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About the Book

In 1976, Dana dreams of being a writer. In 1815, she is assumed a slave.

When Dana first meets Rufus on a Maryland plantation, he’s drowning. She saves his life – and it will happen again and again.

Neither of them understands his power to summon her whenever his life is threatened, nor the significance of the ties that bind them.

And each time Dana saves him, the more aware she is that her own life might be over before it’s even begun.

Octavia E. Butler’s ground-breaking masterpiece is the extraordinary story of two people bound by blood, separated by so much more than time.




The River

The trouble began long before June 9, 1976, when I became aware of it, but June 9 is the day I remember. It was my twenty-sixth birthday. It was also the day I met Rufus – the day he called me to him for the first time.

Kevin and I had not planned to do anything to celebrate my birthday. We were both too tired for that. On the day before, we had moved from our apartment in Los Angeles to a house of our own a few miles away in Altadena. The moving was celebration enough for me. We were still unpacking – or rather, I was still unpacking. Kevin had stopped when he got his office in order. Now he was closeted there either loafing or thinking because I didn’t hear his typewriter. Finally, he came out to the living room where I was sorting books into one of the big bookcases. Fiction only. We had so many books, we had to try to keep them in some kind of order.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked him.

‘Nothing.’ He sat down on the floor near where I was working. ‘Just struggling with my own perversity. You know, I had half-a-dozen ideas for that Christmas story yesterday during the moving.’

‘And none now when there’s time to write them down.’

‘Not a one.’ He picked up a book, opened it, and turned a few pages. I picked up another book and tapped him on the shoulder with it. When he looked up, surprised, I put a stack of nonfiction down in front of him. He stared at it unhappily.

‘Hell, why’d I come out here?’

‘To get more ideas. After all, they come to you when you’re busy.’

He gave me a look that I knew wasn’t as malevolent as it seemed. He had the kind of pale, almost colorless eyes that made him seem distant and angry whether he was or not. He used them to intimidate people. Strangers. I grinned at him and went back to work. After a moment, he took the nonfiction to another bookcase and began shelving it.

I bent to push him another box full, then straightened quickly as I began to feel dizzy, nauseated. The room seemed to blur and darken around me. I stayed on my feet for a moment holding on to a bookcase and wondering what was wrong, then finally, I collapsed to my knees. I heard Kevin make a wordless sound of surprise, heard him ask, ‘What happened?’

I raised my head and discovered that I could not focus on him. ‘Something is wrong with me,’ I gasped.

I heard him move toward me, saw a blur of gray pants and blue shirt. Then, just before he would have touched me, he vanished.

The house, the books, everything vanished. Suddenly, I was outdoors kneeling on the ground beneath trees. I was in a green place. I was at the edge of a woods. Before me was a wide tranquil river, and near the middle of that river was a child splashing, screaming . . .

Drowning!

I reacted to the child in trouble. Later I could ask questions, try to find out where I was, what had happened. Now I went to help the child.

I ran down to the river, waded into the water fully clothed, and swam quickly to the child. He was unconscious by the time I reached him – a small red-haired boy floating, face down. I turned him over, got a good hold on him so that his head was above water, and towed him in. There was a red-haired woman waiting for us on the shore now. Or rather, she was running back and forth crying on the shore. The moment she saw that I was wading, she ran out, took the boy from me and carried him the rest of the way, feeling and examining him as she did.

‘He’s not breathing!’ she screamed.

Artificial respiration. I had seen it done, been told about it, but I had never done it. Now was the time to try. The woman was in no condition to do anything useful, and there was no one else in sight. As we reached shore, I snatched the child from her. He was no more than four or five years old, and not very big.

I put him down on his back, tilted his head back, and began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. I saw his chest move as I breathed into him. Then, suddenly, the woman began beating me.

‘You killed my baby!’ she screamed. ‘You killed him!’

I turned and managed to catch her pounding fists. ‘Stop it!’ I shouted, putting all the authority I could into my voice. ‘He’s alive!’ Was he? I couldn’t tell. Please God, let him be alive. ‘The boy’s alive. Now let me help him.’ I pushed her away, glad she was a little smaller than I was, and turned my attention back to her son. Between breaths, I saw her staring at me blankly. Then she dropped to her knees beside me, crying.

Moments later, the boy began breathing on his own – breathing and coughing and choking and throwing up and crying for his mother. If he could do all that, he was all right. I sat back from him, feeling light-headed, relieved. I had done it!

‘He’s alive!’ cried the woman. She grabbed him and nearly smothered him. ‘Oh, Rufus, baby . . .’

Rufus. Ugly name to inflict on a reasonably nice-looking little kid.

When Rufus saw that it was his mother who held him, he clung to her, screaming as loudly as he could. There was nothing wrong with his voice, anyway. Then, suddenly, there was another voice.

‘What the devil’s going on here?’ A man’s voice, angry and demanding.

I turned, startled, and found myself looking down the barrel of the longest rifle I had ever seen. I heard a metallic click, and I froze, thinking I was going to be shot for saving the boy’s life. I was going to die.

I tried to speak, but my voice was suddenly gone. I felt sick and dizzy. My vision blurred so badly I could not distinguish the gun or the face of the man behind it. I heard the woman speak sharply, but I was too far gone into sickness and panic to understand what she said.

Then the man, the woman, the boy, the gun all vanished.

I was kneeling in the living room of my own house again several feet from where I had fallen minutes before. I was back at home – wet and muddy, but intact. Across the room, Kevin stood frozen, staring at the spot where I had been. How long had he been there?

‘Kevin?’

He spun around to face me. ‘What the hell . . . how did you get over there?’ he whispered.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Dana, you . . .’ He came over to me, touched me tentatively as though he wasn’t sure I was real. Then he grabbed me by the shoulders and held me tightly. ‘What happened?’

I reached up to loosen his grip, but he wouldn’t let go. He dropped to his knees beside me.

‘Tell me!’ he demanded.

‘I would if I knew what to tell you. Stop hurting me.’

He let me go, finally, stared at me as though he’d just recognized me. ‘Are you all right?’

‘No.’ I lowered my head and closed my eyes for a moment. I was shaking with fear, with residual terror that took all the strength out of me. I folded forward, hugging myself, trying to be still. The threat was gone, but it was all I could do to keep my teeth from chattering.

Kevin got up and went away for a moment. He came back with a large towel and wrapped it around my shoulders. It comforted me somehow, and I pulled it tighter. There was an ache in my back and shoulders where Rufus’s mother had pounded with her fists. She had hit harder than I’d realized, and Kevin hadn’t helped.

We sat there together on the floor, me wrapped in the towel and Kevin with his arm around me calming me just by being there. After a while, I stopped shaking.

‘Tell me now,’ said Kevin.

‘What?’

‘Everything. What happened to you? How did you . . . how did you move like that?’

I sat mute, trying to gather my thoughts, seeing the rifle again leveled at my head. I had never in my life panicked that way – never felt so close to death.

‘Dana.’ He spoke softly. The sound of his voice seemed to put distance between me and the memory. But still . . .

‘I don’t know what to tell you,’ I said. ‘It’s all crazy.’

‘Tell me how you got wet,’ he said. ‘Start with that.’

I nodded. ‘There was a river,’ I said. ‘Woods with a river running through. And there was a boy drowning. I saved him. That’s how I got wet.’ I hesitated, trying to think, to make sense. Not that what had happened to me made sense, but at least I could tell it coherently.

I looked at Kevin, saw that he held his expression carefully neutral. He waited. More composed, I went back to the beginning, to the first dizziness, and remembered it all for him – relived it all in detail. I even recalled things that I hadn’t realized I’d noticed. The trees I’d been near, for instance, were pine trees, tall and straight with branches and needles mostly at the top. I had noticed that much somehow in the instant before I had seen Rufus. And I remembered something extra about Rufus’s mother. Her clothing. She had worn a long dark dress that covered her from neck to feet. A silly thing to be wearing on a muddy riverbank. And she had spoken with an accent – a southern accent. Then there was the unforgettable gun, long and deadly.

Kevin listened without interrupting. When I was finished, he took the edge of the towel and wiped a little of the mud from my leg. ‘This stuff had to come from somewhere,’ he said.

‘You don’t believe me?’

He stared at the mud for a moment, then faced me. ‘You know how long you were gone?’

‘A few minutes. Not long.’

‘A few seconds. There were no more than ten or fifteen seconds between the time you went and the time you called my name.’

‘Oh, no . . .’ I shook my head slowly. ‘All that couldn’t have happened in just seconds.’

He said nothing.

‘But it was real! I was there!’ I caught myself, took a deep breath, and slowed down. ‘All right. If you told me a story like this, I probably wouldn’t believe it either, but like you said, this mud came from somewhere.’

‘Yes.’

‘Look, what did you see? What do you think happened?’

He frowned a little, shook his head. ‘You vanished.’ He seemed to have to force the words out. ‘You were here until my hand was just a couple of inches from you. Then, suddenly, you were gone. I couldn’t believe it. I just stood there. Then you were back again and on the other side of the room.’

‘Do you believe it yet?’

He shrugged. ‘It happened. I saw it. You vanished and you reappeared. Facts.’

‘I reappeared wet, muddy, and scared to death.’

‘Yes.’

‘And I know what I saw, and what I did – my facts. They’re no crazier than yours.’

‘I don’t know what to think.’

‘I’m not sure it matters what we think.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well . . . it happened once. What if it happens again?’

‘No. No, I don’t think . . .’

‘You don’t know!’ I was starting to shake again. ‘Whatever it was, I’ve had enough of it! It almost killed me!’

‘Take it easy,’ he said. ‘Whatever happens, it’s not going to do you any good to panic yourself again.’

I moved uncomfortably, looked around. ‘I feel like it could happen again – like it could happen anytime. I don’t feel secure here.’

‘You’re just scaring yourself.’

‘No!’ I turned to glare at him, and he looked so worried I turned away again. I wondered bitterly whether he was worried about my vanishing again or worried about my sanity. I still didn’t think he believed my story. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ I said. ‘I hope you are. Maybe I’m just like a victim of robbery or rape or something – a victim who survives, but who doesn’t feel safe any more.’ I shrugged. ‘I don’t have a name for the thing that happened to me, but I don’t feel safe any more.’

He made his voice very gentle. ‘If it happens again, and if it’s real, the boy’s father will know he owes you thanks. He won’t hurt you.’

‘You don’t know that. You don’t know what could happen.’ I stood up unsteadily. ‘Hell, I don’t blame you for humoring me.’ I paused to give him a chance to deny it, but he didn’t. ‘I’m beginning to feel as though I’m humoring myself.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t know. As real as the whole episode was, as real as I know it was, it’s beginning to recede from me somehow. It’s becoming like something I saw on television or read about – like something I got second hand.’

‘Or like a . . . a dream?’

I looked down at him. ‘You mean a hallucination.’

‘All right.’

‘No! I know what I’m doing. I can see. I’m pulling away from it because it scares me so. But it was real.’

‘Let yourself pull away from it.’ He got up and took the muddy towel from me. ‘That sounds like the best thing you can do, whether it was real or not. Let go of it.’




The Fire

1

I tried.

I showered, washed away the mud and the brackish water, put on clean clothes, combed my hair . . .

‘That’s a lot better,’ said Kevin when he saw me.

But it wasn’t.

Rufus and his parents had still not quite settled back and become the ‘dream’ Kevin wanted them to be. They stayed with me, shadowy and threatening. They made their own limbo and held me in it. I had been afraid that the dizziness might come back while I was in the shower, afraid that I would fall and crack my skull against the tile or that I would go back to that river, wherever it was, and find myself standing naked among strangers. Or would I appear somewhere else naked and totally vulnerable?

I washed very quickly.

Then I went back to the books in the living room, but Kevin had almost finished shelving them.

‘Forget about any more unpacking today,’ he told me. ‘Let’s go get something to eat.’

‘Go?’

‘Yes, where would you like to eat? Someplace nice for your birthday.’

‘Here.’

‘But . . .’

‘Here, really. I don’t want to go anywhere.’

‘Why not?’

I took a deep breath. ‘Tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Let’s go tomorrow.’ Somehow, tomorrow would be better. I would have a night’s sleep between me and whatever had happened. And if nothing else happened, I would be able to relax a little.

‘It would be good for you to get out of here for a while,’ he said.

‘No.’

‘Listen . . .’

‘No!’ Nothing was going to get me out of the house that night if I could help it.

Kevin looked at me for a moment – I probably looked as scared as I was – then he went to the phone and called out for chicken and shrimp.

But staying home did no good. When the food had arrived, when we were eating and I was calmer, the kitchen began to blur around me.

Again the light seemed to dim and I felt the sick dizziness. I pushed back from the table, but didn’t try to get up. I couldn’t have gotten up.

‘Dana?’

I didn’t answer.

‘Is it happening again?’

‘I think so.’ I sat very still, trying not to fall off my chair. The floor seemed farther away than it should have. I reached out for the table to steady myself, but before I could touch it, it was gone. And the distant floor seemed to darken and change. The linoleum tile became wood, partially carpeted. And the chair beneath me vanished.

2

When my dizziness cleared away, I found myself sitting on a small bed sheltered by a kind of abbreviated dark green canopy. Beside me was a little wooden stand containing a battered old pocket knife, several marbles, and a lighted candle in a metal holder. Before me was a red-haired boy. Rufus?

The boy had his back to me and hadn’t noticed me yet. He held a stick of wood in one hand and the end of the stick was charred and smoking. Its fire had apparently been transferred to the draperies at the window. Now the boy stood watching as the flames ate their way up the heavy cloth.

For a moment, I watched too. Then I woke up, pushed the boy aside, caught the unburned upper part of the draperies and pulled them down. As they fell, they smothered some of the flames within themselves, and they exposed a half-open window. I picked them up quickly and threw them out the window.

The boy looked at me, then ran to the window and looked out. I looked out too, hoping I hadn’t thrown the burning cloth onto a porch roof or too near a wall. There was a fireplace in the room; I saw it now, too late. I could have safely thrown the draperies into it and let them burn.

It was dark outside. The sun had not set at home when I was snatched away, but here it was dark. I could see the draperies a story below, burning, lighting the night only enough for us to see that they were on the ground and some distance from the nearest wall. My hasty act had done no harm. I could go home knowing that I had averted trouble for the second time.

I waited to go home.

My first trip had ended as soon as the boy was safe – had ended just in time to keep me safe. Now, though, as I waited, I realized that I wasn’t going to be that lucky again.

I didn’t feel dizzy. The room remained unblurred, undeniably real. I looked around, not knowing what to do. The fear that had followed me from home flared now. What would happen to me if I didn’t go back automatically this time? What if I was stranded here – wherever here was? I had no money, no idea how to get home.

I stared out into the darkness fighting to calm myself. It was not calming, though, that there were no city lights out there. No lights at all. But still, I was in no immediate danger. And wherever I was, there was a child with me – and a child might answer my questions more readily than an adult.

I looked at him. He looked back, curious and unafraid. He was not Rufus. I could see that now. He had the same red hair and slight build, but he was taller, clearly three or four years older. Old enough, I thought, to know better than to play with fire. If he hadn’t set fire to his draperies, I might still be at home.

I stepped over to him, took the stick from his hand, and threw it into the fireplace. ‘Someone should use one like that on you,’ I said, ‘before you burn the house down.’

I regretted the words the moment they were out. I needed this boy’s help. But still, who knew what trouble he had gotten me into!

The boy stumbled back from me, alarmed. ‘You lay a hand on me, and I’ll tell my daddy!’ His accent was unmistakably southern, and before I could shut out the thought, I began wondering whether I might be somewhere in the South. Somewhere two or three thousand miles from home.

If I was in the South, the two- or three-hour time difference would explain the darkness outside. But wherever I was, the last thing I wanted to do was meet this boy’s father. The man could have me jailed for breaking into his house – or he could shoot me for breaking in. There was something specific for me to worry about. No doubt the boy could tell me about other things.

And he would. If I was going to be stranded here, I had to find out all I could while I could. As dangerous as it could be for me to stay where I was, in the house of a man who might shoot me, it seemed even more dangerous for me to go wandering into the night totally ignorant. The boy and I would keep our voices down, and we would talk.

‘Don’t you worry about your father,’ I told him softly. ‘You’ll have plenty to say to him when he sees those burned draperies.’

The boy seemed to deflate. His shoulders sagged and he turned to stare into the fireplace. ‘Who are you anyway?’ he asked. ‘What are you doing here?’

So he didn’t know either – not that I had really expected him to. But he did seem surprisingly at ease with me – much calmer than I would have been at his age about the sudden appearance of a stranger in my bedroom. I wouldn’t even have still been in the bedroom. If he had been as timid a child as I was, he would probably have gotten me killed.

‘What’s your name?’ I asked him.

‘Rufus.’

For a moment, I just stared at him. ‘Rufus?’

‘Yeah. What’s the matter?’

I wished I knew what was the matter – what was going on! ‘I’m all right,’ I said. ‘Look . . . Rufus, look at me. Have you ever seen me before?’

‘No.’

That was the right answer, the reasonable answer. I tried to make myself accept it in spite of his name, his too-familiar face. But the child I had pulled from the river could so easily have grown into this child – in three or four years.

‘Can you remember a time when you nearly drowned?’ I asked, feeling foolish.

He frowned, looked at me more carefully.

‘You were younger,’ I said. ‘About five years old, maybe. Do you remember?’

‘The river?’ The words came out low and tentative as though he didn’t quite believe them himself.

‘You do remember then. It was you.’

‘Drowning . . . I remember that. And you . . .?’

‘I’m not sure you ever got a look at me. And I guess it must have been a long time ago . . . for you.’

‘No, I remember you now. I saw you.’

I said nothing. I didn’t quite believe him. I wondered whether he was just telling me what he thought I wanted to hear – though there was no reason for him to lie. He was clearly not afraid of me.

‘That’s why it seemed like I knew you,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t remember – maybe because of the way I saw you. I told Mama, and she said I couldn’t have really seen you that way.’

‘What way?’

‘Well . . . with my eyes closed.’

‘With your—’ I stopped. The boy wasn’t lying; he was dreaming.

‘It’s true!’ he insisted loudly. Then he caught himself, whispered, ‘That’s the way I saw you just as I stepped in the hole.’

‘Hole?’

‘In the river. I was walking in the water and there was a hole. I fell, and then I couldn’t find the bottom any more. I saw you inside a room. I could see part of the room, and there were books all around – more than in Daddy’s library. You were wearing pants like a man – the way you are now. I thought you were a man.’

‘Thanks a lot.’

‘But this time you just look like a woman wearing pants.’

I sighed. ‘All right, never mind that. As long as you recognize me as the one who pulled you out of the river . . .’

‘Did you? I thought you must have been the one.’

I stopped, confused. ‘I thought you remembered.’

‘I remember seeing you. It was like I stopped drowning for a while and saw you, and then started to drown again. After that Mama was there, and Daddy.’

‘And Daddy’s gun,’ I said bitterly. ‘Your father almost shot me.’

‘He thought you were a man too – and that you were trying to hurt Mama and me. Mama says she was telling him not to shoot you, and then you were gone.’

‘Yes.’ I had probably vanished before the woman’s eyes. What had she thought of that?

‘I asked her where you went,’ said Rufus, ‘and she got mad and said she didn’t know. I asked her again later, and she hit me. And she never hits me.’

I waited, expecting him to ask me the same question, but he said no more. Only his eyes questioned. I hunted through my own thoughts for a way to answer him.

‘Where do you think I went, Rufe?’

He sighed, said disappointedly, ‘You’re not going to tell me either.’

‘Yes I am – as best I can. But answer me first. Tell me where you think I went.’

He seemed to have to decide whether to do that or not. ‘Back to the room,’ he said finally. ‘The room with the books.’

‘Is that a guess, or did you see me again?’

‘I didn’t see you. Am I right? Did you go back there?’

‘Yes. Back home to scare my husband almost as much as I must have scared your parents.’

‘But how did you get there? How did you get here?’

‘Like that.’ I snapped my fingers.

‘That’s no answer.’

‘It’s the only answer I’ve got. I was at home; then suddenly, I was here helping you. I don’t know how it happens – how I move that way – or when it’s going to happen. I can’t control it.’

‘Who can?’

‘I don’t know. No one.’ I didn’t want him to get the idea that he could control it. Especially if it turned out that he really could.

‘But . . . what’s it like? What did Mama see that she won’t tell me about?’

‘Probably the same thing my husband saw. He said when I came to you, I vanished. Just disappeared. And then reappeared later.’

He thought about that. ‘Disappeared? You mean like smoke?’ Fear crept into his expression. ‘Like a ghost?’

‘Like smoke, maybe. But don’t go getting the idea that I’m a ghost. There are no ghosts.’

‘That’s what Daddy says.’

‘He’s right.’

‘But Mama says she saw one once.’

I managed to hold back my opinion of that. His mother, after all . . . Besides, I was probably her ghost. She had had to find some explanation for my vanishing. I wondered how her more realistic husband had explained it. But that wasn’t important. What I cared about now was keeping the boy calm.

‘You needed help,’ I told him. ‘I came to help you. Twice. Does that make me someone to be afraid of?’

‘I guess not.’ He gave me a long look, then came over to me, reached out hesitantly, and touched me with a sooty hand.

‘You see,’ I said, ‘I’m as real as you are.’

He nodded. ‘I thought you were. All the things you did . . . you had to be. And Mama said she touched you too.’

‘She sure did.’ I rubbed my shoulder where the woman had bruised it with her desperate blows. For a moment, the soreness confused me, forced me to recall that for me, the woman’s attack had come only hours ago. Yet the boy was years older. Fact then: somehow, my travels crossed time as well as distance. Another fact: the boy was the focus of my travels – perhaps the cause of them. He had seen me in my living room before I was drawn to him; he couldn’t have made that up. But I had seen nothing at all, felt nothing but sickness and disorientation.

‘Mama said what you did after you got me out of the water was like the Second Book of Kings,’ said the boy.

‘The what?’

‘Where Elisha breathed into the dead boy’s mouth, and the boy came back to life. Mama said she tried to stop you when she saw you doing that to me because you were just some nigger she had never seen before. Then she remembered Second Kings.’

I sat down on the bed and looked over at him, but I could read nothing other than interest and remembered excitement in his eyes. ‘She said I was what?’ I asked.

‘Just a strange nigger. She and Daddy both knew they hadn’t seen you before.’

‘That was a hell of a thing for her to say right after she saw me save her son’s life.’

Rufus frowned. ‘Why?’

I stared at him.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. ‘Why are you mad?’

‘Your mother always call black people niggers, Rufe?’

‘Sure, except when she has company. Why not?’

His air of innocent questioning confused me. Either he really didn’t know what he was saying, or he had a career waiting in Hollywood. Whichever it was, he wasn’t going to go on saying it to me.

‘I’m a black woman, Rufe. If you have to call me something other than my name, that’s it.’

‘But . . .’

‘Look, I helped you. I put the fire out, didn’t I?’

‘Yeah.’

‘All right then, you do me the courtesy of calling me what I want to be called.’

He just stared at me.

‘Now,’ I spoke more gently, ‘tell me, did you see me again when the draperies started to burn? I mean, did you see me the way you did when you were drowning?’

It took him a moment to shift gears. Then he said, ‘I didn’t see anything but fire.’ He sat down in the old ladder-back chair near the fireplace and looked at me. ‘I didn’t see you until you got here. But I was so scared . . . it was kind of like when I was drowning . . . but not like anything else I can remember. I thought the house would burn down and it would be my fault. I thought I would die.’

I nodded. ‘You probably wouldn’t have died because you would have been able to get out in time. But if your parents are asleep here, the fire might have reached them before they woke up.’

The boy stared into the fireplace. ‘I burned the stable once,’ he said. ‘I wanted Daddy to give me Nero – a horse I liked. But he sold him to Reverend Wyndham just because Reverend Wyndham offered a lot of money. Daddy already has a lot of money. Anyway, I got mad and burned down the stable.’

I shook my head wonderingly. The boy already knew more about revenge than I did. What kind of man was he going to grow up into? ‘Why did you set this fire?’ I asked. ‘To get even with your father for something else?’

‘For hitting me. See?’ He turned and pulled up his shirt so that I could see the crisscross of long red welts. And I could see old marks, ugly scars of at least one much worse beating.

‘For Godsake . . .!’

‘He said I took money from his desk, and I said I didn’t.’ Rufus shrugged. ‘He said I was calling him a liar, and he hit me.’

‘Several times.’

‘All I took was a dollar.’ He put his shirt down and faced me.

I didn’t know what to say to that. The boy would be lucky to stay out of prison when he grew up – if he grew up. He went on.

‘I started thinking that if I burned the house, he would lose all his money. He ought to lose it. It’s all he ever thinks about.’ Rufus shuddered. ‘But then I remembered the stable, and the whip he hit me with after I set that fire. Mama said if she hadn’t stopped him, he would have killed me. I was afraid this time he would kill me, so I wanted to put the fire out. But I couldn’t. I didn’t know what to do.’

So he had called me. I was certain now. The boy drew me to him somehow when he got himself into more trouble than he could handle. How he did it, I didn’t know. He apparently didn’t even know he was doing it. If he had, and if he had been able to call me voluntarily, I might have found myself standing between father and son during one of Rufus’s beatings. What would have happened then, I couldn’t imagine. One meeting with Rufus’s father had been enough for me. Not that the boy sounded like that much of a bargain either. But, ‘Did you say he used a whip on you, Rufe?’

‘Yeah. The kind he whips niggers and horses with.’

That stopped me for a moment. ‘The kind he whips . . . who?’

He looked at me warily. ‘I wasn’t talking about you.’

I brushed that aside. ‘Say blacks anyway. But . . . your father whips black people?’

‘When they need it. But Mama said it was cruel and disgraceful for him to hit me like that no matter what I did. She took me to Baltimore City to Aunt May’s house after that, but he came and got me and brought me home. After a while, she came home too.’

For a moment, I forgot about the whip and the ‘niggers.’ Baltimore City. Baltimore, Maryland? ‘Are we far from Baltimore now, Rufe?’

‘Across the bay.’

‘But . . . we’re still in Maryland, aren’t we?’ I had relatives in Maryland – people who would help me if I needed them, and if I could reach them. I was beginning to wonder, though, whether I would be able to reach anyone I knew. I had a new, slowly growing fear.

‘Sure we’re in Maryland,’ said Rufus. ‘How could you not know that.’

‘What’s the date?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘The year! Just tell me the year!’

He glanced across the room toward the door, then quickly back at me. I realized I was making him





























































































3











































4


























































































5




































6

































































































































 
Reading group guide

[image: ] ‘There was no honest explanation I could give them – none they would believe.’ How did the prologue shape your expectations of the book? Did you find that these changed as you read on?

[image: ]  Kindred was first published in 1979 – for today’s readers, Dana’s present is now seen as the past. Does this influence your understanding of the book? How do the two different time strands in Kindred compare to your experience of the world now?

[image: ]  Discuss the portrayal of the Weylin family. How does Rufus compare to his father as he grows up? To what extent can you empathise with Rufus, considering his upbringing?

[image: ] ‘We’re in the middle of history. We surely can’t change it.’ How does the use of time travel in this story affect our perception of the past and present? Could Dana and Kevin have chosen to act differently in  the antebellum South? Should they?

[image: ]  Think about how Dana and Sarah’s relationship develops throughout the novel. What is Sarah most driven by? And how does Dana’s perception of her friend change over time?

[image: ]  Discuss the presentation of love in the novel and how it motivates the different characters.

[image: ] ‘I never realized how easily people could be trained to accept slavery.’ Were you surprised by Dana’s observation here? Discuss the portrayal of complicity and choice in the novel.

[image: ] What do you make of the way Rufus sees Dana and Alice as ‘two halves of the same woman?’ How is power connected to race, class, and gender?

[image: ]  Back in their present day, what does the future hold for Dana and Kevin? How do you imagine their lives will continue in the wake of the extraordinary things they’ve experienced?

[image: ] ‘Octavia E. Butler’s evocative, often troubling, novels explore far-reaching issues of race, sex, power and, ultimately, what it means to be human’ – New York Times. How does Kindred encourage us to examine our own humanity and the relationships we have with others?

[image: ]  To what extent is the title Kindred significant to the events of the novel? Did you find it ironic?



 
[image: Advertisement image: Author name: Octavia E. Butler]

‘One of the most significant literary artists of the twentieth century. One cannot exaggerate the impact she has had’

JUNOT DIAZ

‘Unnervingly prescient and wise’

YAA GYASI

‘Butler’s evocative, often troubling, novels explore far-reaching issues of race, sex, power and, ultimately, what it means to be human’

NEW YORK TIMES

‘Octavia Butler was a visionary’

VIOLA DAVIS

‘An icon of the Afrofuturism world, envisioning literary realms that placed black characters front and center’

VANITY FAIR

Have you read all these extraordinary novels by Octavia E. Butler?
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Prodigy is, at its essence, adaptability and persistent, positive obsession. Without persistence, what remains is an enthusiasm of the moment. Without adaptability, what remains may be channeled into destructive fanaticism. Without positive obsession, there is nothing at all.


EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING 
by Lauren Oya Olamina
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All that you touch

You Change.

All that you Change 

Changes you.

The only lasting truth 

Is Change.

God Is Change.


EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING


Saturday, July 20, 2024


I had my recurring dream last night. I guess I should have expected it. It comes to me when I struggle – when I twist on my own personal hook and try to pretend that nothing unusual is happening. 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 write about the dream because this particular lie bothers me so much.


I’m learning to fly, to levitate myself. No one is teaching me. I’m just learning on my own, little by little, dream lesson by dream 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 directions yet.


I lean forward toward the doorway. It’s a doorway like the one between my room and the hall. It seems to be a long way from me, but I lean toward it. Holding my body stiff and tense, I let go of whatever I’m grasping, whatever has 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. Then I do begin to move, as though to slide on the air drifting a few feet above the floor, caught between terror and joy.


I drift toward the doorway. Cool, pale light glows from it. Then I slide a little to the right; and a little more. I can see that I’m going to miss the door and hit the wall beside it, but I can’t stop or turn. I drift away from the door, away from the cool glow into another light.


The wall before me is burning. Fire has sprung from nowhere, has eaten in through the wall, has begun to reach toward me, reach for me. The  fire spreads. I drift into it. It blazes up around me. I thrash and scramble and try to swim back out of it, grabbing handfuls of air and  fire, kicking, burning! Darkness.


Perhaps I awake a little. I do sometimes when the  fire swallows me. That’s bad. When I wake up all the way, I can’t get back to sleep. I try, but I’ve never been able to.


This time I don’t wake up all the way. I fade into the second part of the dream – the part that’s ordinary and real, the part that did happen years ago when I was little, though at the time it didn’t seem to matter.


Darkness.


Darkness brightening.


Stars.


Stars casting their cool, pale, glinting light.


‘We couldn’t see so many stars when I was little,’ my stepmother says to me. She speaks in Spanish, her own  first language. She stands still and small, looking up at the broad sweep of the Milky Way. She and I have gone out after dark to take the washing down from the clothesline. The day has been hot, as usual, and we both like the cool darkness of early night. There’s no moon, but we can see very well. The sky is full of stars.


The neighborhood wall is a massive, looming presence nearby. I see it as a crouching animal, perhaps about to spring, more threatening than protective. But my stepmother is there, and she isn’t afraid. I stay close to her. I’m seven years old.


I look up at the stars and the deep, black sky. ‘Why couldn’t you see the stars?’ I ask her. ‘Everyone can see them.’ I speak in Spanish, too, as she’s taught me. It’s an intimacy somehow.


‘City lights,’ she says. ‘Lights, progress, growth, all those things we’re too hot and too poor to bother with anymore.’ She pauses. ‘When I was your age, my mother told me that the stars – the few stars we could see – were windows into heaven. Windows for God to look through to keep an eye on us. I believed her for almost a year.’ My stepmother hands me an armload of my youngest brother’s diapers. I take them, walk back toward the house where she has left her big wicker laundry basket, and pile the diapers atop the rest of the clothes. The basket is full. I look to see that my stepmother is not watching me, then let myself fall backward onto the soft mound of stiff, clean clothes. For a moment, the fall is like floating.


I lie there, looking up at the stars. I pick out some of the constellations and name the stars that make them up. I’ve learned them from an astronomy book that belonged to my father’s mother.


I see the sudden light streak of a meteor flashing westward across the sky. I stare after it, hoping to see another. Then my stepmother calls me and I go back to her.


‘There are city lights now,’ I say to her. ‘They don’t hide the stars.’ She shakes her head. ‘There aren’t anywhere near as many as there were. Kids today have no idea what a blaze of light cities used to be – and not that long ago.’


‘I’d rather have the stars,’ I say. 


‘The stars are free.’ She shrugs. ‘I’d rather have the city lights back myself, the sooner the better. But we can afford the stars.’





 
Uncover the story of Lauren Olamina in Octavia E. Butler’s extraordinary and prescient Parable novels . . .

‘If there is one thing scarier than a dystopian novel about the future, it’s one written in the past that has already begun to come true. This is what makes Parable of the Sower even more impressive than it was when first published’ Gloria Steinem
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‘In the ongoing contest over which dystopian classic is most applicable to our time . . . for sheer peculiar prescience, Butler’s novel may be unmatched’ New Yorker
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PRAISE FOR OCTAVIA E. BUTLER, THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

‘In the ongoing contest over which dystopian classic is most applicable to our time... for sheer peculiar prescience, Butler’s novel may be unmatched’ NEW YORKER

‘Octavia Butler was playing out our very real possibilities as humans. I think she can help each of us to do the same’ GLORIA STEINEM

‘Butler’s prose, always pared back to the bone, delineates the painful paradoxes of metamorphosis with compelling precision’ GUARDIAN

‘One of the most significant literary artists of the twentieth century’ JUNOT DIAZ

‘Octavia Butler was a visionary’ VIOLA DAVIS

‘Her evocative, often troubling, novels explore far-reaching issues of race, sex, power and, ultimately, what it means to be human’ NEW YORK TIMES
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The Patternist series chart an epic secret history that’s roots lie in the dawn of civilization, and whose tangled branches reach far into our future.

‘A book that shifted my life... Epic, game-changing, moving and brilliant’ VIOLA DAVIS on Wild Seed
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The Patternmaster is all powerful. His every thought can control, heal or destroy.

The only threat to his command are the Clayarks, a society of people born out of terrible disease, who now live enslaved by the ruling Patternists or in the wild.

Coransee, son of the Patternmaster, wants the throne and will stop at nothing to succeed his father, even if it means killing every one of his siblings.

But when one brother – his rival and his equal – takes refuge amongst the Clayarks, a war ensues that will change the world forever.

A PATTERNIST NOVEL: BOOK FOUR
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DAWN

When Lilith lyapo wakes in a small white room with no doors or windows, she remembers a devastating war, and a husband and child long lost to her.

She finds herself living among the Oankali, a strange race who intervened in the fate of humanity hundreds of years before. They spared those they could from the ruined Earth, and suspended them in a long, deep sleep.

Over centuries, the Oankali learned from the past, cured disease and healed the world. Now they want Lilith to lead her people back home. But salvation comes at a price – to restore humanity, it must be changed forever . . .

LILITH’S BROOD BOOK ONE

Available to download now



 
ADULTHOOD RITES

Lilith’s son Akin looks like an ordinary child. His family live together on Earth, but not in complete peace. The Oankali saved humanity years before, compelled by the desire to create an extraordinary new race of children. But there are those who resist the Oankali and the salvation they offer.

The first of his kind, Akin is more powerful than any other being. He understands the desire to fight for the independence of humanity. He also fears that, if left alone, humanity will destroy itself again.

And when young Akin is stolen from Lilith and their hybrid family, he soon faces an impossible choice. But first he must reconcile with his own heritage in a world already torn in two.

LILITH’S BROOD BOOK TWO

Available to download now



 
IMAGO

Jodahs is a child of the Earth and stars, born from the union between humans and the Oankali, who saved humanity from destruction centuries before.

But Jodahs is approaching adulthood, a metamorphosis that will take him beyond gender and family, and into a great but dangerous unknown.

Frightened and alone, Jodahs must come to terms with this new identity, learn to master lifechanging powers and bring together what’s left of humankind – or become the biggest threat to their survival.

LILITH’S BROOD BOOK THREE

Available to download now
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