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      CHAPTER ONE


      The apartment was deserted. Josh somehow knew it, the moment that he opened the door. The place also, in a way that he could not describe, felt strangely empty.


      “Mom?”


      He did not really expect a reply. His mother was hardly ever home in the afternoon. So why did this feel different from any other day?


      He walked into the living room, and knew why. The rented couch was gone. So were the sideboard, and the computer and entertainment centers. The place was practically empty of furniture.


      He found the note on a solitary end table, in the tiny kitchen-dinette that formed one corner of the living room.

    

  


  
    
      
        My dearest Josh,

      

    


    
      
        This is the hardest letter I have ever had to write. By the time that you read it, I will be gone.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        I have known for a long time that this was no way to raise a child, dragging you from one city to another wherever my job took me. There was always the dream, you see, that the next part would be the big breakthrough. After that, you and I would have the absolute best of everything.

      

    


    
      
        Well, it is going to happen—someday. You know me, and I’ll never stop trying. But that’s not good enough for you. You need to put down some roots.

      

    


    
      
        In the envelope you will find an air ticket to Portland and plenty of money to take you the rest of the way to Burnt Willow Farm. Uncle Ryan and Aunt Maria can provide what I cannot, a solid, safe upbringing and schooling. Maybe you wish that your mother had been the steady one, with her life under total control. Sometimes I wish it, too. But Maria told me, whenever we used to call each other, that she wished she were like me and had a son of her own.

      

    


    
      
        It’s been a long time since you last met them—nearly eight years, I guess, when I had that summer rep job in Seattle—and Maria and I have been badly out of touch for a while. But I know that you two will get on just fine. And Uncle Ryan, too. And you and Dawn will be really good company for each other.

      

    


    
      
        Don’t worry about the things that are left in the apartment. Just take whatever you want. Someone will come in and handle the rest after you have gone.

      

    


    
      
        Love, Mother

      

    


    
      
        P.S. It’s not forever, Josh, and I don’t even think it will be for very long. I’m overdue for a change in luck. And my name in lights!

      

    


    
      
        All my love, Mother

      

    

  


  
    
      Josh felt that first pang of misery again, as the bus jolted and rumbled its way west. He had the letter sitting on his knee, but he didn’t need to look at it. In the past four days he had read it a hundred times. He knew it by heart.


      “Just take whatever you want …” That was so typical of his mother. It made him want to laugh and cry at the same time. The apartment had been pretty much cleaned out of everything except his clothes and the kitchen table: No wonder it had seemed echoing and empty. “… an air ticket to Portland …” Sure. The ticket had been in the envelope, exactly as promised. But when he had taken it to the airport, he found that it was no good. It was for an excursion tour that had happened over a year before.


      As for “plenty of money to take you the rest of the way to Burnt Willow Farm,” that might be true enough—if you first flew to Portland, and had to go only a couple of hundred kilometers east across Oregon. Starting from New York City and heading west was another matter. There had been enough money for the trip—just. You could do it, provided that you slept on buses the entire way, washed and changed clothes at rest stops, and ate the smallest and cheapest meals you could find.


      Josh leaned his head on the seat back. In four days and nights he had learned a lot about sleeping sitting upright. He couldn’t wait to drop into a proper bed at Burnt Willow Farm.


      Another hour or two, and he would be there. He wondered if this whole trip was worthwhile. But what were the alternatives? Come out here, or take your chances on streets already crowded with school dropouts and snapheads—he had seen that at first hand, wandering the city rather than sit alone in the apartment waiting for his mother to come home. He didn’t want any part of it. But even that was better than handing yourself over to the crooks and bumbling clowns in the city welfare agency. You’d be better off dead.


      He had only the vaguest memories of the place he was going. An old wooden house, smelling of cooking fruit and furniture polish, complicated enough with its two staircases and double loft for a six-year-old to become lost inside. It was different in every way from the cramped apartments that he had lived in. Outside he remembered a big flat yard of hard mud, with animals and farm equipment everywhere, and beyond it the open fields.


      His memories of the people were not much better. Aunt Maria was sharp enough in his mind, a little like his mother in looks, but red-faced and fat and cheerful, and always trying to feed him. He had liked her, although she had sometimes embarrassed him by picking him off his feet and swinging him around in a big hug.


      None of Mother’s friends would dream of doing that. They knew he didn’t like to be touched, not by anyone. They were always hugging and kissing each other, but those embraces never seemed genuine. He had seen a few men kissing his mother, too, but that was in private and they did it quite differently.


      He remembered Uncle Ryan as a tall, easygoing man, who said little to Josh when the others were around and a lot when they were not. At the end of the first week he took Josh off after dinner to the brightly lit basement, where the works of an old grandfather clock lay strewn on a wooden table. Josh was given the job of cleaning the gears. He did it out of sheer boredom, slowly and methodically and meticulously, making sure that every cog was free of oil and any speck of grime.


      “Good job, Joshua Kerrigan,” Uncle Ryan said, when Josh laid the last of the gears carefully down on a sheet of wax paper. “I’m surprised. I couldn’t have done that better myself. Now where did she ever get one like you?”


      It wasn’t a question that Josh knew how to answer, though he knew that “she” must be Mother. Apparently no response was required, because Uncle Ryan went on at once, “Come on. You can leave those where they sit for the moment. I’m going to pull the old tractor motor and do a rebore. I think you’ll enjoy watching—and maybe helping.”


      Josh had decided in those first few days that Uncle Ryan knew and could do everything. He had trusted him totally. Now he realized that had just been the way of a six-year-old, before he learned that people did things for their own selfish reasons. Nowadays he didn’t trust anyone as much as he had trusted Uncle Ryan.


      Then there was Dawn. She was Uncle Ryan and Aunt Maria’s only child, and here Josh’s memories were most confusing of all. She had been as tall as he was, and he guessed that she was the same age. But he couldn’t, to save his life, remember any conversation between them. What he did recall, very clearly, was Dawn following him around everywhere that he went. She didn’t actually look at him, she looked through him, with round, unwinking brown eyes that made him think of the cows in the neatly fenced fields around the farm.


      Would she still be living there? Let’s hope that if she did, she wouldn’t still trail along behind him.


      Josh opened his eyes and stared out of the bus window. Fenced fields. That was why his old memories of Burnt Willow seemed so artificial. He was only an hour or so away from the farm, but the countryside through which he was traveling was all wrong. If there were fields, they had to be enormous ones. He could see across rolling hills to the far horizon, and there was not one fence or field boundary in sight. It was one gigantic spread of green, with a continuous silver network of irrigation pipes above it and machines dotted here and there below them, apparently at random. Those machines were on the same giant scale, nothing like the little multipurpose tractors used on Burnt Willow Farm.


      The bus had no driver. It took its overall control from a satellite navigation receiver located on the roof, while an onboard radar told the computer where other cars and trucks were and how fast they were going. But Josh Felt that he had to ask somebody what was going on.


      He stood up, on legs stiff with lack of use, and walked back a few seats to where another passenger was drowsing, eyes closed and mouth open, in the morning sunshine.


      “Excuse me.”


      Josh was half expecting a scowl or a curse, as you’d get from a stranger in the city, but the man just squinted up at him.


      “Eh?”


      “I’m wondering if I’m going the right way. I’m trying to get to Burnt Willow Farm. It’s supposed to be between Payette and Baker.”


      “Mm. Never heard of it. Did you enter the farm as your destination in Boise?”


      “Sure.”


      “And the system accepted it?”


      “It seemed to.”


      “Then you’re in good shape. You’ll be dropped off at the nearest point on the route, guaranteed within five kilometers. To the door, if you paid extra.”


      “I couldn’t afford to.”


      “Me neither.” The man shrugged. “No matter. Nice day for a walk, ’less you’ve got a ton of luggage.”


      He closed his eyes again to show that the conversation was over. Josh went back to his seat.


      A ton of luggage.


      If he had learned one thing in his fourteen years with his mother, it was to travel light. She hauled twelve trunks of clothing around with her, costumes to audition for any part in any play—and what an endless nuisance that had been. Josh had resentfully carried them up and down a hundred flights of stairs. Sometimes it seemed that costumes were the only thing they had in their apartment, every closet stuffed with them, no space for food or furniture or toys.


      He had brought with him from New York two small cases, and that was all. All he needed. All anyone needed.


      The sadness and pain came again. Mother said that she loved him, said she always did what was best for him. But why hadn’t she asked him what he wanted? Why didn’t she let him have a say in what happened to them? He was pretty much of an adult. He didn’t mind traveling, didn’t mind living in crummy places. He could have traveled with her forever.


      He knew the answer. She even said it now and again, when she was in one of her moods. “You’re a big load on me, you know. When I ought to be thinking about my career I’m worrying about you—your education, your friends, your clothing, your meals …”


      Josh laid his head again on the seat back. Maybe it would work out better this way, getting away. It sure couldn’t be much worse. And it would let her concentrate on the acting break that she had talked about for as long as he could remember.


      “It’s not just talent, Josh, or good looks.” She would run her hand through her great lush waves of blond hair, and cock her head to show off to him what she always said was her best angle. “I have those. But you need luck, too. Up to now I’ve not had luck.”


      She was right about that. Maybe his move to Burnt Willow Farm would bring her luck. It might even bring some for him. He felt his wallet, now close to empty. He could sure use a little luck—or if not that, a little money.


      * * *


      The farm had changed.


      Josh had been dropped off the bus on a final rise, where the road turned to follow the dried-out watercourse that had been Burnt Willow Creek.


      From high above it, the farm stood out against the rest of the landscape as a square-mile patch of drab brown in a sea of greenery. He didn’t need to see the fences to know where the lands of Burnt Willow Farm ended. Outside, the silver pipes of an irrigation network provided a fine spray of water that left everything green and vigorous. Within the farm’s boundaries, the crops grew less densely. Some patches of land in the middle of fields actually stood bare, devoid even of weeds. Josh imagined the farmlands as an old fortress, one that had withstood a long siege but was now barely surviving.


      At least the farmhouse and the outbuildings seemed the same. He hadn’t remembered the layout, but when he saw it again everything came back to him. The main house was three-storied, painted a uniform white but with the lumpy, asymmetrical shape of a building that has been added to for generation after generation. The farmyard in front of the house was a hollow square of hard-baked earth. On its left stood a barn with brown walls and red-painted curved roof. On the right was the machine shed, where Uncle Ryan housed the tractors, plows, harrows, seeders, threshers, and combine harvesters. Closest to Josh was the dilapidated old barn, a crumbling ruin where chickens had wandered freely. The pump, once worked by hand but on his last visit to Burnt Willow run by electricity, was in the middle of the farmyard. The dry earth and empty troughs around it suggested that it had not been used for a long time.


      Josh continued down the path, noting that it had a well-used look. Someone was making frequent trips up to the brow of the hill. But apparently they did not go beyond, to the road traveled by the bus. The track became almost invisible past the hilltop. It was as though someone climbed all the way up from Burnt Willow Farm, then went right back down again without doing anything.


      Close up, he could see other differences. In his mind, the big farmyard was packed with animals, cows and pigs and chickens and dogs and cats, in one glorious mix-up. All he saw now was one brown-and-black cocker spaniel, wagging its tail at his approach but too lazy or overweight to stand up and come to greet him.


      He remembered that dog! In the old days it had been all over the farmhouse, on beds and sofas and under tables. It had been thin and energetic. Now it looked too fat to walk.


      The whole farm seemed very quiet. As Josh approached the main building, he suddenly felt nervous. Eight years was a long time. He wasn’t sure what to expect.


      Worse yet, what would they be expecting? What did Uncle Ryan and Aunt Maria and Dawn remember of him? What had Mother told them, when they all discussed the idea of him coming out here to live? He had better be on his best behavior, at least until he learned what he could get away with.


      He stood before the main door of the farmhouse and hesitated. There was no electronic monitor and entry system, as you would find in every apartment building that he remembered. There was not even a bell or a knocker.


      Finally he raised his right fist and rapped on the wooden door panel, hesitantly at first and then harder.


      The door swung open at once, as though someone had been watching his approach from behind the thick net curtains at the front window.


      A girl was standing there. He knew her at once. She had grown taller and her knee-length sleeveless dress showed she was getting an adult figure, but her features hadn’t changed a bit. Even if they had, he would never forget those round, brown eyes.


      “Hello, Dawn. I’m Josh.” And, when she stared through him without speaking, “You know. Joshua Kerrigan.”


      The brown eyes did not blink. She looked him up and down, from the top of his head—they were almost the same height—to his dusty shoes. Then she did the same thing all over again. He could not say that she looked at him. It was as though he was quite transparent, and she could see right through him.


      Finally she turned around, still without saying a word, and went off through the left-hand door that he remembered as leading through from the hall to the dining room, with its black Franklin stove.


      He did not know what to do next. Should he follow her? Stand here and wait? Or should he head through the far door, which led to the kitchen where Aunt Maria was to be found for much of every day?


      He did not have to make a decision. Another woman appeared from the door that Dawn had entered. She was not Aunt Maria. She was, so far as Josh could tell, a total stranger, with pale, severe features and a glory of golden-yellow hair that put even Mother’s shining locks to shame.


      She came to stand in front of Josh and placed her hands on her slim hips. Her lips, bright with fresh lipstick, pursed. Like Dawn, she gave him a detailed head-to-toe inspection, though in her case she was very much looking at him.


      “Well,” she said at last. She was frowning. “I didn’t believe Ryan, but he was right. She’s dumped you on us. I suppose you’d better come on in.”


      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      Like the outside of Burnt Willow Farm, the inside seemed to Josh’s eye both changed and unchanged. The sitting room that the woman led him to was the old familiar shape, but it had somehow become smaller. The furniture and drapes were surely new. He never noticed colors much, but it seemed to him that the room was both lighter and brighter.


      “Sit down there.” Acting like she owned the place, the golden-haired woman pointed to an uncomfortable-looking chair with a cane seat and straight cane back. “I’ll go and get Ryan.”


      She was heading out, but Josh couldn’t wait any longer. He blurted out, “Where’s Aunt Maria?”


      For the first time, the woman’s frowning expression was replaced by something like surprise. “You don’t know?” she said. “I guess Lucy Kerrigan didn’t bother to tell you much, any more than she told us. Or maybe she didn’t know herself. Ryan hadn’t heard a word from her until a week ago. She certainly wasn’t one to call or write, judging from the past year and a half. Her sister—your aunt—died near that long back. You didn’t know?” She had picked up on Josh’s look of sudden astonishment. “Maria is dead. I’m your Aunt Stacy, Uncle Ryan’s wife. We were married two months ago. I’m still trying to get this place in shape. Believe me, it isn’t easy.”


      As she went out toward the back of the farmhouse, Dawn peered in from the other door. She nodded her head and said, “Josh—u—a.”


      “I’m really sorry,” he blurted out. “I mean, about your mother—I didn’t know. I’m sure Mother didn’t know about Aunt Maria, either, or she would have told me.”


      Dawn came forward and perched on the chair opposite Josh. It had a transparent plastic cover that squeaked as she leaned back on it. He noticed for the first time that Dawn was barefoot. She looked through him again as though he was not there. He waited, but after that single statement of his name, she said nothing.


      “If Mother had known, I don’t think she’d have sent me here to Burnt Willow Farm.” With Dawn silent, Josh felt forced to fill the gap. “It may have been hard for Uncle Ryan and—and—” He could not think of what to call the woman he had just met. Not Aunt Stacy, not yet, even if she was Uncle Ryan’s wife. What did Dawn call her? Mother? Dawn was just sitting there, wiggling her bare toes. “It must have been hard for you to reach us,” he went on. “You see, with Mother having the job she did, we were on the move a lot. We were all over the place, from New York to Atlanta to Boston. Sometimes we’d have to leave a place in a real hurry, and Mother wouldn’t leave a forwarding address.”


      “Ryan will be here in a minute.” Stacy had come back in while Josh was floundering along with his explanations. “He was out back and he has to wash up. You’re wasting your time with her, you know. Dawn doesn’t understand more than two words in a row. I thought you’d been to the farm and you’d met her before.”


      Wondering if he had missed something, Josh glanced from Aunt Stacy to Dawn. His cousin was not looking at her stepmother. Her eyes remained fixed on something far away, with an intense, unwinking stare that he remembered from when he was six years old. She was smiling.


      “I was here eight years ago,” he said at last.


      “Then you must know that she doesn’t talk, not that anybody can understand.” Aunt Stacy spoke as though the girl were not in the room with them. “Dawn is retarded. Badly retarded. She’s fourteen, but witless. Quite hopeless around the house, too, though Lord knows I’ve tried. There’s no more sense to her than to a fence post.”


      Josh, looking again at his cousin, was not so sure. She had stopped smiling. There was a strange expression of misery in those distant brown eyes. And then, before he could say or do anything, she had moved off her chair and was on her knees in front of him. She lifted his left foot and gently removed his shoe.


      “Well, there’s a first!” Aunt Stacy said. “Maybe with you here she’ll learn a bit of sense. She has it right, nobody wears outside shoes in my house. It’s slippers, or clean bare feet. I won’t have people traipsing dirt in all over my polished floors. ’Specially her, always round the animals. It took forever to drum that into her thick head, but it looks like she’s finally learned.”


      Dawn had taken off Josh’s other shoe. She gazed up for a moment, then suddenly she was on her feet and turning toward the back door in a single fluid movement. Someone was coming into the room.


      Josh knew that it must be Uncle Ryan, but he could hardly believe what he saw. If Dawn hadn’t changed at all, Uncle Ryan had changed enormously. Josh remembered a big-framed, pudgily fat man, tall enough that he had to stoop when he came into a room. He had always been casually dressed, jeans and tartan shirt or leather jacket, and he had clumped around in huge black studded boots that told you by their sound exactly where he was in the house at any time.


      Now the stoop seemed permanent. Uncle Ryan had lost sixty or seventy pounds, which made his face careworn and a lot older. The clothes were more formal, a well-fitting dark blue shirt with black string tie and dark-gray pants of pleated corduroy. No boots. He was in his stockinged feet, padding softly—it seemed to Josh, apologetically—over the polished hardwood floor.


      “Now, here’s the man,” he said. “Hello, Joshua my boy, how are you?” But instead of approaching where Josh was sitting, he went across to Aunt Stacy and leaned over to give her a hug. “Now,” he continued to Josh, “isn’t she just the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen in your whole life?”


      The sincerity in his voice was obvious. Josh thought that her nose was big and she was too thin, but he wasn’t about to say that. He was relieved when Dawn went over to her father’s side. Ryan put his other arm around her. “You’ve grown a lot, Josh,” he said. “It’s nice to see you again.”


      “Didn’t Mother call you, and talk about my coming here?” Josh had to ask it. He felt totally unwelcome. The problem wasn’t Uncle Ryan or the silent Dawn, it was Aunt Stacy, staring at him with a cool and evaluating eye. He might not have recognized the look, except that he had seen Mother rehearsing for a thousand parts and portraying a hundred different emotions. She would say, “Here we are: Betrayed! By the very man who promised me everything!” And she would put on a certain forlorn expression and stance. Or it was, “Guilty secret,” and she showed by the downcast gaze and the swiveling of one foot on the floor that she had something to hide.


      The look on Aunt Stacy’s face was in Lucy Kerrigan’s lexicon on expressions. It said, “I don’t like this, but maybe if I play my cards right it can become an opportunity.”


      An opportunity for what?


      Well, Josh could play that game, too. He would lie low, be nice to everyone, and wait and see.


      His aunt was standing up and brushing off Uncle Ryan’s embrace. “Another mouth to feed, so I’d best get to it,” she said tartly. “It’s not going to be easy, Ryan, I’ll tell you that. I’ll leave you to explain why.”


      She nodded to Josh as she headed for the kitchen. Dawn was ignored.


      “Isn’t she the most beautiful thing you ever saw in your whole life?” Uncle Ryan said again. He was not talking about the daughter at his side. He stared raptly after Stacy until she was out of sight.


      “I’ve never seen anyone with hair like that,” Josh said. “It’s like gold.” That at least was true enough. He cleared his throat. “Uncle Ryan, didn’t my mother call and discuss my coming here to stay with you?”


      “In a manner of speaking.” Ryan’s eyes strayed now and again after the vanished Stacy, but he actually seemed a little more relaxed when she was gone. “Lucy sent an electronic message to the farm’s facsimile and recording center. She just said you would be arriving sometime in the next week or two.”


      “You didn’t talk to each other about it—to plan for my being here?”


      “We couldn’t. There was no return address. No way to know how to reach you.” Uncle Ryan smiled, ruefully, trying to set up a bond between the two of them. “Just like your mom, eh?”


      It was, all too like her. Fly by night, and vanish, as they had vanished from the people they owed money to; and now she had flown from him. Suddenly Josh had a new worry. He remembered Burnt Willow Farm as a place of infinite food, food that appeared at every hour of the day or night whether you wanted it or not, more than you could ever eat—soups and roasts and stews, pies and puddings and sorbets, fruitcake and brandied plums, cheese and biscuits and candied fruit. Aunt Maria said a body could never have too much food, provided it was nourishing and well cooked.


      “What did Aunt Stacy”—he forced himself to say the hard word—“mean, that it won’t be easy to feed another person? Am I going to be a problem for you?”


      “No, no, no.” But Uncle Ryan’s tone said, yes, yes, yes. “Look, dinner won’t be ready for another hour. Let’s me and you go on up the hill. And you’ll see for yourself.” And, as an afterthought, “Don’t put your shoes on ’til we’re at the door.”


      When they came to the farmhouse entrance Josh had new proof that Dawn understood more than Aunt Stacy gave her credit for. His cousin was putting on her own shoes, before he and Uncle Ryan started to put on theirs.


      “Will Dawn come with us?”


      “Sure she will.” Uncle Ryan sounded uncomfortable as he fastened his boots, still liberally coated with yellow powdery dust from the farm’s dry soil. “Better if we all go. Stacy doesn’t like Dawn around the kitchen. She says she spooks her and gets in the way.”


      He led them up the hill, along the same path that Josh had followed to reach the farm. Dawn stayed at Joshua’s side, always looking at and through him but hardly saying a word. It made him feel really uncomfortable. Whenever he glanced across at her, she smiled and said, “Joshua.”


      “She remembers you,” Uncle Ryan said. “And it’s been eight years. I’ve tried to explain to Stacy, there’s some things that Dawn remembers perfectly. Don’t you, love? For some things she’s a perfect walking recorder, better at exact remembering than anyone. But for most things …” He shrugged. “I don’t know. Autistic, that’s what the doctors say.”


      “Artistic?”


      “No. Autistic. Dawn is autistic. It’s not the same as being retarded. I don’t think people know quite what it is. Seems like it’s one of them words they use for something they don’t really understand. They say they understand, but they can’t do anything about it. Maybe that will change. You know how scientists are. They tell you something is impossible, like space travel. Then they discover the node network, and suddenly it’s not impossible at all. I just wish they’d do something like that here on Earth. I wish they’d find a way to help Dawn.” Uncle Ryan peered up at the cloudless sky. “At the very least, I wish they’d find a way to make it rain where it’s needed.”


      On his earlier walk downhill, Josh had been too interested in the farmhouse and farmyard below to take much notice of the land on either side of the path. Now, walking back the same way, the parched, water-starved quality of the slope jumped out at him more strongly. The wheat was stunted, no more than half a meter tall, with yellow-brown and brittle stems. The leaves of the root crops were wan and wilted, all the way up the hill. Only off to the right and left, in the irrigated fields beyond Burnt Willow Farm, could he see healthy green plants. They extended as far as the horizon.


      “Why don’t you irrigate your fields, the way that the others do?” he said, as they came to the brow of the hill.


      “The wells ran dry.” Uncle Ryan halted, breathing heavily. “You say, ‘others,’ but there are no ‘others.’ There’s just one other, singular. Every independent farm in this area, except for Burnt Willow, went out of business. What you see is all Foodlines. One big conglomerate farm all the way from here to the Pacific. Foodlines owns everything—including the rights to tap into the aquifers around Burnt Willow.”


      “But weren’t you here before them?” Josh remembered his mother saying that Uncle Ryan’s family had farmed in eastern Oregon “forever.”


      “We were here first, true enough. But that turns out to mean nothing. What matters is who you know, and the arrangements you’ve made in the state capitol. It’s all politics, every bit of it.” Uncle Ryan pointed to the west. “Take a big enough wad of cash with you to Salem, and water rights are for sale along with everything else. I learned that, but I learned it too late. The past couple of years, with Maria sick and all, I guess I wasn’t watching things close enough. By the time I woke up, the water supply was all locked up. Did you notice, coming in, that Burnt Willow Creek is dry? That never happened when I was young. I’ve done what I can, with drought-resistant and salt-tolerant plants. They help some. But when all’s said and done, you still need water.”


      “What about rain?” Josh remembered many rainy days, too many, when he had been confined to the farmhouse and chafed to get out into the yard. “If you have rain, you don’t need irrigation.”


      “Quite right.” Uncle Ryan pointed to the well-worn track that they had come up. “See that? Dawn and I made it, walking up and down. I’ve stood here ’bout every day this whole season, looking north for rain clouds.”


      Josh’s formal education had been spotty and random, with all the jumping around from town to town wherever Mother’s jobs took them. But he had always had a terminal, and he had learned early to tap the public databases. Eight years had produced a big change in him and in Uncle Ryan, but he knew that it wasn’t nearly long enough to make the climate change around Burnt Willow Farm.


      “True enough,” Uncle Ryan said when Josh made that point. “But Dawn and I haven’t seen a rain cloud in two months. See, the moisture is carried this way mostly from the north. Foodlines finagled the rights to seed the southbound clouds north of here, and make the rain fall twenty or thirty miles away. By the time the air reaches us it’s pretty well dried out. All we need is one good soaking from a southerly wind and we’d be fine. But we haven’t managed that.”


      While they were talking Dawn had taken off her shoes. She was carrying them under her arm, wandering barefoot along the brow of the hill toward a patch of wild filbert bushes that seemed to thrive on the dry yellow clay. An hour ago, Josh would have sworn that he didn’t know those bushes existed. Seeing them now, he realized that they had gathered nuts in that very place on his previous visit to Burnt Willow Farm.


      The bushes looked the same, but most other things had changed. The long ridge of the hill was quite bare of even the drought-ridden crops. With no one else around, Josh had a chance to say what had been on his mind since they left the farmhouse. He turned to face Uncle Ryan. “If I’d known things were so bad for you here, with Dawn and the farm and everything, I never would have come. I can leave tomorrow. I can go back east, and find Mother.”


      He was testing his uncle’s feelings rather than looking for agreement, but it was a risky suggestion.


      “Do you have money?” Uncle Ryan said. “Do you have any idea where Lucy might have gone?”


      “We-ell—”


      “I thought not. Don’t worry about it. We’ll manage somehow.” Uncle Ryan nodded along the ridge, to where Dawn was deep in the thicket. “You were too young to notice when you were here. But didn’t your mother ever mention Dawn’s problems?”


      “Not one word. Did she know?”


      “Maria told her everything, when the two of you were out here eight years ago, and then later. I can’t think why your mother didn’t say anything to you. Maybe she was just hoping for the best. Dawn was better for a few years, like when you were here last time. I thought for a while that she was making real headway. But then Maria got sick, and died, and I wasn’t much help with anything. I guess I was too messed up myself. It was a godsend that Stacy came along when she did. Without her, I’d have gone downhill all the way.” Uncle Ryan’s face brightened. “Isn’t she the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?”


      Josh couldn’t tell the truth: that he’d give Stacy up anytime for Aunt Maria, fat and cheerful and comforting. He nodded, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak.


      Uncle Ryan said, “I’d better be getting back down. Stacy likes me to set the table for her. You stay here with Dawn, bring her back with you. No rush.” He started down the hill, then turned and added, “Make sure you’re home within half an hour, though. Stacy’s a great cook, but she gets real riled up when the food is ready and people aren’t.”


      Dawn was still crouched in the middle of the bushes. Josh went along the ridge toward her, wondering what she could be doing. The last time he had been to Burnt Willow Farm it had been fall. It was months too early now for ripe nuts.


      As he came closer, he saw that Dawn was not alone. A little wild rabbit sat crouched in front of her. She was gently stroking its gray back with her left hand. At Josh’s approach it darted off into the grass and straggly weeds at the base of the bushes.


      Dawn stood up. Her knees were marked yellow by the dust. She took his hand, turned it palm up, and poured into it what she was holding in her right hand.


      Josh looked at his open palm. The nuts were tiny, green, and immature.


      “You can’t eat these, Dawn. They’re not ready.”


      She showed no emotion, no sign that she understood what he was saying.


      Retarded. Aunt Stacy was right, and Uncle Ryan was kidding himself with his science talk. Dawn must be a real drag on everybody if she was always like this.


      “Not ready,” he repeated. “You’ll have to come back in another couple of months.”


      She smiled at him. “I had a great time here, Aunt Maria,” she said in a child’s high-pitched voice. “I wish I didn’t have to go, but Mother thinks she has a shot at a part in Philadelphia. Not a big one, but better than the Seattle job. Maybe I can come back next year. I hope I can.”


      He stared at her. The first real words that she had spoken—and they sounded an echo inside his skull. She was waiting expectantly.


      “That was me,” he said at last. “Wasn’t it? When I was little, when I left Burnt Willow Farm last time. I said those things. But that was nearly eight years ago! Were those


      

      

      
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


      Sig emerged from the lander as Grisel was going down in a red blaze of glory.


      “Two more days,” he announced, “and Winnie says she’ll be here with a team of observers. She says everything went great Sol-side, and she gave Sapphire and Josh the credit for saving everyone. Now it’s up to us to decide what we want.”


      The whole group had congregated outside. The evenings were growing cool, but no one was willing to miss the daily appearance of the ruperts. Gussie and family slept during the day, and were not about to change that. Sunset was the best time for meetings.


      The ruperts had also made it clear to Dawn that they would not travel by lander. As a result, the camp had become the base of operations. At first there had been some misgivings. It took the colder evenings to make the warmth of the Avernus Fissure more of a blessing than a threat.


      Tonight, however, as though to make the point that Solferino’s weather could be every bit as fickle as Earth’s, the air was balmy and pleasant and gave no hint of approaching winter. Everyone was sitting in a circle, with Sapphire holding court in the middle. In the three weeks since Brewster’s death the small burns inflicted on her face and hands by the disintegrating windshield had disappeared, but she still had a cast on her arm. She was forced to rely on others to help her. It gave secret and special satisfaction to Topaz and her sisters to know that for the first time ever, Big Sister depended on them to look after her.


      Sig walked across to sit at Sapphire’s side. “So what do we tell Winnie when she gets here? It’s going to be our call.”


      He was talking to everyone, but nobody answered. Although Sapphire was at the center, the people around her had split into separate groups. Rick and Hag were sitting on the ground and devising their latest masterpiece, a meal made entirely from ingredients collected on Solferino. Amy and Ruby had volunteered to be taste testers, and were looking on dubiously at the preparation process. Ruby finally said, “Look, if it’s gross, I won’t do it. You can eat it yourselves.”


      “If it’s gross,” Hag said. “I won’t want it.”


      “Rick and Amy will. They’ll eat anything.”


      Amethyst swiped at her sister. Rick scowled, but he didn’t deny it.


      On the opposite side of the circle, Topaz was talking to Dawn while Josh watched and worried. Suppose the other Karpov sisters decided to go back to Earth? Then Topaz would surely leave, too; but Dawn wanted to stay with Gussie; and Topaz was far better than Josh or anyone else at talking to Dawn. And Josh had to stay with his cousin. But he wanted to be with Topaz, too.


      Dawn suddenly turned away from Topaz. “G-ss-ee coming,” she said, with no doubt in her voice.


      Everyone stopped what they were doing. Josh looked around, and saw nothing. “Where?”


      But Dawn was again taking no notice of anything. She was carefully inscribing something in a bare patch of red soil. When she was finished, she picked up a handful of the powdery grit that she had scraped away and examined it closely.


      “Earth,” she said. “Right?”


      “That’s earth all right,” said Topaz. “In your hand. And it’s red. You know that word, too.”


      Dawn gave her a puzzled look. “Earth!” she said again, with great emphasis. She pointed down.


      Topaz gasped. “Look, Josh. Everybody!”


      In the dirt, Dawn had carefully written five letters: E—A—R—T—H.


      “She’s writing, and spelling.” Topaz looked around in triumph. “I told you she would, if we only gave her a decent chance! Dawn, you’re wonderful.”


      But Dawn still looked puzzled. “Earth?” she said again. Now she lifted her hand, and allowed the dusty red soil to trickle out onto the ground.


      Sig and Sapphire looked not at Dawn, but at each other. “I think she’s right,” Sapphire said.


      “So I guess that settles it.” Sig surveyed the scene around them, from the purple sward at their feet to the distant hills that caught the last gleam of sunlight. “We stay.”


      A hundred yards away, over the brow of the hill, Gussie and three of her family were slowly approaching. They had an addition, a tiny baby rupert still too small to walk. Gussie waved a greeting. Ruby, Rick and Hag waved back.


      “You’re quite right, Dawn,” Topaz said softly. She bent down and picked up a handful of red dirt. She took Josh’s hand, held it, and allowed the soil to sift into his open palm. “This is Earth.”
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