, whether
Auracouldornot.

 "It was an animal," she insisted. "A big one. It mightstillbearound."

 "Aura!"Myfatherraisedhisvoiceandhardenedit.Aura loo ked at him, thenseemed to realize that shehadmo
rethanadogtoworryabout.Shelookedatthe gun in her hand, frowned, fumbled it safe, and putitbackintoher
holster.
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 "Mike?" my father said.

 "I'm okay," MichaelTalcott said. "No thanks to her!"

 "It wasn't my fault," Aura said, right oncue. "There was an animal. It could have killed you! It wassneakin
guponus!"

 "Ithinkitwasjustadog,"Isaid."Therewasonewatchingu soverhere. Joanne movedand it ran

 away."

 "You should have killed it," Peter Moss said. "What do you want to do?Wait until it jumps someone."

 "Whatwasitdoing?"JayGarfieldasked."Just watching?"

 "That's all," I said. "It didn't look sickorstarved. Itwasn'tverybig.Idon'tthinkitwasadangerto anyonehere.
Therearetoomanyofus,andwe'reall too big."

 "ThethingIsawwashuge,"Aurainsisted."Ithadits mouthopen!"

  

  

  

  

 IwentovertoherbecauseI'dhadasuddenthought.

 "It was panting," I said. "They pant when they're hot. It doesn't meanthey're angry or hungry." I
hesitated, watching her. "You've neverseenonebefore, haveyou?"

 Sheshookherhead.

 "They'rebold, but they're not dangerousto a group like this. You don't have to worry."

 Shedidn'tlookasthoughshequitebelievedme,but sheseemedtorelaxalittle.TheMossgirlswereboth bullied an
d sheltered. They were alm ost neverallowedtoleavethewallsoftheneighborhood.They wereeducatedat
homebytheirmothersaccording tothereligiontheirfatherhadassembled,andthey

 were warnedaway from the sinand contamination of

 the rest of the world. I'm surprised that Aura wasallowedtocometousforgunhandlinginstruction andtarget
practice.Ihopeitwillbegoodforher-- andIhopetherestofuswillsurvive.

 "All of you stay where you are," Dad said. He glanced at Jay Garfield, then went a short way upamong
therocksandscruboakstoseewhether Aurahadshotanything.Hekepthisguninhishandand the safety off. He
was out of ou rsight for no more thana minute.

 HecamebackwithalookonhisfacethatIcouldn'tread. "Put your gunsa way," he said. "We're going home."
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 "Did I kill it?" Aura demanded.

 "No.Getyourbikes."HeandJayGarfieldwhispered togetherforamoment,andJayGarfieldsighed. JoanneandI
watchedthem,wondering,knowingwewouldn't hear anything from them until they were ready to tell us.

 "Thisisnotaboutadeaddog,"HaroldBaltersaid behindus.Joannemovedbacktostandbesidehim.

 "It'sabouteitheradogpackorahumanpack,"I

 said,"ormaybeit'sacorpse."

 It was, as I found out later, a family of corpses: A

 woman, a little boy of about four years, and a

 just-born infant, all partly eaten. But Dad didn't tell me that until we got home. At the canyon, all we kne
wwas that he wasupset.

 "Iftherewereacorpsearoundhere,wewouldhave smelled it," Harrysaid.

 "Not if it were fresh," I countered.

 Joannelookedatmeandsighedthewayherfathersighs. "If it's that ,I wonder where we'll goshooting next
time. I wonder when there'll be anext time." Peter Moss and the Talcott brothershad gotten intoanarg
umentoverwhosefaultitwasthatAurahad almostshotMichael,andDadhadtobreakitup.Then Dad che cked
with Aura tosee that she was all right. He said a few things to her that I couldn't hear,andIsawatearslided
ownherface.Shecrieseasily. She always has.

 Dadwalkedawayfromherlookingharassed.Heledus up thep ath out of the canyon. We walkedourbikes,
andweallkeptlookingaround.Wecouldsee nowthattherewereotherdogsnearby.Wewere beingwatchedbya
bigpack.JayGarfieldbrought uptherear,guardingourbacks.

 "Hesaidweshouldsticktogether,"Joannetoldme. Shehadseenmelookingbackatherfather.

 "You and I?"

 "Yeah, and Harry. Hesaid we should lookout for oneanother."

 "Idon'tthinkthesedogsarestupidenoughorhungryenough to attacku sin daylight. They'll go after some lone
street person tonight."

 "Shut up, for godsake."

 Theroadwasnarrowgoingupandoutofthecanyo n. It would have been a bad place to have to fight off
dogs. Someonecould trip andstep off the crumblingedge. Someone couldbeknocked off the edge by a
dogorby one ofus. That wouldmean falling several hundred feet.

 Downbelow,Icouldheardogsfightingnow.We mayhavebeenclosetotheirdensorwhatevertheylived in. I
thought maybe we were just close to what they were feedingo n.
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 "If theycome," myfathersaid in a quiet, even voice,

 "Freeze, aim, and fire. That willsave you. Nothing elsewill. Freeze, aim, and fire. Keep youreyesopen
and stay calm."

 Ireplayedthewordsinmymindaswewentupthe switchbacks.NodoubtDadwantedustoreplaythem. I could
see that Aura wa sstill leaking tearsandsmearingandstreakingherfacewithdirtlikea littlekid.Shewastoowra
ppedupinherownmiseryand fear to be of muchu se.

  

  

  

 We got almost to the top beforeanything happened. We werebeginning to relax, I think. I hadn't seen a
dog for a while. Then, from the front of our line, weheardthreeshots.

 We all froze, most of us unable to seewhat hadhappened.

 "Keep moving," my father called. "It's all right. It wasjustonedoggettingtooclose."

 "Are you okay?" I called.

 "Yes," he said. "Just come onand keep youreyesopen."

 One by one, we cameabreast of the dog that hadbeenshotandwalkedpastit.Itwasabigger,grayer animal
thantheoneIhadseen.Therewasabeautyto it .It looked like pictures I hadseenof wolves. Itwaswedgedagain
stahangingboulderjustafew stepsupthesteepcanyonwallfromus.

 It moved.

 I saw its bloody woundsas it twisted. I bit mytongue as the pain I knew it must feel became my pain.
What to do? Keepwalking?I couldn't. One more step and I would fall and lie in the dirt, helpless against
the pain. Or I might fall into the canyon.

 "It's still alive," Joannesaid behindme. "It's moving." Itsforefeet were making little running motions, itscla
wsscrapingagainsttherock.

 I thought I would throw up. My belly hurt more and moreuntil I felt skewered through the middle. I
leanedonmy bikewith my left arm. With my right hand, I drewthe Smith & Wesson, aimed, and shotthe
beautifuldogthroughitshead.

 I feltthe impact of the bullet as ahard, solid blow-- something beyond pain. ThenI felt the dog die. Isawit
jerk,shudder,stretchitsbodylong,then

 freeze. I saw it die. I felt it die. It went out like a match in a sudden vanishing of pain. Its life flared up,
then went out. I went a little numb. Without thebike,Iwouldhavecollapsed.

 Peoplehadcrowdedclosebeforeandbehindme.I
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 heard them before I could see them clearly.

  

  

  

  

 "It's dead," I heardJoanne say. "Poor thing."

 "What?" my father demanded. "Another one?"

 I managed to focusonhim. He must have skirted close to the cliff-edge of the roadto have gotten allthe
waybacktous.Andhemusthaverun.

 "Thesameone,"Isaid,managingtostraightenup.

 "It wasn't dead.We saw it moving."

 "I put three bulletsinto it," hesaid.

 "It was moving, ReverendOlamina," Joanne insisted. "It was suffering. If Laurenhadn't shot it,someoneel
sewouldhavehadto."

 Dadsighed. "Well, it isn't suffering now. Let'sget outofhere."ThenheseemedtorealizewhatJoannehad said.
He loo kedat me. "Are you all right?"

 I nodded. I don't knowhow I looked. No one was reacting to me as though I lookedodd, so I must not
haveshownmuchofwhatIhadgonethrough.Ithink only Harry Balter, Curti sTalcott, and Joanne had seen
me shoot the dog. I looked at themand

 Curtisgrinnedatme.Heleanedagainsthisbikeand

 in a slow, lazy motion, he drewanimaginary gun, took careful aim at the dead dog, and firedanimaginary
shot.

 "Pow," he said. "Just likeshedoesstuff like that every day. Pow!"

 "Let's go," My father said.

 We began walking up the path again. We left the canyonand made our way down to the street. There
werenomoredogs.

 I walked, then rodein a daze, still not quite free of the dog I had killed. I had felt it die, and yetI had not
died. I had felt its pain as though it were a human being. I had felt its life flare and go out, and I was still
alive.

 Pow.
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 5

 Belief

 Initiatesandguidesaction--Or it doesn othing.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SUNDAY, MARCH 2, 2025

 It'sraining.

 Weheardlastnightontheradiothattherewasastor msweepingin from the Pacific, but most people didn't
believe it. "We'll have wind," Cory said. "Wind

 andmaybeafewdropsofrain,ormaybejustalittle coolweather.Thatwouldbewelcome.It'sallwe'llget."

 That'salltherehasbeenforsixyears.Ican remembertherainsixyearsago,waterswirling aroundthebackporch,
nothighenoughtocomeinto the house,b ut high enough to attract my brothers who wantedto play in it.
Cory, forever worriedabout infection, wouldn't let them. She saidthey'dbesplashingaroundinasoupofallthe
waste-watergermswe'dbeenwateringourgardens

 with for years. Maybe she was right, but kidsall overtheneighborhoodcoveredthemselveswithmudand
earthwormsthatday,andnothingterriblehappenedto them.

 Butthatstormwasalmosttropical--aquick,hard, warm,Septemberrain,theedgeofahurricanethathit Mexi co's
Pacificcoast. Thisisacolder, winterstorm.Itbeganthismorningaspeoplewerecomingto church.

 Inthechoirwesangrousingoldhymns accompaniedbyCory'spianoplayingandlightning andthunderfromoutsi
de.Itwaswonderful.Somepeople missedp art of the sermon, though, because they went home to put out
all the barrels, buckets, tubs, andpots they could find to catch the free water. Others went home to put
potsand bucketsinsidewheretherewereleaksintheroof.

 I can't rememberwhen any of ushave had a roofrepairedbyaprofessional.WeallhaveSpanishtileroofs, and
that'sgood. A tile roof is, I suspect, more secureandlastingthanwoodorasphaltshingles. Buttime,wind,and
earthquakeshavetakenatoll.Tree limb shavedonesomedamage, too. Yet noonehasextramoneyforanythinga
snonessential asroofrepair.Atbest,someoftheneighborhood mengoupwithwhatevermaterialstheycan
scavengeand cre ate makeshift patches. No one's even done that forawhile. If it only rains once every six
or seven years, why bother?

 Ourroofisallrightsofar,andthebarrelsandthingswe put out after servi ces thismorningare full or filling.
Good, clean, free water from thesky. If only itcame more often.
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 MONDAY, MARCH 3, 2025

 Still raining.

 No thunder today, though there was some last night.Steadydrizzle,andoccasional,heavyshowersallday.
All day. So different and beautiful. I've never felt so overwhelmed by water. I went out an dwalked inthe
rainuntilIwassoaked.Corydidn'twantmeto,but I did it anyway. I twassowonderful. Howcan

 shenotunderstandthat?Itwassoincredibleand wonderful.

 TUESDAY, MARCH 4, 2025

 AmyDunnisdead.

 Threeyearsold,unloved,anddead.Thatdoesn't seemreasonableorevenpossible.Shecouldreadsimpl ewords
and count to thirty. I taught her. She so much loved getting attention that she stuck to meduringschoolhou
rsanddrovemecrazy.Didn'twantme to go to the bathroom witho ut her.

 Dead.

 Ihadgottentolikeher,eventhoughshewasapest. TodayIwalkedherhomeafterclass.Ihadgotten intothehabitof
walkingherhomebecausethe Dunnswouldn'tsendanyoneforher.

 "Sheknowstheway,"Christmassaid."Justsendher ove r. She'll get here all right."

 I didn't doubt that shecould have. She could look across the street, andacross the center island, and see
her house from ours, but Amy had a tendency to wander. Sent home alone, she might get there orshemig
htwindupintheMontoyagarden,grazing,or in the Moss rabbit house, trying to let the rabbits out.SoIwalked
heracross,gladforanexcusetoget out in the rain again. Amy loved it, too, and we lingeredforamomentunder
thebigavocadotreeon theisland.Therewasanavelorangetreeatthe backendoftheisland,andIpickedapairof
ripe

 oranges--oneforAmyandoneforme.Ipeeledboth

 of them, and we ate them while the rainplasteredAmy'sscantcolorlesshairagainstherheadand madeher
lookbald.

 I took her to her door and left her in thecare of hermother.

 "You didn't have to get her so wet," Tracycomplained.

 "Might as well enjoy the rainwhile it lasts," I said, and I left them.
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 I saw Tracy take Amy into the houseand shut thedoor.YetsomehowAmywoundupoutsideagain, wound
upnearthefrontgate,justoppositethe Garfield/Balter/Doryhouse.JayGarfieldfoundherthere when h ecame
out to investigatewhat hethoughtwasanotherbundlethatsomeonehadthrown over the gate. Peo ple toss us
things sometimes-- gifts of envy and hate: A maggoty, dead animal, a bag of shit, even an occasional seve
redhumanlimboradeadchild.Deadadultshavebeenleft lying just beyond ou rwall. But these were all outside
rs. Amy was one of us.

 Someoneshot Amy right through the metalgate. Ithadtobeanaccidentalhitbecauseyoucan'tsee throughour
gatefromtheoutside.Theshootereither fired at someon ewho was in front of the gate or fired at the gate
itself, at the neighborhood, at usandoursupposedwealthandprivilege.Mostbulletswouldn't have gotten
through the gate. It's sup posed

 to be bulletproof. But it's been penetrated a couple of times before, highup, near the top. Nowwehavesix
newbulletholesinthelowerportion--sixholesand a seventh dent, a long, smooth gaug ewhere a bullet had
glanced off without breaking through.

  

  

  

 We hear so much gunfire, day and night, singleshotsandoddburstsofautomaticweaponsfire,even
occasional blasts from heavy artillery or explosionsfromgrenadesorbiggerbombs.Weworry most about
those last thing s, but they're rare.It'shardertostealbigweapons,andnotmany peoplearoundherecanaffordto
buytheillegal

 ones--orthat'swhatDadsays.Thethingis,weheargunfir eso much that wedon't hear it. A couple of the
Balter kidssaid they heard shooting, butasusual, they paid no attention to it. It was outside, beyond the
wall, after all. Most of us heard nothing excepttherain.

 Amy wasgoing to turn four inacouple of weeks. I had planned to give her a little party with mykinderg
artners.

 God, I hate this place.

 I mean, I love it. It's home. Theseare my people. ButIhateit.It'slikeanislandsurroundedbysharks-- except
thatsharksdon'tbotheryouunlessyougointhe water. But our land shark sare on theirway in.

 It'sjust a matter of how long it takesfor them to gethungryenough.

 WEDNESDAY, MARCH 5, 2025

 I walked in the rain again thismorning. It wascold, but good. Amy has already been cremated. I wonder
if her mother isrelieved. She doesn't lookrelieved. She never likedAmy, but now she cries. I don't think
she'sfaking.Thefamilyhasspentmoneyitcould

 not afford to get the police involved to try to find the killer. I suspect that the only good thiswill do will be
tochaseawaythepeoplewholiveonthesidewalks andstreetsnearesttoourwall.Isthatgood?Thestreet poo rwill
be back, and they won't loveusfor sicking the copson them. It's illegal to campout on the street the way
they do-- theway they must-- so the copsknock themaround, rob them if they have anything worth stea
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ling, thenorder them away or jail them. The miserable will be made even moremiserable.Noneofthatcan
helpAmy.Isuppose,though, that it will make the Dunns feel better about the way they treated her.

 On Saturday, Dad will preach Amy's funeral. I wish I didn't have to be there. Funeralshave never
bothered me before, but this one does.

 "You cared about Amy," JoanneGarfield said to mewhenIcomplainedtoher.Wehadlunchtogethertoday.
We ate in my bedro om because it'sstill

 rainingoffandon,andtherestofthehousewasfull ofallthekidswhohadn'tgonehometoeatlunch.But my room is
still mine. It's the one pla ce in theworldwhereIcangoandnotbefollowedbyanyoneI don't invite in. I' mthe
only person I know who has a bedroom to herself. Thesedays, even Dad andCory knock before they
open my door. That's one of the best thingsabout being theonly daughterin the family. I haveto kick my
brothers out of hereall the time, but at least I can kick them out. Joanne is anonlychild,butshesharesaroom
withthreeyounger girlcousins--whinyLisa,alwaysdemandingandcompl aining, smart, giggly Robinwith her

 near-geniusI.Q.,andinvisibleJessicawhowhispers andstaresatherfeetandcriesifyougiveheradirty look.All
threeareBalters--Harry'ssistersandthe childrenofJoanne'smother'ssister.Thetwoadult sisters,theirhusbands,
theireightchildren,andtheir parentsMr.andMrs.Doryareallsqueezedintoonefive-bedroomh ouse. It isn't the
most crowdedhouse in the neighborhood, but I'm glad I don't have to livelikethat.

 "Almost no onecared about Amy," Joannesaid. "But you did."

 "After the fire, I did,"I said. "I got scared for her then. Before that, I ignoredher likeeveryoneelse."

 "So now you're feelingguilty?"

 "No."

 "Yes, you are."

 I looked at her,surprised. "I mean it. No. I hate thatshe'sdead,andImissher,butIdidn'tcauseherdeath. I
just can't deny what all thi ssays about us."

 "What?"

 I felt on the verge of talking to her about thingsI hadn't talked about before. I'd written about them.
Sometimes I write to keep from goingcrazy. There's a world of things I don't feel freeto talk to anyone
about.

 ButJoanneisafriend.Sheknowsmebetterthanmost people, an dshe has abrain. Why not talk to her? Soone
r or later, I have to talk to someone.

  

  

  

 "What'swrong?"sheasked.Shehadopeneda plasticcontainerofbeansalad.Nowsheputitdownon my night
table.
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 "Don't you everwonder if maybe Amy and Mrs. Sims are the lucky ones?" I asked. "I mean, don't you
everwonderwhat'sgoingtohappentotherestofus." Therewasaclapofdull,muffledthunder,anda suddenheavy
shower.Radioweatherreportssaytoday's rain will be the last of the four-dayserie sof storms. I hope not.

 "Sure I think about it," Joanne said. "With people shooting little kids, how can I not think about it?"

 "Peoplehavebeenkillinglittlekidssincethere've

 beenpeople,"Isaid.

 "Not in here, they haven't. Not until now."

 "Yes, that's it, isn't it. We got a wake-upcall. Another one."

 "What are you talkingabout?"

 "Amy was the first of us to bekilled like that. She won't be the last."

 Joannesighed,andtherewasalittleshudderinthesigh. "So you think so, too."

 "I do. ButI didn't know you thought about it at all."

 "Rape, robbery, and now murder. Of course I think about it. Everyone thinks about it. Everyone
worries. I wish I could get out of here."

 "Wherewouldyougo?"

  

  

  

  

 "That's it, isn't it? There's nowhere to go."

 "There might be."

 "Not if you don't have money. Not if all you know how to doistakecare of babiesandcook."

 I shook my head. "You know much more thanthat."

 "Maybe, but none of it matters. I won't beable to afford college. I won't beable to get a job ormoveoutof
myparents'housebecausenojobIcouldget wouldsupportmeandtherearenosafeplacestomove. Hell, my
parents are still livin gwith their parents."

 "I know," I said. "And asbad as that is, there's

 more."
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 "Whoneedsmore?That'senough!"Shebegantoeat the bean salad. It looke dgood, but I thought I might be
about to ruinit for her.

 "There'scholeraspreadinginsouthernMississippiand Louisiana," I said. "I heard about it on the radio
yesterd ay. There are too many poorpeople-- illiterate, jobless, homeless, without decent sanitationorclea
nwater. They have plenty of water down there, but a lot of it is polluted. And you knowthatdrugthatmake
speoplewanttosetfires?"

 Shenodded,chewing.

 "It'sspreadingagain.Itwasontheeastcoast.Nowit's in Chi cago. The reportssay that it makes watching a
firebetter than sex. I don't knowwhetherthereportersarecondemningitoradvertisingit."I drewadeepbreath.
"Tornadoesaresmashinghellout of Alabama, Kentucky, Tennessee, and two or threeotherstates.Threehun
dredpeopledeadso far.Andthere'sablizzardfreezingthenorthern midwest,killingevenmorepeople.InNewYo
rkand NewJersey,ameaslesepidemiciskillingpeople. Measles!"

 "I heard about the measles," Joanne said. "Strange. Even if people can't afford immunizations, measles sh
ouldn't kill."

 "Those peopleare half dead already," I told her.

 "They've come through the wintercold, hungry,

 already sick with other diseases. And, no, of course they can't afford immunizations. We're lucky our
parents found the money to pay for all our immunizations. If we havekids, I don't see how we'll be able to
do even that for them.

 "Iknow,Iknow."Shesoundedalmostbored.

 "Thingsarebad.Mymotherishopingthisnewguy,President Don ner, will start to get us back tonormal."

 "Normal," I muttered. "I wonderwhat that is. Do you agreewith yourmother?"

 "No. Donnerhasn't got a chance. I think he would fix things if he could, but Harry says his ideas are
scary.Harrysayshe'llsetthecountrybackahundred years."

 "My fathersayssomething like that. I'msurprised that Harry agrees."

 "Hewould.HisownfatherthinksDonnerisGod.Harry wouldn't agre ewith him on anything."

 Ilaughed,distracted,thinkingaboutHarry'sbattles withhisfather.Neighborhoodfireworks--plentyofflash, but
no real fire.

 "Why do you want to talk about thisstuff," Joanneasked,bringingmebacktotherealfire."Wecan'tdoanything
about it."

 "We have to."

 "Havetowhat?We're15!Whatcanwedo?"
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 "Wecangetready.That'swhatwe'vegottodonow.

 Get ready for what'sgoingto happen, get ready to survive it, get ready to makea life afterward. Getfocu
sedonarrangingtosurvivesothatwecandomore tha njust get battedaround by crazy people,desperatepeo
ple,thugs,andleaderswhodon'tkno wwhat they're doing!"

 She just stared at me. "I don't knowwhat you're talking about."

 I was rolling-- too fast, maybe. "I'm talking about this place, Jo, this cul-de-sacwith a wall around it. I'm
talkingaboutthedayabiggangofthosehungry, desperate,crazypeopleoutsidedecidetocomein.I'm talking abo
ut what we've got to do befo re thathappenssothatwecansurviveandrebuild--orat leastsurviveandescapeto
besomethingotherthan beggars."

 "Someone'sgoingtojustsmashinourwalland comein?"

 "More likely blast it down, orblast the gate open. It's going to happensomeday. You knowthat as well as
I do."

  

  

  

 "Oh, no I don't," she protested. She sat up straight, almoststiff, her lunch forgotten for the moment. I bit
into a piece ofacorn bread that was full of dried fruit and nuts. It's a favorite of mine, but I managed toche
wandswallowwithouttastingit.

 "Jo, we're in for trouble. You've already admitted that."

 "Sure,"shesaid."Moreshootings,morebreak-ins.That' swhat I meant."

 "Andthat'swhatwillhappenforawhile.IwishI couldguesshowlong.We'llbehitandhitandhit,then the big hit will
come. And if we're not rea dy forit,itwillbelikeJericho."

 Sheheldherselfrigid,rejecting."Youdon'tknowthat! You can't rea dthe future. Noone can."

 "You can," I said, "if you want to. It's scary, but once you get past the fear, it'seasy. In L.A. some walled
communitiesbiggerandstrongerthanthisonejustaren't there any more. Nothing left but ruins, rats, and
squatters.Whathappenedtothemcanhappento us. We'll die inh ereunlesswe get busy nowand workout
waystosurvive."

 "If you think that, why don't you tell your parents? Warn them and seewhat they say."

 "I intend to as soonas I think of a way to do it that will reach them. Besides. . . .Ithink they already know
. I think my father does,anyway. I think most of the adultsknow. They don't want to know, but they do."

 "MymothercouldberightaboutDonner.Hereally coulddosomegood."

 "No.No,Donner'sjustakindofhumanbanister."
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 "A what?"

 "I mean he's like. . .like a symbol of the past for us to hold on to as we're pushed into the future. He's
nothing. Nosubstance. But having him there, thelatestinatwo-and-a-half-century-longlineof Americanpresi
dentsmakespeoplefeelthatthecou ntry, the culture that they grewupwith is still

 here--thatwe'llgetthroughthesebadtimesandback to normal."

 "Wecould,"shesaid."Wemight.Ithinksomeday wewill."No,shedidn't.Shewastoobrighttotakeanything but
the most sup erficial comfort from her denial. But even superficial comfort is better than none, I guess. I
tried another tactic.

  

  

  

 "Didyoueverreadaboutbubonicplagueinmedieval Europe?" I asked.

 She nodded. She reads a lot the way I do, reads all kinds of things. "A lot of the continent was depo
pulated," she said. "Some survivors thought theworldwascomingtoanend."

 "Yes, but once they realized it wasn't, they alsorealizedtherewasalotofvacantlandavailableforthe taking,
and if they had a trade, they reali zed they could demand betterpay for their work. A lot ofthingschangedf
orthesurvivors."

 "What'syour point?"

 "The changes." I thought for a moment. "They were

 slowchangescomparedtoanythingthatmight happenhere,butittookaplaguetomakesomeof thepeoplerealize
thatthingscouldchange."

 "So?"

 "Thingsarechangingnow,too.Ouradultshaven't beenwipedoutbyaplaguesothey'restillanchored inthepast,
waitingforthegoodolddaystocomeback. But things hav echanged a lot, and they'llchangemore.Thingsare
alwayschanging.Thisisjust one of the big jum ps instead of the little

 step-by-step changes thatare easierto take. Peoplehavechangedtheclimateoftheworld.Nowthey're
waitingfortheolddaystocomeback."

 "Yourfathersayshedoesn'tbelievepeoplechangedthe climate in spite of what scienti stssay. He saysonly
Godcouldchangetheworldinsuchanimportant way."

 "Do you believe him?"

 She opened her mouth, looked at me, thenclosed it again. After a while, she said, "I don't know."

 "Myfatherhashisblindspots,"Isaid."He'sthebest personIknow,butevenhehashisblindspots."
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 "It doesn't make any difference," she said. "We can't make theclimate change back, no matter why it cha
nged in the first place. You and I can't. The neighborhoodcan't. We can't do anything."

 Ilostpatience."Thenlet'skillourselvesnowandbedonewit hit!"

  

  

 Shefrowned,herround,tooseriousfacealmostangry. She tore bit sof peel fromasmall navelorange."What
then?"shedemanded."Whatcanwe do?"

 I put the last bite of my acorn breaddownand wentaroundhertomynighttable.Itookseveralbooksfrom the
dee pbottom drawerandshowed them toher."ThisiswhatI'vebeendoing--readingandstudying the se over
the past few months. These booksare old like all the books in this house. I'vealsobeenusingDad'scomp
uterwhenheletsme--to get new stuff."

 Frowning,shelookedthemover.Threebookson survivalinthewilderness,threeongunsand shooting,twoeach
onhandlingmedicalemergencie s, California native and naturalizedplantsandtheiruses,andbasicliving:log

 cabin-building, livestock raising, plant cultivation,soapmaking--thatkindofthing.Joannecaughton atonce.

 "What are you doing?" sheasked. "Trying to learn to live off the land?"

 "I'm trying to learn whatever I can that might help me survive out there. I think we should all study books
likethese.Ithinkweshouldburymoneyandothernecessities in theg round where thieves won't find

 them. I think we should makeemergency packs--grabandrunpacks--incasewehavetogetoutofhere in ah u
rry. Money, food, clothing, matches, a blanket. ... I think we should fix places outside where we canmeet
in casewe get separated. Hell, I thinka lot of things. And Iknow--Iknow!-- that no matter how many thin
gsI think of, they won't be enough. Every time I go outside, I try to imagine what it might be like to live
out therewithout walls, and I realize I don't know anything."

 "Thenwhy--"

 "I intend to survive."Shejuststared.

 "I mean to learn everythingI can while I can," I said.

 "If I find myself outside, maybe what I've learned willhelpmelivelongenoughtolearnmore."

 Shegavemeanervoussmile."You'vebeenreadingtoo many adventure sto ries," she said.

 Ifrowned.HowcouldIreachher."Thisisn'tajoke, Jo."

 "What is it then?" She ate the last section of her orange. "What do youwant me to say?"

 "I want you to be serious. I realize I don't knowvery much. None ofusknows very much. But we can all
learnmore.Thenwecanteachoneanother.Wecanstop denying reality or hopin git will go away bymagic."
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 "That's not what I'm doing."

 I lookedout for a moment at the rain, calming myself.

 "Okay.Okay,whatareyoudoing?"

 She looked uncomfortable. "I'm still not sure we can really do anything."

 "Jo!"

 "Tell me what I candothat won't get me in troubleor make everyone think I'm crazy. Just tell mesomethi
ng."

 At last. "Have you read all your family'sbooks?"

 "Some of them. Not all. They aren't all worth reading. Books aren't goingto saveus."

 "Nothingisgoingto save us. If we don't save ourselves, we're dead. Now use your imagination. Is there
anythingon your family bookshelves that mighthelpyouifyouwerestuckoutside?"

 "No."

 "You answer too fast. Go homeand lookagain. And like I said,use your imagination. Any kind of survival
informationfromencyclopedias,biographies,anything that help syou learn to live off the land and defend ou
rselves. Even some fiction mightbe useful."

 She gave me a sidelongglance. "I'll bet," she said.

 "Jo, if you never need thisinformation, it won't do

 you any harm. You'll just knowa little more than you did before. So what? By the way, do you take note
swhenyouread?"

  

  

  

  

 Guarded look. "Sometimes."

 "Readthis."Ihandedheroneoftheplantbooks. ThisonewasaboutCaliforniaIndians,theplants theyused,andh
owtheyusedthem--aninteresting, entertaininglittlebook.Shewouldbesurprised. Therewasnothinginittoscareh
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erorthreatenher orpushher.IthoughtIhadalreadydoneenoughofthat.

 "Take notes," I told her. "You'll remember better if you do."

 "I still don't believe you," she said. "Thingsdon't have to be as bad as yousay they are."

 I put the book into her hands. "Hang on to your notes," I said. "Pay special attention to the plantsthat
growbetweenhereandthecoastandbetween hereandOregonalongthecoast.I'vemarkedthem."

 "I said I don't believe you."

 "I don't care."

 Shelookeddownatthebook,ranherhandsover theblackcloth-and-cardboardbinding."Sowelearnto eat
grass and live in the bush es," she muttered.

 "We learn to survive," I said. "It's a good book.Take

 care of it. You know how my father isabout hisbooks."

 THURSDAY, MARCH 6, 2025

 Therainstopped.Mywindowsareonthenorthside ofthehouse,andIcanseethecloudsbreakingup. They'reb
eingblownoverthemountainstowardthe desert.Surprisinghowfasttheycanmove.Thewind isstrongandcoldno
w.Itmightcostusafewtrees.

 Iwonderhowmanyyearsitwillbebeforewesee rainagain.

  

  

  

  

 6

 Drowningpeople Sometimesdie Fightingtheirrescuers.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SATURDAY, MARCH 8, 2025

 Joannetold.

 She told her mother who told her fatherwho told myfatherwhohadoneofthoseserioustalkswithme. Damnh
er. Damnher!

 IsawhertodayattheservicewehadforAmyand yesterdayatschool.Shedidn'tsayawordabout whatshehadd
one.Itturnsoutshetoldhermotheron Thu rsday. Maybe it was supposed to be a secret
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 between them orsomething. But, oh, PhillidaGarfieldwassoconcernedforme,soworried. And shedidn'tlike
myscaringJoanne.WasJoanne scared?Notscaredenoughtouseherbrain,it seems.Joannealwaysseemedsose
nsible.Didshe thinkgettingmeintotroublewouldmakethedangergo away? No, that'sn ot it. This is just more
denial: A

 dumb little game of "If we don't talk about bad things, maybe they won't happen." Idiot! I'll never be
able to tell her anything important again.

 What if I'd been more open. What if I'd talked religion with her? I'd wanted to. Howwill I ever be able
to

 talk to anyone about that?

 What I did say worked itsway back to me tonight. Mr. Garfield talked to Dad after the funeral. It was
like the whisperinggame that little kids play. The message went all theway from, "We're in danger hereand
we'regoing to have to work hard to save ourselves." to "Laurenistalking about running awaybecauseshe's
afraidthatoutsidersaregoingtoriot andteardownthewallsandkillusall."

 Well, I had saidsomeofthat,andJoannehadmade

 it clear that she didn't agree with me. But I hadn't justletthebadpredictionsstandalone:"We'regoingtodie,
boo-hoo." What would be the point of that? Still, only the negative stuff cam ehome to me.

 "Lauren, what did yousay to Joanne?" my fatherdemanded.Hecametomyroomafterdinnerwhen

 heshouldhavebeendoinghisfinalworkon tomorrow'ssermon.Hesatdownonmyonechairand sta red at me in
a way that meant, "Where isyourmind,girl?What'sthematterwithyou?"That lookplusJoanne'snametoldmew
hathad happened,whatthiswasabout.MyfriendJoanne. Damnher!

 I sat on my bed and lookedback at him. "I told her we were in forsomebad, dangeroustimes," I said. "I
warnedherweoughttolearnwhatwecouldnowsowe coul dsurvive."

  

  

  

 ThatwaswhenhetoldmehowupsetJoanne's motherwas,howupsetJoannewas,andhowtheyboth thought I
needed to "talk to someone," because Ithoughtourworldwascomingtoanend.

 "Doyouthinkourworldiscomingtoanend?"Dadasked, and with no warning at all, I almost started crying. I
had all I could do to hold it back. What I thought was, "No, I thin kyourworld iscoming to an end, and
maybe you with it." That was terrible. I hadn't thought about it in such a personalway before. I turnedand
lookedout a windowuntil I felt calmer. When I faced him again, I said. "Yes. Don'tyou?"

 He frowned. I don't think he expected me to say that.

 "You're fifteen," he said. "You don't really
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 understand what'sgoingonhere. The problemswehavenowhavebeenbuildingsincelongbeforeyouwere
born."

 "I know."

 Hewasstillfrowning.Iwonderedwhathewantedme to say. "What were you doing, then?" heasked.

 "Why did you say those thingsto Joanne?"

 I decidedto go on telling the truth foraslongas Icould. I hate to lie to him. "What Isaid wastrue," Iinsisted.

 "You don't have to say everythingyou think you know," he said. "Haven't you figured that out yet?"

 "Joanne and I were friends," I said. "I thought I could talkto her."

 Heshookhishead."Thesethingsfrightenpeople.It' sbest not to talkabout them."

 "But, Dad, that's like. . .like ignoring a fire in thelivingroombecausewe'reallinthekitchen,and, besides,ho
usefiresaretooscarytotalkabout."

 "Don't warnJoanneorany of your other friends," hesaid. "Not now. Iknow you thinkyou're right, but
you'renotdoinganyoneanygood.You'rejust panickingpeople."

 Imanagedtosuppressasurgeofangerbyshiftingthe subject a little. Sometimes the way to move Dad istogoat
himfromseveraldirections.

 "Did Mr. Garfield give you back yourbook?" I asked.

  

  

  

 "Whatbook?"

 "IloanedJoanneabookaboutCaliforniaplantsandthe way Indians used them. It wasone of your books. I'm
sorry I loaned it to her. It's so neutral, I

 didn't think it could cause trouble. But I guess it has." He lookedstartled, then he almost smiled. "Yes, I

 will have to have that one back, all right. Youwouldn'thavetheacornbreadyoulikesomuch withoutthatone
--nottomentionafewotherthingswe take for granted."

 "Acorn bread. . . ?"

 He nodded. "Most of the people in thiscountry don't eat acorns, you know. They have no tradition of
eating them, they don't knowhow to prepare them, and for some reason, they find the idea of eating them
disgusting. Some of our neighbors wanted tocutdownallourbigliveoaktreesandplantsomethingu seful. You
wouldn't believe the time Ihadchangingtheirminds."
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 "Whatdidpeopleeatbefore?"

 "Breadmadeofwheatandothergrains--corn,rye,oat s. . .thingslike that."

 "Too expensive!"

 "Didn'tusetobe.YougetthatbookbackfromJoanne." Hed rewa deep breath. "Now, let's get offthesidetrac
kandbackontothemaintrack.What

 were you planning?Did you try to talk Joanne intorunningaway?"

 Then I sighed. "Of course not."

 "Her fathersaysyou did."

 "He'swrong.Thiswasaboutstayingalive,learningto live outside so that we'db eable to if we ever had to."

 Hewatchedmeasthoughhecouldreadthetruthinmy mind. When I was little, I used to think he could.

 "All right," he said. "You may have meant well, but no more scare talk."

 I thought he would yell at me or punish me. His voice had had that warning edge to it that my brothersan
d I had come to call the rattle--asinarattlesnake's warningsound. If you pushed him past the rattle,

 you were in trouble. If he called you "son" or

 "daughter"youwereclosetotrouble.

 "Why?" I insisted.

 "Becauseyoudon'thaveanyideawhatyou're doing,"hesaid.Hefrownedandrubbedhis forehead.Whenhespo
keagain,theedgewentoutof his voice. "It's better to teach people than to sca re them, Lauren. If you scare
them andnothing happens, they lose their fear,and you lose some of your authority with them. It's harder
to scare them asecond time, harder to teach them, harder to win back their trust. Best to begin by teac
hing." Hismouthcrookedintoalittlesmile."It'sinterestingthat

 youchosetobeginyoureffortswiththebookyou lenttoJoanne.Didyoueverthinkofteachingfromthat book?"

 "Teaching. . .my kindergartners?"

 "Why not. Get them startedonthe right foot. Youcouldevenputtogetheraclassforolderkidsandadults.
Something likeM r. Ibarra's woodcarvingclass,Mrs.Balter'sneedleworkclasses,andyoungRob ert Hsu's as
tronomy lectures. People are bored.Theywouldn'tmindanotherinformalclassnowthatthey've lost the Yannis
television. If you can think of ways to ente rtain them and teach them at the same time, you'll get your
informationout. And all without makinganyone lookdown."

 "Lookdown. . .?"

 "Into the abyss, Daughter," But I wasn't in trouble any more. Not at the moment. "You've just noticed
the abyss," he continued. "The adults in this community have beenbalancing at the edge of it for more year
s thanyou've been alive."
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 I got up, went over to him and tookhishand. "It'sgettingworse,Dad."

 "I know."

 "Maybe it's time to look down. Time to look for some hand and foot holdsbefore we just get pushed in."

 "That's why we have target practice every weekandLazorwireandouremergencybell.Yourideaforemergen
cy packs is a good one. Some people

 already have them. For earthquakes. Somewill assemblethem if I suggest it. And, of course, somewon't
doanythingatall.Therearealwayspeople whowon'tdoanything."

 "Will you suggest it?"

 "Yes. At the next neighborhoodassociation meeting."

 "What else canwedo? None of this is fast enough."

 "It will have to be." He stood up, a tall, broadwall ofaman."Whydon'tyouaskaround,seeifanyonein the
neighborhoodsknowsanythingaboutmartialarts. You need more than a booko rtwo to learngooddepen
dableunarmedcombat."

 I blinked. "Okay."

 "CheckwitholdMr.HsuandMr.andMrs.Montoya."

 "Mr.an dMrs.?"

 "I think so. Talk to them about classes, not about

 Armageddon."

 I lookedupat him, and he lookedmore like a wallthanever,standingandwaiting.Andhehadoffered mealot--
allIwouldget,Isuspected.Isighed.

 "Okay, Dad, I promise. I'll try not to scare anyone else. I just hope thingshold together longenough for
us to do it your way."

 And he echoed my sigh. "At last. Good. Now come out back with me. Thereare some important things
buried in the yard in sealedcontainers. It's time for you to knowwhere they are--just in case."

  

  

  

 SUNDAY, MARCH 9, 2025

 Today,DadpreachedfromGenesissix,Noahand theark:"AndGodsawthatthewickednessofmanwas gre at in
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the earth, and that every imagination ofthethoughtsandofhisheartwasonlyevilcontinually. And it repented
theL ord that hehad made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart. And the Lord said, I will
destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth; both man,andbeast,andthecreepingthingand
thefowlsofthe air; for it repenteth me that I have mad ethem. But Noah found grace in the eyesof the
Lord."

 And then, of course, later Godsays to Noah, "Maketheeanarkofgopherwood;roomsshaltthoumakein the
ark, and shalt pitch it within an dwithout with pitch."

 Dadfocusedonthetwo-partnatureofthissituation. GoddecidestodestroyeverythingexceptNoah,hisfamily,
and some animals .Butif Noah isgoing to be saved, he has plenty of hard work to do.

 Joannecametomeafterchurchandsaidshewassorry for all the craziness.

 "Okay," I said.

 "Stillfriends?"sheasked.

 And I hedged: "Not enemies, anyway. Get my father'sbookbackto me. Hewantsit."

 "My mother took it. I didn't knowshe'd get so upset."

 "It isn't hers. Get it back to me. Or have yourdad give it to mine. I don't care. But he wants his book."

 "All right."

 Iwatchedherleavethehouse.Shelooksso trustworthy--tallandstraightandseriousandintelligent-- I still feel
inclined to trus ther. But I can't.Idon't.Shehasnoideahowmuchshecouldhavehurt me if I had given her just
a few more words to useagain st me. I don't think I'll ever trust her again, and I hate that. She was my be
st friend. Nowsheisn't.

  

  

  

  

 WEDNESDAY, MARCH 12, 2025

 Garden thieves got in last night. They strippedcitrus trees of fruit in the Hsu yard and the Talcott yard. In
the process, they trampled what was left of wintergardensandmuchofthespringplanting.

 Dadsayswehavetosetuparegularwatch.He triedtocallaneighborhoodassociationmeetingfor tonight,butit'sa
worknightforsomepeople, includingGaryHsuwhosleepsoverathisjob wheneverhehastoreportinperson.
We're supposedtogettogetherforameetingonSaturday.Meanwhile, Dad got Jay Garfield, Wyatt and Kayla
Talcott, Alex Montoya, and Edwin Dunn together to

 patroltheneighborhoodinshiftsinarmedpairs.That
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 meant that except for the Talcotts whoare already apair(andwhoaresoangryabouttheirgardenthatIpity any
thief who gets in thei rway), the others havetofindpartnersamongtheotheradultsofthe neighborhood.

 "Find someone you trust to protect your back," I heard Dad tell the little group. Eachpair was to patrol
for two hoursfrom just before darkto just after

 dawn. The first patrol, walking through or looking intoallthebackyardswouldgetpeopleusedtotheideaof
watchers while they were still awake enough to understand.

 "Makesure they see you if you get first watch," Dad said. "Thesight of you will remind them that there
will be watchers all through the night. Wedon't want any of them mistaking you for thieves."

 Sensible.Peoplegotobedsoonafterdarktosave electricity,butbetweendinneranddarknessthey spendtimeon
theirporchesorintheiryardswhereitisn't soh ot. Some listen to their radio on front orbackporches.Nowand
thenpeoplegettogethertoplay music, sing, play boardg ames, talk, or get out on the paved part of the
street for volleyball, touch football, basketball,ortennis. People used to play baseball, but we just can't
afford what that costs inwindows.Afewpeoplejustfindacornerandreada bookwhilethere'sstilldaylight.It'sa
good,comfo rtable, recreational time. What a pity to spoil it

 with reminders of reality. But it can't be helped.

 "What will you do if you catch a thief?" Cory asked my father beforehewent out. He was on the second
shift,andheandCorywerehavingararecupof coffeetogetherinthekitchenwhilehewaited. Coffeewasforspecial
occasions.Icouldn'tmissthegoo dsmell of it in my room where I lay awake.

 I eavesdrop. I don't put drinkingglasses to walls or crouch with my earagainst doors, but I do often lieaw
akelongafterdarkwhenwekidsareall supposedtobeasleep.Thekitchenisacrossthehall from my room, the
dinin groom is nearby at the end of the hall, and my parents' roomisnext door.Thehouseisoldandwellin
sulated.Ifthere'sashut doorbetweenmeandtheconversation,Ican'thearmuch. But at night with all or most of
the lights out, I can leave my door open a crack, and if other doors arealsoopen,Icanhearalot.Ilearnalot.

 "We'll chase him off, I hope," Dad said. "We'veagreedtothat.We'llgivehimagoodscareandlethim kno w
there are easier ways to get a dollar."

 "A dollar. . . ?"

 "Yes, indeed.Our thieves didn't steal all that foodbecausetheywerehungry.Theystrippedthosetrees-- too
keverything they could."

 "Iknow," Corysaid. "I tooksome lemonsandgrapefruitstoboththeHsusandtheWyattstoday andtoldthem
theycouldpickfromourtreeswhen

 they neededmore. I took themsomeseed, too. They both had a lot of young plants trampled, but this
early in the season, they should be able torepairthedamage."

 "Yes." My father paused. "But you see my point. People steal that way for money. They're not
desperate. Justgreedy and dangerous. We might beabletoscarethemintolookingforeasierpickings."

 "But what if you can't?" Cory asked, almost whispering. Her voice fell so low that I was afraidIwould
misssomething.
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 "If you can't, will you shoot them?"

 "Yes," he said.

 "...yes?" she repeatedin that samesmall voice.

 "Just...'yes?'"ShewaslikeJoannealloveragain--denial personified. What planet do people like that live on?

 "Yes," my fathersaid.

 "Why!"

 Therewasalongsilence.Whenmyfatherspokeagain, his own voi ce had gone very soft. "Baby, ifthesep
eoplestealenough,they'llforceustospend morethanwecanaffordonfood--orgohungry.Welive on the edgea s
it is." You knowhow hard thingsare."

 "But. . .couldn't we just call thepolice?"

 "Forwhat?Wecan'taffordtheirfees,andanyway, they'renotinteresteduntilafteracrimehasbeen

 committed. Even then, if you call them, they won'tshowupforhours--maybenotfortwoorthreedays."

 "I know."

 "What are you saying then? You want the kidsto gohungry?Youwantthievescomingintothehouse once
they'vestrippedthegardens?"

 "But they haven't done that."

 "Of course they have. Mrs. Sims was only their latest victim."

  

  

  

 "Shelivedalone.Wealwayssaidsheshouldn'tdothat."

 "You want to trust themnot to hurt you or the kidsjustbecausetherearesevenofus?Baby,wecan'tlive by
pretendin gthis is still twenty or thirty years ago."

 "Butyoucouldgotojail!"Shewascrying--not sobbing,butspeakingwiththatvoice-full-of-tears thatshecanman
agesometimes.

 "No," Dadsaid. "If we have to shoot someone, we're together in it. After we've shot him wecarry him
into the nearest house. It's still legal to shoothousebreakers.Afterthatwedoalittledamageandget our sto ries
straight."

 Long, longsilence. "You couldstill get in trouble."
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 "I'll risk it."

 Another longsilence. "`Thou shalt not kill,'" Corywhispered.

 "Nehemiah four," Dad said. "Verse 14."

 There was nothingmore. A few minutes later, I heard Dad leave. I waited until I heardCorygoto her
room and shut the door. Then I got up, shut my door, moved my lampso the light wouldn't showunderthe
door,thenturneditonandopenedmy

 grandmother'sBible.ShehadhadalotofBiblesand

 Dadhadletmekeepthisone.

 Nehemiah, chapterfour, Verse 14: "And I lookedandroseupandsaiduntothenobles,andtotherulers, and to
the rest of the people, be not afrai dof

 them:remembertheLordwhichisgreatandterrible,and fight for yourb rethren, yoursons, and yourdaughters,
yourwivesandyourhouses."

 Interesting. Interesting that Dadhad that verse ready, and that Cory recognized it. Maybe they'vehadthis
conversationbefore.

  

  

  

  

 SATURDAY, MARCH 15, 2025

 It'sofficial.

 Nowwehavearegularneighborhoodwatch--a rosterofpeoplefromeveryhouseholdwhoareover eighteen,go
odwithguns--theirownandothers'--and con sidered responsible by my father and by thepeoplewhohavealr
eadybeenpatrollingthe

 neighborhood. Since none of the watchers haveeverbeencopsorsecurityguards,they'llgoon workingin
pairs,watchingoutforeachotheraswell asfortheneighborhood.They'llusewhistlestocallfor help if they need it.
Also, they'll meet once a wee kto read, discuss, and practice martial artsand shoot-out techniques. The
Montoyas will give their martial artsclasses, all right, but not at my suggestion. Old Mr. Hsu ishaving back
problems,andhewon'tbeteachinganythingforawhile,butthe Montoya sseem to be enough. I plan to sit in on
the classes as often as I can stand to shareeveryone'spracticepains.

 Dadhascollectedallhisbooksfrommethismorning. All I have left are my notes. I don't mind. Thankstothega
rdenthieves,peoplearepreparingthemselve sfor the worst. I feel almost grateful to the thieves.

 They haven't come back, by the way-- our thieves. Whenthey do, we should beable to give them
something they don't expect.
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 SATURDAY, MARCH 29, 2025

 Our thieves paid us another visit last night. Maybe they weren't the same ones, but their intentionswere
the same: To take away what

 someoneelsehassweatedtogrowandverymuch

 needs.

 Thistime they were after Richard Moss'srabbits.Thoserabbitsaretheneighborhood'sonlylivestock except
forsomechickenstheCruzandMontoyafamilies tried to raise a few years ago. Those were stolenassoonas
theywereoldenoughtomakenoise and let outsiders know they were there. The Moss rabbits havebeeno ur
secret until this yearwhenRichardMossinsistedonsellingmeatand whateverhiswivescouldmakefromraworta
nnedrabbit hid es outbeyond the wall. The Mosseshad beenselling tousall along, of course, meat, hides,
fertilizer, everything except live rabbits. Those hehoardedasbreedingstock.Butnow,stubborn,arrogant,
andg reedy, he had decided he couldearnmoreifhepeddledhismerchandiseoutside.So, nowthewordisouton
thestreetaboutthedamnedrabbit s, and last night someone cameto get them.TheMossrabbithouseisa
convertedthree-car

 garageaddedtothepropertyinthe1980saccordingto Dad. It's hard to believe any household onceh ad
three cars, and gas fueledcars at that. But IremembertheoldgaragebeforeRichardMoss convertedit.Itwas
hugewiththreeblackoilspotson thefloorwherethreecarshadoncebeenhoused.Richard Moss repaired the
wallsand roof, put in windowsforcrossventilation,andingeneral,madethe place almost fit for people to live
in. In fact, it's

 muchbetter than what a lot of people live in now ontheoutside.Hebuiltrowsandtiersofcages--hutches--
and put in more electric lights and ceiling fans.Thefanscanbemadetoworkonkidpower. He'shookedthem
uptoanoldbicycleframe,and everyMosskidwho'soldenoughtomanagethe pedalssoonerorlatergetsdrafted
intopoweringthefans. The Mos skidshate it, but they knowwhat they'll get if they don't do it.

 Idon'tknowhowmanyrabbitstheMosseshave now,butitseemsthey'realwayskillingandskinningand doin gdis
gusting thingsto pelts. Even a little monopoly is worth a lot of trouble.

 Thetwothieveshadmanagedtostuff13rabbitsintocanva ssacks by the time our watchersspotted

 them.ThewatcherswereAlejandroMontoyaand JuliaLincoln,oneofShaniYannis'ssisters.Mrs. Montoyahas
twokidssickwithflusoshe'soffthe watchrosterforawhile.

 Mrs.LincolnandMr.Montoyafollowedtheplanthat thegroupofwatchershadputtogetherattheirmeeting s.
Without a word of command orwarning,theyfiredtheirgunsintotheairtwoorthreetimeseach, at the same
time, blowing thei rwhistles fullblast.Theykepttocover,butinsidetheMosshouse, someonewokeupandturne
dontherabbithouse lights.Thatcouldhavebeenalethalmistakeforthewatchers, but they were hidden behind p

Page  47



omeg ranate

 bushes.

 Thetwothievesranlikerabbits.

 Abandoningsacks,rabbits,prybars,alongcoilof rope,wirecutters,andevenanexcellentlongaluminum ladder,
they scrambled up that laddera ndoverthewallinseconds.Ourwallisthreemeters highandtoppedoffwithpiece
sofbrokenglassas wellastheusualbarbedwireandtheallbutinvisible Lazorwire.Allthewirehadbeencutinspiteof
oureffort s. What a pity we couldn't afford to electrify it or set other traps. But at least the glass-- theolde
st, simplest of our tricks--had gotten one of them. Wefoundabroadstreamofdriedblooddowntheinsideof
the wall this morning.

 WealsofoundaGlock19pistolwhereoneofthe thieveshaddroppedit.Mrs.LincolnandMr. Montoyacould
havebeenshot.Ifthethieveshadn't beenscaredoutoftheirminds,therecouldhavebeen a gun battle. Someonei n
the Moss house or a neighboring housecould have been hurt or killed. Cory went after Dad about that
once they werealoneinthekitchentonight.

 "Iknow,"Dadsaid.Hesoundedtiredandmiserable.

 "Don't think we haven't thought about those things. That'swhy wewant to scare the thievesaway. Evensh
ooting into the air isn'tsafe. Nothing'ssafe."

 "They ranaway this time, but they won't always run."

 "I know."

 "So what, then? You protect rabbitsor oranges, and maybe get a child killed?"

 Silence.

 "We can't livethis way!"Cory shouted. I jumped. I'veneverheardhersoundlikethatbefore.

 "Wedolivethisway,"Dadsaid.Therewasnoanger inhisvoice,noemotionalresponseatalltoher shouting.There
wasnothing.Weariness.Sadness.I've never heard him sound so tired, so. . . almost beaten.Andyethehad
won.Hisideahadbeatenoff apairofarmedthieveswithoutourhavingtohurtanyone. If the thieves had hurt
themselves, that was theirproblem.

 Of course they wouldcomeback, or otherswouldcome.Thatwouldhappennomatterwhat.AndCorywas
right. The next thieves might not lose their guns andrunaway.Sowhat?Shouldwelieinourbeds andletthem
takeallwehadandhopetheywere contentwithstrippingourgardens?Howlongdoesathief stay content? An d
what'sit like to starve?

 "Wecouldn'tmakeitwithoutyou,"Corywassaying. Shewasn'tshoutingnow."Thatcouldhavebeenyou out
there, facin gcriminals. Next time it might beyou.Youcouldbeshot,protectingtheneighbors'rabbit s."

 "Did you notice," Dad said, "that every off-duty

 watcheransweredthewhistleslastnight?Theycameo ut to defend theircommunity."

 "I don't care about them! It's you I'm worriedabout!"
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 "No," he said. "We can't think that way any more. Cory, there'snobody to help us but God andourselve
s.IprotectMoss'splaceinspiteofwhatI thinkofhim,andheprotectsmine,nomatterwhathe thinks of me. We all
loo kout for one another." He paused. "I've got plenty of insurance. You and thekidsshouldbeabletomake
itallrightif--"

 "No!" Cory said. "Do you think that's all it is? Money?Doyouthink--?"

 "No, Babe. No." Pause. "I knowwhat it is to be leftalone.Thisisnoworldtobealonein."

 Therewasalongsilence,andIdidn'tthinktheywould say any more. I lay on my bed, wondering if I sho uld
get up and shut my door so I could turn on my lamp and write. But there was a little more.

 "Whatarewesupposedtodoifyoudie?"she demanded,andIthinkshewascrying."Whatdowedo if they shoot
you over some damn rabbits?"

 "Live!" Dad said. "That'sall anybody candoright now. Live. Holdout. Survive. I don't know whethergood
timesarecomingbackagain.ButIknowthatwon't matter if wedon't survive these times."

 Thatwastheendoftheirtalk.Ilayinthedarkfora longtime,thinkingaboutwhattheyhadsaid.Cory wasrightagain.
Dadmightgethurt.Hemightget

 killed. I don't knowhow to think about that. I can write about it, but I don't feel it. On some deep level, I
don't believe it. I guess I'm asgood at denial asanyone.

 So Cory is right, but it doesn't matter. AndDad isright,buthedoesn'tgofarenough.GodisChange,and in the
end, God prevails. But God exist sto be shaped. It isn't enough forusto just survive, limpingalong,playingb
usinessasusualwhilethingsgetworseand worse. If that's the shape we give to God, thensomedaywemustbe
cometooweak--toopoor,too hungry, too sick-- tod efendourselves. Then we'llbewipedout.

 There has to be more that we can do, a better destiny that wecan shape. Another place. Another way.
Something!

  

  

  

  

 7

 We are all Godseed, but no more or less so thanany otheraspect of the universe,Godseedisallthereis--all
thatChanges. Earthseedi sall that spreads Earthlife to new earths. The universeis

 Godseed. Only we are Earthseed. And the Destiny of Earthseed is to takeroot amongthestars.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SATURDAY,APRIL26,2025
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 Sometimesnamingathing--givingitanameor discoveringitsname--helpsonetobegintounderstand it. Knowing
then ame of a thingand knowingwhatthatthingisforgivesmeevenmoreof ahandleonit.

 TheparticularGod-is-Changebeliefsystemthatseems right to me will be called Earthseed. I've tried to
name it before. Failing that, I've tried to leave it unnamed. Neith er effort has mademe comfortable.Name
pluspurposeequalsfocusforme.

 Well, today, I found the name, found it while I wasweedingthebackgardenandthinkingabouttheway plants
seedthemselves,windborne,animalborne,waterbo rne, far from their parent plants. They have no ability at
all to travel great distances under their ownpower, and yet, they do travel. Even they don't have to just sit
in one placeand wait to be wiped

 out.Thereareislandsthousandsofmilesfrom anywhere--theHawaiianIslands,forexample,and EasterIsland--
whereplantsseededthemselvesand grewlongbeforeanyhumansarrived.

 Earthseed.

 I am Earthseed. Anyone canbe. Someday, I think there will be a lot of us. And I think we'll have to seed
ourselvesfarther and farther from this dying

 place.

 I've never felt that I wasmaking any of thisup-- not thename,Earthseed,notanyofit.Imean,I've never felt
that it was anything other than real: discovery rather thaninvention, exploration rather than creation. I wish
I couldbelieve it was allsupernatural,andthatI'mgettingmessagesfromGod. But then, I don't believe in that
kind of God. All I do is observe and taken otes, trying to put things

 down in ways thatareaspowerful,assimple, andas direct as I feel them. I can neverdothat. I keep trying,
but I can't. I'm not good enoughasa writer or poet or whatever it is I need to be. I don't knowwhat to do
about that. It drives me franticsometimes. I'm getting better, but soslowly.

 The thing is, evenwith my writingproblems, every time I understand a little more, I wonder why it'staken
mesolong--whytherewaseveratimewhenI didn'tunderstandathingsoobviousandrealand true.

 Here'sthe only puzzle in it all, the only paradox, orbitofillogicorcircularreasoningorwhateverit shouldbe
called:

 Why is the universe? To shapeGod.

 Why is God?

 To shape the universe.

  

  

 I can't get rid of it. I've tried to change it or dump it, but Ican't.I cannot. It feels like the truest thing I've
ever written. It's as mysteriousandasobviousas any other explanation of Godorthe universe that I've ever
read, except that to me the others feel inadequate, at best.
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 AlltherestofEarthseedisexplanation--whatGodis, what God does, what we are, what w eshould do, what
we can't help doing. . . . Consider: Whetheryou'reahumanbeing,aninsect,amicrobe,orastone, this versei s
true.

 All that you touch,YouChange.

 All that you Change

 Changesyou.

 The only lasting truth

 Is Change. God

 Is Change.

 I'mgoingtogothroughmyoldjournalsandgatherthe ver sesI've written into one volume. I'll put them into one
of the exercise notebooks that Cory handsouttotheolderkidsnowthattherearesofewcomputers in the neig
hborhood. I've written ple nty ofuselessstuffinthosebooks,gettingmyhighschoolwork out of the way. Now
I'll put one to betteru se.

 Then,somedaywhenpeopleareabletopaymoreattention to what I say than to how old I am, I'll use these
verse sto pry them loose from the rotting past, and maybe push them into savingthemselvesand building a
future that makessense.

 That's if everythingwill just hold together for a fewmoreyears.

 SATURDAY, JUNE 7, 2025

 I've finally assembled a small survival pack formyself--agrab-and-runpack.I'vehadtodigsome thingsIneed
outofthegarageandtheatticsothat noonecomplainsaboutmytakingthingstheyneed. I'vecollectedahatchet,for
instance,andtwosmall,light, all-metal pots. There 's plenty of stuff like thataroundbecausenoonethrows
anythingawaythathas any possibility of someday being useful or salable.

 Ipackedmyfewhundreddollarsinsavings--almosta thousand. I tmigh tfeedmefortwoweeksifI'mallowed to
kee pit, and if I'm very careful what I buy and where I buy it.I've kept up with prices,questioningDadwhe
nheandtheotherneighborhoodmen do the essential shopping. Food pricesareinsane,alwaysgoingup,neverd
own. Everyonecomplainsaboutthem.

 Ifoundanoldcanteenandaplasticbottlebothforwater, and I resolved to keep them clean and full. I

 packedmatches,afullchangeofclothing,including shoesincaseIhavetogetupatnightandrun, comb,soap,tooth
brushandtoothpaste,tampons,toilet paper, bandages, pin s, needlesand thread,alcohol,aspirin,acoupleof
spoonsandforks,acanopener, my pocket knife, packets ofa corn flour,driedfruit,roastednutsandediblesee
ds,driedmilk,a little sugarand salt, my survival notes, several plasticstoragebags,largeandsmall,alotof
plantablerawseed,myjournal,myEarthseed

 notebook, and lengthsof clothesline. I stowed all thisinapairofoldpillowcases,oneinsidetheotherfor
strength. I rolled the pillowcases into a blanket pack and tied it with som eof the clotheslineso that I
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 couldgrabitandrunwithoutlosingthings,butImade it easy to open at the top so that I could get my journal in
and out, change th ewater to keep itfresh,andlessoften,changethefoodandcheckon theseed.ThelastthingIw
antedtofindoutwasthatinstead of carrying pla ntable seedoredible food, Ihadaloadofbugsandworms.

 IwishIcouldtakeagun.Idon'townoneandDadwon't let me keep one of his in my room. I mean to try to
grab one if trouble com es, but I may not be able to. It would be crazy to wind up outsidewithnothingbuta
knifeandascaredlook,butitcouldhappen. Dadand Wyatt Talcott tooku sout for target practice today, and
afterward I tried to talkDad into

 letting me keepone of the guns in my room.

 "No," he said,sitting down, tired anddusty, behindhisdeskinhisclutteredoffice."Youdon'thaveanywhe re to
keep it safeduringthe day, and the boys are alwaysin andout of your room."

 I hesitated, then told him about the emergency pack that I had put together.

 Henodded."Ithoughtitwasagoodideabackwhenyou first sug gested it," he said. "But, think, Lauren. Itwoul
dbelikeagifttoaburglar.Money,food,water,a gun. . . . Most burglars don't find what they want all bundled
upandwaitingforthem.Ithinkwe'dbetter makeitalittleharderforanyburglarwhocomeshere to get hold of a
gun."

 "It will just be a rolled up blanket mixed in with some other rolled or folded bed clothes in my closet," I
said. "No one will even notice it."

 "No,"heshookhishead."No,thegunsstaywherethey are."

 And that's that. I think he'smoreworried about theboyssnoopingaroundthanaboutburglars.My brothers
havebeentaughthowtobehavearoundguns all their lives, but Greg iso nly eight and Benis nine. Dad just isn'
t ready to put temptation in their paths yet. Marcusat 11 is more trustworthy than a lot of adults, but
Keith at almost 13 is a question mark. He wouldn't steal fromDad. Hewouldn't dare.Buthehasstolenfrom
me--onlylittlethingssofar.

 He wants a gun, though, the way thirsty people want water. He wants to be all grown up--yesterday. So
maybeDad'sright.Ihatehisdecision,butmaybe he'sright.

 "Wherewouldyougo?"Iaskedhim,changingthesubject. "If we were forced out of here, whe re wouldyou
takeus?"

 Heblewoutabreath,puffinguphischeeksfora second."Totheneighborsortothecollege,"he said."Thecollegeha
stemporaryemergency accommodationsforemployeeswhoareburnedordriven out of their homes."

 "Andthen?''

 "Rebuilding, fortifying, doing whateverwecan do toliveandbesafe."

 "Would you everthinkabout leavinghere, headingnorthtowherewaterisn'tsuchaproblemandfood ischeape
r?"

 "No." He stared intospace. "My job down here isassecureasajobcanbe.Therearenojobsupthere.Ne
wcomers work for food if they work at all. Experien ce doesn't matter. Education doesn't matter. There
are just too many desperate people.Theyworktheirlivesawayforasackofbeansandthey live on the streets."
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 "Ihearditwaseasierupthere,"Isaid."Oregon, Washington,Canada."

 "Closed," he said. "You've got to sneak intoOregon

 if you get in at all.Even harder to sneak into Washington. People getshot every day trying tosneakinto
Canada.NobodywantsCaliforniatrash."

 "But people do leave. People are alwaysmoving north."

 "They try. They're desperate and they have nothing to lose. But I do. This is my home. Beyond taxes, I
don't owe a penny on it. You and your brothers haveneverknownahungrydayhere,andGodwilling,you
never will."

 In my Earthseednotebook, I've written,

 A tree

 Cannot grow

 In its parents' shadows.

 Is it necessary to write thingslike that? Everyone knows them. What do they meannow, anyway?Whatdo
esthisonemeanifyouliveinacul-de-sac withawallaroundin?Whatdoesitmeanifyou'redamned lucky to live in a
cul-de-sa cwith a wallaroundit?

 SATURDAY, JULY 19, 2025

 Tomorrow, I'll be sixteen. Only sixteen. I feel older. I want to be older. I need to be older. I hate being a
kid.Timedrags!

 TracyDunnhasdisappeared.She'sbeendepressedsin ce Amy was killed. Whenshe talked at all, it was
aboutdyingandwantingtodieanddeservingtodie.

 Everyonekepthopingshewouldgetoverhergrief-- orherguilt--andgetonwithherlife.Maybeshe couldn't.Dad
talkedwithherseveraltimes,andI knowhewasworriedabouther.Hercrazyfamilyhasn't been anyh elp. They
treat her the way she treated Amy: They ignore her.

 Therumoristhatshewentoutsidesometimeyesterd ay. A group of Moss and Payne kidssay theysawhergo
outofthegatejustaftertheyleftschool. Noonehasseenhersince.

 SUNDAY, JULY 20, 2025

 Here'sthe birthday gift that came into my mind thismorningasIwokeup--justtwolines:

 The Destiny of Earthseed

 Is to take root among the stars.

 ThisiswhatIwasreachingforafewdaysagowhen thestoryofthenewplanetsbeingdiscoveredcaughtmy
attention. It's true, of course. It's obviou s.
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 Right now, it's also impossible. The worldisinhorribleshape.Evenrichcountriesaren'tdoingas wellashistory
saysrichcountriesusedtodo. PresidentDonnerisn'ttheonlyonebreakingupandselling off scien ceand space
projects. Noone is expandingthe kindof exploration that doesn't earn an immediateprofit, or at leastpromi
se big future profits. There's no mood now for doing anything thatcouldbeconsideredunnecessaryor
wasteful.And

 yet,

 The Destiny of Earthseed

 Isto take root among the stars.

 Idon'tknowhowitwillhappenorwhenitwill happen.There'ssomuchtodobeforeitcanevenbegin. I guess that' s
to be expected. There's always a lot to do before you get to go to heaven.

  

 8

 To get along with God,

 Considertheconsequencesofyourbehavior.EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING
SATURDAY, JULY 26, 2025

 TracyDunnhasnotcomehomeandhasnotbeenfound by the police. I don't think she will be. She's onlybeen
goneforaweek,butaweekoutsidemust belikeaweekinhell.Peoplevanishoutside.They gothroughourgatelike
Mr.Yannisdid,and everyonewaitsforthem,buttheynevercomeback--or they com eback in anurn. I think
Tracy Dunnisdead.

 BiancaMontoya ispregnant. It isn't just gossip, it's true, and it matters to me, somehow. Bianca is17,unm
arried,andoutofhermindaboutJorgeIturbe wholivesattheIbarrahouseandisYolandaIbarra's brother.

 Jorge admits to being the father. I don't knowwhy

 they didn't just get marriedbefore everything got so public. Jorge is23, and he, at least, ought to have
somesense. Anyway, they'regoing to get marriednow.TheIbarraandIturbefamilieshavebeenfeuding with
theMontoyas for a week over thi s. So stupid. You'd think they hadnothing else to do. At least they're
both Latino. Nointerracial feud thistime.LastyearwhenCraigDunnwho'swhiteand oneofthesanermembersof
theDunnfamilywas caughtmakinglovetoSitiMosswho'sblackandRichard Moss' soldest daughterto boot, I
thoughtsomeonewasgoingtogetkilled.Crazy.

 But my point isn't who's sleepingwith whom orwho'sfeuding.Mypointis--myquestionis--howinthe worldc
ananyonegetmarriedandmakebabieswiththings th eway they are now.

 I mean, I know peoplehave alwaysgotten marriedandhadkids,butnow....Nowthere'snowheretogo,
nothing to do. A cou ple getsmarried, and if they're lucky, they get a roomora garage to live in-- with no
hope of anything betterand every reason to expect thingsto get worse.

 Bianca'schosenlifeisoneofmyoptions.It'snotonethat I intend to exercise, but it is pretty much what
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 theneighborhoodexpectsofme--ofanyonemy

 age. Growup a little more, get married, have babies. CurtisTalcott says the new Iturbe family will get

 half-a-garage to live in after they marry.Jorge's

 sisterCeliaIturbeCruzandherhusbandandbabyhave the otherh alf. Two couples, andnot onepayingjobam
ongthem.Thebesttheycouldhope forwouldbetomoveintosomerichpeople's compoundasdomesticservants
andworkforroomand board. The re's noway to save any money or ever do any better.

 And what if they wanted to gonorth, try for a better life in Oregon or Washingtonor Canada? It wouldbe
muchharder to travel with ababy or two, and muchmoredangeroustotrytosneakpasthostileguards andover
statelinesorinternationalboarderswith babies.

 I don't knowwhether Biancaisbrave or stupid. Sheandhersisterarebusyalteringtheirmother'sold weddingdr
ess,andeveryone'scookingandgetting readyforapartyasthoughthesewerethegoodolddays .How can they?

 I like CurtisTalcott a lot. Maybe I love him. SometimesI thinkI do. He sayshe lovesme. But if all I had to
look forward to was marriageto him andbabiesandpovertythatjustkeepsgettingworse,Ithink I'd kill myself.

 Back at home, my brother Keith slipped out of theneighborhood--outthroughthefrontgatesand away.He
stoleCory'skeyandtookoffonhisown.Dadand I didn't knowu ntil we got home. Keith was still gone, and
by thenCory knewhe must be

 outside. She had checked with others in theneighborhoodandtwooftheDunnkids,twinsAllison and Marie,
age six, said they saw him go out thegate.ThatwaswhenCorywenthomeanddiscovered that he rkey was g
one.

 Dad,tiredandangryandscared,wasgoingtogoright backo ut to look for him, but Keith got home just as
Dad was leaving. Cory, Marcus, and I hadgone

 to the front porch with Dad, all three ofusspeculatingaboutwhereKeithhadgone,andMarcu sand I volunte
ering to go out with Dad to helpsearch. Itwasalmostdark.

 "You get back in that house and stay there," Dad said. "It's badenough to have one of you out there."He
checkedthesubmachinegun,madesureitwasfully loaded.

 "Dad, look," I said. I had spotted something movingthreehousesdown--quick,shadowymovement along
sidetheGarfieldporch.Ididn'tknowitwasKeith. I was attracted by its furtiveness. Someo newassneakinga
round,tryingtohide.

 Dadwasquickenoughtoseethemovementbeforeit was hidden by the Garfield house. He got up at once,
took the gun, and went to check. Th erest ofuswatchedandwaited.

 MomentslaterCorysaidsheheardanoddnoisein thehouse.IwastoofocusedonDadandwhatwas goingonoutsi
detohearwhatsheheard,ortopay

 any attention to her. She went in. Marcusand I were still on the porchwhen she screamed.

 Marcusand I glanced at each other, then at the frontdoor.Marcuslungedforthedoor.IyelledforDad.Da dw
as out of sight, but I heard himanswermy
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 call.

 "Comequick," I shouted, then I ran into thehouse. Cory, Marcus, Bennett, and Gregory were in thekitch
en,clusteredaroundKeith.Keithwassprawled, panting,onthefloor,wearingonlyhisunderpants. Hewasscrape
dandbruised,bleeding,andfilthy.Cory knelt beside him, examining him, questioning him, crying.

 "Whathappenedtoyou?Whodidthis?Whydidyou gooutside?Whereareyourclothes?What--?"

 "Where'sthe key you stole?" Dad cut in. "Did they take it from you?"

 Everyone jumped, looked up at Dad, then down at

 Keith.

 "I couldn't help it," Keith said, still panting. "I couldn't, Daddy. There were five guys."

 "So they got the key."

 Keith nodded, careful not to meet Dad's eyes.

 Dad turned and strodeout of the house, almost at arun.ItwastoolatenowtogetGeorgeorBrianHsu tochan
gethegatelock.Thatwouldhavetobedone tomorrow,andnewkeysmadeandpassedout.Ithought Dad mustb e
goingout to warn people and

 to put more watchers on duty. I wanted to offer to help alert people, but I didn't. Dad looked too angry
to accept help fromone of hiskidsright then. Andwhenhegotback,Keithwasinforit.Washeeverin forit.Apair
ofpantsgone,andashirtanda pair of shoes. Cory had neverbeen willing to let us run around barefoot the
way a lot of kids did, except in the house. Her definitions of beingcivilized did not involve dirty, heavily
callused feet any more than they involved dirty, diseased skin. Shoes were expensive, and wewere
always growing out of ours, but Cory insisted. Each of ushad at least one pair ofwearableshoes,inspiteof
whattheycost,andtheycost a lot. Now mon ey wouldhave to be found to getanextrapairforKeith.

 Keithcurleduponthefloor,smudgingthetilewith bloodfromhisnoseandmouth,hugginghimselfandcryingn ow
that Dad was gone. It took Cory two or three minutes to get him upand half carry him to the bathroom. I
tried to help her, but she stared at me like I was the one who beat him up, so I let them alone. It wasn't
as though I wantedto help. I just thought I should. Keith was in realpain, and it was hard for me to endure
sharing it.

 Icleanedupthebloodsonoonewouldslipinitortrack it around. Then I fixed dinner, ate, fed the three younger
boys,andputtherestasideforDad,Cory,

 andKeith.

 SUNDAY,AUGUST3,2025

 Keithhadtoconfesswhathehaddonethismorningat church. He had to stand up in fro nt of the whole congre
gationand tell them everything, including what the five thugs had done to him. Then hehad toapologize--to
God,tohisparents,andtothe congregationthathehadendangeredand inconvenienced.Dadmadehimdothatove
rCory's objections.
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 Dadnever hit him, though last night he must have been tempted. "Why would you do such a thing!" he
keptdemanding."Howcouldanysonofminebesostupid! Wher eare yourbrains, boy? What did youthinkyou
weredoing?I'mtalkingtoyou!Answerme!"

 Keithansweredandansweredandanswered,but theanswersneverseemedtomakemuchsensetoDad. "I ain't
no baby no more," he wept. Or, "I wante dto showyou. Just wantedto show you! You alwayslet Lauren
dostuff!" Or, "I'm a man! I shouldn't be hiding in the house, hiding in the wall; I'm a man!"

 ItwentonandonbecauseKeithrefusedtoadmithe haddoneanythingwrong.Hewantedtoshowhewas a man,
not a sca red girl. It wasn't his fault that a gang of guys jumpedhim, beat him, robbed him. He

 didn't do anything. It wasn't his fault.

 Dadstaredat him in utter disgust. "You disobeyed,"hesaid."Youstole.Youendangeredthelivesandthe prop
erty of everyoneh ere, includingyour mother, your sister, and yourlittle brothers. If youwerethemanyouthin
kyouare,I'dbeatthehelloutof you!"

 Keith staredstraight ahead. "Bad guys come in even if they don't have a key," he muttered. "They come
in and steal stuff. It's not my fault!"

 It took Dad twohours to get Keith to admit that itwashisfault,noexcuses.He'ddonewrong.He wouldn'tdo
itagain.

 My brotherisn't very smart, but he makesupfor it inpurestubbornness.Myfatherissmartandstubborn. Keith
didn'thaveachance,buthemadeDadwork forhisvictory.Thenextmorning,Dadhadhisrevenge. I don't believe
he thought of Keith's forced confession that way, but Keith's exp ressiontold me that he did.

 "How do I get out of thisfamily," Marcusmuttered to me as we watched. I sympathized. He had toshare
a roomwith Keith, and the two of them, only a year apart in age, fought all the time. Now thingswouldbe
worse.

 KeithisCory'sfavorite.Ifyouaskedher,shewouldsay she didn't have a favorite, but she does. She babie s
him and lets him getaway with skipping

 chores, a little lying, a little stealing. . . . Maybe that'swhyKeiththinkswhenhescrewsup,it'sokay.

 Thismorning'ssermonwasontheten commandmentswithextraemphasison"Honorthyfather and thy mothe r,"
and "Thou shalt not steal." I think Dad got rid of a lot of anger and frustration,preachingthatsermon.Keith,
tall,stone-faced, lookingolderthanhisthirteenyears,kepthisanger.I could see him keeping it inside, holding it
down, chokingonit.

  

  

  

  

 MONDAY, AUGUST 18, 2025
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 Dadwent out looking for Keith today. He even called in the police. He sayshe doesn't knowhow we'll
afford the fee, but he's scared. The longer Keithis gone, the more likely heisto get hurt orkilled. Marcussa
yshe thinks Keith went looking for the guys who beat himup. I don't believe it. Not evenKeithwouldgol
ookingforfiveguys--orevenoneguy- -with nothingbut a BB gun.

 Cory'sevenmoreupsetthanDad.She'sscaredand jumpyandsicktoherstomach,andshekeepscrying. I talkedh
er into going back to bed, then taught herclasses myself. I've done that four or fivetimesbeforewhenshe
wassick,soitwasn'ttoo weirdforthekids.IjustusedCory'slessonplans,and during the first part of the day, I
partnere dthe

 olderkidswith my kindergartners and let everyonegetatasteofteachingorlearningfromsomeonedifferent.
Some of my studentsa re my ageandolder,andacoupleofthese--AuraMossandMi chael Talcott--got up
and left. Theyknew I understood the work. I got the last of my high schoolworkandtestsoutoftheway
almosttwoyearsago.Since then I've done uncredited (free )college work with Dad. Michael and Aura kn
ow all that, but they're much toogrown up to learn anything from the likes

 of me. The hell with them. It's a pity, though, that myCurtishastohaveabrotherlikeMichael--notthatany of
us gets to choose our brothers.TUESDAY, AUGUST 19, 2025

 NosignofKeith.IthinkCoryhasgoneintomourning forhim.Ihandledclassesagaintoday,andDad

 went out searching again. He came home lookingexhaustedtonight,andCoryweptandshoutedathim.

 "You didn't try!" she saidwith me and all three of my brothers looking on. We'd all come to see whether
DadhadbroughtKeithback."Youcouldhavefoundhim if you'd tried!"

 Dadtriedtogotoher,butshebackedaway,stillsho uting: "If it were your preciousLauren out therealone,youw
ouldhavefoundherbynow!Youdon'tcare about Keith."

 She'snever said anything like that before.

 Imean,wewerealwaysCoryandLauren.Shenevera sked me to callher "mother," and I never thought to do
it. I always knewshe was my stepmother. But still. . . I always loved her. It mystified me that Keith washe
r favorite, but it didn't

 makemelove herany less. I was her kid, but not her kid. Not quite. Not really. But I always thought she
loved me.

 Dadshooedusall off to bed. He quieted Cory andtookherbacktotheirroom.Afewminutesago,he came to
see me.

 "She didn't mean it," he said. "She loves you asthoughyouwereherdaughter,Lauren."

 I just lookedat him.

 "Shewantsyoutoknowshe'ssorry."

 Inodded,andafterafewmoreassurances,hewent. Isshesorry?Idon'tthinkso.

 Did she mean it. She did. Oh, yes, she meant it.
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 THURSDAY,AUGUST30,2025

 Keith came back last night.

 Hejustwalkedintothehouseduringdinner,as thoughhe'dbeenoutsideplayingfootballinsteadofgon esince
Saturday. And this time he looked fine.Notamarkonhim.Hewaswearingacleannewsetof clothing-- evenn
ewshoes. All of it was of much better quality than he had when he left, and much

 moreexpensivethanwecouldhaveafforded.

 He still had the BB gununtil Dad tookit away from him and smashed it.

 Keithwouldn'tsaywherehe'dbeenorhowhe'dgotten the new things, so Dad beat him bloody. I've only
seen Dad like that once before-- whe nIwas12.Corytriedtostophim,triedtopullhimoff

 Keith, screamedat him in English, then in Spanish, then without words.

 Gregory threw uponthe floor, and Bennett started to cry. Marcusbackedaway from the whole scene,and
slippedoutofthehouse.

 Thenitwasover.

 Keithwascryinglikeatwo-year-oldandCorywas holdinghim.Dadstoodoverbothofthem,looking dazed.

 IfollowedMarcusoutthebackdoorandstumbledand almost fell down the back ste ps. I didn't knowwhatIw
asdoing.Marcuswasn'taround.Isatonthe stepsinthewarmdarknessandletmybodyshakeand hurt and vomit
in helples sempathy with Keith.ThenIguessIpassedout.

 Icame tosometime later with Marcusshaking me and whisperingmy name.

 I got up with Marcushanging on to my arm, trying to steady me, and I got to my bedroom.

 "Let me sleep inhere," he whisperedonce I was sitting on my bed, dazedand still in pain. "I'll sleep

 on the floor, I don't care."

 "All right," I said, not caring where heslept. I laydownonthebedwithouttakingoffevenmyshoes,and drew
my body into a fetal ball on top of the bedclothes. I either fell aslee pthat way or I passed out again.

 MONDAY, NOVEMBER 3, 2025

 Keith came home tonightwhile Dad was visiting over at the Talcott house. I suspect that Keith hungarou
ndandwatchedthehouseandwaiteduntilDadleft. He had com eto seeCory. He brought her a lot of money
doneupin a fat roll.

 She stared at it, then took it, dazed. "So much, Keith," she whispered. "Where did you get it?"

 "It's for you," he said. "All for you, not him."

 Hetookherhandandcloseditaroundthemoney-- andshelethimdoit,thoughshehadtoknowitmust bestolen
moneyordrugmoneyorworse.
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 Keith gave Bennett andGregory big, expensive barsofmilkchocolatewithpeanuts.HejustsmiledatMarcu s
and me--anobvious "fuck you" smile. Then,beforeDadcouldcomehomeandfindhimhere,heleft again. Cory
hadn't realize dthat he was leavingagain,andsheallbutscreamedandclungtohim.

 "No! You'll be killed out there!What'sthe matter with you? Stay home!"

 "Mama, I won't let him beat me again," he said. "I

 don't need him hitting me and telling me what to do. Pretty soon, I'll be able to make more money in a
daythanhecaninaweek--maybeinamonth.

 "You'll be killed!"

 "No I won't. I knowwhat I'm doing." He kissed her,then,withsurprisingease,tookherarmsfrom around
him."I'llcomebackandseeyou,"hesaid.

 "I'llbringyoupresents.

 Andhevanishedoutthebackdoor,andwasgone.

  

 2026

 Civilization is to groups what intelligence is to individuals. It is a means of combining the intelligence of
manyto achieve ongoing group adaptation. Civilization, like intelligence may serve well, serve adequately,
or

 fail to serve its adaptive function. When civilization fails to serve, it must disintegrate unless it is acted
uponbyunifyinginternalor external forces.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 by LaurenOya Olamina

  

 10

 Whenapparentstabilitydisintegrates,A sit mustÑ

 GodisChangeÑPeople tend to give in

 Tofearanddepression, Toneedandgreed.

 Whennoinfluenceisstrongenough

 To unify people They divide.Theystruggle, Oneagainstone,

 Groupagainstgroup,
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 For survival, position, power.

 Theyrememberoldhatesandgeneratenewones, Theycreatechaosandnurtureit.

 They kill and kill andkill,

 Untiltheyareexhaustedanddestroyed, Untiltheyareconqueredbyoutsideforces,Or until one of them becom
es

 A leader

 Mostwillfollow, Oratyrant

 Most fear.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 THURSDAY, JUNE 25, 2026

 Keith came home yesterday, bigger than ever, as tall and leanasDad is tall and broad. He'snot quite14,
buthealreadylookslikethemanhewantssomuchto be. We're like that, we Olamina s--tall, sturdy, fast grow
ingpeople. Except for Gregory who isonly nine, we all tower overCory. I'm still the tallest, but my height
seems to annoy her these days. She lovesKeith'ssize,though--herbigson.Shejusthatesthefact that he doe
sn't live with usa nymore.

 "I got a room," he said to me yesterday. We talked,heandI.CorywaswithDoroteaCruzwhoisoneof herbe
stfriendsandwhohasjusthadanotherbaby. Theotherboyswereplayinginthestreetandonthe island.Dadhadgon
etothecollege,andwouldbegone ove rnight. Now, more than ever, it's safest to go out just at dawn, and
not to try cominghomeuntil just at dawn the next morning. That's if you have togooutsideatall,whichDaddo
esaboutonceaweek. The worst parasites still prowl at night and sleep late into the morning. Yet Keith
lives outside.

 "I got a room in a building with some otherpeople,"hesaid.Translation:Heandhisfriendswere squattinginan
abandonedbuilding.Whowerehisfriends? A gang? A flock of prostitutes? A bunch of astronauts, flying
high ondrugs? A den of thieves?

 All of the above? Wheneverhecameto seeushe

 brought money to Cory and little gifts to Bennett and

 Gregory.

 Howcouldhegetmoney?There'snohonestway.

 "Doyourfriendsknowhowoldyouare?"Iasked.He grinned. "Hell, no. Why should I tell them that?" I
nodded."Itdoeshelptolookoldersometimes.

 "You want something to eat?"

 "Yougoingtocookforme?"
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 "I'vecookedforyouhundredsoftimes.Thousands."

 "I know. But you alwayshad to before."

 "Don't bestupid. You think I couldn't act the way you did: Skip out on my responsibilities if I felt like it? I
don't feel like it. You want to eat ornot?"

 "Sure."

 Imaderabbitstewandacornbread--enoughfor Coryandalltheboyswhentheycamein.Hehung aroundandwat
chedmeworkforawhile,thenbegan to talk to me. He's neverdone that befo re. We've never, never liked ea
ch other, he and I. But

 hehadinformationIwanted,andheseemedtowantto talk. I must have been the safest person h ecould talk
to. He wasn't afraid of shocking me. He didn'tmuchcarewhatIthought.Andhewasn'tafraidI'dtell Dad o r
Cory anything he said. Of course, I wouldn't. Why cause them pain?I've never been much for tattling on
people, anyway.

 "It'sjustanastyoldbuildingontheoutside,"hewas sayingofhisnewhome."Youwouldn'tbelievehow

 great it looks once yougoin, though."

 "Whorehouseorspaceship?"Iasked.

 "It's got stuff like you never saw," he evaded. "TVwindowsyougothroughinsteadofjustsittingandlooking
at. Headset s, belts, and touchrings. . .you seeand feel everything, doanything. Anything! There's placesa
nd thingsyou can get into with that equipment that are in-sane! You don't ever have to go into the street
except to get food."

 "And whoeverownsthis stuff took you in?" I asked.

 "Yeah."

 "Why?"

 He looked at me for a long time, then started to laugh. "Because I can read and write," he said at last.
"And none of them can. They're all older than me, but not one of them canreador write anything. They
stole all thisgreat stuff and they couldn't even use it. Before I got there they even broke some of itbecause
theycouldn'treadtheinstructions."

 CoryandIhadhadahellofastruggle,teachinghim toreadandwrite.Hehadbeenbored,impatient, anythingbuteag
er.

 "Soyoureadforaliving--helpyournewfriends learntousetheirstolenequipment,"Isaid.

 "Yeah."

 "Andwhatelse?"

 "Nothin'else."
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 Whatapiss-poorliarheis.Alwayswas.He'sgotno

 conscience. He just isn't smart enough to tell convincing lies. "Drugs, Keith?" I asked.

 "Prostitution?Robbery?"

 "Isaidnothingelse!Youalwaysthinkyouknoweverything."

 Isighed."You'renotdonecausingDadandCorypain, are you ?Not by a long shot."

 Helookedasthoughhewantedtoshoutbackatmeor hit me. He might havedone one or the oth er if Ihadn'tm
entionedCory.

 "I don't give a shit about him," he said, his voice lowandugly.Hehadaman'svoicealready.Hehadeverything
but a man 'sbrain. "I do more for her than he does. I bring her money and nice things. And my friends. . .
myfriends knowshe lives here, and they let this place alone. He'snothing!"

 Iturnedandlookedathimandsawmyfather'sface,lighter-skinned, younger, thinner, but my father's face, unm
i stakable. "He's you," I whispered. "Every time I look at you, I see him. Every time you look at him, you
see yourself.

 "Dogshit!"

 Ishrugged.

 It was a long time before hespokeagain. At last he said, "Didheever hit you?"

 "Not for about five years."

 "Why'dhehityou--backthen?"

 I thought about that, and decidedto tell him. He was

 oldenough."HecaughtmeandRubinQuintanillain thebushestogether."

 Keithshoutedwithabruptlaughter."YouandRubin?Really? You were doin git with him? You'rekidding."

 "We were twelve. What the hell."

 "You're lucky you didn't get pregnant."

 "I know. Twelve canbea dumb age."

 He lookedaway. "Bet he didn't beat youasbadas he beat me!"

 "He sent you boys over to play with the Talcotts." Igavehimaglassofcoldorangejuiceandpouredone for
myself.

 "I don't remember," he said.
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 "You were nine," I said. "Nobody was goingto tell you what was going on. As I remember, I told you I
felldownthebacksteps."

 He frowned, perhapsremembering. My facehadbeenmemorable.Dadhadn'tbeatenmeasbadlyashe beat
Keith, but I looked worse. He should remem berthat.

 "HeeverbeatupMama?"

 I shook my head. "No. I've never seenany sign of it.Idon'tthinkhewould.Helovesher,youknow.He really
does."

 "Bastard!"

 "He'sourfather,andhe'sthebestmanIknow."

 "Did you think that when hebeat you?"

 "No. But later whenI figured out how stupid I'd been,

 Iwasjustgladhewassostrict. Andbackwhenithappened, I was just gla dhe didn't quite kill me."Helaugheda
gain--twiceinjustafewminutes,and

 both times at thingsI'd said. Maybe he was ready toopenupalittlenow.

 "Tell me about the outside," I said. "Howdo you live out there?

 He drained the last of hissecond glass of juice. "I

 told you. I live real good out there."

 "But how did you live whenyou first went out-- when you went to stay."

 Helookedatmeandsmiled.Hesmiledlikethat yearsagowhenheusedredinktotrickmeintobleedin gin empathy
with a wound he didn't have. I rememberthat particularnasty smile.

 "You want to go out yourself, don't you?" hedemanded.

 "Someday."

 "What,insteadofmarryingCurtisandhavinga bunchofbabies?"

 "Yeah. Instead of that."

 "I wondered why you were beingso nice to me." The food smelled just about ready, so I got up andtook
thebreadfromtheovenandbowlsfromthe cupboard. I wastempted to tell him to dishup hisownstew,butIkne
whewouldspoonallthemeatout of the stew and leave nothin gbut potatoes and vegetablesfor the rest of us.
So I served him and

 myself, covered the pot, left it on the lowest possible fire, and put a towel overthe bread.

 I let him eat in peace for a while, though I thought the boys would becomingin any time now, starving.
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ThenIwasafraidtowaitanylonger."Talktome,Keith," I said. "I really want to know. How did you survive
when you first went out there."

 Hissmile this time was less evil. Maybe the food had mellowed him. "Slept in a cardboardbox for three
daysandstolefood,"hesaid"Idon'tknowwhyI

 kept going back to that box. Couldhave slept in any old corner. Some kidscarry a piece of cardboard to
sleepon--sotheywon'tberightdownonthe ground,youknow.

 "Then I got a sleepsack from an old man. It was new, like he neverused it. Then I-- "

 "You stole it?"

 He gave me a look of scorn. "What you think I was going to do? I didn't have no money. Just had that
gun-- Mama's38."

 Yes. He had brought it back to her three visitsago, along with twoboxesof ammunition. Of coursehe
neversaidhowhegottheammunition--orhowhe gothisreplacementgun--aHeckler&Kochninemillimeter just
like Dad's. He just showed up with thingsand claimed that if you had the money, you could buy anything
outside. He had neve radmitted howhegot the money.

 "Okay," I said. "So you stole a sleepsack. And youkeptstealingfood?It'sawonderyoudidn'tget caught."

 "The old guy hadsomemoney. I used it to buy food. Then I startedwalking toward L.A."

 That old dream of his. For reasons that make sense to him alone, he's always wanted to go to L.A. Any
sanepersonwouldbethankfulforthetwentymilesthat separateu sfrom that oozingsore.

 "He talked to you. He wasfriendly to you. And you shot him."

 "WhatwasIsupposedtodo?WaitforGodtocomeand give me some money? What was I supposed to do?"

 "Comehome."

 "Shit."

 "Doesn'titevenbotheryouthatyoutooksomeone's life--youkilledaman?"

 He seemed to thinkabout that for a while. Then he shook his head. "It don't bother me," he said. "I was
scaredat first, but then. . .after I did it, I didn't feel nothing. Nobody saw me do it. I just took his stuff and
left him there. Besides, maybe he wasn't dead.Peopledon'talwaysdiejustbecauseyoushootthem."

 "Youdidn'tcheck?"

 "I just wanted hisstuff. He wascrazy anyway. Alaska!"

 I didn't say any more to him, didn't ask any more questions. He talkeda little about meetingsomeguysand
joiningupwiththem,thendiscoveringthateven though they were all older tha nhe was, none of them could
readorwrite. He was ahelp to them.Hemadetheirlivespleasanter.Maybethat'swhythey didn't just wait until
he wasa sleep and kill himandtakehislootforthemselves.
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 After a while, he noticed that I wasn't saying anything, and he laughed. "You better marry Curtis and ma
ke babies," he said. "Out there, outside, you wouldn't last a day. That hyperempathy shit of yourswould
bringyoudownevenifnobodytouchedyou."

 "You thinkthat," Isaid.

 "Hey, I saw a guy get both of his eyesgougedout. After that, they set him on fire and watched himrunaro
undandscreamandburn.Youthinkyoucouldstand to see that?"

 "Yournewfriendsdidthat?"Iasked.

  

  

  

  

 MONDAY, JULY 20, 2026

 Keith came to see me today just before dark. HefoundmewalkinghomefromtheTalcotthouse whereCurtis
hadbeenwishingmeaveryhappybirthday. We've been very careful, Curti sand I, butfromsomewhereoroth
er,he'sgottenasupplyofcondoms. They're old fashioned, but they work. And

 there'sanunuseddarkroominacornerofthe

 Talcottgarage.

 Keithscaredmeoutofaverysweetmood.Hecame frombehindtwohouseswithoutmakingasound.He hadalmo
streachedmebeforeIrealizedsomeone wasthereandturnedtofacehim.

 Heraisedhishands,smiling."Broughtyoua

 birthdaypresent," he said. He put something into my left hand. Money.

 "Keith, no, give itto Cory."

 "You give it to her. You want her to have it, you give it to her. I gave itto you."

 I walkedhim to the gate, concerned that one of the watchers might spot him andshoot him. He was that
muchtallerthanhehadbeenwhenhestopped

 livingwithus.Dadwashomesohewouldn'tcomein. I thanked him for the mon ey and told him I would give it
to Cory. I wanted him to knowthat because I didn't want him to bring meanything else, ever.

 He seemednot to mind. He kissed the sideof my face said, "Happy birthday," and went out. He stillhad
Cory'skey,andalthoughDadknewhehadit, hehadn'thadthelockchangedagain.
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 WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 26, 2026

 Today, my parents had to godowntown to identify the body of my brother Keith.

  

  

  

 SATURDAY,AUGUST29,2026

 Ihaven'tbeenabletowriteawordsinceWed nesday. I don't knowwhat to write. The body was Keith's. I
never saw it, of course. Dad said he tried tokeep Cory fromseeing it. The things someonehad done to
Keith beforehedied. . . .I don't want to write about this, but I need to.Sometimeswritingaboutathingmakes
iteasierto stand.

 Someonehad cut and burnedaway most of mybrother'sskin.Everywhereexcepthisface.They burnedouthis
eyes,butlefttherestofhisfaceintact-- like they wanted him to be recognized. They cut and they cauteri zed
and they cut and they cauterized. . ..Some of the wounds weredays old.Someonehadanendlesshatredof
mybrother.

 Dadgotusalltogetheranddescribedtouswhathad been done .He told it in a flat, dead monotone. He
wanted to scare us, toscare Marcus, Bennett, and Gregory in particular. He wantedustounderstandjusth
owdangeroustheoutsideis.

 The police said drug dealers torture people the wayKeithwastortured.Theytorturepeoplewhostealfrom
them andpeople who compete with them. We don'tknowwhetherKeithwasdoingeitherofthesethings. We
just knowh e'sdead. His body was

 dumped across town fromhere in front of a burnedoutoldbuildingthatwasonceanursinghome.It wasdump
edonthebrokenconcreteand abandonedseveralhoursafterKeithdied.Itcould havebeendumpedinoneofthe
canyonsandonly thedogswouldhavefoundit.Butsomeonewanted ittobefound,wantedittoberecognized.Had
one ofhisvictims'relativesorfriendsmanagedtogeteven at last?

 Thepoliceseemedtothinkweshouldknowwhokilled him. I got the feeling from their questions that they
would havebeenhappy to arrest Dado rCory or both of them. But they both lead very public lives,and
neitherhadanyunexplainedabsencesorother breaksinroutine.Dozensofpeoplecouldgivethem

 alibis. Of course, I said nothing about what Keith hadtoldmehehadbeendoing.Whatgoodwouldthat do?
Hewasdead,andinahorribleway.Byaccident orbyintent,allhisvictImswereavenged.

 Wardell Parrish felt called upon to tell the policeaboutthebigfightDadandKeithhadhadlastyear.He'dheard
it, of course. Half the neighborhood had heardit.Familyfightsareneighborhoodtheater--and Dad, the minist
e r, after all!
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 IknowWardellParrishwastheonewhotoldthe cops.HisyoungestnieceTanyaletthatmuchslip.

 "UncleWard said hehated to mention it but. . . ." Oh, I'll bet he hated to mention it. Damned bastard!

 But nobody backed him up. Thecopswent nosingaroundtheneighborhood,butnooneelseadmittedkno w
inganything about a fight. After all, they knew Dad didn't kill Keith. And they knew the cops liked to
solve cases by "discovering" evidence against whomever they decided must beguilty. Best to give them
nothing. They neverhelped when people called for help. They came later, and more oftenthannot,madeab
adsituationworse.

 Wehadtheservicetoday.DadaskedhisfriendReveren dRobinsonto take care of it. Dad just satwithCory
andtherestofusandlookedbentandold. So old.

 Cory cried all day, most of the time without making asound.She'sbeencryingoffandonsinceWed nesday.
MarcusandDad tried to comfort her. Even I tried, though the way she looked at me. . .asthoughIhadhads
omethingtodowithKeith'sdeath, asthoughshealmosthatedme.Ikeepreachingoutto her. I don't kno wwhat
else to do. Maybe in time, she'llbeable to forgive me for not beingherdaughter,forbeingalivewhenhersonis
dead,forbeing Dad's daughte rby someone else. . . ? I don'tknow.

 Dadnever shed a tear. I've never seen him cry in my life. Today, I wish he would. I wish hecould.

 CurtisTalcott sort of hung aroundwith me today, and we talkedand talked. I guess I needed to talk,

 andCurtiswaswillingtoputupwithme.

  

  

  

  

 11

 AnyChangemaybearseedsofbenefit.Seek them out.

 AnyChangemaybearseedsofharm.Beware.

 God is infinitely malleable.GodisChange.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SATURDAY,OCTOBER17,2026

 Wearecomingapart.

 The community, the families, individual family members. . . .We're a rope, breaking, a single strand at a
time.
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 Therewasanotherrobberylastnight--oranattempted rob bery. I wish that was all. No garden theft this
time. Three guyscame overthe wall andcrowbarredtheirwayintotheCruzhouse.TheCruz family,ofcourse,
hasloudburglaralarms,barredwindows, and security gates at all the doors just like the rest of us, but that
doesn't seem to matter. When peopl ewant to come in, they come in. The thievesusedsimplehandtools--
crowbars,hydraulicjacks, thingsanyonecanget.Idon'tknowhowtheydisabled the burglar ala rm. I knowthey
cut the

 electricalandphonelinestothehouse.That shouldn'thavematteredsincethealarmhadback-up batteries.
Whateve relse they did,or

 whatever wentwrong, the alarm didn't go off. Andafterthethievesusedthecrowbaronthedoor,they walked
intothekitchenanduseditonDorotea Cruz'sseventy-five-year-oldgrandmother.Theold

 ladywasalightsleeperandhadgottenintothehabit ofgettingupatnightandbrewingherselfacupof lemongrasstea.
Herfamilysaysthat'swhatshe

 wascomingintothekitchentodowhenthethieves brokein.

 ThenDorotea'sbrothersHectorandRubinQuintanilla, came running, guns in hand. They had the bedroom n
earest to the kitchen and they heard allthenoise--thebreak-initselfandMrs.Quintanilla beingknockedagain
stthekitchentableandchairs.They killed tw oof the thieves. The third gotaway,perhapswounded.Therewas
alotofblood.Butold Mrs.Quintanillawasdead.

 ThisistheseventhincidentsinceKeithwaskilled. Moreandmorepeoplearecomingoverourwalltotake what we
have,o rwhat they think we have. Seven intrusionsinto houseorgarden in less than two months-- in an 11
-householdcommunity. If this is what's happening to us, what must it be like forpeoplewhoarereallyrich--a
lthoughperhapswith theirbigguns,privatearmiesofsecurityguards,and

 up to date security equipment, they're better able to fight back. Maybe that's why we're gettingso much
attention. We have a few stealables and we're not that well protected. Of the seven intrusions, three were
successful. Thieves got in and out withsomething--acoupleofradios,asackofwalnuts,whe at flour, corn
meal, piecesof jewelry, an ancient TV, acomputer. ...If theycouldcarry it, they made off with it.If what
Keith told me istrue, we're getting the poorerclass of thieveshere. No doubt thetougher,smarter,moreco
urageousthieveshit storesandbusinesses.Butourlower-classthugsare killing us slowly.

 Nextyear,I'llbe18--oldenough,accordingtoDad,to stand a regula rnight watch. I wish I coulddoit now.
As soonasI candoit, I will.But it won't beenough.

 It'sfunny.CoryandDadhavebeenusingsomeofthe money Keith broughtu sto help the people who'vebeen
robbed. Stolen money to help victims of theft. Half the money is hidden in our back yard incaseofdisaste
r.Therehasalwaysbeensome moneyhiddenoutthere.Nowthere'senoughto makeadifference.Theotherhalfhas
goneintothechu rch fund to helpour neighbors in emergencies. Itwon'tbeenough.

 TUESDAY, OCTOBER 20, 2026

 Somethingnewisbeginning--orperhapssomethingold and nasty is reviving. A company called Kagimoto,
Stamm, Frampton, and Company-- KSF-- hastakenovertherunningofasmallcoastalcitycalled Olivar.
Olivar, incorporated in the 1980s, is justonemorebeach/bedroomsuburbofLosAngele s, small and well
-to-do. It has little industry,muchhilly,vacantlandandashort,crumblingcoa stline. Its people, like some here
in our Robledoneighborhood,earnsalariesthatwouldoncehavemade them pro sperousand comfortable. In
fact,Olivarisalotricherthanweare,butsinceit'sa coastalcity,itstaxesarehigher,andsincesomeofits land is un
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stable, it has extra problems. Parts of it sometimescrumbleintotheocean,undercutordeeply saturated by
salt water. Sea level kee psrisingwiththewarmingclimateandthereistheoccasionale arthquake. Olivar'sflat,
sandy beach is already just a memory. So are the houses andbusinessesthatusedtositonthatbeach.Like co
astalcitiesallovertheworld,Olivarneedsspecialhelp. It's an upper mid dle class, white, literate

 community of people who oncehad a lot of weight to throwaround. Now, not even the politiciansit's
helped to elect will stand by it. The wholestate, thecountry,theworldneedshelp,it'sbeentold.What

 the hell is tiny Olivar whining about?Somewhatricherandlessgeologicallyactive

 communitiesaregettinghelp--dikes,seawalls, evacuationassistance,whatever'sappropriate. Olivar,located
betweentheseaandLosAngeles,is gettinganinfluxofsaltwaterfromonedirectionand desperatepoorpeople
fromtheother.Ithasasolar powereddesalinationplantonsomeofitsflatter, morestableland,andthatprovidesitsp
eoplewitha dependablesupplyofwater.

 But it can't protect itself from theencroaching sea, the crumblingearth, the crumblingeconomy, or the
desperate refugees. Even getting back and forth to work, for those fewwho can't work at home, was
becomingasdangerousfor themasit is for ourpeople--akindofterriblegauntletthathastoberun overandover
again.

 Then the people of KSF showedup. After many promises, much haggling, suspicion, fear, hope, and
legal wrangling, the voters and the officials of Olivar permitted their town to be taken over, bought out,
privatized. KSF will expand the desalination plant to vast size. That plant will be the first of many. The
company intends to dominate farming and the sellingofwaterandsolarandwindenergyovermuchofthe south
west--whereforpenniesit'salreadyboughtvast tract sof fertile, waterlessland. So far, Olivar is one of its
smaller coastal holdings, but with Olivar, it

 getsaneager,educatedworkforce,peopleafewyears older tha nI am whose optionsare very limited. Not as
limitedasours, of course, but limited. And there's all that formerly public land that they now control. They
mean toown great water, power, and agricultural industriesin anarea that most people have given up on.
They have long-term plans, andthepeopleofOlivarhavedecidedtobecomepartof them--toacceptsmallersala
riesthantheir

 socio-economicgroupisusedtoinexchangefor security,aguaranteedfoodsupply,jobs,andhelpin theirbattle
withthePacific.

 TherearestillpeopleinOlivarwhoareuncomfortabl ewith the change. They knowabout early American com
pany towns in which thecompaniescheatedandabusedpeople.

 But this is to be different. The people of Olivar aren't frightened, impoverished victims. They're able to
lookafterthemselves,theirrightsandtheirproperty. They'reeducatedpeoplewhodon'twanttolivein thespreadi
ngchaosoftherestofLosAngelesCounty. Some of them saidsoon the radio documentary we all listened to l
ast night-- as theymadeapublicspectacleofsellingthemselvestoKSF.

 "Good luck to them," Dad said. "Not that they'll have much luck in the long run."

 "What do you mean?" Cory demanded. "I think the

 wholeideaiswonderful.It'swhatweneed.Nowifonly some bi gcompany would want to do the samething
withRobledo.
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 "No," Dadsaid. "Thank God,no."

 "You don't know! Why shouldn't they?"

 "Robledo'stoobig,toopoor,tooblack,andtoo Hispanictobeofinteresttoanyone--andithasnocoa stline. What
it does haveisstreet poor,bodydumps,andamemoryofoncebeingwell-off--ofshade trees, big houses, hills,
and canyons. Most of those things are still here, but no company will want us."

 Attheendoftheprogramitwasannouncedthat KSFwaslookingforregisterednurses,credentialed teachers,and
afewotherskilledprofessionalswhowould be willing to move to Olivar and work for room and board. The
offer wasn't put that way, of cou rse, but that's what it meant. Yet Cory recorded thephonenumberandcal
leditatonce.SheandDad arebothteachers,bothPh.D's.Shewasdesperate togetinaheadofthecrowd.Dadjusts
hruggedandlet her call.

  

  

  

 Shemadeasharp,wordlesssoundofdisgust."You knownothingabouttheworld.Youthinkyouhaveallthe answ
ersb ut you knownothing!"

 I didn't argue. Therewasn't much point in my

 arguingwithher.

 "I doubt that Olivar is looking for families of blacks and Hispanics, anyway," Dad said. "The Balters or
theGarfieldsorevensomeoftheDunnsmightgetin, but I don't think we would. Even if I were tru sting enough
to put my family into KSF's hands, they wouldn't haveus."

 "We could try it," Cory insisted. "We should!We wouldn't be any worse off than weare now if they turn
usdown. And if we got in and we didn't like it,wecouldcomebackhere.Wecouldrentthehouse tooneofthe
bigfamilieshere--chargethemjustalittle, then-- "

 "Thencomebackherejoblessandpenniless,"Dadsaid. "No. I mean it. This business sounds half antebellum
revival andh alf science fiction. I don't trust it. Freedom is dangerous, Cory, but it's precious, too. You ca
n't just throw it away or let it slipaway. You can't sell it for bread and pottage." Cory staredat him-- just
stared. Herefused to look away. Cory got up andwent to their bedroom. I sawherthereafewminuteslater,
sittingonthebed,cra dling the urn of Keith's ashes, and crying.

  

  

  

  

 SATURDAY,OCTOBER24,2026
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 Marcustellsme the Garfieldsare trying to get into

 Olivar.He'sbeenspendingalotoftimewithRobin

 Balter andshe told him. She hatesthe ideabecauseshelikeshercousinJoannealotbetterthanshe doeshertwos
isters.She'safraidthatifJoanne

 goesawaytoOlivar,she'llneverseeheragain.I

 suspectshe'sright.

 I can't imagine thisplace without the Garfields. Joanne, Jay, Phillida. . . . We've lost individualsbefore,ofc
ourse,butwe'veneverlostawholefamily. I mean. . .they'll be alive, but. . .they'll begone.

 I hope they're refused. I knowit's selfish, but I don't care. Not that it makes any differencewhat I hope.
Oh hell. I hope they get whateverwill bebest for their survival. I hope they'll be all right.

 At 13, my brother Marcushas becomethe only person in the family whom I wouldcall beautiful.Girlshisag
estareathimwhentheythinkhe'snot looking.Theygigglealotaroundhimandchasehimlike cra zy, but he sticks
to Robin. She's not pretty atall--allskinandbonesandbrains--butshe'sfunnyand sen sible. In a year or two,
she'llstart to fill out and my brother willget beauty alongwith all those brains. Then, if the two of them are
still together, their lives will get a lot more interesting.

 I've changed my mind. I used to wait for theexplosion,thebigcrash,thesuddenchaosthat woulddestroythe
neighborhood.Instead,thingsareunraveling, disinte grating bit by bit. Susan Talcott

 BruceandherhusbandhaveappliedtoOlivar. Otherpeoplearetalkingaboutapplying,thinkingabout it. There's
a small college in Oliva r. There arelethalsecuritydevicestokeepthugsandthestreetpooro ut. Thereare more
jobsopening up. . . . Maybe Olivar isthe future-- one faceof it. Cities controlled by bigcompanies are old
hat in science fiction. My grandmother left a whole bookcase of oldsciencefictionnovels.Thecompany-city
subgenre alwaysseemedtostaraherowhooutsmarted,overthrew, orescaped "the company." I've never

 seenonewheretheherofoughtlikehelltogettakenin and underpaid by the company. In real life, that's the
way it will be. That's the way it is.

 And what should I be doing?What can I do? In lessthanayear,I'llbe18,anadult--anadultwithno prospects
exceptlifeinourdisintegratingneighborhood.O rEarthseed.

 To begin Earthseed, I'll have to go outside. I've known that for a longtime, but the idea scaresme just as
muchasit alwayshas.

 Next year whenI'm 18, I'll go. That meansnow IhavetobegintoplanhowI'llhandleit.SATURDAY,
OCTOBER31,2026

 I'm going to go north. My grandparents once traveled a lot by car. They left us old roadmapsof just abo
ut every county in the state plus several of

 other parts of the country. The newest of them is 40 years old, but that doesn't matter. The roadswill still
be there. They'll just be in worse shape than theywerebackwhenmygrandparentsdrovea

 gas-fueledcarover them. I've put mapsof theCaliforniacountiesnorthofusandthefewIcould findof
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WashingtonandOregoncountiesintomy pack.

 Iwonderiftherearepeopleoutsidewhowillpayme toteachthemreadingandwriting--basicstuff--or peoplewho
willpaymetoreadorwriteforthem.Keith started me thinkin gabout that. I might even be able to teach some
Earthseed verses along with the reading and writing. Given any chance at all, teaching is what I wouldcho
ose to do. Even if I have to take other kinds of work to get enough to eat, I can teach. If I do it well, it
will drawpeople to me-- to Earthseed.

 All successful life is Adaptable, Opportunistic, Tenacious, Interconnected, and Fecund.

 Understand this. Use it.

 Shape God.

 I wrote that verse a few monthsago. It's true like all

 the verses. It seems more true than evernow, more useful to me when I'm afraid.

 I've finally got a title for my book of Earthseed verses-- Earthseed: The Bookof the Living. There

 aretheTibetanandtheEgyptianBooksoftheDead.Dadh ascopiesof them. I've never heard of anything calle
d a book of the living, but I wouldn't be

 surprised to discover that there is something. I don'tcare. I'm trying tospeak-- towrite-- the truth. I'm
trying to be clear. I'm not interested in beingfancy, or evenoriginal. Clarity and truthwill be plenty, if I can
only achieve them. If it happens that thereare

 otherpeopleoutsidesomewherepreachingmytruth,I'll join them. Otherwise, I'll adapt where I must, take
whatopportunitiesIcanfindormake,hangon, gatherstudents,andteach.

  

 12

 We are Earthseed

 The life that perceives itself

 Changing.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SATURDAY,NOVEMBER14,2026

 TheGarfieldshavebeenacceptedatOlivar.

 They'll be movingnext month. That soon. I've known them all my life, and they'll be gone. Joanneand I
have had our differences, but we grewup together. I

 thought somehow that when I left, she would still be here. Everyone would still be here, frozen in time
just as I left them. But no, that's fantasy. God isChange.
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 "Do you want to go?" I askedher this morning. Wehadgottentogethertopickafewearlylemonsand navelora
ngesandsomepersimmons,almostripeand brilliant orange. We picked at my house, and thenathers,
enjoyingthework.Theweatherwas cool.Itwasgoodtobeoutside.

 "I have to go," she said. "What elseisthere for me-- for anyone. It's all goingto hell here. You knowit is."
I stared at her. I guess discussing such thingsis all right now that shehasaway out. "So you move intoanoth
erfortress,"Isaid.

 "It'sabetterfortress.Itwon'thavepeoplecomingover the walls, killing old ladies."

 "Your mothersaysall you'll have isanapartment. No yard. No garden. You'llhave less money, but you'll
have to use more of it to buy food."

 "We'll manage!" There was abrittle quality to her voice.

 I put down the old rake I wasusingasa fruit picker.

 Itworkedfineonthelemonsandoranges."Scared?"I asked.

  

  

  

  

 She put down herownreal fruit picker with its

 awkwardextensionhandleandsmallfruit-catching basket.Itwasbestforpersimmons.Shehugged herself."I've
livedhere,livedwithtreesandgardensall my life .I. . . don't know how it will be to be shut up in an apa
rtment. It does scare me, but we'll manage. We'll have to."

 "You cancomeback here if thingsaren't what youhope.Yourgrandparentsandyouraunt'sfamilywill stillbe
here.

 "Harry will still be here," shewhispered, lookingtowardherhouse.Iwouldhavetostopthinkingofitas the Ga
rfield house. Harry and Joanne were at leasta scloseasCurtisand I. I hadn't thought about her leaving him-
-what that must be like. I like HarryBalter.IrememberbeingsurprisedwhenheandJoanne first startedg oing
together. They'd lived in the samehouse all their lives. I had thought of Harry almostasher brother. But
they were only first cousins, and against the odds, they had managed to fall in love. Or I thought they had.
They hadn't gonewithanyoneelseforyears.Everyoneassumedtheywould get around to marryin gwhen they
were a littleolder.

 "Marry him and take himwith you," I said.

 "He won't go," shesaid in that same whisper. "We've talkedand talkedabout it. He wants me to stay here
with him, get married soonand gonorth. Just. . .go with no prospects. Nothing. It's crazy."

 "Why won't he go to Olivar?"
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 "He thinks the way your fatherdoes. He thinksOlivar'satrap.He'sreadaboutnineteenthandearlytwentieth
century compa ny towns, and hesays no matter how great Olivar looks, all we'll get from it intheendisdebt
andlossoffreedom."

 I knewHarry had sense. "Jo," I said, "you'll be of age next year. You couldstay here with the Balters until
then and marry. Or youcould talkyour fatherinto letting you marry now."

 "And then what?Gojoin the street poor? Stay and stuff more babies into that crowded house. Harrydoe
sn'thaveajob,andthere'snorealchanceofhis gettingonethatpaysmoney.Arewesupposedto liveonwhatHarry's
parentsearn?Whatkindoffuture is that? None! None at all!"

 Sensible. Conservative and sensible and mature and

 wrong.VerymuchincharacterforJoanne.

 OrmaybeIwastheonewhowaswrong.Maybethesecurity Joanne will find in Olivar is the only kind of se
curitytobehadforanyonewhoisn'trich.Tome,though, security in Olivar isn 't much more attractive than the s
ecurity Keith has finally found in hisurn.

 Ipickedafewmorelemonsandsomeorangesand wonderedwhatshewoulddoifsheknewIwasalso planningto
leavenextyear.Wouldsheruntoher motheragain,frightenedforme,andeagertohavesomeonep rotect me from
myself? She might. She

 wantsafutureshecanunderstandanddependon--a future that looks a lot likeh er parents' present. I don't
think that'spossible. Thingsare changing toomuch,toofast.WhocanfightGod?

 We put baskets of fruit inside my back door on theporch,thenheadedforherhouse.

  

  

  

  

 "What will you do?" she asked me as we walked.

 "Are you just goingto stay here?I mean. . .are you going to stay andmarry Curtis?"

 I shruggedand lied. "I don't know. If I marry anyone, it will be Curtis. But I don't knowabout marrying. I
don't want to have childrenhereany more thanyoudo.Iknowwe'llbestayinghereforawhilelonger,though.
Dad won't let Cory evenapply to Olivar. I'm glad of that beca use I don't want to go there. But there'll be
other Olivars. Who knowswhat I might wind updoing?" That last didn't feel like a lie.

 "You think there'll be more privatizedcities?" sheasked.

 "Bound to be if Olivar succeeds. Thiscountry isgoingtobeparceledoutasasourceofcheaplabor andcheapla
nd.WhenpeoplelikethoseinOlivarbeg to sell themselve s, our survivingcitiesareboundtowinduptheeconomi
ccoloniesofwhoever can afford to buy them."
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 "Oh, God, there yougoagain. You've alwaysgot a

 disasterupyoursleeve."

 "I see what'sout there. You see it too. You just deny it."

 "Rememberwhenyouthoughtstarvinghordeswere goingtocomecrawlingoverourwallsandwewouldhave to
run away to the mountain sand eat grass?" Did I remember?I turned to faceher, first angry--

 furious--thentomyownsurprise,sad."I'llmissyou," I said.

 She must have read my feelings. "I'm sorry," shewhispered.

 Wehuggedeachother.Ididn'taskherwhatshe wassorryfor,andshedidn'tsayanymore.TUESDAY,
NOVEMBER 17, 2026

 Daddidn'tcomehometoday.Hewasduethis morning.

 I don't knowwhat that means. I don't knowwhat to think. I'm scaredto death.

 Corycalledthecollege,hisfriends,fellowministers,co-workers, the cops, the hospitals. . . .

 Nothing.Heisn'tunderarrestorsickorinjuredor dead--atleastnotasfarasanyoneknows.Noneof hisfriendsor
colleagueshadseenhimsinceheleft workearlythismorning.Hisbikewasworkingall right.Hewasallright.

 Hehadriddenofftowardhomewiththree

 co-workerswholivedinotherneighborhoodsinour

 area. Each of thesesaid thesamething: That they had left him asusual at River Street where it intersects
Durant Road. That'sonly five blocks from here. We're at the tip-end of Durant Road.

 Sowhereishe?

 Today a group of us, allarmed, rode bicyclesfromhometoRiverStreetanddownRiverStreettothe college.
Fivemilesinall.Wecheckedsidestreets,alleys, vacant buil dings, every place we could think of. I went. I
took Marcuswith me because if I hadn't,hewouldhavegoneoutalone.IhadtheSmith& Wesson.Marcushado
nlyhisknife.He'squickandagile with it, and strong for his age, but he'sn ever usedit on anything alive. If
anything had happened to him, I don't think I would have dared to gohome. Cory is alreadyout of her min
dwith worry. All this on top of losing Keith. . . . I don't know. Everyone helped.Jay Garfieldwill be leavin
g soon, but that didn't stop him from leading the search. He'sa good man. He did everything he could
think of to find Dad.Tomorrowwe'regoingintothehillsandcanyons.

 We have to. Noone wants to, but what else can wedo?

 WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 18,

 2026

 I'veneverseenmoresqualor,morehumanremains,more feral dogs than I saw today. I have to write. I
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 have to dump thisonto paper. I can't keep it insideofme.Seeingthedeadhasneverbotheredmebefore,but thi
s. ...

 WewerelookingforDad'sbody,ofcourse,thoughno on esaid so. I couldn't deny that reality or avoid
thinkingaboutit.Corycheckedwiththepoliceagain,with the hospitals, with eve ryonewe could think ofwhokn
ew Dad.

 Nothing.

 So we had to go to the hills. Whenwe go for target practice, we don't lookaround, except to insure
safety. We don't lookforwhat we'd rathernot find. Today in groupsof threeorfour, wecombed through the
areanearest to the top of River Street. I kept Marcuswith me--which was not easy. What is it inyoung
boysthatmakesthemwanttowanderoff aloneandgetkilled?Theygettwochinhairsandthey're trying to prove
they're men.

 "You watch my back and I'll watch yours," I said. "I'm not going to let you get hurt. Don't you let me
down."Hegavemethekindofnear-smilethatsaidheknewexactly what I was trying to do, and that he was
going to do a she pleased. I got mad and grabbedhimbytheshoulders.

 "Damnit, Marcus, howmany sisters have you got? How many fathers have you got!" I never used even
mild profanity with him unless thingswere veryserious.Now,itgothisattention.

 "Don't worry," he muttered. "I'll help."

 Thenwefoundthearm.Marcuswastheonewhospotted it-- som ethingdark lying just off the trail wewere
following.Itwashungupinthelowbranchesof ascruboak.

 Thearmwasfreshandwhole--ahand,alower,and anupperarm.Ablackman'sarm,justthecolorof myfather'sw
herecolorcouldbeseen.Itwassla shedand cut all over, yet still powerful looking-- long-boned, long-finge
red, yet muscularand massive. . . . Familiar?

 Smooth,whitebonestuckoutattheshoulderend.The armhad been cut off with a sharp knife. The bon e
wasn't broken. And, yes. It could have beenhis.

 Marcusthrewupwhenhesawit.Imademyselfexamine it, search it for something familiar, for certainty. Jay
Garfield tried to stop me, and I shoved him away and tol dhim to go to hell. I'm sorry for that, and I told
him so later. But I had to know. Andyet,Istilldon'tknow.Thearmwastooslashedandcovered in dried blo
od. I couldn't tell. Jay Garfield tookfingerprintsinhispocketnotebook,butweleft thearmitself.Howcouldwet
akethatbacktoCory?And we kept searching. What else could we do?

 George Hsu found a rattlesnake. It didn't bite anyone and we didn't kill it. I don't think anyone was in a
mood to kill things.

 We sawdogs, but they kept away from us. I even saw a cat watchingus from under a bush. Catseither
runlikehellorcrouchandfreeze.They're

 interesting to watch, somehow. Or, at any other time,they'dbeinteresting.

 Then someone began to scream. I've never heardscreamslikethatbefore--onandon.Aman,screaming, beg
ging, praying: "No! Nom ore! Oh,God,nomore,please.Jesus,Jesus,Jesus,please!"Thentherewerewordless,

Page  77



gratingcriesandhigh, horriblemewling.

 It was a man's voice, not like my father'sbut not that different from his. We couldn't locate the source.
Theechoesbouncedaroundthecanyon,confusingus, sendingusfirstinonedirection,theninanother.The canyon
wasfulloflooserockandspiny,vicious plantsthatkeptusonthepathwayswherethere werepathways.

 Thescreamingstopped,thenbeganagainasakind ofhorrible,bubblingnoise.

 I had let myself fall back to the end of the line of us by then. I wasn't in trouble. Sound doesn't trigger my
sharing.Ihavetoseeanotherpersoninpainbefore

 Idoanysharing.AndthiswasoneI'ddoanythingtoavoidseeing.

 Marcusdroppedbackbesidemeandwhispered,

 "Youokay?"

 "Yeah," I said. "I just don't want to knowanything about what'shappening to that man.

 "Keith," hesaid.

 "I know," I agreed.

 Wewalkedourbikesbehindtheothers,watchingtheback trail. Kayla Talcott dropped back to see if we
were all right. She hadn't wantedu sto come, butsincewehadcome,shehadcome,shehadkeptan eyeonus.
She'slikethat.

 "It doesn't sound like your daddy," shesaid. "Doesn't sound like himat all." Kayla is from Texas like my
biologicalmother.Sometimesshesoundedasthoug hshe'd never left, and sometimes she

 soundedasthoughshe'dneverbeennearanypartof the south. She seemed to bea ble to turn the accent on
andoff. She tended to turn it on for comforting people, and for threatening to kill them. Sometimeswhen
I'm with Curtis, Isee her in hisfaceandwonderwhatkindofrelative--whatkindof mother-in-law--shewould
make.TodayIthinkboth MarcusandIweregladshewasthere.Weneeded tobeclosetosomeonewithherkindof
mothering strength.

 Thehorriblenoiseended.Maybethepoormanwasdead and out of his misery. I hope so.

 Weneverfoundhim.Wefoundhumanbonesand animalbones.Wefoundtherottingcorpsesoffive peoplescatter
edamongtheboulders.Wefoundthe

 coldremainsofafirewithahumanfemurandtwo humanskullslyingamongtheashes.

 Atlast,wecamehomeandwrappedourcommunitywall around us and huddled in our illusion sofsecurity.
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 SUNDAY,NOVEMBER22,2026

 No one has found my father. Almost every adult intheneighborhoodhasspentsometimelooking. Richard
Mossdidn't,buthisoldestsonanddaughter did.WardellParrishdidn't,buthissisterandoldestnephew did. I
don't kno wwhat else peoplecould have done. If I did know, I would be out doing it.

 And yet nothing, nothing, nothing! The police never cameupwith any sign of him. He neverturnedup
anywhere.He'svanished,gone.Eventhesevered arm'sfingerprintsweren'this.

 Every night since Wednesday, I've dreamed that horrible screaming. I've gone out twice more withteams
huntingthroughthecanyons.We'vefoundnothing but more of the dea dand thepoorest of theliving--people
whoareallstaringeyesandvisible bones.Myownbonesachedinempathy. SometimesifIsleepforawhilewithouth
earingthescreaming, I see the se-- the living dead. I've always seenthem. I've never seen them.

 A team I wasn't with found a living child beingeaten

 by dogs. The team killed thedogs, then watched,helplessastheboydied.

 I spoke at servicesthis morning. Maybe it was my duty. I don't know. Peoplecamefor church, all
uncertainand upset, not knowing what they should do. I think they wanted to drawtogether, and they had
years of habit drawing them together at ourhouseonSundaymorning.Theywereuncertainandhesita nt, but
they came.

 Both Wyatt Talcott and Jay Garfield offered tospeak.Bothdidsayafewwords,bothinformallyeulogizing my
father, though neithe radmitted that that waswhat they were doing. I was afraideveryonewoulddothatand
theservicewould becomeanimpossibleimpromptufuneral.WhenIstoodu p, it wasn't just to say a couple of
words. I meant to give them something they could take home-- something that might make them feel that
enoughhadbeensaidfortoday.

 Ithankedthemallfortheongoing--emphasizeongoin g-- efforts to find my father. Then. . .well, thenItalked
aboutperseverance.Ipreachedasermonabout persevera nce if an unordained kid canbesaidtopreachaserm
on.Noonewasgoingtostopme.Cory was theo nly one who might have tried, butCorywasinakindofwalking
coma.Shewasn't doinganythingshedidn'thavetodo.

 So I preached fromLuke, chapter eighteen, verses

 onethrougheight:theparableoftheimportunate widow.It'soneI'vealwaysliked.Awidowisso persistent,inher
demandsforjusticethatshe overcomestheresistanceofajudgewhofears neitherGodnorman.Shewearshimd
own.Moral: Th eweakcan overcomethe strong if the weakpersist. Persistingisn't always safe, but it'soften
necessary.

 Myfatherandtheadultspresenthadcreatedandmaintaine dourcommunity in spite of the scarcity and the
violence outside. Now, with my fatheror without him, that community had to go on, hold together,
survive. I talked about my nightmares andthesourceofthosenightmares.Somepeoplemightnot have wante d
theirkids to hear things like that, but I didn't care. If Keith had known more, maybe he

 would still be alive. But I didn't mention Keith. PeoplecouldsaywhathappenedtoKeithwashisownfault.No
one could say that about Dad. I didn't want anyone to be able to say it about this community someday.
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 "Those nightmares of mine are our future if we fail one another," I said, windingup. "Starvation, agonyat
thehandsofpeoplewhoaren'thumananymore. Dismemberment.Death.

 "WehaveGodandwehaveeachother.Wehave ourislandcommunity,fragile,andyetafortress. Sometimesitse
emstoosmallandtooweakto

 survive.AndlikethewidowinChrist'sparable,its enemiesfearneitherGodnorman.Butalsolikethe widow,itpers
ists.We persist. This is our place, no matter what."

 That was my message. I left it there, hangingbefore them with an unfinished feel to it. I could feel them
expectingmore, thenrealizing that I wasn't goingto say more, then biting down onwhat I had said.

 At just the right moment, Kayla Talcott began an old song. Others took it up, singingslowly, but with
feeling: "We shall not, weshall not be moved. . . ."

 I think this might have sounded weakor even pitifulsomehowifithadbeenbegunbyalesservoice.Ithink I
might have sang it wea kly. I'm only a fair singer. Kayla, on the otherhand, has a big voice,beautiful,clear,
andabletodoeverythingsheasksof it. Also, Kayla has a reputation forn ot movingunlessshewantsto.

 Later,asshewasleaving,Ithankedher.

 She looked at me. I'd grown past her yearsago, and shehad to lookup. "Good job," she said, and nodd
ed and walkedaway towardher house. I loveher.

 Igotothercomplimentstoday,andIthinktheyweresin cere. Most said, in one way or another, "You're right,"
and "I didn't knowyou couldpreach like that," and "Your fatherwould beproud of you."

 Yeah. I hope so. I did it for him. He built this bunch

 of houses intoacommunity. And now, he's probably dead. I wouldn't let them bury him, but I know. I'm
nogoodatdenialandself-deception.ThatwasDad's funeralthatIwaspreaching--hisandthecommunity's. Beca
use asm uch as I want all that Isaid to be true, it isn't. We'll be moved, all right. It's just a matter of when,
by whom, and in howmanypieces.

  

  

  

  

 13

 Thereisnoend

 To what a living world

 Will demand of you.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING
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 SATURDAY,DECEMBER19,2026

 Today ReverendMatthew Robinson in whosechurch I wasbaptized came to preach my father's

 funeral.Corymadethearrangements.Therewasno body,nourn.Nooneknowswhathappenedtomyfather.
Neither wen or the policehave been able tofindout.We'resurehe'sdead.Hewouldfindaway tocomehomeif
hewerealive,sowe'recertainhe's dead.

 No, we'renot certain. We're not certain at all. Is he sick somewhere?Hurt?Held against his will for who
knowswhatreasonbywhoknowswhatmonsters?

 ThisisworsethanwhenKeithdied.Somuchworse.As horriblea sthat was, we knewhe wasdead. Whatever
he suffered, we knewhewasn't suffering any more. Not in thisworld, anyway. Weknew.Now,we don't
know anything. He is dead. But we don't know!

 TheDunnsmusthavefeltthiswhenTracyvanished.Cra zy as theyare, crazyasshe was, they must have felt
this. What do they feel now. Tracy nevercame back. If she'snot dead, what must behappeningtoheroutsid
e?Agirlaloneonlyfacedonekindof

 futureoutside.Iintendtogooutposingasamanwhen I go.

 How will they all feel whenI go? I'll be dead to them-- to Cory, the boys, the neighborhood. They'llhope
I'mdead,consideringthesupposed alternative.ThankDadformytallnessandmy strength.

 I won't have to leave Dad now. He'salready left me.Hewas57.Whatreasonwouldstrangershavefor kee
pinga57-year-oldmanalive?Oncethey'drobbed him, they would either let him go or kill him. If they let him
go, he'd com ehome, walking, limping, crawling.

 Sohe'sdead.That's that.

 It hasto be.

  

  

  

 TUESDAY, DECEMBER 22, 2026

 The Garfields left for Olivar today-- Phillida, Jay, and Joanne. An armored KSF truck came from Olivar
tocollectthemandtheirbelongings.Theadultsofthecommunity had all they coul ddo to keep the littlekidsfrom
climbingalloverthetruckandpesteringthe drivers to death. Most kid smy brothers' ages have never been
close to a truck that runs. Some oftheyoungerMosskidshaveneverseenatruckofany kind. The Moss kid s
weren't even allowed to

 visittheYannishousebackwhentheYannistelevision still worked.

 ThetwoguysfromKSFwerepatientoncethey realizedthekidsweren'tthievesorvandals.Those twoguyswith
theiruniforms,pistols,whips,and clubs,lookedmorelikecopsthanmovers.Nodoubt theyhadevenmoresu
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bstantialweaponsinthetruck. My brother Bennett sai dhe saw biggergunsmountedinsidethetruckwhenhe
climbedontothe hood.Butwhenyouconsiderhowmuchatruckthatsize is worth, andh ow many people might
want to relieve them of it and its contents, I guess theweaponryisn'tsurprising.

 Thetwomoverswereablackandawhite,andIcould see that Cory con sidered that hopeful. MaybeOlivarwo
uldn'tbethewhiteenclavethatDadhad

 expected.

 Cory cornered the blackguy and talked to him foraslongashewouldlether.Willshetrynowtogetusinto
Olivar? I think she will. After all, without Dad's salary,she'llhavetodosomething.Idon'tthinkwe haveapraye
rofbeingaccepted.Theinsurance companyisn'tgoingtopay--ornotforalongtime.Its peopl echoosenot to
believe that Dad isdead. Without proof he can't be declared legally dead for seven years. Can they hold
on to our money for that long? I don't know, but it wouldn't surprise me. We could starve many times
over inseven years. AndCorymustknowshealonecan'tearnenoughinOlivar to feed andh ouseus. Is she ho
ping to get work for me, too? I don't knowwhat we're going todo.

 JoanneandIcriedallovereachother,saying

 good-bye. Wepromised to phoneeach other, to stay in touch. I don't thinkwe'll beable to. It costs extra
to call Olivar. Wewon't be able to afford it. I don't think shewill either. Chances are, I'll never see her
again. The people I've grown upwith are falling out of my life, one by one.

 Afterthetruckpulledaway,IfoundCurtisandtookhim back to the old darkroom to make love. We hadn't d
one it for a long time, and I needed it. I wish IcouldimaginejustmarryingCurtis,stayinghere,and having ad e
cent life with him.

 It isn't possible. Even if there were no Earthseed, itwouldn'tbepossible.Iwouldalmostbedoingthefamily a
favor if I left now-- one less mouth to feed. Unless I could somehowg et a job. . . .

 "We've got to get out of here, too," Curtis saidaswe lay together afterward, lingering, tempting fate, not
wanting to lose the feel of each other so soon. But that wasn't what hehad meant. I turned my head to
look at him.

 "Don't you want to go?" heasked. "Wouldn't you like to get out of this dead endneighborhood, out of
Robledo.

 I nodded. "I was just thinking that. But-- "

 "I want you to marry me, and I wantusto get out ofhere,"hesaidinanearwhisper."Thisplaceisdying."

 lookeddownat

 him. The only light in the roomcame from a single window up near the ceiling. Nothing covered it any
more, and the glass was broken out of it, but still, only a little light came in. Curtis's face was full ofshado
ws.

 "Where do you want to go?" I asked him.

 "Not Olivar," he said. "That could turn out to be abiggerdeadendthanlivinghere."
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 "Where,then?"

 "Idon'tknow.OregonorWashington?Canada? Alaska?"

 I don't think I gave any sign of sudden excitement. People tell me my face doesn't showthem what I'm
feeling.Mysharinghasbeenahardteacher.Buthe sawsomething.

 "You've alreadybeen thinkingabout leaving, haven't you," he demanded. "That'swhy you won't talk about
getting married. "

 Irestedmyhandonhissmoothchest.

 "Youwerethinkingaboutgoingalone!"Hegraspedmy wrist, seeme dready to push it away. Thenhe held on
to it, kept it. "You were just going to walk away fromhereand leave me."

 Iturnedsothathecouldn'tseemyfacebecausenow I had a feeling my emotion swere all too obvious:Confus
ion, fear, hope. . . . Of course I had intended to go alone, and of course I hadn't told anyone that I was
leaving. And I had not decided yethowDad'sdisappearancewouldaffectmygoing.That rai sed frightening
questions. What are my responsibilities? What will happen to my brothers if IleavethemtoCory?They're
hersons,andshe'llmove the earth to take care of them, keep them fed andclothedandhoused.Butcanshedo
italone? How?

 "I want to go," I admitted, moving around, trying tobecomfortableonthepalletofoldsleepsacksthatwe had
put down on the con crete floor. "I planned to go. Don't tell anyone."

 "Howcan I if I go with you?"

 I smiled, loving him. But... . "Cory and my brothers are going to need help," I said. "When my father was
here, I planned to go next year when I'm 18. Now. .

 .I don't know."

 "Wherewereyougoing?"

 "North. Maybe asfar asCanada. Maybe not."

 "Alone?"

 "Yeah."

 "Why?" Why alone, he meant.

 I shrugged. "I couldget killedassoonasI leavehere.Icouldstarve.Thecopscouldpickmeup.Dog scould get
me. I could catch a disease. Anything couldhappen to me; I've thought about it. I haven't namedhalf the
badpossibilities."

 "That's why you needhelp!"

 "That's why I couldn't ask anyone else to walkawayfromfoodandshelterandasmuchsafetyasthereis inour
world.Tojuststartwalkingnorth,andhope youwindupsomeplacegood.HowcouldIaskthatof you?"
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 "It's not that bad. Farther north, we can getwork."

 "Maybe. But people have been flooding north for years. Jobsare scarceupthere, too. And statelinesandb
ordersareclosed."

 "There'snothingdownhere!"

 "I know."

 "SohowcanyouhelpCoryandyourbrothers?"

  

  

 "I want to marry you," I said. I hesitated, and therewasabsolutesilence.Icouldn'tbelieveI'dheardmyself
say such a thing, but it was true. Maybe I was ju st feeling bereft. Keith, my father, the Garfields, Mrs.
Quintanilla. . ..People could disappearsoeasily.Iwantedsomeonewithmewhocaredabout me,andwhowo
uldn'tdisappear.Butmyjudgementwasn't entirely gone.

 "When my family is backonits feet, we'll marry," I said. "Then wecan get out of here. I just have to know
that my brotherswill be all right."

 "If we're going to marry anyway, why not do it now?" Because I have thingsto tell you, I thought.
Because if you reject me or make mereject you with your reactions, I don't want to have to hangaround a
ndwatchyouwithsomeoneelse.

 "Not now," Isaid. "Wait for me,"

 Heshookhisheadinobviousdisgust."Whatthehell doyouthinkI'vebeendoing?"

 THURSDAY,DECEMBER24,2026

 It'sChristmasEve.

 Last night someoneset fire to the Payne-Parrish house. While thecommunity tried to put out the fire, and
then tried to keepit from spreading, three otherhouseswererobbed.Ourswasoneofthethree. Thievestookall
ourstore-boughtfood:wheatflour,

 sugar,cannedgoods,packagedgoods....They tookourradio--ourlastone.Thecrazythingis,befor ewe went
to bed we had been listening to ahalf-hournewsfeatureaboutincreasingarson.People are settingm ore fires
to cover crimes-- althoughwhy they would bother these days, I don't know. The policeare no threat to
criminals. Peoplearesettingfirestodowhatourarsonistdidlastnight-- to get the neighbors of the arson victim
to leavetheirownhomesunguarded.Peoplearesetting fires to get rid of whomever they dislike from person
alenemiestoanyonewholooksorsounds foreignorraciallydifferent.Peoplearesettingfiresbecause they're
frustrated, angry, hopeless.They have no power to improve their lives, but they have

 the power to make others evenmore miserable. And the only way to prove to yourself that you have
power is to use it.

 Thenthere'sthatfiredrugwithitsdozenorsoname s: Blaze, fuego, flash, sunfire. . . . The mostpopularnameis
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pyro--shortforpyromania,It'sall thesamedrug,andit'sbeenaroundforawhile.From what Keith said, it's be
coming morepopula r. Itmakeswatchingtheleaping,changingpatternsoffire a better, more intense, longer-la
sting high thansex.LikeParacetco,mybiologicalmother'sdrugof choice,pyroscrewsaroundwithpeople's
neurochemi stry. But Paracetco beganasa

 legitimatedrugintendedtohelpvictimsof Alzheimer'sdisease.Pyrowasanaccident.Itwasahome -brew-- aba
sement drug inventedby someonewhowastryingtoassembleoneoftheother

 higher-pricedstreetdrugs.Theinventormadeavery smallchemicalmistake,andwoundupwithpyro. Thathapp
enedontheeastcoastandcausedanimmediate increase in the number of sensele ssarsonfires,largeandsmall.

 Pyro workedits way west without making nearly as much troubleasit could have. Now its popularity is gr
owing. And indry-as-straw southern California, itcancausearealorgyofburning.

 "MyGod,"Corysaidwhentheradioreportwasover.And in a small, whi spery voice, she quoted from the
Book of Revelation: "`Babylon thegreat is fallen, is fallen, and is become the habitationof devils. . . .'" And
the devils set fire to the Payne-Parrish house.

 At about two a.m. I awoke to the jangling of the bell:Emergency!Earthquake?Fire?Intruders?

 But there was noshaking, no unfamiliar noise, nosmoke.Whateverwashappening,itwasn'tatour house.Igot
up,threwclothingon,debatedforasecon dwhether to snatch my survival pack, then leftit.Ourhousedidn't
seemtobeinimmediatedanger. Mypackwassafeinthecloset,mixedinamongblankets and bundle sof old cloth
es. If I had to haveit,Icouldcomebackandsnatchitinseconds.

 Iranoutsidetoseewhatwasneeded,andsawatonce. The Payne-Parrish hou se was fully involved,surrounde
dbyfire.Oneofthewatchersondutywas stillsoundingthealarm.Peoplespilledfromallthe houses,andmusthavese
enasIdidthatthe

 Payne-Parrishhousewasatotalloss.Neighbors werealreadywettingdownthehousesoneither side.Aliveoak
tree--oneofourhuge,ancient ones--wasafire.Therewasalightwindblowing, swirlingbitsofburningleavesandtw
igsintotheair andscatteringthem.Ijoinedthepeoplewhowere beatingandwettingthegrounds.

 WherewerethePaynes?WherewasWardell Parrish?Hadanyonecalledthefiredepartment?Ahouse full of
people, after all, it wasn't like a burni nggarage.

 I asked several people. Kayla Talcott said she had called them. I was grateful andashamed. I wouldn't
have asked if Dad werestill with us. One of us would have just called. Now we couldn't afford tocall.

 NoonehadseenanyofthePaynes.WardellParrish IfoundintheYannisyardwhereCoryandmy brotherBennett
werewrappinghiminablanket.He wascoughingsomuchthathecouldn'ttalk,and wearingonlypajamapants.

 "Isheokay?"Iasked.

 "He breathed a lot of smoke," Cory said. "Hassomeonecalled-- "

 "Kayla Talcott called the fire department."

 "Good. But no one's at the gate to let them in."

 "I'll go."Iturnedaway, but she caught my arm.
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 "The others?"she whispered. She meant the

 Paynes, of course.

 "I don't know."

 Shenoddedandletmego.

 I went to the gate, borrowing Alex Montoya's key on the way. He always seemed to have his gate key
in his pocket. It was because of him that I didn't gobackintoourhouseandmaybeinterruptarobbery andbe
killedformytrouble.

 Firefighters arrived in no great hurry. I let them in, locked the gate after them, and watchedasthey put out
the fire.

 NoonehadseenthePaynes.Wecouldonly

 assume they had nevergotten out. Cory tried to take Wardell Parrish to ourhouse,but he refused to leave
untilhefoundoutonewayortheotherabouthis

 twinsisterandhisniecesandnephews.

 Whenthefirewasalmostout,thebellbegantoringagain. We all looked around .Caroline Balter, Harry's
mother,wasjerkingandpushingatthebelland screaming.

  

  

  

 "Intruders!" she shouted. "Thieves! They've broken into the houses!"

 Andweallrushedwithoutthinkingbacktoourhouses. Wardell Parrish cam ealong with my family,stillcou
ghing,andwheezing,andasuseless--as weaponless--astherestofus.Wecouldhavebeenkilled, rushing in that
way. Instead, we were lucky. Wescaredawayourthieves.

 Along with ourstore-bought food and the radio, thethievesgotsomeofDad'stoolsandsupplies--nails,wire,
scre ws, bolts, that kindof thing. They didn't get the phone, thecomputer, oranything in Dad's office. In
fact, they didn't get into Dad's office at all. I suppose wescared them away before they couldsearchthewh
olehouse.

 TheystoleclothingandshoesfromCory'sroom,butdidn't touch my roomo rthe boys'. They got some of our
money-- thekitchen money, Cory calls it. She had hidden it in the kitchen in a box of detergent.Shehad
thoughtnoonewouldstealsuchathing.In fact,thethievesmighthavestolenitforresalewithout realizing that it was
n't just detergent. It could have bee nworse. The kitchen money was onlyaboutathousanddollarsforminor
emergencies.The thieves did not find the rest of our mon ey, some of it hidden out by our lemontree, and
somehidden

 withourtworemaininggunsunderthefloorinCory'sclo set. Dad had gone to a lot of trouble to make a kind
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of floorsafe, not locked,but completelyconcealedbeneatharugandabatteredchestof

 drawersfilledwithsewingthings--salvagedbitsofcloth, button s, zippers, hooks, thingslike that. Thechestof
drawerscouldbemovedwithonehand.Itslid fromone sid eof the closet to the other if youpusheditright,andin
secondsyoucouldhavethemoney and theg unsin your hands. The concealment trick wouldn't have defeate
dpeople whohad time to make a thorough search, but it had defeated our thieves. They had dumped
some of the drawers onto the floor, but they had not thought tolookunderthechest.

 ThethievesdidtakeCory'ssewingmachine.Itwas acompact,sturdyoldmachinewithitsowncarryingcase. Both
case and machin ewere gone. That was a real blow. Cory and I both use that machine to make, alter,
and repairclothingfor the family. I had thought I might even be able to earnsomemoneywiththemachine,
sewingforotherpeopleinthe neighborhood.Nowthemachineisgone.Sewingforthe family will have to be
done by hand. It will take muchm ore time, andmay not look like what we're used to. Bad. Hard. But not
a fatal blow. Corycried over the loss of hermachine, but wecanget along without it. She's just being worn
down by one blowafteranother.

 We'lladapt.We'llhaveto.GodisChange.Strangeh ow much it helpsme to rememberthat.

 CurtisTalcott justcame to my window to tell me that

 thefiremenhavefoundcharredbodiesandbonesin theashesofthePayne-Parrishhouse.Thepolice arehere,taki
ngreportsoftherobberiesandtheobviousarson. I told Cory. She can tell Wardell Parrisho rlet the copstell
him. He'slying down on one of our living roomcouches. I doubt that he's sleeping. Even though I've never
likedhim, I feelsorryforhim.He'slosthishomeandhisfamily.He'sthe only survivor .What must that be like?
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 29, 2026

 Idon'tknowhowlongitcanlast,butinsomewaythat I suspe ct is not quite legal, Cory has taken over part of
the job Dad held for so long. She'll give theclassesDadgave.Withthecomputerhookupswe havealreadyin
place,she'llissueassignments, receivehomework,andbeavailableforphoneandcompu-confe rences. The ad
ministrative part ofDad'sworkwillbehandledbysomeoneelsewho canusetheextramoney,andwhoiswillingtos
howup at the colleg emore often than onceortwice amonth.ItwillbeasthoughDadwerestillteaching, buthadd
ecidedtogiveuphisotherresponsibilities. Coryhasarrangedthisbypleadingandbegging,bycryingand cajolinga
nd calling in eve ry favor and

 everyfriendshecouldthinkof.Peopleatthecollegekno wher. She taught there before Bennett's birth,before
shesawtheneedhereandbeganthe

 front-roomschool that servesall the children of theneighborhood.Dadwasallforherquittingthe collegebecau
sehedidn'twanthergoingbackandforth outsid e, exposed to all the dangers that involved. The neighborspay
a per-kidfee, but it isn'tmuch.Noonecouldsupportahouseholdonit.

 Now Cory will have to go outside again. She'salreadydraftingmenandolderboysinthe neighborhoodtoe
scortherwhenshehastogoout. Thereareplentyofunemployedmenhere,andCory willbepayingthemasmallfee.

 Soinafewdays,thenewtermwillstartandCorywill do Dad's work- -while I do her work. I'll handlethe
schoolwithhelpfromherandfromRusselDory, JoanneandHarry'sgrandfather.Heusedtobea highschoolmathte
acher.He'sbeenretiredforyears, but he' sstill sharp. I don't think I need his help, but Cory does, and he's
willing, so that'sthat. Alex Montoya and Kayla Talcott will take overDad'spreachingandotherchurchwork.
Neitherisordained, but bothh ave substituted forDad in the past. Both have authority in the community
and the church. And, of course, bothknowtheir Bible.
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 Thisishowwewillsurviveandholdtogether.Itwillwork. I don't know how lon git will last, but for now, itwill
work.

 WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 30,

 2026

 Wardell Parrish has finally dragged himself back to his people-- to the part of his family that he lived with
beforeheandhissisterinheritedtheSimshouse. He'sstayedwithussincehissisterandallherchildre nwere killed.
Cory gave himsomeof Dad'sclotheswhichweretoobigforhim.Muchtoobig.

 He wandered around, not talking, not seeming to

 seeanything, not eating enough. . . . Then yesterday he said, like a little boy, "I want to go home. I can't
stay here. I hate it here; everyone's dead! I have togohome."

 So today Wyatt Talcott, Michael, and Curtis escortedhimhome.Poorman.He'syearsolderthanhewas

 a weekago. I think hemay not live much longer.

  

 2027

 We are Earthseed. We are flesh-- self-aware, questing,

 problem-solving flesh. We are that aspect of Earthlife best able to shape God knowingly. We are
Earthlife maturing, Earthlife

 preparing to fall awayfrom the parent world. We are Earthlife preparing to take root in new ground,
Earthlife fulfilling its purpose, its promise, its Destiny.EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 by LaurenOya Olamina

  

 14

 In order to riseFromitsownashesA phoenix

 First Must Burn.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVINGSATURDAY, JULY 31, 2027-- MORNING

 Last night, when I escaped from theneighborhood, itwasburning.Thehouses,thetrees,thepeople: Burning.

 Smokeawoke me, and I shouteddown the hall toCoryandtheboys.Igrabbedmyclothesand emergency
packandfollowedCoryassheherded theboysout.

 Thebellneverrang.Ourwatchersmusthavebeenkilled befo re they could reach it.
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 Everythingwaschaos.Peoplerunning,screaming, shooting.Thegatehadbeendestroyed.Our attackershadd
rivenanancienttruckthroughit.They must hav estolen a truck just to crash itthroughourgate.

 Ithinktheymusthavebeenpyroaddicts--bald peoplewithpaintedheads,faces,andhands.Red faces;bluefaces;
greenfaces;screamingmouths;avid, cra zy eyes, glittering in the firelight.

 They shotusandshotusandshotus. I saw NatalieMoss,running,screaming,thenpitchingbackward,her face
half gone, her body still impelled forward. She fell flat on her back, and did not move again.

 I fell with her, caught up in herdeath. I lay there, dazed, struggling to move, to get up. Cory and the
boys, runningahead of menever noticed. They ranon.

 I got up, feltfor my pack, found it, and ran. I tried nottoseewhatwashappeningaroundme.Hearingthe
gunfireandthescreamsdidn'tstopme.Adead

 body-- Edwin Dunn--didn't stopme. I bent, snatcheduphisgun,andkeptrunning.

 Someonescreamednearme,thentackledme,pulled med own. I fired the gun in reflexive terror, and tookthe
terrible impact in my own stomach. A green facehungabove mine, mouthopen, eyes

 wide, not yet feeling all hispain. I shot him again,terrifiedthathispainwouldimmobilizemewhenhedid feel it.
It seemed that he too ka longtime to die.

  

  

  

 WhenI could moveagain, I pushed his body off me. I got up, still holding the gun, and ran for thewrec
kedgate.

 Best to be in the darkness outside. Best to hide. I ran up Meredith Streetaway from Durant Road,

 awayfromthefiresandtheshooting.Ihadlosttrackof Cory and theb oys. I thought they wouldgo

 toward the hills and not toward thecenter of town.Everydirectionwasdangerous,buttherewasmore danger
wherethereweremorepeople.Inthenight, awomanandthreekidsmightlooklikeagiftbasketof food, money,
and sex.

 North toward the hills. North through the dark streets to where the nearby hills and mountains blotted
outthestars.

 Andthenwhat?

 I didn't know. I couldn't think. I hadnever beenoutsidethewallswhenitwassodark.Myonlyhopeof staying
alive was to listen, hear any movement beforeitgottooclosetome,seewhatIcouldby starlight,beasquietasI
could.

 Iwalkeddownthemiddleofthestreetlookingand listeningandtryingtoavoidpotholesandchunksof
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 brokenasphalt. There was little other trash. Anything that would burn, people woulduseasfuel. Anything
thatcouldbereusedorsoldhadbeengathered.Coryu sed to comment on that. Poverty, she said,hadmadethe
streetscleaner.

 Wherewasshe?Wherehadshetakenmybrothers?Were they all right? Had they even gotten out of the
neighborhood?

 I stopped. Were my brothers back there? WasCurtis?Ihadn'tseenhimatall--thoughifanyonewere goin gto
survive this insanity, it would be the Talcotts. But wehad no way of finding each other. Sound. Footsteps.
Two pairs of runningfootsteps. I stayed where I was, frozen in place. No sudden moves to draw
attention to me. Had I already beenseen?CouldIbeseen--afigureofdarkerdarknessin an otherwise empty
street?

 Thesoundwasbehindme.Ilistenedandknewthatit was off to one sid e, approaching, passing. Twopeopleru
nningdownasidestreet,indifferenttothenoise they made, indifferent to woman -shapedshadows.

 Iletoutabreathanddrewanotherthroughmy mouthbecauseIcouldgetmoreairwithlesssoundthat way. I
couldn't go back to the fires and the pain. If Cory and the boy swere there, they weredeador worse,
captive. But they had been ahead of me. They must have gottenout. Cory wouldn't let them

 come backto lookfor me. There wasa bright glow intheairoverwhathadbeenourneighborhood.Ifshe had
gottentheboysaway,allshehadtodowas

 lookback to knowthat she didn't want to go back.DidshehaveherSmith&Wesson?IwishedIhaditand the
two boxe sof ammunition that wentwith it. All I had was the knife in my pack and Edwin Dunn's old .45
automatic. And all the ammunition I had for it was in it. If it wasn't empty. I knew the gun. It held seven
rounds. I'd fired it twice. How many times hadEdwinDunnfireditbeforesomeoneshothim?Ididn't expect to
find out until morning. I had a flashlight in my pack, but I didn't intend tou se itunlessIcouldbecertainIwo
uldn'tbemakingatarget of myself.

  

  

  

 Duringthedaythesightofthebulgeinmypocket wouldbeenoughtomakepeoplethinktwiceabout robbingorrapi
ngme.Butduringthenightthebluegun would be allb ut invisible even in my hand. If it were empty, I could
only use itasa club. And the moment I hitsomeone with it, I might aswell hitmyself. IfIlostconsciousnessfor
anyreasonduringa fight, I would lose all my possession sif not my life. Tonight I had to hide.

 Tomorrow I would have to try to bluff asmuchas possible. Most people wouldn't insist on my shooting

 themjusttotestwhetherornotthegunwasloaded. Forthestreetpoor,unabletoaffordmedicalcare,even a minor
wound might be fatal.

 Iamoneofthestreetpoor,now.Notaspoorassome, but homeless, alone, full of books and ignorant of
reality. Unless I meet someone from the neighborhood, the re's no one I can afford to trust.Noonetoback
meup.

 Three miles to the hills. I kept to the starlit backstreets,listeningandlookingaround.Thegunwasinmy hand.
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I meant to keep it there. I could hear dogs barkingandsnarling,fightingsomewherenotfar away.

 I was in a cold sweat. I had neverbeen more terrified in my life. Yet nothing attacked me. Nothingfound
me.

 I didn't go all the way to the hills. Instead I found aburnedout,unwalledhouseafewblocksbeforetheend of
Meredith Street. Fear of dogshad mad eme keepan eye open for anything that mightprovideshelter.

 Thehousewasaruin,aplunderedruin.Itwasn'tsafe to wal kinto withorwithout a light. It was aroofless
collectionofuprightblackbones.Butithadbeen built up off the ground. Five con cretesteps led up to what
hadbeen the front porch. Thereshouldbeawayunderthehouse.

 Whatifotherpeoplewereunderit?

 I walkedaround it, listening, trying to see. Then, instead of daring to crawl under, I settled in what was
left of the attached garage. A cornerof it wasstillstanding,andtherewasenoughrubbleinfrontof that corne r
to conceal me if I didn't showa light. Also, if I were surprised, I could get out of thegaragefasterthanIcoul
dcrawloutfromundera house.Theconcretefloorcouldnotcollapseunderme as the wooden floor might i n
what was left of thehouseproper.ItwasasgoodasIwasgoingtoget, andIwasexhausted.Ididn'tknowwhetherI
couldsleep, but I had to rest.

 Morning now. What shall I do? I did sleep a little, but I kept startlingawake. Every sound woke me-- th
ewind,rats,insects,thensquirrels,andbirds....Idon't feel rested, but I'm a little less exhauste d. So what shall
I do?

 Howisitthatwehadneverestablishedanoutside meetingplace--somewherewherethefamilycouldreunite after
disaste r. I remembersuggesting to Dad that we do that, but he had neverdone anything about it, and I
hadn't pushed the ideaasI should have. (PoorGodshaping. Lack of forethought.)

 What now?

 Now, I have to go home. I don't want to. The idea scaresme to death. It's taken me a longtime just to
write the word: Home. But I have to knowabout mybrothers,andaboutCoryandCurtis.Idon'tknow

 howIcanhelpifthey'rehurtorbeingheldbysomeone. I don't kno wwhat might bewaiting formebackattheneig
hborhood.Morepaintedfaces?Thepolice? I'm in trouble either way. If the police are there, I'll have to hide
my gun befo re I go in-- my gun, and my smallamount of money. Carrying a gun canwin you a lot of unwa
nted attention from the police if you catch them in thewrong mood. Yeteveryonewhohasonecarriesit.The
trick,of

 course, is not to get caught carrying it.

 Ontheotherhand,ifthepaintedfacesarestillthere, Ican'tgoinatall.Howlongdothosepeoplestayhigh on pyro
and fire? Do they hang around after their fun to steal whatever's left and mayb ekill a fewmorepeople?

 No matter. I have to go and see. I have to go home.
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 SATURDAY, JULY 31, 2027

 --EVENING

 I have to write. I don't knowwhat else to do. The others are asleep now, but it isn't dark. I'm on watch
because I couldn't sleep if I tried. I'm jittery and crazed. I can't cry. I want to get up and just runand run.
. . , Run away from everything. But thereisn't any away.

 I have to write. There's nothing familiar left to me but

 the writing. God is Change. I hate God. I have towrite.

 Therewerenounburnedhousesbackinthe neighborhood,althoughsomewereburnedworse thanothers.Idon't
knowwhetherpoliceorfirefighters eve rcame. If they had come, they weregonewhenIgotthere.Theneighbo
rhoodwaswide openandcrawlingwithscavengers.

 Istoodatthegate,staringinasstrangerspicked amongtheblackbonesofourhomes.Theruinswere still smoking,
but men, women, and children were all over them, digging through them, picking fruitfromthetrees,strippi
ngourdead,quarrelingor fightingovernewacquisitions,stashingthingsaway inclothingorbundles....Whowereth
esepeople?I put my hand on the gun in my pocket-- it had four

 rounds left in it-- and I went in. I was grimy from lying in dirt andashes all night. I might not be noticed.

 IsawthreewomenfromanunwalledpartofDurant Road,diggingthroughwhatwasleftoftheYannis house.They
werelaughingandthrowingaround chunksofwoodandplaster.

 WherewereShaniYannisandherdaughters? Wherewerehersisters?

 Iwalkedthroughtheneighborhood,lookingpastthe humanmaggots,tryingtofindsomeofthepeopleI hadgrown
upwith.Ifounddeadones.EdwinDunn laywherehehadwhenItookhisgun,butnowhe

 wasshirtlessandshoeless.Hispocketshadbeenturnedo ut.

 Thegroundwaslitteredwithash-coveredcorpses,someb urnedorhalf blown apart by automaticweaponsfire.
Driedornearlydriedbloodhadpooledin the street. Two men werep rying looseour emergency bell. The bri
ght, clear, early morningsunlightmadethewholescenelessrealsomehow,more nightmarelike. I stopped in fro
nt of our houseandstaredatthefiveadultsandthechildwhowere pickingthroughtheruinsofit.Whowerethese
vultures? Did the fired rawthem? Is that what thestreetpoordo?Runtofireandhopetofindacorpseto strip?

 Therewasadeadgreenfaceonourfrontporch.I wentupthestepsandstoodlookingathim--ather. Thegreenface
wasawoman--tall,lean,bald,but female.Andwhathadshediedfor?Whatwasthepoint of all this?

 "Leaveheralone"'Awomanwhohadapairof Cory'sshoesinherhandstrodeuptome."Shedied forallofus.Leave
heralone."

 I've never in my life wanted more to kill another humanbeing. "Get the hell out of my way," I said. I didn't
raise my voice. I don't knowhow I looked, but the thief backedaway.
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 I stepped over the green face andwent into thecarcassofourhome.Theotherthieveslookedat

 me, but none of them saidanything. One pair, Inoticed,wasamanwithasmallboy.Themanwas dressingthe
boyinapairofmybrotherGregory's jeans.Thejeansweremuchtoobig,buttheman beltedthemandrolledthemup.

 AndwherewasGregory,myclownishsmartassofa babybrother?Wherewashe?Wherewas everyone?

 Theroofofourhousehadfallenin.Mostthingshadburned-- kit chen, living room, diningroom, my room.

 ... The floor wasn'tsafe to walkon. Isaw one of the scavengers fall through, give a surprised yell, then
climb, unhurt, onto a floor joist.

 Nothing left in my roomcouldbesalvaged. Ashes. A heat-distorted metal bedframe, thebroken metaland
ceramicremainsofmylamp,bunchesofashesthat hadbeenclothingorbooks.Manybookswerenotburned thro
ugh. They were useless, but they had been packed so tightly together that the fireh adburnedindeeplyfrom
theedgesandthespines. Roughcirclesofunburnedpaperremained, surroundedbyash.Ididn'tfindasinglewhole
page. Thebacktwobedroomshadsurvivedbetter.That waswherethescavengerswere,andwhereI headed.

 I found bundledpairs of my father'ssocks, folded shorts and T-shirts, and an extra holsterthat I could use
for the .45. All this I found in orunder the

 unpromising-lookingremainsofDad'schestofdra wers. Most thingswere burnedbeyonduse, but I stuffed
the best of what I found into my pack. The man with the child came over to scavengebesideme,andso
mehow,perhapsbecauseofthechild, becausethisstrangerinhisfilthyragswassomeone's fathe r, too, I didn't
mind. The little boywatchedthetwoofus,hissmallbrownface expressionless.HedidlookalittlelikeGregory.

 I dug a driedapricot out of my pack and held it out to him. He couldn't havebeen more thansix, but he
wouldn't touch the food until the man told him to. Good discipline. But at the man'snod, he snatched the
apricot, bit off a tiny taste, then stuffed the restintohismouthwhole.

 So, in company with five strangers, I plundered my family's home. Theammunitionunder the closet floor
in my parents' room had burned, hadno doubt exploded. Thecloset was badly charred. So muchforthe
moneyhiddenthere.

 I took dental floss, soap, and a jar of petroleum jelly from my parents' bathroom. Everything elsewasalre
adygone.

 Imanagedtogatheronesetofouterclothingeach forCoryandmybrothers.Inparticular,Ifoundshoes forthem.
Therewasawomanscavengingamong Marcus'sshoes,andsheglaredatme,butshekeptquiet. My brothers had
runo ut of the house in their

 pajamas. Cory had thrownona coat. I had been the last to get out of the housebecause I had risked
stoppingtograbjeans,asweatshirt,andshoesaswella smy emergency pack. I could havebeen killed. If I had
thought about what I was doing, if I

 hadhadtothink,nodoubtIwouldhavebeenkilled.Irea cted the way I had trained myself to react--thoughmy
trainingwasfarfromuptodate--morememory thana nything else. I hadn't practiced late at night for ages,
Yet my self-administered traininghadworked.

 Now,ifIcouldgettheseclothestoCoryandmybrothers, I might be able to makeu pfor their lack of training.
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Especially if I could get the money under the rocks by the lemon tree.

 Iputclothesandshoesintoasalvagedpillowcase, lookedaroundforblankets,andcouldn'tfindaone.They must
have beeng rabbed early. All the more reason to get the lemon-tree money.

 I went out to the peach tree, and, being tall,managedtoreachacoupleofnearly-ripepeachesthat other
scavengers had missed. Then I looked aroundasthoughforsomethingmoretotake,andsurprised myself by
almost crying at the sig ht ofCory'sbig,well-tendedbackgarden,trampledintothe ground. Peppers,
tomatoes, squashes, carrots, cucumbers, lettuce, melons, sunflowers, beans, corn. . . . Much of it wasn't
ripe yet, but what hadn't

 beenstolenhadbeendestroyed.

 Iscavengedafewcarrots,acoupleofhandfulsof sunflowerseedsfromflowerheadsthatlayonthe ground,andafe
wbeanpodsfromvinesCoryhad plantedtorunupthesunflowerstalksandcornplants. I took what was left the
way I thought a

 late-arrivingscavenger would. And I workedmy way toward the lemon tree. When I reached it, heavy
with little green lemons, I hunted forany with even a hint of paling, of yellow. I took a few from the tree,
andfromtheground.Coryhadplantedshade-lovingflowers at the base of the tree, and they had thrived
there. She and my father had scattered small, roundedbouldersamongtheseinawaythat

 seemed no more thandecorative. A few of thesehadbeenturnedover,crushingtheflowersnearthem. In fact,
the roc kwith the money under it had been turned over. But not the two or three inches of dirt over the
money packet, triple wrappedand

 heat-sealedinplastic.

 I snatched the packet in no more time than it hadtakentopickupacoupleoflemonsamomentbefore. First I
spotted the hiding pla ce, then Isnatchedupthemoneypacketalongwithahandfullof dirt. Then, eager to
leave, but terrified of drawi ng attention to myself, I pickedupa few more lemons and huntedaround for
more food.

 The figs were hard andgreen instead of purple, and

 the persimmonswere yellow-green instead of orange. I found a single ear of corn left on a downed stalka
ndused it to stuff the money packet deeper into my blanket pack. Then I left.

 With my pack on my back and the pillow case in my left arm, restingonmy hip like a baby, I walked
down the driveway to the street. I kept my right hand free for the gun still in my pocket. I had not taken
time to put on the holster.

 Thereweremorepeoplewithinthewallsthantherehad been whe nI arrived. I had to walkpast most ofthemto
getout.Otherswereleavingwiththeirloads,and I tried to follow them without quite attaching myself to any
particul argroup. This meant that I moved more slowly than I wouldhave chosen to. Ihadtimetolookatthe
corpsesandseewhatIdidn't wanttosee.

 Richard Moss, starknaked, lying in a pool of hisownblood.Hishouse,closertothegatethanours,hadbeen bu
rned to the ground. Only the chimney stuck upblackenedandnakedfromtherubble.Where werehistwosu
rvivingwivesKarenandZahra?Or hadtheysurvived?Wherewereallhismanychildren?
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 Little Robin Balter, naked, filthy, bloody between her legs, cold, bony, barely pubescent. Yet she might
have married my brother Marcussomeday. Shemighthavebeenmysister.Sheandalwaysbeen

 suchabright,sharp,greatlittlekid,allseriousandkno wing.Twelve goingon thirty-five, Coryused to say. She
alwayssmiled whenshe said it.

 RussellDory,Robin'sgrandfather.Onlyhisshoes hadbeentaken.Hisbodyhadbeenalmosttornapart by
automati cweapons fire. An old man and a child. What had the painted facesgotten for all theirkilling?

 "Shediedforus,"thescavengerwomanhadsaidof thegreenface.Somekindofinsaneburn-the-rich movement,
Keithhadsaid.We'veneverbeenrich,but to the de sperate, we looked rich. We weresurvivingandwehadour
wall.Didourcommunity diesothataddictscouldmakeahelp-the-poorpolitical statement?

 Therewereothercorpses.Ididn'tgetacloselookatmost of them. They littered the front yards, the street,and
theisland.Therewasnosignofour emergencybellnow.Themenwhohadwantedit

 hadcarrieditaway--perhapstobesoldforitsmetal.I saw Layla Yan nis, Shani'soldest daughter. LikeRobin,
shehadbeenraped.IsawMichaelTalcott, onesideofhisheadsmashedin.Ididn'tlookaroundfor Curtis. I was
terrified that I might see him lying nearby. I was almost out of control as it was, and I couldn't dra w
attention to myself. I couldn't beanythingmorethananotherscavengerhaulingawaytreasure.

 Bodiespassedunder my eyes; Jeremy Balter, one of Robin's brothers, Philip Moss, George Hsu, hiswife
andhisoldestson,JuanaMontoya,RubinQuintanilla, Lidia Cruz. . . . Lidia was only eight yearsold.Shehadbe
enraped,too.

 I made it back through the gate. I didn't breakdown.Ihadn'tseenCoryormybrothersinthecarnage.That
didn't mea nthey weren't there, but I hadn't seenthem. They might be alive. Curtis might bealive.Whereco
uldIlookforthem?

 The Talcotts had relatives living in Robledo, but Ididn'tknowwhere.SomewhereontheothersideofRiver
Street. I couldn't look for them, thoug hCurtis might have gone to them. Why hadn't anyone else stayed
to salvage what they could?

 Icircledtheneighborhood,keepingthewallinsight, thenmadeagreatercircle.Isawnoone--oratleast nooneIkn
ew.Isawotherstreetpoorwhostaredat me.

 Then because I didn't knowwhat else to do, IheadedbacktowardmyburnedoutgarageonMeredith Street.
I couldn't call the police. All the phonesIknewofwereslag.Nostrangerswouldlet meusetheirphoneiftheyhad
phones,andIdidn'tkno wanyone whom I couldpay to call and trust tomakethecall.Mostpeoplewouldavoid
meorbetempted to kee pmy money and nevercall. And anyway, if the police have ignored what'sbeend
one

 to my neighborhood so far, if such a fire and somanycorpsescanbeignored,whyshouldIgotothem? What
would they do? Arrest me?T ake mycashastheirfee?Iwouldn'tbesurprised.Besttostay clear of them.

 Butwher ewasmy family!Someonecalledmyname.

 I turned around, my hand in my pocket, and sawZahraMossandHarryBalter--RichardMoss's youngest
wifeandRobinBalter'soldestbrother.They were an unli kely pair, but they weredefinitely together. They
managed, without touchingeach other, to give the appearance of all but clinging together. Both were bloo
d-spattered and ragged. IlookedatHarry'sbatteredswollenfaceand rememberedthatJoannehadlovedhim--
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orthought shehad--andthathewouldn'tmarryherandgowith hertoOlivarbecausehebelievedwhatDadbelieved
about Olivar.

 "Areyouallright?"heaskedme.

 Inodded,rememberingRobin.Didheknow?RussellDory, Robin, an dJeremy. ... "They beat you up?" I
asked, feelingstupidand awkward. I didn't want totellhimhisgrandfather,brother,andsisterwere dead.

 "I had to fight my way out last night. I was lucky they didn't shoot me." He swayed, lookedaround. "Let'
ssitonthecurb."

 BothZahraandIlookedaround,madesurenoone elsewasnearby.WesatwithHarrybetweenus.Isat on my
pillowcase of clothing. Zahra and Harry were fully dressed, in spite of their coating of blo od and dirt, but
they carriednothing. Did they have nothing, orhad they left their thingssomewhere-- perhaps with whateve
rwas left of their families. AndwherewasZahra'slittlegirlBibi?Didsheknowthat RichardMosswasdead?

 "Everyone'sdead,"Zahrawhisperedasthoughspe akinginto my thoughts. "Everyone. Those painted bastard
skilled themall!"

 "No!"Harryshookhishead."Wegotout.There'llbe some others." He sat with hisfacein hishands, andIwond
eredwhetherhewasmorehurtthanIhad thought.Iwasn'tsharinganyseriouspainwithhim.

 "Have either of you seen my brothersorCory?" I

 asked.

 "Dead," Zahra whispered. "Like my Bibi. All dead." I jumped. "No! Not all of them. No! Did yousee
them?"

 "I saw most of the Montoya family," Harry said. Hewasn'ttalkingtomeasmuchasmusingaloud."We saw
themlastnight.TheysaidJuanawasdead.Therest of them wereg oing to walk to Glendalewheretheirrelatives
live."

 "But-- " I began.

 "AndIsawLaticiaHsu.Shehadbeenstabbed40or

 50times."

 "But did you see my brothers?" I had to ask.

 "They're all dead, I told you," Zahra said. "They got out, but the paints caught themand dragged them
back and killed them. I saw. One of them had me down, and he. . ..I saw."

 Shewasbeingrapedwhenshesawmyfamily draggedbackandkilled?Wasthatwhatshemeant?Wa sit true?

 "I went back this morning," I said. "I didn't see their bodies. Didn't seeany of them." Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh,
no. ...

 "Isaw. Your mother. All of them. Isaw." Zahra hugged herself. "I didn't want to see, but I saw."
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 We all sat without talking. I don't knowhowlongwesatthere.Nowandthensomeonewalkedpastusand loo k
ed atus, somedirty, ragged personwithbundles.Cleanerpeopleinlittlebunchesrodepast usonbikes.Agroupof
threerodepaston motorcycles,theirelectrichumandwhinestrangeinthe quiet street.

 WhenI got up, the other two lookedat me. For no reason except habit, I picked up my pillowcase. I
don't knowwhat I meant to do with the thingsin it. It hadoccurred to me, though, that I should get backto
mygaragebeforesomeoneelsesettledthere.I wasn'tthinkingverywell.Itwasasthoughthat garagewashomeno
w,andallIwantedintheworld

 wastobethere.

 Harry got up and almost fell down again. Hebent and threw up into thegutter. The sight of his throwing
up grabbed at me, and I only just managed to lookaway in time to avoid joining him. He finished,spat,
turnedto face Zahra and me, andcoughed.

 "I feel like hell," he said.

 "They hit him in the head last night," Zahra explained. "Hegot me away from the guy whowas. .

 . . Well, you know. Hegot me away, but they hurt him."

 "There'saburnedoutgaragewhereIsleptlast night,"Isaid."It'salongwalk,buthecanrestthere.We can all rest
there."

 Zahra took my pillowcase and carried it. Maybesomethinginitcoulddohersomegood.Wewalked oneither
sideofHarryandkepthimfromstoppingorwandering off or staggering too much. Someh ow, we got him to
the garage.

  

 15

 KindnesseasesChange.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SUNDAY,AUGUST1,2027

 Harry slept most of the day today. Zahra and I tookturnsstayingwithhim.Hehasaconcussion,at

 least, and heneeds time to heal. Wehaven't talkedaboutwhatwe'lldoifhegetssickerinsteadof healing.Zahra
doesn'twanttoabandonhimbecause he fought to save her. I don't want to abandon himb ecause I've know
n him all my life.He'sagoodguy.Iwonderifthere'ssomewaytogetin touc hwith the Garfields. They would
give him ahome,oratleastseethathehasmedicalcare.

 But he doesn't seem to be getting worse. He totters out to the fenced back yard to urinate. Heeats the
food anddrinks thewater that I give him. With noneedfordiscussion,we'reeatinganddrinkingspa ringly from
my supplies. They're all wehave. Soon we'll have to risk goingout to buy more. But today, Sunday, is a
day of rest andhealing for us.ThepainofHarry'sheadacheandhisbruised,beaten body are alm ost welcome
to me. They're distractions. Along withZahra's talkingand crying for her dead daughter, they fill my mind.
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 Their misery easesmy own, somehow. It gives me moments whenI don't thinkabout my family. Everyone
is dead. But how can they be? Everyone? Zahra hasasoft, little-girl voice that I used to thinkwasphony.
It'sreal,butittakesonasandpaper roughnesswhenshe'supset.Itsoundspainful,as thoughit'sabradingherthroat
asshespeaks.

 Shehadseenherdaughterkilled,seentheblueface who shot Bibi as Zah ra ran, carrying her. She

 believedthebluefacewasenjoyinghimself,sho oting at all the moving targets. She saidhisexpressionreminde
dherofamanhavingsex.

 "I fell down," she whispered. "I thought I was dead. Ithoughthehadkilledme.Therewasblood.ThenI saw
Bibi'sheaddroptooneside.Aredfacegrabbedh er fromme. I didn't see where he camefrom.Hegrabbedher
andthrewherintotheHsu house.Thehousewasburningeverywhere.He threwherintothefire.

 "I went crazy then. I don't knowwhat I did. Somebodygrabbed me, then I was free, then somebody
shoved medownand fell on me. I

 couldn't get my breath, and he tore my clothes. Thenhewasonme,andIcouldn'tdonothing.That's

 when Isaw your mother, your brothers. . . .

 "ThenHarrywasthere,andhepulledthebastardoffme. He told me later that I was screaming. I don't know
whatIwasdoing.Hewasbeatinguptheguyhe'd pulled off me whe na new guy jumpedhim. I hitthenewguy
witharockandHarryknockedtheotherone out. The nwe gotaway. We just ran. We didn'tsleep.Hehidbet
weentwounwalledhousesdownthe streeta way from the fire until a guy came out with an ax and chasedus
away. Then we just wandered until we found you. We didn't even reallyknoweachotherbefore.Youknow.
Richardneverwante dus to have much to dowith the neighbors--

 especially the white ones."

 Inodded,rememberingRichardMoss."He'sdead,you know," Isaid. "Isaw him." I wanted to takethewords
backassoonasI'dsaidthem.Ididn'tknow howtotellsomeoneherhusbandwasdead,butthere must be a better,
gentler way than that.

 She stared at me, stricken. I wanted to apologize for my bluntness, but I didn't think it would help. "I'm
sorry," I said in a kind of genericapology for everything. She began to cry, and I repeated, "I'msorry."

 I held her and let her cry. Harry woke up,drank a little water, and listened while Zahra toldhow Richard
Moss had bought her from her homelessmotherwhenshewasonlyfifteen--youngerthanI hadthought--andb
roughthertoliveinthefirsthouse she had eve rknown. He gaveher enough toeatanddidn'tbeather,andeven
whenherco-wiveswere hateful to her, it was a thousan dtimes betterthanlivingoutsidewithhermotherand
starving. Nowshewasoutsideagain.Insixyears,shehad gonefromnothingtonothing.

 "Doyouhavesomeplacetogo?"sheaskedusat last.Doyouknowanybodywhostillhasahouse?"I looked at Ha
rry. "You might be able to get into

 Olivar if you can walk there fromhere. The Garfieldswouldtakeyouin."

 He thought about that for a while. "I don't want to,"

 he said. "I don't think there's any more future inOlivarthantherewasinourneighborhood.Butat leastinournei
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ghborhood,wehadtheguns."

 "For all the good it did us," Zahra muttered.

 "I know. But they wereour guns, not hired gunmen. No one could turn themagainst us. In Olivar, from
whatJoannesaid,noone'sallowedtohaveagunexcept the security force. An dwho the hellare they?"

 "Company people," I said. "People from outside

 Olivar."

 Henodded."That'swhatIheard,too.Maybeitwill be all right, but it doesn't sound all right."

 "It soundsbetter thanstarving," Zahra said. "You guys have nevermisseda meal, have you?"

 "I'm going north," I said. "I planned to go anywayoncemyfamilywasbackonitsfeet.NowIhavenofamily,
and I'm going."

 "Northwhere?"Zahrademanded.

 I ate four of them. They weredelicious, and too ripe to travel well anyway.

 "Why don't you try on some of thoseclothes," I said.

 "Takewhat fits you."

 She fit not only into Marcus'sshirt and jeans--thoughshehadtorollthejeanslegsup--butintohis shoes.Shoes
areexpensive.Nowshehastwopair.

 "You let me do it, I'lltrade these little shoes for some food," she said.

 I nodded. "Tomorrow. Whatever youget, we'll split it. Then I'm leaving."

 "Goingnorth?"

 "Yes."

 "Justnorth.Doyouknowanythingabouttheroads andtownsandwheretobuystufforstealit?Haveyou got
money?"

 "I have maps," I said. "They're old, but I think they'restillgood.Noone'sbeenbuildingnewroadslately."

 "Hell no. Money?"

 "A little. Not enough, I suspect."

 "Nosuchthingasenoughmoney.Whatabouthim?" ShegesturedtowardHarry'sunmovingback.He

 waslyingdown.Icouldn'ttellwhetherhewasasleepor not.

 "Hehastodecideforhimself,"Isaid."Maybehe wantstohangaroundtolookforhisfamilybeforehe goes."
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 He turned overslowly. He lookedsick, but fullyaware.Zahraputthepeachesshehadsavedforhim next to
him.

 "I don't want to wait for anything," he said. "I wish we could start now. I hate this place."

 "Yougoingwithher?"Zahraasked,jabbingathumbat me.

 Helookedatme."Wemightbeabletohelpeachother," he said. "At least we knowe ach other, and. .

 .I managed to grab a few hundred dollars as I ran

 out of the house." He was offeringtrust. He meantwecouldtrusteachother.Thatwasnosmallthing.

 "I was thinking of travelingasa man," I said to him. He seemed to be repressing a smile. "That will be
safer for you. You're at least tall enough to fool people. You'llhave to cut your hair, though."

 Zahragrunted."Mixedcouplescatchhellwhetherpeople think they're gay or straight. Harry'll piss off allthe
blacksandyou'llpissoffallthewhites.Goodluck."

 I watched herasshe said it, and realized what she wasn't saying. "You want to come?" I asked.

 She sniffed. "Why should I? I won't cut my hair!"

 "Noneed,"Isaid."Wecanbeablackcoupleand theirwhitefriend.IfHarrycangetareasonabletan, maybewecan
claimhimasacousin."

 She hesitated, then whispered, "Yeah, I want to go."Andshestartedtocry.Harrystaredatherin surprise.

 "Did you thinkwe weregoing to just dump you?" I

 asked,"Allyouhadtodowasletusknow."

 "I don't have any money," she said. "Not a dollar."

  

  

  

  

 I sighed. "Where did you get those peaches."

 "You were right. I stole them."

 "Youhaveausefulskill,then,andinformationaboutliving out here." I faced Harry. "What do you think?"

 "Herstealingdoesn'tbotheryou?"heasked
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 "I mean to survive," I said.

 "`Thoushalt not steal,'" he quoted. "Yearsandyears--alifetimeof`Thoushaltnotsteal.'"

 IhadtosmotheraflashofangerbeforeIcould answer.Hewasn'tmyfather.Hehadnobusinessquotin gscripture at
me. He was nobody. I didn't look at him. I didn't speak until I knew my voicewould sound normal. Then,
"I said I mean to survive," I told him. "Don't you?"

 He nodded. "It wasn't a criticism. I'm just surprised."

 "I hope it won't ever meangetting caught or leaving someone else to starve," I said. And to my own surpr
ise, I smiled. "I've thought about it. That's the way I feel, but I've never stolen anything."

 "You'rekidding!"Zahrasaid.

 I shrugged. "It's true. I grewup trying to set a good example for my brothers and tryingto live up to my
father'sexpectations. That seemed like what Ishouldbedoing."

 "Oldest kid," Harry said. "I know." He was the oldest in his family.

 "Oldest, hell," Zahra said, laughing. "You'reboth babiesout here."

 Andthatwasn'toffensive,somehow.Perhapsbecause it was true. "I'm inexperienced," I admitted.

 "But I can learn. You're goingto be one of my teachers."

 "One?" she said. "Whohave you got but me?"

 "Everyone."

 She looked scornful. "No one."

 "Everyonewho'ssurvivingouthereknowsthingsthat I need to kno w," I said. "I'll watch them, I'll listen to
them, I'll learn from them. If I don't, I'llbe killed. And like I said, I intend to survive."

 "They'll sell you a bowl of shit," shesaid.

 I nodded. "I know. But I'll buy as few of thoseas possible."

 She looked at me for a longtime, then sighed. "IwishI'dknownyoubetterbeforeallthishappened," shesaid.
"You'reaweirdpreacher'skid.Ifyoustillwant to play man, I'll cut your hair for you."

  

  

  

 I took my many purchasesout to what was once thegroundfloorofaparkingstructure,andwasnowakind of
semi-encl osed flea market. Many of the thingsdug out of ashheaps and landfills windupfor salehere. The
ruleisthat if you buy something in the store, you can sell something of similar value inthestructure.Yourrece
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ipt,codedanddated,isyour peddler'slicense.

 The structure waspatrolled, though more to check these licenses than to keep anyone safe. Still, thestru
cturewassaferthanthestreet.

 IfoundHarryandZahrasittingonourbundles,Harry

 waiting to go into the store, and Zahra waiting for herlicense.Theyhadputtheirbacksagainstawallofthe
store at a spot away from the street anda way from the biggest crowd of buyers and sellers. I gaveZahra
thereceiptandbegantoseparateandpack ournewsupplies.WewouldleaveassoonasZahra andHarryfinished
theirbuyingandselling.

 Wewalkeddowntothefreeway--the118--and turnedwest.Wewouldtakethe118tothe23andthe 23 to U.S.
101. The 101 would take u sup thecoasttowardOregon.Webecamepartofabroad riverofpeoplewalkingw
estonthefreeway.Onlya fewstraggledeastagainstthecurrent--easttoward themountainsandthedesert.Where
werethe westwardwalkersgoing?Tosomething,orjustawayfrom here?

 Wesawafewtrucks--mostofthemrunatnight-- swarmsofbikesorelectriccycles,andtwocars.Allthesehad
plenty of room to speed along theo uterlanespastus.We'resaferifwekeeptotheleftlanesaway from the ona
nd off ramps. It's again st the law in California to walk on the freeways, but the law isarchaic.Everyone
whowalkswalksonthefreewayssoonero rlater. Freeways provide the most directroutesbetweencitiesandp
artsofcities.Dadwalkedor bicycled on them often. Some pro stitutesand peddlers of food, water, and
othernecessities livealongthefreewaysinshedsorshacksorintheopen

 air. Beggars, thieves, and murderers live here, too. But I've never walked a freeway before today. I
foundtheexperiencebothfascinatingandfrightenin g. In some ways, the scene remindedme of an old film I
saw once of a street in

 mid-twentieth-centuryChina--walkers,bicyclers, peoplecarrying,pulling,pushingloadsofallkinds. Butthe
freewaycrowdisaheterogeneousmass--black an dwhite, Asian and Latin, whole families areonthemove
withbabiesonbacksorperchedatop loadsincarts,wagonsorbicyclebaskets,

 sometimesalongwithanoldorhandicappedperson.Other old, ill, or handicapped people hobbled along as
best they coul dwith the help of sticks or fitter companions. Many werearmed with sheathed knives,
rifles, and, of course, visible, holsteredhandguns.Theoccasionalpassingcoppaidnoattention.

 Childrencried,played,squatted,dideverything excepteat.Almostnooneatewhilewalking.Isawa coupleof
peopledrinkfromcanteens.Theytookquick, furtive gulp s, as though they were doingsomethingshameful--o
rsomethingdangerous.

 A woman alongsideuscollapsed. I got no impression of pain from her, except at the suddenimpactofher
bodyweightonherknees.Thatmade mestumble,butnotfall.Thewomansatwhereshe

 hadfallenforafewseconds,thenlurchedtoherfeet

 andbeganwalkingagain,leaningforwardunderher hugepack.

 Almosteveryonewasfilthy.Theirbagsandbundlesand packs were filthy. They stank. And we, who have
sleptonconcreteinashesanddirt,andwhohave not bathed for three days-- we fitted in pretty well. Only our
n ew sleepsack packs gaveusawayaseithernewtotheroadoratleastinpossessionof newstealables.Weshould
havedirtiedthepacksa
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 little before we got started. We will dirty them tonight. I'llsee to it.

 Therewereafewyoungguysaround,leanandquick, som efilthy, some not dirty at all. Keiths.Today'sKeiths.
Theoneswhobotheredmemost weren'tcarryingmuch.Someweren'tcarrying anythingexceptweapons.

 Predators. They lookedaround a lot, stared at people, and the people lookedaway. I lookedaway.

 IwasgladtoseethatHarryandZahradidthesame.We didn't need trouble. If troubl ecame, I hoped wecould
killitandkeepwalking.

 Thegunwasfullyloadednow,andIworeitholste red, but half covered by my shirt. Harry bought himself a
knife. The money he had snatchedupasheranfromhisburninghousehadnotbeenenoughto buy a gun. I could
have bought a second gun, but it would have taken too much of my money, and we have a long way to
go.

 Zahra used the shoe money to buy herself a knife and a few personal things. I had refused my share of
thatmoney.Sheneededafewdollarsinherpocket.

  

 16

 Earthseed

 CastonnewgroundMu st first perceiveThatitknowsnothing.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 MONDAY, AUGUST 2, 2027

 (cont. from notes expanded

 AUGUST 8)

 Here are someof the things I've learned today:Walkinghurts.I'veneverdoneenoughwalkingtolearn that bef
o re, but I know it now. It isn't only theblistersandsorefeet,althoughwe'vegotthose.After a while,
everythingh urts. I think my back andshoulderswouldliketodeserttoanotherbody. Nothingeasesthepainexc
eptrest.Eventhoughwegot a late start, we stopped twice today to rest. We went off the freeway, into hills
or bushes to sit down, drinkwater,eatdriedfruitandnuts.Thenwewenton. The daysa re longthis time of
year.

 Suckingonaplumorapricotpitalldaymakesyoufeel less thirsty. Zahra told us that.

 "WhenIwasakid,"shesaid,"thereweretimes

 whenI would put a little rock in my mouth. Anything to feel better. It's a cheat, though. If you don't drink
enough water, you'll die no matter how you feel."

 Allthreeofuswalkedalongwithseedsinourmouths after our first stop, an dwe felt better. Wedrankonly
duringourstopsinthehills.It'ssaferthat way.
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 Also,coldcampsaresaferthancheerycampfires.Yet tonight we cle ared some ground, duginto ahillside,and
madeasmallfireinthehollow.Therewe coo ked some of my acorn meal with nuts and fruit. It was wond
erful. Soonwe'll run out of it andwe'llhavetosurviveonbeans,cornmeal,oats--expensive stuff from stores.
Aco rnsare home-food,andhomeisgone.

 Fires are illegal. You can see them flickering all over the hills, but they are illegal. Everythingisso so dry
thatthere'salwaysadangerofcampfiresgettingaway frompeopleand taking out a community or two. It does
happen. But peopl ewhohave no homeswillbuildfires.Evenpeoplelikeuswhoknowwhatfire can do will build
them. They give comfort, hot food,andafalsesenseofsecurity.

 Whilewewereeating,andevenafterwe'dfinished,peopled rifted overand tried to joinus. Most wereharmless
andeasilygottenridof.Threeclaimedthey just wanted to get warm. The sun was still up, redonthehorizon,an
ditwasfarfromcold.

 Threewomenwantedtoknowwhethertwostudslike Harry and me didn't need more thano newoman.Thew
omenwhoaskedthismayhavebeen cold,consideringhowfewclothestheyhadon.It's goingtobestrangeforme,
pretendingtobeaman.

 "Couldn't I just roast this potato in yourcoals?" andoldmanasked,showingusawitheredpotato.

 We gave him some fire andsent himaway-- andwatchedtoseewherehewent,sinceaburning brandcouldbe
eitheraweaponoramajor distractionifhehadfriendshiding.It'scrazytolive thisway,suspectinghelplessoldpeo
ple.Insane. Butweneedourparanoiatokeepusalive.Hell,Harry wanted to let the old guy sit with us. It took
Zahra and me tog ether to let him know that wasn't

 going to happen. Harry and I have been well-fedandprotectedallourlives.We'restrongandhealthyand
bettereducatedthanmostpeopleourage.Butwe'restupido ut here. We want to trust people. I fightagainstthe
impulse.Harryhasn'tlearnedtodothatyet. We argued about it afterward, low voice d,

 almost whispering.

 "Nobody'ssafe, " Zahra told him. No matter how pitiful they look, they can steal younaked. Little kids,
skinny and big-eyedwill make off with all your money, water, and food! I know. I used to do it to
people. Maybe they died, I don't know. But I didn't die."

 Harry and I both stared at her. We knewso little about her life. But to me, at that moment, Harry wasour
mostdangerousquestionmark.

 "You'restrongandconfident," I said to him. "You think you can takecare of yourself out here, andmaybe
youcan.Butthinkwhatastabwoundora brokenbonewouldmeanouthere:Disablement,slo wdeath from infe
ctionorstarvation, no medical care, nothing."

 He looked at measthough he wasn't sure he wantedto knowme anymore. "What, then?" he asked.
"Everyone's guilty until proveninnocent? Guilty of what? And how do they prove themselves to you?"

 "I don't give a piss whether they're innocentornot,"Zahrasaid."Letthemtendtotheirownbusiness."

 "Harry, your mind isstill back in the neighborhood," I said. "You still think a mistake is when yourfather
yellsatyouoryoubreakafingerorchipatoothor something.Outhereamistake--onemistake--andyou may be
dead. Remembe rthat guy today?What if that happened tous?"
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 Wehadseenamanrobbed--achubbyguyof35or

 40whowaswalkingalongeatingnutsoutofapaper bag.Notsmart.Alittlekidof12or13snatchedthe nutsandran
offwiththem.Whilethevictimwas distractedbythelittlekid,twobiggerkidstripped him,cuthispackstraps,drag
gedthepackoffhis

 back, and ran off with it. The whole thing happened so fast that no one could have interferedif they'd
wantedto.Noonetried.Thevictimwasunhurt exceptforbruisesandabrasions--thesortofthingIhad to put up
with eve ry day back in theneighborhood.Butthevictim'ssuppliesweregone.If hehadahomenearbyandother
supplies,hewouldbe all right. Otherwise, hiso nly way of survivingmightbetorobsomeoneelse--ifhecould.

 "Remember?" I asked Harry. "We don't have to hurt anyone unless they push usinto it, but we don't dare
let our guard down. We can't trust people."

 Harry shook his head. "What if I thought that way whenI pulled that guy off Zahra?"

 I held on to my temper. "Harry, you knowI don'tmeanweshouldn'ttrustorhelpeachother.Wekno weach
other. We've madeacommitment to travel together."

 "I'm not sure we doknoweach other."

 "I am. And we can't afford yourdenial. You can't afford it."

 Hejuststaredatme.

 "Outhere,youadapttoyoursurroundingsoryougetkilled," I said. "That' sobvious!"

 NowhedidlookatmeasthoughIwereastranger.Ilooked back, hoping I knew hima swell as I thought Idid.
Hehadabrainandhehadcourage.Hejust didn'twanttochange.

 "Do you want to break off with us," Zahra asked, "go your own way without us?"

 Hisgazesoftenedashelookedather."No,"hesaid.

 "Of coursenot. But we don't have to turn intoanimals,forgodsake."

 "In a way, we do," I said. "We're a pack, the three of us, and all those other people out there aren't in it.
Ifwe'reagoodpack,andweworktogether,wehavea chance.Youcanbesurewearen'ttheonlypackout here."

 Heleanedbackagainstarock,andsaidwithamazement, "You damn sure talk macho enough to be a guy."

 I almost hit him. Maybe Zahra and I wouldbe better off without him. But no, that wasn't true. Numbers
mattered. Friendshipmattered. One realmalepresencemattered.

 "Don't repeat that," I whispered, leaningclose to him. "Never say that again. There are otherpeople all
over these hills; you don't know who's listening. You give me away and you weaken yourself!"

 That reached him. "Sorry," he said.

 "It's bad out here," Zahra said. "But most people make it if they're careful. People weakerthanus make
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it-- if they're careful."

 Harry gave a wan smile. "I hate this world already,"

 hesaid.

  

  

  

 "It'snotsobadifpeoplesticktogether."

 He looked from her to me and back to her again. Hesmiledatherandnodded.Itoccurredtomethen thathe
likedher,wasattractedtoher.Thatcouldbe aproblemforherlater.Shewasabeautifulwoman, andIwouldneverb
ebeautiful--whichdidn'tbotherme. Boys had always seeme dto like me. But Zahra's looks grabbed male
attention. If she andHarrygettogether,shecouldwindupcarryingtwoheavy loadsn orthward.

 I was lost in thought about the two of them when

 Zahranudgedmewithherfoot.

 Twobig,dirty-lookingguyswerestandingnearby, watchingus,watchingZahrainparticular.

 I stood up, feeling the othersstand with me, flanking me. These guyswere too close tous. They meant to
be too close. As I stoodup, I put my hand on thegun.

 "Yeah?" I said, "What do youwant?"

 "Not a thing," one of them said, smiling at Zahra. Both wore big holstered kniveswhich they fingered. I
drew the gun. "Good deal," I said.

 Theirsmilesvanished."What,yougoingtoshootus forstandinghere?"thetalkativeonesaid.

 I thumbed the safety. I would shoot the talker, theleader.Theotheronewouldrunaway.Healready

 wantedtorunaway.Hewasstaring,open-mouthed,at the gun. By the time I collapsed, he wouldbe gone.

 "Hey,notrouble!"thetalkerraisedhishands,backinga way. "Take it easy, man."

 I let them go.Ithink it would havebeen better toshootthem.I'mafraidofguyslikethat--guyslooking fortroubl
e,lookingforvictims.ButitseemsIcan't quiteshootsomeonejustbecauseI'mafraidofhim.Ikilled a man on the
night of the fire, and I haven't thought much about it. But this was different. It was like what Harry sai dab
out stealing. I've heard, "Thou shalt not kill," all my life, but when you have to, you kill. I wonder what Da
dwouldsay about that. Butthen,hewastheonewhotaughtmetoshoot.

 "We'dbetterkeepadamngoodwatchtonight,"I said.IlookedatHarry,andwasgladtoseethathelooked the way
I probably had am oment before:madandworried."Let'spassyourwatchandmygun around," I told him.
"Three hours per watcher."
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 "Youknow I'll takecare of it," I told him.

 Henodded."Youbecareful,"hesaid,andclosedhis eyes.

 I put the watch on, pulled the elastic of my sleeve down over it so that the glowof the dial wouldn't be
visible by accident, and sat back against the hill to make a few quick notes. While there was still some
natural light, I could write and watch.

 Zahrawatchedmeforawhile,thenlaidherhandonmy arm. "Teachm eto do that," she whispered.

 I looked at her,not understanding,

 "Teach me to readand write."

 Iwassurprised,butIshouldn'thavebeen.Where,ina life like hers, had the re been time or money for school.
And onceRichard Moss bought her,her jealous co-wives wouldn't have taught her.

 "You should have come to usback in the neighborhood," I said. "We would have setuplessonsforyou."

 "Richardwouldn't let me. He said I alreadyknew enough to suit him."

 I groaned. "I'll teach you. We can start tomorrow morning if you want."

 "Okay."Shegavemeanoddsmileandbegan orderingherbagandherfewpossessions,bundledin my scavenged
pillowcase. She lay downi nher bag and turnedon her sideto look at me. "I didn'tthinkI'dlikeyou,"shesaid.
"Preacher'skid,alloverthe place, teachin g, telling everybody what to do, sticking yourdamnnose in
everything. But you ain't bad."

 I went from surprise into amusement of my own.

 "Neitherare you," I said.

 "You didn't like me either?" Her turn to be surprised.

 "Youwerethebestlookingwomanintheneighborhood. No, I wasn't cra zy about you. And

 rememberacoupleofyearsagowhenyoutriedyourharde st to make me throw upwhile I waslearning toclean
andskinrabbits."

 "Why'd you want to learn that, anyway?" sheasked.

 "Blood, guts, worms. . . . I just figured, `There shegoesagain,stickinghernosewhereitdon'tbelong.Well, let
her have it!"'

 "I wanted to knowthat I coulddothat--handle a dead animal, skin it, butcher it, treat its hide to make
leather. I wantedto knowhow to do it, and that I could do it without getting sick."

 "Why?"

 "Because I thought someday I might have to. And we might out here. Same reason I put together an
emergencypackandkeptitwhereIcouldgrabit."
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 "Iwonderedaboutthat--aboutyouhavingallthatstuff from home, I mean. At first I thought maybe you got it
all when you went back. But no, you were ready for all the trouble. You saw it coming."

 "No."Ishookmyhead,remembering."Noonecouldhave bee nready for that. But.. ..I thoughtsomethingwo
uldhappensomeday.Ididn'tknowhowbad it wouldb eor when it would come. Buteverythingwasgettingwo
rse:theclimate,the economy,crime,drugs,youknow.Ididn'tbelievewe wouldbeallowedtositbehindourwalls,lo
okingclean and fat and rich to the hungry, thirsty, homeless, jobless, filthy people outside."

 Sheturnedagainandlayonherback,staringupward at the sta rs. "I should haveseen someof that stuff," she
said. "But I didn't. Those big walls.Andeverybodyhadagun.Therewereguardseverynight. I thought. . . .I
thought we were so strong."

 I put my notebook and pendown, sat on my sleepsack, and put my own pillowcasedbundlebehindme.
Minewaslumpyanduncomfortabletolean on. I wanted it uncomfo rtable. I was tired. Everything ached.
Given a little comfort, I would fallasleep.

 Thesunwasdownnow,andourfirehadgoneout exceptforafewglowingcoals.Idrewthegunandheld it in my
lap. If I needed it at all, I would need it fast. We weren 't strongenough to survive slownessorstupidmista
kes.

 Isat where I wasfor three weary, terrifying hours.Nothinghappenedtome,butIcouldseeandhear thingsh
appening.Therewerepeoplemoving aroundthehills,sometimessilhouettingthemselvesagain st the skyasthey
ranorwalkedover the topsofhills.Isawgroupsandindividuals.TwiceIsawdogs, distant, but alarming. I heard
a lot of gunfi re-- individual shotsand short bursts of automatic weapons fire. That last and the dogs
worried me,

 scaredme. A pistol would be noprotection against amachinegunorautomaticrifle.Anddogsmightnot know
enoughtobeafraidofguns.Wouldapack

 keepcoming if I shot two or three of its members? I sat in a coldsweat, longingfor walls--orat least for
anothermagazineortwoforthegun.

 It was nearly midnight when I wokeHarry, gave him the gun and thewatch, and madehimas
uncomfortableasIcouldbywarninghimaboutthe dogs,thegunfire,andthemanypeoplewhowandered around at
night. He did loo kawake and alert enough when I lay down.

 I fell asleep at once. Achingand exhausted, I foundthehardgroundaswelcomingasmybedathome.

  

  

  

 Ashoutawokeme.ThenIheardgunfire--several singleshots,thunderousandnearby.Harry?Something fell acr
oss me before I could geto ut ofmysleepsack--somethingbigandheavy.Itknockedthe breatho ut of me. I
struggled to get it off me,knowingthatitwasahumanbody,deadorunconscio us. As I pushedat it and felt its
heavybeardstubbleandlonghair,Irealizeditwasaman, andnotHarry.Somestranger.

 I heard scrambling and thrashingnearme. There were grunts and sounds of blows. A fight. I couldsee
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theminthedarkness--twofiguresstrugglingon theground.TheoneonthebottomwasHarry.

 Hewasfightingsomeoneoverthegun,andhewas losing.Themuzzlewasbeingforcedtowardhim.

 Thatcouldn'thappen.Wecouldn'tlosethegunorHarry. I took a smallg ranite boulder from our fire pit, set
my teeth,and brought it down with all my strengthonthebackoftheintruder'shead.AndIbroughtmyself
down.

 It wasn't the worst pain I had evershared, but itcameclose.Iwasworthlessafterdeliveringthatoneblow. I
thin kI wasunconsciousfor a while.

 ThenZahraappearedfromsomewhere,feelingme,trying to see me. She wouldn't find a wound, of course.

 I sat up, fending her off, and saw that Harry wastheretoo.

 "Are they dead?" I asked.

 "Never mindthem," he said. "Are you all right?"Igotup,swayingfromtheresidualshockofthe

 blow. I felt sickand dizzy, and my head hurt. A few days before, Harry had made me feel that way and
we'dbothrecovered.DidthatmeanthemanI'dhit wouldrecover?

 I checked him. He wasstill alive, unconscious, notfeelinganypainnow.WhatIwasfeelingwasmy ownrea
ctiontotheblowI'dstruck.

 "The otherone's dead," Harry said. "This one. . . . Well, you caved in theback of hishead. I don't know
why he's still alive."

 "Oh, no," I whispered. "Oh hell." And then to Harry.

 "Give me the gun."

 "Why?" heasked.

 Myfingershadfoundthebloodandbrokenskull, softandpulpyatthebackofthestranger'shead. Harrywasright.
Heshouldhavebeendead.

 "Give me the gun." I repeated, and held out a bloody hand for it. "Unless youwant to do this yourself."

 "You can't shoot him. You can't just. . . ."

 "I hope you'd find the courage to shoot me if I were like that, and out here withnomedical care to be
had. Weshoot him,orleave him here alive. How long do you think it will take him to die?"

 "Maybehewon'tdie."

 I went to my pack, struggling tonavigate without throwing up. I pulled it away from thedead man, groped
withinit, and found my knife. It was a goodknife,sharpandstrong.Iflickeditopenandcutthe unconsciousman'
sthroatwithit.

 Not until the flow of bloodstopped did I feel safe.Theman'shearthadpumpedhislifeawayintothe ground.
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Hecouldnotregainconsciousnessandinvolve me in his agony.

 But, ofcourse, I wasfar fromsafe. Perhapsthe last two people from my old life were about to leave me. I
hadshockedandhorrifiedthem.Iwouldn'tblamethem for leaving.

 "Strip the bodies," I said. "Take what they have, then

 we'll put them into the scruboaks down the hillwherewegatheredwood."

 IsearchedthemanIhadkilled,foundasmall amountofmoneyinhispantspocketandalargeramount in his right
sock. Matches, a packet of almonds, a packet of dried meat, and a packet of small, round, purple pills. I
found no knife, no weapon of any kin d. So this was not one of the pair that sized usupearlier in the night.
I hadn't thought so. Neither of them hadbeen long-haired. Both ofthesewere.

 I put the pills back in the pocket I had taken them from. Everything else, I kept. The money would help s
ustainus. The food might or might or might not beedible.IwoulddecidethatwhenIcouldseeit clearly.

  

  

  

  

 "No," I said. "I don't get the damage. Just the pain."

 "But, I mean it felt like you hit yourself?"

 I nodded. "Closeenough. WhenI was little, I used to bleed along withpeople if I hurt them or evenif I
saw them hurt. I haven't done that for a few years."

 "Butifthey'reunconsciousordead,youdon'tfeelanything."

 "That's right."

 "So that's why you killed that guy?"

 "I killed him because hewasa threat to us. To me in

 a special way, but to you too. What couldwe have done about him? Abandon him to the flies, the ants,
andthedogs?Youmighthavebeenwillingtodo that,butwouldHarry?Couldwestaywithhim?For howlong?To
whatpurpose?Orwouldwedaretohunt up a cop and try to report seeing a guyh urt without involving ou
rselves. Copsarenot trustingpeople.Ithinktheywouldwanttocheckusout,hang on tou sfor a while, maybe
chargeuswithattackingtheguyandkillinghisfriend.Iturnedtolook at Harry who had not sai da word. "What
would you have done?" I asked.

 "Idon'tknow,"hesaid,hisvoicehardwithdisapproval. "I only know I wouldn't have done what you did."

 "I wouldn't haveasked you to do it," I said. "I didn't ask you. But, Harry, I would do it again. I might
have to do it again. That'swhy I'm telling you this." I glanced at Zahra. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you before. I

Page  110



knewI should, but talking about it is. . .hard. Very hard. I've never toldanyone before. Now. . . ."I took a
deepbreath. "Noweverything'sup to you."

 "What do you mean?" Harry demanded.

 Ilookedathim,wishingIcouldseehisexpression wellenoughtoknowwhetherthiswasarealquestion. I didn't
think it was. I decided to ign ore him.

 "Sowhatdoyouthink?"Iasked,lookingatZahra.

 Neither of them saidanything for a minute. Then Zahra began to speak, began to say such terrible things
in that soft voice of hers. After a moment, Iwasn'tsureshewastalkingtous.

  

  

  

 I took his hands, lookedat their big, pale, blunt fingers. They had a lot of strength in them, I knew, but I
had never seen him use it to bully anyone. Hewasworthsometrouble,Harrywas.

 "No oneiswhowe think they are," I said. "That's what we get for not beingtelepathic. But you've trusted
mesofar-- and I've trusted you. I've just put my life in your hands. What are you going to do?" Was he
goingto abandon menow to my "infirmity"-- instead of me maybe abandoning him at some future time due
to a theoreticalbrokenarm. And I thought: One oldest kid to another, Harry; would that beresponsible
behavior?

 Hetookhishandsback."Well,Ididknowyouwere amanipulativebitch,"hesaid.

 Zahrasmotheredalaugh.Iwassurprised.I'dneverheard him use the word befo re. I heard it nowasa sound
of frustration. Hewasn't goingto leave. He was a last bit of home that I didn't have to give upyet.Howdid
hefeelaboutthat?Washeangrywith meforalmostbreakingupthegroup?Hehadrea son to be, I suppose.

 "Idon'tunderstandhowyoucouldhavebeenlikethis all the time," he said. "Ho wcould you hideyour sharing
from everyone?"

 "My father taught me to hide it,"Itold him. "He was right. In this world, thereisn't any room for housebo
und, frightened, squeamish people, and that's what I might have become if everyonehadknownaboutme--
alltheotherkids,forinstance.Little kidsa re vicious. Haven't you noticed?"

 "But your brothers must have known."

 "My father put the fear of God into them about it. He could do that. As far as I know, they never told
anyone. Keith used to play `funny' tricks on me, though."

 "So...you faked everyoneout. You must be a hell ofanactor."

 "Ihadto learn to pretend to be normal. My father

 kept trying to convince me that I was normal. He was wrong about that, but I'm glad he taught me the
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wayhedid."

 "Maybe you arenormal. I mean if the pain isn't real,thenmaybe--"

 "Maybethissharingthingisallinmyhead?Ofcou rse it is! And I can't get it out. Believe me, I'd love to."

  

 17

 Embrace diversity.

 Unite--

 Orbedivided, robbed,

 ruled, killed

 Bythosewhoseeyouasprey.Embra ce diversity

 Orbedestroyed.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 TUESDAY, AUGUST 3, 2027

  

 (from notes expanded AUGUST 8)There's a big fire in the hills to the east of us. Wesawitbeginasathin,d
arkcolumnofsmoke,rising intoanotherwiseclearsky.Nowit'smassive--ahillside or two? Several buildings?
Many houses? Ourneighborhoodagain?

 We kept looking at it, then looking away. Other people dying, losingtheir families, their homes. . . .Even
whenwehadwalkedpastit,welookedback. Hadthepeoplewithpaintedfacesdonethis,too? Zahrawascryingas
shewalkedalong,cursinginavoice so soft that I could hear only a few of the bitter words.

 Earlier today we left the 118 freeway to lookfor and finally connect with the 23. Nowwe're on the 23
withcharredovergrownwildernessononesideandneighborhoods on the oth er. We can't see the fire

 itself now. We've passed it, come a longway from it, put hills between it andusaswehead southward
toward the coast. But we canstill see the smoke. We didn't stop for the night until it was almost dark and
wewerealltiredandhungry.

 We've camped away from the freeway on the wilderness sideof it, out of sight, but not out of hearing of
the shuffling hoardsof peopleonthemove.Ithinkthat'sasoundwe'llhearforthewhole ofourjourneywhetherwest
opinNorthernCaliforniaor go through to Canada. So many peopl ehoping for so much up where it still
rains every year, and an uneducatedperson might still get a job that pays in money instead of beans, wate
r, potatoes, and

 maybeafloortosleepon.
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 But it's the fire that holds our attention. Maybe it was started byaccident. Maybe not. But still, peopleare
losingwhat they may not be able to replace. Even iftheysurvive,insuranceisn'tworthmuchthesedays. People
onthehighway,shadowyinthedarkness,had begun to reverse the flow, to drift northward to find a way to
the fire. Be st to be early for the scavenging.

 "Shouldwego?"Zahraasked,hermouthfullofdriedmeat. We built no fire tonight. Be st for usto vanishintothe
darknessandavoidguests.Wehadputa tangleoftreesandbushesatourbacksandhoped forthebest.

 "Youmeangobackandrobthosepeople?"Harry demanded.

 On the otherhand, my Earthseed verseshad surprised him, and, I think, pleased him a little. Iwasn'tsure
whetherhelikedthewritingorthe reasoning,buthelikedhavingsomethingtoread andtalkabout.

 "Poetry?" he said thismorningashe looked throughthepagesIshowedhim--pagesofmyEarthseednotebook,
as it happened. "I never knew you cared about poetry."

 "A lot of it isn't very poetical," I said. "But it's what I believe, and I've written it aswellasI could." I show
ed him four versesin all--gentle, brief verses that might take hold of him without his realizing it

 and live in his memory without his intending that they should. Bits of the Bible had done that to me,
staying with me even after I stopped believing.

 I gave to Harry, and throughhim to Zahra, thoughts I wantedthem to keep. But I couldn't preventHarry
fromkeepingotherthingsaswell:Hisnewdistrustof me,forinstance,almosthisnewdislike.Iwasnotquite Lauren
Olamina to him any longer. I had seen that in his expression off and on alld ay. Odd.

 Joannehadn'tlikedherglimpseoftherealmeeither. On the other hand, Zahra didn't seem to mind. But then,
she hadn't knownm every well athome.Whatshelearnednow,shecouldaccept

 without feeling lied to. Harry did feel lied to, and perhaps he wondered what lies I wasstill telling or
living. Only time could heal that-- if he let it.

 We movedwhenhe came back. He had foundusa newcampsite, near the freeway and yet private. Oneof
thehugefreewaysignshadfallenorbeen knockeddown,andnowlayontheground,propped upbyapairofdead
sycamoretrees.Withthetrees,it formed a massive lea n-to. The rock and ash leavings of a campfire sh
owedusthat the placehadbeenusedbefore.Perhapstherehadbeenpeople heretonight,buttheyhadgoneaway
toseewhat theycouldscavengefromthefire.Nowwe'rehere,happy to get a little privacy, a view of the hills b
ack whe re the fire is, and the security, for what it was worth, of at least one wall.

 "Gooddeal!"Zahrasaid,unrollinghersleepsackand settling down on top of it. "I'll takethe first watch
tonight, okay?"

 It was okay with me. I gave her the gun and laydown,eagerforsleep.AgainIwasamazedtofind somuch
comfortinsleepingonthegroundinmy clothes.There'snonarcoticlikeexhaustion.Sometime in the night I wo
keup tosoft,smallsoundsofvoicesandbreathing.ZahraandHarrywere making love. I turned my head and
saw them at it ,though they were too much involvedwith each other to noticeme.

 And,ofcourse,noonewasonwatch.

 I got caught up in their lovemaking, and had all I could do to lie still and keepquiet. I couldn'tescape their
sensation. I couldn't keepan efficient watch. I could either writhewith them orhold myself rigid. Iheldrigid
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untiltheyfinished--untilHarrykissed Zahra,thengotuptoputhispantsonandbeganhiswatch.

 And I lay awake afterward, angry andworried. How in hell could I talk to either of them about this? It
wouldbenoneofmybusinessexceptforthetimethey cho se for doing it. But look whenthat was! Wecouldall
havebeenkilled.

 Still sitting up, Harry began to snore.

 I listened for a couple of minutes, thensat up,reachedoverZahra,andshookhim.

 He jumped awake, stared around, then turned toward me. I couldn't see more thana moving silhouette.

 "Givemethegunandgobacktosleep,"Isaid.He ju stsat there.

 "Harry, you'll get us killed. Give me the gun and thewatchandliedown.I'llwakeyoulater."

 He looked at the watch.

 "Sorry," he said. "Guess I wasmore tired than I thought." His voice grew lesssleep-fogged. "I'm all right.
I'm awake. Go back to sleep."

 Hispridehadkickedin.Itwouldbealmost

 impossible to get the gun and thewatch from himnow.

 I lay down. "Remember last night," I said. "If you care about her at all, if you want her to live, remember
last night."

 He didn't answer. I hoped I had surprised him. I supposed I had also embarrassed him. And maybe I
had madehim feel angry and defensive. Whatever I'd done, I didn't hear him doingany more snoring.

  

  

  

  

 WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 4, 2027

 Todaywestoppedatacommercialwaterstationand filledourselvesandallourcontainerswithclean,

 safe water. Commercialstationsare best for that. Anything you buy from a water peddler on the freeway
ought to be boiled, and still might not besafe.Boilingkillsdiseaseorganisms,butmaydo nothingtogetridof
chemicalresidue--fuel, pesticide,herbicide,whateverelsehasbeeninthebottles that peddlersu se. The fact
that mostpeddlerscan'treadmakesthesituationworse.They sometimespoisonthemselves.

 Commercial stations let you drawwhateveryou payfor--andnotadropmore--rightoutofoneoftheir taps.
Youdrinkwhateverthelocalhouseholdersaredrinking. It might taste, smell, or loo kbad, but you candepend
on it not to kill you.
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 There aren't enough water stations. That's whywaterpeddlersexist.Also,waterstationsare dangerousplace
s.Peoplegoinginhavemoney.People comingo ut have water, which is as good asmoney.Beggarsandthieves
hangaroundsuch places--keepingthewhoresanddrugdealers company.Dadwarnedusallaboutwaterstations,
trying to prepareu sin case we everwent out and got caught far enough from home to be tempted to stop
for water. His advice: "Don't do it. Suffer. Getyourrearendhome."

 Yeah.

 Threeisthesmallestcomfortablenumberatawaterstation. Two to watchand one to fill up. And it's good to
have three ready for trouble on th eway to andfromthestation.Threewouldnotstopdetermined thugs,butit
wouldstopopportunists--andmost predatorsareopportunists.Theypreyonoldpeople, lonewomenorwomen
withyoungkids,

 handicappedpeople. . . . They don't want to get hurt. My father used tocall them coyotes. When hewas
beingpolite,hecalledthemcoyotes.

 We werecoming away with ourwater when wesawapairoftwo-leggedcoyotesgrababottleofwater froma
womanwhowascarryingasizablepackand ababy.Themanwithhergrabbedthecoyotewhohad taken the wate
r, the coyotep assed thewater tohispartner,andhispartnerranstraightintous.

 I tripped him. I think it was the baby who attracted

 my attention, my sympathy. The tough plastic bubble that held the water didn'tbreak. The coyote didn't
break either. I set my teeth, sharing the joltashe fellandthepainofhisscrapedforearms.Backhome,the young
er kid shit me with that kindof thing every day.

 I steppedback from thecoyote andput my hand onthegun.Harrysteppedupbesideme.Iwasgladtohave him
there .We looked more intimidatingtogether.

 Thehusbandofthewomanhadthrownoffhisattacker, and the two coyotes, finding themselves outnumb ere
d, scampered away. Skinny, scared littlebastardsouttodotheirdailystealing.

 Ipickeduptheplasticbubbleofwaterandhandeditto the man.

 He tookit and said, "Thanks man. Thanks a lot."

 I nodded and wewent on our way. It stillfelt strange to be called "man." I didn't like it, but that didn't
matter.

 "Allofasuddenyou'reagoodSamaritan,"Harrysaid. But he didn't min d. There was no disapprovalinhis
voice.

 "It was the baby, wasn't it?" Zahra asked.

 "Yes," I admitted. "The family, really. All of them together." All of them together. They had been ablack
man,aHispanic-lookingwoman,andababy

 who managed to look a little likeboth of them. In a few more years, a lot of the families back in theneigh
borhoodwouldhavelookedlikethat.Hell, HarryandZahrawereworkingonstartingafamily likethat.AndasZa
hrahadonceobserved,mixed couplescatchhellouthere.
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 YettherewereHarryandZahra,walkingsoclose togetherthattheycouldn'thelpnowandthenbru shingagainst ea
ch other. But they kept alert, looked around.We wereonU.S. 101 now,and therewereevenmorewalkers.
Evenclumsythieveswouldhave no trouble losing themselve sin this crowd.

 ButZahraandIhadhadatalkthismorningduringher readin glesson. We weresupposed to beworkingonthe
soundsoflettersandthespellingof

 simplewords. But when Harry went off to the bushesofourdesignatedtoiletarea,Istoppedthelesson.

 "Remember what you said to me a couple of daysago?"Iaskedher."Mymindwaswanderingandyouwarned
me. `Peopleg et killed on freeways all the time,' yousaid."

 Tomysurprise,shesawwhereIwasheadedatonce. "Damn you," she sai d, looking up from thepaperIhad
givenher."Youdon'tsleepsound enough,that'sall."Shesmiledasshesaidit.

 "You want privacy, I'll give itto you," I said. "Just letmeknow,andI'llguardthecampfromsomeplacea short
distanceaway.Youtwocandowhatyouwant.

 But no more of this shit whenyou're on watch!"Shelookedsurprised."Didn'tthinkyousaidwordslike that."

 "And I didn't think you did thingslike last night. Dumb!"

 "I know. Fun, though. He'sa bigstrongboy." She paused. "You jealous?"

 "Zahra!"

 "Don'tworry,"shesaid."Thingstookmebysurpriselast night. I. . .I needed somet hing, someone. It won't be
like that no more."

  

  

  

  

 "Okay."

 "Youjealous?"sherepeated.

 I made myself smile. "I'm as humanasyou are," I said. "But I don't think I wouldhave yielded to
temptation out here with noprospects, no idea what'sgoingto happen. The thought of getting pregnant
would havestopped me cold."

 "People have babiesout here all the time." She grinned at me. "What about you and that boyfriend of
yours."

 "Wewerecareful.Weusedcondoms."
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 Zahra shrugged. "WellHarry and me didn't. If ithappens,ithappens."

 It had apparently happened to the couple whosewaterwehadsaved.Nowtheyhadababytolug

 north.

 They stayed nearustoday, that couple. I saw them every nowand then. Tall, stocky, velvet-skinned, deep
-black man carrying a huge pack; short, pretty, stocky, light-brown woman withbaby andpack;mediumbr
ownbabyafewmonthsold--huge-eyed babywithcurlyblackhair.

 They rested when we rested. They're campednow not far behindus. They look more like potential allies
thanpotentialdangers,butI'llkeepaneyeonthem.THURSDAY,AUGUST5,2027

 Late today wecamewithin sight of the ocean. None of us have everseenit before, andwe had togocloser,
lookatit,campwithinsightandsoundandsmell of it. Once we hadd ecided to do that, wewalkedshoelessin
thewaves,pantslegsrolledup.Sometime swe just stood and stared at it: the Pacific Ocean-- the largest,
deepest body of water on earth, almost half-a-world of water. Yet, as it was, wecouldn'tdrinkanyofit.

 Harrystrippeddowntohisunderwearandwaded outuntilthecoolwaterreachedhischest.Hecan'tswim, of co
urse. None of u scan swim.We've neverbeforeseenwaterenoughtoswimin.ZahraandIwatche dHarry with
a lot of concern. Neither of usfeltfreetofollowhim.I'msupposedtobeamanandZahra attract senough of the
wrong kindof attention

 with all herclothes on. We decided to wait until after sundown andgoin fully clothed, just to washaway
some of the grime and stink. Then we could changeclothes.Webothhadsoapandwewereeagertomakeu se
of it.

 There were other people on thebeach. In fact, thenarrowstripofsandwascrowdedwithpeople,though they
managed t ostay out of each others'way.Theyhadspreadthemselvesoutandseemed farmoretolerantofonea
notherthantheyhad

 duringournightinthehills.Ididn'thearanyshootingor fighting. The re werenodogs, no obviousthefts,

 norape.Perhapstheseaandthecoolbreezelulled them.Harrywasn'ttheonlyonetostripdownandgo intothe
water.Quiteafewwomenhadgoneout, wearingalmostnothing.Maybethiswasasafer placethananywe'dseenso
far.

 Somepeoplehadtents,andseveralhadbuiltfires. Wesettledinagainsttheremnantsofasmallbuilding. We were
always, it seemed, looking for wall stoshield us. Wasit better to have them and perhapsget trapped agains
t them or to campin theopenandbevulnerableoneveryside?Wedidn'tkno w. It just felt better to have at
least one wall.

 I salvaged a flat piece of woodfrom the building,wentafewyardsclosertotheocean,andbegantodig into the
san d. I dug until I found dampness. Then I waited.

 "What'ssupposedtohappen?"Zahraasked.Until nowshehadwatchedmewithoutsayinganything.

 "Drinkablewater,"Itoldher."Accordingtoacouple ofbooksIread,waterissupposedtoseepup throughthesand
withmostofthesaltfilteredoutofit."

 She looked into the damp hole. "When?" sheasked. I dug a little more. "Give it time," I said. "Ifthe trick
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works, we ought toknow about it. Itmightsave our lives someday."

 "Orpoisonusorgiveusadisease,"shesaid.She lookeduptoseeHarrycomingtowardus,dripping wet.Evenhis
hairwaswet.

 "Hedon'tlookbadnaked,"shesaid.

 He wasstill wearing his underwear, of course, but I

 couldseewhatshemeant.Hehadanice,

 strong-lookingbody,andIdon'tthinkhemindedour lookingatit.Andhelookedcleanandhedidn'tstink.

  

  

  

  

 THURSDAY,AUGUST5,2027

 Late today wecamewithin sight of the ocean. None of us have everseenit before, andwe had togocloser,
lookatit,campwithinsightandsoundandsmell of it. Once we hadd ecided to do that, wewalkedshoelessin
thewaves,pantslegsrolledup.Sometime swe just stood and stared at it: the Pacific Ocean-- the largest,
deepest body of water on earth,

 almost half-a-world of water. Yet, as it was, wecouldn'tdrinkanyofit.

 Harrystrippeddowntohisunderwearandwaded outuntilthecoolwaterreachedhischest.Hecan't swim,ofco
urse.Noneofuscanswim.We'venever beforeseenwaterenoughtoswimin.ZahraandIwatche dHarry with a lot
of concern. Neither of usfeltfreetofollowhim.I'msupposedtobeamanandZahra attract senough of the wron
g kindof attention with all herclothes on. We decided to wait until after sundown andgoin fully clothed,
just to washaway some of the grime and stink. Then we could changeclothes.Webothhadsoapandwewe
reeagertomakeu se of it.

 There were other people on thebeach. In fact, thenarrowstripofsandwascrowdedwithpeople,though they
managed t ostay out of each others'way.Theyhadspreadthemselvesoutandseemed farmoretolerantofonea
notherthantheyhad

 duringournightinthehills.Ididn'thearanyshootingor fighting. The re werenodogs, no obviousthefts,

 norape.Perhapstheseaandthecoolbreezelulled them.Harrywasn'ttheonlyonetostripdownandgo intothe
water.Quiteafewwomenhadgoneout, wearingalmostnothing.Maybethiswasasafer placethananywe'dseenso
far.

 Somepeoplehadtents,andseveralhadbuiltfires. Wesettledinagainsttheremnantsofasmall

 building. We were always, it seemed, looking for wallstoshield us. Wasit better to have them and perhap
sget trapped against them or to campin theopenandbevulnerableoneveryside?Wedidn'tkno w. It just felt
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better to have at least one wall.

 I salvaged a flat piece of woodfrom the building,wentafewyardsclosertotheocean,andbegantodig into the
san d. I dug until I found dampness. Then I waited.

 "What'ssupposedtohappen?"Zahraasked.Until nowshehadwatchedmewithoutsayinganything.

 "Drinkablewater,"Itoldher."Accordingtoacouple ofbooksIread,waterissupposedtoseepup throughthesand
withmostofthesaltfilteredoutofit."

 She looked into the damp hole. "When?" sheasked. I dug a little more. "Give it time," I said. "Ifthe trick
works, we ought toknow about it. Itmightsave our lives someday."

 "Orpoisonusorgiveusadisease,"shesaid.She lookeduptoseeHarrycomingtowardus,dripping wet.Evenhis
hairwaswet.

 "Hedon'tlookbadnaked,"shesaid.

 He wasstill wearing his underwear, of course, but I

 couldseewhatshemeant.Hehadanice,

 strong-lookingbody,andIdon'tthinkhemindedour lookingatit.Andhelookedcleanandhedidn'tstink.

 "So do you mind?" I asked again.

 They looked at each other.

 "Idon'tmind,"Zahrasaid."Longaswekeepaneyeon them."

 "Whydoyouwantthem?"Harryasked,watching me.

 "They need us more than weneed them," I said.

 "That's not a reason."

 "They're potential allies."

 "Wedon'tneedallies."

 "Not now. But we'dbe damned fools to wait and try to get them whenwe doneed them. By then, they
might not be around."

 Heshruggedandsighed."Allright.LikeZahrasays,as lon gas we watch them."

 I got up and went overto the couple. I could see them straighten and go tenseasI approached. I was
careful not to go too close ormove too fast.

 "Hello," Isaid. "If you two would like to take turns bathing, you can come overand joinus. That mightbe
saferforthebaby."
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 "Joinyou?"themansaid."You'reaskingustojoin you?"

 "Inviting you."

 "Why?"

 "Why not. We're natural allies-- the mixed couple and the mixed group."

 "Allies?" the man said, andhelaughed.

 Ilookedathim,wonderingwhyhelaughed.

 "What the hell do you really want?" he demanded. I sighed. "Come joinusif you want to. You're welc
ome, and ina pinch, five is better than two." I turnedand left them. Let them talk it over anddecide.

 "They coming?" Zahraasked when I got back.

 "I think so," I said. "Although maybenot tonight."

  

  

  

  

 FRIDAY, AUGUST 6, 2027

 We built a fire and had ahot meal last night, but the mixed family did not join us. I didn't blame them.
People stay alive out here by beingsuspicious. But they didn't go away either. And it wasnoaccident that
they had chosen to stay nearus. It was a goodthingforthemthattheywerenearus.Thepeaceful beachscenech
angedlatelastnight.Dogscame ontothesand.

 They cameduring my watch. I saw movement fardownthebeachandIfocusedonit.Thentherewassho uting,
screams. I thought it was a fight or a robbery. I didn't see thedogsuntil they broke awayfromagroupofhum
ansandraninland.Oneofthem wascarryingsomething,butIcouldn'ttellwhatitwas. I watched them until they
vanishe dinland. People chased them for a short distance, but thedogsweretoofast.Someone'sproperty
waslost-- someone'sfood,nodoubt.

 I was onedge after that. I got up, moved to theinlandendofourwall,sattherewhereIcouldseemore of the
beach. I was there, sitting still with the guninmylapthenIspottedmovementperhapsa longcityblockupthebea
ch.Darkformsagainstpale sand. More dogs. Three of them. They nosed aroundthesandforamoment,thenh
eadedourway. I sat as still as I could, wat ching. So manypeoplesleptwithoutpostingwatches.Thethree do
gswanderedamongthecamps,investigating whattheypleased,andnoonetriedtodrivethem away.Ontheother
hand,people'soranges,potatoes, and grain mea lcouldn't be very tempting to a dog. Our small supply of
driedmeat might be another matter. But no dog wouldget it.

 But the dogs stopped at the camp of the mixed couple. I rememberedthe baby and jumpedup. At the
samemoment, the baby began to cry. I shoved Zahra with my foot and she cameawake all at once. She
could to that.
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 "Dogs," I said. "Wake Harry." Then I headed for the mixed couple. The woman was screamingand
beatingatadogwithherhands.Aseconddogwas dodgingtheman'skicksandgoingforthebaby. Onlythethirddog
wasclearofthefamily.

 I stopped, slipped thesafety, and as the third dog went in toward thebaby, I shot it.

 Thedogdroppedwithoutasound.Idropped,too,

 gasping,feelingkickedinthechest.Itsurprisedme howhardtheloosesandwastofallon.

 Atthecrackoftheshot,theothertwodogstookoffinland. From my prone position, I sighted on themas they
ran. I might have been able to pick off one more of them, but I le tthem go. I hurt enough already. I coul
dn't catch my breath, it seemed. As I gasped, though, it occurred to me that pronewas a goodshootingpo
sitionforme.Sharingwouldbelessableto in capacitate me at onceif Ishot two-handed and prone. I filed the
knowledgeaway for future use.Also,itwasinterestingthatthedogshadbeenfrightened by my shot. Was it the
sound that sca red them or the fact that one of them hadbeenhit? I wish I knewmoreabout them. I've read
booksabout them being intelligent, loyal pets, but that's all in the past. Dogs now are wild animals who
will eat a baby if they can.

 I feltthat the dog I had shot was dead. It wasn't moving. But by now a lot of people wereawakeand
moving around. A living dog, even wounded, would be frantic to getaway.

 The pain in my chest began to ebb. When I could breathewithoutgasping, I stood upand walked backto
ourcamp.Therewassomuchconfusionbythen thatnoonenoticedmeexceptHarryandZahra.Harry cam eout to
meet me. He tookthe gun from my hand, then took my armand steered me back to

 mysleepsack.

 "So you hit something," he saidasI sat gasping again from the small exertion.

 "Isyourbabyallright?"Iasked.

 "Hehadscratchesandsandinhiseyesandmouth frombeingdragged."Shestrokedthesleeping baby'sblackhair.
"Iputsalveonthescratchesand washedhiseyes.He'sallrightnow.He'ssogood.He only cried a little bit."

 "Hardly ever cries," Travis said with quiet pride.Travishasanunusualdeep-blackcomplexion--skin sosm
ooththatIcan'tbelievehehaseverinhislife hadapimple.Lookingathimmakesmewantto touchhimandseehowall
thatperfectskinfeels. He'syoung,goodlooking,andintense--astocky,muscula rman, tall, but a little shortera
nd a littleheavierthanHarry.Natividadisstocky,too--apalebro wn womanwith a round, pretty face long bla
ckhairboundupinacoilatopherhead.She'sshort, butitisn'tsurprisingsomehowthatshecancarrya packanda
babyandkeepupasteadypaceallday.I like her, feel inclined to trusth er. I'll have to be

 careful about that. But I don't believe she would steal from us. Travis has notacceptedusyet, but she

 has.We'vehelpedherbaby.We'reherfriends.

 "We're goingto Seattle," she told us. "Travis has an aunt there. Shesays we canstay with heruntil we find
work. Wewant to find work that pays money."

 "Don't we all," Zahraagreed. She sat on Harry'ssleepsackwithhim,hisarmaroundher.Tonight couldbetire
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someforme.

 TravisandNatividadsatontheirthreesacks,spread outtogivetheirbabyroomtocrawlwhenhewoke up.
Natividadhadharnessedhimtoherwristwitha lengthofclothesline.

 I felt alone between the two couples. I let them talkabouttheirhopesandrumorsofnorthernedens.Itook out
my notebookand began to write up the day's events, still savoring the last of the chocolate. The babya w
oke hungry andcrying. Natividadopenedherlooseshirt,gavehimabreast,andmoved over near me to see
what I was doing.

 "You can readand write," she said withsurprise. "I thought you might bedrawing. What are you writing?"

 "She'salwayswriting,"Harrysaid."Asktoreadherpoetry. Some of it isn't bad."

 I winced. My name is androgynous, in pronunciationatleast--Laurensoundslikethemoremasculine Loren.
Butpronounsaremorespecific,andstilla problemforHarry.

 "She?" Travisasked right on cue. "Her?"

 "Damn it, Harry," I said. "We forgot to buy that tape for your mouth."

 Heshookhishead,thengavemeanembarrassedsmile. "I've kno wn you all my life. It isn't easy to

 rememberto switch all yourpronouns. I think it's all right this time, though."

 "I told you so!" Natividad said to her husband. Then she lookedembarrassed. "I told him you didn't look
likeaman,"shesaidtome."You'retallandstrong,but. . .I don't know. Youdon't have a man's face."

 Ihad,almost,aman'schestandhips,somaybeIsho uld be glad tohear that I didn't have a man's face-- though
it wasn't going to help me on the road.

 "Webelievedtwomenandawomanwouldbemorelikely to survive than two women and a man," I said.

 "Out here, the trick is to avoidconfrontation bylookingstrong."

 "The three ofusaren't going tohelp you lookstrong,"Travissaid.Hesoundedbitter.Didheresent the baby and
Natividad?

 "You are our natural allies," I said. "You sneered at that last time I said it, but it's true. The baby won't
weakenusmuch, I hope, and he'll have a better chance of survivingwith five adults around him."

 "I can take care of my wife and my son," Travissaid with more pride than sense. I decidednot to hear
him.

 "I think you and Natividad will strengthen us," I said.

 "Two more pairs of eyes, two morepairs of hands. Do you have knives?"

 "Yes."Hepattedhispantspocket."Iwishwehad gunslikeyou."

 Iwishedwehadguns--plural--too.ButIdidn'tsayso. "You and Natividad loo kstrongand healthy," I said.
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"Predators will look at a group like the five of us and move on to easierprey."

 Travisgrunted,still noncommittal. Well, I had helped him twice, andnow I was a woman. It might take
him a while to forgive me for that, no matter howgratefulhewas.

 "I want to hear some of your poetry," Natividad said.

 "The man we worked for, hiswife used to writepoetry.Shewouldreadittomesometimeswhen shewas
feelinglonely.Ilikedit.Readmesomethingof yours befo re it gets too dark."

 Oddtothinkofarichwomanreadingtohermaid-- whichwaswhoNatividadhadbeen.MaybeIhadthewrong ide
aof richwomen. But then, everyone gets lonely. I put my journal downand picked up my book of
Earthseed verses. I chosesoft, nonpreachyverses,goodforroad-wearymindsandbodies.

  

  

  

  

 18

 Once or twiceeachweek

 A Gathering of Earthseed

 isagoodandnecessarything.It vents emotion, then

 quietsthemind.

 It focusesattention,strengthenspurpose,and unifiespeople.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SUNDAY,AUGUST8,2027

 "You believe in all this Earthseed stuff, don't you?"Travisaskedme.

 It was our day off, our day of rest. We hadleft the highway to find a beach wherewe could camp for the
day and night and be comfortable. The SantaBarbarabeachwehadfoundincludedapartly burnedparkwhere
thereweretreesandtables.It wasn'tcrowded,andwecouldhavealittledaytimeprivacy. The wate rwas only a
short walkaway. ThetwocouplestookturnsdisappearingwhileIwatched theirpacksandthebaby.Interesting
thatthe Douglaseswerealreadycomfortabletrustingmewith all that wasp reciousto them. We didn't trust
them to watch alone last night or the night before,

 thoughwe did make them watch. We had no walls to put our backsagainst last night so it wasuseful to
have two watchers at a time. Natividad watchedwith me and Travis watched with Harry. Finally, Zahra
watchedalone.
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 Iorganizedthat,feelingthatitwastheschedulethatwould be mos tcomfortable to both couples. Neither

 wouldberequiredtotrusttheothertoomuch.

 Now, amid the outdoor tables, firepits, pines, palms,andsycamores,trustseemsnottobeaproblem.Ifyou
turn your back to the burned portion which is barren and ugly, this is a beautiful place, and it's far enough
from the hig hway not to be found by the ever-flowingriver of people movingnorth. I found itbecauseIhad
maps--inparticular,astreetmapofmuch of Santa Barba ra County. My grandparents' mapshelpedus explor
eaway from the highwayeventhoughmanystreetsignswerefallenorgone. Therewereenoughleftforustofind
beacheswhenwe were near them.

 Therewerelocalsatthisbeach--peoplewhohadleft real homes to spend an Aug ust day at thebeach.Ieaves
droppedonafewfragmentsofconve rsation and found out that much.

 Then I tried talking to someof them. To my surprise,mostwerewillingtotalk.Yes,theparkwasbeautiful
except where som epaintedfools had set fires. The rumorswere that they did it to fightfor the poor, to
exposeordestroythegoodshoardedbytherich. Butaparkbytheseawasn'tgoods.Itwasopentoeveryone. Why
b urn it? No oneknewwhy.

 No one knewwhere the fad of painting yourself andgettinghighondrugsandfirehadcomefrom,either. Most
peoplesuspectedithadbeguninLosAngeles where,accordingtothem,moststupidorwicked

 thingsbegan. Localprejudice. I didn't tell any of them I was from the L.A. area. I just smiled and askeda
bout the local job situation. Some peoplesaidtheyknewwhereIcouldworktoearnamealor a"safe"placetosle
ep,butnooneknewwhereI couldearnmoney.Thatdidn'tmeanthereweren't anysuchjobs,butiftherewere,they
wouldbehardto find and harder to qualify for. That's goin gto be a problem whereverwe go. And yet we
know a lot, the three of us, the five of us. We know how to do a great many things. There must be a way
to put it alltogetherandmakeussomethingotherthan domesticservantsworkingforroomandboard.Wemake
an interesting unit.

 Waterisvery expensive here-- worse than in Los Angelesor Ventura Counties.We allwent to a water
station this morning. Still no freeway watersellers forus.

 Ontheroadyesterday,wesawthreedeadmen--agroup together, young, unmarked, but covered with the
blood they had vomited, their bodie sbloated and beginning to stink. We passed them, lookedat them,
tooknothingfromtheirbodies.Theirpacks--ifthey'd hadany--werealreadygone.Theirclothes,wedidnot want.
And thei rcanteens-- all three still hadcanteens--theircanteens,noonewanted.

 WeallresuppliedyesterdayatalocalHanningJoss. Wewererelievedandsurprisedtoseeit--agood dependable
placewherewecouldbuyallweneeded from solid food for thebaby to soa pto salvesfor skin chafed by salt
water, sun, andwalking.Natividadboughtnewlinersforherbaby carrierandwashedanddriedaplasticbagof
filthy oldones.Zahrawentwithherintotheseparatelaundry area of the sto re to washanddry some of

 ourfilthyclothing.Weworeoursea-washedclothing,salty, but not quite stinkin g. Paying to wash clotheswas
aluxurywecouldnotoftenafford,yetnoneof

 us found it easy to be filthy. We weren't usedto it.Wewereallhopingforcheaperwaterinthenorth.I evenbou
ghtasecondclipforthegun--plussolvent, oil,andbrushestocleanthegun.Ithadbotheredme, not being able to
clean it befo re. If the gun faileduswhenweneededit,wecouldbekilled.Thenewclip was acomfort, too. It
gave us a chance to reloadfastandkeepshooting.
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 Nowweloungedintheshadeofpinesand sycamores,enjoyedtheseabreeze,rested,andtalked. I wrote,
fleshingo ut my journal notesfor the week. I wasjust finishing that when Travissat downnexttomeandasked
hisquestion:

 "You believe in all this Earthseed stuff, don't you?"

 "Every word," I answered.

 "But. . .you made it up."

 I reached down, picked up a small stone, and put it on the table betweenus. "If I could analyze thisand
tell you all that it was made of, would that mean I'dmadeupitscontents?"

 Hedidn'tdomorethanglanceattherock.Hekepthis eye son me. "So what did you analyze to getEarthseed?"

 "Other people," I said, "myself, everything I could read, hear, see, all the history I could learn. Myfather
is--was--aministerandateacher.My stepmotherrananeighborhoodschool.Ihada chance tosee a lot."

 "What did yourfather think of your idea of God?"

 "He neverknew."

 "You never had the guts to tell him."

 Ishrugged."He'stheonepersonintheworldI

 workedhard not to hurt."

 "Dead?"

 "She taught you about entropy?" Harry asked.

 "She taught me to readand write," Travissaid.

 "Then she taught me to teach myself. The man sheworkedforhadalibrary--awholebigroomfullof books."

 "He let you read them?" I asked.

 "He didn't let me near them." Travisgave me a humorless smile. "I read them anyway. My mother would
sneakthem to me."

 Of course. Slavesdid that two hundredyears ago.

 Theysneakedaroundandeducatedthemselvesasbe st theycould,sometimessuffering whipping,sale, or
mutilation for their efforts.

 "Did he ever catch you or her at it?" I asked.

 "No." Travis turned to looktoward thesea. "Wewere careful. It was important. She neverborrowed more
thanonebookatatime.Ithinkhiswifeknew,but shewasadecentwoman.Sheneversaidanything. Shewastheone
whotalkedhimintolettingmemarry Natividad."
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 Thesonofthecookmarryingoneofthemaids.That waslikesomethingoutofanotherera,too.

 "ThenmymotherdiedandallNatividadandIhad waseachother,andthenthebaby.Iwasstayingon asgardener-h
andyman,butthenthatoldbastardwe workedfordecidedhewantedNatividad.Hewouldtry to watch when she
fed the baby. Couldn't let her alone. That's why we left. That's why his wife helped us leave. She gaveu s
money. She knewit wasn't Natividad's fault. And I knew I didn'twant to have to kill the guy. So we left."

 Inslaverywhenthathappened,therewasnothing theslavescoulddoaboutit--ornothingthatwouldn'tget them
killed, sold, or beaten.

 IlookedatNatividadwhosatashortdistanceaway, onspreadoutsleepsacks,playingwithherbabyand talkingto
Zahra.Shehadbeenlucky.Didsheknow? Howmanyotherpeoplewerelesslucky--unableto

 escapethe master'sattentionsor gain the mistress'ssympathies.Howfardidmastersandmistressesgothesed a
ys towardputting less than submissive servants in their places?

 "I still can't seechangeorentropy as God,"Travissaid,bringingtheconversationbacktoEarthseed.

 "Then showme a more pervasive power than change," I said. "It isn't just entropy. Godismorecomplex
thanthat.Humanbehavioraloneshouldteach you that much. And there' sstill more complexity when you're
dealing withseveral thingsatonce--asyoualwaysare.Thereareallkindsof changesintheuniverse."

 "Thenthey'resupposedtodowhat?"hedemanded.

 "Readapoem?"

 "Orrememberatruthoracomfortoraremindertoaction," I said. "Peopled othat all the time. They reach back
to the Bible, the Talmud, the Koran, or some other religiousbook that helps themdeal withthefrighteningch
angesthathappeninlife."

 "Changedoesscaremostpeople."

 "I know. Godisfrightening. Best to learn to cope."

 "Your stuff isn't very comforting."

 "It is after a while. I'm still growing into it myself. God isn't good or evil, doesn't favor you orhate you,
and yet God is better partnered thanfought."

 "Your Goddoesn't careabout you at all," Travissaid.

 "All the more reasonto care for myself andothers. All the more reasonto create Earthseedcommunitiesa
ndshapeGodtogether.`GodisTrick ster, Teacher, Chaos, Clay.' We decide whichaspectweembrace--and
howtodealwiththeothers."

 "Is that what you want to do? Set up Earthseedcommunities?''

 "Yes."

 "Andthenwhat?"
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 Thereitwas.Theopening.Iswallowedandturnedalittle so that I could see theb urned overarea. It wassoda
mnugly.Hardtothinkanyonehaddonethat onpurpose.

 "And then what?"Travis insisted. "A God like yourswouldn'thaveaheavenforpeopletohopefor,so whatisth
ere?"

 SUNDAY,AUGUST15,2027

 I thinkTravisCharlesDouglasismy firstconvert. Zahra Moss is my second. Zahra has listenedasthe days p
assed, andasTravis and I went on arguingoffandon.Sometimessheaskedquestionsor

 pointedoutwhatshesawasinconsistencies.Afterawhile, she said. "I don't car eabout noouterspace. You ca
nkeepthat part of it. But if you want to puttogethersomekindofcommunitywherepeoplelook outforeachoth
eranddon'thavetotakebeing

 pushedaround, I'm with you. I've been talking to Natividad. I don't want to live the way she had to. I
don't want to live the way my mama had to either."

 Iwonderedhowmuchdifferencetherewasbetween Natividad'sformeremployerwhotreatedheras thoughheo
wnedherandRichardMosswhopurcha sedyoung girls to bepart of his harem. It was all a matter of persona
l feeling, no doubt. Natividadhadresentedheremployer.Zahrahadacceptedand perhapslovedRichardMoss.

 EarthseedisbeingbornrighthereonHighway101-- onthatportionof101thatwasonceElCamino

 Real,theroyalhighwayofCalifornia'sSpanishpast. Nowit'sahighway,ariverofthepoor.Ariver floodingnorth.

 I'vecome to thinkthat Ishould be fishing that riverevenasIfollowitscurrent.Ishouldwatchpeoplenot only to
spot thos ewho might be dangerous to us, but to find those few like Travis and Natividadwhowouldjoinus
andbewelcome.

 Andthenwhat?Findaplacetosquatandtake over?Actasakindofgang?No.Notquiteagang.We aren't gang
types. I don't want gang type swith

 theirneedtodominate,robandterrorize.Andyetwemight have to dominate. W emight have to rob to
survive, and eventerrorize to scare off or kill enemies. We'll have to be very careful how we allowournee
dstoshapeus.Butwemusthavearable

 land,adependablewatersupply,andenoughfreedom from attack to let use stablish ourselvesandgrow.

 Itmightbepossibletofindsuchanisolatedplace alongthecoast,andmakeadealwiththeinhabitants. If there were
a few more of us, and if we were better armed, we might provide security in exchange for living room.
We might alsop rovideeducationplusreadingandwritingservicestoadultilliterates. There might be a market
for that kind of thing. So many people, children and adults,a re illiterate thesedays. . . . We might be able
to do it--growourownfood,growourselvesandourneighbors into something brand new. Into Earthseed.

 .

 Parable of the Sower
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 The ground beneath your feet moves,Changes.

 Thegalaxiesmovethroughspace. Thestarsignite,

 burn, age, cool,Evolving.

 GodisChange. Godprevails.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 FRIDAY, AUGUST 27, 2027

 (from notes expanded SUNDAY, AUGUST 29)

 Earthquake today.

 Ithitearlythismorningjustaswewerebeginning theday'swalk,anditwasastrongone.Theground itselfgavealow,
gratingrumblelikeburiedthunder. Itjerkedandshuddered,thenseemedtodrop.I'msure it did drop, though I
don't knowh ow far. Oncetheshakingstopped,everythinglookedthesame--except for sudden patche sof
dust thrown up hereandthereinthebrownhillsaroundus.

 Severalpeoplescreamedorshoutedduringthequake. Some, burdened by heavy packs, lost their footing
and fell into the dirt oro nto the brokenasphalt.Travis,withDominiconhischestanda heavypackonhisback
wasalmostoneofthese.He stumbled,staggered,andmanagedsomehowtocatch himself. The baby, unhurt,
but jolted by the suddenshaking,begantocry,addingtothenoiseof twoolderchildrenwalkingnearby,thesudd
en

 talking of almost everyone, and the gasps of an oldmanwhohadfallenduringthequake.

 Iputasidemyusualsuspicionsandwenttosee whethertheoldmanwasallright--notthatIcouldhave done much
to help him if he hadn't been. I retrievedhiscaneforhim--ithadlandedbeyondhis reach--andhelpedhimup.He
wasaslightasachild, thin, toothless, and frightened of me.

 Igavehimapatontheshoulderandsenthimonhis way,checkingwhenhisbackwasturnedtoseethat hehadn'tlifted
anything.Theworldwasfullof thieves.Oldpeopleandyoungkidswereoften pickpockets.

 Nothingmissing.

 Another man nearby smiled at me--anolder, but notyetoldblackmanwhostillhadhisteeth,andwho pushedhi
sbelongingsintwinsaddlebagshangingfrom a small, stu rdy metal-framedcart. He didn't say anything, but I
liked hissmile. I smiledback. Then IrememberedthatIwassupposedtobeaman,and wonderedwhetherhehad
seenthroughmydi sguise. Not that it mattered.

 IwentbacktomygroupwhereZahraandNatividad werecomfortingDominicandHarrywaspickingupsomethi
ng from the roadside. I went to Harry, and sawthathehadfoundafilthyragknottedintoasmall, tight ball aroun
dsomething. Harry tore the rotten cloth and a roll of money fell out into hishands.Hundreddollarbills.Two
orthreedozenofthem.
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 "Put it away!"I whispered.

  

  

  

  

 Hepushedthemoneyintoadeeppantspocket.

 "Newshoes,"hewhispered."Goodones,andotherthings. Do you needa nything?"

 Ihadpromisedtobuyhimanewpairofshoesas soonaswereachedadependablestore.Hiswereworn out. No w
another ideaoccurred to me. "If you have enough," I whispered, "Buy yourself a gun. I'll still get your shoe
s. You get a gun!" Then I spoke totheothers,ignoringhissurprise."Iseveryoneall right?"

 Everyonewas.Dominicwashappyagain,ridingnow onhismother'sback,andplayingwithherhair. Zahrawasrea
djustingherpack,andTravishad goneonandwastakingalookatthesmallcommunity ahead. Thi swas farmcoun
try. We'dpassedthroughnothingfordaysexceptsmall,dying towns,witheringroadsidecommunitiesandfarms,
someworking,someabandonedandgrowing weeds.

 We walked forward towardTravis.

 "Fire,"hesaidasweapproached.

 One house down the hill from the road smoked from several of its windows. Already people from the
highway had begun to drift down toward it. Trouble.Thepeoplewhoownedthehousemightmanageto

 putouttheirfireandstillbeoverwhelmedby scavengers.

 "Let's getaway from here," I said. "The people downtherearestillstrong,andthey'regoingtofeelbesiege d
soon.They'll fight back."

 "We might find something wecanuse," Zahraargued.

 "There'snothingdownthereworthourgettingshotover," I said. "Let's go!" I led the way past the small comm
unityandwewerealmostclearofitwhenthe gunfirebegan.

 Therewerepeoplestillontheroadwithus,butmany had flooded down into the small community to steal. The
crowd wouldn ot confine its attention totheoneburninghouse,andallthehouseholders wouldhavetoresist.

 Thereweremoreshotsbehindus--firstsingleshots, thenanunevencracklingofexchangedfire,thentheunmistaka
ble chatter of automati cweapons fire. We walked faster, hoping that we were beyond the

 rangeofanythingaimedinourdirection.

 "Shit!" Zahra whispered, keeping up withme. "I should have known that was goingto happen. People out
here in the middle of nowhere gotta be tough."
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 "Idon'tthinktheirtoughnesswillgetthemthroughthis day, though," I said, looking back. There was muchm
oresmokerisingnow,anditwasrisingfrom

 morethanoneplace.Distantshoutsandscreamsmixed with the gunfire. Stupid place to put a naked little
community. They sho uld have hidden their homesaway in the mountainswhere few strangerswouldeverse
ethem.Thatwassomethingformetokee pin mind. All the people of thiscommunity coulddonowwastakeafew
oftheirtormentorswiththem.Tomorro wthe survivors of this place would beontheroadwithscrapsoftheir
belongingsontheirbacks.

  

  

  

  

 "Sounds like women," Harry said.

 I sighed. "Let'sgo see. It might just be a matter of pushing somewood off them orsomething."Harrycaught
mebytheshoulder."Yousure?"

 "Yeah." I took the gun out andgave it to him in casesomeoneelse'spainmademeuseless."Watchourback s
," Isaid.

 We went in wary and tentative, knowing that a call for help couldbefalse, could lure people to their
attackers. A few other people followedusoff theroad,andHarryhungback,stayingbetweenthem andus.
Bankoleshovedhiscartalong,keepingupwith me.

 There were two voicescalling from the rubble. Bothsoundedlikewomen.Onewaspleading,theothercursing.
We located them by the sound of their voice s, then Zahra, Travisand I began throwing off

 rubble-- dry, brokenwood, plaster, plastic, andbrickfromanancientchimney.BankolestoodwithHarry,
watching,andlookingformidable.Didhehavea gun?Ihopedhedid.Weweredrawingasmall audienceofhung
ry-eyedscavengers.Mostpeoplelooked to se ewhat we were doing, andwent on. Afewstayedandstared.If
thewomenhadbeen trappedsincetheearthquake,itwassurprisingthat noonehadcomealreadytostealtheirbelo
ngingsand set fire to the rubble, leaving them in it. I hoped wewouldbeabletogetthewomenoutandgetback
onthehighwaybeforesomeonedecidedtorushus.No doubt they alrea dy wouldhave if there hadbeen
anything of value in sight.

 Natividad spoke to Bankole, then put Dominic in oneofhissaddlebagsandfelttoseethatherknifewasstill in
her pocket. I didn't like that much. Bette rsheshouldkeepwearingthebabysowecouldleaveat arunifshehad
to.

 Wefoundapaleleg,bruisedandbleedingbut unbroken,pinnedunderabeam.Awholesectionof wallandceilingpl
ussomeofthechimneyhadfallenon these women. We moved the loo se stuff then workedtogether to lift
heavier pieces. At last wedraggedthewomenoutbytheirexposedlimbs--an armandalegforone,bothlegsfor
theother.Ididn'tenjoy it any more than they did.

 On the otherhand, it wasn't that bad. Thewomen
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 hadlostsomeskinhereandthere,andonewasbleedin gfrom the noseand mouth. Shespat outbloodandaco
upleofteethandcursedandtriedtoget up. I let Zahra help her up. All I wanted to do nowwasgetawayfromh
er.

 The other one, facewet with tears, just sat andstaredatus.Shewasquietnowinablank,unnatu ral way. Too
quiet. WhenTravistried to help her up, she cringed and cried out. Travislet her alone. She didn't seem to
be hurt beyond a few scratches, but she might have hit her head. Shemightbeinshock.

 "Where'syourstuff?"Zahrawasaskingthebloodyone. "We're going to have to get away fromh ere fast."

 I rubbed my mouth, trying to get past an irrational certainty that two of my own teeth were gone. I felt
horrible--scrapedandbruisedandthrobbing,yet wholeandunbroken,undamagedinanymajorway.I just
wanted to huddle somewhe re until I felt lessmiserable.Itookadeepbreathandwenttothe frightened,cringing
woman.

 "Canyouunderstandme?"Iasked.

 Shelookedatme,thenlookedaround,sawhercompanio nwipingaway bloodwith a grimy hand,andtriedtoget
upandruntoher.Shetripped,started to fall, and I caught her,g rateful that shewasn'tverybig.

 "Your legsare allright," I said, "but take it easy. We have to get out of here soon, and you've got to be
able to walk."

 "Whoare you?" sheasked.

 "A total stranger," I said. "Try to walk."

 "Therewasanearthquake."

 "Yeah. Walk!"

 She took a shaky stepaway from me, then another.Shestaggeredovertoherfriend."Allie?"shesaid. Herfri
endsawher,stumbledtoher,huggedher, smearedherwithblood,"Jill!ThankGod!"

 "Here'stheirstuff," Travissaid. "Let'sget them out ofherewhilewe still can."

 We made them walka little more, tried to makethemseeandunderstandthedangerofstayingwherewewere.
We couldn't dra gthem withus, and what

 would have been the point of diggingthem out, then leaving them at the mercy of scavengers. They hadto
walkalongwithusuntiltheywerestrongerandable to tak ecare of themselves.

 "Okay," the bloody onesaid. She was thesmaller and tougher of the two, not that therewas that much
physicaldifferencebetweenthem.Two

 medium-size,brown-hairedwhitewomenintheir twenties.Theymightbesisters.

 "Okay," the bloody onerepeated. "Let's getout ofhere."Shewaswalkingwithoutlimpingorstaggering now,
thoughhercompanionwaslesssteady.

 "Give me mystuff,"shesaid. I can't describe the pain.
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 The others told me later that I screamedas they'd never heardanyonescream. I'm not surprised. Nothingh
as everhurt me that muchbefore.

 Afterawhile,theagonyinmychestebbedanddied.That is, the man on top of me ble dand died. Not

 until then could I begin to beaware of somethingotherthanpain.

 ThefirstthingIheardwasDominic,crying.

 I understood thenthat I had also heard shots fired--severalshots.Wherewaseveryone?Werethey wounde
d?

 Dead?Beingheldprisoner?

 I kept my body still beneath thedead man.He was painfully heavy as deadweight, and his body odorwas
nauseating.Hehadbledallovermychest,and,if my nose wa sany judge, in death, he hadurinated on me. Yet
I didn't dare move until I understood thesituation.

 I opened my eyes just a little.

 BeforeIcouldunderstandwhatIwasseeing, someonehauledthestinkingdeadmanoffme.I foundmyselflooking
intotwoworriedfaces:Harry andBankole.

 I coughed and tried to get up, but Bankole heldme down.

 "Are you hurt anywhere?" hedemanded.

 "No, I'm all right." Isaid. Isaw Harrystaring at all the blood, and I added, "Don't worry. The other guy
did all the bleeding."

 They helped me up, and I discovered I was right.Thedeadmanhadurinatedonme.Iwasalmostfrantic with
theneed to strip off my filthy clothes and wash. But that had to wait. No matter how disgu sting

 I was, I wouldn't undress in daylight where I could beseen.I'dhadenoughtroubleforoneday.

 Ilookedaround,sawTravisandNatividad comfortingDominicwhowasstillscreaming.Zahra waswiththetwon
ewgirls,standingguardbesidethem as they sat on theg round.

 "Arethosetwookay?"Iasked.

 Harrynodded."They'rescaredandshakenup,but they'reallright.Everyone'sallright--excepthimand hisfrien
ds."Hegesturedtowardthedeadman. Therewerethreemoredeadlyingnearby.

 "Thereweresomewounded,"Harrysaid."Weletthem go."

 Inodded."We'dbetterstripthesebodiesandgotoo.We' re too obvioushere from the highway."

 We did aquick, thorough job, searching everything except body cavities. Weweren't needy enough to do
that yet. Then, at Zahra'sinsistence, I did gobehindtheruinedhouseforaquickchangeof clothing.Shetookthe
gunfromHarryandstood watchforme.
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 "You're bloody," she said. "If people think you're wounded, they might jump you. Thisain't a good day
to look like you got something wrong with you."

 Isuspectedthatshewasright.Anyway,itwasapleasure to have her tal kme into something I already wanted
so much to do.

 I put my filthy, wet clothes into a plastic bag, sealed it, and stuffed it into my pack. If any ofthe dead had
ownedclothingthatwouldfitme,andthatwasstillin wearablecondition,Iwouldhavethrownmineaway.As it was,
I woul dkeepthem andwash them the next time we came to a waterstation orastore that permitted
washing. We hadcollected money from the corpses, but it would be best to use that for necessities.

 Wehadtakenabouttwenty-fivehundreddollarsin allfromthefourcorpses--alongwithtwoknivesthat wecould
sellorpassontothetwogirls,andone gunpulledbyamanHarryhadshot.Thegunturnedout to be an empty, dirty
Beretta nine millimeter. Its

 owner had hadnoammunition, but we can buy that-- maybe from Bankole. For that we willspend money.

 I had found a few piecesof jewelry in the pocket ofthemanwhoattackedme--twogoldrings,a necklaceof
polishedbluestonesthatIthoughtwere lapislazuli,andasingleearringwhichturnedoutto bearadio.Theradiowe
wouldkeep.Itcouldgiveusinformation about the worldb eyond the highway. It

 would be goodnot to be cut off any longer. I wondered who my attacker had robbed to get it. All four
of the corpses had little plastic pill boxes

 hiddensomewhere on them. Two boxes contained a couple of pills each. The other two were empty. So
thesepeoplewhocarriedneitherfoodnorwaternor adequateweaponsdidcarrypillswhentheycouldsteal themo
rsteal enough to buy them. Junkies. What was their drugof choice, I wondered. Pyro? For the first time in
days, I found myself thinkingof my brother Keith. Had he dealt in the round purple pills wekept finding on
people who attacked us?Wasthatwhyhedied?

 Afewmileslateralongthehighway,wesawsome copsincars,headingsouthtowardwhatmustnowbe a burnedo
ut hulk of a community with a lot ofcorpses.Perhapsthecopswouldarrestafew

 late-arrivingscavengers.Perhapstheywould scavengealittlethemselves.Orperhapstheywouldjust have a loo
kanddrive away. What hadcopsdoneformycommunitywhenitwasburning? Nothing.

 The two womenwe'ddug out of the rubble want to stay with us. AllisonandJillian Gilchrist are theirnames.
Theyaresisters,24and25yearsold,poor,runninga way from a life of prostitution. Their pimpwastheirfather.
Thehousethathadfallenonthemwas empty whe nthey took shelter in it the night

 before.Itlookedlongabandoned.

 "Abandoned buildingsare traps," Zahra told them as we walked. "Out here in the middle of nowhere,
they'retargetsforallkindsofpeople."

 "Nobody botheredus," Jill said. "But then the house fell on us, and nobody helpeduseither, until you guys
came along."

 "You're very fortunate," Bankole told her. He was still with us, and walkingnext to me. "People don't
help each other muchout here."
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 "We know," Jill admitted. "We're grateful. Who are you guys, anyway?"

 Harrygaveheranoddlittlesmile."Earthseed,"hesaid, and glanced at me. You have to watch out for Harry w
hen he smiles that way.

 "What's Earthseed?" Jill asked, right oncue. ShehadletHarrydirecthergazetome.

 "We share someideas," I said. "We intend to settle up north, and foundacommunity."

 "Whereupnorth?"Alliedemanded.Hermouthwasstill hurting, and I felt it more when I paid attention to her.
Atleastherbleedinghadalmoststopped.

 "We're looking for jobs that pay salaries and we're watching water prices," Isaid. "Wewant tosettlewhe
rewaterisn'tsuchabigproblem."

 "Water'saproblem everywhere," sheproclaimed. Then, "What are you? Somekindof cult orsomething?"

 "We believe insome of the same things," Isaid.Sheturnedtostareatmewithwhatlookedlike

 hostility. "Ithink religion is dog shit," she announced.

 "It's either phony or crazy."

 I shrugged. "You can travel withusor youcanwalk away."

  

  

  

  

 "Butwhatthehelldoyoustandfor?"shedemanded.

 "What do youpray to?

 "Ourselves," I said. "What elseisthere?"

 She turnedaway in disgust, then turnedback. "Do we have to join yourcult if we travel with you?"

 "No."

 "Allrightthen!"Sheturnedherbackandwalked aheadofmeasthoughshe'dwonsomething.

 I raised my voice just enough to startle andprojected it at the back of herhead. I said, "Werisked ourselv
esfor you today."

 She jumped, but refused to lookback.
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 I continued. "You don't owe us anything for that. It isn't something youcould buy fromus. But ifyoutravel
withus,andthere'strouble,youstandbyus, standwithus.Nowwillyoudothatornot?"

 Allie swung around, stiff with anger. She stopped right in front of me andstood there.

 I didn't stop or turn. It wasn't a time for giving way. I

 neededtoknowwhatherprideandangermight

 drive her to. How much of that apparent hostility ofherswasreal,andhowmuchmightbeduetoher pain?Was
shegoingtobemoretroublethanshe wasworth?

 Whenshe realizedthat I meant to walk overher if I had to, that I would do it, she slidaround me to walk
besidemeasthoughshehadintendedtodothatall along.

 "If you hadn't been the ones to digusout," she said,

 "wewouldn'tbotherwithyouatall."Shedrewa deep,raggedbreath."Weknowhowtopullourown weight.Weca
nhelpourfriendsandfightourenemies. We've beend oing that since we werekids."

 I looked at her, thinkingof the little that she and her sisterhad toldusabout their lives: prostitution, pimp
father. . . . Hell of a story if it were true. Nodoubt thedetailswouldbeevenmoreinteresting.Howhadthey
gotten away from their father, anyway? They would bear wat ching, but they might turnout to beworthso
mething.

 "Welcome." Isaid.

 She stared at me, nodded, then walkedahead of meinlongquickstrides.Hersister,whohaddroppedto walk
nearuswhileweweretalking,nowwalkedfaster to join her. And Zah ra, who haddropped backtokeepaneye
onthesister,grinnedatmeand shookherhead.ShewentuptojoinHarrywhowas

 leadingthegroup.

 Bankolecameupbesidemeagain,andIrealizedhe hadgottenoutofthewayassoonashesawtrouble between
Allieandme.

 "Onefightadayisenoughforme,"hesaidwhenhe sawmelookingathim.

 Ismiled."Thankyouforstandingbyusbackthere." Heshrugged."Iwassurprisedtoseethatanyone elsecaredwh
athappenedtoacoupleofstrangers."

 "You cared."

 "Yes. That kind of thingwill get me killed someday. If you don't mind, I'd like to travel with yourgroup,
too."

 "You have been. You'rewelcome."

 "Thankyou,"hesaid,andsmiledbackatme.He hadcleareyeswithdeepbrownirises--attractiveeyes. I like him
too much already. I'll have to be careful.
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 Late today we reached Salinas, a small city thatseemedlittletouchedbythequakeandits aftershocks.The
groundhasbeenshudderingoffand on all day. Also, Salinas seeme duntouchedbythehordesofovereagerscav
engersthatwehad beenseeingsincethatfirstburningcommunitythismorning. That was a surprise. Almost all of
the smallercommunitieswe'dpassedhadbeenburningand swa rmingwith scavengers. It wasasthough thequa
kehadgivenyesterday'squiet,ploddingpaupers permissiontogoanimalandpreyonanyonewho

 still lives in a house.

 Isuspectedthatthebulkofthepredatory

 scavengerswerestillbehindus,stillkillinganddyingand fighting ove rthe spoils. I've never workedashardatnot
seeingwhatwasgoingonaroundmeas

 I did today. The smoke and thenoise helped veil things from me. I had enough to do dealing withAllie's
throbbingfaceandmouthandtheambientmisery of the highway.

 We were tired when we reached Salinas, but wehaddecidedtowalkonafterresupplyingandwashing.We di
dn't want to be in tow nwhenthe worst of the scavengers arrived. They might be calm, tired after their day
of burning and stealing, but I doubted it. Ithoughttheywouldbedrunkwithpowerandhungry formore.AsBan
kolesaid,"Oncepeoplegetthe

 ideathatit'sallright-totakewhatyouwantanddestroy the rest, who knows when they'll sto p."Hegottheoldm
andowntoapriceheseemedtothink was fair, thenh ecalled us over, "Any of youknowhowtohandleareliclike
this?"heasked.Well, Harry and I did, and h ehaduslookthe rifle over. In the end, everyonehad a lookat it,
some

 with obviousawkwardness andsomewith familiarity.Backintheneighborhood,HarryandIhadpracticed with
thegunsofotherhouseholds--riflesand shotgunsaswellashandguns.Whateverwaslegal backhomewasshared,
atleastinpracticesessions.

 My father had wantedusto be familiarwith whateverweaponsmightbeavailable.HarryandIwerebothgood,
compete nt shots, but we'dnever bought a usedgun. I liked the rifle, l liked the lookand feel of it, but that
didn't mean much. Harry seemedto like it, too. Same problem.

 "Comeoverhere,"Bankolesaid.Heherdedusoutof earshot of the old couple. "You shouldb uy that gun," he
told us. "You tookenough money off those four junkies to pay the price I got that guy to agreeto.You
needatleastoneaccurate,long-range weapon,andthisisagoodone."

 "That money would buy a lot of food," Travis said. Bankole nodded. "Yes, but only living people need
food. You buy this, and it will pay for itself the first time you need it. Anyone whodoesn't knowhow to
use it, I'll teach. My father and I usedto hunt deer with gunsjust like this."

 "It's an antique," Harry said. "If it were automatic. . .

 ."

 "If it were automatic, you couldn't afford it." Bankoleshrugged."Thisthingischeapbecauseit'soldandit's
legal."

 "And it's slow," Zahrasaid. "And if you think that old guy'sprice is cheap, you're crazy."
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 "I know I'm new here," Allie said, "but I agreewithBankole.Youguysaregoodwithyourhandguns,but soo
nero rlater, you're goingto meet someone

 whositsoutofhandgunrangeandpicksyouoff.Pi cksusoff."

 "And this rifle is going to saveus?" Zahrademanded.

 "I doubt that it would save us," I said. "But with a decent shot behind it, it might give us a chance." I
looked at Bankole. "You hit any of those deer?" He smiled. "Oneortwo."

 I did not return thesmile. "Why don't you buy the rifleforyourself?"

 "I can't afford it," he said. "I've got enoughmoney tokeepmegoingandtakecareofnecessitiesforawhile.
Everything else that I had was stole nfrom meorburned.

 I didn't quite believe him. But then, no one knewhow muchmoney I had either. In a way, I suppose hewa
saskingaboutoursolvency.Didwehaveenough moneytospendanunexpectedwindfallonanoldrifle? And what
did he intend tod oif we did? I

 hoped, not for the first time, that he wasn't just a handsomethief. Yet I did like the gun, and we doneedit.

 "Harry and I are decent shots, too," I said to the group. "I like the feel of this gun, and it's the best wecan
affordrightnow.Hasanyoneseenanyrealtroublewit hit?"

 Theylookedatoneanother.Nooneanswered.

 "Itjustneedsacleaningandsome30-06

 ammunition,"Bankolesaid."It'sbeenstoredforawhile, but it appears to have bee nwell maintained. Ifyou
buyit,IthinkIcanmanagetobuyacleaningkitand some ammunition."

 At that,I spoke upbefore anyone elsecould. "If webuy,that'sadeal.Whoelsecanhandletherifle?"

 "I can," Natividad said. And whenthat wonher a fewsurprisedlooks,shesmiled."Ihadnobrothers.Myfather
needed to tea ch someone."

 "We neverhad a chance to doany shooting," Allie said. "But we can learn."

 Jill nodded. "I always wanted to learn," shesaid.

 "I'll have to learn, too," Travis admitted. "Where I grewup, guns were either lockedaway or carried by
hiredguards."

 "Let's gobuy it, then,"I said. "And let's get out of here. The sunwill be down soon."

 Bankolekepthisword,boughtcleaningthingsandplenty of ammunition-- insiste don buying them beforewe
left town, because,ashe said, "Whoknowswhenwe'llneedit,orwhenwe'llfindotherpeopl ewilling to sell it to
us."

 Once that wassettled, we left town.
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 As we left, Harry carried the new rifle and Zahra carried the Beretta, both empty and in need of
attention before we loaded them. Only Bankole and I

 carriedfullyloadedguns.Iledthegroupandhebrought up the rear. It wasg etting dark. Behindusinthedistan
ce,wecouldheargunfireandthedull thunderofsmallexplosions.

  

 20

 Godisneithergoodnor evil,

 neither lovingnorhating. GodisPower.

 GodisChange.

 We must find the rest of what we needwithinourselves,

 inoneanother,in our Destiny.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 SATURDAY,AUGUST28,2027

 (from notes expanded TUESDAY, AUGUST 31)

 Today or tomorrowshould be a rest day, but we've agreed not to rest. Last night was full of distantsho
oting,explosionsandfire.Wecouldseefirebehindu s, though not in front. Moving on seems sensible, in spite
of ourweariness.

 Then, this morning, I cleaned the little blackearringradiowithalcoholfrommypack,turnedthethingon,

 and put it in my ear. I had to relay what it said sinceitssoundcouldnotreachtheothers.

 What it said toldusweshould not only forget aboutresting,butchangeourplans.

 WehadintendedtofollowU.S.101upthroughSan FranciscoandacrosstheGoldenGateBridge.Butthe radi o
warnedusto stay away from the Bay Area.FromSanJoseupthroughSanFrancisco,Oakland,and Berkeley,
there is chaos.The quake hit hardup there, and th escavengers, predators, cops, and private armies of
security guardsseem bent on destroying what'sleft. Also, ofcourse, pyro isdoingitspart.Thisfarnorth,thera
dioreportersshorten

 the name to "pro"or"ro" and they say thereare plenty of addicts.

 Addictsarerunningwild,settingfiresinareasthat theearthquakedidn'tdamage.Bandsofthestreet poorprecede
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orfollowthem,grabbingwhateverthey canfromstoresandfromthewalledenclavesoftherichand what's left of
the middl eclass. Yeah.

 In some places, the rich are escaping by flying out in helicopters. The bridges that are still intact-- and
most of them are--are guarded eitherby the policeorbygangs.Bothgroupsaretheretorobdesperate,fleeing
people of their weapon s, money, food, and water-- at the least. The penalty for being too poor tobewo
rthrobbingisabeating,arape,and/ordeath. TheNationalGuardhasbeenactivatedtorestore

 order, and I suppose it might. But I suspect that in the short term, it will only add to the chaos. Whatelse
couldanothergroupofwell-armedpeopledoin suchaninsanesituation.Thethoughtfulonesmight taketheirguns
andotherequipmentandvanishtohelp their families. Others might find themselves at warwiththeirownpe
ople.They'llbeconfusedand scaredanddangerous.Ofcourse,somewill discoverthattheyenjoytheirnewpowe
r--thepowerto ma keotherssubmit, the power to takewhat they want-- property, sex, life. ...

 Bad situation. The Bay Areawill be a good place toavoidforalongtime.

 Wespreadmapsontheground,studiedthemasweate breakfa st, and decided to turn off U.S. 101 thismorni
ng.We'llfollowasmaller,nodoubtemptier roadinlandtothelittletownofSanJuanBautista,then east along State
Route 156. From 156 to 152 to Inter state 5. We'll use I-5 tocircle around the Bay Area. For a time
we'll walkup thecenterof the state instead of along the coast. We might have to bypass I-5 and go farther
east to State 33 or 99. I like theemptinessaroundmuchofI-5.Citiesaredangerous.Even small towns can be
deadly. Yet we have to be able to resupply. In particular, we have to bea ble to get water. If that meansg
oing into the morepopulatedareasaroundoneoftheotherhighways, we'lldoit.Meanwhilewe'llbecareful,re
supplyevery

 timewegetachance,neverpassupachancetotop off our water and food, wasten othing. But, hell,

 the mapsare old. Maybe the areaaround I-5ismoresettlednow.

 ToreachI-5,we'llpassabigfreshwaterlake--San LuisReservoir.Itmightbedrynow.Overthepastfew years a
lot of things ha dgonedry. But there willbetrees,coolshade,aplacetorestandbecomfortable. Perhaps there
will at least be awater station. If so, we'll camp there and rest for aday or even two days. After hiking up
and over a lot of hills,we'llneedtheextrarest.

  

  

  

 Fornow,Isuspectthatwe'llsoonhavescavengers beingdrivennorthtowardusfromSalinas,and refugeesbeingd
rivensouthtowardusfromtheBayarea. The best thin gwe can do it get out of the way. We got anearly start,
fortified by the good food we had bought at Salinas--someextra stuff thatBankolehadwheeledinhiscart,
thoughweall chippedintobuyit.Wemadesandwiches--dried beef,cheese,slicedtomatoes--allonbreadmade

 fromwheatflour.Andweategrapes.Itwasashamewe had to hurry. We hadn't had anything that good ta s
ting for a long time.

 ThehighwaynorthwasemptiertodaythanI'veever seenit.Wewerethebiggestcrowdaround--eight

 adultsandababy--andotherpeoplekeptawayfrom us. Several of the other walkers were individualsandcou
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pleswithchildren.Theyall seemedinahurry--asthoughthey,too,knewwhat mightbecomingbehindthem.Did
theyalsoknow whatmightbeahead--whatwasaheadiftheystayed on 101. Before we left 101 I tried to warn
a cou ple of women traveling alonewith kids to avoid the Bay Area. I told them I'd heard there was a lot
oftroubleupthere--fires,riots,badquakedamage.They just heldo nto their kidsand edged away fromme.

 Then we left the 101 and tookour small, hilly road, our short cut to San JuanBautista. The roadwas
paved andnot too badly brokenup. It was lonely.Forlongstretcheswesawnooneatall.Noonehadfollowed u
sfrom 101. We passed farms,smallcommunities,andshanties,andthepeoplelivingin thesecameoutwiththeirg
unstostareatus.Butthey let us alone. Th eshort cut worked. WemanagedtoreachandpassthroughSanJuan
Bautista before dark. We've camped just east of the town. We' re all exhausted, footsore, full of aches
and painsandblisters. I long for a rest day, but not yet. Not yet.

 I put my sleepsack next to Bankole's and lay down,alreadyhalfasleep.Wehaddrawnstrawsforthewatch
schedule, and my wat ch wasn't until the early

 morning.Iatenutsandraisins,breadandcheese, andIsleptlikeacorpse.

 SUNDAY,AUGUST29,2027

 (from notes expanded TUESDAY, AUGUST 31)

 Early this morning I awoke to the sound of gunfire, nearby and loud. Short bursts of automatic weapons
fire. And there was light from somewhere.

 "Be still," someonesaid. "Stay downand keep quiet." Zahra's voice. She had the watch just beforemine.

 "What is it?" one of the Gilchristsdemanded. And then, "We've got to get away!"

 "Stay!"I whispered. "Be still, and it will pass."

 Icouldseenowthattwogroupswererunningfrom thehighway--the156--onegroupchasingtheother, bothfiring
theirgunsasthoughtheyandtheir enemiesweretheonlypeopleintheworld.Wecouldonly stay downand hope
they didn't shootu sby accident. If nobody moved,accidentswere less likely.

 Thelightcamefromafireburningsomedistancefrom us. Not building s. Wehadn'tcamped near buildings. Yet
something wasburning. It was, Idecided,abigtruckofsomekind.Perhapsthatwas thereasonfortheshooting.
Someone,somegroup

 hadtriedtohijackatruckonthehighwayandthingshad gone wrong. Now, whateve rthe truck wascarrying--
food,Isuspected--thefirewouldgetit. Neitherthehijackersnorthedefenderswouldwin.We would win if we c
ould jus tkeepout of the fighting.

 I reached over to feel for Bankole, wanting assurance that he was all right.

 He wasn't there.

 Hissleepsackandhisthingswerestillthere,buthe wasgone.

 Moving as little as I could, I looked toward our designated toiletarea. Hemust be there. I couldn't see
him, but where else could he be? Bad timing. I squinted, trying to pick him out, not knowing whether to
be glad or afraid because I couldn't. After all, if Icouldseehim,socouldotherpeople.
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 The shooting went on and on while we lay still andquietandscared.Oneofthetreeswe'dcamped underwas
hittwice,butwellaboveourheads.

 Thenthetruckexploded.Idon'tknowwhatexplodedin it. It hadn't looke dlikeanold truck--one of those that
used diesel fuel, but it might have been. Would diesel fuel explode? I didn't know.

 The explosionseemed to end the gunfight. A fewmoreshotswereexchanged,thennothing.Isawpeople,
visiblei nthe firelight, walking back toward the truck. Sometime later, Isaw others--several

 togetherinabunch--movingawaytowardthetown.Both groups were moving away fromu s, and thatwas
good.

 Now.WherewasBankole?InaslowavoiceasIcould manage, I spo ke to the others. "CananyoneseeBankol
e?"

 Noanswer.

 "Zahra,didyouseehimgo?"

 "Yeah, a couple of minutesbefore the shooting started," she answered.

 All right. If he didn't come out soon, wewould have to go looking for him. I swallowed, tried not to think
about finding him hurt ordead. "Is everyoneelse all right?" I asked. "Zahra?"

 "I'm fine."

 "Harry?"

 "Yeah," he said. "I'm okay."

 "Travis?Natividad?"

 "We're all right," Travissaid.

 "WhataboutDominic?"

 "Didn't even wake up."

 Thatwasgood.Ifhehad,hiscryingcouldhavegotten u skilled. "Allie? Jill?"

 "We're okay," Allie said.

 Isatup,keepingmymovementsslowandcautious.I couldn't see anyone orhear anything beyo ndinsectsand
thedistantfire.Whennooneshotme, otherssatuptoo.Wherenoiseandlighthadnot

 awakened Dominic, his mother'smovement did the trick. He awoke andbegan to whimper, but
Natividadheldhimandhequieted.

 But still no Bankole. I wanted toget up andgo looking for him. I had two mental images of him: One of
him lying woundedordead, and one of himcrouchingbehindatreeholdinghisownBerettaninemillimeter. If the
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latter was true, I could scare him intoshootingme.Theremightalsobeotherpeople outtherewithreadygunsan
dfrayednerves.

 "What time is it?" I asked Zahra who had Harry's watch.

 "Three forty," she said.

 "Let me have the gun," I said. "Your watchisalmost over anyway."

 "What about Bankole?" She passed both thewatch and the gun over."

 "If he isn't back in five minutes I'm goingto go lookforhim."

 "Wait a minute," Harry said. "You aren't going to do that by yourself. I'll go with you."

 I almost saidno. I don't think he wouldhave paid any attention if I had, but I never spoke the word. If
Bankolewereinjuredandconscious,Iwouldbeuseless the moment I saw him. I would bel ucky todragmyself
backtocamp.Someoneelsewould havetodraghimback.

 "Thank you," I said to Harry.

 Five minutes later, he and I went first to the toiletarea,thenaroundit,searching.Therewasnoone,or rather,
we could see no one. Still, there might be otherpeoplearound--otherscampingovernight,others involved in
the shooting, othersp rowling. . . . Still,I called Bankole's nameonce, aloud. I touchedHarryasakindofwa
rningandhejumped,settled,then jumpe dagainasI said thename. Weboth listened inabsolute silence.

 Therewasarustlingofftoourrightwheretherewere several tre es blotting out the stars, creating aspaceofimp
enetrabledarkness.Anythingcouldbe there.

 Therustlingcameagain,andwithitawhimper--a child'swhimper.ThenBankole'svoice:

 "Olamina!"

 "Yes,"Ianswered,almostlimpwithrelief."Here!" Hecameoutofthepoolofdarkness,atall,broadshadowthatsee
medbulkierthanitshouldhave been.Hewascarryingsomething.

 "I have an orphanedchild," he said. "The mother was hit by a stray bullet. She just died."

 Isighed."Isthechildhurt?"

 "No,justscared.I'llcarryhimbacktoourcamp.Will oneofyougethisthings?"

 "Take usto hiscamp," Isaid.

 Harry collected thechild'sthings, and I collected themother'sandsearchedherbody.Betweenus,we

 gathered everything. By the time we finished, thelittleboy,perhapsthreeyearsold,wascrying.Thatscare d
me. I left Harry to push thedead woman's

 packalonginherbabycarriageandBankoletocarry thewhimperingchild.AllIcarriedwasthegun,
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 drawnandready.Evenwhenwegotbacktoourow ncamp, I couldn't relax. The little boy wouldn't bequiet
andDominicjoinedhimwithevenloudercries.Zahra an dJill worked to comfort the new child, buthewas
surroundedbystrangersinthemiddleofthe night,andhewantedhismother!

 Isawmovementoverneartheburnedoutcarcassofthe truck. The fire wa sstill burning, but it was

 smaller now, burning itself out. There werestill peoplenearit. They had lost their truck. Would they care
about a cryingchild? And if they did care, would they want to help the kidorjustshut its mouth.

 A lone, dark figurecame away from the truck andtookseveralstepstowardus.Atthatmoment, Natividad
tookthenewchild,andinspiteofhisage, gavehimonebreastandDominictheother.

  

  

  

 It worked. Bothchildrenwerecomforted almostatonce.Theymadeafewmoresmallsounds,then settleddown
tonursing.

 Theshadowfigurefromthetruckstoodstill,perhaps confusednowthatitwasnolongerguidedbynoise.

 After a moment, it turned andwent back past the truck andout of sight. Gone. It couldn't have seenus.
Wecouldlookoutofthedarknessunderthe treesthatshelteredourcampsiteandseebyfirelight, by starlight. But
others could only follow the baby noise to us.

 "We ought to move," Allie whispered. "Even if they can't seeus, they knowwe'rehere."

 "Watchwith me," Isaid.

 "What?"

 "Stay awake and watch with me. Let the others get a little more rest. Trying to move in the darkismore
dangerousthanstayingput."

 "...all right. But I don't have a gun."

 "Doyouhaveaknife?"

 "Yeah."

 "That will have to be enoughuntil we get the othergunscleanandready."We'vebeentootiredandintoo much
of a hurry to do that so far. Also, I don't want Allie or Jill to have guns yet. Not yet ."Just

 keepyour eyesopen." The only real defense againstautomaticriflesisconcealmentandsilence.

 "A knife is better than agun now," Zahra said. "If you have to use it, it will be quiet."

 I nodded. "The rest of you, try to get a little more rest. I'll wake you at dawn."
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 Most of them lay down tosleep,orat least to rest. Natividad kept both children withher. Tomorrow,

 though, one ofuswould have to take chargeof the little boy. We didn't need theburden of such a bigchild
--onewhohadreachedthe"runaroundandgrab eve rything" stage. But we had the little boy, and there wasn
oone to hand him off to. No womancampingalongsideahighwaywithherchildwould haveotherrelativesh
andy.

 "Olamina," Bankole said into my ear. His voicewas low andsoft and only I reacted to it. I turned, and he
was soclose that I felt his beardbrush my face. Soft,thickbeard.Thismorninghecombeditmore carefullythan
hecombedthehaironhishead.Hehas theo nly mirror among us. Vain, vain old man. I moved almost by
reflex toward him.

 Ikissedhim,wonderingwhatitwouldfeelliketokiss somuchbeard.Ididkissthebeardatfirst,missinghis mouth by
a little in the dark. Then I found it and hemovedalittleandslippedhisarmsaroundmeand we settled to it for a
little while.

 It washard for me to makemyself pushhim away. I

 didn't want to. He didn't want to let me.

 "Iwasgoingtosaythankyouforcomingafterme," hesaid."Thatwomanwasconsciousalmostuntil shedied.The
onlythingIcoulddoforherwasstaywith her."

 "I was afraidyou might have been shot out there."

 "IwasflatonthegrounduntilIheardthewoman groaning."

 I sighed. "Yeah." And then, "Rest."

 Helaydownnexttomeandrubbedmyarm--whichtingled wherever he tou ched it. "We should talksoon,"he
said.

 "At least," I agreed.

 Hegrinned--Icouldseetheflashofteeth--and turnedoverandtriedtosleep.

 Theboy'snamewasJustinRohr.Hisdeadmother hadbeenSandraRohr.Justinhadbeenbornin Riverside,
Californiajustthreeyearsago.Hismotherhad gotten him thi sfar north from Riverside. She

 had saved his birth certificate, some baby pictures,andapictureofastocky,freckled,red-hairedman whowa
s,accordingtoanotationonthebackofthe photo,RichardWalterRohr,bornJanuary9,2002, anddiedMay20,
2026.Theboy'sfather--onlytwenty-fou rwhenhe died. I wonderedwhat hadkilledhim.SandraRohrhad
savedhermarriagecertificate and oth er papers important to her. All were wrapped in a plastic packet that
I had taken from herbody. Elsewhere on her, I had foundseveralthousanddollarsandagoldring.

 Therewasnothingaboutrelativesoraspecificdestin ation. It seemed that Sandra had simply beenheadingno
rthwithhersoninsearchofabetterlife.The little boy toleratedu sall well enoughtoday, althoughhegot frustrated
whenwe didn'tunderstandhimatonce.Whenhecried,he

 demandedthatweproducehismother.
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 "Thenhe'smorethanthreehundredmilesbehindyou."

 "...yeah."

 "He drank a lot, didn't he."

 "All the time."

 "Thenhe'dbeinnoshapetofollowyouevenifthefire never touched him. Whatd oyou think wouldhappentoadr
unkonthehighway?He'dneverevenmake it out of L.A."

 She nodded. "You sound like Allie. You'reboth right. Iknow. But. . .Idream about himsometimes-- that
he'scoming, that he's foundus. ... I know it'scrazy. But I wakeup covered insweat."

 "Yeah," I said, remembering my own nightmares during the search for my father. "Yeah."

 JillandIwalkedtogetherforawhilewithouttalking. WeweremovingslowlybecauseJustindemanded tobeallow
edtowalknowandthen.Hehadtoo muchenergytospendhourssittingandriding.And, ofcourse,whenhewasallo
wedtowalk,hewantedto run all around, investigate everythin g. I had time to stop, swing my pack around,
and dig out a length of closeline. I handed it to Jill.

 "Tell yoursister to try harnessing him with this," I

 said. "It might save his life. One end around his

 waist,theotheraroundherarm."She took the rope.

 "I've taken care of a few three-year-olds," I said,

 "and I'll tell you, she'sgoing to need a lot of help with that little kid. If she doesn't know that now, she
will."

 "Are you guys just going to leave all the work toher?"Jill demanded.

 "Of coursenot." I watched Allie andJustin walkingalong--lean,angularwomanandpudgy,bumblebeeof a
child. The boy ran to investigate ab ush near the roadside, then, startled by the approach of

 strangers,ranbacktoAllieandhungontotheclothof her jeans until she too khis hand. "They do seem to be
adoptingeach other, though," I said. "Andtakingcareofotherpeoplecanbeagoodcurefor nightmareslikeyou
rsandmaybehers."

 "You sound as though you know." I nodded. "I live in this world, too."

 We passed through Hollisterbeforenoon. Weresuppliedthere,notknowingwhenwewouldsee well-equi
ppedstoresagain.Wehadalreadydiscovered that several of the smal lcommunitiesshownonthemapsnolonge
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rexisted--hadnot existedforyears.Theearthquakehaddonealotof damageinHollister,butthepeoplehadn'tgon
eanimal. They seeme dto be helpingone another withrepairsandlookingaftertheirowndestitute.Imaginethat.

 21

 The Self must create

 Itsownreasonsforbeing. ToshapeGod,

 Shape Self.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 MONDAY, AUGUST 30, 2027

 There is still a little water in the San Luis Reservoir. It'smore freshwater than I've everseen in one place,
but by the vast size of the reservoir, I cansee that it's only a little comparedto whatshould bethere--what
usedtobethere.

 Thehighwayrunsthroughtherecreationalareaforseveral miles. That gave us achance to travelthroughonther
oaduntilwespottedanareathat wouldmakeagoodrest-daycampandthatwasn't occupied.

 There are a lot of people in the area--people who have set up permanent camps in everything fromrag
-and-plastictentstowoodenshacksthatlookalmost fit for humanhabitation. Where ar eso manypeoplegoing
tothebathroom?Howcleanisthe waterinthereservoir?Nodoubtcitiesthatuseit

 purifythewaterwhenitreachesthem.Whethertheydo or not, I thin kit'stime for usto breakout thewaterp
urificationtablets.

 Aroundseveralofthetentsandshacks,thereare small,raggedgardens--newplantingsandremnants ofsummer
vegetablegardens.Thereareafewthings left to harvest: big squ ashes, pumpkins, andgourdsstillgrowingal
ongwithcarrots,peppers, greens,andalittlecorn.Good,cheap,fillingfoods. Notenoughprotein,butperhapsthe
peoplehunt. Theremustbegamearoundhere,andIsawplenty ofguns.Peoplewearholsteredhandgunsorcarry
riflesorshotguns.Themeninparticulargoarmed.They all stared at us.

 Aswewentpast,peoplestoppedtheirgardening,outdoor cooking, or whatever to sta re atus. We had
pushed ourselves, had beeneager to arrive ahead

 of the crowd I believe willsooncomein from the Bay Area. So we didn't arrivewith the usual human river.
Yetbyourselvesweareenoughofacrowdtomakethe loca lsquattersnervous. They let us alone, though.
Except during disaster-induced feedingfrenziesliketheonesaftertheearthquake,most peopleletoneanotheral
one.IthinkDominicand Justin are making it easier for usto fit in.Justin, now tethered to Allie's wrist, runs
around staring at the squattersuntil they make him nervous. ThenherunsbacktoAllieanddemandstobe
carried.He'sacutelittle kid. Lean, grim-faced people tend to smile at him.

 Nooneshotatusorchallengedusaswewalked

 along the highway. No onebothereduslater when we left the highway and headed into the trees toward w
hat we thought might be a good area. Wefoundoldcampsitesandtoiletplacesandavoidedthem. We didn't
want to be withi nsight of thehighwayorofanyoneelse'stentorshack.Wewante dprivacy, not too many
rocks tosleepon, and a way of reachingthe water that didn't put us too muchondisplay. We looked for
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over an houruntilwefoundanisolatedoldcampsite,longabandoned andalittlehigherupslopethanotherswe'd
seen.It suited all of us. Then, with hoursof daylight left, werestedinenormouscomfortandlaziness,knowing
wehadtherestoftodayandalloftomorrowtodo

 almostnothing.NatividadfedDominicandthetwoofthem drifted off to sleep. Allie followed he rexamplewith
Justin,althoughpreparinghimamealwasalittle more com plicated. Both women had morereasontobetired
andtoneedsleepthantherestofus, s owe left them out whenwedrewlots for awatchschedule--onefordayand
night.We

 shouldn't getto ocomfortable. Also, we agreed thatnooneshouldgooffexploringorgettingwateralone. I
thought the couples woul dsoonstart going off together-- and I thought it was just about time for Bankole
and me to have that talk.

 Isatwithhimandcleanedournewhandgunwhile

 hecleanedtherifle.Harrywasonwatchandneeded

 my gun. When I went over to give it to him, he let meknowheunderstoodexactlywhatwasgoingon betwe
enBankoleandme.

 "Be careful," hewhispered. "Don't give the poor old guy a heart attack."

 "And why should peoplebotherabout the Destiny, farfetchedas it is?What'sin it for them?"

 "A unifying, purposeful life here on Earth, and thehopeofheavenforthemselvesandtheirchildren.Areal he
aven, not mythology or phil osophy. A heaven that will be theirs to shape."

 "Orahell,"hesaid.Hismouthtwitched."Human beingsaregoodatcreatinghellsforthemselveseven out of richne
ss." He thought for a moment. "It soundstoosimple,youknow."

 "Youthinkit'ssimple?"Iaskedinsurprise.

 "I said itsound stoo simple."

 "It sounds overwhelmingto somepeople."

 "I mean it's too. . .straightforward. If you get people to accept it, they'll makeit morecomplicated, more
open to interpretation, more mystical, and more comforting."

 "Not around me they won't!" I said.

 "With you or without you, they will. All religions change. Think about the big ones. What do you think
Christwouldbethesedays?ABaptist?A

 Methodist?ACatholic?AndtheBuddha--doyou thinkhe'dbeaBuddhistnow?Whatkindof

 Buddhism would hepractice?" He smiled. "After all,if̀ GodisChange,'surelyEarthseedcanchange,and if it
lasts, it will."

 Ilookedawayfromhimbecausehewassmiling.This was all nothing to him. "I know," I said. "Noo necanstop
Change,butweallshapeChangewhetherwe mea nto or not. I mean to guide and shape Earthseed into what
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it shouldbe."

 "Perhaps." He went on smiling. "Howseriousare you about this?"

 The questiondrove me deep into myself. I spoke, almost not knowingwhat I wouldsay. "When my father.
. .disappeared," I began, "it was Earthseed that kept me going. Whenmost of my community and the rest
of my family were wiped out, and I was alone, I still had Earthseed. What I am now, all that I am nowis
Earthseed."

 "Whatyouarenow,"hesaidafteralongsilence,"isa very unusual youn gwoman."

  

  

  

 We didn't talk for a while after that. I wonderedwhat he thought. Hehadn't seemedto be bottling uptoo
much hilarity. No more than I'd expected. Hehadbeenwillingtogoalongwithhiswife'sreligious needs.Now,
hewouldatleastpermitmemine.

 Iwonderedabouthiswife.Hehadn'tmentionedher before.Whathadshebeenlike?Howhadshedied?

 "Did you leave home because yourwife died?" I

 asked.

 Heputdownalongslendercleaningrodandrestedhis back again st the treebehind him. "My wife died five
years ago," he said. "Three menbroke in-- junkies, dealers, I don't know. They beat her, tried tomakeher
tellwherethedrugswere."

 "Drugs?"

 "They had decidedthat we must have something they coulduseorsell. They didn't like the thingsshe was
able to give them so they kept beatingher. She had a heart problem." He drewin a longbreath, then
sighed. "She was still alive when I got home. Shewasabletotellmewhathadhappened.Itriedto helpher,but
thebastardshadtakenhermedicine,taken eve rything. I phoned for an ambulance. Itarrivedanhouraftershedi
ed.Itriedtosaveher,then to revive her. I tried sod amnedhard. . . ."

 I stared down the hill from ourcampwhere just aglintofwaterwasvisibleinthedistancethroughthe treesandb
ushes.Theworldisfullofpainfulstories. Sometimesitseemsasthoughtherearen'tanyother kind and yet I found
myself thinkingh ow beautiful that glint of water was through the trees.

 "IshouldhaveheadednorthwhenSharondied,"Bankole sai d. "I thought about it."

 "But you stayed."Iturned away from the water and looked at him. "Why?"

 Heshookhishead."Ididn'tknowwhattodo,soforsome time I didn't doa nything. Friends tookcare ofme,coo
kedforme,cleanedthehouse.Itsurprisedme that they would do that. Church people most of them. Neigh
bors. More her friends than min e."
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 I thought of Wardell Parrish, devastated after thelossofhissisterandherchildren--andhishouse. HadBankol
ebeensomecommunity'sWardell Parrish?"Didyouliveinawalledcommunity?"I asked.

 "Yes. Not rich, though. Nowhere near rich. Peoplemanagedtoholdontotheirpropertyandfeedtheirfamilies.
Not much else. N oservants. No hired guards."

 "Soundslikemyoldneighborhood."

 "Isupposeitsoundslikealotofoldneighborhoodsthat aren't there any more. I stayed to help the peoplewhoh
adhelpedme.Icouldn'twalkawayfrom them."

 "But you did. You left. Why?"

 "Fire--andscavengers."

 "You too? Your wholecommunity?"

 "Yes.Thehousesburned,mostofthepeoplewere killed. . . . The restscattered, went to family orfriends
elsewhere.Scavengersandsquattersmovedin. I didn't decide to leave. I escaped."

 Much too familiar. "Where did you live? What city?"

 "SanDiego."

 "Thatfarsouth?"

 "Yes. As I said, I shouldhave left years ago. If I had,Icouldhavemanagedplanefareandresettlement
money."

 Planefarean dresettlement money? He might not call that rich, but we would have.

 "Where are you goingnow?" I asked.

 "North."Heshrugged.

 "Justanywherenorthorsomewhereinparticular"

 "AnywherewhereIcanbepaidformyservicesand allowedtoliveamongpeoplewhoaren'touttokillme for my
food or water."

 Orfordrugs,Ithought.Ilookedintohisbearded faceandaddedupthehintsI'dpickeduptodayand overthepast
fewdays."You'readoctor,aren't you?"

 He looked a little surprised. "I was, yes. Familypractice.Itseemsalongtimeago."

 "People will alwaysneed doctors," I said. "You'll do all right."

 "My mother used to say that." He gave me a wry smile. "But here I am."

 Ismiledbackbecause,lookingathimnow,Icouldn't helpmyself,butashespoke,Idecidedhehadtoldme at least
one lie. He might bea sdisplaced and indistressasheappearedtobe,buthewasn'tjust wanderingnorth.He
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wasn'tlookingforjust

 anywherehecouldbepaidforhisservicesandnot

 robbedormurdered.Hewasn'tthekindofmanwho wandered.Heknewwherehewasgoing.Hehada haven
somewhere--arelative'shome,anotherhome ofhisown,afriend'shome,somethi ng--some

 definite destination.

 Orperhapshejusthadenoughmoneytobuya placeforhimselfinWashingtonorCanadaorAlaska. He had had
to choose betwee nfast, safe, expensive air travel and having settling-inmoneywhenhegotwherehewasgoi
ng.Hehadchosensettling-i nmoney. If so, I agreedwith him. He wastakingthekindofriskthatwouldenablehim
tomake anewbeginningassoonaspossible--ifhe

 survived.

 On the otherhand, if I were right about any of this, he might disappearonme some night. Orperhapshewo
uldbemoreopenaboutit--justwalkawayfrom me some day, turn down aside roadand wave good-bye. I
didn't want that. After I'd slept with him Iwouldwantitevenless.

 Even now, I wanted to keep himwith me. I hatedthathewaslyingtomealready--orIbelievedhe

 was.Butwhyshouldhetellmeeverything?Hedidn'tkno wme very well yet, and like me, he meant to survive.
PerhapsI couldconvince him that he and Icouldsurvivewelltogether.Meanwhile,besttoenjoyhim without
quite tru sting him. I may be wrongabout all this, but I don't believe I am. Pity.

 We finished the guns, loaded them, and went down to the water to wash. Youcould go right down to the
water, scoop some up in apot, and take it away. Itwasfree.Ikeptlookingaround,thinkingsomeone would
cometostopusorchargeusorsomething.I supposewecouldhavebeenrobbed,butnoone paidanyattentiontous.
Wesawotherpeople gettingwaterinbottles,canteens,pots,andbags, buttheplaceseemedpeaceful.Nooneboth
eredanyone. No one paid any attention to us.

 "A place like thiscan't last," I told Bankole. "It's ashame.Lifecouldbegoodhere."

 "I suspect that it's against the law to live here," hesaid."ThisisaStateRecreationArea.Thereshouldbe som e
kindof limit on how longyou canstay. I'mcertainthatthereshouldbe--usedtobe--some grouppolicingthepla
ce.Iwonderifofficialsofsome kindcomearoundtocollectbribesnowandthen."

 "Notwhilewe'rehere,Ihope."Idriedmyhandsandarm sandwaited for him todry his. "Are youhungry?"Iaske
d.

  

  

  

 I didn't laugh, though I wanted to. I just lookedat him.

 Afterawhilehefrownedandshookhishead.Inalittle more time, he moved backagain st me, touching my
face, my shoulders, my breasts.
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 "You'renot just eighteen," he said.Ishrugged.

 "Whenwereyouborn?Whatyear?"

 "Twenty oh nine."

 "No." He drew theword out: "Nooo."

 Ikissedhimandsaidinthesametone,"Yesss.Nowstop yournonsense. You want to be with me and I want to
be with you. We'ren ot going to split up because of my age, are we?"

 Afterawhileheshookhishead."Youshouldhaveanice youngster like Travis," h esaid. "I should have the sens
e and the strength to send you off to find one."

 That made me think of Curtis, and I cringed away from thinking of him. I've thought as little as possible
about CurtisTalcott. He isn't like my brothers. Hemaybedead,butnoneofuseversawhisbody.I sawhisbroth
erMichael.IwasterrifiedofseeingCurti shimself, but I never did. He may not be dead. He'slost to me, but I
hope he's not dead. Heshould be here with me on theroad. I hopehe'salive andallright.

 "WhohaveIremindedyouof?"Bankoleaskedme, hisvoicesoftanddeep.

 I shook my head. "A boy I knew at home. We were going to get married this year. I don't even know
whether he's still alive."

 "You loved him?"

 TUESDAY, AUGUST 31, 2027

 I've spent all of today talking, writing, reading, and makinglove to Bankole. It seemssuch a luxury not to
have to get up, pack, and walkall day. We all laysprawledaroundthecampsiterestingachingmuscles,
eating, andd oing nothing. More peopleflowedintotheareafromthehighwayandmade theircamps,butnoneof
thembotheredus.

 IbeganZahra'sreadinglessonandJillandAllielooked intereste d. I included them as though I had intended to
from the first. It turned out that they could reada little, but hadn't learned to write.Towardtheendofthe
lesson,IreadafewEarthseed verse sto them in spite of Harry'sgroans.

 Yet when Allie proclaimed that she would neverpraytoanygodofchange,Harrywastheonewho correctedh
er.ZahraandTravisbothsmiledatthat,and Ban kole watchedusall with apparent interest. After that, Allie
began to askquestions instead ofmakingscornfulproclamations,andforthemost

 part,theothersansweredher--TravisandNatividad,Harry and Zah ra. Once Bankole answered, expanding
on something I told him yesterday. Thenhecaughthimselfandlookedalittleembarrassed.

 "I still think it's too simple," he said to me. "A lot of it is logical, but it will never work without a sprinkling
of mystical confusion."

 "I'll leave that to my descendants," I said, andhebusiedhimself,diggingabagofalmondsoutofhis pack,pou
ringsomeintohishand,andpassingthe restaround.
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 Justbeforenightfallagunbattlebeganovertowardthe highway. We couldn't see any of it from whe re we
were, but we stopped talking and lay down. With bullets flying, it seemedbest to keep low.

 Theshootingstartedandstopped,movedaway,then cam eback. I was on watch, so I had to stay alert, but
in this storm of noise, nothing moved near us except the trees in the eveningbreeze. It looked so peaceful,
and yet peopleout there were tryingto kill each other, and no doubt succeeding. Strangehownormalit'sbe
comeforustolieonthegroundand liste nwhilenearby, people try to kill each other.
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 Aswind,A swater, Asfire, As life,God

 Is both creative anddestructive,Demandingandyielding, Sculptorandclay.

 God isInfinite Potential:GodisChange.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 THURSDAY,SEPTEMBER9,2027

 We've had over a weekof weary, frightening, nervewrackingwalking.We'vereachedandpassedthrough
the city of Sacramento without real trouble. We'vebeenabletobuyenoughfoodandwater,been able to find
plenty of empty place sin the hills where we could make camp. Yet none ofushavehadanyfeelingsofco
mfortorwell-beingalongthe stretch of Interstate-5 that we've just traveled.

 I-5 is much less traveled thanU.S. 101, in spite oftheearthquakechaos.Thereweretimeswhenthe only
peoplewecouldseewereeachother.Thosetimes neve rlasted long, but they did happen.

 Ontheotherhand,thereweremoretrucksonI-5. Wehadtobecarefulbecausetruckstraveledduringthe day as
wella sat night. Also, there were morehumanbonesonI-5.Itwasnothingtorunacross skulls,lowerjaws,orbon
esofthepelvisandtorso. Armandlegboneswererarer,butnowandthen,wespotted them too.

 "I think it's the trucks," Bankole toldus. "If they hitsomeonealonghere,theywouldn'tstop.They wouldn't
dare.Andthejunkiesandalcoholicswouldn't be that careful where they wal ked."

 Isupposehe'sright,althoughalongthatwholeempty stretch of road, we saw only four people

 whom I believed were eithernot soberornot sane.Butwesawotherthings.OnTuesdaywecampedin alittle
hollowbackinthehillstothewestoftheroad, andabigblackandwhitedogcamewandering

 downtowardourcampwiththefresh-looking,bloody handandforearmofachildinitsmouth.

 Thedogspottedus,froze,turned,andranbacktheway it had com e. But we all got a good lookbefore it
went, andwe all saw the same thing. That night, wepostedadoublewatch.Twowatchers,twoguns,nounnece
ssary conversatio n, no sex.

 Thenextdaywedecidednottotakeanotherrestday until we hadp assedthrough Sacramento. Therewasnogu
aranteethatanythingwouldbebetteronthe other side of Sacrame nto, but we wanted to get away from this
grim land.
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 That night, looking for a place to camp, westumbled across fourragged, filthy kids huddledaround a
campfire. The picture of themisstill clear in my mind. Kids the age of my brothers--twelve, thirteen,maybe
fourteenyearsold,threeboysandagirl.The girlwaspregnant,andsohugeitwasobviousshe

 wouldbegivingbirthanyday.Weroundedabendin adrystreambed,andtherethesekidswere, roastingasevered
humanleg,maneuveringitwhereit lay in the middle of their fire atop the burning wood by twisting its foot.
As we wat ched, the girl pulled asliverofcharredfleshfromthethighandstuffedit

 into her mouth.

 Theyneversawus.Iwasinthelead,andIstoppedthe others befo re they all rounded thebend. HarryandZah
ra,whowerejustbehindme,sawallthatIsaw. We turne dthe othersback and away, nottellingthemwhyuntilwe
werefarfromthosekids andtheircannibalfeast.

 Nooneattackedus.Noonebotheredusatall.The countrywewalkedthroughwasevenbeautifulin someplaces--
greentreesandrollinghills;goldendriedg rassesand tiny communities; farms, manyovergrownandabandoned,
andabandonedhouses.Nice country, and compa red to Southern California, richcountry. More water, mo
re food, more room. . . .Sowhywerethepeopleeatingoneanother?

 Therewereseveralburnedoutbuildings.Itwasobvious that the re had been troublehere too, but much less
than on thecoast. Yet we couldn't wait togetbacktothecoast.

 Sacramentowasallrighttoresupplyinandhurry through.Waterandfoodwerecheaptherecompared to what
you couldb uy along the roadside,

 ofcourse. Citieswere alwaysa relief asfar aspriceswent.Butcitieswerealsodangerous.Moregangs, moreco
ps,moresuspicious,nervouspeoplewith guns.Youtiptoethroughcities.Youkeepupasteady pace, keep you r
eyes open, and try to look both too intimidating to bother and invisible. Neat

 trick.Bankolesayscitieshavebeenlikethatforalong time.

 Speaking of Bankole, I haven't let him get muchrest on this rest day. He doesn't seem to mind. He did
say something that I should make note of, though.Hesaidhewantedmetoleavethegroupwithhim. Hehas,asIs
uspected,asafehaven--orassafeasany haven ca nbe that isn't surrounded by high-tech security devices and
armed guards. It's in the hillsonthecoastnearCapeMendocinomaybetwo weeksfromhere.

 "My sister andher family have been living there," hesaid."Butthepropertybelongstome.There'sroomon it
for you."

 Icouldimaginehowdelightedhissisterwouldbeto seeme.Wouldshetrytobepolite,orwouldshestare at me,
then at him, then demand to know whetherhewasinhisrightmind?

 "DidyouhearwhatIsaid?"hedemanded.

 I looked at him, interested in theanger I heard in his voice. Why anger?

 "What am I doing? Boring you?" he demanded.

 I took his hand andkissedit. "You introduce me toyoursisterandshe'llmeasureyouforastraitjacket."After a
while, he laughed. "Yes." And then, "I don't care."
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 "Whatdoesshedoforaliving?Farmtheland?"

 "Yes,andherhusbanddoesoddjobsforcash--

 whichisdangerousbecauseitleavesherandthe childrenalonefordays,weeks,evenmonthsatatime. If we can
manage to sup port ourselveswithoutbecomingadrainonherfewresources,wemightbeuseful to her. We
might give her more security."

 "Howmanykids?"

 "Three. Let'ssee. . .eleven, thirteen, and fifteen years old by now. She's only forty herself." His

 mouth twitched. Only. Yeah. Even his little sisterwas old enough to be my mother. "Her name's Alex.
Alexandra. Married to Don Casey. They both hate cities. They thought my land was a godsend. Theycou
ldraisechildrenwhomightlivetogrowup."Henodded. "And their children have done all rig ht."

 "Howhave you kept in touch?" I asked. "Phone?"

 "That was part of our agreement," he said. "They don't have a phone, but when Don goes to one ofthe
townstogetwork,hephonesmeandletsme knowhoweveryoneis.Hewon'tknowwhat'shappened to me. He
won 't be expecting me. If he'striedtophone,bothheandAlexwillbeworried."

 "You should have flown up," I said. "But I'm glad you didn't."

 "Are you? So am I. Listen, you are comingwith me. I can't think of anything I wantasmuch as I want you.
I haven't wantedanything at all for a long time. Too long."

 Ileanedbackagainstatree.Ourcampsitewasn'tas

 completelyprivateastheoneatSanLuishadbeen,but there were trees, and the couple scouldgetawayfrome
achother.Eachcouplehadonegun, andtheGilchristsisterswerebaby-sittingDominic

 as well asJustin.We had put them in the middle of a rough triangle and given them my gun. On I-5 they
and Travis hadhad a chance to do a little target practice. It was all of our duty to lookaround nowandthen
andmakesurenostrangerswanderedintothe area. I looked around.

 SittingupIcouldseeJustinrunningaround,chasing pigeons.Jillwaskeepinganeyeonhim,butnottrying to keepu
pwith him.

 Bankole took me by the shoulders and turnedme to face him. "I'm not boring you, am I?" He asked for t
hesecondtime.

 I had been tryingnot to look at him. I lookednow, but he had not yet saidwhat hehad to say if hewanted
tokeepmewithhim.Didheknow?Ithought hedid.

 "I want to go with you," I said. "But I'm seriousabout Earthseed. I couldn't be more serious. You have to
understand that." Why did this sound strange to me? It was the absolute truth, but I felt odd telling it.
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 "I know my rival," he said.

 Maybethat'swhyitsoundedstrange.Iwastelling

 himtherewassomeoneelse--somethingelse.Maybe it wouldh ave sounded less strange if thesomethingwe
reanotherman.

 "You could help me," I said.

 "Help you what? Do you have any real ideawhat you want to do?"

 "Begin the first Earthseed Community."Hesighed.

 "You could help me," I repeated. "This worldis falling apart. You couldhelp me begin something purpo
seful andconstructive."

 "Going to fix the world, are you?" he said with quiet amusement.

 I looked at him. For amoment I was too angry to let myself speak. When I could control my voice, I
said,

 "It's all right if you don't believe, but don't laugh. Do you knowwhat it means to havesomething tobelieve
in?Don'tlaugh."

 After a while he said, "All right."

 After a longerwhile, I said, "Fixing the world isnot what Earthseed is about."

 "The stars. I know." He lay flat on his back, butturnedhisheadtolookatmeinsteadoflookingup.

 "Thisworldwouldbeabetterplaceifpeoplelivedaccording to Earth seed," I said. "But then, this worldwould
bebetterifpeoplelivedaccordingtotheteachings of alm ost any religion."

 "That'strue.Whydoyouthinkthey'llliveaccording

 to the teaching of yours?"

 "A few will. Several thousand?Several hundred thousand? Millions? I don't know. But whenI have a
home base, I'll begin the first community. In fact, I've already begun it."

 "Is that what you need me for?" He didn't bother tosmile or pretend it wasa joke. It wasn't. I moved
over closerto him andsat next to him so that I could lookdown into hisface.

 "I need you to understand me," I said. "I need you to take me the way I am or go off to your land by
yourself."
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 "You need me to take you and all yourfriends off the street so you can start a church." Again, he was
altogetherserious.

 "That or nothing," I said with equal seriousness. He gave me a humorless smile. "So now we knowwhere
westand."

 Ismoothedhisbeard,andsawthathewantedtomove away from my hand, but that he did not move.

 "Are you all that sure youwant God as yourrival?" I

 asked.

 "I don't seem to have much choice, do I?" Hecoveredmycaressinghandwithoneofhisown.

 "Tell me, do you ever lose your temper and screamandcry?"

 "Sure."

 "I can't picture it. In all honesty, I can't."

 And that reminded me of something that I hadn't told him, had better tell him before he found out and felt
cheatedordecidedthatIdidn'ttrusthim--whichIstill didn't, quite. But I didn't want to lose him to stupidity or
cowardice. I didn't want to lose him at all.

 "Still want me with you?" I asked.

 "Oh, yes," he said. "I intend to marry you oncewe'vesettled."
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 Yourteachers

 Areallaroundyou.All that you perceive,

 All that you experience, All that is given to youortakenfromyou,

 All that you love or hate,needorfear

 Will teach youÑ If you will learn. God isyour first

 and your last teacher.

 Godisyourharshestteacher:

 subtle, demanding. Learnordie.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING
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 FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 2027

 Wehadanotherbattletotrytosleepthroughbeforedawn this morning. It began to the south of uso ut on or ne
ar the highway, andworkedits way first toward, then away from us.

 Wecouldhearpeopleshooting,screaming,cursing, running....Sameoldstuff--tiresome,dangerous, andstupid.
Theshootingwentonforoveranhour, waxingandwaning.Therewasafinalbarragethatseemed to involve moreg
unsthan ever. Then thenoisestopped.

 I managed to sleep through someof it. I gotover being afraid, even got overbeing angry. In the end, I was
only tired. I thought,if the bastards are going to

 kill me, I can't stopthem by staying awake.If that wasn't altogether true, I didn't care. I slept.

 Andsomehow,duringorafterthebattle,inspiteof thewatch,twopeopleslippedintoourcampand beddeddown
amongus.Theyslepttoo.

 Weawoke early asusualso that we couldstartwalkingwhiletheheatwasn'ttooterrible.We'velearned to
wakeu pwithoutprompting at the first light of dawn. Today, fourof us sat up inour bags at almost the same
time. I wascrawling out of my bag to go off and urinatewhenI spotted the extra

 people--twograylumpsinthedawnlight,onelarge andonesmall,lyingagainsteachother,asleepon

 thebareground.Thinarmsandlegsextendedlike sticksfromragsandmoundsofclothing.

 Iglancedaroundattheothersandsawthatthey werestaringwhereIwasstaring--allofthemexceptJill, wh owas
supposed to be on watch. We begantrustinghertostandnightwatchlastweekwithapartne r. This was only
hersecondsolitary watch.Andwherewasshelooking?Awayintothetrees. SheandIwouldhavetotalk.

 Harry andTravis were already reacting to the figuresontheground.Insilence,eachmanwaspeelingout ofhis
baginhisunderwear,andstandingup.Morefully clothed, I matched them, move for move, and thethreeofuscl
osedinaroundthetwointruders.The larger of the twoa woke all at once, jumpedup, darted two or three ste
ps toward Harry, thenstopped.Itwasawoman.Wecouldseeherbetternow. She wasb rown-skinned with a
lot of long,straight,unkeptblackhair.Hercoloringwasasdark asmine,butshewasallplainsandangles--awiry,
hawk-facedwomanwhocouldhaveusedafew decentmealsandagoodscrubbing.Shelookedlike alotofpeople
we'veseenontheroad.

 Thesecondintruderawoke,sawTravisstanding nearbyinhisunderwear,andscreamed.Thatgot everyone's
attention.Itwasthehigh,piercingshriekof a child-- a little girl who looked about seven. She wasatiny,
pinchedimageofthewoman--her

 mother,orhersisterperhaps.

  

  

  

 I could see that. "Just take what we give you and nothing more thanwe give you," I said. "That will be
pay enough."

Page  157



 "We won't steal. We aren't thieves."

 Of course they were thieves. How else could they live. Some stealing and scavenging, maybesome whor
ing. . . . They weren't very good at it or they'd lookbetter. But for the littlekid'ssake, I wanted to help
them at least with a meal.

 "Wait, then." I said. "We'll put a meal together." They sat where they were and watched uswithhungry,
hungryeyes.Therewasmorehungerinthose eye sthan we could fill with all our food. I thought I had proba
bly made a mistake. These peoplewere so desperate, they were dangerous. It didn't matter at all that
they lookedharmless. Theywerestillaliveandstrongenoughtorun.Theywere notharmless.

 ItwasJustinwhoeasedsomeofthetensioninthoseb ottomless, hungry eyes. Stark naked, hetoddledoverto
thewomanandthegirlandlookedthem over. The little girl only sta red back, but after a moment, the woman
began to smile. She saidsomethingtoJustin,andhesmiled.Thenheranback to Allie whoh eld on to him longe
nough to

 dresshim.Buthehaddonehiswork.Thewoman wasseeinguswithdifferenteyes.Shewatched Natividadnursing
Dominic,thenwatchedBankole combinghisbeard.Thisseemedfunnytoherandtothe child, and they both giggl
e d.

 "You're a hit," I told Bankole.

 "I don't see what'sso funny about a man combinghisbeard,"hemuttered,andputawayhiscomb.

 I dug sweet pearsout of my pack, and tookone each to the woman and girl. I had just bought them two
days before, and I had only three left. Otherpeoplegottheideaandbegansharingwhatthey couldspare.Shelle
dwalnuts,apples,apomegran ate, Valenciaoranges, figs. . . . Littlethings.

 "Save what you can," Natividad told the womanasshegaveheralmondswrappedinapieceofredcloth.
"Wrap thing sin here and tie the ends together."

 We all shared cornbread madewith a little honeyandthehard-boiledeggsweboughtandcooked yesterday.
Webakedthecornbreadinthecoalsoflast night' sfire so that we could getaway early thismorning.Thewoman
andthegirlateasthoughtheplain, cold foo dwere the best they had ever tasted,asthoughtheycouldn'tbelieve
someonehadgivenit to them. They crouched ove rit as though theywereafraidwemightsnatchitback.

 "We've got to go," I said at last. "The sun'sgetting hotter."

 Thewomanlookedatme,herstrange,sharpface hungryagain,butnownothungryforfood.

 "Let us go with you," she said, her words tumbling over oneanother. "We'll work. We'llget wood, make
fire, clean dishes, anything. Takeuswith you." Bankole looked at me. "I assume you saw thatcoming."

 Inodded.Thewomanwaslookingfromoneofusto theother.

 "Anything,"shewhispered--orwhimpered.Hereyeswere dry and starved, but tear sstreamed from thelittle
girl'seyes.

 "Give us a moment to decide," I said. I meant,Goaway so my friends ca nyell at me in private,but the
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 woman didn't seem to understand. She didn't move.

 "Wait over there," I said, pointing toward the trees nearest to the road. "Let us talk. Thenwe'll tell you."
She didn't want to do it. She hesitated, then stood up, pulled her even more reluctant daughter up, and
trudgedofftothetreesIhadindicated.

 "Oh God," Zahra muttered. "We're going to take them, aren't we?"

 "That's what wehave to decide," I said.

 "What, we feedher, and thenweget to tell her to go away and finish starving?" Zahra made anoise of

 disgust.

 "If she isn't a thief," Bankolesaid, "And if she doesn't have any otherdangeroushabits, wemay be able to
carry them. That littlekid. ..."

 "Yes," I said. "Bankole, is there room for them atyourplace?"

 "His place?" three others asked. I hadn't had a chance to tell them about it. And I hadn't had thenerve.

 "Hehasalotoflandupnorthandoverbythecoast,"I said. "There 's a family house that we can't live inbecause
hissisterandherfamilyarethere.Butthere's room and trees and water. He says. . . ." I swallowed, looked at
Bankole wh owas smiling alittle."HesayswecanstartEarthseedthere--buildwhat we can."

 "Are there jobs?"Harry asked Bankole.

 "Mybrother-in-lawmanageswithyear-round gardensandtemporaryjobs.He'sraisingthreekidsthat way."

 "But the jobs do pay money?"

 "Yes, they pay. Not well, but they pay. We'd betterholdofftalkingaboutthisforawhile.We'retorturingthat
young woman over there."

 "She'll steal," Natividadsaid. "She says she won't,butshewill.Youcanlookatherandtell."

 "She's been beaten," Jill said. "The way they rolled up when we first spotted them. They're usedto

 beingbeaten,kicked,knockedaround."

 "Yeah." Allie lookedhaunted. "You try to keepfrom getting hit in the head, try to protect youreyes and. .

 .your front. She thought we would beat her. She andthekidboth."

 Interesting that Allie and Jill shouldunderstand so well. What a terrible fatherthey had. And what hadhap
penedtotheirmother?Theyhadnevertalkedabout her. It was ama zing that they had escapedaliveandsaneen
oughtofunction.

 "Should we let her stay?" I asked them.

 Bothgirlsnodded."Ithinkshe'llbeapainintheassfor a while, though," Allie said. "Like Nativida dsays, she'll
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steal. She won't be able to stopherself. We'll have to watchher real good. That little kid will steal too.
Steal and run like hell."

 Zahra grinned. "Remindsme of me at that age. They'll both be pains in theass. I vote we try them. If they
have mannersorif they can learn manners, we keepthem. If they're too stupid to learn, we throw them
out."

 IlookedatTravisandHarry,standingtogether.

 "Whatdoyouguyssay?"

 "The next one might." I leaned towardher. "Theworldisfullofcrazy,dangerouspeople.Weseesigns of that
every day. If we don't watcho ut for ourselves, they will rob us, kill us, and maybe eat us.It'saworldgone
tohell,Jill,andwe'veonlygoteach

 other to keep it off us."Sullensilence.

 I reached out and took her hand. "Jill."

 "It wasn't my fault!" she said. "You can't prove I-- "

 "Jill!"

 Sheshutupandstaredatme.

 "Listen, no oneisgoing to beat you up, for heavensake,butyoudidsomethingwrong,somethingdangero us.
You knowyou did."

 "So what do you want her to do?" Allie demanded.

 "Getonherkneesandsayshe'ssorry?"

 "Iwanthertoloveherownlifeandyoursenoughnotto be careless. That' swhat I want. That's what you should
want, now more than ever. Jill?"

 Jill closed her eyes. "Oh shit!" shesaid. And then,

 "All right, all right! I didn't see them. I really didn't. I'll watch better. No one else will get by me."

 Iclaspedherhandforamomentlonger,thenletitgo. "Okay. Let'sg et out of here. Let'scollect thatscaredwom
anandherscaredlittlekidandgetoutof here."

 Thetwoscaredpeopleturnedouttobethemostracially mixed that I had ever met. Here's their sto ry, put
together from the fragments they toldusduringthedayandtonight.ThewomanhadaJapanesefather, a black
mothe r, and a Mexicanhusband, all dead. Only she and her daughter are left. Her nameisEmeryTanaka
Solis.HerdaughterisToriSolis.

 Tori is nine years old, not seven as I hadguessed. Isuspectshehasrarelyhadenoughtoeatinherlife.She's
tiny, quick, quiet, and hungry -eyed. She hid bits of food in her filthy ragsuntil we made her a newdress
fromoneofBankole'sshirts.Thenshehid
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 food in that. Although Tori isnine, her motheris only

 23. At 13, Emery married a much older man whopromisedtotakecareofher.Herfatherwasalready dead,
killedinsomeoneelse'sgunfight.Hermother wassick,anddyingoftuberculosis.Themotherpushed Eme ry into
marriage to save her from victimizationand starvation in the streets.

 Up to that point, the situation wasdreary, but

 normal. Emery had three childrenover the next threeyears--adaughterandtwosons.Sheandher husbanddid
farmworkintradeforfood,shelter,and hand-me-downs.Thenthefarmwassoldtoabig agribusinessconglome
rate,andtheworkersfellinto newhands.Wageswerepaid,butincompanyscrip, notincash.Rentwaschargedfor
theworkers' shacks.Workershadtopayforfood,forclothing--newo rused-- for everything they needed,
and, ofcoursetheycouldonlyspendtheircompanynotesat thecompanystore.Wages--surprise!--werenever
quiteenoughtopaythebills.Accordingtonewlawsthat might or might not exist, peopl ewere not permitted to
leave anemployerto whom theyowed money. They were obligated to work off the debt

 eitherasquasi-indenturedpeopleorasconvicts.That is, if they refused to work, they couldbe arreste d,
jailed, and in the end, handed over to theiremployers.

 .

 Either way, such debt slavescould be forcedto worklongerhoursforlesspay,couldbe"disciplined"ifthey
failed to meet their quota s, could be traded and soldwith or without their consent, with or without their
families, to distant employerswho had temporary or permanent need of them. Worse, childrencouldbe
forced to work off the debt of their parents if the parents died, became disabled, orescaped.

 Emery'shusbandsickenedanddied.Therewasno doctor,nomedicinebeyondafewexpensive

 over-the-counterpreparationsandtheherbsthatthe workersgrewintheirtinygardens.JorgeFrancisco Solis
diedinfeverandpainontheearthenfloorof hisshackwithouteverseeingadoctor.Bankolesaid itsoundedastho
ughhediedofperitonitisbroughton by untreate dappendicitis. Such a simplething. But then, there'snothing m
ore replaceable thanunskilledlabor.

 EmeryandherchildrenbecameresponsiblefortheSolis debt. Accepting thi s, Emery worked andenduredu
ntiloneday,withoutwarning,hersonswere taken away. They wereone and two years

 youngerthanherdaughter,andtooyoungtobewithout both their parents. Yet they were taken. Emerywasnot
askedtopartwiththem,norwasshetold what would bedon ewith them. She had terriblesuspicionswhenshere
coveredfromthedrugshe hadbeengivento"quietherdown."Shecriedanddemanded the return of her son sand
wouldnot

 workagainuntilhermastersthreatenedtotakeher daughteraswell.

 She decided thento runaway, to take herdaughterandbravetheroadswiththeirthieves,rapists,and cannibal
s.Theyhadnothingforanyonetosteal,and rapewasn'tsomethingtheycouldescapeby remainingslaves.Asforthe
cannibals...well,perh apsthey were only fantasies-- lies intended tofrightenslavesintoacceptingtheirlot.

 "Therearecannibals," I told her as we ate that night.

 "We've seen them. I think, though, that they're scavengers, not killers. They takeadvantage of road kills,
that kind of thing."
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 "Scavengers kill," Emery said. "If you get hurt or if you looksick, they come after you."

 Inodded,andshewentonwithherstory.Lateone night,sheandTorislippedoutpastthearmed guardsandele
ctrifiedfences,thesoundandmotion detectorsandthedogs.Bothknewhowtobequiet,how to fade from cover
to cover, how to lie still for hours. Both were very fast. Slaves lea rned things

 likethat--theoneswholiveddid.EmeryandTorimust have been very lucky.

 Emeryhadsomenotionoffindinghersonsand gettingthemback,butshehadnoideawheretheyhad been taken.
They had beend riven away in a truck; sheknewthat much. But she didn't knowevenwhichwaythetruck
turnedwhenitreachedthe highway.Herparentshadtaughthertoreadand write,butshehadseennowritingabout
hersons.She had to admit after a while that all sh ecould dowassaveherdaughter.

 Livingonwildplantsandwhatevertheycould"find"or beg, they drifted north. That was the way Eme ry said
it: they found things. Well, if I were in her place,Iwouldhavefoundafewthings,too.

 Agangfightdrovehertous.Gangsarealwaysa specialdangerincities.Ifyoukeeptotheroadwhileyou're in individ
ual gang territorie s, you might escape their attentions. We havesofar. But theovergrownparklandwhere
wecampedlastnight

 was, according to Emery, in dispute. Twogangs shotateachotherandcalledinsultsandaccusations backand
forth.Nowandthentheystoppedtoshootat passing trucks. Durin gone of these intervals,EmeryandToriwho
hadcampedclosetothe roadsidehadslippedaway.

 "Onegroupwascomingclosertous,"Emerysaid.

 "They would shoot and run. Whenthey ran, they got

 closer. We had to getaway. We couldn't let them hearusorseeus. We found yourclearing,but wedidn'tsee
you.Youknowhowtohide."

 That, I suppose wasacompliment. We try todisappearintothescenerywhenthat'spossible.Most of the time
it isn't. Tonight it isn't. And tonight we watch two at a time.

 "He doesn't trust us. Why should he? We'llhave to watch all four of them for a while. They're. . .odd.
They might be stupid enough to try to grabsome ofourpacksandleavesomenight.Oritmightjustbea matterof
littlethingsstartingtodisappear.Thechildrena re more likely to get caught at it. Yet if theadultsstay,itwillbefor
thechildren'ssake.Ifwetake it easy on th echildren and protect them, I think the adultswill be loyal to us."

 "Sowebecomethecrewofamodernundergroundrailroad," I said. Slavery again-- eve nworse than my
father thought, or at least sooner. He thought itwouldtakeawhile.

 "None of thisisnew." Bankolemade himself comfortable against me. "In the early l990swhile Iwasincolle
ge,Iheardaboutcasesofgrowersdoing someofthis--holdingpeopleagainsttheirwillsand forcingthemtowork
withoutpay.LatinsinCalifornia, blacksandLatinsinthesouth....Nowandthen, someonewouldgotojailforit."

 "ButEmerysaysthere'sanewlaw--thatforcing

 peopleortheirchildren to work off debt that theycan'thelprunningupislegal."

Page  162



 "Maybe. It'shard to know what to believe. Isuppose the politiciansmay have passed a law that could be
usedto support debt slavery. But I've heard nothing about it. Anyone dirty enough to be a slaveris dirty
enoughtotellapackoflies.Yourealizethatthat woman'schildrenweresoldlikecattle--andnodoubt sold into
prostitution."

 I nodded. "She knows too."

 "Yes. My God."

 "Thingsarebreakingdownmoreandmore."Ipaused. "I'll tell you, though, if we can convince ex-slaves that
they canh ave freedom withus, no

 onewillfighthardertokeepit.Weneedbetterguns,though. And we need to be so careful. . . . It keeps getting
more dangerous out here. It will be especially dangerouswiththoselittlegirlsaround."

 "Thosetwoknowhowtobequiet,"Bankolesaid.

 "They're little rabbits, fast andsilent. That'swhy they're still alive."

  

  

  

  

 24

 RespectGod:Pray working. Praylearning,

 planning, doing.

 Praycreating, teaching, reaching.

 Pray working.

 Praytofocusyourthoughts,still your fears,

 strengthenyourprupose. RespectGod.

 ShapeGod.Pray working.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 2027

 WereadsomeversesandtalkedaboutEarthseedfor a while thi smorning. It wasacalming thing to do-- almo
st like church. We neededsomething

 calmingandreassuring.Eventhenewpeoplejoined in,askingquestions,thinkingaloud,applyingthe versesto
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theirexperiences.

 Godi sChange,and in the end, Goddoesprevail.

 But we have something to sayabout the whens and the whys of that end.

 Yeah.

 It'sbeenahorribleweek.

 We've taken both today and yesterdayasrest days. We might take tomorrowaswell. I need it whether

 theothersdoornot.We'reallsoreandsick,in mourningandexhausted--yettriumphant.Oddtobetriumphant. I
think it's because most of us are still alive. We are ah arvest of survivors. But then, that's what we've
always been.

 Thisiswhathappened.

 At our noonstop on Tuesday, Tori andDoe, the two little girls, wentaway from the group to urinate.
Emery went with them. Shehad kindof takenchargeofDoeaswellasherowndaughter.Thenight before,shean
dGraysonMorahadslippedaway fromthegroupandstayedawayforoveranhour. HarryandIwereonwatch,and
wesawthemgo. Nowtheywereacouple--allovereachother,butatarm's length from everyon eelse. Strange p
eople.

 So Emery took the girls off to pee--not far away. Just across the hill face and out of sight behindapatch
ofdeadbushesandtall,drygrass.Therestofus sat eating, drinkin g, and sweating in what shadewecouldget
fromacopseofoaktreesthatlooked

 onlyhalfdead.Thetreeshadbeenrobbedofagreat numberofbranches,nodoubtbypeopleneeding firewood.I
waslookingattheirmanyjaggedwounds whenthescreamingbegan.

 First there were the high, needle thin, needlesharp shrieks of the little girls, then we heard Emeryshouting
forhelp.Thenweheardaman'svoice, cursing.

  

  

 Idiedwithsomeoneelse.Someonelaidhandson meandIcamewithinafinger'stwitchofsqueezing thetriggeronce
more.

 Bankole.

 "You stupid asshole!" I whimpered. "I almost killed you."

 "You'rebleeding,"hesaid.

 Iwassurprised.ItriedtorememberwhetherI'dbeenshot. Maybe I had just comed own on a sharp piece of
wood. I had nosense of my own body. I hurt, but Icouldn'thavesaidwhere--orevenwhetherthepain was
mineorsomeoneelse's.Thepainwasintense,yet diffu sesomehow. I felt...disembodied.
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 "Iseveryoneelseallright?"Iasked.

 "Be still," he said.

 "Is it over, Bankole?"

 "Yes. The survivors have runaway."

 "Take my gun, then, and give it to Natividad-- incasetheydecidetocomeback."

 I think I felt him take the gun from my hand. I heard muffled talk that I didn't quite understand. That was
whenIrealizedIwaslosingconsciousness. Allrightthen. At least I had held on longenoughto do some good.

 Jill Gilchrist is dead.

 Shewasshotinthebackassherantowardthe

 treescarryingTori.Bankoledidn'ttellme,didn'twantme to kno wbefore I had to because, as it turnedout, I
was wounded myself. I was lucky. My woundwas minor. It hurt, but other than that, it didn't matter
much. Jillwasunlucky. I found out about her death whenI came to andheard Allie'shoarse screaming grief.

 JillhadgottenToribacktothetrees,putherdown,then, without a sound, folded to theg round asthoughtaking
cover.EmeryhadgrabbedToriandhuddle d, cryingwith her in terror and relief.Everyoneelsehadbeenbusy,
firsttakingcover,then firing or directing fire. Travis was the first to see thebloodpoolingaroundJill.Hesho
utedfor Bankole,thenturnedJillontoherbackandsawblood welling from what turnedo ut to be an exitwound
inherchest.Bankolesaysshediedbefore hereachedher,Nolastwords,nolastsightofhersiste r, not even the ass
urance that she had saved the little girl. She had. Tori was bruised, but fine. Everyone was fine except Jill.

 Myownwound,tobehonest,wasabigscratch.A bullethadplowedafurrowstraightthroughthefleshof my left
side, leaving little damage, a lot of blood, a cou ple of holesin my shirt, and a lot of pain. Thewoundthro
bbedworsethanaburn,butitwasn't disabling.

 "Cowboywound,"HarrysaidwhenheandZahra

 came to lookme over. They looked dirty and miserable, but Harry tried to be upbeat for me. They had j
ust helped to bury Jill. The grouphad, withhands,sticks,andourhatchet,dugashallowgrave forherwhileIwas
unconscious.Theyputheramong thetrees'roots,coveredher,androlledbigrocks atophergrave.Thetreeswere
tohaveher,butthe dogsandthecannibalswerenot.

 Thegrouphaddecidedtobeddownforthenight wherewewere,eventhoughouroakcopseshould havebeenreje
ctedasanovernightcampbecauseit wastooclosetothehighway.

 "You'reagoddamnfoolandtoobigtocarry,"Zahratold me. "So just rest there and let Ban kole take care of
you. Not that anyone could stop him."

 "You'vejustgotacowboywound,"Harryrepeated.

 "In that book I bought, people are always gettingshotinthesideorthearmortheshoulder,andit's nothing--
althoughBankolesaysagoodpercentageof them wouldh ave died of tetanus orsome other infection."

 "Thanksfortheencouragement,"Isaid.
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 Zahra gave him a look, then patted my arm. "Don't worry," she said. "No germ will get past that old
man. He'smadashell at you for getting yourself shot. Says if you had any sense, you would havestayed
backherewiththebabies."

 "What?"

 "Hey, he's old," Harry said. "What do you expect." I sighed. "How'sAllie?"

 "Crying."Heshookhishead."Shewon'tletanyone nearherexceptJustin.Evenhekeepstryingtocomfo rt her. It
upsets him that she's crying."

 "Emery and Tori arekind of beatenup, too," Zahra said. "They're the other reasonwe'renot moving." She
paused. "Hey, Lauren, you evernoticeanything funny about those two-- Emery and Tori, I mean? And
about that guy Mora, too."

 "Howmany times did you die?" Mora askedme.

 "Three at least," I answered, as though this were a saneconversation. "Maybe four. I never did it like that
before-- overand over. Insane. But you lookwellenough."

 HisexpressionhardenedasthoughI'dslappedhim.Of course, I had insulted him. I'd said ,Where were

 you, man and fellow sharer, while your woman and

 your group were in danger.Funny.ThereIwas, speakingalanguageIhadn'trealizedIknew.

 "I had to get Doe out of danger," he said. "I had no gun, anyway."

 "Canyoushoot?"

 He hesitated. "Nevershot before," headmitted,droppinghisvoicetoamumble.AgainI'dshamedhim-- thi s
time without meaning to.

 "Whenwe teach you to shoot, will you, to protect the

 group?"

 "Yeah!" Though at that moment, I think he would have preferred to shoot me.

 "It hurts like hell," I warned.

 He shrugged. "Most thingsdo."

 Ilookedintohisthin,angryface.Wereallslavessothin--underfed, overworke d, and taught that most thingshu
rt? "Are you from thisarea?"

 "Born in Sacramento."

 "Then we need all the information you can giveus. Even without a gun, we need you to help ussurvive
here."

Page  166



 "My information is to get out of here before thosethingsupthehillthrowpaintonthemselvesandstart shooting
peopleandsettingfires."

 "Oh, shit," I said. "So that's what they are."

 "What'dyouthinktheywere?"

 "I didn't have a chance to think about them. It wouldn't have mattered anyway. Harry, did you guysstrip
thedead?"

 "Yeah." He gave me a thin smile. "We got another gun-- a .38. I put some stuff in your pack from theone
syoukilled."

 "Thank you. I don't knowthat I can carry my pack yet. Maybe Bankole-- "

 "He'salreadygotitonhiscart.Let'sgo." Weheadedouttowardtheroad.

 "Isthathowyoudoit?"GraysonMoraasked,

 walkingnexttome."Whoeverkillstakes?"

 "Yes, but we don't kill unlesssomeone threatens us," I said. "We don't hunt people. Wedon't eat human fl
esh. We fight together against enemies. If one of usisin need, the rest helpout. And we don't steal fromo
ne another,ever."

 "Emery said that. I didn't believe her at first."

 "Will you live as we do?"

 "...yeah. I guess so."

 I hesitated. "So what else is wrong? I cansee that you don't trust us, even now."

 He walkedcloserto me, but did not touch me.

 "Where'd that white man come from?" hedemanded.

 "I've known him all my life," I said. "He and I and theothershavekeptoneanotheraliveforalongtime,now."

 "But. . .him and those others, they don't feel anything. You're the only one who feels."

 "We call it sharing. I'm the only one."

 "But they.... You...."

 "Wehelpeachother.Agroupisstrong.Oneortwo peopleareeasiertorobandkill."

 "Yeah." He lookedaround at the others. There was no great trust or liking in his expression, but he
looked more relaxed, more satisfied. He lookedasthoughhehadsolvedatroublingpuzzle.

Page  167



 Testing him, I let myself stumble. It was easy. I still

 had little feeling in my feet and legs.

 Morastepped aside. He didn't touch me or offer help. Sweet guy.

 I left Mora, went over to Allie, and walkedwith her

 for a while. Hergrief and resentment were like a wall against me-- against everyone, I suppose, but I was
the one bothering her at the moment. And I was

 aliveandhersisterwasdead,andhersisterwastheonly family she had left, and why didn't I just get the hell
out of her face?

 She neversaid anything. She just pretended I wasn'tthere.ShepushedJustinalonginhiscarriageand wiped
tearsfromherstonyfacenowandthenwitha swift, whiplikemotion. She washurting herself, doingthat.Shewas
rubbingherfacetoohard,toofast, rubbingitraw.Shewashurtingmetoo,andIdidn'tneed any more pain. I stayed
with her, though, until herdefensesbegantocrumbleunderanewwaveof cripplinggrief.Shestoppedhurtinghe
rselfandjustlet the tear srun down her face, let them fall to her chest or to the broken blacktop. She seem
ed to sagunderasuddenweight.

 I hugged her then. I put my handsonher shouldersandstoppedherhalf-blindplodding.Whensheswunga rou
nd to face me, hostile and hurting, Ihuggedher.Shecouldhavebrokenfree.Iwasfeeling far fro mstrongjust
then, but after a firstangrypullingaway,shehungontomeandmoaned.

 I've never heard anyone moanlike that. She criedandmoanedthereattheroadside,andtheothers stopped
andwaitedforus.Noonespoke.Justin begantowhimperandNatividadcamebackto comforthim.Thewordless
messagewasthesame forbothchildandwoman:In spite of your loss and

 pain, you aren't alone. You still havepeoplewho

 care about you and want you to be all right. You still have family.

 Shenodded,thenglancedsidelongatBankole.

 "He knows," I assured her. "But. . .look, you and Graysonare the first sharers I've known whohadchild
ren."Therewasnoreasontotellhersheand GraysonandtheirchildrenwerethefirstsharersI'dkno wn period. "I
hope to have kidsmyself someday, so I need to know. . .do they always inherit thesharing?"

 "One of my boys didn't have it," she said. "Somefeelers--sharers--can'thaveanykids.Idon'tknow why.
AndIknewsomewhohadtwoorthreekidswho didn't have it at all. Bosses, though, they like you to have it."

 "I'llbettheydo."

 "Sometimes," she continued, "sometimesthey paymoreforpeoplewhohaveit.Especiallykids."

 Herkids. Yet they had taken a boy who wasn't asharerandleftagirlwhowas.Howlongwouldithave beenb e
fore they cameback for the girl?

 Perhapstheyhadalucrativeofferfortheboysasapair, sothey sold them first.
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 "My god," Bankole said. "Thiscountry hasslippedback200years."

 "Thingswere betterwhen I waslittle," Emerysaid.

 "My mother alwayssaidthey would get better again.Goodtimeswouldcomeback.Shesaidtheyalways did.
Myfatherwouldshakehisheadandnotsay anything."ShelookedaroundtoseewhereToriwas andspottedheron
GraysonMora'sshoulders.Then shecaughtsightofsomethingelse,andshegasped. Wefollowedhergazeandsa
wfirecreepingoverthe hillsbehindus--farbehindus,butnotfarenough. Thiswassomenewfire,whippingalongin
thedryeveningb reeze. Either the peoplewho attacked us had followedus, setting fires,orsomeone was
imitating them, echoing them.

 We went on, moving faster, trying to see where wecouldgotobesafe.Oneithersideofthehighway,there was
d ry grass, there were trees, living anddead.Sofar,thefirewasonlyonthenorthside. Wekepttothesouthside,
hopingitwouldbesafe.

 There was a lake ahead, according to my map of thearea--ClearLake,itwascalled.Themapshoweditto be
large, and the highway followed its northern shoreforafewmiles.Wewouldreachitsoon.How soon?

 Icalculatedaswewalked.Tomorrow.Weshouldbe

 abletocampnearittomorrowevening.Notsoon enough.

 Icouldsmellthesmokenow.Didthatmeanthewind wasblowingthefiretowardus?

  

  

  

 Otherpeoplebeganhurryingandkeepingtothe southsideoftheroadandheadingwest.Noone wenteastnow.Th
erewerenotrucksyet,butitwas gettinglate.Theywouldbebarrelingthroughsoon. Andweshouldbecampingfor
thenightsoon.Did wedare?

 Thesouthsidestillseemedfreeoffirebehindus, butonthenorthsidethefirecrawledafterus, comingnocloser,but
refusingtobeleftbehind.

 We went on for a while, all of us looking back often, all of us tired, some of us hurting. I called ahalt and
gesturedusoff the road to the south at a placewheretherewasroomtositandrest.

 "We can't stay here," Mora said. "The firecould jump the roadany time."

 "Wecanresthereforafewmoments,"Isaid."Weca nsee the fire, and it will tell us when we'd betterstartwalki
ngagain."

 "We'dbetter start now!" Mora said. "If thatfire gets going good, it will move faster than wecan run! Best
to keepwell ahead of it!"

 "Best to have the strength to keepahead of it," I

 said, and I took a water bottle from my pack anddrank.Wewerewithinsightoftheroadandwehad madeita

Page  169



rulenottoeatordrinkinsuchexposedplaces, but today that rule had to be suspe nded. To go into the hills
away from the road might meanbeingcutofffromtheroadbyfire.Wecouldn'tknow whenorwhereawindblown
pieceofburningdebrismight land.

 Othersfollowedmyexampleanddrankandatealittle dried fruit, meat, and bread. Bankole and I sha redwith
Emery andTori. Mora seemed to want to leave in spite of us, but hisdaughter Doe wassittinghalfasleepon
thegroundagainstZahra.He stoopednexttoherandmadeherdrinkalittlewaterand eat some fruit.

 "We might have to keep moving all night," Allie said, her voice almost too soft to hear. "This might be the
only rest we get." And to Travis, "You'd better putDominicintothecarriagewithJustinwhenhe'sfinishede a
ting."

 Travisnodded.He'dcarriedDominicthisfar.Nowhe tuckedhiminwithJustin."I'llpushthecarriageforawhile," he
said.

 Bankolelookedatmywound,rebandagedit,andthis time gave me something for the pain. He buri ed the
bloody bandageshehad removed, digging ashallowholewithaflatrock.

 Emery, with Tori gone to sleep against her, looked to

 seewhatBankolewasdoingwithme,thenjumped andlookedaway,herhandgoingtoherownside.

 "I didn't knowyou were hurt so much," shewhispered.

 "I'm not," I said, and mademyself smile. "It looks nastierthan it is with all the blood, but it isn't bad. I'm
damned lucky compared to Jill. And it doesn't stop me from walking."

 "You didn't give me any painwhenwe werewalking,"shesaid.

 I nodded, glad to knowI could fake her out. "It's ugly," I said,"but not too painful."

 Shesettleddownasthoughshefeltbetter.Nodoubt shedid.IfImoanedandgroaned,I'dhaveallfourofthem
moanin gandgroaning. Thekidsmight evenbleedalongwithme.Iwouldhavetobecarefuland keeplyingatleastas
longasthefirewasathreat-- oraslongasIcould.

 Thetruthwas,thoseblood-saturatedbandagesscare dthe hell out of me, and the wound hurt worse than
ever. But I knew I had to keep going orburn.Afterafewminutes,Bankole'spillsbegantotake

 the edge off my pain, and that made the whole worldeasiertoendure.

 Wehadaboutanhour'srestbeforethefiremadeustoo nervou sto stay where we were. Then we got up and
walked. By then, at some point behind us, the fire had already jumped the road. Now, neitherthe

 north nor the south sidelookedsafe. Until it wasdark,allwecouldseeinthehillsbehinduswassmo ke. It was a
terrifying, looming, movingwall.Later,afterdark,wecouldseethefireeatingitswaytoward us. The rewere
dogs runningalong the road with us, but they paid no attention to us. Catsanddeerranpastus,andaskunk
scuttledby.Itwasliveand let live. Neitherh umans nor animalswerefoolishenoughtowastetimeattackingone
another.Behindu sand to the north, the fire began to roar.WeputToriinthecarriageandJustinandDominic
betweenherlegs.Thebabiesneverevenwokeupwhile we were moving them. Tori herself wa smore than half
asleep. I worried that the carriage might break down with the extra weight, but it held. Travis, Harry, and
Allie traded off pushing it.
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 Doe, we put atop the load on Bankole's cart. Shecouldn'thavebeencomfortablethere,butshedidn't compl
ain.ShewasmoreawakethanTori,andshe hadbeenwalkingonherownmostofthetimesince ourencounterwith
thewould-bekidnappers.She wasastronglittlekid--herfather'sdaughter. GraysonMorahelpedpushBankole's
cart.Infact, onceDoewasloadedaboard,Morapushedthecartmost of the time. The man wasn't likeable, but
in his loveforhisdaughter,hewasadmirable.

 At some point in the endless night, more smoke andashthaneverbegantoswirlaroundus,andIcaught

 myself thinking that we might not make it. Without stopping, we wet shirts, scarves, whatever we had,
andtiedthemaroundournosesandmouths.

 Thefireroaredandthundereditswaypastusonthe north,singeingourhairandclothing,makingbreathing a
terrible effort. The babie swokeupandscreamedinfearandpain,thenchokedandalmostbrought me down.
Tori, crying herself with theirp ainandherown,heldontothemandwouldnotletthem struggleoutofthecarriage.

 I thought we would die. I believed there wasnoway for us to survive this sea of fire, hot wind, smoke,
andash.Isawpeople--strangers--fall,andweleftthem lying on the highway, waiting to burn. I stopped looki
ngback.Intheroarofthefire,Icouldnothear whethertheyscreamed.Icouldseethebabiesbefor eNatividad thre
wwet ragsoverthem. I knew they werescreaming. ThenI couldn't see them, anditwasablessing.

 Webegantorunoutofwater.

 Therewasnothingtodoexceptkeepgoingorburn. Theterrible,deafeningnoiseofthefireincreased, thenlessen
ed,andagain,increased,thenlessened.It seemed that the fire went northa way from theroad,thenwhippedba
ckdowntowardus.

 It teased like a living, malevolent thing, intent on causingpain and terror. It drove usbefore it like dogs ch
asing a rabbit. Yet it didn't eat us. It could

 have, but it didn't.

 In the end, the worst of it roaredoff to the northwest. Firestorm, Bankolecalled it later. Yes. Like atorna
dooffire,roaringaround,justmissingus,playing with us, the nletting us live.

 We could not rest. There wasstill fire. Little fires thatcouldgrowintobigones,smoke,blindingand chokings
moke. . . . No rest.

 Butwecouldslowdown.Wecouldemergefromtheworst of the smo keand ash, andescape the lash ofhotwin
ds.Wecouldpausebythesideoftheroad foramoment,andgaginpeace.Therewasalotof gagging.Coughingand
gaggingandcryingmuddytrac ksonto our faces. It wasincredible. We were going to survive. We werestill
alive and together-- scorchedand miserable, ingreat need of water, but alive. We were going to make it.

 Later, when we dared, we went off the road,unloadedmypackfromBankole'scart,anddugouthis extra
water bottle. He dug it out. He'd toldu shehaditwhenhecouldhavekeptitforhimself.

 "We'll reach Clear Lakesometime tomorrow," Isaid.

 "Early tomorrow, I think. I don't knowhow far we'vecomeorwherewearenow,soIcanonlyguessthatwe'll
get the re early. But it is there waiting forus tomorrow."
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 Peoplegruntedorcoughedanddownedswallowsfrom Bankole's extra bottle. The kidshad to be

 preventedfromguzzlingtoomuchwater.Asitwas, Dominicchokedandbegantocryagain.

 We campedwherewe were, withinsight of the road. Two of ushad to stay awakeon watch. I volunteered
forfirstwatchbecauseIwasintoomuchpaintosleep. I got my gun back fro mNatividad, checked toseethat
shehadreloadedit--shehad--andlooked aroundforapartner.

 "I'll watch with you, " Grayson Mora said.

 Thatsurprisedme.Iwouldhavepreferredsomeone whoknewhowtouseagun--someoneIwouldtrust witha
gun.

 "I'm not going to be able to sleep until you do," hesaid. "It'sthatsimple. So let'sboth put our pain togoodu
se."

 IlookedatEmeryandthetwogirlstoseewhetherthey'd heard, but they seemed to be already asleep.

 "All right." Isaid. "We've got to watch forstrangers and fire. Give me a yell if you see anythingunusual."

 "Give me a gun," he said. "If anybody comesclose, I

 can at least use it to scare them."

 In the dark, sure. "No gun," I said. "Not yet. Youdon'tknowenoughyet."

 Hestaredatmeforseveralseconds,thenwentoverto Bankole. He turne dhis back to me ashespoke to
Bankole. "Look, you knowI need a gun to do anyguardinginaplacelikethis.Shedoesn'tknowhowit is.She
thinksshedoes,butshedoesn't."

 Bankole shrugged. "If you can't do it, man, go to sleep. One of uswill take the watchwith her."

 "Shit," Mora made the word longandnasty. "Shiiit. First time Isaw her, Iknew she wasa man.Justdidn'tkn
owshewastheonlymanhere."

 Absolutesilence.

 DoeMorasavedthesituationtothedegreethatitcould be saved. At that moment she steppedup behindh er
fatherand tapped himonthe back. He spunaround, more than ready to fight, spunwithsuchspeedandfury
thatthelittlegirlsquealedand jumpedback.

 "Whatthehellareyoudoingup!"heshouted."Whatdo you want!"

 Frightened, the little girl just stared at him. After amoment,sheextendedherhand,offeringapomegran ate.
"Zahra said we couldhave this," she whispered. "Would you cut it?"

 Good thinking, Zahra! I didn't turn to lookat her, but Iwasawareofherwatching.Bynow,everyonestill awa
kewaswatching.

 "Everyone's tired and everyone'shurting," I told him.
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 "Everyone, not just you. But we've managed to keep ourselvesalive by working together and by not doin
g or sayingstupid things."

 "And if that's not good enough for you," Bankoleadded,inavoicelowanduglywithanger,"tomorrowyou can
g oout and find yourself a different kind of

 grouptotravelwith--agrouptoogoddamnmachoto wasteitstimesavingyourchild'slifetwiceinoneday."

 SUNDAY,SEPTEMBER26,2027

 Somehow,we'vereachedournewhome--Bankole'sland in the coa stal hills of Humbolt County. Thehigh
way--U.S.101--istotheeastandnorthofus, andCapeMendocinoandtheseaaretothewest.A fewmilessoutha
restateparksfilledwithhuge redwoodtreesandhoardsofsquatters.Thelandsurroundin gus, however, is ase
mpty and wildas any I've seen. It's covered with dry brush, trees, and tree stumps, all far removed from
any city, and a long, hilly walk from the little towns that line thehighway.There'sfarmingaroundhere,andlog
ging,and just plain isolated living. According to Bankole, it's best to mind you rown businessand not pay
toomuchattentiontohowpeopleonneighboringplots

 of land earn a living. If they hijack trucks on 101, grow marijuana, distill whisky, or brew up more compl
icated illegal substances. ... Well, live and let live.

 Bankoleguidedusalonganarrowblacktoppedroad thatsoonbecameanarrowdirtroad.Wesawafewcultivated
fields, som escarsleft by past firesor logging, and a lot of land that seemed unused. Theroadallbutvanished
beforewecametotheendof

 it. Good for isolation. Bad for getting thingsinorout. Bad for travelingback and forth to get work. Bank
olehadsaidhisbrother-in-lawhadtospendalotoftimein various towns, away from his family. That was easier
tounderstandnow.There'snopossibilityhereof comingh ome every day or two. So what did youhavetodoto
savecash?Sleepindoorwaysor

 parksintown?Maybeitwasworththe inconveniencetodojustthatifyoucouldkeepyour

 family together andsafe-- far from the desperate, thecrazy,andthevicious.

 Orthat'swhatIthoughtuntilwereachedthehillside whereBankole'ssister'shouseandoutbuildings weresuppose
dtobe.

 Therewasnohouse.Therewerenobuildings. Therewasalmostnothing:Abroadblacksmearonthe hillside; a fe
wcharred planks sticking up from the rubble, some leaningagainst others; and a tallbrickchimney,standing
blackandsolitarylikeatombstone in a pictu re of an old-stylegraveyard. Atombstoneamidthebonesandashe
s.

  

 25

 CreatenoimagesofGod. Accepttheimages

 thatGodhasprovided. Theyareeverywhere,in everything.

 GodisChangeÑSeed to tree, tree to fore st;Raintoriver, rivertosea; Grubstobees, beestoswarm.
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 From one, many;

 from many, one;

 Forever uniting, growing, dissolvingÑ

 foreverChanging. Theuniverse

 isGod'sself-portrait.

 EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING

 FRIDAY, OCTOBER 1, 2027

 We'vebeenarguingallweekaboutwhetherornot weshouldstayherewiththebonesandashes. We'vefoundfive
skulls--threeinwhatwasleftofthe houseandtwooutside.Therewereotherscatteredbones, but not one
complet eskeleton. Dogshavebeenatthebones--dogsandcannibals,perhaps. Thefirehappenedlongenougha
goforweedstobegin to grow in the rubble. Two months ago? Three?Someofthefar-flungneighborsmightkn
ow.Some of the far-flungn eighbors might have set thefire.

 Therewasnowaytobecertain,butIassumedthat

 thebonesbelongedtoBankole'ssisterandherfamily. Ithink Bankole assumed that too, but he couldn't bring
himself to just bury the bonesand

 write off his sister. The day after wegot here, he andHarryhikedbacktoGlory,thenearestsmalltownthat we
had passed through, to talk to the local cop s. They were, or they professed to be, sheriff's deputies. I
wonder what you have to do to become acop.Iwonderwhatabadgeis,otherthanalicenseto steal. What did
it used to be to make people Bankole'sage want to trust it. I know what the old bookssay,butstill,I
wonder.

 ThedeputiesallbutignoredBankole'sstoryandhis questions.Theywrotenothingdown,claimedtokno wnothing
. They treated Bankole as though they doubted that he evenhadasister, or that he waswhohesaidhewas.
SomanystolenIDsthesedays. Theysearchedhimandtookthecashhewascarrying. Fees for poli ceservices,
they said. Hehad beencareful to carry only what he thought would be enough to keepthem sweet-tempe
red, but not enough to make them suspiciousormore greedythantheyalreadywere.Therest--asizablepacket
--he left with me. He tru sted me enough to do that. HisgunheleftwithHarrywhohadgoneshopping.

 JailforBankolecouldhavemeantbeingsoldintoa periodofhard,unpaidlabor--slavery.Perhapsifhe hadbeen
younger,thedeputiesmighthavetaken

 hismoneyandarrestedhimanywayonsome trumped-upcharge.Ihadbeggedhimnottogo,notto tru st anypo
lice or government official. It seemedtomesuchpeoplewerenobetterthangangswith theirrobbingandslaving.

 Bankole agreedwith me, yet he insistedon going.

 "She was my little sister," he said. "I have to try, at least, to find out what happened to her. I need to kno
wwho did this. Most of all, I need to knowwhetheranyofherchildrencouldhavesurvived.One orm ore of th
ose five skullscouldhave belonged to the arsonists." He stared at the collection of bones. "I have to risk
goingto the sheriff's office," he continued. "But you don't. I don't want you with me. I don't want them
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getting any ideas about you, maybe findingout by accident thatyou'reasharer.Idon'twantmysister'sdeathtoc
ostyou your life or your freedom."

 We fought about it. I was afraid for him; he wasafraidforme,andwewerebothangrierthanwehad everbeen
ateachother.Iwasterrifiedthathewouldbe killedo rarrested, andwe'dnever findout what happened to him.
No one should travel alone in thisworld.

 "Look,"hesaidatlast,"youcandosomegoodherewith the group. You'll have one of the four guns left here,an
dyouknowhowtosurvive.You'reneededhere. If the cop sdecide they want me, you won't be

 able to do a thing. Worse, if they decide they wantyou,there'llbenothingIcandoexcepttake revenge,andbe
killedforit."

 That slowed medown-- the thought that I mightcausehisdeathinsteadofbackinghimup.Ididn'tquite believe
it, but it slowed me down .Harrysteppedinthenandsaidhewouldgo.Hewantedto anyway.Hecouldbuysome
thingsforthegroup,and h ewanted to lookfor a job. He wanted to earnsomemoney.

 "I'll do what I can," he told me just before they left.

 "He'snotabadoldguy.I'llbringhimbacktoyou." Theybroughteachotherback,Bankoleafewthousand dollars
poorer, and Harry still jobless-- thoughtheydidbringbacksuppliesandafewhandtools. Bankole kne wno
more than hehad when heleftabouthissisterandherfamily,butthecopshadsaid they would come out to
investigate the fire and thebones.

 We worried that sooner or later, they might showup. We're still keepinga lookout for them, andwe've
hidden--buried--mostofourvaluables.Wewanttobury the bones, but we don't dare. It's bothering Bankol
e. Bothering him a lot. I've suggested we hold afuneralandgoaheadandburythebones.Thehellwith the cops.
But he say sno. Best to give them as little provocation aspossible. If they came, theywoulddoenoughharm
withtheirstealing.Bestnot

 to give them reason to do more.

 There'sawellwithanold-fashionedhandpumpunder the rubble of an outbuilding. It still works. The sola
r-poweredelectricpumpnearthehousedoesnot. We couldn't stay here lon gwithout adependablewaterso
urce.Withthewell,though,it'shard to leave--h ard to walkaway frompossiblesanctuary--inspiteofarsonistsa
ndcops.

 Bankoleownsthisland,freeandclear.There'sa huge,halfruinedgardenpluscitrustreesfullof unripefruit.We've
alreadybeenpullingcarrotsanddiggingp otatoeshere. Thereare plenty of other fruitandnuttreespluswild
pines,redwoods,andDou glas firs. None of these last were very big. Thisareawasloggedsometimebefore
Bankoleboughtit. Bankolesaysitwasclear-cutbackinthe1980sor l990s,butwecanmakeuseofthetreesthat
have grownsincethen,andwecanplantmore.Wecanbuild a shelter, put in a winte rgardenfrom the seedI've
beencarryingandcollectingsincewelefthome.Grante d, a lot of it is old seed. I hadn't renewed it as often as
I should have while I was at home. Strange that I hadn't. Thingskept getting worse and worse at home,
yet I had paid less and less attention to thepackthatwassupposedtosavemylifewhenthe mobcame.Therew
assomuchelsetoworryabout-- andIthinkIwasintomyownbrandofdenial,asbadin its way as Cory' sorJoanne
's mother's. But all that

 feelslikeancienthistory.Nowwaswhatwehadtoworry about. What were we going to do now?

 "I don't think wecan make it here," Harry saidearlier this eveningaswe sataround the campfire. Theresho
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uldbesomethingcheerfulaboutsittingarounda campfirewithfriendsandafullstomach.Weevenhad meat tonig ht
freshmeat. Bankole took the rifle and went off by himself for a while. Whenhecameback,hebroughtthree
rabbitswhichZahraandI skinned,cleaned,androasted.Wealsoroasted sweetpotatoesthatwehaddugoutofthe
garden.We should have been content. Yet all we were doing wasrehashingwhathadbecomeanoldargume
nt overthepastfewdays.Perhapsitwasthebonesanda shes just overthe rise that were botheringus. We had
campedout of sight of the burned area in the hope of recovering a little peace of mind, but ithadn'thelped.
Iwasthinkingthatweshouldfigureout a way to captu re a few wild rabbits alive andbreedthemforasuremeats
upply.Wasthatpossible ?Why not, if we stay here? And we shouldstay.

 "Nothingwe find farther north will be any better or any safer than this," I said. "It will be hard to live here,
but if we work together, and if we're careful, it should be possible. We can build a communityhere."

 "Oh,god,thereshegoeswithherEarthseedshit

 again," Allie said. But shesmiled a little as shesaid it. That was good. She hadn't smiled much lately.

 "We can buildacommunity here," I repeated. "It'sdangerous,sure,but,hell,it'sdangerous everywhere,and
themorepeopletherearepacked togetherincities,themoredangerthereis.Thisisaridiculou splace to buildacom
munity. It's isolated,milesfromeverywherewithnodecentroadleadinghere, but foru s, for now, it's perfect."

 "Exceptthatsomeoneburnedthisplacedownlasttime," GraysonM orasaid. "Anything webuild out here by
itself is a target."

 "Anything we buildanywhereisa target," Zahra argued. "But the people out herebefore. . . . I'm sorry
Bankole, I gotta say this: They couldn't havekeptagoodwatch--amanandawomanandthreekid s. They
would have workedhard allday, thensleptallnight.Itwouldhavebeentoohardonjust twogrownpeopletotryto
situpandwatchforhalfthe night each."

 "Theydidn'tkeepanightwatch,"Bankolesaid.

 "We'll have to keep one, though. And we coulduse a couple of dogs. If wecould get themaspuppiesand
trainthemtoguard--"

  

  

  

  

 "Give meat to dogs?" Morademanded, outraged.

 "Not soon." Bankole shrugged. "Not until we have

 enough for ourselves. But if we canget dogs, they'llhelpuskeeptherestofourgoods."

 "I wouldn't give a dognothingbut a bullet or a rock,"Morasaid."Isawdogseatawomanonce."

 "Thereare no jobs in that town Bankole and I went to," Harrysaid. "There wasnothing. Not even work
for roomand board. I asked all overtown. No one even knew of anything."
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 Ifrowned."Thetownsaroundhereareallclosetothe highway," I said. "They must get a lot of people passingt
hrough,lookingforaplacetosettle--ormaybe a pla ce to rob, rape, kill. The locals wouldn'twelcomenewp
eople.Theywouldn'ttrustanyonethey didn't kno w."

 Harry looked frommeto Bankole.

 "She's right," Bankolesaid. "My brother-in-lawhad ahardtimebeforepeoplebegantogetusedtohim,and he
move dup here before thingsgot so bad. Heknewplumbing,carpentry,electricalwork,andmotorvehicle me
cha nics. Of course, it didn't help that hewasblack.Beingwhitemighthelpyouwinpeopleover faste rthan he
did. I think, though, that any serious money we make here will come from theland.Foodisgoldthesedays,
andwecangrowfoodhere. We have guns to protect ourselves, so w ecansellourcropsinnearbytownsoron
thehighway."

 "If we survive long enough to growanything to sell," Mora muttered. "If there's enough water, if the bugs

 don't eat our crops, if no one burnsusout the way they did those people over the hill, if, if, if!"

 Allie sighed. "Shit, it's if, if, if anywhere you go. This place isn't so bad." She wassitting on hersleepsack,
holdingthesleepingJustin'sheadinherlap. As sh espoke, she stroked the boy'shair. It occurred to me, not
for the first time, that no matter how tough Allie tried to seem, that little boy was thekey to her. Children
were the keysto most of the adultspresent.

 "Therearenoguaranteesanywhere,"Iagreed."Butif we'r ewilling to work, our chances are good here. I've
got some seed in my pack. We can buy more. What we have to do at this point ismore like gardening
than farming. Everything will have to bedonebyhand--composting,watering,weeding,picking wormso rslug
sorwhatever off the cropsand killing them one by one if that's what it takes. As for water, if our well still
has water in it now, in October,

 I don't think wehave to worry about it goingdry on us. Not thisyear, anyway."

 "And if people threaten usorour crop, we kill them. That's all. We kill them, or they kill us. If we work
together, we can defend ourselves, and we can protect the kids. A community's first responsibility isto
protectitschildren--theoneswehavenowandthe ones we will have."

 Therewassilenceforawhile,peopledigesting,

 perhapsmeasuring it against what they had to look forward to if they left this place andcontinued north.

 "Weshoulddecide,"Isaid."Wehavebuildingandplanting to do here. We have to buy more foo d,moreseed
andtools."Itwastimefordirectness:

 "Allie, will you stay?"

 She looked across the dead fire at me, staredhardatmeasthoughshehopedtoseesomethingonmy facethatw
ouldgiveherananswer.

 "Whatseeddoyouhave?"sheasked.

 I drew a deep breath. "Most of it is summerstuff--corn,peppers,sunflowers,eggplant,melons,tomatoe s,
beans,squash. But I havesome winter things; peas, carrots, cabbage, broccoli, wintersquash,onions,aspar
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agus,herbs,severalkindsofgreens. . . . We can buy more, and we've got the stuff left in this garden plus
what w ecanharvest from the local oak, pine, and citrus trees. I broughttreeseedstoo:moreoak,citrus,pe
ach,pear,nectarine, almond, walnut, a few others. They won't dousanygoodforafewyears,butthey'reahellof
an inve stment in the future."

 "So is a kid," Allie said. "I didn't think I would be dumb enough to say this, but yeah, I'll stay. I want to
build something too. I never had a chance to build anything before."

 Allie,andJustinwereayes,then.

 "Harry?Zahra?"

 "Ofcoursewe'restaying,"Zahrasaid.

 Harry frowned. "Wait a minute. We don't have to."

 "I know. But we are. If we can make a communitylikeLaurensaysandnothavetohireoutto strangersandtru
stthemwhentheyshouldn'tbetrusted, then we should do it. I fyou grewupwhere Idid,you'dknowweshould."

 "Harry," I said, "I've known you all my life. You're the closest thing to a brother that I have left. You
aren't really thinking about leaving, are you?" It wasn't theworld'sbestargument.Hehadbeenbothcousinand
lovertoJoanne,andhe'dlethergowhenhecould havegonewithher.

 "I want something of my own," he said. "Land, a home, maybe a storeora small farm. Something that's
mine. ThislandisBankole's."

 "Yes," Bankolesaid. "And you'll begetting the use ofitrentfree--andallthewateryouneed.Whatare thosethin
gsgoingtocostyoufarthernorth--ifyou cangetthematallfarthernorth--ifyoucangetyourself out of California."

 "Butthere'snoworkhere!"

 "Not to work in those places.The women warned me."

 "I've heard of placeslike that," Bankole said. "Theyweresupposedtoprovidejobsforthat

 northward-flowingriverofpeople.President

 Donner's all for them. The workers are more

 throwaways thanslaves. They breathetoxic fumesordrinkcontaminatedwaterorgetcaughtinunshielded ma
chine ry. ... It doesn't matter. They'reeasytoreplace--thousandsofjoblessforeveryjob."

 "Borderworks," Mora said. "Not all of them are that bad. I heardsomepay cash wages, not companysc
ript."

 "Is that where you want to go?" I asked. "Or do you want to stay here?"

 He looked down at Doewhowasstill nibbling at a piece of sweet potato. "I want to stay here," he said,
surprisingme. "I'm not sure youhave a hope inhell of building anything here, but you're just crazy enough
to make it work." And if it didn't work, he'dbenoworseoffthanhewaswhenheescaped slavery.Hecouldrob
someoneandcontinuehisjourn ey north. Or maybe not. I'd been thinkingabout Mora. He did a lot to keep
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people away from him-- keepthem from knowing too muchabout him, keep them from seeingwhat he
was feeling, or that hewasfeelinganything--amalesharer,desperatetohide his terrible vulnerability? Sharing
would be harderonaman.Whatwouldmybrothershavebeen like a ssharers? Odd that I hadn't thought of
that before.

 "I'm glad you'restaying," I said. "We need you." IlookedatTravisandNatividad."Weneedyouguys,too.
"You're staying,a ren't you?"

 "You knowweare," Travissaid. "Although I think I agreemore than I want to with Mora. I'm not sure we
haveaprayerofsucceedinghere."

 "We'll havewhateverwecan shape," I said. And IturnedtofaceHarry.HeandZahrahadbeen whisperingtog
ether.Nowhelookedatme.

 "Mora's right," he said. "You're nuts."Isighed.

 "But this is a crazy time," he continued. "Maybe you'rewhat the time needs--orwhat we need. I'llstay. I
may besorry for it, but I'llstay."

 Nowthedecisionisacknowledged,andwecanstoparguing about it. Tomorrow we'll begin to prepare a
winter garden. Next week, several of us will go into town to buy tool s, moreseed,supplies. Also, it's time
we began to build a shelter. There are trees enough in the area, and we can dig into the groundandintothe
hills.Morasayshe'sbuiltslavecabinsbefore. Sayshe'seager to build somethin gbetter,something fit for human
beings. Besides, thisfar north and this near the coast, we might get somerain.

 SUNDAY,OCTOBER10,2027

 TodaywehadafuneralforBankole'sdead--thefive peoplewhodiedinthefire.Thecopsnevercame.Atlast
Bankole has decided that they aren't going to come,andthatit'stimehissisterandherfamilyhad

 a decent burial. We collectedall the bones that we could find, and yesterday, Natividad wrapped them in
a shawl that shehad knitted years ago. It was themostbeautifulthingsheowned.

 "Athinglikethatshouldservetheliving,"Bankole saidwhenshe offered it.

 "You are living," Natividadsaid. "I like you. I wish I

 couldhavemetyoursister."

 Helookedatherforawhile.Thenhetooktheshawland hugged her. The n, beginning to cry, he went off by
himself into the trees, out of our sight. I let himaloneforanhourorso,thenwentafterhim.

 Ifoundhim,sittingonafallenlog,wipinghisface.I sat with him forsome time,saying nothing. After a while, he
got up, waited for me to stand, thenheadedbacktowardourcamp.

 "I would like to give them agrove of oak trees," Isaid."Treesarebetterthanstone--life commemoratinglife.

 Heglancedbackatme."Allright."

 "Bankole?"
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 He stopped, lookedat me with an expressionI couldnotread.

 "None ofusknewher," I said. "I wish we had. I wishIhad,nomatterhowmuchIwouldhavesurprisedher."

 Hemanagedasmile."Shewouldhavelookedatyou, then looke dat me, then, right in front of you, I

 think she would havesaid, `Well, there'snofool like an old fool.' Once she got that out of her system, I
thinkshewouldhavegottentolikeyou."

 "Doyouthinkshecouldstand...orforgivecompanynow?"

 "No." He drew me to his sideandput one arm around me. "Human beings will survive of course. Some
othercountries will survive. Maybe they'll absorbwhat'sleft of us. Or maybe we'll justbreak up into a lot of
little states quarrelingand fighting with each other over whatevercrumbsare left. That'salmosthappenedno
wwithstatesshuttingthemselve soff from oneanother, treating state lines as national borders. Asbrightasyou
are, I don't

 thinkyouunderstand--Idon'tthinkyoucan understandwhatwe'velost.Perhapsthat'sablessing."

 "God is Change," I said.

 "Olamina, that doesn't meananything."

 "It means everything. Everything!"

 Hesighed."Youknow,asbadasthingsare,wehaven't even hit bottom yet. Starvation, disea se,drugdamage,
andmobrulehaveonlybegun. Federal,state,andlocalgovernmentsstillexist--in nameatleast--andsometimes
theymanagetodo somethingmorethancollecttaxesandsendinthemilitary. And the money is still good. That
ama zes me. However much more you need of it to buy

 anything thesedays, it is still accepted. That may beahopefulsign--orperhapsit'sonlymoreevidenceof what
I just said: We haven't hit bottom yet."

 "Well, the group of us heredoesn't have to sinkany lower," I said.

 Heshookhisshaggyhead,hishair,beard,and seriousexpressionmakinghimlookmorethana littlelikeanoldpictu
reIusedtohaveofFrederick Douglass.

 "I wish I believed that," he said. Perhaps it was his grief talking. "I don't think wehave a hope inhell ofsu
cceedinghere."

 I slipped my armaround him. "Let'sgoback," I said.

 "We've got work to do."

 Sotodaywerememberedthefriendsandthefamily memberswe'velost.Wespokeourindividual memoriesandq
uotedBiblepassages,Earthseed verses,andbitsofsongsandpoemsthatwere favoritesofthelivingorthedead.

 Thenweburiedourdeadandweplantedoaktrees.Afterward, we sat togetherand talked an date amealandd
ecidedtocallthisplaceAcorn.
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 A sower went out to sow his seed: and ashe sowed, some fell by the way side; and it was trodden do
wn, and the fowls of the air devoured it. And some fell upon a rock; andassoonasitwassprungup,itwithere
daway becau se it lackedmoisture. And some

 fell among thorns; and the thornssprang up with it, and choked it. And other fell ongoodground,and
sprangup,andbarefruitan hundredfold.

 TheBible

 Authorized King James Version

 St. Luke 8: 5-8
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