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“They called ber Water Claire.”

When she washed up on their shore, no one knew she bad been a Vessel.

That she bad carried a Product. That it had been carved from ber belly. ;tolen.
Claire bad bad a son.

She was supposed to forget him, but that was impossible. And when be was taken from
their community, she knew she bad to follow. In the years that pass, Claire knows she
will stop at nothing to find ber child . . . even if it means trading ber own life.
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In this thrilling and long-awaited conclusion to The Giver, we are thrust back into that
story’s dark, claustrophobic world. We meet a new heroine, fourteen-year-old Claire,
and are reintroduced to Jonas and Gabriel and Kira. In Son, their stories all intersect in
an incredibly compelling adventure that once again explores ideas of personal freedom
and the bonds and boundaries of love.

The two-time Newbery Medal winner Lois Lowry has spun yet another mesmer-
izing and unforgettable tale in this thrilling final chapter in the Giver Quartet, which
includes The Giver, Gathering Blue, and Messenger.
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ONE

HE YOUNG GIRL cringed when they buckled the
eyeless leather mask around the upper half of her face and
blinded her. It felt grotesque and unnecessary, but she didn't
object. It was the procedure. She knew that. One of the other
Vessels had described it to her at lunch a month before.

“Mask?” she had asked in surprise, almost chuckling at
the strange image. “What's the mask for?”

“Well, it’s not really a mask,” the young woman seated on
her left corrected herself, and took another bite of the crisp
salad. “It’s a blindfold, actually” She was whispering. They
were not supposed to discuss this among themselves.

“Blindfold?” she had asked in astonishment, then laughed
apologetically. “I don’t seem to be able to converse, do I? I

keep repeating what you say. But: blindfold> Why?”
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“They don't want you to see the Product when it comes
out of you. When you birth it.” The girl pointed to her bulg-
ing belly.

“You've produced already, right?” she asked her.

The girl nodded. “Twice.”

“What's it like?” Even asking it, she knew it was a some-
what foolish question. They had had classes, seen diagrams,
been given instructions. Still, none of that was the same as
hearing it from someone who had already gone through the
process. And now that they were already disobeying the restric-
tion about discussing it— well, why not ask?

“Easier the second time. Didn’t hurt as much.”

When she didn't respond, the girl looked at her quizzi-
cally. “Hasn't anyone told you it hurts?”

“They said ‘discomfort.”

The other girl gave a sarcastic snort. “Discomfort, then.
If that’s what they want to call it. Not as much discomfort the
second time. And it doesn't take as long.”

“Vessels? VESSELS!” The voice of the matron, through
the speaker, was stern. “Monitor your conversations, please!
You know the rules!”

The girl and her companion obediently fell silent then, re-
alizing they had been heard through the microphones embed-

ded in the walls of the dining room. Some of the other girls
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giggled. They were probably also guilty. There was so little else
to talk about. The process— their job, their mission— was
the thing they had in common. But the conversation shifted
after the stern warning,

She had taken another spoonful of soup. Food in the
Birthmothers” Dormitory was always plentiful and delicious.
The Vessels were all being meticulously nourished. Of course,
growing up in the community, she had always been adequately
fed. Food had been delivered to her family’s dwelling each day.

But when she had been selected Birthmother at twelve, the
course of her life had changed. It had been gradual. The aca-
demic courses— math, science, law—at school became less
demanding for her group. Fewer tests, less reading required.
The teachers paid little attention to her.

Courses in nutrition and health had been added to her
curriculum, and more time was spent on exercise in the out-
door air. Special vitamins had been added to her diet. Her
body had been examined, tested, and prepared for her time
here. After that year had passed, and part of another, she was
deemed ready. She was instructed to leave her family dwelling
and move to the Birthmothers’ Dormitory.

Relocating from one place to another within the com-
munity was not difficult. She owned nothing. Her clothing was

distributed and laundered by the central clothing supply. Her
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schoolbooks were requisitioned by the school and would be
used for another student the following year. The bicycle she
had ridden to school throughout her earlier years was taken to
be refurbished and given to a different, younger child.

There was a celebratory dinner her last evening in the
dwelling. Her brother, older by six years, had already gone
on to his own training in the Department of Law and Jus-
tice. They saw him only at public meetings; he had become a
stranger. So the last dinner was just the three of them, she and
the parental unit who had raised her. They reminisced a bit;
they recalled some funny incidents from her early childhood (a
time she had thrown her shoes into the bushes and come home
from the Childcare Center barefoot). There was laughter, and
she thanked them for the years of her upbringing.

“Were you embarrassed when I was selected for Birth-
mother?” she asked them. She had, herself, secretly hoped for
something more prestigious. At her brother’s selection, when
she had been just six, they had all been very proud. Law and
Justice was reserved for those of especially keen intelligence.
But she had not been a top student.

“No,” her father said. “We trust the committee’s judg-
ment. They knew what you would do best.”

“And Birthmother is very important,” Mother added.

“Without Birthmothers, none of us would be here!”
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Then they wished her well in the future. Their lives were
changing too; parents no longer, they would move now into
the place where Childless Adults lived.

The next day, she walked alone to the dormitory attached
to the Birthing Unit and moved into the small bedroom she
was assigned. From its window she could see the school she
had attended, and the recreation field beyond. In the distance,
there was a glimpse of the river that bordered the community.

Finally, several weeks later, after she was settled in and be-
ginning to make friends among the other girls, she was called
in for insemination.

Not knowing what to expect, she had been nervous. But
when the procedure was complete, she felt relieved; it had been
quick and painless.

“It that all>” she had asked in surprise, rising from the
table when the technician gestured that she should.

“That’s all. Come back next week to be tested and certi-
fied.”

She had laughed nervously. She wished they had explained
everything more clearly in the instruction folder they had given
her when she was selected. “What does ‘certified’ mean?” she
asked.

The worker, putting away the insemination equipment,

seemed a little rushed. There were probably others waiting.
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“Once theyre sure it implanted,” he explained impatiently,
“then you're a certified Vessel.
“Anything else?” he asked her as he turned to leave. “No?

You're free to go, then.”

That all seemed such a short time ago. Now here she was, nine
months later, with the blindfold strapped around her eyes. The
discomfort had started some hours before, intermittently; now
it was nonstop. She breathed deeply as they had instructed.
It was difficult, blinded like this; her skin was hot inside the
mask. She tried to relax. To breathe in and out. To ignore the
discom— No, she thought. It is pain. It really is pain. Gathering
her strength for the job, she groaned slightly, arched her back,
and gave herself up to the darkness.

Her name was Claire. She was fourteen years old.



TWO

HEY CLUSTERED AROUND her. She could
hear them, when her mind was able to focus through the surg-
ing intermittent pain. They were talking urgently to each oth-
er. Something was wrong,

Again and again they checked her with their instruments,
metallic and cold. A cuff on her arm was inflated, and some-
one pressed a metal disk there, at her elbow. Then a different
device against her stretched and shaking belly. She gasped as
another convulsive pain ripped through her. Her hands were
tied on either side of the bed. She was unable to move.

Was it supposed to be like this? She tried to ask but

her voice was too weak—mumbly and scared—and no one

heard.
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“Help me,” she whimpered. But their attention, she
sensed, was not on her, not really. They were worried about
the Product. Their hands and tools were on her taut middle. It
had been hours, now, since all this began, the first twinge, then
the rhythmic, hardening pain, and later, the buckling on of the
mask.

“Put her out. We'll have to go in for it” It was a com-
manding voice, clearly someone in charge. “Quickly.” There
was a startling urgency to it.

“Breathe deeply,” they ordered her, shoving something
rubbery up under the mask, holding it to her mouth and nose.
She did. She had no choice. She would have suffocated other-
wise. She inhaled something with an unpleasantly sweet scent,
and immediately the pain subsided, her thoughts subsided, her
being drifted away. Her last sensation was the awareness, pain-

free, of something cutting into her belly. Carving her.

She emerged to a new, different pain, no longer the throbbing
agony but now a broad, deep ache. She felt freed, and realized
that her wrists were unshackled. She was still on the bed, cov-
ered with a warm blanket. Metal rails had been lifted with a
clanking sound, so she was protected on either side. The room

was empty now. No attendants or technicians, no equipment.
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Only Claire, alone. She turned tentatively, assessing the emp-
tiness of the room with her eyes, and then tried to lift her
head but was forced back by the pain the attempt caused. She
couldn’t look down at her own body but carefully moved her
hands to rest there on what had been her own taut, swollen
belly. It was flat, now, bandaged, and very sore. The Product
was what they had carved out of her.

And she missed it. She was suffused with a desperate feel-

ing of loss.

“You've been decertified.”

Three weeks had passed. She had recuperated in the Birth-
ing Unit for the first week, tended and checked — pampered
a bit, actually, she realized. But there was an awkwardness to
everything. There with her were other young women, recover-
ing, so there was pleasant conversation, a few jokes about being
slender again. Their bodies, hers as well, were massaged each
morning, and their gentle exercise was supervised by the staff.
Her recuperation was slower, though, than the others’, for she
had been left with a wound and they had not.

After the first week they were moved to an interim
place, where they amused themselves with talk and games

before returning two weeks later to the large, familiar group
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of Vessels. Back they went, to the Dormitory, greeting old
friends—many of them larger in size now, their bellies grow-
ing as they waited—and taking their places again in the
group. They all looked alike, in their shapeless, smocklike
dresses, with their identical haircuts; but personalities distin-
guished them. Nadia was funny, making a joke of everything;
Miriam very solemn and shy; Suzanne was organized and
efhcient.

As Vessels returned following Production, there was sur-
prisingly little talk of the Task. “How did it go?” someone
would ask, and the reply would be a nonchalant shrug, and
“All right. Fairly easy.” Or a wry “Not too bad,” with a face
indicating that it had not been pleasant.

“Good to have you back.”

“Thanks. How were things here while I was gone?”

“The same. Two new Vessels, just arrived. And Nancy's
gone.”

“What did she get?”

“Farm.”

“Good. She wanted that.”

It was casual talk, inconsequential. Nancy had delivered
her third Product not long before. After the third, the Vessels

were reassigned. Farm. Clothing Factory. Food Delivery.
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Claire remembered that Nancy had hoped for Farm. She
liked the outdoors, and a particular friend of hers had been
assigned Farm some months before; she hoped to spend the
next part of her working life in the company of someone she
enjoyed. Claire felt happy for her.

But she was apprehensive about her own future. Although
her memory was hazy, she knew that something had gone
wrong at her own Production. It was clear that no one else had
ended up with a wound. She had tried, somewhat shyly, to ask
the others, those who had produced more than once. But they
seemed shocked and confused by her questions.

“Is your belly still sore?” Claire whispered to Miriam, who
had been in the recuperation place with her.

“Sore? No,” Miriam had replied. They were sitting beside
each other at breakfast.

“Mine is, just where the scar is. When I press on it,” Claire
explained, touching her hand gently to the place.

“Scar?” Miriam made a face. “I don't have a scar.” She
turned away and joined another conversation.

Claire tried again, carefully asking a few other Vessels. But
no one had a scar. No one had a wound. After a while, her own
ache subsided, and she tried to ignore the uneasy awareness

that something had gone very wrong.
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Then she was called in. “Claire,” the voice from the speak-
er announced at midday while the Vessels were eating, “please
report to the office immediately after lunch.”

Flustered, Claire looked around. Across the table was
Elissa, a special friend. They had been selected the same year,
both Twelves at the same time, and so she had known Elissa
through her school years. But Elissa was newer here; she had
not been inseminated as soon as Claire. Now she was in the
early stages of her first Production.

“What's that about?” Elissa asked her when they heard
the directive.

“I don't know.”

“Did you do something wrong?”

Claire frowned. “I don't think so. Maybe I forgot to fold
my laundry.”

“They wouldn't call you in for that, would they?”

“I don’t think so. It’s so minor.”

“Well,” Elissa said, beginning to stack her empty dishes,
“you’ll find out soon enough. It’s probably nothing. See you
later!” She left Claire still sitting at the table.

But it was not nothing. Claire stood facing them in dis-

may as the committee told her of their decision. She had been
decertified.
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“Gather your things,” they told her. “You'll be moved this
afternoon.”

“Why?” she asked. “Was it because . . . well, I could tell
that something went wrong, but ...

They were kind, solicitous. “It wasn't your fault.”

“What wasn't my faul?” she asked, aware that she
shouldn’t press them but unable to stop herself. “If you could
just explain . . . ?”

The committee head shrugged. “These things happen. A
physical problem. It should have been detected sooner. You
should not have been inseminated. Who was your first Exam-
iner?” he asked.

“I don’t remember her name.”

“Well, we'll find out. Let’s hope it was her first error, so
that she will have another chance.”

They dismissed her then, but she turned at the door be-
cause she could not leave without asking.

“My Product?”

He looked at her dismissively, then relented. He turned
to another committee member near him at the table and nod-
ded to the papers in front of her, directing her to look up the
information.

“What number was it?” the woman asked him, but he
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ignored the question. “Well,” she said, “I'll check by name.
You're — Claire?”

As if they didn’t know. They had summoned her here by
name. But she nodded.

She moved her finger down a page. “Yes. Here you are.
Claire: Product number Thirty-six. Oh yes, I see the notations
about the difficulties.”

She looked up. Claire touched her own belly, remember-
ing.

The woman returned the paper to the pile and tapped the
edges of the stack to make it tidy. “He’s fine,” she said.

The committee head glared at her.

“It” She corrected herself. “I meant that it’s fine. The
medical difficulties didn't affect it.

“You'll be fine too, Claire,” she added, affably.

“Where am I going?” Claire asked. Suddenly she was
frightened. They hadn't yet said she was being reassigned. Just
decertified. So she would no longer be a Birthmother. That
made sense. Her body had not performed that function well.
But what if —? What if decertified people were simply re-
leased? The way failures often were?

But their reply was reassuring. “Fish Hatchery,” the com-

mittee head told her. “Youre being moved there. They need
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help; they're short of workers. Your training will start in the
morning. You'll have to catch up. Luckily you have a quick
mind.”

He dismissed her now with a wave of his hand, and Claire
went back to the Dormitory to gather her few things. It was
rest time. The other Vessels were all napping, the doors to their
cubicle-like rooms closed.

He, she thought as she packed the few personal items that
she had. It was a he. I produced a baby boy. I had a son. The feel-

ing of loss overwhelmed her again.



THREE

OU’LL BE ISSUED a bicycle” The man— his name-
tag said DIMITRI, HATCHERY SUPERVISOR— gestured toward the
area where bicycles were standing in racks. He had met her at
the door, unsurprised by her arrival. Obviously he had been
notified that she was on her way.

Claire nodded. Confined to the Birthing Unit and its sur-
rounding grounds for over a year now, she had not needed any
kind of transportation. And she had walked here, carrying her
small case of belongings, from the Birthmothers’ area to the
northeast. It wasn't far, and she knew the route, but after so
many months, everything seemed new and unfamiliar. She had
passed the school and saw children at their required exercise
in the recreation field. None seemed to recognize her, though

they looked curiously at the young woman walking along the
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path at midday. It was unusual. Most people were at their jobs.
Those who needed to be out and about were on bicycles mak-
ing their way from one building to another. No one walked.
A small girl with hair ribbons grinned at Claire from the exer-
cise routine, and waved surreptitiously; Claire smiled back, re-
membering her own beribboned days, but an instructor called
sharply to the child, who made a face and turned back to the
assigned calisthenics.

Across the Central Plaza, she caught a glimpse, in the
Dwelling area, of the small house where she had grown up.
Other people would live there now, couples newly assigned to
each other, perhaps waiting for . . .

She averted her eyes from the Nurturing Center. It was,
she knew, where the Products were taken after the birthing.
Usually in groups. Early morning, most often. Once, sleep-
less at dawn, she had watched from the window of her cu-
bicle and seen four Products, tucked into baskets, loaded into
a two-wheeled cart attached to the back of a bicycle. After
checking their security in the cart, the birthing attendant
had ridden oft toward the Nurturing Center to deliver them
there.

She wondered if her own Product, her boy, number
Thirty-six, had been taken to the Nurturing Center yet. Claire

knew that they waited— sometimes days, occasionally weeks,
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making certain that everything was going well, that the Prod-
ucts were healthy — to make the transfer.

Well. She sighed. Time to put it out of her mind. She
walked on, past the hall of Law and Justice. Peter, whom she
had once known as a teasing older brother, would be inside, at
work. If he glanced through a window and saw a young woman
walking slowly past, would he know it was Claire? Would he
care?

Past the House of Elders, the place where the governing
committee lived and studied. Past small office buildings; past
the bicycle repair shop; and now she could see the river that
bordered the community, its dark water moving swiftly, foam-
ing around rocks here and there. Claire had always feared the
river. As children they had been warned of its dangers. She had
known of a young boy who had drowned. There were rumors,
likely untrue, of citizens who had swum across, or even made
their way across the high, forbidden bridge and disappeared
into the unknown lands beyond. But she was fascinated by it
too—its constant murmur and movement, and the mystery
of it.

She crossed the bike path, waiting politely until two young
women had pedaled by. To her left she could see the shallow
fish-holding ponds and remembered how, as younger children,
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she and her friends had watched the silvery creatures darting
about.

Now she would be working here, at the Hatchery. And
living here too, she assumed, at least undl . . . until when?
Citizens were given dwellings when they were assigned spouses.
Birthmothers never had spouses, so she had not thought about
it until now. Now she wondered. Was she eligible now for a
spouse, and eventually for—? Claire sighed. It was troubling,
and confusing, to think about such things. She turned away
from the holding ponds, made her way to the front door of

the main building, and was met there by Dimitri.

That night, alone in the small bedroom shed been assigned,
Claire looked down from her window to the darkened, surg-
ing river below. She yawned. It had been a long and exhausting
day. This morning she had awakened in her familiar surround-
ings, the place where she had lived for so many months, but by
midday her entire life had shifted. She had not had a chance
to say goodbye to her friends, the other Vessels. They would
be wondering where she had gone, but would likely forget her
soon. She had taken her place here, been issued a nametag, and

been introduced to the other workers. They seemed pleasant
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enough. Some, older than Claire, had spouses and dwellings,
and left at the end of the day’s work. Others, like herself, lived
here, in rooms along the corridor. One, Heather, had been
the same year as Claire; she had been a Twelve at the same
ceremony. Surely she would remember Claire’s Assignment
as Birthmother. Her eyes flickered in recognition when they
were introduced, but Heather said nothing. Neither did Claire.
There was nothing really to say.

She supposed that she and the younger workers, includ-
ing Heather, would become friends, of a sort. They would sit
together at meals and go in groups to attend community enter-
tainments. After a while they would have shared jokes, prob-
ably things about fish, phrases that would make them chuckle.
It had been that way with the other Vessels, and Claire found
herself missing, already, the easy camaraderie among them. But

she would fit in here. Everyone welcomed her cheerfully and

said theyd be glad of her help.

The work wouldn’t be hard. She had been allowed to
watch the lab attendants, in gowns and gloves, strip eggs from
what they called the breeder fish, anesthetized females. A little
like squeezing toothpaste, she thought, amused at the image.
Nearby, other attendants squeezed what they told her was

“milt” from the male; then they added the creamy substance
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to the container that held the fresh eggs. It had to be very
precisely timed, they explained. And antiseptic. They worried
about contamination, and bacteria. The temperature made a
difference as well. Everything was carefully controlled.

In a nearby room lit by dim red lights, she had watched
another gloved worker look through trays of stacked fertilized
eggs.

“See those spots?” the worker had asked Claire. She point-
ed to the tray of glistening pink eggs. Claire peered down and
saw that most of them had two dark spots. She nodded.

“Eyes,” the girl told her.

“Oh,” Claire said, amazed that already, so young and tiny
that she could hardly think of it as a fish, it had eyes.

“See here?” Using a metal tool, the girl pointed to a dis-
colored, eyeless egg. “This one’s dead.” Caretully she plucked
it from the tray with her forceps and discarded it in the sink.
Then she returned the tray to its rack and reached for the next
one.

“Why did it die?” Claire asked. She found that she was
whispering. The room was so dimly lit, so quiet and cool, that
her voice was hushed.

But the worker replied in a normal tone, very matter-of-

fact. “I don't know. The insemination went wrong, I guess.”
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She shrugged and removed another dead egg from the second
tray. “We have to take them out so they don't contaminate the
good ones. I check them every day.”

Claire felt a vague discomfort. The insemination had gone
wrong. Was that what had happened to her? Had her Product,
like the discolored, eyeless egg, been thrown aside someplace?
But no. They had told her that number Thirty-six was “fine.”
She tried to set aside her troubling thoughts and pay attention
to the worker’s voice and explanations.

“Claire?” The door opened and it was Dimitri, the super-
visor, looking for her. “I want to show you the dining room.
And they have your schedule almost ready to give you.”

So she had continued her tour of the facility, and been
instructed in her next day’s duties (cleaning, mostly—every-
thing had to be kept spotless), and later she had had supper
with a group of the workers who lived, as she would now, at
the Hatchery. They talked, mostly, about what they had done
during recreation time. There was an hour allotted each day
when they could do whatever they liked. Someone mentioned
a bike ride and a picnic lunch along the river; apparently the
kitchen staff would pack your lunch in a basket if you asked
in advance. Two young men had joined a ball game. Someone

had watched repairs being done on the bridge. It was aimless,
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pleasant chat, but it served to remind Claire that she was freer
now than she had been in a long time. She could go for a walk
after lunch, she thought, or in the evening.

Later, in her room, thinking, she realized what she want-
ed to do when she had time. Not just an ordinary walk. She
wanted to try to find a girl named Sophia, a girl her own age,
a girl who had turned twelve when Claire did. They had not
been particular friends, just acquaintances and schoolmates
who had happened to share a birth year. But Sophia had been
seated next to Claire at the ceremony when they were given
their Assignments.

“Birthmother,” the Chief Elder had announced when
it was Claire’s turn to stand and be acknowledged. She had
shaken the Chief Elder’s hand, smiled politely at the audience,
taken her official Assignment papers, and gone back to her
seat. Sophia had stood, next.

“Nurturer,” the Chief Elder had named Sophia.

It had meant little to Claire, then. But now it meant that
Sophia, an assistant at first, probably by now fully trained,

was working in the Nurturing Center, the place where Claire’s

Product— her child, her baby — was being held, and fed.

KoK XK
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Days passed. Claire waited for the right time. Usually the
workers took their breaks in pairs or groups. People would
wonder if she wandered off alone during a break; there would
be murmurs about her, and questions. She didn’t want that.
She needed them to see her as hard-working and responsible,
as someone ordinary, someone without secrets.

So she waited, worked, and began to fit in. She made
friends. One lunchtime she joined several coworkers in a pic-
nic along the riverbank. They leaned their bikes against nearby
trees and sat on some flat rocks in the high grass while they
unpacked the prepared food. Nearby, on the path, two young
boys rode by on their bikes, laughing at something, and waved
to them.

“Hey, look!” One boy was pointing. “Supply boat!”

Eagerly the two youngsters dropped their bikes and
scrambled down the sloping riverbank to watch as the barge-
like boat passed, its open deck heavy with wooden containers
of various sizes.

Rolf, one of the picnickers, looked at his watch and then
at the boys. “They're going to be late getting back to school,”
he commented with a wry smile.

The others all chuckled. Now that they were finished with
school, it was easy to be amused by the regulations that they

had all lived by as children. “I was late once,” Claire told them,
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“because a groundskeeper sliced his hand when he was pruning
the bushes over by the central offices. I stopped and watched
while they bandaged him and took him oft to the infirmary for
stitches.

“T used to hope I'd be assigned Nursing Attendant,” she
added.

There was an awkward silence for a moment. Claire wasn't
certain if they knew her background. Undoubtedly there had
been some explanation given for her sudden appearance at the
Hatchery, but probably they had been told no details. To have
failed at one’s Assignment—to be reassigned—had some-
thing of a shame to it. No one would ever mention it, if they
did know. No one would ask.

“Well, the committee knows best,” Edith commented
primly as she passed sandwiches around. “Anyway, there’s an
element of nursing at the Hatchery. All the labs and proce-
dures.”

Claire nodded.

“Hatchery wouldnt have been my first choice,” a tall
young man named Eric said. “I was really hoping for Law and
Justice.”

“My brother’s there,” Claire told him.

“Does he like i©?” Eric asked with interest.

Claire shrugged. “I guess so. I never see him. He was
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older. Once he finished his training, he moved away from our
dwelling. He might even have a spouse by now.”

“You'd know that,” Rolf pointed out. “You see the Spouse
Assignments at the Ceremony.

“I've applied for a spouse,” he added, grinning. “I had to
fill out about a thousand forms.”

Claire didn't tell them that she had not attended the last
two ceremonies. Birthmothers did not leave their quarters
during their years of production. Claire had never seen a Ves-
sel until she became one. She had not known, until she had
both experienced and observed it, that human females swelled
and grew and reproduced. No one had told her what “birth”
meant.

“Look!” Eric said suddenly. “The supply boat’s stopping
at the Hatchery. Good! I put in an order quite a while ago.” He
glanced down at the riverbank, where the two youngsters were
still watching the boat. “Boys!” he called. When they looked
up, he pointed to the watch on his own wrist. “The school bell
is going to ring in less than five minutes!”

Reluctantly they climbed back up the bank and went to
retrieve their bikes. “Thank you for the reminder,” one said
politely to Eric.

“You think the supply boat will stll be there after
school?” the other boy asked eagerly.
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But Eric shook his head. “They unload quickly,” he told
the boy, who looked disappointed.

“I wish I could be a Boat Worker,” they could hear one
boy say to the other as they set their bikes upright. “I bet they
go lots of places we don't even know about. I bet if I were
working on a supply boat, I'd get to see—"

“If we don't get back on time,” his friend said nervously,
“we’re not going to be assigned anything! Come on, let’s get go-
ing!”

The boys rode away toward the school building in the
distance.

“I wonder what he thought he'd get to see, as a boat work-
er,” Rolf commented. They began to tidy up the picnic and to
pack away the uneaten food.

“Other places. Other communities. The boats must make
a lot of stops.” Eric folded the napkins and placed them in the
basket.

“Theyd all be the same. What’s so exciting about seeing
a different hatchery, a different school, a different nurturing
center, a different—"

Edith interrupted them. “It’s pointless to speculate,” she
said in her terse, businesslike tone. “Accomplishes nothing.
“Wondering’ is very likely against the rules, though I suppose it

isn't a serious infringement.”
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Eric rolled his eyes and handed Rolf the basket. “Here,”
he said. “Strap this on your bike and take it back, would you? I
have to do an errand. I told the lab chief that I'd pick up some
stuff at the Supply Center.”

Rolf, attaching the basket to his bike by its transporta-
tion straps, commented, “It might be nice to travel on the
river, though, just for the trip. Fun to see new things. Even,” he
added facetiously, “if you haven't wondered about them.”

Edith ignored that.

“Could be dangerous,” Eric pointed out. “That water’s
deep” He looked around, making sure they had collected
everything. “Ready to go back?” Claire and Edith nodded and
moved their bikes to the path. Eric waved and rode off on his
errand.

Even if it might be against the rules, some kind of in-
fringement (it would be hard to know without studying the
thick book of community regulations, though it was always
available on the monitor in the Hatchery lobby, but there were
pages and pages of very small print, and no one ever bothered
to look at it, as far as Claire could tell), there would be no
way for anyone to get caught in the act of wondering, Claire
thought. It was an invisible thing, like a secret. She herself

spent a great deal of time at it ... wondering.
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Pedaling back, she rehearsed in her mind, silently, how
easy it would be to say in a casual voice, “I have to run an er-
rand.” How she could slip away — it wouldn't take long—and
ride over to the Nurturing Center, to find Sophia and ask some

questions.



FOUR

HEN THE OCCASION came.

“I just realized that the biology teacher never returned the
posters I let him use,” Dimitri said irritably at lunch. “And I'll
need them tomorrow morning.”

“T'll go get them,” Claire offered.

“Thanks.” The lab director nodded in her direction.
“That’s a help. There will be a group of volunteers starting
indoctrination, and the visual aids make things easier.”

They were eating in the Hatchery cafeteria, six of them
at the same table. There was no assigned seating, and today
Claire, balancing her tray of prepared food, had made her way
to an empty chair at this table where the director was already
sitting with several technicians. He was talking about a set of

demonstration posters that he liked to use when there were
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visitors being given a tour of the facility. The biology teacher
had borrowed them and they had not yet been returned.

“Notify the school. They'll have a student bring them.”
One of the technicians had finished eating and was tidying his
tray. “And they’ll chastise the teacher,” he added, with a mali-
cious chuckle, as he stood.

“No need,” Claire said. “I have another errand over that
way. It'll be easy for me to stop by the school” That wasn't re-
ally a lie, she told herself. Lying was against the rules. They all
knew that, abided by it. And she hadn’t made it up, the other
errand she had mentioned. She only hoped no one would ask
her what it was. But their attention was elsewhere now. They
were crumpling their napkins, looking at their watches, prepar-
ing to return to work.

It was her chance to look for Sophia.

Her stop at the school was brief, and the biology teacher didn’t
recognize her. Claire had never studied biology. At twelve,
when the selections were made and the future jobs assigned,
the children’s education took different paths. Some in her
group—she remembered a boy named Marcus, who excelled
in school and was assigned a future as an engineer— would

continue on and learn various sciences. He had probably com-
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pleted biology by now, she guessed, and would be studying
higher mathematics, or astrophysics, or biochemistry, one of
the subjects that was whispered about, when they were young,
as incomprehensibly difficult. Marcus wouldn't be in this or-
dinary school anymore, but in one of the higher education
buildings reserved for scholars.

Though she had been young at the time, Claire remem-
bered when Peter, her brother, had moved on to higher edu-
cation. Maybe Peter had even learned biology in school. But
then he had been transferred over to the law buildings, for his
clerkship and studies.

The hallways were familiar, and she found the biology
classroom without difficulty.

“I had intended to return these,” the biology teacher told
her, handing Claire the rolled-up posters. “Would you please
tell him that I didn’t realize he would need them back so soon?”
He sounded slightly annoyed.

“Yes, I'll tell him. Thank you.” Claire left the teacher there
at his desk in the classroom and made her way down the hall
toward the front door. She glanced into the empty rooms.
School hours had ended and the children had gone to their
various volunteer jobs in the community. But she was familiar

with some of the rooms, and she recognized a language teacher
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who leaned over a desk, packing things into a briefcase. Claire
nodded uncertainly when the woman looked up and saw her.

“Claire, is it?” The teacher smiled. “What a surprise!
What—"

But she didn’t continue the question, though the look on
her face was curious. Certainly the teacher would have remem-
bered her selection as Birthmother, and clearly a Birthmother
had no business in the school, or in fact anywhere in the day-
to-day geography of the community. But it would have been
extremely rude to ask why Claire was there. So the teacher cut
off her own question and simply smiled in greeting.

“I'm just here collecting something,” Claire explained,
holding up the cylinder of posters. “It’s nice to see you again.”

She continued down the hall and out through the front
entrance of the education building, and took her bicycle from
the rack by the steps. Carefully she attached the bundle of
papers securely to the holder on the back of the bike. Nearby,
a gardener transplanting a bush glanced at her without inter-
est. Two children on bicycles pedaled past quickly, rushing to-
ward something, probably worried about being late for their
required volunteer hours.

Everything was familiar, unchanged, but it still felt odd

to Claire to be back in the community again. She had not ven-
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tured far from the Hatchery before this, just the short excur-
sions with her coworkers. Over there, she thought, looking down
the path she had ridden to get to the school, I can almost see the
dwelling where I grew up.

Briefly she wondered about her parents, whether they
ever thought of her—or, for that matter, of Peter. They had
raised two children successtully, fulfilling the job of Adults
with Spouses. Peter had achieved a highly prestigious Assign-
ment. And she, Claire, had not. Birthmother. At the ceremony,
standing on the stage to receive her Assignment, she had not
been able to see her parents’ faces in the crowd. But she could
imagine how they looked, how disappointed they would have
been. They had hoped for more from their female child.

“There’s honor in it,” she remembered her mother say-
ing reassuringly that night. “Birthmothers provide our future
population.”

But it felt a little like those times when they had opened
the dinner delivery containers to find that the evening meal
would be grains prepared with fish oil. “High Vitamin D,” her
mother would say in that same cheerful voice, in an attempt to
make the meal seem more appealing than it really was.

Claire biked away from the education buildings and hesi-
tated at the corner, where several paths intersected. She could

turn right and ride past the back of Law and Justice, straight
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along that path, and be back at the Hatchery in a few minutes.
But instead, she continued straight, then turned left, so that
the House of the Old, surrounded by trees, was just ahead
of her. She turned right here and slowed her bicycle near the
Childcare Center, steering carefully around a food delivery ve-
hicle being unloaded. Then she made her way straight ahead
toward the Nurturing Center.

It was surprising, she thought, as she approached the
structure, that she had never spent volunteer hours there as
a schoolgirl. She had worked often at the Childcare Center,
and had enjoyed the time playing educational games with the
toddlers and young children, but infants—they were called
newchildren— had never interested her. Some of her friends
and age-mates had thought the little ones “cute” But not
Claire. From what she had heard described, they were endless
work — feeding, rocking, bathing—and they cried too much.
She had avoided doing her hours there.

Now, planning how she would present herself at the en-
trance to the Nurturing Center, Claire realized that she was
excited, and a little nervous. She rehearsed what she might say
when she went inside. To ask for Sophia would be foolish. So-
phia would probably barely remember her; they had not been
particular friends. But why else would she be appearing there,

asking to enter?
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Well, Claire decided abruptly, she would lie once again.
Against the rules. She knew that. Once, she would have cared.
Now she didn't. As simple as that. And it was just a small lie.

She wheeled her bicycle into the rack where several slots
had been left open for visitors. Then she disengaged the rolled
posters from the carrier and took them with her to the front
door. Inside, a young woman sitting at a desk looked up from
her papers and smiled at her. “Good afternoon,” she said po-
litely, peering at Claire’s nametag. “Can I help you?”

Claire introduced herself. “I'm a worker at the Hatchery,”
she explained. “We have these extra posters explaining the life
cycle of salmon. I was wondering if you could use some to
decorate your walls.”

If the young woman said yes, she realized, she would have
some explaining to do to the Hatchery director, who was at
this very moment expecting his posters back. But it was a pret-
ty safe assumption that the answer would be no. Who would
care about examining the growth of fish? It wasn't even that
interesting to those who worked with them.

And, indeed, the young woman smiled and shook her
head. “Thank you,” she said, “but we have specially designed
equipment to engage the attention of newchildren. We don't

deviate from the standard means of helping them to focus
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their attention span and to exercise their small muscles. Every-
thing’s pretty carefully calibrated by the experts in infant devel-
opment.”

Claire nodded. “Interesting,” she said. “I'm sorry I never
volunteered here. I don't know much about nurturing at all.
Do you ever let visitors have a tour?”

The receptionist appeared pleased at her interest. “Never
been here at all? My goodness! It’s such a fun place! You should
certainly take a look, since you're here anyway! Let me see who's
on duty.” She ran her finger down a list of names.

“Is Sophia here?” Claire asked. “She was with my age
group.”

“Oh, Sophia! She’s such a diligent worker. Let me look.
Yes — there’s her name. Let’s see if she’s available.”

Summoned through the intercom by the receptionist, So-
phia entered the front hallway from a corridor on the side. She
hadn’t changed much since they had both been twelve almost
three years before. She was thin, with her hair pulled back un-
der a cap, which seemed to be part of her uniform. Claire
smiled at her. “Hi,” she said. “I don't know if you remember
me. I was a Twelve when you were. My name’s Claire.”

Sophia looked at Claire’s nametag and nodded with a

small smile of recognition, after a moment. “We don't wear
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nametags,” Sophia explained, “because the newchildren would
grab at them. But I remember you. I think we were in the same
math class.”

“I hated math. I was never very good at it.” Claire made a
face.

Sophia chuckled. “I did pretty well, but it never inter-
ested me much. Remember Marcus? He got such high marks
in math! He’s in engineering studies now.”

Claire nodded. “He was always studying,” she recalled.

Sophia frowned and peered toward the small print under
Claire’s name on her nametag. “I forget what your Assignment
was,” she said. “Your uniform is ...

“Fish Hatchery,” Claire explained quickly. Good. Sophia
didn't remember that she had been assigned Birthmother.

“And so what are you doing here?”

“Hoping to get a tour!” Claire told her. “Somehow I
missed out on the whole Nurturing section. And I have a little
free time this afternoon.”

“Oh. Well, all right. You can follow along and I'll explain
things. But I have to work. It's almost feeding time. Come on.
Clean your hands first.” Sophia pointed to a disinfectant dis-
penser on the wall of the corridor, and Claire followed her
example, rubbing her hands carefully with the clear medicinal

liquid.
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“The youngest ones are in this first room.” Youngest ones.
That meant the most recent newchildren. Claire thought back,
and remembered which of her sister Vessels had been prepar-
ing to give birth when she was dismissed. These would be their
Products.

“We can't go in this one without changing to sterile uni-
forms. But we can look at them.” Sophia pointed through a
window to a spotlessly clean area filled with small wheeled
carts, many empty. ITwo workers, a young man in a nurtur-
er’s uniform and a volunteer, a girl of ten or so, were tidying
things. They looked up at the window, saw the two observers,
and smiled.

“How many newest?” Sophia called through the glass. The
volunteer held up four fingers. Then she moved to one of the
carts and pushed it closer to the window so Sophia and Claire
could see. A card on the side had a gender symbol indicating
Female, and the number 45.

“Forty-five?” Claire asked, looking down at the infant,
who was wrapped tightly in a light blanket with only its
small face exposed. The eyes were tightly closed. “What's that
mean?”

Sophia looked at her in surprise. “Number forty-five.
Forty-fifth newchild this year. Just five more to come. Don't

you remember? We all had numbers. I was Twenty-seven.”
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“Oh. Yes, of course. I was one of the earliest ones our
year. I was number Eleven.”

And she did remember, now that Sophia had reminded
her. After age twelve, the numbers didn't matter much, were
rarely referred to. But being number Eleven had served her
well when she was young. It had meant she was the eleventh
newchild her year— older, therefore, than so many others (like
Sophia) who had been later to walk and talk, later to shoot up
in height. By twelve, of course, most of that evened out. But
Claire could remember being a Five, and a Six, and proud that
she was a little ahead of so many others.

“What about the other ones in this year’s batch?” Claire
asked.

Sophia gestured. “The oldest—numbers One to Ten?
They're in that room over there. A couple of them can walk al-
ready.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s really a nuisance to chase after
them.” She started down the hall and turned a corner, Claire
following. “Then the next oldest are here.” Another large win-
dow allowed the two young women to look into a room where
a group of infants crawled on the carpeted floor strewn with
toys, while their attendants prepared bottles at a counter and
sink against the wall.

“So they're arranged in groups of ten?”

Sophia nodded. “Five rooms, and ten in each, when we
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have our full fifty. Right now we still have a few newborns due
to come in. Then, when we reach fifty, no more till after the
next Ceremony.” She waved cheerfully at the volunteer putting
the bottles into the warming device, and the young girl grinned
and waved back.

“Then, of course, after this year’s fifty are assigned, we
start fresh, after the Ceremony, with new ones coming in grad-
ually. It’s like a little vacation!”

“It’s a while, still, till the Ceremony. But you almost have
the full fifty?”

“It’s timed, over at the Birthing Unit, so we don't get a
batch of newborns late in the year. Parents being given new-
children don’t want brand-new ones.”

“Too much work?”

“Not really. You saw, a minute ago— those newest ones?
They mostly sleep. But it’s a lot of responsibility, keeping
everything sterile. Also, you can't play with the new ones. Par-
ents like to play with their children when they get them.”

Claire was half listening. Thirty-six, she thought. Her
Product had been number Thirty-six. She had kept the num-
ber firmly in her mind.

“So next is the third ten?” she asked. “Let me think. One
to Ten. Then this group is Eleven to Twenty. The next group
will be Twenty-one to Thirty, right?”
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“Yes. Over there, across the hall. I usually work with
that group. I'm going to have to go back in, in a minute, to
help feed.” Claire glanced through the window that displayed
Sophia’s group of infants, who were dangling in swings sus-
pended from the ceiling, kicking their bare feet against the
carpet. A male attendant was changing one on a padded table.
He noticed the girls and pointed meaningfully to the large
clock on the wall. Sophia opened the door a crack, and Claire
could hear the gurgles and giggles as the infants “talked” to
one another. She smiled. She had not thought of newchildren
as being appealing, not at all. But there was a sweetness to these
little ones, she had to admit. She could understand why new
parents wanted ones they could play with.

“I'll be right in,” Sophia was telling her coworker. “I'm
giving a tour. “Or”—she turned to Claire— “we could
stop here. There’s only one more group, the next to youngest.
They're not that interesting. Want to come in and play with
these? You could feed one if you want.”

Claire hesitated. She didn't want to seem oddly interested
in a particular group. “You know,” she told Sophia, “Id really
like to peek at the last group, just so I can say I've seen them
all. If you don’t mind?”

Sophia sighed. “T'll be back in a minute,” she told the uni-
formed man, who had placed the newly changed infant back
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in a swing and was now taking small bowls of cereal from the
warmer.

“Over here,” Sophia told Claire, and led her to the last
room in the corridor.

“So these would be, let me think, Thirty-one to Forty?”

“Correct.” Sophia was clearly eager to get back to her own
charges. “Next to newest.”

“May I go in?” Claire was looking through the observa-
tion window. Each small crib held an infant, and two atten-
dants were propping warmed bottles on padded holders beside
their heads so that they could suck.

“I guess.” Sophia opened the door and asked. “We have a
visitor. Could you use a hand for this feed?”

A uniformed man smiled. “How about two hands? We can
use all the help we can get!”

“I have to get back to work with my own group. But I'll
leave her here with you.”

“Thanks, Sophia. It's been good to see you again.” Claire
smiled. “Maybe we could get together for lunch or some-
thing?”

“Yes. Come back anytime. Best is when they're napping,
though.” Sophia gave a brief goodbye gesture and returned to
her own assigned room.

Claire entered timidly and stood watching as the final
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bottles were distributed. “There,” the attendant said. “Every-
one’s been served. Now we have to check from time to time
and make sure they're all properly placed. Of course they'll yell
if they lose hold of the nipple! Won't you?” He glanced down
with a smile at one of the infants who was industriously suck-
ing at the milk. “And then one by one we pick the little guys
up and pat their backs till they burp. Ever done that?”

Claire shook her head. Till they burp? She couldn’t even
imagine it. “No.”

He chuckled. “Well, you can watch. Then, if you want to
give it a try—"

He lifted one of the infants from its crib. Claire moved
forward and saw the number. Forty. She glanced around to see
if the numbers were in order. But the little beds were on wheels,
and seemed to have been placed randomly. As she watched, the
attendant took Forty to a rocking chair in the corner and sat
down with the little one against his shoulder.

The other attendant, a young woman, leaned forward over
a crib with a sniff, and said suddenly, “Uh-oh! Thirty-four
needs changing!” She wrinkled her nose and pushed the crib
over to the changing area. “You'll have to finish your bottle
after I clean you up, little girl!” she said with a chuckle, and
lifted the infant to the table.

Claire noticed, then, that each small crib here was also
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tagged with a gender symbol. She made her way past the little
beds, glancing in at the infants, some sucking serenely on their
milk, others gulping lustily. Suddenly one in a crib marked male
let out a shriek, then switched to a loud wail.

“I don't need to ask who that is!” the man said, continuing
to pat and stroke the back of the infant he held. “I recognize
his voice!”

Claire looked at the number on the crib that contained
the howling newchild. “It’s Thirty-six,” she told him.

“Of course it’s Thirty-six!” the man replied, laughing. “It’s
always Thirty-six! Pick him up, would you? See if you can get
him to stop screeching.”

Claire took a deep breath. She had never held an infant
before. The man, watching her, sensed that. “He won't break.
They're quite tough, actually. Just be sure to support his head.”

She leaned down. Her hands seemed to know what to do.
They slid easily under him, and found the way to hold his neck
and head. Gently Claire picked up her son.



FIVE

OTHING CHANGED. CLAIRE’S life didn't
change. She woke each day, showered, donned her uniform,
and attached her nametag: CLAIRE. HATCHERY ASSISTANT. She
went to the cafeteria, greeted her coworkers, ate the morn-
ing meal, and began her assigned tasks. The superiors at the
Hatchery were pleased with her work.

But at the same time, everything was different. Her every
thought now was on the newchild she had met only once, had
held for a moment, whose light eyes she had gazed into briefly,
whose curly hair had touched her chin for too short a time.
Number Thirty-six.

“Have they chosen the name yet?” she had asked the
young woman attendant, who was re-propping the bottle for

the female one she had changed and returned to her crib.



9 | sonN

“For this one? I don't think so. They don't tell us, anyway.
We never know their names until they're assigned.”

Each newchild was given to his assigned parents at the
Ceremony that would take place in December. Their names,
chosen by a committee, were announced then.

“I meant this one,” Claire explained. She had taken an
empty rocking chair, and moved back and forth now with
Thirty-six, whose loud crying had subsided. He was looking
up at Claire.

“Oh, that one. He might not even get a name at the next
Ceremony. They're already talking about keeping him here an-
other year. He’s not doing well. They call it failure to thrive.”
The young woman shrugged.

“Actually, he does have a name lined up.” The man re-
turned the infant he'd been burping to the crib, re-propped
her bottle, came to where Claire was, and looked down at
Thirty-six. “Hey there, little guy,” he said, in a singsong
voice.

“He does? How do you know?” The young woman looked
surprised.

The man took Thirty-six from Claire, who relinquished
him reluctantly. “I've been concerned about him,” he explained.
He looked down and made a funny face, as if encouraging the

unhappy infant to laugh. “I thought it might make him more
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responsive if I started using his name. So I sneaked into the
office and took a look at the list.”

“And?” his assistant asked.

“And what?”

“His name is—?”

The man laughed. “Not telling. I only use it in secret. If
it's overheard? Big trouble. So I'm being careful.” He jiggled the
infant in his lap. “It’s a good name, though. Suits him.”

The woman sighed. “Well, it had better perk him up be-
fore December,” she said, “if he wants to get a family. And
right now,” she added, looking at the wall clock, “it’s going to
be naptime soon, and we haven't even finished the feeds.”

They had forgotten Claire was there. She rose from the
rocker. It was true; the time had passed quickly. “I have to get
back,” she told them. “T wonder: Would it be all right if I visit
again?”

They were both silent for a moment. She realized why.
It was an odd request. Children volunteered at many different
places; it was required. But after the Assignments, after child-
hood, people worked at their assigned jobs. They didn't visit
around, or try out other things. She tried to come up, quickly,
with an explanation that seemed logical.

“I have a lot of free time,” Claire said. “It’s a slow time
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of year at the Hatchery. So I wandered over today to visit So-
phia. You know Sophia; she works down the hall, with the next
older newchildren?”

They nodded. “Twenty-one to Thirty,” the man said.
“That’s Sophia’s group.”

“Yes. Anyway, she showed me around a bit. And I can see
that you can use an extra pair of hands from time to time. So
I'm just offering to help out. If youd like me to, of course.”
Claire was aware that she was talking very fast. She was ner-
vous. But the pair didn't seem to notice.

“You know,” the man said, “if you wanted to do it on a
regular basis, make it official, I think you'd have to fill out some
forms.”

The young woman agreed. “Get permission,” she added.

Claire’s heart sank. She could never do that, never fill out
official forms. They would identify her immediately as the
Birthmother who had been reassigned.

Thirty-six wiggled and wailed. The man carried him to
his crib and propped his bottle, but the wailing continued. The
man patted the thrashing legs in a vain attempt to soothe him.
He looked over at Claire with a wry smile.

“But come on over when you have free time,” he said. “Just

on a casual basis.”



LOIS LOWRY | 52

“Maybe I will,” Claire said, keeping her voice light, as his
had been, “if I have a few moments sometime.”

She turned and fled. Thirty-six continued to cry. She
could still hear him as she left the building.

Now she thought of nothing else, of no one else.



SIX

T FELT VERY strange, to have this feeling— whatever
this feeling was. Claire had never experienced it before, the
yearning she had to be with the newchild, remembering his
face— how the solemn light eyes had stared at her, the way his
hair curved around at the top of his head and lifted into a curl
there, the wrinkling of his forehead, and his quivering chin
before he began to cry.

Each family unit was allotted two children, one of each
gender, and she had been the younger. They had waited several
years after receiving Peter before they had applied for their girl.
So Claire had never known an infant or a small child well.

She asked her coworkers, trying to make it a casual ques-
tion, at the evening meal. “Do any of you remember getting

your sibling?”
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“Sure,” Rolf said. I was eight when we got my sister.”

“I was older,” Edith said. “My parents waited quite a long
time before they applied for my brother. I think I was eleven.”

“I was the second child in my family,” Eric said. “Anyone
want that last piece of bread?”

They all shook their heads, and Eric took the last slice
from the serving plate. “My sister was only three when they
got me. I think my mother actually liked little children.” He
made a face, as if the idea mystified him.

“That’s what I was wondering about, actually,” Claire ex-
plained. “Is it, well, usual for people to become really fond of
newchildren?”

“Depends what you mean by ‘fond,” Dimitri said. The
head of the entire Hatchery operation, Dimitri was an upper-
level worker; he was older, and had studied science intensively.
“But you know, of course, that infants of any species—"

He stopped and looked at the rest of them, at their blank
expressions. “Didn’t you study this in evolutionary biology?”
he asked.

Finally, at the silence, he chuckled. “All right, so you don't
know. I'll explain. Infants are born with big wide-spaced eyes,
generally, and large heads, because that makes them look ap-
pealing to the adults of the species. So it ensures that they will

be fed and cared for. Because they look—"
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“Cute?” Edith interrupted.

“Right. Cute. It they were born ugly, no one would want to
pick them up, or smile at them, or talk to them. They wouldn’t
get fed. They wouldn't learn to smile or talk. They might not
survive, if they didn't appeal to the adults.”

“What do you mean by ‘any species”” Eric asked.

“Well, we don't have mammals anymore, because a healthy
diet didn't include mammal, and they detracted from the ef-
ficiency of the community. But in other areas there are wild
creatures of all sorts. And even here, people once had things
they called pets. Usually small things: dogs, or cats. It was the
same in those species. The newborns were—well, cute. Big
eyes, usually. Animals don't smile, though. That’s a skill unique
to humans.”

Claire was fascinated. “What did people do with
‘pets?”

Dimitri shrugged. “Played with them, I think. And also,
pets provided company for lonely people. We don't have those
now, of course.”

“Nobody’s lonely here,” Edith agreed.

Claire was quiet. She didn't say this, but she was thinking:
Lam. I am lonely. Even as she thought it, though, she realized she
didn't really know what the term meant.

The first buzzer sounded, meaning time to finish up.
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They began to stack their trays. “Rolf? Edith?” Claire asked.
“When you got your siblings—and they were infants, with
big eyes, and big heads, and so they were cute .. ”

Both of her coworkers shrugged.

“I guess,” Edith said.

“Did you think about them all the time, and want to hold
them and not ever leave them?”

They looked at Claire as if she had said something pre-
posterous, or unintelligible. She hastened to rephrase her ques-
tion. “Or maybe I meant your mothers. Did your mothers
cuddle your siblings and rock them, and, well —"

“My mother worked, just like every other mother. She took
very competent care of my sister, of course, and she took her
to the Childcare Center every day,” Rolf said. “She wasn't a
cuddler, though. Not my mother.”

“Same with my mother and my brother,” Edith said. “My
father and I helped her to take care of him, but both of my
parents had very demanding jobs. And I had school, of course,
and then my training. We were all happy to drop him off every
day at the Center.

“We took great pride in him, of course. He was a very
intelligent infant,” she added primly. “He’s studying computer

science now.’
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The final buzzer sounded, and they all rose to go back to
work.

I must put Thirty-six out of my mind, Claire told herself.

But she found it impossible. Each day, at her microscope, ex-
amining the embryonic salmon for flaws in their structure,
Claire looked at the large dark spots that were their primitive,
unformed eyes. She imagined that they were gazing at her. It
was clearly impossible. Those murky, glistening orbs were not
capable of vision, not yet; and there was no intelligence within
the quivering blob, nothing that craved affection or even atten-
tion. But she found herself reminded, again and again, of the
pale, long-lashed eyes that had looked up at her briefly, and of
the small fingers that had encircled her thumb.

She began to dream of Thirty-six. In one dream, she wore
the leather mask again, but they handed her something to hold.
It moved tentatively in her arms, and she clasped it tightly,
knowing it was he, not wanting them to take him away, weep-
ing behind the mask when they did.

In another, recurrent dream, Thirty-six was here with her,
in her small room at the Hatchery, but no one knew. She kept

him hidden in a drawer, and opened it from time to time. He
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would look up and smile at her. Secrecy was forbidden in the
community, and the dream of the hidden newchild caused her
to wake with a feeling of guilt and dread. But a stronger feeling
was the one that stayed with her after that dream: the excite-
ment of opening the drawer and seeing that he was still there,
that he was safe and smiling.

As children, within the family unit, they had been required
to tell their dreams each morning. For single, working mem-
bers of the community, like those at the Hatchery, the require-
ment was set aside. Occasionally, at the morning meal, one of
the workers would recount an amusing dream. But there was
none of the discussion that had been part of the family ritual.
And Claire kept her new dreams private.

But she felt restless now, and different, in ways that she
didn't understand. In keeping with the demands of her new
job and its meticulousness, its constant analyzing, she tried
to examine her own feelings. She had never done so before,
had never needed to. For Claire’s entire life, her feelings had
been those of — what? She searched in her mind for the right
descriptive word. Contentment. Yes, she had always been content.
Everyone was, in the community. Their needs were tended to;
there was nothing they lacked, nothing they . . . That was i,

Claire realized. She had never yearned for anything before. But
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now, ever since the day of the birth, she felt a yearning con-
stantly, desperately, to fill the emptiness inside her.

She wanted her child.

Time passed. It became mid-November. She was busy
with her work. But finally she found a time to return to the

Nurturing Center.



SEVEN

ELLO AGAIN!” THE man’s greeting was cheer-
tul and welcoming. “I thought you'd forgotten us!”
Claire smiled, pleased that he recognized her. “No. But
it's a busy time at work. It’s been hard to get away.”
“Well,” he agreed, “it’s almost December. Lots going on.”
“Especially here, I imagine.” Claire gestured to indicate
that she meant the entire Nurturing Center, not only this one
room, where the lights were dimmed—it was just past the
midday mealtime, and the newchildren were all napping. She
and the man spoke in lowered voices. In the corner, his female
assistant was quietly folding clean laundry that had just been
delivered.
“Yes. We're getting them all ready. Apparently the assign-

ments have all been made. I haven't seen the list yet.”
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A sudden thought struck Claire. “Do you have a spouse?
Could you apply for a child, and then—1I suppose this would
be against the rules, but—could you choose the one that
would be assigned to you?”

He laughed. “Too late for that. Yes, I have a spouse — she
works over at Law and Justice. But we already have our com-
plete family: boy first, then girl. And it was quite a while ago
that we got them. I was just an assistant then. No clout.”

“So you didn't even hint at which ones—?"

He shook his head. “Didn’t matter. They match them
pretty carefully. We've been very satisfied with ours.”

A sound from one of the cribs caught his attention, and
he turned. It grew louder: the fussy whimper of an infant.
Claire could see a small arm flail.

“You want me to get him?” the assistant asked, looking
over.

“No, I will. It's Thirty-six again. Of course!” His voice
was resigned and affectionate.

“Could I?"” Claire asked, surprising herself.

“Be my guest.” The man made a joking gesture toward the
crib. “He likes being talked to, and sometimes patting his back
helps.”

“Or not,” the woman in the corner interjected wryly, and

the man laughed.
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Claire lifted the restless newchild from his crib. “Walk
him in the hall,” the man suggested, “so he doesn’t wake up the
others.”

Holding him carefully, she carried the wriggly, whimper-
ing bundle out of the room and walked back and forth in
the long hallway, jiggling him against her shoulder so that he
calmed slightly. He held his head up and looked around with
wide eyes. She found herself talking to him, nonsense words
and phrases, in a singsong voice. She nuzzled his neck and
smelled his milky, powdered scent. He relaxed in her arms,
finally, and dozed.

I could walk out of here, Claire thought. I could leave right now. I
could take him.

Even as she had the thought, she could see the impossibil-
ity of it. She had no idea how to feed or care for an infant. No
place to hide him, despite her tempting dream of the secret
drawer in her room.

The man appeared in the doorway, smiled when he saw
that the infant was asleep, and beckoned. “Good job,” he whis-
pered when she approached.

They stood in the hallway together by a window that
looked out across scattered dwellings and the agricultural fields
beyond. Two boys rode past on bicycles, and the man waved,

but the boys were talking eagerly together and didn't notice.
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The man shrugged and chuckled. “My son,” he explained. She
watched and could see the boys turn left where the path in-
tersected another just past the Childcare Center. They were
probably going to the recreation field.

“You've got just the right touch,” the man said, and Claire
looked at him questioningly. He nodded toward the sleeping
infant she was still holding.

“He hardly sleeps. Classic failure to thrive. So they've de-
cided not to assign him to a family at the Ceremony. We're go-
ing to keep him here another year, give him a chance to mature
a bit. Some newchildren do take longer than others. Thirty-six
has been very difficult.

“I take him back to my dwelling at night,” he explained.
“The night crew here has been complaining about him. He
keeps the others awake. So he spends nights with my family.”

He reached for the infant and Claire relinquished him
reluctantly. As she passed him from her arms into the man,
she felt something. She pushed the blanket aside and looked at
a metal bracelet encircling one tiny ankle.

“What's this?”

“Security. It would set off an alarm if he were removed
from the building.”

Claire took a quick breath, recalling the thought she had
had briefly: I could take him.
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“All the newchildren wear them. I'm not sure why. Who
would want one?” The man chuckled. “T'll take his off when I
take him with me at the end of the day.”

The infant slept on, and the man murmured to him qui-
etly. “Good boy,” she could hear him say. “Coming home with
me tonight? That’s a good, good boy.”

He turned away, still murmuring, and took the newchild
back to his crib. Watching and listening, Claire thought she
heard the nurturer whisper a name. But she couldn’t quite make
out what it was. Abe? Was that it? It sounded, she thought, like
Abe.



EIGHT

LAIRE DIDN'T ATTEND the Ceremony. Al-
most everyone in the community did, every year. But each fa-
cility needed to leave someone in charge, and Claire had volun-
teered to stay at the Hatchery. The Birthmothers, the Vessels,
were exempt, and so Claire had not attended the two previous
years either; and now she found that she didn’t have much in-
terest in the two-day event anymore.

The Naming and Placement of Newchildren was always
first on the program, so that the infants could be taken away
and cared for during the remaining hours, and wouldn't be
disruptive. Claire would have wanted desperately to attend
the Ceremony if her own child, Abe (she was trying to think
of him now by the name she had overheard) were to be giv-

en to a parental pair. But it would be another year for him,
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and she had little interest in watching the placements of the
others.

Neither did she care much about the Matching of
Spouses. Like Claire, most people found the Matching bor-
ing— important, of course, but with few surprises. When
an adult member of the community applied for a spouse, the
committee pondered for months, sometimes even years, mak-
ing the selection, matching the characteristics— energy level,
intelligence, industriousness, other traits— that would make
two people compatible. The spouse pairs were announced each
year at the Ceremony and shared a dwelling after that. Their
pairing was watched and monitored for three years, after which
they could apply for a child, if they wished. The Assignment
of the Newchild, when they received one, was actually more
exciting than the Matching.

Thinking about it as she wandered the halls of the empty
lab, so quiet and unoccupied today, Claire found herself won-
dering, suddenly, if she would be able to apply for a spouse. As
Birthmother, she had not been eligible. But now? Rolf, her co-
worker, had put in an application and was waiting. And so had
Dimitri, she'd heard. Could she? She wasn't old enough yet. But
when she was? She didn't know. The regulations for ordinary
citizens were so clear, so well known, so carefully followed. But

Claire’s situation was unusual. And she had been given very
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little information when she was dismissed and transferred to
the Hatchery. It was as if they had lost interest in her. They. She
wasn't even sure who they were. The Elders. The committees.
The voices that made announcements over the speakers, like
the message this morning: PLEASE GATHER AT THE AUDITO-
RIUM FOR THE OPENING OF THE CEREMONY.

She glanced at the time. It was late morning now. The
spouses would be paired, the newchildren named and assigned.
Soon there would be a lunch break, with tables set up and
lunch packets distributed, outside the Auditorium. Then they
would reconvene for the beginning of the Advance in Age and
the rituals of growing older.

The younger children were presented in groups: all the
Sevens, for example, receiving their front-buttoned jackets; the
Nines, brought to the stage and given their first bicycles to
great applause. Haircuts for all the Tens, with the little girls
losing their braids, and then the sweepers coming quickly to
the stage to remove the shorn hair. But the Advance in Age
Ceremonies usually moved quickly along, to applause—and
some laughter as well, because every year someone burst into
tears for one reason or another, or felt compelled to show off
on the stage and did something foolish.

Claire had participated in those rituals throughout her

childhood. She didn't mind missing them now.
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The Ceremony of Twelve, which would begin on the sec-
ond morning, was always the highlight. Here was when the un-
expected could happen, as the children received their Life As-
signments. It had always been fun, watching the Assignments
given out. Until her own, of course.

Well. It was in the past. But she was happy not to be there
today, in the audience, watching as other young girls heard that
they too had been found fit only to breed.

It seemed odd, the silence with everyone gone for the
day. There was not much, really, for her to do; she was sim-
ply required to be there, to be certain nothing went awry. But
everything—the temperature in the labs, the humidity, even
the lighting—was carefully calibrated and controlled. Claire
checked the screen of her computer periodically for incoming
Hatchery messages, but nothing was urgent.

She glanced through a window at the supply boat that
was moored at the dock. It had arrived at a bad time. With
the Ceremony taking place, they would have to wait two days
before they could unload. Probably, she realized, theyd be
happy to have some time free of work. She wondered what
the crew was doing on this unexpected vacation. She had
watched them previously, and heard them, lifting and stack-

ing and carrying and directing. Their clothes were different;
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they didn't wear the loose-fitting tunic of the community.
And they spoke with a slight accent, an inflection that was
unfamiliar.

Claire had never been curious about those from Else-
where. It was part of the contentment she had always known.
Here had always been enough.

Now, through the window, she stared at the heavy-laden

moored boat and found herself wondering about its crew.



NINE

HAT LUNCH WAS pretty awful, wasn't it?”

Eric entered the lobby of the Hatchery with the others at
the end of the day. The group was noisy and laughing, obvi-
ously happy to be finished with the hours of ritual, sitting,
paying attention, politely applauding.

“It wasn't so bad,” one of the other workers replied. “Just
wasn't enough of it! I'm still hungry.”

Claire was seated at the receptionist’s desk. “It’s almost
time for dinner,” she told them. “How was the Ceremony?”

“Fine,” someone said. “They got all the way through the
Elevens, so there’s only the Ceremony of Twelve left for to-
morrow morning.”

“Good. It went smoothly, then. No children misbehaved

or had a tantrum,” Claire said, laughing,
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“Nope. No surprises at all,” Edith told her.

“Except maybe for Dimitri,” Eric announced.

“Dimitri?”

Everyone chuckled. “He thought hed be assigned a
spouse. He was on the edge of his seat. But they didn't call his
name.”

“Oops. That means he has another whole year to wait,”
Claire said.

“Or more!” Eric pointed out. “There have been people
who waited years for matching.”

“Well, it’s for the best,” Edith commented. “There prob-
ably wasn't a good match for him available this time.”

A young man whose name Claire didn't know had been
listening. “He only applied for a spouse because he wanted
a dwelling,” he said. “He’s tired of living in the dorm.” He
turned, seeing Dimitri come through the door. “Even though
he gets a special suite, for being director. Isn't that right, Dimi-
tri? You're sick of the dorm, right?”

Dimitri crushed the program he was carrying into a wad-
ded ball, and tossed it at the young man. “I'm sick of living
with you, that’s all!” He grinned, picked up the paper where it
had fallen, and tossed it into the trash receptacle.

They hung their jackets on the row of pegs beside the

front door. “Everything quiet here, Claire?” someone asked.
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She nodded. “A couple of the boatmen came ashore and
went for a walk. I saw them strolling along the river path.”

“Those guys are so odd,” Eric commented. “They never
talk to anyone.”

“Maybe it’s against their rules,” Claire suggested.

“Could be. Elsewhere probably has completely different
rules.”

“Actually, talking to them might be against our rules. Has
anyone checked?” Edith asked.

Everyone groaned and most of them glanced at the large
monitor on the receptionist’s desk.

It occurred to Claire that she could check on the rules
and answer her own question about whether she could apply
for a spouse. But did she care, really? Enough to make her way
through the lengthy index and perhaps find her answer in a
sub-subparagraph or footnote? Probably not, she thought.

The loud rasp of the buzzer summoned them all to the
cafeteria for the evening meal. She rose and found her place
in the line. From a window in the hallway, she noticed two
members of the boat crew lounging on the deck of the vessel.
It was heavily loaded with crates of cargo, and the two young
men sat side by side, leaning against a sealed container. Each

of them held a small cylinder to his mouth, and it appeared
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that they sucked smoke from it and then blew the smoke into
the air. It was an odd custom that she had not seen before, and
she wondered what its purpose was. Perhaps it was a medicinal
inhaler of some sort.

The line moved forward. Conversations, laughter, and
comments interrupted her thoughts. Claire approached the
stack of trays, took hers from the top, and saw that Edith and
Jeannette had saved a seat for her at their table. She moved
ahead, holding her tray out to the serving person behind the
counter, and put the boat crew out of her mind.

“What was the Naming of Newchildren like?” she asked
them after she had sat down with her tray of food. “Were
there any surprising names?”

“Not really,” Jeannette said, “except I was startled to hear
that one, a boy, was given the name Paul. That was my father’s
name.”

“But they can't use the same name twice!” Edith said.
“There are never two people in the community with the same
name!”

“But they do regive names,” Claire pointed out, “after
someone is gone.”

“Right. So that means my father is gone. I was surprised

to hear it,” Jeannette said.
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“When did you see him last?” Claire asked. She could
remember her own parents, but it had been several years, and
details about them had begun to fade.

Jeannette thought, and shrugged. “Probably five years. He
worked in Food Production, and I never go over that way. I see
the woman who was my mother now and then, though, because
she’s in the landscaping crew. Not very long ago I noticed her
trimming the bushes over at the edge of the recreation field.

She waved when she saw me.”

“Nice,” Edith said, ofthandedly. “You want the rest of
that salad? Can I have it?” Jeannette nodded, and Edith reached
for the half-empty plate that had been set to the side.

“Paul’s a handsome name,” Claire said, feeling a little
sorry for Jeannette, though she didn't know exactly why. “It’s
nice when they reuse a good one. I remember back when I
was a Ten, they named a newchild Wilhelmina, and everyone
cheered, because everyone had been fond of the previous Wil-
helmina before she entered the House of the Old. So when she
was gone, it was nice to reuse her name.”

“I remember that. I was there,” Edith said.

“Me too,” Jeannette recalled. “Nobody cheered when they
named the new Paul. But I think there was a feeling of satis-
faction. People liked my father,” she said. “He was nice. Very

quiet. But nice.”
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They finished their meal in silence. Then, at the sound

of the buzzer, they stacked their plates and began to tidy their
table.

It was dusk. The others were tired after the long day of the
Ceremony. Anticipating another day of it tomorrow, they had
drifted off to their rooms early, after the evening meal. But
Claire found herself restless after the day indoors. She decided
to take a walk.

The path along the river was shaded and pleasant at this
time of day. Ordinarily she would have encountered others
walking, and exchanged greetings. But no one was out and
about this evening; it had been a long day for them all. Claire
wandered beside the water until she approached the huge
bridge. It was forbidden to cross it without special permission,
and she had no idea what lay beyond, on the other side. There
was nothing visible but trees. It was simply Elsewhere. She had
heard people say that occasionally, though rarely, small groups
were taken to visit other communities. But perhaps it was just
a rumor. Claire herself had never known anyone who had seen
Elsewhere.

Standing at the base of the massive concrete supports that

formed the foundation for the bridge, Claire measured it with
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her eyes. The barge that was now moored by the Hatchery
must have barely fit beneath.

If she crossed the intersecting road here, she would con-
tinue along the river path and pass the large barn that housed
official vehicles. Citizens made their way around the commu-
nity only by bicycle, but large deliveries were transported by
trucks, and sometimes maintenance required heavy equipment.
It was all stored here. Claire remembered a few years back,
when she had been a Ten or a Nine, the boys who were her age-
mates had all been fascinated by the vehicle barn. They had,
almost all of them, yearned to be assigned a career involving
transportation so that they could be trained to drive the equip-
ment.

But it had never interested Claire, and it didn’t this eve-
ning. She turned onto the main stretch of road and walked
to the northwest, away from the river, with the central plaza
spread out on her left. She passed the Auditorium, which stood
at the end of the plaza; eatlier in the day the community had
gathered in throngs on its steps, and they would be there again
in the morning. But now, at dusk, the plaza was empty and the
large building that dominated its southwest border was quiet
and seemed unoccupied.

She realized that she was walking toward the Nurturing

Center. She could turn left there and continue on past the
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Infirmary and the Childcare Center, making a large loop that
would take her back to the Hatchery.

“Hi there!”

The man’s voice startled her. The entire community had
been so still. But looking up, Claire saw the bicycle stopped at
the corner of the plaza. She recognized the nurturer who had
been so pleasant to her during her visits. She smiled, waved,
and walked toward the corner where he waited, one foot on the
ground, balancing his bike.

He put one finger to his lips as she approached. “Shhh.”
Then he gestured toward the back of his bicycle, where a car-
rying basket had been attached. As she came near, she could
see that there was a sleeping infant in the basket. “Finally he’s
asleep,” the man whispered. “I'm taking him home for the
night.”

Claire nodded and smiled down at Newchild Thirty-six.

“Were you at the Ceremony?” the man asked.

She shook her head. “I volunteered to stay at the Hatch-
ery. I've been to enough Ceremonies.” She kept her voice low-
ered, as he had.

The nurturer chuckled softly. “I know the feeling,” he
said. “But it was fun for me today. Part of my job is giving
the newchildren to their parental units. The new mothers and

fathers are always so excited.
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“I'm glad we get to nurture this one for another year,
though,” he added, reaching to touch the edge of the basket.
“He seems pretty special.”

Claire nodded in agreement, not trusting herself to speak.

“Gotta go,” the man said. He placed his right foot on the
uptilted pedal of the bike. “Tomorrow’s a big day for my fam-
ily unit. Our son’s a Twelve this year. Lots of nervousness and
apprehension.”

“Yes, I'm sure,” Claire said.

“Come visit us again at the Center? We'll have a new batch
of newborns arriving soon. And this guy will be there too,
of course! His playmates will all be gone, to their new family
units, so he’ll enjoy visitors.”

“I will.” She smiled at him, and he set oft again on his
bike, toward the area of family dwellings. Claire stood there
watching the little basket jiggle gently as the bicycle moved
along the path. Then she turned away.



TEN

PPARENTLY THE CEREMONY of Twelve
had concluded with a surprise. When the Hatchery workers
returned at the end of the second day, they were murmuring
about it.

The second day of the Ceremony was always a long day.
New Twelves were called to the stage individually and their
attributes described. It was the first time that the youngsters
were singled out and attention paid to the accomplishments
of their childhood. A boy might be praised for his scholarship,
and the audience reminded of his special abilities in science.
Or the Chief Elder might even call attention to an especially
pretty face—it was always embarrassing when that happened,
because in the community attractiveness was never considered

an asset to be mentioned—and the Twelve thus described
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would blush, and the audience laugh. The community was al-
ways attentive and supportive; each adult had been through
this experience and knew how important it was. But going one
by one did make for a long time on the second day.

“The Chief Elder skipped one Twelve,” Rolf explained
to Claire at the evening meal. “She went from Eighteen to
Twenty.”

“We all cringed. We thought she'd made a mistake.” Edith
straightened and tensed, demonstrating with her posture how
nervous she and the others had been.

“Everybody thought so. Did you hear the murmur go
through the Auditorium?” someone asked.

“And the boy she skipped? Number Nineteen? I could see
him from where I was sitting. He was completely nonplussed!”
A young man at the end of the table grinned.

“So what happened?” Claire asked.

“Well,” Rolf explained, “after she finished with the last

1

one—

“Number Fifty?”

“Yes. But of course she had only called up forty-nine to
the stage. Then she apologized to the audience.”

“The Chief Elder apologized?” It was hard to believe.

Rolf nodded. “She laughed a little. She could see we were

all sort of nervous. So she reassured us, and apologized for
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making us uncomfortable. Then she called the boy, number
Nineteen, to the stage.”

“He looked as if he was going to throw up,” Eric said,
laughing.

“I don’t blame him,” Claire said. She found herself feeling
sorry for the boy. It must have been an awful moment for him.
“What did she say to him?”

“That he hadn’t been assigned —which we all knew, of
course. But then—this was the surprise. She said hed been
‘selected.”

“Selected for what?” Claire had never heard of such a
thing before.

Rolf raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Didn't she say?”

“Yes, but I didn't understand what she was talking about.
Did any of you?” He looked around at his coworkers at the
table.

“Not really,” Edith said. “It was important, though. It
had to do with the Giver and the Receiver.”

“Whoever they are,” someone murmured.

“Yes, it sounded really important,” Eric agreed.

“Do you think the boy understood?”

They all shook their heads. “He looked completely con-
fused,” Edith said. “I felt sorry for him.”
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The cleanup buzzer sounded. They began to gather their
plates and forks. “Who was he?” Claire asked. She was still
fascinated by the idea of the selected boy.

“Never heard of him before. But we all know his name
now, don't we?” Eric said with a laugh.

“What do you mean?”

“The whole community called out his name. It was a kind
of ceremonial . . . What would you call it> A recognition. We all
shouted the name over and over. Jonas!”

Rolf, Edith, and some other workers joined in. “Jonas!
Joooonas!”

People at all the other tables looked up. Some seemed
amused, others a little worried. Then they too called the name.
“TOOOONAS! JOOOONAS!”

The final buzzer sounded and they fell quiet. People
looked around at each other in the sudden silence. Then they

stood to leave the room. Dinner had ended.



ELEVEN

LAIRE WALKED AGAIN along the river before
retiring. Once more she was alone. Usually the workers took
walks in pairs or groups, but again tonight the others were
tired after the unusual day. One by one they had gone to
their rooms, some of them carrying the readers that they
were supposed to study in order to advance in their jobs.
From time to time Claire turned her reader on and skimmed
the material, but she had little interest in it. She had not
been selected for this job by a committee that had perceived
her fascination with fish. They had simply sent her here be-
cause they needed a place to put her after her failure as a
Birthmother.

She had read the manual pages listlessly several times,

guiltily aware of her own disinterest. She had memorized
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a phrase: cleavage, epiboly, and organogenesis. She could still say
it but realized that she had completely forgotten what it re-
ferred to.

“Activation of cortical alveoli,” Claire murmured, walk-
ing. That was another phrase, a heading she had memorized in
the manual.

“What?” a nearby voice asked, startling her. She looked
up.

It was one of the boat crew, a young man in shorts and a
sweater. He wore dark laced shoes made from a kind of can-
vas, with thick, textured soles that Claire assumed prevented
him from slipping on the wet deck of the vessel. She wasn't
frightened. He was smiling and looked quite friendly, not at all
anyone to be nervous about. But she had never spoken to any
of the boatmen before, or they to her.

“Is that a different language?” he asked, grinning. He had
the distinctive accent she had overheard.

“No,” Claire answered politely. “We speak the same lan-
guage.”

“Then what is ‘amplification of corsical alveoli’>”

Claire couldn't help laughing. He had gotten quite close
to her words, but still he was amusingly wrong.

“I was just trying to memorize something for work,” she
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explained. “A phase of embryonal development. It's a little
boring, I'm afraid, unless you are fascinated by fish. I work at
the Hatchery.”

“Yes, I've seen you there.”

“You've had to wait to unload because of our annual Cer-
emony.”

He shrugged. “Not a problem. Nice to rest from the
work. We'll unload tomorrow and be on our way.”

He had begun to walk beside her and now they were ap-
proaching the bridge. They stopped there for a moment and
watched the turbulent churning of the water.

“Do you ever worry that a bridge might be too low? Do
you encounter other bridges? Might your boat be too tall for a
low one?”

He chuckled. “Not my job to worry,” he said. “The cap-
tain has the charts and knows the routes. We're six point three
meters. Never bumped a bridge yet, or knocked a crew member
into the drink.”

“We're required to learn to swim but we're not allowed in
the river,” she found herself telling him.

“Required? Who requires it?”

Claire felt slightly flustered. “It’s just one of the rules of

the community. We learn in a pool. When we're five.”
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The young man laughed. “No rules like that where I
come from. I learned when my dad threw me into a pond. I
was eight, I think. Swallowed half the pond before I made my
way to the dock, and my dad laughing the whole time. I bawled
when I got out and so he threw me back in.”

“Oh. Goodness.” Claire didn't know quite what to say.
She couldn't imagine the scene. Her own swimming class had
been orderly and precise, with special instructors. No heartless
laughing men called Dad.

“After that I could swim. Wouldn't want to try in this
river, though.” He looked down at the fast-moving dark water,
how it pounded against some rocks near the bank, then slid
splashing over them, so that they disappeared briefly, then re-
emerged with foam sliding down their slick, mossy sides.

Some years before, a child named Caleb had fallen into
the river near here and the entire community had performed
the Ceremony of Loss. Claire remembered it: the shock, the
hushed voices, and how parents had kept their children near-
by afterward, and warned them, sternly, again and again. She
thought she remembered hearing that the parents of the lost
child, Caleb, had been chastised. It was the job of parental
units to protect their children from harm. Caleb’s parents had

not performed well.
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Yet this boy’s father had thrown him into deep water, and
laughed; and now he himself laughed at the memory. It seemed
so strange.

They chatted. He asked about her job and they dis-
cussed fish aimlessly for a while. In a place far away—he ges-
tured —he had seen some almost as large as the boat. She
thought he might be joking, but he seemed serious. Could it
be true? She wanted to ask him where his boat would go next.
Where it came from; where he came from. It was Elsewhere,
really, that she wondered about. But she felt uneasy. She was
afraid that asking such questions might somehow be against
the rules. Anyway, it was beginning to get dark, and she knew
she must return. “I have to get back,” she said.

He turned with her and they walked toward the Hatch-
ery buildings. “Would you like to see aboard?” he asked sud-
denly.

“I don't think it’s allowed,” she told him apologetically.

“The captain wouldn't mind. He often has visitors come
aboard. We're a sea-river vessel. Very unusual. People like to
come aboard and look around.”

“Sea-river?”

“Yes. We don't stay just to the river. We can go to sea as

well. Most riverboats can't.”
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“Sea,” Claire said. She hadn't the slightest idea what that
meant.

He misunderstood her. “Yes, they want to see the gal-
ley, and the wheelhouse, all of it. Very curious. The captain is
proud to show them around. Or a crew member can. We have
a crew of ten.”

“I meant that I'm not allowed. I have to stay at my work,
I'm afraid”

They had reached the fork in the path that meant they
would separate, he heading back along the river to his boat.
She would turn here toward the Hatchery entrance.

“Too bad,” he said. “I would enjoy showing it to you. And
you could meet Marie!”

“Marie?”

“She’s the cook on the boat.” He laughed. “That surprises
some people, that we have a woman aboard.”

Claire was puzzled. “Why would people be surprised by
that?”

“Boating is men’s work, mostly.”

“Oh.” Claire frowned. Men’s work? Women'’s work? Here
in the community, there was no such difference.

“Yes, I would have enjoyed meeting Marie, and seeing the

inside of the boat,” Claire told him. “Maybe when you return.
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Perhaps our rules will change. Or I might apply for special
permission.”

“Good night, then,” he said, and turned toward the boat
path.

Claire waved and stood watching as he disappeared be-
yond the overhanging bushes. Then she turned away. “Sea,” she

repeated to herself, wondering what it might mean. Sea.



TWELVE

HE WEEKS PASSED. Except for the secret she
carried always with her, the secret of the baby, each day was
much like the one before, and the one after. It had always been
so, Claire realized. There had been no surprises in her life, or
in anyone’s within the community. Just the Assignment Cer-
emony, at Twelve: the disappointing surprise, then, of being
named Birthmother. And later, of course, the shock of her
failure.

But now it was again the dull routine of daily life in the
community. The rasping voice through the speaker, making
announcements, giving reminders. The rituals and rules. The
mealtimes, and the work. Always the work. Claire had been

given increasingly more demanding tasks in the lab, but they
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were still tedious and repetitious. She performed the work well
but often found herself restless and bored.

What was it she had been told about this year’s Ceremo-
ny? A boy had been singled out. It wasn't clear why, and no
mention had been made of it again. Perhaps that boy—she
remembered that his name was Jonas—was doing something
different, and interesting. But she couldn’t imagine what it
might be.

She had visited the Nurturing Center again but been
turned away. After all the newchildren had been assigned pa-
rental units at the Ceremony, the Center was almost empty.
Newborns were beginning to arrive to start the year’s popu-
lation. But when Claire stopped by, though she was greeted
pleasantly by the receptionist, she was told that they had no
need for extra help until the numbers increased.

“It’s actually vacation time for nurturers,” the young wom-
an explained. “Most of them are volunteering at other places
while we wait for more infants.” She peered at her computer
screen. “We have two arriving next week.”

She smiled at Claire. “Right now?” she said. “No need
for help. But thanks for stopping by. Maybe in a couple of
months.”

Claire wanted to ask, But what about Thirty-six? He's still here,
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isn’t be? He wasn’t assigned, remember? You're keeping bim another year. He
needs someone to play with bim, doesn’t he? Couldn’t I be the one?

But of course she said nothing. It was clear that the
receptionist, however polite, was disinterested and wished
Claire would leave. Reluctantly she turned away and left the
building.

From time to time, though, she saw the man who worked
there, the one who had had a special fondness for Thirty-six.
She waved one afternoon when, out for a walk after lunch,
she saw him across the Central Plaza, on his bicycle. He was
apparently out on an errand; there was a package in his front
basket. He smiled and waved back in reply. She noticed that
his bicycle now had a child seat on the rear, replacing the car-
rying basket that had once held Thirty-six. The little seat was
empty, but the fact that it was there gave Claire hope. It seemed
that perhaps the nurturer was still taking him home at night.
And he would be sitting up now. Claire pictured his sturdy
little body and how he would grin in delight to feel the fresh
air and see the trees.

She began to time her walks, carefully finishing in the lab
and cleaning up there so that she could leave work and stroll
during shift-change time. She walked to the part of the com-
munity that seemed most likely: the northeast corner of the

Central Plaza, where the Nurturing Center stood and then the
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dwellings began, across the main boulevard. She had hopes of
seeing the nurturer heading back to his dwelling for the eve-
ning meal, with little Abe riding behind him.

Finally her timing was right. There they were.

“Hello there!” Claire called.

The man looked up, recognized her, and eased his bicycle
to a standstill, balancing it with his right foot on the path.
“How are you?” he asked cheerfully. “It’s Claire, isn't it?”

She was pleased that he remembered her name. She wasn't
wearing her nametag—it was still pinned to the lab coat she
had hung up when she left work. And it had been three months
now since they had seen each other.

“Yes, that’s right. Claire.”

“Nice to see you. It’s been a while.”

“I stopped by but they said they didn't need me to help
out because the newchildren had all been assigned.”

He nodded. “All but this one!”

Claire hadn't wanted to look directly at Abe. Not at first.
But now, since he had mentioned the infant in the child seat,
she turned her attention there and smiled at the child, who was
busily examining a leaf in his hands. He must have pulled it
from a bush as they rode past. She watched as he held the leaf
to his own mouth and tasted it with a puzzled, uncertain look.

She could see that he had two teeth.
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“You're still taking him to your dwelling at night?”

The nurturer nodded. “He still doesnt sleep well. It an-
noys the night workers at the Center, especially now that they
have some newborns to tend.

“But my family unit enjoys him. My daughter — her name
is Lily—tried to convince me that we should apply for what
they call a variance.”

“A variance? What's that?”

“An exception to a rule. Lily thought we should try to
convince them that three children would be appropriate for our
family.”

“And did you apply?” Claire asked.

He laughed. “Nope. My wife would have applied for
an annulment of our pairing if I had! This guy will be as-
signed to his own family next time around. He'll be fine. But
in the meantime, it’s fun having him at our dwelling nights.”
He turned to look behind him at the baby. “Oh, great,” he
groaned. “Eating a leaf. Well, I've been trained to sponge away
spit-up. Part of the job!”

Claire could see that he was beginning to shift his balance
and move his right foot toward the bike pedal. “Are you al-
lowed to use his name in public now?” she asked quickly, trying
to keep them there for another minute or so. “I remember that

you were using it secretly.”
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The man hesitated. “"Actually,” he said a little guiltily, “we
do use it at home. But we're not supposed to. He's still just
Thirty-six until he’s assigned.

“So I'm afraid I can't tell you what it is. But it's a good
one.”

“I'm sure it is. They always choose carefully, don't they? I
like your daughter’s name. Lily. It’s pretty.”

He smiled. “T have to be off. He’s happy now, with that
leaf to chew. But wait till he wants real food. He'll start yowl-
ing. And it’s almost mealtime.”

“It was nice to see you,” she told him.

“You too. I'll tell my daughter that you think her name is
pretty. She’ll love hearing that.” He rolled his eyes, as if it were
too silly for words. “And of course, just to be fair and equal, I
have to tell you that my son has a nice name as well.”

Claire laughed. “I'm sure he does.”

The nurturer started off slowly on the bicycle. Behind
him, strapped into the little seat, his mouth speckled with leaf
fragments, the infant looked back and grinned at Claire.

“It’s Jonas,” the man called, referring to his son, and ped-

aled away toward the group of dwellings where he lived.



THIRTEEN

HE ARRANGED HER days so that she would see
them often, the man and the infant on the back of his bicycle.
She became accustomed to the times, morning and evening,
when the two of them made the short journey to and from
the Nurturing Center, and she took walks then, after break-
fast and before the evening meal. Often she encountered them,
and usually the man stopped to chat, though sometimes he
was rushed and had to hurry on. Little Abe (though she care-
tully referred to him as Thirty-six) knew her now, and grinned
when he saw her. The man had taught him to wave his small
hand when she said “Bye-bye” and they rode on. It became
something to look forward to, a pleasant interruption to the
long hours of lab work, which held little interest for Claire.

He imitated her. She poked her own tongue into her
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cheek, making a bump. He stared at it, then pushed his own
small tongue into his own cheek. She wrinkled her nose. So
did he. Then she did the two things together, her tongue into
her cheek, her nose scrunched; solemnly he did the same, and
they both began to laugh.

He was growing. Though he was technically now simply a
One—every newchild born his year had become a One at the
Ceremony —she calculated the months from the day of his
birth. It had been, now, ten months.

“He’s trying to walk,” the nurturer told her one morning.

“He’s strong,” she said, gazing at the sturdy small legs
dangling from the child seat on the back of the bike.

“Yes. We hold his hands and he takes steps. One day soon
he’ll be on his own. My spouse will have to put things high up
on the counters. He grabs at everything.”

“You have to be careful,” Claire said, almost talking to
herself, thinking about how difficult it must be to care for an
infant.

“Of course that was part of my training,” the nurturer ex-
plained reassuringly. “And I've taught my spouse and children.

“Hey!” he said suddenly, laughing. He turned. The new-
child was tugging at his uniform. “Don’t mess me all up! This
was just delivered from the laundry!”

He turned to Claire. “Could you reach into that carrying
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case and get his hippo?” He pointed to a zippered case behind
the child seat.

“His what?” Claire pulled the zipper open.

“His comfort object. It’s called hippo.”

“Oh.” She reached in and took out the stuffed toy. All
small children had comfort objects. They came in various
shapes. Hers, she remembered, had been called badger.

The newchild’s eyes lit up when he saw it. “Po,” he said,
and reached for the toy. Claire handed it to him; he hugged it
with a satisfied sigh and began to chew on one of its small ears.

“I think they might be ready to have you stop by and help
again,” the nurturer suggested. “We have a batch of new ones.

“And the little ones take my time,” he added. “You could
come play with Thirty-six and keep him out of mischief.”

“I will.” She waved when they rode on, and called “Bye-
bye,” but the newchild was preoccupied with his hippo and

didn'’t even hear.

She saw Marie for the first time. The cargo boat had come and
gone now three times since the day she had met and talked to
its crew member. Each month it arrived and remained at dock
only a day, long enough for the unloading. She recognized the

boy she had walked with once, and waved when she saw him on
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the deck. He waved back. Claire almost felt that if he repeated
his invitation for a tour, she would say yes, though she would
ask permission first, she decided. She would check with the
Hatchery director.

But they came and went so quickly that the boy (odd, she
thought of him as her friend though in truth they had shared
only one brief conversation) did not come ashore.

And now they were moored again, but she didn't see him.
Other crew members scrambled about, tending lines, lifting
crates, but the dark-haired boy wasn't there. Claire glanced over
at the activity on the boat through the windows of the lab
from time to time, and it became clear that he was no longer
part of the crew.

She mentioned it to her coworker, Heather, phrasing it
carefully. “There used to be a dark-haired boy who worked on
the boat, but—"

“Lots of dark-haired boys. Look. There are three right
there, piling those crates.”

Heather was correct. Three muscular young men were
lifting and straightening some heavy boxes. Each had dark hair.

“Yes, but I meant a different one, one who used to wave to
me. He and I talked once.”

Heather shrugged. “They come and go. Different ones al-

most every time. Some stay awhile, others not so much. It’s not
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like here, where we get assigned. I think they can decide about
their jobs. If it gets boring, they leave. Or maybe something
better comes along.”

“Look! Who's that?” Claire pointed. A heavy woman had
come from the interior of the boat and stood on the deck,
watching the crew at work. She wore a stained apron stretched
across her wide middle and tied in back. Her light hair was
pulled back into a knot, but it was unruly, and as the girls
watched, the woman smoothed and retied it. Then she lowered
herself and sat on a thick pile of rope, leaning back against the
cabin wall, and took a few deep breaths.

“Mind your feet, Marie!” a crew member called as he
passed her on the deck, guiding a thick package that swayed in
a net as the winch moved it up and outward.

“Mind your own feet,” she called back with a hearty laugh.
But she moved her legs aside so that he could get by.

“The boy told me there was a woman aboard,” Claire said.
“Id forgotten her name. But now I remember it’s Marie. She’s
the cook.”

“Cook?” Heather looked puzzled.

Claire shrugged. “Well, they can't have their meals deliv-
ered the way we do. Not when theyre on the river.” Or the sea,
she added in her mind. “So I guess Marie prepares the food.”

“Her apron has its share of it,” Heather said, referring
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to the darkened, spattered patches on the cloth, and she and
Claire both laughed. Their own uniforms were spotless. Their
clothing was collected every morning, laundered meticulously,
and delivered each evening.

“Would you go aboard, if they invited you?” Claire asked
Heather. “Just for a tour?”

“You mean like when people come to visit the Hatchery
and we show them around?”

Claire nodded. Often small school groups came to visit
and were given a little lesson on the life cycle of fish.

“I might, if it’s allowed,” Heather said with a shrug. “But
I'm not really that interested in boats.”

They watched as Marie rose heavily from where she had
been relaxing, reentered the cabin, and disappeared into the
dark interior. Claire found herself wondering what it looked
like in there. Where did Marie sleep? And how did it feel to
be on the river, to stop at other communities? Did people ev-
erywhere look the same? The boy she had met wore strange-
looking shoes and unfamiliar clothing. He had a different
speech inflection, she recalled. And the different hairstyles on
the boys was startling; some had almost clean-shaven heads;
others, long hair tied back like a girl's. Here in the community,
each age had a prescribed hairstyle. But no boy ever had long

hair.
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Marie, with her oddly light hair, was startling in other
ways. She was large, especially broad across her hips, and with
a double chin. No one in the community looked like that.
They were all of the same proportions. Their food delivery
was calibrated to their size. Claire remembered a time some
years ago when the weekly report showed that her mother’s
weight had risen slightly. Her mother had been a little embar-
rassed, and perhaps annoyed, when the next meal deliveries
included special weight-loss meals designated for her. She had
eaten them, of course—it was required, and there were no
alternatives— until the report showed that her size was under
control once again.

“Wed better get back to work,” Heather murmured. She
turned from the window.

“I'm just going out for a minute. I want to check the tem-
perature in the lower holding pond.” Claire could see Heather
frown suspiciously.

“Well,” Heather said after a moment, “mind your feet. It’s
muddy by the pond.”

“Mind your own feet,” Claire replied with a laugh as she
left the room.

She had no intention of going aboard, even if they asked
her. But the lower pond was quite close to the river. The boat

almost grazed the bank there, and she felt a yearning to go
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close to it. Odd, she thought, but she felt almost lured by the
boat, in the same way that she found herself drawn to the
Nurturing Center and the newchild who had been wrested
from her body almost a year before. There was no relationship
between the two, but Claire was feeling increasingly connected
to both.

Standing beside the pond’s edge, she looked up at the ves-
sel's smooth side toward the low railing that edged the deck.
The huge crates were all stacked now, and tightly roped in.
There were places, near the cargo, where there was no railing.
How easy it would be to slip on the wet deck and fall into the
river below! Mind your feet. She remembered the young man's
shoes with their ridged soles. Boat shoes, she had guessed,
made specially for the wet deck.

Claire was still standing there when the boat’s engine
made a sudden low sound. In a moment it was a steady hum
and she could see a spurt of dark smoke from a small stack.
Some voices called, and she saw a crew member pull loops
of rope loose from the moorings. He tossed them to another
young man on the deck, and then jumped across and steadied
himself as the boat slid away toward the center of the river.

From the building nearby she heard the buzzer that an-
nounced the midday meal. She turned and walked back toward

the Hatchery as behind her the cargo boat moved with increas-
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ing speed toward the bridge and beyond. Behind it, at its broad
stern, foam burst; then the river closed around the interrup-
tion and resumed its own form again, as if the boat had never
been there.

Claire sighed. Returning to her ordinary life seemed so

unappealing. She would go tomorrow, she decided, to visit

little Abe.



FOURTEEN

N THE TWELVE-MONTH anniversary of the
day he had been born to her, Claire taught him to say her
name. He had been officially a One since the previous ceremo-
ny, but now, Claire thought secretly, he is truly one year old.

The nurturer chuckled when he watched the newchild
toddle over to her, calling, “Claire!” with a grin. “He’s a bright
boy,” he said. “I just wish we could get his sleeping-pattern
behavior squared away. If he’s not ready to be placed with a
family unit by the time of the next Ceremony, well . ..

“What?” Claire asked when his voice drifted away with-
out completing the thought.

“To be honest, I don't know. They can't give him to par-
ents if he doesn't sleep. It would interrupt their work habits to

be kept awake at night. But we can’t keep him here indefinitely.”
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“Not even if he goes home with you at night? He's fine
here in the daytime. He hardly ever cries. Look at him!” To-
gether they gazed at Thirty-six, who was seated on the floor,
busily arranging wooden blocks in a stack. Feeling their gaze,
he looked over. Impishly, he wrinkled his nose and thrust his
tongue into his cheek, making the funny face that Claire had
taught him. She made the same skewed face in reply and they
both laughed.

“I can't keep taking him home forever. My spouse is al-
ready somewhat annoyed about it. The children enjoy him,
though. He’s been sleeping in my son’s room. He seems to do
well there. But . . "

Again he failed to finish his thought. The nurturer
shrugged and went to the other section of the room where
younger infants needed attention.

“I wonder if 1...” Claire murmured, then fell silent. Of
course she couldn’t. Unmatched people weren't given newchil-
dren. Even if it were possible, how could she care for him?
It was enough to contemplate (and she had) how she could
manage a small infant. But now, so well acquainted with this
growing, active twelve-month-old boy, she could see clearly
that they required more, not less, care as they grew. He had to
be watched constantly. Taught language. Fed carefully. Bathed
and dressed and . . .
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She turned away, feeling tears well in her eyes. What on
earth was the matter with her? No one else seemed to feel
this kind of passionate attachment to other humans. Not to
a newchild, not to a spouse, or a coworker, or friend. She had
not felt it toward her own parents or brother. But now, toward
this wobbly, drooling toddler—

“Bye-bye,” she whispered to him, and he looked up at her
and wiggled his fingers. It never distressed him when she left.
He knew shed be back.

But Claire choked back tears as she pedaled her bike back
to the Hatchery. More and more she despised her life: the dull
routine of the job, the mindless conversation with her cowork-
ers, the endless repetition of her days. She wanted only to be
with the child, to feel the warm softness of his neck as he
curled against her, to whisper to him and to sense how he
listened happily to her voice. It was not right to have these
feelings, which were growing stronger as the weeks passed. Not
normal. Not permitted. She knew that. But she did not know

how to make them go away.

From time to time she saw the nurturer’s son. Jonas, she re-
membered. Months before she had seen his father wave to him

one afternoon when he rode by with a friend, the two of them
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on their way apparently to the recreation field. The two boys
had seemed carefree, calling to each other, racing their bicycles
along the path.

He seemed different now, to Claire. She saw him one eve-
ning walking along the river, alone, deep in thought. Although
he didn’t know her, and there would have been no real reason
beyond politeness for a greeting, it was nonetheless customary
for citizens to acknowledge one another with a nod or smile.
But Jonas had not looked up as she passed him. It was not an
intentional snub, she realized. It was that his mind was some-
where else. He seemed somehow troubled, she thought, and
that was rare in a youngster.

She recalled that he had been singled out in some way
at last year’s Ceremony. Her coworkers, in describing it, had
chanted his name— Jonas, Jonas—as apparently the audience
had. But they had not really known what his . . . What had they
called it? Selection, that was it— what his selection had meant.

But his father, the nurturer, spoke of him warmly and
without hesitation. He’s been sleeping in my son’s room, he had said
cheertully of Thirty-six. So perhaps she had simply happened
on the boy at an unusual moment, when he had something on
his mind, probably a school assignment. Claire could remem-

ber how troubling her own homework had been at times.
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She saw him several more times, always on his bicycle,
alone, after school hours. He was a Twelve now, and all Twelves
would be working hard this year on the preparation related to
their Assignments. Usually after school they would separate
from their age-mates and go to the studies required for their
future jobs. Sophia had been required to take infant-care class-
es, she recalled; and in fact Sophia had told her that even now,
several years after their Ceremony year, the scholarly Marcus
was still studying engineering. One girl in her group had taken
up the study of law, as Claire’s brother had six years earlier, and
still went each day after school to the hall of Law and Justice
for training.

One afternoon she found herself watching Jonas as he
rode his bicycle away from the school building, which she
could see from the front of the Hatchery. He turned left at
the end of the educational buildings and seemed to be heading
toward the House of the Old. So perhaps, she thought, that
was his Assignment: the care of the elderly. But what was so
special about that> What would make an entire audience rise
to their feet and chant his name?

Later, one day while walking, she continued past the
House of the Old, turned down a path, and discovered a very

small structure attached at the rear of the building. It had a
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door, a few windows, and nothing else. Most buildings had an
informational plaque explaining the purpose of the structure.
Hatchery Laboratory. Nurturing Center. Bicycle Repair. But this un-
distinguished rectangle had only an unobtrusive, meaning]ess
label on the door. ANNEX.

Claire had never heard of the Annex. She had no idea
what could be housed inside. But she had a feeling that this
was where the boy Jonas was spending his training time. She
wondered vaguely if what was happening in there was causing
him to become so oddly solemn and solitary.

What could Jonas have been selected for?



FIFTEEN

LAIRE LOOKED AROUND Suddenly at her
coworkers during the morning meal. Ever since her arrival at
the Hatchery over a year earlier, she had felt different from
them. They didn’t seem to notice. They were friendly enough,
and included her in their outings. Everyone was fond of the
director, Dimitri, who never allowed his position of authority
to make him arrogant. They were able to tease him about his
long wait for a spouse.

But those who were young, as Claire was, shared small
jokes, sometimes slightly derisive of the older workers, how
methodical and orderly they were, how dutifully they went
home each evening to their spouses and family units.

Of course they were all diligent workers as well; but
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youth was a time when a certain amount of lightheartedness
was tolerated. Standing on the edge of the holding ponds, they
gave the young fish silly names, and invented personalities for
them. “Look at Greedy Gus! He's grabbing all the food again!”
“Watch out! Here comes Big-Lips Buster!”

Claire always smiled at the foolishness. The Vessels, dur-
ing her time at the Birthing Unit, had done the same thing:
found things to joke about, ways to pass the time. She had
joined in. She had been part of it, and of them, until the end.

But here she had always felt separate. Different. It was
hard to identify why.

But today, at breakfast, she suddenly noticed something
that she had taken for granted until now. As they cleared their
plates, tossed their crumpled napkins into the waste container,
and smoothed their uniforms in preparation for another day
of work, each worker did one other routine, quick thing.

They each took a pill.

Claire knew about the pills. The pill-taking in the com-
munity began at about Twelve— or for some children, earlier.
Parents observed their children and decided when the time had
come. She herself had not been deemed ready for the pills be-
fore her Ceremony of Twelve. It hadn’t mattered to her. Those

of her friends who took them found it a nuisance. But when
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she was selected Birthmother at the Ceremony, part of her list
of instructions had specified: No pills.

If you are already taking the pills, stop immediately.

If you have not yet begun, do not begin.

She remembered now that the pill prohibition had seemed
unimportant at the time. Her parents, though, were a little
flustered by it. They took the pills. So did her brother, Peter.
“I had them here ready for you when the time came,” Claire’s
mother had said with a nervous laugh. “I suppose I'll just
throw them away.”

“Better turn them in,” her father had suggested.

She had asked the other Vessels when she had taken up
residence at the Birthing Unit. “Were you already taking the
pills?” Claire inquired at mealtime one evening,

Some had shrugged and said no. But several nodded.
“I stopped right away when I got my instructions,” one girl
said.

“I sort of tapered off,” another girl explained.

“I think it's because we got switched over to vitamins,”
Nadia had said. She was referring to the carefully measured
dosages of vitamins that all the Vessels dutifully took each
morning. “The pills were probably just a different vitamin that

we don't need anymore.”
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“No. The pill was something else entirely,” Suzanne in-
sisted. She was the one who said she had tapered off.

“She’s right,” Miriam said. “The vitamins don’t make us
feel any difterent. But the pill—" She hesitated. “Well, taking
it didn’t seem to have any eftect. But when I stopped taking it, I
began to feel . . ” But she couldn’t seem to describe what she
meant.

“I felt restless,” Suzanne explained. “And—well, this is a
little embarrassing. I don't even know how to describe it. But
I began to be aware of my own feelings. Not just in my head,
but—well, physical feelings too.” She blushed, and chuckled
nervously. The other girls, including Claire, felt embarrassed
too, but intrigued. Feelings of any sort were not ordinarily
discussed.

“Yes, that’s it,” Miriam agreed, “and you know what? I
think they want us to undergo that change. Without the pills,
our body gets ready. That's what we're experiencing.”

“I kind of like it. I never really wanted anything before.
But now I want the Product. When I feel it growing, it makes
me happy.” She rubbed her belly and smiled.

The other gitls agreed, touching their own distended
middles. “It’s a nice feeling.”

“After you give birth, you take the pills again, until you're
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ready for the next time,” Nancy had said. She had produced
three Products by then and was waiting for her post-Birth-
mother Assignment.

“How long? This is my first time,” Claire had asked. “I
never had the pills at all”

“You will, though. After you produce, you'll take the pills.
Maybe six months. Then you stop, and you get ready for your
next Product. See Karen over there?” She pointed to a young
woman at a nearby table. “She just produced. She’s on the pills
now. But in a few months she’ll need to start getting ready for
her second production.”

“It’s really boring,” Suzanne said in a whisper. “When
youe between births, and taking the pills. Nothing is much fun.
You don't really notice it, though.”

Now, looking around in the Hatchery cafeteria, Claire was
aware that all the other workers took a pill every morning. And
that was why, she realized, their conversation was always light-
hearted, superficial, essentially meaningless. They were like the
Vessels in the pill-taking time between births — without feel-
ing. She was the only one, she could see now, who did not take
a pill each day—and she guessed that it was simply a mistake.
Her disastrous birth experience, and her decertification, had

been so sudden and startling that no one at the Birthing Unit
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had thought to supply her with pills or instruct her to take
them. Perhaps each attendant had thought that someone else
had done so.

And so she was the one who felt things. The only one! It
was why she yearned for the child, and felt her heart melt each
time his little hand waved and he said “Bye-bye” to her, calling
out her name in his silvery voice, smiling that amazing smile.

She would not let them take that from her, that feeling, If
someone in authority noticed the error, if they delivered a sup-
ply of pills to her, she thought defiantly, she would pretend.
She would cheat. But she would never, under any circumstanc-
es, stifle the feelings she had discovered. She would die, Claire
realized, before she would give up the love she felt for her

SO1.



SIXTEEN

HE SUPPLY BOAT was once again moored by the
Hatchery. Its ropes had been looped over the posts and its
slanted gangplank slid ashore. Recalling the delay they had
suffered a year ago, this time they had arrived early and would
be leaving before the coming two-day event prevented their
departure.

The time of the Ceremony was fast approaching. Had
it really been that long? Had she been here at the Hatch-
ery for well over a year? It was hard to believe. But when she
thought of the child, of little Abe, she was aware of how
he had developed from an infant wailing for a bottle when
she first encountered him into a giggly toddler who could

say her name, wave bye-bye, and imitate the funny face they
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now made to each other as a greeting that made them both
laugh.

Hearing her coworkers mention the upcoming Ceremony
reminded her that Abe would be assigned this time. He would
move to a dwelling, have a set of parents and perhaps an older
sibling. She would have to find a new way of continuing their
relationship. Of course his new female parent— Claire could
not make herself think mother— would have a job in the com-
munity as all women did. So the child would go to the Child-
care Center each day.

Claire had done volunteer work there when she was young
and fulfilling her required hours. She had enjoyed that time
and knew that Abe would be well cared for there. He would
be given educational toys, fed a balanced diet fortified with
vitamins, taken for walks in the big multichild stroller, and
introduced to basic discipline: the meaning of no and don’; how
he must not suck his thumb, though he would be permitted to
stroke his comfort object if he needed soothing. He would be
tucked into a crib at naptime, when the big room’s lights were
dimmed.

Thinking of the naptime ritual, Claire felt a little con-
cerned. Abe still was not a good sleeper. Most toddlers in the
Childcare Center responded to firm discipline and learned

quickly to be silent when the lights were dimmed. She re-
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membered the rows of cribs with most of the little occupants
sound asleep, and those who were wakeful staring quietly at the
ceiling. The small children had names by then, and she recalled
walking along the row and reading LIAM. SVETLANA. BARBARA.
HENRIK on the identifying cards. Soon, after the upcoming
Ceremony, he would be officially Abe. She desperately hoped
that the crib with his name on it would not contain a wail-
ing, sleepless little boy who would toss his hippo to the floor
and thump his feet rhythmically against the mattress. Shriek-
ing and kicking, sometimes holding his breath until his face
turned frighteningly dark, was what he was still doing at the
Nurturing Center at naptime. Whatever would they do with
such a child when he entered the childcare system? Failure to
thrive, they wrote on his chart when he was very young. Now?
Failure to adjust? She shuddered. There were very severe con-
sequences in the community for a citizen who couldn’t adjust.
Surely they would be more lenient with a very small boy, Claire
thought. But she wasn't certain. It made her nervous to think
about it.

She rode over to visit one afternoon two days before the
Ceremony and could see the cleanup crews working hard out-
side the Auditorium, obviously preparing for the one time each
year when the entire community gathered. Claire would at-

tend this year. Already they had assigned a different worker
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to remain at the Hatchery. It was important to her to see Abe
assigned, to know where he would be next. Maybe, since the
assignments were so close, she could sneak a look at the paper-
work; sometimes there was a clipboard on the nurturer’s desk.
Perhaps the information was there.

But when Claire arrived at the Nurturing Center, she
could feel immediately that something was wrong. Of course,
she thought, they are all very busy because of the Ceremony
plans. They have to prepare these children, all fifty, for new
families. A letter would have to accompany each newchild, a
letter with instructions for the parental unit: feeding infor-
mation, schedules, discipline reminders, health data, and ob-
servations about personality. Of course the staft was preoc-
cupied and distracted. It accounted, Claire thought, for the
heightened tension she felt. The nurturer who had always
been so pleasant to her, the one with a son named Jonas who
took Abe to his dwelling at night, was oddly abrupt when
she greeted him. He seemed angry. She could hear a mut-
tered argument taking place in a corner. No one smiled at
her.

Even more distressingly, when she went to pick up Abe,
who was playing with a wooden toy on the floor, someone

snatched him away.
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“Not a good idea to play with this one,” a uniformed
female worker said. “There’s one over there: that girl> She
needs to be changed. You could do that if you want to be
helpful.”

The woman stalked off, holding Abe. She plopped him
into an empty crib and he began to howl immediately. Every-
one ignored him.

“I could maybe quiet him down,” Claire suggested, “and
youd be able to get your work done more easily.”

“Leave him,” the woman commanded her.

Claire looked questioningly at the nurturer whom she had
begun to think of as a friend. She realized, suddenly, that in
all these months she had never asked his name. But clearly now
was not the time. His face was set in hard lines, and he looked
away.

“But [—"

“I said: leave him,” the woman repeated impatiently.

Claire wanted to argue, perceived that she must not, and
fell silent. Dutifully she picked up the baby girl they had indi-
cated and took her to the changing table. In the background,
Abe screamed and kicked at the bars of the crib. No one moved
toward him.

Claire cleaned and diapered the cheerful female and set
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her back down with her toys on the floor. Other babies crawled
and played nonchalantly, as if they were accustomed to the
shrieking boy in the crib. At the desk, the nurturer whose name
she had never thought to learn, the one who (Claire knew) cared
about Abe, suddenly slammed shut the reader/writer device
he'd been working on. He stood. He looked at the clock on the
wall.

“I'm leaving early,” he said.

“Excuse me?” The uniformed woman looked up. She
seemed to have some authority.

“I have a headache,” the nurturer said.

The woman glanced at the communication system on the
wall. “You can call for medication,” she pointed out.

The nurturer ignored her. He went over to the crib and
picked up Abe, who was clutching his comfort object and still
shuddering with sobs, though his shrieking had subsided. “I'll
take him with me now. You know he spends the nights in my
dwelling.”

“No need,” she said sharply. “He might as well stay here
tonight. What's the point?”

“The point is that my family is fond of him, and I would
like to have him with us this evening” He was speaking firm-
ly to her, and Claire could see that she was trying to decide

whether to argue. When she turned back to the papers in her
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hands, it was clear that she had decided against any confronta-
tion.

“Return him early tomorrow,” she said. It sounded like an
order.

“I will” He walked toward the door, the toddler in his
arms, and then spoke to Claire. “Do you have your bike? Why
don't you ride partway with us? You can turn off to the Hatch-
ery at the main road.”

Confused, Claire nodded to the woman, who ignored
her, and followed the man and Abe. She waited to watch him
pack the hippo into the carrying case, then strap the child
into the bike seat, then mounted her own bicycle and rode
beside him on the path. He didn't speak. The baby glanced at
her, smiling now. She lifted one hand from the handle grip,
waved to him, and watched him wave back. Both bikes slowed
at the intersection where Claire would turn to the right. They
stopped.

“Maybe T'll see you tomorrow,” she said uncertainly.
“I know you have a lot of work because of the Ceremony,
but—"

He interrupted her. “I know you didn't attend last year,”
he said. “Do you plan to go to this one?”

Claire nodded. “I especially want to see Abe get his as-
signed family.”
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The man hesitated, then told her. “They're not assigning
him. And no more extensions, either. They've run out of pa-
tience with him. They voted today.”

Behind him, the child began to churn his legs. He wanted
the bike to start up again.

“But what, then? Where will he —?”

The man shrugged. “You should say goodbye now. He'll
be sent on his way in the morning.”

“On his way where?”

The child had heard the word “goodbye.” He opened
and closed his chubby hand toward Claire. “Bye-bye!” he said.
“Bye-bye!” Then he thrust his tongue into his cheek and made
their secret funny face with its creased forehead and wrinkled
nose. Claire tried hard to make the face back to him, but it
was difficult; she was breathing hard and could feel tears rising
hotly behind her eyes. “Where?” she asked again.

But the man simply shook his head. It seemed to Claire
that he was unable to speak, that his breath was coming quickly
as well. Then he gathered himself, and said ofthandedly, “It’s
just the way it is. It’s for the best. It’s the way the system works.
And by the way, you have his name wrong. It's not Abe.

“Ready, little guy?” he asked, swiveling his head to check
on his passenger. “Off we go!” As he started forward, some

pebbles spat from the path and stung Claire’s ankle.
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Stunned, she watched the bicycle set off across the path

that led to the family dwellings.

Years later—many years later—when Claire tried to piece
together memories of her last days in the community, the last
things she could see whole and clear were the bicycle moving
away and the back of the child’s head. The rest of the hours
that followed were fragments, like bits of shattered glass. No
matter how she tried to piece them together, she could never
create it whole and unblemished.

She remembered that the cargo boat was still docked. It
was loading. They were rushing, for some reason. She heard
someone call to another about weather concerns, a phrase she
didn’t understand. There were the usual complicated sounds of
the departure preparations. Whistles and shouts. The thump
of the crates being stacked.

But then night came and went and the boat had not left.
Something had happened in the night. There were alarm bells.
In the Hatchery? Something wrong in the lab?

No. Not there. The boat? Were the alarms from the boat?
No. From farther away. From the main building. And from the
speakers in each room. Loud announcements. Waking every-

one. But why? What had gone wrong?
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It was morning now, in her memory. The boat crew had
been preparing to cast oft the ropes and leave. But they were
delayed. Time had passed. Usually the boat was there so brief-
ly. But this time it was longer. Something delayed the boat’s
departure. Everyone was looking for something. Someone? Yes.

It was that: Someone was missing.

Searchers came and looked along the riverbank throughout the
day. Then it was dark again. Even at night they searched, with
flashlights. They shou ted.

She remembered, strangely, that the nurturer had been
standing on the path. Why was he there? She had never seen
him there before. Now he stood there, but didn't acknowledge
Claire, didn't look at her. He was looking at the river. He was
calling a name.

Jonas! Jonas!

His son. Yes. That was his son.

So it was his son who had gone missing.

Piecing together the fragments of memory, Claire could
feel the cool dirt of the path under her bare feet. Why would
she have been barefoot? Everyone always wore shoes. And run-

ning! Why had she been running?
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Now the nurturer spoke to her loudly. But what had he
said? He took him!

Jonas took the babe! Was that what he had shouted to her?

Elsewhere! Elsewbere! (But what did that mean?)

Then, through the blurred confusion of the memories,
she found that she was on the boat. She had run up the slanted
plank, in her bare feet, crying. The heavyset woman, her light
hair unpinned, came from the cabin and put out her arms to
Claire. She remembered the feeling of enfolding. The smells:
sweat and onions from the woman. Fuel and damp wood from
the boat itself. A puft of smoke. The scrape of the plank being
pulled aboard.

She was with them, on the boat. The engine throbbed.
They were leaving. Why was she, Claire, on the boat?

They were headed Elsewhere. They said they would help
her find the boy, and the baby.

My son, she had told them, sobbing.

Her next blurred memory was of sea, which she had never
seen before. Rain: something she had never felt. Storm. Lightning.
Waves. Fear. The men were shouting. She was in the way; they
shoved her aside and rushed to tie things down. She couldn't
stand. It was wet and slippery even inside the cabin. She fell.

Sprawled on the floor, she heard things slide loose and break.



LOIS LOWRY | 128

She felt a rush of water, suddenly; it pulled at her clothing.
Cold. So cold. And then: Quiet. A hollow, rushing kind of quiet. Dark-
ness.

And that was all Claire remembered of those last days, no

matter how hard she tried over the hard and lonely years that

followed.
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ONE

HE SLATE GRAY sea roiled, scraping the narrow
strip of sand rhythmically, tugging at beach grass, digging
and sucking loose the rocks at the shore’s edge. Spray stung
the men’s eyes when they went to tighten the ropes holding
their boats secure. Salt coated their beards and eyebrows. They
pulled their woven hat brims low.

Old Benedikt cupped his hand above his eyes and peered
upward, assessing the sky through the pelting rain.

“It won't break for a while,” he called. “Not till night.”
But his words were carried oft by the stift wind, and the oth-
ers, tugging and twisting at the coarse ropes, didn't hear him,
didn’t reply.

The women remained in their cottages. Fighting the

weather was men’s work. The women listened to the wind as it
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roared in the chimneys, to the ripping sounds of torn thatch,
and to the whimpering of frightened children. They tended
the fires, stirred the soups, rocked the babies, and waited. This

storm would pass. The sea would calm. It always had.
¥ ¥ X

In the time that came after, the story of Water Claire took dif-
ferent forms. It was told and retold; things were forgotten, or
shaped and changed. Always, though, there was this truth: that
she came from the sea, flung in by that fearsome December
storm years before.

Some said she was found, later, when the scudding clouds
pulled aside and showed low sun in early evening: that she was
there on the strip of beach, her clothes half torn from her, and
they thought she was dead till she stirred and her eyes opened
to show the deep amber-flecked green that later all remem-
bered the same.

Others said no, it was Tall Andras who saw her in the
waves, who threw himself in and grabbed her by her long hair
as she clung to a thick wood beam, that he swam with her
till he could stand, and when they looked he was there in the
churning broth of sea with her in his thick arms, her head
against his beard, and that he said but one word: “Mine.”

Children said she was carried in by dolphins and they
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made games of it, and rhymes, but all of that was just tale-
spinning and fun, and no one took it to be true.

Others murmured “selkie” from time to time when she
was remembered, but only as a fanciful tale. The selkie sto-
ries of seal creatures were well known, oft told, and in all of
them there was a shed skin. Water Claire had come in clothing,
though it had been shredded by the gritty winter sea. She was
human. There was no seal to her.

Or mermaid, either.

She was a human girl sent to them by the sea, who stayed
among them for a time, became a woman, and went away again.

It was actually Old Benedikt himself who carried her
in, once she was seen. Several, including Tall Andras, swam
out, but it was Old Benedikt who reached her first, slicing his
way through waves with his burly, muscled arms. He pried her
loose from the wood spar, for her fingers were locked there.
He knew how to wrap her lifeless arms around his neck and
to hold her pale chin high above the foam and spray. He had
brought wounded sheep in from the field this way many times,
holding them against his chest.

He stood, finally, in the shallow surge and suck of water,
walked forward, his feet heavy in the drenched, icy sand, and
laid her there. He could see that she still lived, and he covered

her with the thick woven coat that he had thown aside as he
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entered the sea. Then he turned her wet, pale face to the side.
He pressed upon her through the coat until she spewed frothy
brine onto the sand, and coughed.

Tall Andras was there, it is true, and he thought, gazing
down, that he wanted the girl for his own, but did not give
voice to it.

Old Benedikt looked up at the surrounding men. “Run
ahead,” he directed Gavin, who was fastest. “Tell Alys. We'll
carry her there.”

Hastily the men gathered poles and coats and made a car-
rying litter, knowing how to do it for they had done it many
times before. Their children fell from boats and cliffs. Their
sons and brothers were wounded by hooks and rope. Their
women died giving birth, and the newborns died too. They
used such a litter for the slow journey to graveside.

But this girl was alive, though her eyes stayed closed and
her fingers clenched as if she still felt the splintery mast in
them. When they rolled her onto the litter, she coughed again,
and when they lifted it to carry her up the hill, a cold breeze
picked up a strand of her long wet hair, drawing it across her
cheek. Her eyelashes fluttered then, and she began to tremble
and whimper.

Carefully, in the increasing darkness, for twilight was brief

here in winter, they moved with her up the ridge and felt with
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their feet for the worn path that would take them to the village
and to Alys’s hut at its edge. Four men carried the girl. The
others walked behind. Now and then one stopped, turned, and
looked out toward the sea and the horizon with its darkening
sky as if searching for the silhouette of a vessel that might have
thrown this astonishing gift their way. But there was nothing
there but what had always been there: empty ocean the color

of pewter, tarnishing to black now as night fell.

The village nestled at the foot of a forbidding cliff in the
curved elbow of an arm of land. The peninsula jutted out from
the main coast in an isolated place where time didn’t matter,
for nothing changed. No newcomers had ever appeared, not
in anyone’s memory, and only an occasional discontented man
climbed out (for that was what they called the leaving) or tried
to. An overgrown, root-tangled path meandered upward at the
foot of the clift but then disappeared at the base of a sheer
rock wall, and after that there was no way to go farther but to
climb. Several had fallen to their death. One, Fierce Einar, had
climbed out successfully but returned, embittered by what he
had encountered at the top.

He had quarreled with his father and climbed out on a

winter night with a sack of his own belongings, and some he
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had stolen, tied to his back. When he returned, climbing back
in, it almost killed him, for he was maimed by then, bloody
and in terrible pain. He dropped from the final rocks onto the
snowy path at the base, howling in agony and with a knowl-
edge of failure. Then he fell silent. He crawled to a place where
he could pull down a narrow tree. He stripped it of branches,
broke the trunk into two pieces, and used them to haul him-
selt upright. Then he leaned on the sticks and dragged him-
self home to face his father. He lost the title Fierce, and was
renamed Lame Einar. Stll only eighteen, still silent, he tended
sheep now, and nursed a deep despair.

The best route away from the village was by sea. But the
ocean was turbulent and unpredictable, with dangerous cur-
rents and constant wind. Each fisherman had found himself in
peril more than once, and all had lost friends or brothers.

Alys, toothless and wrinkled though with piercing eyes
and a sharp tongue, told the men roughly: “Leave us be!” when
they carried the trembling creature in to her. She tended the
girl through the night. Alys was childless herself but had been
midwife to many and was no stranger to damaged young. She
stripped the girl of the drenched, ripped clothing, setting it
aside, then rubbed her dry with rough cloth, and wrapped her
in soft wool. She did all this in flickering light from a smoky
oil lamp. When the gitl stopped shaking, Alys stirred the herb-
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flavored broth that had been simmering on the fire in an iron
pot. She poured some into a bowl, and fed the girl from a
spoon held carefully lest she thrust it away in her fear.

But the girl sipped, wary at first, then opened her mouth
for more.

“Go slow or you'll puke,” Alys told her.

“What brung you?” she asked when the soup bowl was
emptied. The girl's head turned and she half rose, listening
to the murmur of the sea, but she did not answer and the old
woman did not urge her. Instead, Alys found a comb carved of
bone on the shelf nearby, and began to unsnarl and smooth the
wet, salt-stiffened hair.

The wind howled through the thatch on the roof. It was
deepest night now. The girl dozed, half sitting. Finally, Alys
lowered her to the bed and pulled the length of wool cloth up
around her bare shoulders. She watched for a few moments as
the girl slept, her hair fanned about her head. Alys had always
yearned for a daughter and felt that the sea had sent this one
to her. After a bit she lowered the flame in the lamp so that the
hut was dim, with dark shadows on its walls. She wrapped her
own self in a woven blanket, sank into a nearby chair, and slept
too.

In the morning the girl woke and wept softly. When she

saw her clothing, all rags now encrusted with drying salt, she
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clutched the tatters, feeling the ruined cloth with her fingers,
and then relinquished it all, turning her face to the wall. After
a bit, with a resigned sigh, she took the coarse woven shift that
Alys oftered her, slipped it over her head, and stood. Her bare
legs and arms were bruised and scraped; one ankle was badly
swollen and she favored it, limping to the table where Alys had
set a bowl of porridge.

Her hair was red-gold, burnished copper in the early light
of winter that came through the small window and fell over
her as she ate. The day was fair, as it was often after storms.

“What brung you to this place?” Alys asked her again.
“What carried you and threw you to the storm?”

But again the girl did not answer, though she stared at
Alys with her gold-flecked eyes. She had a puzzled look.

“Do you not understand our tongue?” Alys asked, know-
ing that the question was foolish, for if the answer were to be
no, then the girl could not understand in order to give it.

“I am Alys.” The old woman pointed to herself. “Alys,”
she said again, and patted her own chest in explanation. “I
have no child, none ever, but I have birthed many among our
women and few died in the birthing; they say I have the firm
hands and the feel for it, and I also lay out the dead and some-
times can heal if the sickness is not beyond healing.

“That’s why they brung you to me, for they felt you need-
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ed healing, or if not healing, then I would clean and wrap you
for the grave.”

The girl was watching her. Her bowl was empty, and she
raised the cup of milk beside it and drank deeply.

From outside they could hear, suddenly, the giggles of
children. Alys pushed a window open, peered out, and called
to them. “She’s alive! She eats and is whole, with no parts bro-
ken. Go and tell. And stay oft now till she’s rested good! She
don't need the likes of you laughing and shouting about!”

“What be her name?” a child’s voice called.

“Go now! We'll know her name soon enough, or give her
one!” the woman called, and then there was the sound of the
little ones scampering away.

With her gnarled hand she smoothed the girl’s hair. “It’s
just the curiosity comes on them. Them three little ones are
always together— best friends, they are. Delwyth, Bethan, and
Eira be their names—1I midwifed each one, same year. Six,
they are, and full of the mischief, but they have good hearts
and mean no harm.”

Then the girl spoke. “My name is Claire,” she said.



TWO

HEY CALLED HER Water Claire.

People came to Alys’s hut during the weeks that passed
and brought gifts to Claire, knowing she had nothing of her
own. They were a generous people, as a rule. Gareth, his bald
head and round cheeks pink with shyness, made shoes for her,
leather sandals with straps that she fastened around her ankles
over thick knitted socks when the swelling lessened and she
could walk without pain. Bryn, the mother of little Bethan,
stitched a linen petticoat and took the time to embroider flow-
ers on its edge, a fanciful touch beyond the ordinary clothing
of the people, but no one scorned Bryn for it, for the girl
seemed worthy of such a gift. Old Benedikt carved her a comb,

which she carried in her pocket, and to the surprise of every-
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one, since he was fierce in his anger and solitude, Lame Einar
came in from the sheep meadow, hobbling on his two sticks,
and gave her a hat he had woven her from straw.

As spring came, children brought her early wildflowers in
small wilting bouquets and they helped her weave the stems
into the straw of the hat’s brim.

She wore the brimmed hat to keep the sun from her eyes
but even so needed to hold her hand there when she looked
to sea because the light reflecting off the gray-white waves was
blinding. She stood often on the shore with the wind blowing
her hair and molding her skirt against her legs. She watched
the horizon as if she waited. But she had no knowledge of
what she waited for. The sea had drunk her memories away,
leaving only her name.

“How old do you be, Water Claire?” asked a half-grown
freckle-faced boy named Sindri. He measured himself beside
her and she was the taller. But she shook her head, not know-
ing how to answer him. Alys was there; they were gathering
herbs.

“Sixteen year or so,” Alys said, telling Claire more than
the boy. And they knew Alys to be true in her guess, for it was
she who tended the bodies of them all, and knew the signs that

each year brings.
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“Sixteen,” Water Claire repeated in her soft voice, and
though she said no more, they knew that she was mourning
the knowledge of the years that the sea had gulped away. She
watched the little girls at play, laughing as they ran through the
meadow, quick and colorful as butterflies, but there was sad-
ness in the watching, for Claire’s meadow days had been taken
from her. They did not come back, even in dreams.

“Sixteen?” Tall Andras repeated when he heard of it. The
boy, Sindri, had told everyone, and most had shrugged. But Tall
Andras rubbed his hand across his thick blond beard, looked
across the marketplace to where Water Claire stood fingering
ribbons at a stall, and said to his mates, “She could be wed.”

It was true that in this place there were often girls given
as brides at that age. Even now the village was preparing for a
wedding; Glenys, shy and sparkle-eyed, would soon wed horse
tender Martyn, she not yet seventeen and he barely twenty. But
Old Benedikt and Alys both said no. Not this girl. Not Water
Claire. She must not wed, they said firmly, until the sea gave
her back what it had stolen, until she knew what her life had
once been.

Tall Andras, frowning with disappointment, asked
brusquely, “What if it never do?”

“It will,” Old Benedikt replied.



143 | sonN

“Bits and pieces, they'll come,” Alys said, “over time.”

Tall Andras glowered. He had a fierce want for the girl.
“The sea pukes up dead fish,” he said. “It won't give her back
anything. What the sea coughs up smells of rot.”

“You smell of sweat yourself, Andras,” Alys told him,
laughing at his misery, “and should bathe if you want the girl
to come close. Wash your hair and chew some mint. Maybe
then she’ll give you a smile some morning.”

Tall Andras stalked away, but she could see that he was
headed to the freshwater pond beyond the thick trees at the
edge of the village. Old Benedikt, watching, shook his head
and smiled. “I told him she’ll come back to herself, but truly
I don't know,” he told Alys. “It’s as if the sea sucked away her
past and left her empty. What does she say to you?”

“She remembers only waking in my hut. Nothing before.
Not even being in the sea.”

They walked together along the rocky path bordering
a wide meadow, each of them with a stick to lean on. Old
Benedikt was strong still, but bent. Alys, too, walked with
her back hunched. They had been friends for more than sixty
years.

Alys carried the basket she used for gathering herbs; she

was in need of raspberry leaf on this morning, to steep for
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tea to give Bryn. Since birthing Bethan six years before, Bryn
had lost three babies and had fallen into despair. Now she was
again with child, and Alys would prepare the raspberry leaf
infusion for her to drink three times a day. Sometimes it tight-
ened and held a pregnancy.

“Is there no herb for memory?” Old Benedikt asked her as
she leaned to strip the raspberry leaves from the thick thorned
bushes where they grew.

Alys chuckled. “Aye,” she told him. “Try this.” She reached
to a nearby tree, peeled a tiny shred of bark, and placed it in
his hand. “Chew, and think back.”

Frowning, puzzled, Old Benedikt placed the shred on his
own tongue. “Think back on what?”

“On a time you choose. Far back.” She watched him.

He closed his eyes and chewed. “Bitter,” he said, making a
face.

She laughed.

After a moment he opened his eyes and spat the chewed
bark from his tongue. “I thought back to the day we danced,”
he told her with a wry smile.

“I was thirteen,” she said. “You were the same. A long way

back. Was the memory clear?”

He nodded. “You had pink flowers in your hair,” he said.
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She nodded. “Beach roses. It was midsummer.”

“And bare feet.”

“Yours were bare too. It was a warm day.”

“Aye. The grass was warm and damp.”

“Dew,” he said. “It was early morning” He looked at her
for a moment. “Why were we dancing?” he asked, his brow
furrowed.

“Mayhap you need to chew the bark again.” She chuckled.
“To remember why.”

“You tell me,” he said.

Alys added the last of the raspberry leaves to her basket,
straightened, took up her stick, and turned on the path. “Back
to the hut,” she said. “My kettle’s aboil, and I must steep the
leaves.” She began to walk away from him.

“Shall you take some of the bark for the girl> For Water
Claire?” he asked.

She turned back to him and crinkled a smile at him. “The
bark does naught,” she said. “It’s only the turning your mind to
it. Making your mind go back.

“She’ll do that when she’s ready,” she added. “I must go
now. Bryn is in need of the tea.”

He called after her as she walked away on the path. “Alys?
Why were we dancing?”
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“Take your mind there again,” she called back. “You'll
remember!”

To herself, she murmured, shaking her head with amuse-
ment as her eyes twinkled at her own memory. “Only thirteen.
But we was barefoot and flower-strewn and foolish with first

love.”



THREE

LAIRE WAS THERE, at the hut. With her cop-
pery hair tied back by a ribbon, and a cloth tied around her
waist to protect her simple homemade skirt, she was chopping
the long pale green stems of early onions fresh from the gar-
den. Newly picked greens lay heaped on the table with a thick
mutton bone near them, ready to add to the pot of water that
was already simmering over the fire. When Alys entered, she
smiled.

“I'm starting soup,” the girl said.

“Aye. I see that” Alys emptied her basket of raspberry
leaves into a bowl. “T'll just take some of the water first, for my
brew.” With a ladle she slowly poured hot water from the pot
over the leaves. Steam rose as the leaves began to steep and tint

the liquid.
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“For Bryn?” The girl looked at the darkening tea.

“Aye. To lose another will surely make her heartsick.”

Claire leaned toward the bowl. As Alys watched, she closed
her eyes and breathed the steam. At her forehead, tendrils of
hair curled from the moisture, framing her pale face. For a mo-
ment she stood there, motionless, breathing. Then she gasped,
drew her head back, opened her eyes, and looked around with
a puzzled gaze.

“I cannot—" she began, then fell silent.

Alys went to her and smoothed the damp hair. “What is
it, child?” she asked.

“I thought—" But the girl couldn’t continue. Moving
tentatively, she sat down in the nearby rocker and stared into
the fire.

Alys watched her for a moment. Then she went to the
trunk against the wall. Unopened for years, it bore an iron
clasp that was rusty and worn. But Alys’s strong fingers pried
it loose, and she raised the heavy, carved lid. Her father had
made this trunk for her mother almost a century before, a
bride-gift when they were wed. It had come to Alys when her
mother died. Her mother had stored things in it: linens and
baby dresses, sprinkled with dried lavender blossoms. None

of those things remained, though the scent of the lavender
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lingered. Alice used the trunk only for treasures, and there were
few enough of those in her life.

Now she reached through the things within and took
from near the bottom a fragile bit of folded cloth. Holding i,
she went to the rocker and said to the girl: “Watch now.”

Gently she unfolded the cloth and showed her bits of
torn brown shreds. “Smell,” Alys told her, and held it to the
girl’s nose.

“Old,” Claire said. “Sweet.” She leaned back in the chair
and sighed. “What 1s it?”

“Beach roses from sixty years ago.”

“Why—"

“To hold memories. Scents do that. When you smelled
the tea—"

“Yes. For a moment something came back,” the girl ac-
knowledged. “Like a bit of breeze. It drifted past. I couldn’t
keep it with me. I wanted—" But she couldn't say what she
wanted. She sighed and shook her head. “It went away.”

“It’s waiting,” Alys said. Carefully she refolded the cloth
around the dried petals and leaves and replaced the little pack-
et in the carved trunk. Then, while Claire watched, she strained
the dark tea and poured it carefully into small bottles, which

she corked tightly. “I'll take this now to Bryn,” she said.
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“Add a raspberry leaf or two to the soup. And some of
that sorrel from the garden. It'll give flavor,” she added. “Those
greens you have give bulk, but their taste is ordinary.”

Claire nodded. Alys watched as the girl pushed the
chopped onions into a neat pile with the side of her hand.

“Did you cook once, mayhap?” Alys asked.

The girl looked up. She frowned and furrowed her brow.
“I don't think so,” she said, finally.

“But something come back to you a minute ago,” Alys
said, “when you breathed the tea.”

Claire stood thinking. She closed her eyes. Then, finally,
she looked up and shrugged. “It wasn't the tea,” she said. “It
came from something else, I think.”

“You talk elegant,” Alys said with a chuckle. “Probably
somebody done your cooking for you, once.”

Claire took a deep breath, still thinking. Then she picked
up the stirring spoon and turned toward the pot of simmering

soup. “Well,” she said, “those days are gone.”
P y g

The three little gitls, Bethan, Delwyth, and Eira, barefoot and
grass-stained, smoothed and tidied the little corner of mead-

ow that they called their Tea Place. A flat rock there became
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their table; they decorated it with blossoms from the clumps
of wildflowers nearby. With a leafy branch acting as a broom,
Eira swept the ground around the rock. “Sit down, dear la-
dies,” she said. “Now that it’s tidy here, we’ll have tea.”

It was a game they often played, serving imaginary tea to
one another, pretending to be grown women.

“Your hair’s a wee bit straggled, Miss Bethan,” Eira said
haughtily as she set the broom aside. “Was you rushed? I'd ex-
pect youd be more primped up, and maybe brush some, when
you've got a tea invite.”

Bethan giggled and pulled at her unruly curls. “So sorry,
Miss Eira,” she said. “This baby in my belly makes me forget-
ful” Dramatically she pulled her frock away from her own thin
middle.

“Can I have a belly baby too?” whispered solemn-eyed
Delwyth.

“Yes. Let’s all.” Eira tugged at her own skirt. “Oh, I
do hope mine is born soon, because I'm so weary of being
fat.”

“Yes, fat is hard,” Delwyth agreed in a serious voice. “It
makes you breathe all pufly.

“When do you expect yours?” she asked the others.

“Mine’s coming tomorrow. I do hope for a boy. I'm going to
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name him . . ” She pondered briefly. “Dylan,” she decided.
“Tea?” Delicately she sipped from her own imaginary cup.

“Ooops!” Bethan announced. “Mine just be born. A little
girl” She cradled an invisible baby in her arms.

“Mine too!” The other two little girls announced. Rhyth-
mically they rocked their invisible infants.

“My mum be cross with me if she knowed we did this,”
Bethan confided. “She says it be bad luck to pretend about a
baby.”

Delwyth stopped her rocking motion. “Bad luck?”

Bethan nodded.

“Better we don't do it, then. We can pretend tea, though.”
Delwyth smoothed her skirt. “Want a teacake?” She oftered
the other girls each a twig.

Eira pretended to chew. “You be a fine cook, Miss Del-
wyth,” she said.

Delwyth nodded solemnly. “I learnt it from the queen,”
she said, “when I be'd a helper in her kitchen.”

Claire, listening from where she stood in a small grove of trees
nearby, smiled at the sweetness of the children. But their con-

versation troubled her, as well, because it reminded her of what
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she had lost. It was more than the loss of memories. She had
no knowledge. She wondered what a queen might be. Had she
known that once? Had she played this way, once?

This baby in my belly makes me forgetful, one little girl had said.
Claire, working now with Alys, preparing the herbs for Be-
than’s mother, understood what the child was pretending. Why
did it make Claire feel so unbearably sad?

She straightened her straw hat and walked slowly back to
the hut with the herbs she had been sent to find and gather.
She resolved that she would learn. She would learn every-
thing—about queens, whatever they were; and herbs, and
birds, and how the men farmed and what they thought, and
the women, too, how they spent their hours, and what they
talked about, what they dreamed, what they yearned for.

It would be a start, Claire thought. Perhaps somehow she

would learn her own lost life.

From a field higher up, where he was prying weeds from the
rocky soil with his hoe, Tall Andras stopped his work, wiped
sweat from his glistening forehead, and watche