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Dedication

Fooa myse tintola, myse in e eye, myse fish—

en fooa ucklun!
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I



The wind was particularly bitter, even for January in Holloman, Connecticut. When Dr. Joshua Christian strode round the corner from Cedar Street onto Elm Street it hit him full in the face, a stream of arctic air with fangs and talons of ice chewing and clawing at the little sections of facial skin he had to expose to see where he was going. Oh, he knew where he was going; he just wished it wasn’t necessary to see his way.

So different from the old days, when Elm Street had been the main drag of the black ghetto; parrot colors and proud people wearing them, laughter everywhere, lots of children spilling out of doorways on skate boards and roller skates. . . . Such beautiful children, glossy and full of fun, and always so many because the street was the best place of all to play, the street was where it all was at.

Maybe one day Washington and the state capitals would find the money to do something about the northern inner cities, but right now there were much higher priorities than deciding what exactly to do with a hundred thousand streets of empty three-family houses in a thousand northern towns and cities. So in the meantime the grey-weathered plywood nailed across windows and doors rotted, and the grey paint peeled, and the grey tiles flapped off the roofs, and the stoops crumbled, and the grey sidings gaped. Thank God for the wind! It broke the silence. It screamed in the wires overhead, it moaned through gaps narrow and stagnant, it sobbed a little in the back of its mighty throat drawing breath to wail again, it chattered as it swept frozen leaves and empty cans into heaps, it thundered against a hollow iron tank in the vacant lot next to the long-closed Abie’s Liquor Store and Bar on the corner of Maple.

Dr. Joshua Christian was a Holloman man: bom, bred, educated, shaped. He could not conceive of living anywhere else, had never dreamed of living anywhere else. He loved the place, Holloman. Loved it! Untenanted, unwanted, unlovely, economically unfeasible—no matter. He loved this town still. Holloman was home. And in its ineffable way it had molded this whatever-it-was he had become, for he had dwelled in it through the last phases of its dying, and now he wandered alone amid its desiccated remains.

In the grey afternoon light everything was grey. Grey the rows of empty houses, grey the streets, grey the bark of leafless trees, grey the sky. I have worked upon the world and it shall be grey. The color of no-color. The epitome of grief. The form of loneliness. The quintessence of desolation. Oh, Joshua! Wear not the color of grey, even in your mind!

Better. Better. He was moving farther up Elm now, and now there was an occasional occupied house. A tenanted dwelling possessed a certain subtle lack of dilapidation; other than that, both deserted and lived-in houses looked the same. Both were boarded over every window opening, front doors were boarded over too, and no chink of light showed anywhere. But the porch and stoop of an occupied house would be swept, the weeds would be kept down, the siding super-thick aluminum and therefore fresh-looking.

Dr. Christian’s pair of three-family houses was on Oak just around the corner from Elm and just beyond the big junction of Elm with Route 78; about two miles from the main downtown Holloman post office, to which he had walked on this grey afternoon to post his mail and see if there were any letters in his box. The mailman came not any more.

Approaching numbers 1045 and 1047 Oak Street from the other side of that well-named thoroughfare, with its eighty-year-old trees poking their knobby toes out of the sidewalk, Dr. Christian paused automatically to check his residences out. Fine. No light. To see light from outside meant there was air getting in. Cold unwelcome air. The normal opening and closing of the back door and the opening of a useless hot air vent that led to a furnaceless basement was quite sufficient exchange of that essential but freezing commodity.

His two houses were grey, like nearly all the rest, and had been built, like nearly all the rest, back around the turn of the twentieth century to accommodate three separate sets of tenants. However, his two houses were joined at their waists on the second floor by a bridge passageway, and had been renovated to serve a different purpose than the original three-family one. Number 1045 housed his practice, number 1047 his entire family.

Satisfied nothing was amiss, he crossed the road, not bothering to look either way; there were no cars in Holloman and no bus route down Oak, so three feet of obdurately frozen snow humped itself unevenly all over the open space of the street, thrown there when the sidewalks were cleared.

Ingress to 1045 and 1047 from the outside was around the back, so he walked beneath the connecting passageway and turned left at the end of 1047; he had no patients booked and did not want to tempt fate by entering 1045.

The small deck which used to occupy the landing at the top of the back steps had long been closed in, its solid core door opening outward over the steps. A key in the lock, and then he was inside the makeshift cubicle which added a much-needed second area of insulation against the inclement world. Another key, another door, which led him into the original outer vestibule; here he hung up his fur-edged bonnet, his scarf and his outermost coat, and stacked his boots on the rack. After donning slippers, he opened the third door, not locked this time. He was inside his home at last.

The kitchen. Mama was at the stove, where else? Given all the premises of her nature and her choice of occupation, she ought by rights to have been a little dumpy woman in her middle sixties, wrinkled of face and thick of ankle—he laughed aloud at the ridiculousness of it, and she turned around, smiling, holding out her arms to him in generous welcome.

“What’s so funny, Joshua?”

“I was just playing a game.”

Because she was the mother of several psychologists, familiarity with the breed often made her seem more intelligent and better educated than she actually was; as now, when instead of asking, “A game?” or “What game?,” she asked, “Which game?”

He sat down on the corner of her work table and swung one foot, fishing in the bowl of fruit she always kept there until he found a sweet sound apple.

“I was imagining,” he said between crunches, “that your appearance matched the rest of you.” He grinned at her, half closing his eyes in a mock assessment. “You know—old and plain and marked forever with the stigmata of years of toil!”

She took this in the spirit intended, and laughed. Her face creased up deliciously, dimples popping out in either smooth silky cheek just where the pink bloom over the high bones faded quite sharply into palest cream. Never sullied by cosmetic, her red lips parted to show perfect teeth, and the great blue eyes, myopically misty, shone with liquid health between their long dark lashes. Not a thread of silver marred her glorious hair, gold as ripe wheat, thick, wavy, glossy, long, worn simply in a knot on her neck.

And he caught his breath, astonished—oh, perpetually astonished—that his mother—his mother!—was still the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in all his life. She was utterly unconscious of it, or so, fondly, he thought; no, Mama didn’t have a vain bone in her body. And though he was thirty-two, she was still four months short of her forty-eighth birthday. She had been a child bride; they said she had loved his much older father to distraction, and had deliberately got herself pregnant in order to overcome his scruples against marrying such a beautiful young girl. Comforting, to think that his father could not resist her blandishments either!

Joshua Christian remembered his father only vaguely, for he had perished when Joshua was barely four years old, and Joshua was never sure at that whether he actually did remember, or whether he saw his father in the mirror of his mother’s many stories. He was the image of his father—poor man, then! What on earth had he owned to make Mama love him so much? Very tall and very thin, sallow-skinned, black-haired, black-eyed, with a face that caved in below its cheekbones and a big narrow eagle’s beak of a nose. . . .

He came to with a start, realizing that his mother was watching him out of eyes brimming with love; the simplest, purest love. So pure he never felt it as a burden, even, but could accept all of it without fear or guilt.

“Where is everyone?” he asked, going to stand beside the stove so she could talk to him more comfortably.

“Not come in from the clinic yet.”

“You really ought to pass a few of the domestic chores to the girls, Mama.”

“I don’t need to,” she said firmly; this was an ever-recurring topic. “The girls belong in 1045.”

“The house is too big to run alone.”

“It’s children make it hard to run a house, Joshua, and there are no children in this house.” Her voice was faintly sad, but carefully devoid of reproach. Then she made a visible effort to cheer up, and said brightly, “I’ve no need to dust, which must be the only advantage of a modem winter. Dust just can’t get in!”

“I’m proud of your positive thinking, Mama.”

“A fine example I’d be to your patients if I complained! One day James and Andrew will each have his child, and I’ll be in my element again, because the mothers will go right on being needed in 1045. After all, I’m the one with the real mother experience! I belong to the last lucky generation, I was free to have as many children as I wanted, and I wanted—oh, dozens! I got four in four years and if your father hadn’t passed on I would have gotten more. I’m blessed, Joshua, and I never forget it.”

He couldn’t bring himself to say what he burned to say, of course: oh, Mama, how selfish you were! Four! Double yourself and Father at a time when most of the rest of the world had gone down not to duplicating its parents but to halving its parents, and a large part of it was asking itself louder and louder why we in America should continue to have it all? Now your four children must pay for your blind and insular thoughtlessness. That is the real burden we carry. Not the cold. Not the lack of privacy and comfort when we travel. Not even the strict regimentation so far from any true American heart. The children. Or rather, the no children.

The intercom screeched.

Dr. Christian’s mother beat him to it, listened a moment, then put the receiver down with a word of thanks. “James says if you’re free he’d like you to come over. Mrs. Fane is there, and she’s brought another of the Pat-Pats with her.”

Undoubtedly he should see James before encountering Mrs. Patti Fane and her other Pat-Pat, so Dr. Christian elected to go up one floor and cross via the bridge to 1045, thus avoiding the waiting room.

Sure enough, James was hovering at the 1045 end of the passageway.

“Don’t tell me she didn’t cope, I won’t believe it,” said Dr. Christian, turning to walk with his brother toward the front of the middle story, where his office was located.

“She coped magnificently,” said James.

“Then what’s the problem?”

“I’ll bring her up. She can tell you better herself.”

By the time James showed Mrs. Patti Fane in, Dr. Christian had settled himself not behind the enormous desk straddling one whole corner of the room, but on a lumpy, friendly couch.

“What happened?” asked Dr. Christian without preamble.

“It was a disaster,” said Mrs. Fane, seating herself on the far end of the couch.

“How?”

“Well, it started off okay. The girls were all glad to see me after my four-month absence, and very taken with my tapestry work, Doctor! Milly Thring—I must have told you how dumb she is—couldn’t get over the fact that I’m earning money doing work for antique restorers.”

“Were you the source of the disaster?”

“Oh, no! So long as I was talking everything went fine, even when I told them the cause of my breakdown was the letter I had from the Second Child Bureau notifying me I hadn’t been lucky in the lottery.”

Though he watched her closely, he could detect no real distress emanating from her as she spoke of this most bitter disappointment. Good. Good!

“Did you mention coming to me for treatment?”

“I sure did! Of course the minute that news came out, Sylvia Stringman had to put in her two cents’ worth! You are a charlatan because Matt Stringman the world’s greatest shrink says you’re a charlatan, I must be in love with you because otherwise I’d see straight through you—honestly, Doctor, I don’t know which of them is the bigger pain in the ass, Sylvia or her husband!”

Dr. Christian suppressed his smile, continuing to watch his patient minutely. Today had been her first real trial of strength, for today had seen the first Pat-Pat convention Patti Fane had felt well enough to attend since her breakdown.

She was the elected elder of the Pat-Pat tribe, if a group of seven women all much the same age could be so described. Seven women, all christened Patricia, who had been fast friends ever since the day when fate had thrown them into the same freshman classroom at Holloman Senior High. The resulting confusion had been so great that only the first of them in age, Patti Fane—or Patti Drew, as she had been then—had been allowed to retain a Patrician diminutive. And though all seven Pat-Pats were very different in nature and appearance and ethnic background, that catastrophe of nomenclature had welded them into a gestalt nothing since had managed to dissolve. They had all gone to Swarthmore, then they had all married highly placed faculty or executives of Chubb University. As the years went by they continued to meet once a month, taking turns to provide the venue; so powerful still was the bond of affection that their husbands and children had been drafted into the Pat-Pat ranks as auxiliary troops, and bore with resignation Pat-Pat solidarity.

Patti Fane (whom he catalogued in his mind as Pat-Pat One) had come to Dr. Joshua Christian as a patient some three months before, in the grip of a severe depression brought on by the drawing of a blue loser’s ball in the Second Child Bureau lottery, a rejection made all the more difficult because she was in her thirty-fourth year of life and therefore subsequently would be crossed off the SCB books as the potential mother of a second child. Luckily, once he penetrated the outer defenses of her depression Dr. Christian found a warm and sensible woman, amenable to reason and easy to channel into more positive thought patterns. As indeed was the case with the majority of his patients, for their woes were not imaginary: they were all too real. And real woes responded to reason allied with spiritual strengthening.

“Boy, did I open a nasty can of worms when I told them why I’d had a breakdown!” said Mrs. Patti Fane. “Can you tell me why women are so secretive about applying to the SCB for permission to have a second child? Dr. Christian, every single one of us Pat-Pats had been applying every single year! But did any of us ever admit it openly? No! And why hasn’t one of us at least managed to draw a red ball? I find that amazing!”

“Not really,” he said gently. “The odds in the SCB lottery are ten thousand to one, and there are only seven of you all told.”

“We’re all comfortably off, we’ve qualified on the means test and the medical since we married and had our first children, and that adds up to a lot of years.”

“Even so, the odds are stacked against you, Patti.”

“Until today,” she said, a little grimly. “Funny, I thought Marg Kelly looked colossally pleased with herself when she came in, but of course everyone was chiefly interested to find out what had happened to me and then how I was, and they kept on marveling over my state of mind, this new content and acceptance—” She broke off, smiling at Dr. Christian with genuine, affectionate gratitude. “If I hadn’t overheard those two women in Friendly’s talking about you, Doctor, I don’t know what I might have done to myself.”

“Margaret Kelly?” he prompted.

“She’d drawn a red ball.”

He understood and could have told her everything that followed, but he merely nodded, encouraging his patient to tell her story in her own way.

“My God! You’ve never seen women change so fast! One moment we were all sitting around drinking coffee and having the same kind of conversation we’ve been having for years and years, the next moment Cynthia Cavallieri—we met at her house today—Cynthia looked across at Marg and asked her why she was looking like the cat that got the cream, and Marg said she’d just had a letter from the SCB informing her she could go ahead with a second child. Then she reached into her pocketbook and brought out this stack of papers—every page looked as if it was notarized and stamped with some big official seal—I guess the SCB has to be super careful about forged permissions, or something.”

Patti Fane stopped, her eyes straying back to that scene in Cynthia Cavallieri’s living room; she shivered, shrugged it off. “They all went so still. The room was cold anyway, of course, but I swear the temperature dropped way below zero in a split second. And then Daphne Chornik jumped up out of her chair. I’ve never seen her move so fast! One minute she was sitting, the next she was standing over poor Marg Kelly and she had snatched the SCB papers from Marg’s hands, and—and—I’ve never seen or heard anything like it from Daphne! I mean, Daphne’s always been a bit of a joke among us Pat-Pats, with her churchgoing and the way she’s always preaching kind deeds and actions—we’ve always had to be careful what we say when Daphne’s around. She stood there and she tore the SCB papers to ribbons, all the while accusing Nathan Kelly of pulling strings with the SCB in Washington because he’s the President of Chubb and had an ancestor on the Mayflower. Then she said she ought to have been the one to get an SCB approval because she’d bring up a second child to fear and love God just the way she’d brought Stacy up, where all Marg and Nathan would do was teach a child not to believe in God. And she said the way we lived was wicked and profane, that it was in defiance of the laws of God, that our country had no right to sign the Delhi Treaty and she didn’t understand how God could have permitted His spiritual leaders to be the prime movers behind the Delhi Treaty. And she began to spit out the worst foul language—I never dreamed Daphne even knew the words! Some of the things she called poor old Gus Rome, and Pope Benedict, and the Reverend Leavon Knox Black!”

“Interesting,” said Dr. Christian, feeling Patti Fane wanted some response from him at this point.

“Then Candy Fellowes jumped up, and she started in on Daphne—who did Daphne think she was, what right had Daphne to criticize Gus Rome, who just happened to be the greatest President of all time—then she started shouting about how much she despised Bible-thumping Sunday hymn singers because they were all such hypocrites, wore holes in their knees praying then went out to do everybody down to make a buck or climb one rung higher on the social ladder-wow! I thought Daphne and Candy were going to tear each other’s eyes out!”

“And did they?”

Patti Fane preened visibly. “No! I stopped it! Me, Doctor! Can you imagine that? I shoved Candy and Daphne back into their chairs and I took the floor! I told them they were all behaving like kids and I was ashamed to call myself a Pat-Pat. That’s about when it all came out that all of us were applying every year to the SCB. So I asked them what was the big disgrace about applying, and what for crying out loud was the big disgrace about being turned down? I asked them what right they had to take out their frustrations on poor Marg? Or on Augustus Rome or the religious leaders, for that matter? I told them to get it out of their minds once and for all that anyone can pull strings with the SCB, and I reminded them that even Julia Reece herself had never managed to get a second child permission. Why, I said, couldn’t we just be happy for Marg? Then I told Marg not to cry, and I asked her if I could be the godmother.”

Her concluding words were spoken triumphantly; she sat looking as if the degree of her pleasure in herself surprised her, and perhaps her strength in the crisis as well.

“You’ve done wonderfully, Patti. In fact, so well that I don’t think you need to see me any more.” Dr. Christian sounded very sure, and very proud.

He’s so much more than other people, thought Patti Fane; I couldn’t even begin to explain to the other Pat-Pats today what this man has done for me. Every time I tried to tell them, it came out all wrong. Ineffectual. He cares! And maybe that’s something you have to experience in person. You can’t see it, you can’t repeat it, you can’t spread it out for people’s third-hand inspection. They have to discover it for themselves. And why oh why do shrinks like Matt Stringman feel it’s so wrong of a psychologist to encourage his patients to lean on God? Do they think they’re God? Or is it that they don’t like Dr. Christian’s ideas about God?

“I brought Marg Kelly with me,” she said out loud.

“Why?”

“I think she needs to talk, really talk. Not with good old Nathan, bless his heart, but with someone on the outside of her problem. Today was a terrific shock to her. I don’t think she had any idea what the consequences of having a second child are. I mean, she really seemed to think we’d all be over the moon with joy for her!”

“Then, Patti, she must be living with her head buried.”

“She is! That’s the trouble. She is the wife of the President of Chubb! She lives in a huge house, she has servants, they’re allowed a car full-time and she had dinner at the White House last week and Gracie Mansion the week before. Her only contacts with the outside world are through the Pat-Pats, and we’re—not in her economic league, maybe, but a hell of a lot better off than most of the rest of the world. So I thought if Marg could talk to you, it might help her.”

He leaned forward. “Patti, can you give me an honest answer to a hurtful question?”

The seriousness of his tone cut through her elation. “I’ll try.”

“If Marg Kelly were to ask you whether or not you thought she should actually go ahead and conceive this permitted second child, how would you answer her?”

It was a hurtful question. But the days when she had sat in her room staring at the wall twenty-four hours at a stretch scheming to find a surefire way to kill herself were behind her now, and what was more, those days could never come again. “I would tell her to go ahead and conceive.”

“Why?”

“She’s a good mother to Homer, and in her world there’s enough insulation to prevent much spite.”

“Okay. What if it were Daphne Chornik rather than Marg?”

Patti frowned. “I don’t know. I thought I knew Daphne like a book, yet today was a revelation. So—I just can’t give you an answer.”

He nodded. “And what if the lucky person had been you? How do you think you might decide now, after going through your breakdown and seeing the reaction of the Pat-Pats today?”

“Do you know, I think I might advise myself to tear up the SCB papers? I’m not so badly off. I’ve got a good husband, and a son who’s doing real well in school. And—I don’t honestly know if I could take the grief. There are a lot of Daphne Chorniks out there.”

He sighed. “Take me to Margaret.”

“But she’s already here!”

“No, I mean come down to the waiting room with me and do the introductions. She doesn’t know me, she knows you. So she can’t trust me, where she does trust you. Be her bridge to knowing and trusting me.”

It was a very short bridge, however. Patti Fane’s hand in his, he walked into the waiting room and went straight across to the pale, pretty woman drooping in a corner chair.

“Marg, honey, this is Dr. Christian,” said Patti.

He said nothing, just held out his hands to Marg Kelly. Without volition she put hers into them, then seemed astonished to find this physical union was an accomplished fact.

“My dear, you don’t need to talk to anyone,” he said, smiling at her. “Go home and have your child.”

She got up, smiling back at him, and clasping his hands quite hard for a moment. “I will,” she said.

“Good!” And he released her.

The next moment he was gone.

Patti Fane and Marg Kelly let themselves out the back door of 1045 and began the two-block walk to where Elm Street intersected with Route 78, and the buses and trolley cars tootled along. However, they just missed the North Holloman bus, and reconciled themselves to a five minutes’ wait; in winter one rarely waited longer.

“What an extraordinary man!” said Marg Kelly as they sheltered in the lee of a ten-foot-high wall of frozen snow.

“Did you feel it? Did you really feel it?”

“Like an electric shock.”

Dr. Christian beat his team into 1047, and was back standing by the stove talking to Mama again when his three siblings walked into the kitchen, two of them accompanied by their wives.

Mary, his nearest, and his only sister. A spinster still at thirty-one years of age. So very like Mama to look at, and yet—not beautiful at all. She’s out of whack, thought Dr. Christian. She has always been out of whack. Maybe having a genuinely beautiful mother does that to a girl? Look at Mama and then look at Mary, and it’s like gazing at Mama’s reflection in a subtly warped mirror. A sour sharp enclosed girl, Mary. Always had been, probably always would be too. And yet with his patients (she acted as the clinic secretary) she was wonderfully kind and gentle, nothing was too much trouble.

James was properly the middle child, since Mary was the only girl, and therefore had the distinction of her sex to free her from this handicap. He too looked like Mama, but in Mary’s way, blurred and indistinct and neutral. His wife Miriam was a strapping zestful girl stuffed with energy and brisk, cheery pragmatism; the group’s occupational therapist, she was a tower of strength in the clinic and a happy match for James, all considered.

Andrew was the beauty, fitting in the youngest. Mama in a masculine mold, fair as an angel and hard as a rock. Why then was he so self-effacing? His wife Martha, the clinic psychological testing technician, was seven years younger than he, and such a mouse that Mouse was her nickname. Colored like a mouse, sweetly pretty like a mouse, timid like a mouse, twitchy like a mouse. Sometimes in one of his more whimsical moods Joshua Christian would imagine himself not a cat but a gigantic pair of hands, poised to deliver the clap that would stun the girl dead on the spot.

“Lamb shanks, Mama? How absolutely super!” Miriam was English, very upper-crust in speech and manner. She rather awed the Christians, for not only was she accredited the best occupational therapist in the world, she was also a very gifted linguist. Her most oft-repeated jest was to the effect that she spoke not only French, German, Italian, Spanish, Russian and Greek, but American as well, and so much did the Christians love and esteem her that they never had the heart to tell her how thin that particular joke had worn.

Mama had done it all, of course. Mama had tailor-made this remarkably efficient and self-sufficient little group to complement him, her eldest and her most beloved. Whatever he might have chosen to do for his life’s work, he knew Mama would have driven James and Andrew and Mary to espouse it as well, so that they might help him. The measure of her success in brainwashing her younger children to this end could best be seen in James’s and Andrew’s choice of wives; they had both married women superlatively qualified to join the family business and family group. The clinic had lacked an occupational therapist, therefore James married one. The clinic had needed a psychological testing technician, so Andrew married one. By nature both women were genuinely content to take a back seat to Mama and content that their husbands took a back seat to Joshua. And Mary his sister had never once fought against her rather menial office destiny, even after Joshua had gone to her many years ago and offered to fight the battle with Mama on her behalf.

Had any symptoms of discontent ever shown themselves, Dr. Christian would have ridden roughshod over Mama for the sake of these people he always felt more as his children than his siblings; much though he loved and admired Mama, he knew her shortcomings well enough to recognize that she was not wise, not farsighted. But his family had defeated him without a battle; neither friction nor faction had ever marred the unmistakably joyous satisfaction the Christians got out of their work and each other. So, bewildered but grateful, Joshua Christian had accepted the position Mama cut out of his eminently suitable cloth, of family head and family-business head.

They sat down to eat in the dining room, Mama at the foot of the elliptical lacquer table and therefore closest to the kitchen door, Joshua at the head of the table gazing at her, Mary and James and Miriam down one side, and Andrew and Martha down the other. Mama had long ago issued the dictum that no shop might be talked until the coffee and cognac were served after the meal itself was concluded, a rule they all respected scrupulously; but it did tend to leave large chunks of silence hovering while the food was consumed, for everyone save Mama worked next door in the clinic and saw little of any environment beyond 1045 and 1047 Oak Street. Positivity was the keynote of their code, which meant that for most of the time any discussion of world or national or state or urban affairs was impossible, too depressing unless the day had seen some happy milestone reached on the long road back to World Human Population Energy Equilibrium, always referred to as WHOOPEE.

They all ate well, for the food was as good on the tongue as it was on the eyes; Mama was a culinary artist, and had reared her small flock to appreciate what finer things of life were still readily available. Her hardest battle in this respect had been Joshua, who had always shown a distressing tendency to indifference about his own bodily needs, let alone comforts and indulgences. Not that he was masochistic, or even monastic; he was just not terribly interested.

Coffee and cognac were dispensed in the living room, a big apartment which communicated with the dining room behind it through a wide and graceful archway. And it was here, sitting in a three-quarter circle about a round palest-pink lacquer coffee table, that the full effect of the first floor of 1047 Oak Street could truly be appreciated.

The walls were satin-white, and of the window apertures there was no sign beyond the thinnest of dark lines bordering the sheets of wallboard cunningly inserted over the windows like covers into manholes; the architraves had been entirely removed, reminders of what lay sightless between them for half of each year. The floor was tiled in white plasticeramic, and this was covered in the sitting areas by white synthetic replicas of sheepskin rugs; everyone agreed that real skins would have been much nicer, but with all the water that got spilled each Sunday, real sheepskins would have been too liable to rot. Upholstered in palest pinks and greens, the sofas and chairs reflected the same colors in the lacquer tables.

And everywhere there were plants, tubs and pots and baskets of lushly healthy plants, mostly green, but red and pink too, and purple. They stood on white pedestals of differing heights, trailing down in foaming cascades, sticking stiffly up like bayonets, branching delicately sideways and all around. And every leaf, frond, blade, bract and tendril shimmered in the brilliant white light diffused through a milky Plexiglas ceiling. Ferns, palms, bromeliads, proteas, orchids, shrubs, vines, cacti, creepers, bulbs and corms and tubers and rhizomes, bonsaied trees. In the spring much of the growth burst into flower, long spikes of cymbidium orchids arching between spindles of hyacinth and clusters of daffodils, twenty different sorts of begonia massed with blooms, cyclamens and gloxinias and African violets; a mimosa in a tub smothered its entire eight feet of branching height in tiny powdery golden balls; and the house was redolent with the perfume of orange blossom, Sweet Alice, stephanotis, jasmine and gardenia. In the summer the hibiscus began to flower and continued through the fall into early winter, joined by a copper-pink bougainvillaea that rioted across a trellis on the living room’s front wall. Only in the depths of winter were the flowering things quiescent, but then they continued glossy and green amid the more colorful leaves of the nonflowering plants that seemed to feel they had no need of further glory.

The air was always sweet. Dr. Christian’s plants were half of a symbiotic respiratory relationship, the human beings its other half, carbon dioxide fed the plants, oxygen the human beings, and each inhaled what the other exhaled. This bottom floor was always many degrees warmer than the bedroom floors higher up, for the plants produced heat, as did the ostensibly cool fluorescent lighting that was never turned off. To this floor had gone almost all their precious ration of electricity, and literally all their minute allowances of gas for heating, hoarded for the stretches when it was so cold only radiant energy could keep the plants alive. On this floor the family lived all of its waking leisure hours; the two upper floors were used for actual slumber, nothing else.

Each Sunday the entire Christian clan devoted its day to the plants, watering and feeding, washing and pruning out dead growth, anointing wounds and eliminating pests. They all enjoyed this change of pace enormously, not inclined to call it a chore when the rewards were there all around them. On Sundays too the hardier plants which had spent a week in the clinic next door were carried back to the bottom floor of 1047, and other plants were carried to the clinic for temporary duty.

This day had constituted the most distasteful day of Dr. Joshua Christian’s month; it was the day when all the forms had to be filled out and mailed to Holloman and Hartford and Washington to satisfy the bureaucratic appetite for paper, paper, ever more paper; the day all the bills had to be paid and the books brought up to date. Normally he didn’t visit the clinic on what he called his Day of Atonement, but the Pat-Pat crisis had come deliciously late in it, and now he wanted to see how the others felt about the events which had occurred in Pat-Pat Five’s living room.

Mama gave him his coffee, James his brandy balloon; food was something Dr. Christian could take or leave, even Mama’s food, but there was no doubt, he thought, eyes closed to savor the fumes of Bisquit Napoleon, that the combination of truly excellent coffee and cognac warmed a man from belly button clear through to backbone. The best prelude to bed in these times, which was probably why consumption of strong spirits after meals had gone up in recent years, where pre-dinner drinking had declined.

Their great-grandfather and their grandfather on the paternal side had both been wholesalers in French wines and brandies, and drinkers of them too, so in those times imposing cellars had been laid down. Of course with the passing of the years the wines had long perished, especially after it became impossible to keep bottles at the cool constant temperature they needed; a cellar that was too cold had just as deleterious effect as a cupboard that was too hot. But the brandies had survived, and though the glaciers were creeping down across Canada and Russia and Scandinavia and Siberia at a heart-chilling rate, France in most years still managed to produce cognac and armagnac, so that Christian stocks were kept replenished. The family did not drink very much wine these days; cognac was better value.

“Our Patti Pat-Pat did very well today,” he said.

“Bloody well!” said Miriam proudly.

“I discharged her from the clinic.”

“Good! Did she tell you she and her husband were going to apply for relocation? Apparently Texas A & M has been after Bob Fane for a long while, but he’s hung on at Chubb for the usual reasons—rats deserting sinking ships, fear of the unknown, once a Chubber always a Chubber, Yankee mistrust of any part of the country other than New England—and Patti’s horror of being the first Pat-Pat to leave Holloman and thus break up the group.” This came from Andrew, spoken in measured tones which sat oddly on his youth and beauty.

“The Pat-Pats fascinate me,” said James. “It’s rare outside of blood ties for an association of women to take precedence even over marriages. Thank God one of them has finally managed to stand outside herself successfully enough to see the group for what it is. And permanent relocation is the perfect way to break free. I’m surprised a husband or two hasn’t thought of relocation as a way out of the Pat-Pat dilemma long since.”

“Relocation is a very big step,” said Mary heavily. “I don’t blame anyone for hesitating. And these are all Chubbers, tenured and entrenched at that.”

Dr. Christian refused to be sidetracked, so he ignored James and Mary, homing in on Andrew’s news. “No, Drew, she didn’t tell me they’d applied for relocation. Good for her! It’s high time she put the needs and welfare of her family ahead of the Pat-Pats. Did she admit she’d been afraid of being the one to break up the Pat-Pats?”

“Yes. Honestly and openly. But she’ll be all right now. I’m glad Margaret Kelly’s news about her second-child approval stripped off a few masks. What Patti saw gave her the courage to make up her mind—and made her see that the Pat-Pat league should have dissolved naturally when they all left college, if not high school.”

“They were only trying to hang on to their youth,” said Mary. “It’s not much fun these days to be an adult.”

“I do like Patti Fane!” said Martha, contributing an unexpected mite.

Dr. Christian leaned forward, smiling into the wide grey eyes he compelled to meet his; since early childhood he had been able to marshal his will, bend it upon an unsuspecting person, and literally force that person to meet his gaze. “Oh, my Mouse! Don’t you like all our patients?” he asked reproachfully.

Pinned helplessly and hopelessly by his eyes, she blushed painfully. “Oh, yes! Of course!” she gasped.

“Stop teasing the Mouse, Josh!” snapped Mary, always ready to spring to Martha’s defense.

“Fancy none of those artificial sisters admitting to any of the others that she’d been applying to the SCB each year,” mused James. “Just goes to show how furtively women approach the whole problem of the SCB.”

“Well, James, between the odds against winning and the means test, the SCB is guilt personified.”

Dr. Christian would have expounded upon this theme, and not for the first time, but Mama got in too quickly, hungry for a display of real fireworks. Aside from listening to this nightly shop, Mama’s contact with the clinic consisted of the tours of the bottom floor of 1047 Dr. Christian felt all their new patients should experience, wanting them to see what could be done with an unheated, naturally lightless, largely airless house through the long months of winter.

“The SCB is vile!” cried Mama now, summoning tears. “What do those heartless wretches of men in Washington know about the needs of women?”

“Mama, Mama, why do you persist in saying such things?” asked Dr. Christian, irritated. “Why shouldn’t they know, for pity’s sake? For that matter, how do you know they’re men? And why, even if they are men, should any man feel the sorrow of enforced barrenness less than a woman? Do I have a clinic full of women patients? Do I? Mama, next door is fifty-fifty, women and men! And railing against fate is not the answer. The Second Child Bureau was a sop they threw us in return for our peacefully signing the Delhi Treaty, and in my opinion the SCB has turned out the worst feature of that whole miserable, humiliating decade! You should remember the time a great deal better than I do, Mama, you were a grown woman where I was a child.”

“Augustus Rome sold us out,” she said, teeth clenched.

“Oh, Mama! We sold ourselves out! Listen to one of your generation talk, and you’d swear it fell on us like a bolt out of the blue. It did not! We sowed the seeds of Gus Rome and the Delhi Treaty way back in the past. Ninety years ago, when our population stood at a hundred and fifty million, we were at the apex of our power—and our pride. We had everything. And what did we do? We threw our money around like it was going out of style, and the world hated us for it. We held up our know-how as the ultimate, and the world hated us for it. We offered the peoples of the world a way of life they had neither the means nor the talent to imitate, and the world hated us for it. We fought foreign wars in the names of justice and freedom, and the world hated us for it, not least the peoples we fought for—and I’m not thereby saying the wars we fought were always altruistic, but a great many of our little folk believed they were. And even as we went on deluding ourselves with outmoded thinking—martial and altruistic!—at one and the same time we were busy making orthodox war an impossibility, plague a thing of the past, religion a laughingstock, and people into digital ciphers.”

He was away, and the sofa was too confining, so he got to his feet in the ungainly yet oddly graceful series of unwindings his abnormally long bones demanded, and he paced a room never designed for pacing, in and out of leaves that shuddered in the breeze of his fevered progress, rattling pots, sending pedestals a-quaking, while his family sat in utter thrall, pinned on the thunder of his voice and the lightning of his eyes; his sister stunned by fear of him and shame of herself, his sisters-in-law consumed with admiration, his brothers incapable of resenting him, and his mother—ah! his mother screaming away inside her quiet face with a gargantuan triumph. For when his passions cohabited with his intellect and he began to speak, he worked a magic on his listeners that galvanized them. Even in this most intimate of circles, composed solely of the people who had been hearing him in full spate for years on years, still he had the power to transfix.

“I don’t remember the dawn of the third millennium, because I was literally born in it. But what did it bring? There were those who sang hymns and prepared to the in the blaze of the Second Coming, there were those who sang anthems and prepared to live in the blaze of technological mastery of the universe. But what did it bring? Pain. Impotence. Anti-climax. Reality! A reality harder and crueler and more unendurable than any reality in the history of our planet since the Black Death. We were cooling down in a hurry. God knows why! No one else seems to. The best explanation the best men can offer is a mini ice age. Oh, they talk of currents and atmospheric layers, continental plates and reversing magnetic poles, solar force fields and tilting axes, but it’s all pure speculation. However—however! They assure us that in a few more decades or maybe centuries they’ll have enough data to tell us exactly why, and in the meantime, God at least knows. We are assured it’s not going to last too long, a matter of a mere millennium or two—the most infinitesimal mote in the eye of time! But the reality we face is quite long enough to outlast us and our posterity for many generations to come. The land mass we can use fruitfully to live on is shrinking rapidly, most of our available water is on its way to imprisonment in the polar ice cap, and the population of the world is still far too large. That’s what the dawn of the third millennium brought us! And no matter how we might try, we can’t get around it.”

He shrugged and stopped for perhaps ten seconds, a pause exquisitely but quite instinctively gauged to be exactly the right length for maximum effect; and when he continued, his voice had dropped both in volume and tone, drawing his audience along with his change in mood.

“Not that we Americans were very worried. We were the most advanced nation on earth, we knew we could cope. We didn’t think we’d even need to pull in our belts more than a couple of notches. But what we forgot was the rest of the world. And the rest of the world ganged up on us! One in, all in. Permit the United States of America to grow and multiply while the other major powers brought in population reduction programs they had to bring in? No way! One-child families for every single country in the world for a minimum of four generations and then a two-child maximum in perpetuity, that was the agreement. Well, we stood out against it utterly alone. And when the chips were down, we discovered we didn’t have enough of anything to take on the rest of the world united against us. We couldn’t have fought a war that big even at our peak, and let’s face it, we were not at our peak. We had wasted so terribly much of what we once had to waste, most of all the spirit and the strength of our people. We’d fried our brains on dope and our hearts on loveless copulation and our souls on trash.

“When the borders of the Eurocommune met the borders of the Arabicommune—and try as we did, there was nothing we could do to prevent that—we had nowhere left to go except the treaty table at Delhi.”

His voice had dwindled to whispering sadness; the pyrotechnics were over. Or they would have been over had Mama been content to let them die; she, who knew with unerring exactitude where the goad pricked worst, wanted more fireworks.

“I will never believe we had to sign or perish!” she cried. “Old Gus Rome sold us out for a Nobel Peace Prize.”

“Mama, you are typical of your whole generation! Why will you not see that on your generation fell the blow to pride, the loss of face, the humiliation? It’s done! It’s done, done, done, done! But it’s my generation that has to pick up the pieces, get things going again, lie low and guard everything America was and will be again! You suffered the injury to pride. I have no pride! So do I care whether Gus Rome was right or wrong in committing us to the Delhi Treaty rather than to a war we couldn’t win? No! I don’t!”

His brain—it was going to burst, come spewing out of the sutures of his skull and the orifices of his head. . . . Slow down, slow down, Joshua Christian! He took his fiery face between his cold hands and held it, rocking it between them until the tiny cords under the skin of his temples dwindled away. And then he dropped his hands back to his sides and resumed his pacing, but more slowly now, his dark eyes flashing in the grottoes of their sockets.

Suddenly he stopped and turned to look at his family, still sitting rapt.

“Why do I keep thinking it has to be me?” he asked them.

No one replied, least of all he himself. This was a new question he had only begun to ask in recent weeks, and the other Christians were not yet sure what he meant by it. However, each night that went by saw him less concerned with the abstract, and more concentrated upon the personal.

“How can it be me?” he asked. “I am here in Holloman, and is Holloman the center of the human universe? No! It’s just one of a thousand old industrial assholes pathetically farting their way into a mass grave, waiting for the bulldozers of some future time to push them down and plant forests. They tell us we have a few centuries to go yet before foe glaciers bulldoze the trees down. Time enough for forests. But once—ah, once Holloman made shirts as well as scholars, it made typewriters and guns, scalpels and piano wire. It fueled learning, it clothed bodies, it propagated words, it mowed men down, it cut out cancers and it made music possible. Holloman was a distillation of where Man had arrived at the dawn of the third millennium. And that’s why maybe it’s fitting that a man from Holloman could be chosen.”

No one knew what to answer, but three of them tried.

“We’re with you, Josh,” said James softly.

“Every inch of the way,” said Andrew.

“And may God have mercy on us,” said Mary.

“Sometimes,” said Miriam slowly, teeth chattering as she divested herself of her layers of clothing and climbed into her Dr. Denton’s, “I think he cannot possibly be human.”

“Oh, Mirry, you’ve known him for so many years, and still you can say that?” asked James, already in the bed with his feet hogging the hot-water bottle. “Joshua is the most human person I’ve ever known.”

“In an inhuman way,” she insisted, then added quietly, “He’s getting worse. There’s been a change this winter. Now he’s coming straight out and asking how can it be him?”

“He’s not getting worse, he’s getting better,” James said drowsily. “Mama says he’s coming into his full strength.”

“I don’t know which one of them frightens me more, Joshua or Mama, so I’m going to echo Mary’s comment. May God have mercy on us, Jimmy-boy! Oh, oh, where are you? Put your arms right around me, I’m so cold!”

Martha the Mouse scurried into the kitchen, terrified that she might find Mama still reigning there; every night she waited patiently until she thought Mama must surely have laid down her scepter and gone regally upstairs, then she would make her foray kitchenward to prepare the hot chocolate Andrew liked to drink once he was tucked up in bed.

At first she thought the big black shadow on the white wall was Mama, and her heart galloped, took a flying jump and missed, pittered away faintly.

But the shadow was Mary’s, its author standing at the stove watching a saucepan of milk.

“No need to go, little one,” said Mary, tender-toned. “Keep me company and I’ll make your chocolate for you.”

“Oh, no! Don’t trouble—I’ll do it, honestly!”

“How can it be trouble when I’m making some for myself anyway? And why don’t you send Drew down for a change? Do him good to wait on you. You spoil him as much as Mama used to, Mouse.”

“No! No! It—he—I volunteered, honestly!”

“Oh, honey, why are you always so scared?” Mary smiled into the surging contents of the saucepan, added powdered chocolate, stirred well, turned the gas off, and demonstrated that she had anticipated Martha’s advent by pouring not one but three full mugs of hot drink. “You’re such a nice little thing,” she said, putting two of the mugs on a small tray. “Too nice for us. Far too nice for Drew. And our Joshua will end up making mincemeat out of you.”

The meek little face lit at mention of the magical name. “Oh, Mary, isn’t he wonderful?”

The moment the Mouse uttered her ecstatic superlative, all the animation died out of Mary. “Yes, indeed, he is certainly that,” she said tiredly.

Her reaction was not lost on Martha, whose face dimmed. “I’ve often wondered—” But she lost courage, couldn’t finish.

“Wondered what?”

“Don’t you like Joshua?”

And Mary went stiff, trembled. “I hate him!” she said.

Mama was excited. Somehow this winter Joshua had been different. More alive, more enthusiastic, more sure of himself, more—mystical? Maturity, ft had to be maturity. He was thirty-two now, just about the age when a man or woman tied and neatly spliced the final cords that bound together brain with hands as one integral unit. He was very like bis father, a late bloomer. Oh, Joe, why did you have to die? You were finally coming into your own, you were going to make it after all. And yet, isn’t it typical of you that you didn’t have the sense to find a Holiday Inn before death found you?

Only that wouldn’t happen to Joshua. For one thing, he was more than his father. He was her as well. In that lay his greatest advantage. And she was still young enough to be of help to him. Years and years of work left in these arms yet. A ton of spirit left, too.

Every night she dealt as efficiently with her bed as she did with the house. First the hot-water bottle, filled to the last gasp of steam with boiling water, the hell with what they said about leaky caps; she screwed hers down and then tightened it by sticking a spoon handle through the loop in its top and levering it an extra half-turn. Next she wrapped it in a thick towel, two layers of terry between the scalding rubber and her skin, and fixed the fabric securely around it with diaper pins. And after that she put the bottle right near the top of the bed, just where her shoulders would rest, placed her pillow over it, and pulled the covers over the pillow. Five minutes by the clock, and down would go the bottle by its own width but leaving the pillow behind, down would go the bottle five minutes at a time all the way from where her shoulders would rest to where her feet came. At which moment in time she took off cardigan, sweater, skirt, petticoat (she detested trousers and only wore them outdoors), undervest, long woolly drawers, thick pantyhose and bra, sliding like an eel—nothing middle-aged about the movement, either—into the fleecy nightgown she wore in defiance of the cold. She would not wear Dr. Denton’s. Dreadful tilings they were, like long johns with feet; though she would not admit it even to herself, she was beginning to suffer from urgency of micturition in the very cold weather, and not for anything would she have permitted herself to soil a garment while fumbling with its trapdoor.

The last task was to lever the top bedclothes back just far enough to insert herself beneath them and simultaneously to turn upward the wanned underside of her pillow. Then into the bed like a flash, and warm warm warm warm warm. The greatest luxury of the day, contact of herself with an acutal radiator of tangible heat. She would lie, mindless in bliss, and let the warmth soak through her skin and flesh into her bones, as ecstatic as a child with its first ice cream. And then, with her warmed feet encased in knitted bootees, she would ease the hot-water bottle slowly up the bed until she could reach to drag it, beautiful warm radiant thing, up across her chest, where it remained cradled within her arms for the rest of the night. In the morning she used it, still faintly tepid, to wash her hands and face.

Yes. He was growing into his strength at last. He was a great man, this senior son. From the moment she had known he was conceived she had also known that no matter how many other children came out of her body, he was the one. And so she had geared her whole life, and the lives of her other children, to a single purpose—assisting her firstborn to fulfill his destiny.

After Joe died it had been hideously hard—oh, not so much from the money point of view, because Joe’s people had money and she came into his share of it, but from the fact that she was not by nature cut out to be father as well as mother. Still, it had been done, the paternal aspect of her troubles largely solved when she thrust the role of father onto Joshua almost immediately. And undoubtedly that had helped Joshua develop by obliging him from early childhood to assume the role of man rather than boy. Not ever one to shirk responsibility, her firstborn. Not one to complain, either.

And in the big front room of the second floor (he shared this floor with his mother and sister, leaving the top floor to be divided between his married brothers), Dr. Joshua Christian prepared for bed. His mother always put a hot-water bottle in the middle of it, but the moment he climbed in he always shoved it down indifferently to his feet and lay without feeling the cold, even on the thirty-below nights when on waking he found his hair frozen to the fabric of his pillow. He did wear his Dr. Denton’s, and a pair of hand-knitted socks, but no nightcap ever invented remained on his head, and his sleep pattern was so restless his mother had been obliged to deal with his down bedclothes by sewing them up into a kind of sleeping bag, much narrower and more confining than the German down cocoons the rest of the family—and the rest of America—used.

Someone had to tell them, all those bewildered people wandering out there afraid and crying in this craven new world. If you cannot grow babies, grow potted plants in the winter and vegetables in the summer, find work for your hands and plenty of challenge for your brains. And if the God of your church no longer seems to bear any relationship to your plight and your way of seeing the universe, have the courage to strike out to find your own God. Don’t waste your years in grief! Don’t curse a central government that has no choice, only remember that the choice was forced upon it. Only remember that you can keep yourself and America alive if you give the children of the future an ethic and a dream tailored to suit them. Don’t wish for what might have been, for what your mother and grandmother had in plenty and your great-grandmother in excess. One is infinitely better and greater than none! One is a hundred percent more than zero. One is beauty. One is love. One perfect one is worth a hundred genetically warped ones. One is one is one is one is one is . . .




II



There had been a faint powdering of snow, but nothing slippery enough to slow the buses down, and the temperature hovered just sufficiently above freezing to take the fear out of walking.

Dr. Judith Carriol sat about halfway down the cold and stuffy bus, her furs wrapped about her tightly. Inside them she was too warm, but they were a barricade against the man pressing himself hard along her thigh. Her stop was approaching; she reached a gloved hand up to pull the bell cord, then rose to give the man battle in earnest. Sure enough, he was not about to let her climb across him unmolested, his hand was groping under her sable hem while his eyes stared straight and innocent ahead. The bus was slowing down. Her foot encountered his, and she brought the full force of her thin high heel down on the base of his toes. He had guts, give him that. He didn’t scream, only jerked his foot away and withdrew himself from all contact with her. From the aisle she turned to quiz him derisively with brows and eyes, then sidled between the seats to the front of the bus as it came to a final squealing halt.

Oh, for a car! Insulation against the likes of the smarting predator back there in the bus alone. When a man boarded a bus empty save for one woman, and sat himself down next to that woman, she knew exactly what she was in for; an uncomfortable  ride, to say the least. And it was no use appealing to the driver for help, he never wanted to know.

Half expecting the man to make a last-minute leap off the bus, she stood militantly on the sidewalk at the stop without moving until the lumbering vehicle pulled away, unpleating its accordion middle with a groan. His eyes were glaring at her through the grubby window; she raised her hand to him in a mocking salute. Safe.

The Department of the Environment sprawled across the entire acreage of its very big block. Dr. Carriol’s bus dropped her on North Capitol Street near H Street, but the entrance she used was on K Street, which meant she had to walk right up North Capitol Street, past the main entrance, and turn the far corner into K Street.

A small crowd had gathered about the main entrance and was too involved with whatever lay at its middle to spare her a glance as she strode by, tall and fashionable and elegant though she was. Her sideways glance was cursory, her mind scarcely recording the fact that Security was dealing with another suicide. The grandstand brigade all came to Environment’s environment to state their cases in the most forceful way they knew how, convinced within the darkness of the tiny corners into which they had boxed themselves that it was all Environment’s fault, and therefore Environment ought to see with its own eyes to what agonized abyss they had come. Dr. Carriol felt no urge to check whether this one was throat or wrists, poison or drugs, bullet or something more novel. It was her job—given to her by the President himself—to remove the reason why people needed to come to this squat vast white marble building in order to put paid to existence.

Instead of a uniformed battery of attendants manning a battery of telephones, her entrance door had a combination lock triggered by voice, and the phrase varied day by day to a code gleefully chosen by that arch joker in high places, Harold Magnus himself. Secretary for the Environment. Surely, she thought sourty, the man could find better things to do. But then she was prejudiced against him. Like all permanent career public servants with real seniority, she dismissed the titular head of her department as an incubus around the Departmental neck. A political appointee, he came with a new President, was never a career public servant himself, and went through a predictable sequence from new broom to worn-down stubble—if he lasted in the job. Well, Harold Magnus had lasted, and lasted for the usual reason; he possessed the good sense to let his career people get on with their jobs, and on the whole was secure enough within himself not to be causelessly obstructive.

“Down to a sunless sea,” she said into the speaker buried in the outside wall.

The door clicked and swung open. Crap. Useless shit. No one in the world could have duplicated her voice well enough to fool the electronics analyzing it, so why have a changing password? She disliked the sensation it gave her of being a powerless puppet hopping up and down at Harold Magnus’s slightest whim; but that of course was why he insisted upon doing it.

The Department of the Environment was an amalgamation of several smaller agencies like Energy that dated back to the preceding century’s second half. It was the brainchild of that most remarkable of all chief executives, Augustus Rome, who had dealt with the people and both Houses so deftly they had empowered him to serve four consecutive terms as President of the United States of America. Thus he had guided the country through its most troublous of all times, between Britain’s entering the Eurocommune, the series of bloodless popularly acclaimed leftist coups which brought the entire Arab world under the Communist umbrella, the signing of the Delhi Treaty, and the massive internal adjustments which came out of that action. There were those who said he had sold them out, there were those who said only his ability to give ground had preserved and cemented the United States of America’s sphere of influence in the much-closer-to-home western hemisphere; certainly the entire western hemisphere from pole clear to pole had swung markedly toward the U.S.A. in the last twenty years, though cynics said that was simply because there was no alternative.

The present Department of the Environment had been built in 2012, replacing the scattered suites of offices it used to occupy all over town; it was the physically biggest of all the federal departments, and it alone among them was housed in a comfortable state of energy conservation. The waste warmth from its computer-filled basement fueled an air-conditioning unit that was the envy of State, Justice, Defense and the rest, trying to achieve the same end result in structures never designed for the purpose. Environment was white, to obtain maximum illumination from its lighting; low-ceilinged, to save on space and heat; acoustically perfect, to reduce noise neurosis; and utterly soulless, to reassure its inhabitants that it was after all an institution.

Section Four occupied the whole top floor along K Street, and incorporated the offices of the Secretary himself. To reach it Dr. Carriol walked easily up seven flights of chill stairs, down many corridors, and through yet another voice-triggered door.

“Down to a sunless sea.”

And open sesame. As usual Section Four was in full swing when she arrived; Dr. Carriol preferred to work at night, so she rarely appeared before lunch. Those she encountered were respectful but not familiar in their greetings. As was meet. She was not only extremely senior in Environment, she was also the head of Section Four, and Section Four was the Environment think tank. Therefore Dr. Judith Carriol was an enormously powerful woman.

Her private secretary was a man who had to endure the most
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