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As a work of fiction, the following story requires a certain willing suspension of disbelief.  The central characters are fictitious and not intended to represent real persons, living or dead. The real, historical figures incidental to the narrative are dealt with fictitiously; no claim is made that the protrayal accurately represents them.
	
This novel may be considered a meditation on lyrics that echo from a time in America of great transformation—the innocent and hopeful seeds of which are only being reaped with hardship in the present years of the late 1980s:

		    How many ears must one man have,
			      before he can hear people cry?

And how many deaths will it take till he knows
			     that too many people have died?

		   The answer, my friend, is blowin' in the wind.
			    The answer is blowin' in the wind.
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PART  I 

HALLOWEEN
A.D. 2000 




The bitter truth was that aids did not just happen to America—it was allowed to happen by an array of institutions, all of which failed to perform their appropriate tasks to safeguard the public health.  This failure of the system leaves a legacy of unnecessary suffering that will haunt the Western world for decades to come. 

					                   And the Band Played On   

							         by Randy Shilts
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Captain Ned Mayberry watched apprehensively as the giant screens in the control room came to life.
	“This could be a total disaster,” he muttered under his breath.  The ten by ten-foot screen on the right displayed a map of the earth’s eastern hemisphere.  Prominently highlighted were the political boundaries of the Soviet Union.  A similar screen on the left displayed the western hemisphere with the United States highlighted.
	As he waited nervously, Mayberry carefully lined up the four felt-tip pens on his desk into a straight row.  He glanced up at the screens.   
	Here, in the high tech computer graphics display, was represented all the world’s belligerence.  And for the moment,  Ned thought, it’s all under my control.
	Ordinarily, faint circles on the screens marked the location of permanent nuclear missile silos in both hemispheres.  Rectangles marked movable land-based missile launchers.  Occasionally, as satellite surveillance indicated movement, these rectangles flickered while the computer screens tracked their relocation.  Dots represented military aircraft large enough to carry nuclear weapons.  These dots moved ceaselessly across the maps.  (The satellites, of course, pick up all aircraft,  Ned remembered his orientation speech as he waited for something to happen, but display of civilian and commercial planes is ordinarily suppressed to reduce the amount of information presented. )  Ovals represented nuclear submarines.  Since such submarines could only be followed when they cruised near the surface (…both Soviet and American stealth technology prevent tracking submarines with absolute  accuracy  ) the ovals occasionally flickered from blue to green to indicate that exact tracking had been lost.  Otherwise the schematic display of weapons locations remained the usual—and peaceful—blue.
	Now, however, most of the little circles on the right-hand screen were flashing to red, indicating that Soviet missile systems had been activated.  In response, blue circles in the U.S. changed to yellow, indicating preparation to retaliate.
	Mayberry’s heart began to pound.  He stood up and stepped away from his desk.  Gripping the railing of the command bridge opposite the imposing display of satellite and computer technology that now seemed to hold control of the future of the human race, he murmured, “Work right, this time.  Please.  Work right!”
	The even larger ten by twenty-foot rectangular screen in the middle of the wall flickered into full activation.  Ordinarily it flashed numbers and coordinates that jerkily swept across the expanse of the screen reporting on the location and status of the satellites of the Strategic Defense System.  Now, as that system was called into operation, the numbers were replaced by computer-generated graphics depicting what would be happening in space high overhead.  
	Bright white lines rose sluggishly up out of the now-flashing red circles on the map of the Soviet Union.  They grew longer as the missiles they tracked carried their deadly cargoes high up into the atmosphere.  As they began to arch, heading toward the U.S., the yellow circles on the U.S. map changed to red.
	“Hold retaliation,” Mayberry shouted into the microphone he picked up from the desk beside him.  His voice echoed in the large space of the control room.  “Wait just a minute more, just a minute… ”
	On the large screen the Soviet missiles appeared as sharp red triangles entering the screen from the right.  “Okay, boys, take ’em down.  now.”
	Beneath the bridge on which Mayberry was standing spread out an array of desks and smaller computer screens.  A crew of technicians sat before the screens monitoring the satellites in the system—and, if necessary, taking control.  
	“Most of the functions are purely automatic,” Captain Mayberry had explained earlier.  “This is a game the computers can play faster than the human observers.  But it is also a game too dangerous to be left solely to the machines.”  
	Each technician kept one hand firmly on the joystick of his terminal, the other on the override switch that would allow him to take over if the computers failed to knock out their targets.
	On the center screen, graphics of satellites carrying reflector nets swivelled around to catch ground-produced laser beams and redirect them toward the in-coming missiles.  Suddenly, with a white flash that surprised the onlookers in the control room, a beam shot up from the ground, struck dead-center into a satellite's reflector and shot right into the highest of the ascending red triangles.  A loud victory whoop from one of the techs echoed in the stillness of the room.  
	More beams flashed up, striking the reflectors.  The big screen was bright with the display of the laser bursts.  The threatening red triangles disappeared one by one.  
	Suddenly, an electronic beeping erupted from one of the small monitors.  On the big screen, a satellite began to spin aimlessly.  Just as Ned Mayberry was calling for magnification and the graphic of the satellite expanded dramatically, the technician shouted out, “I’m taking over.”
	The reflector stabilized, caught another laser burst, and shot it out toward one of the missiles.  The first beam missed, a second was a direct hit.  The red triangle flashed off the screen.
	“Good boy,” Mayberry shouted.  
	Now most of the offending triangles were gone, but a few still remained.  They’d risen very high, out of range of the laser reflectors.
	Another set of defense satellites was activated.  The screen showed satellites in high orbits seeming to explode as they released clouds of pellets into the paths of the oncoming Soviet missiles.  A few more of the triangles disappeared.  But some were still coming.
	Suddenly, the triangles flickered and broke up.  Then the number of triangles multiplied and spread out as the MERV warheads split into as many as twenty separate thermonuclear bombs, headed toward targets in the United States.  The screen was again full of flashing lights.  
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	“Brother,” the girl asked through her tears, “why does God cause suffering?”
	“That’s a big question, Amy,” Brother Peregrine answered.  He’d asked the same question himself a decade ago.  Again and again.  He felt a surge of sorrow and nostalgia.  His chest tightened and tears welled up in the corners of his eyes.  “I don’t know if I can answer it.” 
	Peregrine and Amy sat silently in a back booth of the narrow and dark cafe.  Partly to calm his feelings, the older man shifted his attention to the faded and gaudy decor of the Thomas Wolfe Tearoom in downtown Asheville, North Carolina.  On the wall above the booth across from them was a mannequin bust of a lady all decked out in 1890s finery.  She wore a broad-brimmed hat with a plume of peacock feathers and a veil that pulled across her face.  The mannequin was terribly dusty and the fashions hopelessly and sadly faded.  How bright Amy seems in contrast! 
	Her crying had left her face flushed and her eyes big and round.  She looked like such an innocent child.  Her long blond hair reflected light from the window in the front of the cafe so that, back here in the shadows of the booth, she almost seemed to glow with a light of her own.
	Peregrine felt a wave of fatherly affection.  “I don’t think God causes suffering,” he finally said.  “It just seems to happen.  Diseases spread.  Accidents occur.  Mistakes get made.  People cause each other grief.  But sometimes,” he added in consolation, “things get better on account of it.  
	“Maybe that’s what God causes: the positive lessons we learn and the improvements we make in our lives.”  I've sure seen that,  he thought and the sorrow he'd felt momentarily transformed into pride.
	Amy Lou started again to cry softly.  She’d been crying for hours.  She’s a pretty girl,  Peregrine thought.  And she’s had such a rough time .  He recalled the fierce angry shouts of Amy’s ol’ man, Billy Bob, earlier that day.  But he couldn’t help smiling as he recalled the slapstick scene that abruptly ended the argument.  My rear-end is still smarting.   He blushed with the thought.

∞
	Amy Lou Hensley lived in one of the many hamlets scattered through the mountains around Asheville, North Carolina.  Peregrine had known her since she was a little girl.  For years her father had manuevered his big tank truck up the mountain to deliver butane to Sweetwater Farm, the rural commune where Brother Peregrine lived.  He’d often brought little Amy Lou with him.  Peregrine wondered now in retrospect if she’d ever been the innocent little darling they’d plied with cookies and milk.  Maybe even then she’d been an abused and misused victim.  
	Amy Lou had come around less often once she’d become a teenager.  And then pretty soon her father announced that she’d gone and moved in with ’ol Billy Bob Luker.  He joked rudely that Amy Lou had growed up to be a fine woman.  
	Peregrine and the others had been skeptical.  At fifteen or sixteen, she was hardly a woman.  And Billy Bob Luker had a reputation in the valley for being a hot head and a drinker.  He was even said to belong to a skinhead neo-Nazi klan—not the kind of man for their little Amy.  
	Sister Elise mentioned recently that she’d run into Amy in town.  “She’s growing up awfully fast,” Elise added.  “What a shame!”
	Then Dr. John Louis, the resident physician at Sweetwater, reported that Amy had come in for a pregnancy test.  Though now retired from a once exhausting practice in infectious diseases in New York City, Louis still volunteered a couple of days a week at the Free Clinic in Asheville.  Amy’s test had been positive.  “She was so happy,” Louis told the community.  “She laughed and hugged herself and told me all about how she was going to take extra special care so nothing would happen to her baby.”
	“Amy Lou was back in the clinic,” Dr. Louis confided to Peregrine two days later.  “She had cuts and bruises all over her.  Billy Bob hadn’t liked the idea of her having a baby.  I talked to her about the options the clinic could offer.  But, Peri, that wasn’t what she wanted—or needed.  I suggested she talk with you…
	“…professionally,” Louis added with a note of solemnity that made Peregrine uneasy.  Being a professional therapist before he retired to Sweetwater Farm hadn’t seemed to give him any better answers to the problems of modern life.
	On his way into Asheville this morning Peregrine stopped by the rundown little house Amy Lou and Billy Bob lived in right off the highway.  He arrived to find Amy weeping uncontrollably.  Most of the night Billy Bob had kept her up, she explained, alternately raping her and demanding she get an abortion.
	“He sweared he’d cut the baby out of me himself—or fuck it out of me—if I didn’t do something about it,” she sobbed.  “He wasn’t ready to take care of some kid he said, as though this baby wasn’t his doing,” she shouted angrily.
	When Peregrine arrived Billy Bob was out.  “He’s gone off to buy himself some more whiskey and a six-pack,” Amy said.  “You know, Brother, you don’t have to be here when he gets back.  He’s gonna be drunk as a skunk.”  Amy’s sad effort to protect him moved Peregrine.  He tried consoling her.  About the time it looked like he was succeeding in getting her to calm down, Billy Bob arrived home.
	“What the fuck you doin’ wit’ my woman?” the hulking young man shouted as he staggered into the room, kicking the flimsy door.
	“Brother Peregrine come here to help me decide what to do about yo’ baby,” Amy spoke up.  (Peregrine was surprised at how forceful she sounded.)  “You leave him alone.”
	“How do I know it’s my baby?  You coulda been fuckin’ every man in the county for all I know.”
	“I ain’t been with nobody else.  But don’t you think I haven’t thought about it.  Why… why… you get so drunk and smelly… and you cain’t keep it up long enough to make decent love!”
	“Me decent?  You little whore!  You the one indecent, wantin’ sex all the time.  What kinda woman are you?”
	Peregrine made an effort to intervene.
	“Shut up, asshole.  I don’t give a shit what you think,” hissed Billy Bob.
	“Please, Brother, make him understand I really love him,” pleaded Amy Lou.
	That really isn’t the sort of intervention I had in mind,  Peregrine thought.  “Well, I’m not leaving here ’til I know Amy’s going to be okay.”
	“Then shut up and sit down and you can watch all you want,” replied Billy Bob snidely.
	Amy dramatically announced she was leaving.  Billy Bob grabbed her around the waist and threw her down onto the bed.  When she jumped up swinging her fists widely, he slapped her hard enough to throw her against the far wall.  Any started bellowing, in both pain and anger.
	Peregrine had discreetly followed the couple into the bedroom.  When he realized Billy Bob was going back at her with clenched fists, he jumped in to stop him from slugging her.  Peregrine grabbed hold of Billy Bob’s left hand and pulled her away from Amy.  For a moment Billy Bob’s anger turned toward him.  He swung out striking Peregrine a glancing blow on the left shoulder.
	Peregrine noticed, almost detachedly, the size of the bicep in Billy Bob’s beefy arm just as the blow struck him.  He was glad Billy Bob had missed his jaw.  Even so he’d been hit hard enough to be knocked off his feet.
	Billy Bob roared in druken rage.  “Both of you get out of here before I get really mad.”
	Amy had pulled herself up so she was kneeling on the bed, “Please, Billy, don’t throw me out.”  Billy struck out at her one more time, losing his own balance and falling over the bed.  Amy dodged his fist, falling forward.  For a moment she tottered back and forth, almost managing to right herself.  Then, as Billy Bob’s flouncing on the bed disrupted her balance, with a wide-eyed look of surprise, she fell slowly forward, landing sideways against a rickety bedside table that then, after a moment, collapsed under her weight.  The lamp on the table came toppling down on top of Peregrine just as he was getting to his feet, startling him so that, with both feet splayed out in front of him, he fell backward against the wall, pulling a faded curtain down with him.  The spring-loaded rod snapped out of its mounting and brought the curtain billowing right over him.
	Amy began to giggle hysterically.
	Peregrine realized the last series of events, because they had happened almost in slow motion, must have looked pretty funny, especially his own final pratfall.  All of a sudden all three of them were laughing.  “C’mon, Amy, let’s get out of here,” Peregrine said, grabbing her by the hand and heading for the door.
	Still giggling uncontrollably, Amy followed him out to the car.
	Billy Bob staggered to the door.  “Come back here wit’ my woman,” he shouted as Peregrine backed the car out of the driveway.
	Peregrine drove Amy into town to the clinic to get treated for fresh cuts.  Dr. Louis gave them each a Quitax tablet to calm them down and then checked Amy over.  She—and the baby—appeared okay.  Peregrine offered to buy her lunch.
	In the back booth of the Thomas Wolfe Tearoom, named after one of Asheville’s most illustrious citizens, Peregrine announced to Amy that it was time to make some decisions.
	“You mean, you  think I should get an abortion?”
	“No.  I said I think you have to choose between Billy Bob and your baby.”
	“What am I gonna do?  My Dad likes Billy a lot.  He sure ain’t gonna want me to move out on him or, ’specially, to come back home to have a baby.  I ain’t got no other fam’ly,” she said plaintively.
	As a young man Brother Peregrine had been a Roman Catholic monk.  Now thirty years later, he had come a long way from being a traditional Catholic.  Still he didn’t think abortion a responsible way to do family planning, even if sometimes it was seemed the only intelligent alternative and the best choice even for the sake of the child.  In this case, for instance, Peregrine dreaded the thought of Amy raising her baby in that drunken madhouse of a family.
	“Well, I want my baby.”
	“More than you want Billy Bob?”
	“Well, then I guess I don’t want him no more,” she said resolutely.  
	“Then you can’t go back to Billy Bob’s.  You need a place to live.  Where are you going to go?”
	“The only people who’ve ever really been kind to me were you people up at Sweetwater Farm.  Couldn’t I come live there?” she asked.
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	Don felt Louise’s breasts warm and solid against his hard chest.  Her belly was a little soft—twenty years and three children,  Don thought earlier when they’d first stripped off their clothes, but she’s still a beautiful woman.  
	Don could feel himself beginning to lose control.  Louise was starting into another orgasm cycle and he knew that soon he’d be swept away with her.  He kissed her full on the mouth, pulled tight against her shoulders, and let the muscles in the small of his back relax as he thrust deep into her body.  

∞
	“Hey, I’m in L.A. for a couple of days,”  Don Jarrels had said when he called earlier.  “Can I come visit you guys?  It’s Halloween.  I gotta come trick-or-treat.”
	“You can come visit me ,” Louise replied warmly, obviously pleased to hear his voice.  
	When she added “Jeff’s out of town,” Don thought with a rush of excitement and nostalgia that maybe this visit they might end up in bed.  He’d stopped expecting, but he was always hoping. 
	An hour or so later, after Don drove up in his cherry red sports car to Jeff and Louise’s ranch-style house perched high about L.A., Louise responded positively—and erotically—to his trick-or-treat.  “For old times’ sake,” she said.  
	They hadn’t had sex with each other in years.  “Right now I don’t want to think about how long it’s been,” he remarked when after a first round of affectionate kissing and exploration of each other’s bodies, they’d started talking softly and Louise had commented on just how many years it had been.  “I prefer to remember how good the five years were we spent making love every night.”
	“Well now, it wasn’t quite every night,” Louise answered playfully.
	“On the average I bet it came out to about that,” Don replied.  “But I think we’ve had this conversation before,” he said as he pulled her over on top of him.  
	“And this is certainly no time to rerun an old conversation,” she mockingly completed his sentence for him as she nuzzled her face against his.
	As they sometimes gently, sometimes more animatedly, rolled in their warm passions for one another, Don recalled those happy—and not so happy—years.  
	Don and Louise Jarrels had been married during the middle of the 1970s.  In those heydays of the Sexual Revolution—and of Don’s and Louise’s youth—relationships had seemed easy to come by and easy to let go of.  When their sexual interests in each other began to fade, they realized they had very different goals in life.  Don felt restless, not ready to settle down.  While he had a compulsion to “save the world” for future generations, he didn’t feel much desire to spawn those generations.  Louise, other the other hand, wanted a stable home and a family.  They parted friends.  
	Louise had met Jeff Lasker, a man who shared her domestic goals.  She was still happily married to him.  Don sometimes regretted that he’d lost the stability of the relationship with Louise.  He envied the happiness she and her husband seemed to share.  He’d always seemed too driven by his savior complex to find that for himself.  He never developed another relationship as significant as that with Louise.  
	It made him sad to think what he’d lost.  After the decade of the Sexual Revolution became the Age of aids, relationships got harder to find.  Don became virtually celibate—not such a bad adaptation for an old guy like me,  he sometimes said to himself in gross exaggeration of his age, but the lack of affection often left him sad and lonely.  Today the sadness and loneliness made Louise seem that much more dear.  His passions were a mix of hot sexual arousal, deep nostalgia, and aching sadness.  In honor of his love for Louise—and paradoxically, he thought, of her wonderful marriage to Jeff—Don pulled his body as tight as he could against hers, letting himself as far into her as he could.  Louise wrapped her legs around his and shifted her pelvis so she could take him even deeper.
	His mix of feelings swept through his body, overpowering his conscious control and he seemed to be swept away into Louise’s pleasure.  Louise pulled her mouth away and let out a low moaning cry as she bucked against him.  He felt her engulfing him, pulling his body into her.
	His back arched.  He groaned a couple of times, almost in harmony with Louise.  And then he felt his body go to jelly as waves of relaxation followed the waves of orgasm.  
	As they lay together silently afterwards, Don reminded himself that his regrets were just another example of his restlessness.  Sex had been important to him back then.  But it had never been as important as what he sometimes, only half-joking, called his “Quest for the Secret of Life.”  
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	Today it was Rif Koestenbaum’s turn to cultivate the communal garden at Sweetwater Farm.  He spent the late afternoon breaking the fertile soil and pulling weeds.  Here it is the end of October,  he mused, and there are still weeds trying to grow up.  Don’t they ever quit?
	Unusual for so late in the year, the day was warm.  Rif had stripped off his shirt to enjoy the sun.  He loved the sunlight.  Though as a fair-skinned redhead he had good reason to be concerned about skin cancer.  He knew that the latest generation of  immune-modulator and anti-carcinoma drugs that had appeared in the wake of aids could certainly take care of such problems.  But, as he squinted at the white winter sun, he felt alarm about the continuing deterioration of the ozone layer.
	Working bare-chested in the outdoors seemed so natural.  It seemed a shame technology was ruining it.  With his flesh exposed to the light and air, he thought, he could really feel his muscles working under his skin, staying tight.  In a natural, wholesome way, Rif felt manly and animal.  He’d been enjoying the quiet and the sun so much, he skipped the afternoon meditation period.  Taking in the sunlight,  he told himself, is a meditation all to itself, an experience of pure innocence—fitting into my ecological niche.
	As the sun slipped down toward the line of distant mountains and began to turn golden, Rif felt cold air closing around him.  He realized that in spite of the day’s warmth, winter was coming.  He remembered how cold last winter had been with icy winds howling down the narrow valley and snow accumulating in six-foot drifts.  Beginning to shiver, he put his shirt back on and even pulled on a sweater.  It was time to go in and he still had one more chore.  He plucked the ripest vegetables, putting some in a basket to take up to the community kitchen and others in another smaller basket to take to the ritual scheduled for later that night.  He’d promised Peri he’d select an offering for them as a couple.
	That job done and warm again inside the wool sweater, he leaned on his hoe a few more minutes, staring off into the sunset.  It’s Halloween,  he thought, time for costumes and dress-up, for getting into drag and not feeling silly, for disguising yourself as a vampire or gremlin.  A time for remembering the dead.   A chill past over him and he knew he’d seen too many dead already.  A blur of associations buzzed through his memory.  
	Now thirty-nine, Rif had come to Sweetwater Farm nearly ten years before, emotionally traumatized by his experience as a gay man in New York City in the terrifying years of the aids epidemic.  In his struggle to cope with the deaths of friends and, occasionally, former boyfriends and the isolation imposed by his fear of developing intimate relationships, Rif had taken a couple of classes on meditation.  He naturally ended up on a multitude of mailing lists, one of which was rented by Sweetwater Farm to announce its first summer seminar series.  Rif liked the flyer he got.  
	He liked even better the peace and calm he discovered when he showed up for a week-long workshop on stress-reduction.  He’d been so likeable and so helpful to the organizers of that early effort to get Sweetwater established, he was invited to join the staff if he could stay beyond the week.  Fortunate in having a small trust fund from his grandparents’ estate, he quit his unsatisfying job as a junior editor for a publishing company and accepted the invitation.
	Later that summer, to his surprise, he fell in love—“for the first real time in my life,” he always said when asked how he’d come to live at Sweetwater Farm.  “Never before had I met a gay man as together and psychologically mature.  At first the fourteen year age difference between us bothered him; it didn’t bother me at all.  I’d had enough difficulty trying to develop relationships with troubled young men my own age.  I was looking for depth and for love, not just glamor and sex.
	“He seemed to me a man I could learn from, who had a well-developed sense of values and meaning.  And I found him handsome and appealing.  Besides, he was the first attractive gay man I’d had seen in a long time,” Rif would sometimes add in a ribald tone to the right audience.  “And, you know, he was director of a major aids relief project, I was sure he’d be sophisticated about the health issues and ‘safe.’  What a relief!”
	Before returning together to Sweetwater for good, Rif had gone back to San Francisco with his new-found love and worked a year in the hospice program.  “I certainly got forced to cope with stress.” 
	Now, gathering up his baskets, Rif started in toward the main house.  He could see smoke rising out of the chimney and knew there’d be a welcoming fire blazing in the hearth.  Rif’s experience of living close to nature had soothed the pain of watching so many die.  Human beings dress all in somber black to mourn death,  he mused looking around at the brilliant colors of the autumn forest.  To signal the death of the year nature puts on her most colorful finery.  Maybe death isn’t something to fear.   He smiled to himself.  After all, it’s all part of fitting into one’s ecological niche.  
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	Far to the north of the Strategic Defense System control room in Atlanta where Ned Mayberry was overseeing the safety of the United States, far from the mountains through which Brother Peregrine was driving Amy Lou Hensley, far from the bedroom overlooking Los Angeles where Don Jarrels was making love to Louise Lasker, and far from Sweetwater Farm where Rif Koestenbaum was heading in from the garden, the Russian nuclear submarine Khrushchev cruised silently beneath the polar ice-cap.  In the bowels of the Typhoon-class sub waited twenty-four missiles, each with twenty warheads.  There was enough firepower to destroy the United States.  Perhaps enough to destroy all life on earth.
	Captain Vladimir Ivanovich Denevsky was awaiting word to fire his missiles—as he had been waiting for years of silent cruising.  Today,  he thought, we’re closer than ever to getting that order.
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	“The Soviets’ multiple warheads have separated, but we can still stop them on the way down,” Mayberry announced, then gulped audibly into his mike.  “Oh no,” he said, “we’re not finished.”
	On the map of the U.S., the red circles were flashing and white lines were rising up out of them to indicate that a counterattack had been launched.
	“Some SAC General hasn’t trusted the system,” Mayberry remarked into the mike.  “We’ve got more missiles to take down.”
	The display on the large screen scrolled laterally to show American air space.
	Even as the last few of the red triangles from the Soviets were shot down, a volley of triangles from the American side rose up into range of the lasers.  One by one they too were taken out.  In the process, two more satellites malfunctioned and the techs had to take control.  One satellite simply wouldn’t respond at all.  Because of that one failure, a single U.S. missile made it through to its destination, striking in northern Siberia.

∞
	Ned Mayberry slumped down at his desk and took three deep breaths.  Why do I take this so seriously?  he said to himself, then flicked a switch on the desk.  The room was flooded with white light from fluorescent panels in the ceiling.
	“Ladies and gentlemen, that concludes the demonstration,” he announced.  “We’re going to take a fifteen minute break, then we’ll reassemble in the conference room for questions.  I’m told there’ll be champagne.  Bathrooms are down the hall to the right.”
	As the reporters and observers filed out of the control room, Mayberry leaned over the railing of the bridge.  “You guys did a great job today.  I’m proud of you…
	“And keep this under your hats, but I asked Food Service to hold one case of champagne for us after the press conference.  If I survive the public appearance, I’ll see you all in the classroom in a little while.  Thanks again.”
	Mayberry headed out toward the bathrooms.  He was still trembling slightly from the excitement.  And he was annoyed by the failure to bring down that last missile.  Ned was a perfectionist.
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	Brother Peregrine’s brown hair had dulled to a dusty color and was well-peppered with grey; he was balding on top in a kind of natural tonsure.  But, in his mid-fifties, he was still a handsome man and though he’d already had too many  friends die, Peregrine knew he was relatively young.  His face was youthful and he’d stayed thin.  Back in the late seventies when it seemed like everybody in America was joining health clubs, he too had developed his body with hours at the Nautilus machines.  Now years later, carting wood, cultivating the garden, laboring on the new guesthouse—all these more practical ways to work out kept him in shape. 
	He was sometimes still vain.  He sneaked peeks at his waistline when he passed a mirror and nobody was around to notice him hike up his shirt.  He struggled to keep every inch of fat off his frame.  He occasionally told himself that a man his age, director of a place like Sweetwater, ought to be beyond such trivial concerns.  Then he’d jokingly remind himself that after all, he was still human and, besides, he had an obligation to Rif to keep in shape.
	Peregrine had been half-consciously studying his reflection in the mirror behind the bar of the Thomas Wolfe Tearoom as he sipped his lukewarm coffee and considered Amy’s request to come live at Sweetwater Farm. 
	There was general agreement among the members of the community that—for all that most of them would probably be apt to do so (and maybe precisely for that reason)—they wouldn’t bring needy cases home to the Farm.  They just couldn’t jeopardize their modern day experiment with monastic living by letting the Farm become a refugee camp.
	There was certainly no objection to visitors.  The bed ’n breakfast on the property was a major source of income for the community.  And in the monastery compound proper they had a good-sized guesthouse already with an annex under construction.  Most of the visitors came for a seminar program, a private retreat, a visit with one of the members, or a quiet vacation in the woods.  While a few visitors stayed on—some even became regular members of the community—no one came as a refugee.
	Amy Lou Hensley isn’t exactly a stranger seeking refuge. She’s been a friend of the community for as long as I can remember.  And if taking her in, at least temporarily, would prevent her having an abortion she doesn’t want forced on her, well, then it might be appropriate to bend the rules a little. 
	Peregrine found it ironic that he was about to agree to take in this pregnant teenager to prevent her from having an abortion.  “You know, Amy, only last week I wrote my Congressman to object to the bill before the House that would appropriate funds for these federal abortion prevention centers.”
	“You think people should be getting abortions?” the young girl asked incredulously.
	“I certainly believe women should have the right to choose,” he answered.  “But, of course, I don’t object to providing alternatives to abortion.  I think it’s great for pro-life groups to care for women during pregnancy and arrange adoption for their children.  Though I don’t think that band-aid solution addresses the real issues of reproductive responsibility and population control.
	“But, among other things, this new law is going to make it mandatory for women, who are considered high-risk for abortion because they’re young, unmarried, or poor, to enter these programs or risk losing all medical and welfare benefits.  That’s a violation of civil liberty and it’s going to be terribly expensive.”  He shook his head.  
	“All the programs that will receive funding are Church-owned and operated.  It’s revealing that back in the eighties the Churches were outspoken against the safe-sex education that would have prevented a lot of unwanted pregnancies and subsequent abortions.  They seem more interested in punishing people for having sex than in controlling disease or preventing the so-called ‘killing of the unborn.’  This current plan seems like just more anti-sex propaganda hooked to a gimmick to get federal money pumped into church coffers.  What’s happened to compassion?” 
	“But, Brother, you’re a priest.  How come you’d object to Churches getting money?”
	“Well, Amy, I’m not  a priest, though I was in the seminary a long time ago.”  He drew the last words out in a way that brought a smile to the girl’s face.
	“I thought Sweetwater Farm was like a Catholic monastery.”
	“We call the place a ‘free-lance monastery’; legally it’s a guesthouse—like a resort hotel.  We’re not connected with any Church, though most of us would say we’re religious. or, maybe better, spiritual.  In fact, I suppose it’s because I think of myself as religious that I’m suspicious of things done in the name of religion.”
	After seven years in the seminary, Peregrine had grown disenchanted with the Church.  His thinking was dramatically affected by two factors: his reading C.G. Jung and Joseph Campbell and his discovering that sex was very different from what the Church had taught.  He left the seminary and pursued a degree in Comparative Religions, then moved to San Francisco and switched to psychology—what he recognized as the “new religion of our times.”  He became influential as a therapist in the gay community of that West Coast mecca.  
	During those years, and especially later as an executive in the public health care system, he saw so much alienation and human suffering.  And, to his chagrin, he saw that the Churches were often partly responsible because they perpetuated misinformation and, in the name of righteousness, blamed the victims instead of doing something about the root causes of injustice.  All that had left him bitter.
	“I just don’t believe that increase in the political power of the Church represents any kind of religious revival.  It looks to me like just another reappearance of bigotry, anti-intellectualism, and sour grapes.  And it’s dangerous precisely because it distorts people’s idea of what religion is really about.”
	“What’s that?” Amy Lou asked half-attentively.
	“Compassion, peace, love, mystical union… ”  Peregrine stopped himself realizing he sounded like an old hippie.
	When an former seminary professor, Father David Omar, wrote him about the lovely bed ’n breakfast at Sweetwater Farm and the peacefulness of the ancient mountains, he accepted the invitation to visit.  In the deep silence of nature he discovered the peace in his spiritual life he’d been seeking for a lifetime.  And in the lovely, deep green eyes of innocent Rif Koestenbaum he found the true love he’d practically given up on in modern, urban life.  It wasn’t long before he retired to Sweetwater Farm.
	Symbolized by the old-fashioned practice of taking a monastic name, Peregrine discovered he could drop his past, forget that he had once been the San Francisco public servant and politico called Jonathan Stiers, and open his soul to simple love and joy.  
	"Well, I don’t know about that," Amy answered.  "I guess I’m more concerned about where me and my baby are gonna end up."
	Peregrine drank down the last of his coffee. He noticed the coffeemaker behind the bar—an old-fashioned brew-by-the-pot model, not the new-fangled microwave extraction machines you’d find at a newer cafe.  He saw that the coffee level in the discolored pyrex pot was down to the last cup.  I guess I’ve had enough anyway.. 
	“Well, I can’t promise you a place for the rest of your life, Amy.  But I think we can put you up at least till your baby is born and you can make some decisions about what you want to do with your life.” 

∞
	Why is she still crying?  Peregrine asked himself, as he manuevered the car around the hair-pin turns in the highway as it worked its way up and over North Carolina's Smoky Mountains.  In part to cheer her up a little and, in part, to give him something neutral to talk about, Peregrine began recounting for Amy Lou the history of Sweetwater Farm.
	“Almost twenty years ago,” he explained as the road straightened out and headed into a long stretch shaded by huge trees along both sides, “Elizabeth and Doug Ross bought the land for a bed and breakfast.  Business was slow.  To attract patrons they sponsored occasional meditation retreats and educational conferences… ” 
	“Oh, I remember Doug,” Amy piped up.  “He used to be real nice.  I’d see him whenever I’d go out to Sweetwater with Pa.”
	Peregrine was pleased that Amy seemed interested in the story, and glad to see she’d stopped weeping.  He down-shifted for the steep grade on the other side of the mountain.  The forest shone in brilliant reds and golds in the late autumn afternoon.
	“Do you remember Father Omar?”
	“Sure I do.  I like him a lot.  He’s in charge, isn’t he?”
	“He used to be.  Now I am.  Father Omar died a couple of years ago.”
	“Ooohhh,” Amy answered.  “I liked him…”
	I hope that doesn’t start her crying again.


8

	Don lay silent next to Louise in her bedroom overlooking the city.  Through the  sliding glass doors onto the patio an occasional breeze blew across their bare bodies.  Louise got a chill  and pulled the sheet up over her.  Don took that occasion to  ask her how she thought he looked these days. 
	“Cute as ever,” she brushed off the question. 
	“Oh, you mean you think I’m getting old,” Don responded.
	“Well, you’re pretty sensitive,” she chided jokingly.  “And that isn’t what I said.  I said you’re as cute as ever.”
	As a young man, Don had been very  cute: blond, blue-eyed, and innocent.  He’d been blessed with a good physique, though he was a little shorter than he liked.  He made up for that by keeping fit, doing a hundred push-ups a day. 
	As a middle-aged adult, he’d still kept some of the boyish look, though his hair, peppered now with gray, had turned sandy and thinned a little.  His eyes were as deep blue as ever.  He  still had a good physique, though now, almost thirty years later, it took more than push-ups to stay in shape.
	“You still got great pecs,” Louise said, gently massaging the well-defined muscles of Don’s chest.  “You know, I think  you’ve got more hair on your body now,” she added.  “I like that a lot.”
	I guess you would,  Don thought knowingly, thinking of her husband Jeff.  He was a dark Mediterranean type  with thick black hair over most of his body.  
	Maybe it was thinking about Jeff, suddenly Don felt ashamed of himself.  Here I am a middle-aged man and I’m  still fishing for compliments from Louise. 
	In fact, Louise had always been generous with her admiration of Don’s  looks.  That had been the occasion for their first meeting.  Before he met her, in spite of his hundred push-ups a day, he’d always lived more in his mind than in his body. 
	Louise had awakened a part of Don that had been dormant.  He hoped he still pleased her now as much as he had back then.  He looked down at his own body and then at  hers suggestively outlined under the light cotton sheet.  Her  dark, Southern California tan showed through the sheet alluringly.  They both looked good.

∞
	Louise had had three children with Jeff Lasker.  Then she’d had a tubal ligation: three was enough.  Jeff had been quite successful in his business and in creating the home environment Louise had hoped for.  They now lived in the hills above Hollywood. 
	Whenever Don was in L.A., he stopped in to visit.  He got along fine with Jeff Lasker.  Jeff wasn’t the jealous sort to begin with and he certainly hadn’t thought Don any threat to his marriage.  After all, that relationship had already flowered and died.  Jeff didn’t even mind Don and Louise having sex together occasionally for old times’ sake.  The first time Don had visited, in fact—back in the seventies when experientation with sex, along with hot tubs, was almost de rigueur  in California—Jeff had initiated a three-way. 
	After a while, though, the sex between Don and Louise had stopped of its own accord.  They were all getting older.  Louise and Jeff had come to think of themselves more as parents than as liberated lovers.  And—at least until today—Don thought he had lost most of his interest in sex.
	Indeed, as the millenium was coming to an end, Don’s early teenage religious obsessions had revived.  He was beginning to feel himself getting old and thought it was time to redevote himself  to spiritual concerns, if only to avoid a more serious crisis later on. 
	He’d once been a Catholic seminarian.  Way back then he had met Father David Omar.  Over the years he’d run into the priest several times in San Francisco; he’d followed with interest Omar’s disillusionment with the institutional Church.  A few years ago he met Omar at an event at the C.G. Jung Institute to commemorate Joseph Campbell’s death and had accepted an invitation to visit the conference center the ex-seminary professor had moved  to.  Don visited there several times.  He’d been surprised to find Jon Stiers, a seminary classmate, also living there.  Stiers had been one of Don’s fellow radicals back in the old days, but now he was using as old-fashioned a monastic name as Don could imagine—Brother Peregrine.  Ironic,  Don thought, though he also observed that the meaning of the name seemed to fit him as well as Stiers: “wanderer”—a good name for a spiritual radical. 
	Don envied Fr. Omar and Jon Stiers.  They seemed to have found peace.  He was fascinated with the idea of a “free lance monastery.”  Someday,  he told himself, I’m going to move back there myself. 

∞
	Don had been involved in politics the last few years.   “That’s where all my sexual energy has gone,” he commented to Louise only half-joking, as they were cleaning up and getting dressed.  He was in L.A. for a meeting with a potential Democratic candidate for the state senate.  National elections were coming up next week.  The Republican was expected to win reelection.  Already the Democrats were planning strategy for the next campaign.
	“There’s a costume party tonight,” Don added.  “The Presidential candidate is expected to make an appearance.  Maybe you’d like to come along with me.”
	“Too bad Jeff won’t get back till tomorrow.  I know he’d love to go.  He really likes hob-knobbing with all those political types.  But, yes, I’d love to go with you.   Though, please, don’t get me trapped in any heavy political debates.  I’ve been watching too much TV.  All the hoo-ha about the laser fence is getting to me.”
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	“Captain Mayberry,” a reporter drawled out a question even before the press conference got officially underway. “I’m George Hudsmith with Eyewitness News here in Atlanta.  I don’t understand why you shot down your own missiles.
	“I’m a God-fearing Christian and a good American myself,” he continued.  “I’m not in favor of nuclear war.  But it seems to me that if the Russians fired on us, well sir, we ought to fire back.”
	Several other reporters snickered.  Hudsmith looked around him with a look of scorn when he finished his question.
	“Well, Mr. Hudsmith, thank you for your question.  It’s actually a very good one,” Mayberry answered.  “But I’m not running the show here.  Let me introduce Senator Dodd, Chairman of the Committee on Defense and National Security.”
	The Senator stepped up to the mike.  He seemed a little flustered.  He obviously had planned a different opening.  “Welcome again, all of you.  I trust you were impressed with the simulated demonstration of the Strategic Defense System.  I believe I speak on behalf of all the members of my Committee which has overseen the development of this project over the past decade when I say we are impressed with the system and proud that the United States has taken this step in assuring world peace.
	“As you can see from the handouts you’ve received, the system will become operable at about fifty percent capacity the day after tomorrow.  Within six months, it will be operating at a hundred percent.
	“I now want personally to commend Captain Mayberry here for the excellent job he’s done training the technical crew we just saw in operation.
	“And I want to introduce Dr. Louis Kaiser, professor at George Washington University and one of the committee’s ablest consultants on international relations.  Dr. Kaiser will recount for you a little of the history of the project.  But, first, perhaps Captain Mayberry would like to answer Mr. Hudsmith’s question.  Captain Mayberry… ”
	“Thank you, Senator.  I suspect that Dr. Kaiser will actually cover this in his presentation… ”  Kaiser looked up from his papers and nodded.  “So let me just say to Mr. Hudsmith that the system is designed to prevent nuclear disaster regardless of which side fires the missiles.  Of course, what we saw was a simulation, but if it had been real and I’d allowed the counterattack to continue, radioactive fallout from the explosions in Russia would have destroyed our own country in a few months anyway.  Does that answer your question, Mr. Hudsmith?”
	Hudsmith looked up at Mayberry and smiled, but said nothing.  He quickly looked back down at his notes.
	Kaiser stepped up to the podium.  Half-reading from his papers, he began, “I’m sorry to belabor the obvious, but I want to recount the history of this project for you.  It is important that you understand the nature of the nuclear threat our world has been facing during the last half-century, the implications of this new defense against this threat, and the current strain on international relations.
	“Since the early 1980s, we have been aware that nuclear weapons could never be used in any kind of full-scale attack, even without threat of what has euphemistically been called ‘M.A.D.’: Mutually Assured Destruction.  Nature, it seems, provided its own kind of mutually assured destruction in what physicist Carl Sagan popularly called ‘nuclear winter.’  Dust and smoke hurled into the atmosphere by atomic blasts would block sunlight from reaching the planet’s surface.  All life on earth would freeze.  Without sunlight, plant life would cease to recycle carbon dioxide in the air, and there would be no oxygen for animal life.  A preemptive attack by either side would amount to suicide.
	“This realization did not, however, bring the end of the nuclear stand-off.  Even if full-scale attack was prohibited by nature, nuclear missiles could still be used strategically to cripple an enemy.  A nuclear bomb exploded over Manhattan, for instance, would destroy the United States as a world power.  The threat of a single bomb was just as effective as the threat of a salvo of bombs.
	“In the mid-eighties, at the instigation of President Ronald Reagan, the U.S. began research and development of a defense system, then called the Strategic Defense Initiative.  At the time, you may recall, it was dubbed ‘Star Wars’ by the media.  Using satellite and land-based lasers and non-nuclear weapons, this system was planned to create a shield above the United States.  In theory, any missile fired at the U.S. could be shot down before it entered American air space.
	“Critics argued that even if the system were ninety-five percent effective, the five percent of missiles that got through would still destroy the country.  Proponents answered that the Russians wouldn’t dare launch such a full-scale attack, and that what the shield would do is prevent extortion based on the threat of systematic destruction of isolated targets.  Even if the system were only sixty percent effective during a full-scale attack, it would certainly be able to stop a single missile launched toward New York in a strategic attack.
	“Technological breakthroughs in the last five years have made the system workable and we have now successfully created that shield.  Within the next forty-eight hours, the United States—and the world—will be safe from nuclear blackmail.”
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	“Some of the regulars at the conferences the Rosses were organizing asked if they could retire here as permanent residents,” Brother Peregrine continued his story.  “Father Omar was one of those regulars.
	“We still have the bed ’n breakfast and still run conferences and seminars.  But primarily Sweetwater’s a home for a community of eclectic spiritually-minded idealists.”
	“Electric spirituality?” Amy asked.
	Peregrine chuckled.  “Eclectic means uh, well, pluralistic.”
	Amy giggled.  “Plura what?”
	Peregrine too laughed.  He realized she might really be having trouble with his vocabulary, but he also knew she was having fun with him.  Just as he started to re-explain himself, they came upon the ornately carved wooden sign that signalled the turnoff from the highway: 

Sweetwater  Farm
2  miles
‘

	Peregrine turned onto a gravel road which disappeared up into the hills ahead.  Amy’s mood had changed as he talked.  She’d begun to ask questions.  Now as they started up the last leg of the journey, they were both getting a little giddy.  Peregrine was enjoying the laughter.
	“Where does the name come from?” she asked.
	“Well, the first owner of the land was named Rufus Sweetwater.  We thought it was kind of appropriate.  Remember Jesus spoke of grace as ‘living water’?’’
	“Yeah, but ‘Rufus’?” Amy burst into peals of teenage giggles.
	Inspite of Amy's laughter, and though he doubted she would appreciate the historical context of this experiment in monasticism, Peregrine launched into the prepared orientation speech he regularly gave retreatants.  “The community of almost thirty is made up of nearly equal numbers of men and women,” he said.  “Many of us had been in conventional religious life when we were young as seminarians or student sisters.  We developed Sweetwater Farm to recreate the best parts of that life without having to deal with the Church.”
	Amy was listening intently.  Peregrine continued his spiel.  “Some of us turned to this new form of religious life following the aids crisis of the 1980s.  To the surprise of a great many people, the discovery of a cure didn’t send them back to their previous lifestyles.  Especially those who’d actually been infected with hiv had spent years facing the possibility of imminent death.  They’d changed inside; they’d become less sexually motivated, wanting companionship more than conquest; they’d become more self-sufficient, not always looking for a lover as proof they were worthwhile; they’d become more introspective, seeking a deeper meaning in life.  Curiously, in short, they’d become spiritual.”
	Peregrine himself was one of those people transformed by aids.  During the late-eighties, he’d managed a program to teach people with aids to heal their attitudes toward dying, sometimes helping them to put their disease into remission, most of the time helping them to die well.  He was never himself infected—for which he was incredibly grateful and because of which he sometimes wondered if Divine Providence, or the Laws of Karma, had some job in store for him worthy of preserving him through that dangerous time.  
	“I didn’t know there were aids victims at Sweetwater Farm,” Amy interrupted.
	“aids survivors,” he corrected.  “Those who were past the point of no return died.  That was a long time ago.  But because some of us who retired here had been aids activists and educators, Sweetwater became an aids survivor retreat and a model for intentional communities elsewhere.  We still run seminars called ‘Sexual Enhancement for Involuntary Celibates’.”
	“Huh?”
	Peregrine realized Amy had gotten very serious and stopped laughing.  He tried to make a joke.  “Well, I always say if you aren’t going to have sex, you certainly shouldn’t have to do it alone.”  But Amy didn’t seem to appreciate the subtle humor.  He thought it time to change the subject again.
	They came to a bridge over a steep ravine.  A heavy steel gate stood open at the near end of the bridge.  “This is the gate,” Peregrine pointed out the obvious.
	“I thought it was a cow.”
	Silly as that was, Peregrine was tickled enough to start laughing again along with Amy.  “When the Rosses first started the meditation conferences, there were bomb threats—by local fanatics who thought meditation the work of the devil.”  There was no humor in that, but they were both laughing again.  “North Carolina, after all, is Klan territory.  The Rosses had this automatic gate and intercom installed on the road.  At least back then it was virtually impossible to enter Sweetwater Farm without a key or somebody on the other end of the intercom to admit you.  It still works, but the gate’s seldom locked.”
	As they passed over the bridge and up the last hill before starting the descent into the lush narrow valley Sweetwater was built in, Peregrine continued his history lesson, “Most of us around here are superannuated activists and hippies… ”
	“What’s super… uh, annulated mean?” Amy interrupted.
	“Annua ted,” Peregrine corrected, chuckling.  He doubted Amy had any idea of the obscure sexual pun she’d just made.  “It means we’ve gotten old—oh, late forties to mid-fifties,” he laughed.  “But most of us have still kept the enthusiasm and conviction from the 1960s.”
	“Flower children?” Amy asked.
	“Sort of,” Peregrine answered, realizing that she said those words as though they were something out of ancient history.  “The flower children were just a small part of what was called the ‘counterculture’.”
	“Counterculture?  You mean like the lunch counter at Walgreen’s?”
	Peregrine laughed, sure that  misunderstanding was intentional.  “I mean more like a different set of values from capitalist Protestantism.”
	“Oh.”
	“I’ll tell you, from inside the counterculture we understood ourselves to be leading a moral crusade to end war, reestablish ecological balance, renounce materialism, redesign relationship, reevaluate sexuality, renew spirituality, restore hope, wake up the earth, and bring on a new age.”
	“Wow.”  Amy sounded a little overwhelmed.
	“Suffice it to say that many of us were thoughtful and serious people.”
	“Like Sister Elise?” Amy asked about one of the members she knew best.
	“Exactly, Amy.  Back during the hippie days, she’d been married to a rock music promoter in San Francisco.  Later, after the marriage broke up, she got into promotion herself… ”
	“Rock stars?” Amy asked excited.
	“No, not exactly,” David laughed.  “More like psychologists and philosophers.”
	“They put on concerts?” the girl replied quizzically.
	“Oh, no.  Lectures.  Elise worked for the University of California arranging lectures and programs for the University Extension.”
	“Oh.”  Amy sounded disappointed.
	“Her connections have been real helpful for the conferences here at Sweetwater,” Peregrine added, as though that made up for the lack of glamor.  “Anyway, later she joined a Zen monastery and lived in the mountains above Big Sur for a number of years.  And then about five years ago moved here to manage our conference series.”
	“How come you call her Sister?” Amy asked.
	“That started as a joke.  Some of us had known her as a very stylish businesswoman when she worked for U.C. Extension.  When she arrived here, she was wearing the Buddhist nun’s habit.  Somebody started calling her ‘Sister’ and, I guess, it just caught on.  Same as people calling me ‘Brother.’
	“The community models itself on a kind of idealized Catholic monastic life,” Peregrine continued from his prepared text.  “But we’ve updated it to square with intellectual progress, psychological sophistication, modern sexuality, and open-minded religious anthropology and mythography.”
	“Aunt who?” Amy asked, perhaps, intentionally bewildered.
	They both roared with laughter.  
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	Though there’d been an Indian summer with several warm days like today, fall had come to the mountains early this year.  It’d been cold a couple of weeks now already and the leaves had been gusting along the path since mid-September.
	Rif Koestenbaum was admiring the dappling of gold and red leaves against the dull grey of the bare branches on the opposite wall of the valley.  He noticed that the air was full of a steady crackling noise, like a buzz of excitement.  He realized he was hearing the sound of the leaves falling onto the thick carpet of plant matter that covered the earth all around.  Whenever the wind blew, it carried leaves sailing with it down the mountainside.  The brittle leaves sliding and thrashing up against one another created a symphony of sound.
	Rif was on his way to dinner.  After finishing his chores in the garden, he had rushed back to the little cottage where he and Peregrine lived down the road and around the bend, about a quarter mile from the main buildings.  He cleaned up, changed clothes, and now was heading in to the refectory.  
	As he reached the spot where the path fom their cottage turned and entered the deep valley, he heard the sound of a car on the other side coming down the road from the highway.  Rif stopped and peered through the half-bare trees.  He saw Peregrine driving in—with a passenger.
	“I wonder who that is,” a voice remarked.
	Rif jumped.  He turned around to find Ellen Amity who lived in a cottage just a little beyond theirs.  The sounds of her steps through the fallen leaves had been lost in the autumnal symphony.
	“You startled me.”
	Ellen just laughed and casually hugged Rif, allowing her arm to linger on his shoulder.  Peregrine apparently saw them and tooted his horn.  Rif and Ellen waved back a welcome.  
	“I hope whoever it is is prepared for the Halloween celebration tonight,” she remarked.
	“You think they might be shocked?” Rif asked.
	“Well, our little bit of paganism might be surprising to somebody who thought they were coming to a regular monastery,” she laughed.
	“Hey, look,” Rif said, changing the subject.  The view of the valley, in the last fading light of the golden sunset sky, was breathtaking.
	Rif and Ellen stood and watched the light play off the opposite mountainside and listened to the sound of the leaves.  Responding to her hug, Rif put his arm around Ellen’s waist and pulled her closer, acknowledging their long friendship.
	“But look up there,” Ellen broke the intimacy by pointing up at the ridge.  There were bare patches where pollutant-bearing clouds grazed the top of the mountain and bathed the trees with the acidic sulfur and nitrogen compounds they carried from distant industry.  Indeed, in spite of its beauty, the mountain forest was badly blighted.  Acid rain and high atmosphere pollution had killed many of the trees.
	“I feel sad for the next generation,” Rif responded.  “Things are okay now.  But how long can they stay that way?  Developers are destroying the rain forests and here the pollution is killing them.  Someday, unless something drastic is done, all the trees will have succumbed.”
	“Ironic, isn’t it?” Ellen answered poetically, “that something as beautiful as these clouds racing across the sky could be so lethal.”
	“Thank God for the wind and the clouds though,” Rif replied.  “If that stuff weren’t kept blowing by, we’d be breathing it and I doubt our lungs would last as long as the trees.”
	Rif wondered if the innocence and beauty of nature he had reveled in all afternoon was really just an illusion.  He shivered with that thought.  “What’s ironic is that if they just wanted to, people could so something about it.  Time to write your Congressman again.”
	“We better be praying too,” answered Ellen.  “I don’t really expect democratic process to save those trees up there.  Most people just don’t care.  They don’t see what’s happening because it’s all so gradual.  And they don’t feel personally threatened.”
	“You know sometimes it takes a major disaster to wake people up to what’s happening,” Rif replied.
	“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t have to come to that.  But now, we’re late for dinner.  Come on.”
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	Peregrine was enjoying himself thoroughly.  He was delighted he’d decided to help Amy.  As the car descended the wall of the valley, winding through several switchbacks along the gravel road, he pointed out to her some of the features of Sweetwater Farm.  “In front here are the barns.  The buildings to the left down there are the meditation hall and conference center.  Behind them are the guesthouses.  Most of the people live in the cottages close to the main buildings, but there are other houses perched all up the opposite wall there.  Now that the trees are losing their leaves maybe you can see some of them.”
	“Oh yeah, ” Amy Lou answered, pointing.
	“And see that road behind the buildings?” he continued.  “It leads along the mountainside and around to the front.  There are several more cottages around the other side.”  He called Amy Lou’s attention to two figures on the road, apparently heading in for dinner.
	Peregrine tooted the horn.  The distant figures both waved.
	Peregrine remarked how happy and peaceful they looked down there in the warm fall evening.  “It’ll be too cold to stay outside long once the season changes.”

∞
	The changes of season were dramatic at Sweetwater Farm.  In the spring, the clear sweet water from the melting snowmass of winter poured down the hillsides.  And the Farm was alive with the singing of brooks and streams.
	In the summer, the warm sun overhead nourished the gardens and grain fields that the brothers and sisters planted and watched over.  Life grew up abundantly.  The land was rich and fertile.  Its lushness allowed the men and women of Sweetwater Farm time to read and to write, to design public programs, to discuss patterns of spirituality and morality for the modern world, to meditate, and to entertain visitors and one another—and whatever gods were watching—with a variety of religious practices and rituals.
	In the autumn, their rituals celebrated the harvest with Thanksgiving and the coming of winter and the death of the year with the old Wicca feast of Samhain, which the Christians had come to celebrate as the children’s festival of Halloween, full of pretend ghosts and goblins.
	This year death was closer to Sweetwater Farm than they could realize.  The ghosts and goblins of modern nuclear technology were coming.
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	Dr. Kaiser continued with his lesson in the history of the Strategic Defense System.  
	“But that is not the end of the story.  The shield will drastically alter the balance of power which has staved off nuclear war throughout this century.  The threat of retaliation has prevented hot war between the United States and the Soviet Union.  Once the shield is in place, however, retaliation against the U.S. will be preventable.  And the Soviets will be rendered vulnerable to American attack.  To those who seek world peace, that has always appeared the danger of this system.  
	“Even from the beginning that danger was recognized and planned for.  In his original proposal Ronald Reagan suggested that the Star Wars technology might be given to the Soviets so that both sides could build shields and so reachieve the balance of power.  
	“That suggestion was hotly debated in Congress for almost fifteen years.  The obvious objection to the plan was that in giving the Russians the secrets of the laser shield, U.S. arms designers would also be giving industrial secrets.  Since the real competition between America and Russia is not in warfare but in industry, what seems like a solution to the imbalance of power created by the defense system also looks like bad business.  
	“Resolution of that question was virtually taken out of our hands five years ago when the Japanese development of nuclear resonance resulted in the instantaneous-transmissionless supercomputer network which has come to dominate international securities exchange.  As you’ll recall, in 1997, in that famous surprise broadcast, Japanese Prime Minister Toshi Nakamura declared that unless the U.S. would agree to hand over the Strategic Defense System to a Japanese-dominated United Nations force, Japan would cut off American access to the worldwide computer net the Japanese financial industry had developed.  Without access to that network, U.S. banks would be unable to negotiate on the international market.  The U.S. economic system would collapse.  
	“Nakamura, using that supercommunication system to blanket the world with his announcement, said that Japan simply could not allow the nuclear powers to threaten its security.  After all, Japan had become, Nakamura said, the electronic and technological power of the world.  His ability to unilaterally preempt all radio and television broadcasts on earth seemed to demonstrate his point.  
	“While American interests may be legitimately concerned about this technological coup by the Japanese, it may have been a blessing in disguise for all of us.  With Nakamura as facilitator, a nuclear defense plan was negotiated.  
	“The solution, as you all must know, has been to design the shield like a wall or fence that will stop missiles passing in either direction.  Thus the U.S. fence will protect the U.S.S.R. from attack as well.  Ultimately, control of the fence will be placed in the hands of a U.N. force, supported by both sides and mandated to keep the fence intact.  This has been attractive to the U.S. because, not only is our own security guaranteed, but, under this plan, Russian access to our industrial and computer secrets will be minimized.  
	“Under the plan finally negotiated, however, the fence will only be handed over to the U.N. after  its completion and testing about a year from now.  
	“I want you to understand the next point clearly 
	“This plan still leaves a significant window of imbalance during the year it takes to fully deploy the system.  The U.S. is effectively protected from attack once the first ‘pickets’ of the fence are in place.  We could launch a preemptive attack against the U.S.S.R.
	“Of course, we are pledged not to take such action but, at least in theory, we could then cripple the Soviets without fear of retaliation.  And it has, unfortunately, been pointed out by a few members of Congress, we could then avoid having to complete the system or give away any  secrets.  We would, of course, still face reprisals from the Japanese.
	“Both sides want the fence.  Once it is turned over to the U.N., it will end the nuclear terror that has reigned since the middle of the twentieth century.  It will reduce weapons costs enormously.  European, Far Eastern, and Third World countries, recognizing that this will protect them from getting caught in the American-Soviet crossfire, have lobbied the superpowers to build the fence.  Everyone wants it.  
	“In recent months, probably because of internal unrest within the Soviet Union, relations between the nuclear superpowers have been strained.  As you know, the Russian Premier has chosen to deflect internal criticism against his backing down on his predecessor’s policy of glasnost by decrying the U.S.-Japan cooperation. 
	“He has come up with a threat of his own.  Ironically, it seems to have been inspired by an American anti-war cult film of the 1960s.  General Secretary Gronov has recently announced—straight-faced—that he has created a functional parallel to the Doomsday Machine featured in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove .  
	“If, during the time of American invulnerability, the U.S.S.R. is attacked, perhaps even by only a single nuclear missile, a virtually automatic system will order full scale firing of all Soviet missiles and detonate their warheads at ground level just as they are leaving their silos.  It will be the end of Russia, of course, but it will also be the end of the world.  The fallout raised would inevitably poison the earth’s atmosphere and bring on nuclear winter.  
	“That, Ladies and Gentlemen, is the state of the world today.  We have the promise of lasting peace ahead of us.  We also have a threat of immediate disaster.
	“Thank you for your attention.  Let me give the mike back to Senator Dodd.”  Smiling, he added, “And let me wish you all a happy Halloween.  Let’s hope there’s no international trick-or-treating this year.”
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	As the second bell for dinner was ringing, the last stragglers, Rif and Ellen among them, came into the refectory and took their places.  Everyone was sitting quietly.  
	After a few moments, Peregrine broke the silence to introduce Amy Lou Hensley, who was sitting next to him at the head table.  “You old timers will probably remember that this is the little girl with the pigtails who used to come up with the butane truck.”  (Amy blushed fiercely.)  “She’ll be staying with us for a while,” he explained simply.  And then mentioned off-handedly, “Amy’s going to have a baby.”
	This news was met with general applause.  Peregrine felt happy for Amy.
	“Jude Pressman,” Peregrine introduced the young man sitting across the table from her.  “Jude’s a seminarian from Pittsburg who’s here on an extended retreat.”  The dark-haired young man blushed when Amy smiled warmly.  
	After the applause for Amy had died down, Ellen Amity spoke up to remind everyone about the ritual later that night down in the meadow to celebrate Samhain.  Ellen was a Roman Catholic School Sister of Notre Dame, turned pacifist, turned feminist, turned religious renegade—“and now,” she joked, “turned pagan high-priestess.  Samhain is a harvest festival, a thanksgiving and acknowledgement of the seasons… ”
	“We sing and then meditate in the morning and in the afternoon—and everybody’s welcome to join in.  But the evening meal is the only common practice everyone around here is expected to attend,” Peregrine said quietly to Amy as Ellen explained the evening’s schedule.  “We do various rituals throughout the year.  We try to take every style of spiritual practice and tradition seriously.”
	“Though the practices don’t have to be all that serious,” Jude interjected
	“That’s what ‘eclectic’ means.”  Peregrine added, reminding Amy of the easy laughter they shared on their trip out.
	“It’s fun,” Jude added.
	Before doing the blessing over the meal, Peregrine reminded everyone that it was the end of the month and time to turn in expense and earnings reports.
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	Over the past months, Soviet Submarine Commander Vladimir Ivanovich Denevsky, had tired of waiting endlessly beneath the polar ice-cap for what he and all his men knew was never going to happen.  
	When he’d first entered Submarine Service, he believed fiercely in the ideology of his nation.  He hoped to have the chance to launch a death-blow against the imperialist pigs who were stealing the riches of the earth for their own debauched pleasures, leaving nothing for the people of the rest of the world.  He strove for success in the Navy out of his sense of injustice and commitment to Communist dialectic.  
	As the years passed and Mikail Gorbachev’s campaign for peace made the idea of nuclear attack—or even outright war between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R.—unthinkable, Denevsky relaxed and settled into simply being a functionary within the huge machine of the Soviet military.  He was efficient and obedient.  His reports were always correct and complete.  Unlike many of his comrades, he managed to control his drug and alcohol consumption.  He began a steady climb up the ladder of authority till he had his own ship, the Khrushchev.  
	He was proud of the Khrushchev.  He loved the sailors under his command, and he was loved by them.  He was fair and sensible.  He enjoyed manuevers and made them fun, and encouraged his crew to enjoy with him the power and technology they controlled.  
	During the months-long cruises, he gradually came to transfer all his passion to the ship.  He knew it was infantile—and absurdly obvious—but the submarine looked all the world like a giant penis.  Denevsky jokingly referred to surfacing and submerging with the Russian equivalents of “getting it up” and “getting it in.”  
	But as the years passed Vladimir Denevsky got tired.  He was just like a bureaucrat, he thought.  In spite of all the power at my command, all I do is write reports,  he thought to himself as he had another drink and forgot how committed he’d once been to staying sober.  Why stay sober when your whole life is going to be spent cruising around underwater waiting for an event that will never happen? 

∞
	Denevsky was already a little tipsy that last day of October 2000.  After the main meal, he spoke to the crew about the importance of their mission.  (Even though his own morale was failing badly, he felt a responsibility to his men to be a good captain and to keep them motivated.)  
	“The submarine forces, both Russian and American,” he reminded the crew, “are practically invulnerable.  For that reason, the order to launch our missiles is left to our own responsibility.  We can be the last card in whatever hand is dealt out on the surface.  No matter who fired first or what strategy had been attempted using the land missiles controlled by Soviet military command”—like the Doomsday Machine that old fart Gronov has come up with,  he thought to himself disrepectfully—“the missiles in this ship can still retaliate.  Even if the world has ended,” Denevsky stressed, “we can still strike out for the People’s Revolution and the honor of Mother Russia.”
	He’d chosen to give his pep talk today, he explained, because the Americans were scheduled to bring on line the first pickets of the laser fence within the next forty-eight hours.  “If there is going to be a reaction against the fence, it might come soon.”

∞
	The men, of course, had already known that,  Denevsky scolded himself for belaboring the obvious as he went back to his cabin following the speech.  
	The real issue,  he thought resentfully as he poured himself a shot of vodka, is not the missiles, but the banks and their damn loans and interest rates.  Here I am, Captain of a submarine, with the power in my hand to destroy the planet, and what do I know about international banking?
	As he poured a second shot, he cursed the party ideologists who’d decided that good Communists should be liberated from having to think about monetary policy.  And as he poured the third, he cursed the Americans for creating the capitalist empire that threatened his security.  
	By the fourth shot, he’d forgotten why he was so angry.  He remembered being bored, bored most of the time.  And he remembered the laser fence and his submarine floating up and down in the cold, cold water under the ice cap.
	Vladimir Ivanovich Denevsky fell into a drunken sleep dreaming of driving the nose of his long, barrel-shaped sub through the shining, delicate membrane of the laser fence.  
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	“Today, Wednesday, November 1st, is the Roman Catholic Feast of All Saints.”  Brother Peregrine was giving a brief homily before morning meditation.  
	Jude Pressman usually liked Peregrine’s talks.  But this morning his mind wandered.  He was thinking about Amy Lou Hensley.  She’s so pretty.  Maybe she’s a saint too. 
	“Most people are truly innocent—not in the sense of being naive or ignorant, but innocent in the sense of being not guilty, of not having caused harm—in nocens , not killing,” Peregrine explained the word derivation.
	Well, Amy’s pretty naive, I guess.  But I don’t think she’s ever caused anybody any harm.  She just couldn’t.
	“When we look out at the forests around us here, we see the innocence of nature.  Yet certainly there’s death and killing all around us.  Insects eat each other.  The birds kill mice.  Cats and weasels kill the birds.  Etc., etc.  But they do it innocently because they do it within their ecology.”
	But what the hell am I doing thinking about this girl.  I’m supposed to be a seminarian.  I’ve got a commitment to celibacy,  thought Jude.  He felt a great rush of guilt.  Here Brother Peregrine is talking about innocence and I’m fantasizing a woman.  Please, God, please, help me fight temptation.  
	“Moral innocence doesn’t mean not breaking rules, nearly as much as fitting into our ecological niche.  Then we participate in the larger functioning of society and of the planet.  I think, then, we can understand the feast of All Saints to be a celebration of our oneness with nature.”
	But she’s just so beautiful.  If God is beautiful, it must be because He manifests Himself in such wonderful ways—like Amy.  
	“Last night, during the invocation to the Goddess, I was moved by the bounty of the earth.  Look at the rich harvest.  Right here on our own property, we’ve grown wonderful gardens.  And beyond our hills you can just imagine how rich the harvest has been.  Each year is like this.  The earth, our mother, provides for us.  The sun, our father, watches from above and pours energy and life out freely for us.”
	Peregrine’s mention of the Samhain ritual reminded Jude of how last night he’d watched Amy from across the circle.  How her hair glowed in the firelight!
	Jude relived the ceremony.  In ancient fashion, Ellen had constructed and blessed a faery circle.  She invoked the Goddess and her consort.  Then the baskets of produce and grain grown in the garden and field were brought into the circle and consecrated.  They would provide the next day’s meal.  Ellen offered thanksgiving for the goodness of the harvest.  
	Jude had taken an opportunity to move around the circle so he was next to Amy.  He never said anything to her, even when she caught him looking at her and smiled.  He didn’t know how to act.  But he knew he liked being next to her.  And he liked looking at the smooth skin on her arms.  And he was fascinated by the slight rise in her blouse.  He was afraid of that fascination.  
	Then Ellen led the circle of men and women standing around the fire in a guided fantasy.  “This, of course, is the time of year when, after harvest, the fields die and nature passes into winter,” Ellen said.  “According to ancient tradition, Samhain is the time when the veil between this world and the next is thinnest.  This is how Halloween came to feature the ghosts and goblins,” she added parenthetically.  
	“Once the body is dropped,” she observed, “individuality goes with it.  And all are One in the great cosmic spirit of nature.  You take your hopes and fears, your intentions and your regrets into that collective with you,” Ellen reminded everyone.  “Therefore be very careful of what you intend.  From the space of that oneness with the collective, your intentions gain great power.  Your beliefs can change the course of the world.  
	“This was how the notion of the magical power of witchcraft can be explained,” Ellen made another parenthesis.  “All people contribute some little bit to the creation of the future; everyone has some say about what will happen; feats of magic and miracles are performed by bringing that intention into alignment with the natural direction of creation.”
	Maybe I can create a universe that allows me to be friends with Amy, Jude thought hopefully.  
	“Be aware of your innocence,” Peregrine was ending his talk.  “We are all part of the ecology of God.  There is nothing to be afraid of.”
	Oh, I hope you’re right,  Jude fretted.  
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	In spite of his optimistic comments, this morning Peregrine’s meditation was troubled.  As he tried to settle into the silence after his talk, his mind filled with distractions.  He thought about chores to do for the day.  He thought about Rif and his mind was flooded with sexual thoughts.  He thought about a nagging pain he’d been feeling in his left leg for the past couple of days and his mind was flooded with fears of cancer; he reminded himself it was just a pulled muscle exacerbated by hypochrondria.  He thought about the news.  
	The world is on the brink of self-destruction.  The President is touting the wonders of his laser fence.  The system’s going on line tomorrow.  The Russian Premier is raving about his Doomsday Machine.  Why couldn’t both sides just turn off their missiles and make peace with one another?
	And it isn’t just the fence,  Peregrine ruminated.  The whole world is unsettled.  There was rioting in Hong Kong and West Berlin yesterday.  The Arabs and the Israelis are back at it again.  Terrorists are exploding bombs in airports and bus terminals in Tel Aviv, Bagdad, Jerusalem, Teheran, Cairo, and even Bethlehem.  And I’ll bet nobody’s sure anymore what the issues are about.
	He wondered where all this stuff was coming from.  When he was younger he used to hope for great mystical experiences and world-shaking revelations in his meditation.  As he’d gotten older he’d given up on that romanticism of the spiritual life.  He still believed in the possibility of revelation.  He’d always expected that God would warn him if there were something he really needed to know.  He made a point of stilling his mind and opening his consciousness for such a possibility.  But he had never heard God speaking to him directly; he really didn’t think things happened like that.  These days he understood prayer and meditation as a discipline to bring peace to the soul.  He’d gotten good at the discipline; he could usually let go of distractions easily and bring his attention back to his breath.  But today the distractions wouldn’t go away.  Today there was no peace.  
	Maybe it was too little sleep last night.  Maybe it was indigestion.  Maybe it was the news reports.  Maybe it was just a little too much witchcraft for his taste.  Or maybe it was the thinness of that veil Ellen was talking about.
	The past five or ten years, Peregrine knew, there’d been talk of “millenary fever,” the psychological excitement and turmoil that appeared at critical times in history.  The last years of every century were rife with political and religious unrest.  So far the last years of the past millenium had been an exaggeration of those.  Almost every religion on earth that had adopted the Western calendar had some prophecy about the year 2000.  And now it had arrived, was nearly over, and nobody was sure if anything had happened.  So far there hadn’t been any signs in the sky.
	He wondered if there were people who looked out their window every morning expecting some cosmic sign to have appeared during the night.  Would they recognize it if it came?  
	Would I ? 
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	Vladimir Ivanovitch hadn’t stopped drinking since after his morale building speech yesterday.  He had wanted to rally his crew with grand statements about the importance of their mission under the cold waters of the nighttime arctic.  He’d talked about Mother Russia and the glorious revolution of the people.  And he’d known it was all just shit.
	Over his years as a submarine Commander, he’d come to question their mission.  The missiles were useless weapons that could never bring victory for the Russian people.  The only thing they could do was contribute to the end of the world.  And now the Americans were putting up a defense that would probably stop ninety percent of them anyway.  The only defense his nation had left was nuclear suicide in order to spoil the planet for everyone else.  What an stupid defense! 
	Vladimir knew he shouldn’t be drinking like this.  He knew that if he were found out he could lose his command.  Though that didn’t seem so bad right now.  He thought how wonderful it would be to be back on solid ground.  
	And, anyway, he knew his men loved him.  They wouldn’t rat on him.  They were all in this nuclear-armed tin can together.  He turned the other way when one of them drank too much.  He was satisfied he could get through this drunk with nobody any the wiser.


19

	Brother Peregrine had decided he wasn’t up for the afternoon meditation.  He justified his not going, telling himself he was busy.  I have bookkeeping to do.  He spent the afternoon holed up in the TV room next to his office in the main building compiling the expense and earnings reports that had accumulated in his mail box. 
	Peregrine was “Abbot” of Sweetwater Farm.  He’d inherited the job from his friend and one-time religious superior David Omar.  Being Abbot of this unstructured community was quite unlike being an old time religious superior.  Peregrine did not rule the practical or the spiritual lives of his subjects.  He usually chaired meetings, and, in the rare instance, mediated disputes and acted as official spokesman for the community.  But his office was mainly symbolic.  
	Peregrine’s only regular function as Abbot was managing the money.  This was a delicate job that required balancing individuality with collectivity.  Sweetwater Farm was run as a corporately-owned enterprise.  Each month members reported on expenses in the jointly-held businesses for tax purposes and on their earnings and responsibilities for determining their share of collective expenses.  
	While as part of their commitment to the spiritual life, the members of Sweetwater Farm practiced voluntary simplicity, they did not follow the poverty of old style monasticism.  The members contributed to the economy of the Farm based on their incomes and on collective needs.  In return, the community provided room and board and basic amenities.  The regular members were guaranteed financial security in the case of adversity.  In this way, the community allowed itself the security that old-fashioned monastic poverty was designed to afford without incurring the financial irresponsibility or privation that Peregrine had seen the old system often encouraged.
	Everyone was to some extent financially independent.  Most of them could depend on investments and trusts.  Some still practiced their professions.  Those who could worked at home; some commuted into nearby towns.  Among the members there were teachers, writers, artists, social workers, psychotherapists, financial consultants, a lawyer, a doctor, a carpenter, even a consultant to the Pentagon.  Everyone worked some amount of time in the jointly-held cottage industries (bee-keeping, cheese-making, and silk-screening) and the general mission of the community itself, the bed ’n breakfast, the retreats, the seminars and conferences.  
	As he was working on the accounts and watching TV, Fulton J. Sheen, his white long-haired cat, cuddled up next to Peregrine in his chair.  Occasionally the cat would stir.  Once he roused herself and climbed right up Peregrine’s chest and nuzzled his face up against his neck.  How wonderful he is,  he thought.  How easy for him to get affection.  What a simple life.  Just being in the present.  Taking things just the way they are.   A perfect Buddha. 
	On the sixty-inch high-definition TV screen, he watched the President make glowing predictions about the reign of peace the laser fence would soon bring.  And he watched the Russian Premier rant on about the dangerous state of relations between the world powers;  Gronov even repeated the incredible threat of his Doomsday Machine.
	Over a hundred stations came in through the dish up above the house.  Peregrine switched from station to station with the remote.  He reminded himself he was supposed to be doing the books, but nonetheless he got got caught up in the news reports.
	Channel after channel carried reports of unrest and turmoil.  Carcinogens had been found in sixty-seven percent of the milk in the U.S.  A supersonic jet had crashed into downtown London.  Two major rock bands had a shootout during a concert using the new electronic phasers.  An entire family in Orange, New Jersey was wiped out when toxic gas backed up through the sewer into their home; the neighborhood had been evacuated and scientists from the Environmental Protection Agency were investigating.  
	Sometimes Peregrine hated the TV and what he imagined it had produced in the modern world.  Other times he felt a near mystical awe of its power to link the planet together.
	As he flipped through the channels, he stopped at CNN’s Hollywood Update  which was reporting on the recent re-release of the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey  in 4 D holovision.  The perky blonde entertainment reporter was comparing the predictions about technology made in the middle of the century with the reality now that the year 2001 was just around the corner.  
	She’s missed the point on that,  he thought.  The movie wasn’t a prediction about the future in a specific year.  The movie was about the next step in human evolution.   The date was chosen for its millenial symbolism.   
	As he watched the image of the glowing infant Star-Child from the movie, Peregrine remembered seeing the film for the first time while he was in college.  He’d gone expecting it to a good science fiction movie.  He had been a fan of Arthur C. Clarke and knew the novelist occasionally dealt with mystical themes, but he had had no idea what he was getting into.  It wasn’t just a science fiction movie.  A couple of hours later he came out of the theater virtually in ecstatic shock; he hardly spoke a word for several hours.  
	“Some sort of ‘super race’—gods, angels, or something that couldn’t be spoken about in words and is symbolized by a huge black door-like slab of stone—intervened in evolution on earth to bring about the rise of intelligence,” he explained to friends later after he’d regained his ability to speak.  “And then, when the human race has matured, the intervention is exercised again to bring about yet another stage of evolution into superconsciousness.
	“This new transformation happens first to one of the main characters, this astronaut who has some sort of incomprehensible and terrifying experience—that, incidentally, is one of the best special effects you’ll ever see.  He comes out of it turned into a shining infant in a glowing ball of light.  Wow!  I suppose that meant he got reborn by coming into contact with the ultimate source of life… ”  For weeks he talked about that movie.
	During that same year, Peregrine had become fascinated by the ideas of media-guru Marshall McLuhan.  With his famous epigram, “The medium is the message,” McLuhan had argued that inspite of the contents of programming, TV created around the world a single “electronic global village” in which individual human minds were almost literally wired together into a unified consciousness.
	When he’d first come across McLuhan’s ideas, he’s immediately recognized them as a variation on the mystical vision of French Jesuit paleontologist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin who had predicted the earth was growing toward a collective planetary mind.
	That that notion showed up “electronically-enhanced” in McLuhan hadn’t surprised him since McLuhan developed his own ideas while teaching at a Jesuit university during the years Teilhard’s optimistic and religious interpretation of evolutionary theory took American Catholicism by storm.
	What did surprise and fascinate him, however, was the apparent link with Arthur C. Clarke.  As an adolescent, Peregrine had read Clarke’s first important novel,Childhood’s End .  A few years later when he read the mystical paleontologist, he recognized that Clarke’s novel had almost perfectly described Teilhard’s vision of a planetary awakening to collective consciousness.  The strange thing was that Teilhard’s writings had been kept suppressed by his Jesuit superiors until his death on Easter Sunday 1955.  Yet Clarke’s novel was copyrighted 1954.  Peregrine had always wondered if Arthur Clarke had been privy to Teilhard’s writings or if, indeed, he’d picked them up from the still-unconscious collective mind Teilhard hypothesized.
	It didn’t really matter, of course.  And the irony was that the two academic philosophers had been pretty much forgotten, while the novelist’s images—especially as they’d been portrayed in film and video—had lived on.  Indeed, the images from 2001  and its sequels had become emblazoned in popular consciousness.
	Sometimes Peregrine wondered if the image of the infant in the globe of light became so popular because of the movie or if the movie became so successful because it captured an image that was growing up out of the burgeoning collective mind.  Oddly enough,  he recalled, in  Childhood’s End Clarke  proposed a similar explanation—a sort of racial retro-memory—for the appearance in myth, as devils, of the physical form of the extraterrestrial visitors that arrive to oversee the planetary awakening.	
	Whatever all that meant Peregrine was convinced—exactly as McLuhan predicted—movies, TV, and electronically amplified pop culture penetrate deep into the psyche.  And maybe TV, with its hundreds of channels bringing life all over the planet together into a vaster world-wide pattern than any culture before, was bringing about that group consciousness.  That’s what I’d meant to say in my All Saints Day talk.   As the story about 2001  ended, Peregrine reminded himself to get back to work.  
	It wasn’t long before the TV had captured his attention again.  With each column of figures Peregrine added up, he changed the channel.  Half the time he was listening to religious broadcasts.  Many of them were preaching against the newest gene-splicing discoveries that made it possible for parents to plan the genetic makeup of their child.  A whole raft of Christian ministers was announcing that, since it was almost the close of the year 2000, the end of the world was imminent.  Most of these he just switched over.  The most interesting—and frightening—he listened to a while: Rev. Harvey Robinson.  
	“The salvation Our Lord and Savior planned for his faithful is soon to come,” Robinson drawled in what Peregrine thought of as the familiar cadence of Fundamentalist preaching, “yet His coming has been delayed.  Yea, the Lord tarries.  And why?  I tell you the truth.
	“Mankind is bound to make up for the terrible suffering Our Savior bore for our sins.  And we have not done so,” he pounded out each word.  “For men have been lazy and sinful and have shirked their duty to account to the Lord for his act of love in dying for us.  And now we are paying the price.
	“But, my brothers and sisters, I assure you, we can change this dreadful state of affairs, we can bring on the Lord’s return, by willingly accepting our share in His redemption of our sinfulness.  
	“Yea, as St. Paul tells us in the Letter to the Colossians, the first chapter, the twenty-fourth verse: ‘I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I do my share on behalf of His body (which is the Church) in filling up that which is lacking in Christ’s afflictions.’  
	“Our Lord has not returned, I tell you, and there is so much strife in our world because the amount of suffering due from the world has not been freely given and Jesus cannot return until all has been collected.  But, my brothers and sisters, you can make the difference.  You can choose to suffer intentionally to bring on His glorious Second Coming.  You can prove to the Lord your devotion and build for yourselves castles of gold in his Kingdom.
	“And, yea though the road seems hard, come to me, accept my aid, and I will show you that His burden is light and His yoke sweet.  Come down, right now, right here, before me,” Robinson appealed to the audience in the great auditorium in which he was speaking.  (Peregrine recognized it as his Cathedral of the Common Man in nearby Roanoke, Virginia.)  “I promise it will be better for you to take on the simple pain now than to wait till the Lord comes to harvest the suffering of the evil-doers.  Yea, I promise you, He is coming soon and from all those who have not pledged to give Him the repayment He deserves, He will demand far greater.  Do not wait until you see what He has in store for your enemies.  Take His side now.  
	“Throw away your pills, your aspirins, your pain relievers, your extra-strength caplets, your time-release patches.  Throw away these works of Satan which keep our Lord from coming back to us this day.  Come down here and pledge with me to bear the burden of your fleshliness.  Show the Lord you will accept the burden of His truth and his love,” Robinson waved his fists in the air.
	Peregrine sat in amazement.  This message isn’t anything like Jesus’s teaching to love one another and be good even to those who hate you.  Robinson’s popularity is a classic example of millenary fever.  He’s got a huge following.  He’s made a fortune. 
	Harvey Robinson, Peregrine knew, had used that fortune to buy up hospitals all across the country where followers could go to have medical treatment without aid of analgesia.  (Surgery, of course, still required some anesthesia, if only to keep the patient immobile.)  Most of the “victims”—as Peregrine thought of them—of Robinson’s hospitals were cancer patients who’d perhaps found some meaning in their disease by “offering up” their suffering.  
	But, while all this about offering up suffering sounded very old-fashioned Catholic, Peregrine didn’t like it at all.  Certainly being knocked out with drugs is not a good way to prepare for death, but neither is suffering unnecessarily.  What does that do to the morale of people around you?  Your family and friends who have to watch you suffer?  What does all that suffering do to the collective spirit of the race?  He’d seen what the protracted suffering of aids could do: to the individual, to loved ones, to professional helpers, to the community.  At first it might be noble and life-transforming but after a while unrelenting suffering just becomes grisly and senseless.
	Is Robinson some kind of sadist?  Or is he a shrewd hospital administrator who’s discovered a gimmick to get patients he won’t have to treat and whose agonized deathbed bequests he’ll probably collect in the name of the Lord?  
	Peregrine was aghast.  And even a little frightened by the time Harvey Robinson’s sermon was over.


20

	The meditation hall was perched on the southern wall of the valley.  A veranda, running along all four sides of the rectangular building, provided covered space for walking meditation—and for a beautiful, unobstructed view of the valley.  The front doors opened to the east onto a large pile of rocks that formed the forward foundations for the building.  The back hung out into space, supported by pilings.  In the space under the building was the furnace and wood-pile.  Behind the meditation hall, a little further along the valley wall, was situated the main building of the conference center which contained the community’s refectory, recreation rooms, offices, and the original guesthouse.  The new guesthouse annex, under construction, was just beyond.  
	In front of the meditation hall stretched out a rock garden, incorporating the boulders that held the building in place.  Beyond the rock garden was a small grove of trees through which the path wound down to the meadow that served as both central parking lot and “town square” for the little mountain community.  Built around this meadow were several cottages, including a renovation of Rufus Sweetwater’s family home (the original had burned down in the mid-1980s) which was used for the bed ’n breakfast guests, also a roofed, but open pavilion for conferences during fair weather, several small workshops and storage sheds, the greenhouse, and two large barns.  Behind the greenhouse and barns, just over the creek, lay the gardens, and further down the gentle slope of the valley floor a grainfield, now just recently harvested.
	Carefully placed around the property were religious icons from all over the world.  In the orchard above the Sweetwater house sat a beautiful five-foot stone Buddha.  In a pile of rocks that formed a grotto on the far side of the stream that ran down the center of the valley was placed a figure of Our Lady of Lourdes.  Outside the meditation hall, in the grove, stood a Buddhist statue of the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara.  On the side of one of the barns were painted New England hex signs (for good fortune and rich harvest).  On the other barn, on one side was inscribed a huge Sufi winged heart and on the other side was hung, enclosed behind plexiglass, a richly-painted medieval triptych of the crucifixion of Jesus, with Mary and St. John looking on.  

∞
	Although Peregrine was not with them, most of the community at Sweetwater Farm gathered for afternoon meditation.  As they came into the meditation hall, they arranged themselves in two rows facing each other down the length of the room.  
	The walls of the meditation hall were starkly white and clean.  The floor and woodwork were highly-polished, light-colored pine.  Along each wall windows opened onto the woods on one side and out into the valley on the other.  In the front of the room was a small dais for a speaker or for an altar.  In the front left hand corner of the room hung the rope that rang the outside bell, mounted on the roof, to announce the start of the regular events in the hall.  On the wall behind the dais was a large, richly colored Tibetan thanka, depicting the great mandala of the universal realms of incarnation.  Above, in the gable formed by the slopes of the bare-beamed ceilings a round stained glass representation of a Vajrayana double dorje, the flower-like stylized lightning bolt, which in Tibetan Buddhist iconography symbolizes Enlightenment cutting through illusion.  On the back wall a similar window depicted a colorful figure of a lotus, the water lily that grows a beautiful blossom up out of the rotting mud of the river-bottom.  Evenly spaced down the length of the room were shiny brass ceiling fans with wooden blades.  The meditators sat cross-legged on round, colorful cushions on an oriental rug centered on the polished wood floor.
	Before beginning their solitary practice, the community always sang a couple of songs.  Sister Elise was timekeeper for the week.  She sat at the front of the room with a small brass bell on a cushion in front of her.  She liked sixties folk music and so they did a couple of PP&M oldies: “Blowin’ in the Wind” and “Because All Men are Brothers.”  (This latter was to the Bach melody from the Saint Matthew Passion, a melody familiar as the old hymn “O Sacred Head Surrounded.”)
	At the start of the period, Elise struck the bell twice, allowing it to ring as long as the vibration was still audible.  After the first ring, everyone bowed toward the center of the room, then settled themselves in position.  As the bell rang a second time, each began his or her solitary meditation.  

∞
	An hour later Elise roused herself from her solitude and struck the bell again clear and sharp to signal the end of the exercise.  The meditators stretched, dawdled a little, and then started to leave the hall.  They would have about an hour before dinner.  Jude Pressman was the first to the door.  
	As Jude opened it, a gunshot rang out.  With a loud noise, the glass globe of the light fixture next to the door shattered.  A second shot rang out.  The sound of the gunshots was followed by that of crazed laughter coming from a high window in one of the barns across the parking area.  
	Jude jumped back into the room.  Then Elise screamed.  A flower of bright red blood was blossoming across the front of Jude Pressman’s white shirt.  Jude glanced down at the blood on his chest.  A glazed, wide-eyed expression passed over his face and he slumped back against the wall and slid to the floor.  
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	Late in the afternoon, his accounts done for the time being, Peregrine switched off the TV.  Some feast day this has been,  he thought.  Instead of feeling enlightened, holy, and innocent—one of the saints—he ended up befuddled, disspirited, and vaguely angry.  
	He walked slowly out to the cabin, refreshing himself in the brisk, cold air.  This afternoon he needed a hug.  And he knew with his innocent good-nature, Rif would assist him in shedding his world-weariness.  (He too noticed the blighted stands of trees along the top of the ridge and fought the temptation to think about what kinds of poison might be in the air he was breathing.)  
	Rif wasn’t at the cabin.  Peregrine checked his watch and realized the meditation period wasn’t over yet.  Enjoying the afternoon air he sat down on the front stoop to wait.  
	Peregrine had only been sitting there a few minutes when he heard a most unusual and unexpected noise: a gunshot followed by the sound of glass breaking.  Then another shot.  At first, he thought perhaps some kids were shooting at bottles nearby.  But when he heard the big bell atop the meditation hall clanging urgently, he realized something was wrong.  He started, half-running, back toward the main compound of Sweetwater Farm.  

∞
	When Peregrine arrived, out of breath from running, he could hear shouting going on between someone in the meditation hall and the sniper in the barn.  Coming from their cottage down the road, he first reached the back stairs leading down to the conference center.  He could easily maneuver these without being seen from the barn.  And he could get to a phone.
	“I want Amy Lou,” Peregrine heard.  “I want Amy Lou.  She’s mine.”  
	Oh my God,  he thought, it’s Billy Bob.   He shook his head.  See what happens when you meddle in other people’s affairs.  But, damn it,  he reassured himself, this is just more proof I did the right thing.   
	Peregrine couldn’t make out the voice of the person inside trying to reason with Billy Bob.  He was on the wrong side of the building to hear.  Whatever was said, Billy Bob answered with a string of obscenities and another rifle shot. 
	“Is anybody hurt?” Peregrine shouted from his safe position on the steps behind the hall.  
	“We’re okay, Peri,” Rif answered, opening a window on the back of the building.  “Jude got hit in the shoulder by a piece of flying glass from the light fixture.  Scared us for a minute. We thought it was a bullet.  There was a lot of blood.  Jude fainted but he’s okay.  It’s Billy Bob Luker, you know.  He sounds drunk.  Why don’t you call the sheriff?  Oh… and where’s Amy?” Rif asked.
	Peregrine found Amy cowering behind a window in the conference center.  Thank God she hadn’t just gone out to give herself up to Luker,  he thought.  She threw herself into his arms when she saw Peregrine and started screaming.
	“Calm down, child.  It’ll be okay.  We won’t let him hurt you or your baby.”
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	Within twenty minutes, the sheriff was driving down the road into the valley, his siren going full blast.  Sheriff Dodson thought the people up at Sweetwater Farm a little daffy, with all their meditation and stuff, but he liked them all.  He defended them with the other residents of the county.  “They never caused me no trouble,” he’d say, “and they’re always ready to volunteer to help out at the County Fair or at fundraisers for this or that charity.”
	Billy Bob Luker,  on the other hand, was a no-good shit that shoulda been thrown out of the county a long time ago.  Well, this was the last straw.  
	The sheriff pulled right into the middle of the parking lot in front of the barn, dramatically slid out the passenger side of the car so he was shielded, and fired his shotgun right into the side of the barn Luker was in.  
	“You come out, right now, Billy Bob, or the next shot won’t miss.”
	“Hold it, Sheriff.  Don’t shoot no more.  I ain’t got no bullets left.  I wasn’t plannin’ to hurt nobody,” Billy Bob was shouting as he threw his rifle down from the window and a minute later appeared at the front door of the barn.  “They got my ol’ lady up here.  And I want her back.”
	Pretty soon, the whole community had gathered in the meadow to watch the ensuing debate between Billy Bob, Sheriff Dodson, and Brother Peregrine.  Billy Bob kept ranting on about how this was America and he had his rights and nobody was going to keep him from taking his woman home.  He threatened the Sheriff with going right to his Congressman and filin’ a complaint.  He was going up to Washington, D.C. tomorrow for the rally for White Folks Rights, he said, and he’d show the Sheriff just what good law abidin’ citizens deserved in this here country.
	Peregrine thought Billy Bob’s performance ironically characteristic of a whole class of right wing, undereducated Americans.  That rally he was going to was called to support the pro-life legislation on the floor of Congress.  Its popular depiction as a demonstration for White People’s Rights seriously distorted the intentions of the original organizers.  To Billy Bob and people like him,  Peregrine thought, “my rights” means getting their own way, while “other people’s rights” means all the things they don’t like about modern society.  
	Peregrine felt a wave of compassion.  That boy just doesn’t have the skills to cope with the modern world. 
	“Look, Sheriff, I don’t want to press charges against Mr. Luker here.  But I do have to insist that he not come back on this property again.  Miss Hensley has decided to break off her... uh, arrangement with Mr. Luker and to come live here a while.  Nobody’s holding her against her will.”
	“That’s right, Sheriff,” Amy shouted from the back of the crowd standing around.  “I’m here ’cause I want to be.  And I don’t want ol’ Billy Bob here comin’ after me.”  Jude Pressman, still wearing the blood-stained shirt, was standing next to her. 
	“Luker, you been nothin’ but trouble to me, since I first knew ya,” Sheriff Dodson said.  “And you just a yellow-bellied coward to start with.  How come you didn’t even try to shoot at me when I come roarin’ in here?”
	“Who ya callin’ a coward, you fat ass?”  Billy Bob responded angrily.  “Gimme my gun back and I’ll be happy to shoot at you... ”
	Well, this is not going to get us anywhere,  Peregrine thought.  “Sheriff, maybe you could just ask Mr. Luker to stay away for a while, maybe take a vacation ’til he cools off.  I’m sure in a couple of weeks his hard feelings will have passed.”
	“You hear that, Billy Bob?  Brother Peregrine here is gonna let you go.  But you better get out of this county.  Why don’t you just stay up there in D.C. with your goddamn Congressman?  Or you go over to Knoxville and stay with that no account white trash cousin of yours Sam Daley.  If I catch sight o’ you in this county—or even catch a smell o’ your ass—within the next, uh, sixty days...  Well, Billy Bob, you just hope I don’t.”
	“Okay, Sheriff, okay.  You got a deal.  But just who do you think you are makin’ yourself judge ’n jury over me.  I think I’ll just have to take that  up with my goddamn Congressman.  But I’ll clear out.  Sixty days, you say?  You won’t see me, I promise you, for another sixty days.  But, after that...  Well, little Amy Lou here just better be watching.  ’Cause I’m gonna be bringin’ her something real special.”  Billy Bob rubbed his crotch in a way Peregrine found sadly offensive.  

∞
	“You know, he’s going to be up there in D.C. demonstrating tomorrow for his white folk’s right-to-life, thinking how righteous he is,” Peregrine was commenting to those at his table over dinner a little later, “and he’s the one who’s demanding the abortion.”
	“Well, Brother, you sure saved me and my baby.  I’m real grateful to you for that,” Amy said.  “And, you know, I’m not ’fraid of him, no more.  I’m a big girl now.  Gonna be a mother!” she added proudly.
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	In spite of the commotion the evening before, Thursday began as usual at Sweetwater Farm.  Rif Koestenbaum gave the talk before the morning meditation, following up on the liturgical theme Peregrine had started the previous day.  
	“In the Roman Catholic calendar, November 2nd is All Souls Day, a time to pray for the dead.  The feast commemorates those whose souls are in purgatory.  I know purgatory is a notion that seems a little passé these days, but I’d like to suggest  one thing this myth is about is the pain and shock that go with recognizing the truth about oneself.  Surely if there is a judgment, the most galling thing is going to be having to face your own history without illusion and with full knowledge of how other people really felt about you.”  
	Peregrine listened to Rif’s talk at first thinking that the notion of purgatory sounded too much like Harvey Robinson’s sentiments.  
	“I guess the fear of purgatory, then, ought to encourage us to discover that truth now in order to eliminate the sources of suffering.  I mean,” Rif continued, becoming a little flustered at the elusiveness of the idea, “maybe by acknowledging the truth about what we’ve made of our world and doing something about it we can discover the Beatific Vision here and now.”

∞
	Most of the community met later in the morning to put out a mailing to advertise the upcoming seminar season.  This brochure was to serve, as well, as a Christmas greeting to the several thousands of friends, visitors, retreatants, and seminar attendees who made up the following of Sweetwater Farm.  It was going out bulk rate and Adolphine Matthews, head of publicity, wanted to get a head start on the Christmas mail rush.
	A stereo receiver played soft music while the workers folded brochures, affixed mailing labels, and sorted piles into ZIP code order.  Shortly before they were going to break for lunch, the radio made several loud buzzing noises, played with some static for a while, and then blanked out completely.  
	Ernst Brauer, a one-time ham radio nut and electronic engineer, fiddled with the receiver and then tentatively diagnosed the problem as solar interference.  “I heard there was supposed to be a solar storm today.  But this sure is stronger than anything I’ve ever seen before.  A solar storm shouldn’t knock out the radio.”
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	Vladimir Denevsky woke from a troubled dream.  His head was pounding.  What’s happening to me?  he wondered.  He couldn’t remember how long he’d been intoxicated or unconscious.  Then he remembered the laser fence.  What if it’s already been turned on? 
	He checked the electronic wristwatch he’d bought in Japan a year ago.  The watch showed that in Moscow it was early evening November 2nd.  He tried, with only partial success, to estimate what that meant in American time.  It’s probably after the time the fence was supposed to come on line.  I should have been on the bridge,  he thought to himself groggily.  
	He lay in his bunk a few minutes trying to compose himself.  Then managed to sit up, then stumble to his feet.  Seeing himself in the mirror over the sink in his cabin, he felt ashamed of himself.  He hadn’t shaved or cleaned up in days.  He called to his aide for tea.  And began to pull himself together.
	A short time later, Captain Denevsky emerged from his cabin almost a new man.  At least he looked presentable.  His stomach was queasy and his head ached, but nobody could see that.  He still felt depressed, but his uniform was straight and his brass gleamed.  
	As he came onto the bridge, he heard a flurry of excitement.  “Glad you’re here, Sir,” said the First Mate.  The radar had just suddenly gone blank.  The sonar apparatus was full of static.  The radio operator had been cut off in mid-transmission.
	Denevsky stood over the radar screen a few minutes.  “Let’s not be hasty,” he said and then fell silent.  What a time for something like this.   
	“It’s probably just a solar storm,” the radio operator suggested.  “We had a warning.  But this is sure strange.  Could the Americans being using it as a cover for some kind of secret operation?”
	An hour passed.  And nothing.  In fact, the mystery deepened.  About forty-five minutes after the loss of transmission, there was a sudden loud burst of static and the radio fell completely silent.  The radar screen blinked off.  Lights all over the sub grew suddenly very bright and then went dark.
	Denevsky was worried.  Solar storms caused static.  They didn’t burn out electronic equipment.  Through the aching haze in his head, Denevsky again remembered the laser fence.  What if that had provoked an incident?  
	The news, even from U.S. sources in Alaska, had said nothing about increased tensions, Denevsky was assured by several crewmen who said they’d been listening to the radio all day.  
	Hoping that the electrical interference had not disrupted the mechanisms of the ship, Denevsky ordered the pilot to surface.  Maybe they could see something.

∞
	Of course, through years of submarine service in the Arctic, he was used to lights in the sky: he’d seen the aurora before.  But nothing had prepared him for this sight.  Through the periscope, the heavens seemed afire.  Vladimir Ivanovitch could see nothing but a blaze of orange light.  
	Emerging onto the deck atop the conning tower, he found the same baffling sight.  The sky looked full of fire.  Here and there were the familiar misty sheets of blue and green light that he recognized as aurora.  But the seething orange fire was something new entirely.
	One whole side of the heavens was burning red-orange.  The strange fiery colors played on the cloud masses.  Lightning jumped about within the clouds.  Is that smoke?  Vladimir wondered.  And then: Am I having a nightmare?
	An aide reported that the red-orange burning was brighter in the direction of home.  And that the background radiation count was up, though he added that they couldn’t be sure because the burst of energy that burned out the radio and the radar had affected equipment all over the ship as well.
	Vladimir Ivanovitch Denevsky didn’t want to know what he knew had happened.  He didn’t know why, of course, but he was sure something had caused Secretary-General Gronov to carry out his suicidal threat of blowing up Russia herself in order to retaliate against the Americans.  
	Denevsky began to cry softly, thinking of his home, of his wife and his two boys.  They finally did it, the fuckers.
	As he climbed back down into the ship, he was beseiged with questions: “What happened?”  “What are we going to do?”  “Can we go home?”  “Are you going to fire the missiles, Sir?”  “Are you going to fire the missiles, Sir?”  “Are you going to fire the missiles, Sir?”
	He calmed them with a loud shout.  Then promised a decision in fifteen minutes and headed back to his cabin and his bottle of vodka.
	Even as he was entering the cabin, he could hear one of the aides calling to him,  “Sir, if the Americans have attacked us and if they really can survive a counter-attack with their laser fence, we have to try to retaliate.  If they’ve survived, their sub-tracking devices may find us soon.  We’re on the surface now.  We’ve got to do something.”
	His voice was just a roar in Vladimir’s head.  
	He knew what he had to do, but how could he bear the responsibility?  Why was there no one above him telling him what to do?  “That’s the responsibility of a submarine Captain,” he recalled his old friend and boss Admiral Carpova saying.  “The submarine force can retaliate even after everything else is destroyed.”
	Suddenly, Denevsky’s depression cleared.  After all, this is what I’ve been waiting for all these years.   Finally here was a reason for his mission, a reason for the endless cruising and waiting. 





































PART  II

PURGATORY




	The earth should not be injured, the earth should not be destroyed.  As often as the elements of the world are violated by ill-treament, so God will cleanse them.  God will cleanse them through the sufferings, through the hardships of humankind.  All of creation God gives to humankind to use.  But if this privilege is misused, God’s justice permits creation to punish humanity.
								Hildegard of Bingen
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v
Gary Grimes pulled his little rowboat up the rocky beach.  He’d been fishing most of the morning.  But it was almost eleven o’clock.  Too late for the fish,  he told himself.  And time for me to get back to Alice before she starts thinking I’m avoiding her.
	Gary had the week off from his job with the Federal Bureau of Investigation in Atlanta.  He and his wife were spending that time at their small vacation home on the shores of Table Rock Lake in the Ozarks of southern Missouri.  Alice was originally from Joplin, not far away.  Her Dad had owned this land.  He’d deeded it to Gary and Alice as a wedding present—and as an incentive to get them to come up occasionally from Houston where they were living then.  The old man hated to see his family torn apart.  Alice’s brother, Jerry, had moved to Southern California.  Alice had moved to Houston with her best girlfriend.  The house at Table Rock periodically brought them all back together.
	Alice’s friend had heard there were lots of jobs for secretaries in the Sun-belt.  “That’s how you land a big executive for a husband,” she promised.  Alice soon met Gary, a police cadet, not a rich executive.  And got hitched.  It wasn’t long before she discovered she didn’t like living in Houston.  But she did like being married to Gary.  She missed the peace and quiet of the country, she told Gary.  And so they tried to make it up to Table Rock as often as they could—which was more often once their two kids were teenagers and could be left safely behind at home.  Alice really loved the lake.
	Though she doesn’t like being left alone,  Gary reminded himself.
	After getting out of the army in San Antonio, where he’d been an M.P. at Fort Sam Houston, he moved to Houston to pursue a career in law enforcement.  Gary had been a good policeman.  He believed in the importance of law.  He didn’t think it was an individual officer’s business to question the legitimacy or morality of the law; he had a job to do and he did it to the best of his ability.
	He also believed in the importance of “politics”—not electoral but inter-departmental politics.  He knew that his success as a police officer was dependent not only on doing his job well, but also on staying friends with his superiors.  He also knew it helped to make friends in other law enforcement agencies.
	Grimes had quickly worked his way up to Detective.  And when a murder case he was working on turned out to be involved with drug smuggling from Cuba and Gary got to know some F.B.I. officers, he made important new friends.  Before long he was working for them instead of for the City of Houston.
	Gary Grimes had worked for the F.B.I. now for nearly ten years.  Gary, Alice, and their two kids, Joey and Annette, had been transferred to Atlanta two years ago.  Gary was working on a case that involved Iraqui terrorists’ smuggling bacterial weapons into the U.S.  They’d been caught getting off the plane in Houston.  And the fact was that that was the end of that.  But it had launched a major F.B.I. investigation.  Gary had been transferred to Atlanta to interface with the federal Centers for Disease Control, which was mandated to see if recent outbreaks of influenza or unexplained diseases might be traced to man-made agents.
	Gary was gathering up his rod and tackle from the boat.  As he stood up he was suddenly grappled around the waist from behind.  He lost his balance and went sprawling over backwards dropping the tackle box and throwing the fishing pole away from him to free his hands so he could fight off whoever attacked him.
	“Owww,” screamed Alice as she lost her footing and slipped on the rocks along the shore.
	“Well, goddamn it,” Gary exclaimed as he rolled over and saw that it was his wife who’d tackled him.
	“I’m sorry, honey,” she said in a whimpering voice.  “I wasn’t expecting you to stand up just then.  I was going to give you a hug… and I wasn’t expecting to slip on the rocks.”
	“Well, fine time you picked to get lovey-dovey,” he said still angry and a little shocked.  “I thought I was getting attacked by some goddamn thief or something.  I coulda killed you.”  They were both still lying on their backs on the cold rocky shore.   Gary’s legs were propped up over the gunwale of the rowboat.
	“I’m sorry,” she whimpered again.  “It’s just, well, I was sitting up at the house getting sorta lonely.  And I saw you row in and I thought I’d surprise you.”  As she talked her voice changed from little girl whimpery to seductive sultry .  “I was missing you,” she said as she rolled over on her side and slipped her hand inside Gary’s half-open khaki shirt and caressed his wiry chest.
	Gary was a tall thin man with tight sinewy muscles.  He had a full head of dark brown hair which he wore brushed straight back from his forehead in a slightly dated style that gave his high cheekbones an even more severe look than they’d ordinarily have.
	“I’m not sure this is the place for this,” he said gently, but firmly, as he kissed Alice primly on the forehead.  “We’re right out in front of God and everybody.”
	“Oh, Gary,” she said, “there’s nobody around at all.”
	Just as she said that, they both noticed the sound of a small airplane flying low over the trees.
	“See there,” Gary said righteously.
	Alice, a small woman with mousey brown hair and, more and more these days, a pinched school-marmish face, rolled away from Gary onto her back.  “Oh, Gary, what’s happening?  It seems like we haven’t made love in weeks.”
	“Well, I’ve been pretty busy lately, you know.  And I guess I’m not always in the mood.  But you can’t blame me for not trying,” Gary said a little peevishly.  “You’re the one who’s always ‘too tired’.”
	“That’s at home,” she replied quickly.  “You know I’m sort of embarrassed in front of the kids.”
	“They’re both old enough to be fucking their way through their high school classes,” Gary said, a little softer now.
	“That’s what I’m afraid of.”
	“Well, I doubt our being prudish around them is going to have any effect on that.”
	Both of them were staring up into the sky, self-conscious about looking at each other during this frank discussion.  They were both following the path of the plane as it headed up toward the north.
	“But out here the kids aren’t around…” Alice was saying.
	“Hey, did you see that?” Gary interrupted. 
	“See what?”
	“That bright spot of light.  It looked like an explosion way up high in the sky,” Gary answered.  “See, isn’t there a smoke trail?” he added shielding his eyes with his hand and squinting.  “Look, there’s another one over toward the west.”
	“Yeah, I see that.  What do you think it is?”
	“I don’t know,” Gary said pensively.  “But, you know, the laser fence was turned on today…  C’mon,” he said suddenly, jumping to his feet, “let’s go up to the house and see if we can get some news.  This could’ve been something big.”
	“Well, the radio wasn’t working a minute ago before I came down.”  Then: “Oh my God,” she exclaimed, as she got to her feet, slipping again in the loose rocks of the shore.  “What about the kids… ”
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	“Sir, look up there,” one of the technicians shouted, pointing to the map of the western hemisphere.  “There’s a sub flashing red near the North Pole.”  Horns started to sound the alert.  “And there’re twenty-four triangles already up above the fence.”
	Ned Mayberry and his team at the Strategic Defense System Central Control outside Atlanta were not expecting another nuclear attack drill just now.  The system had been activated.  The drills now wouldn’t remain totally inside the computer.  If one of them instructed a laser cannon to fire, it really did.
	Today had seemed like the time to check calibrations, not to conduct more drills.  Ned had said so himself.  But only some of the drills were initiated from his console on the bridge.  Others were ordered from the Pentagon or elsewhere in the complex defense system of the United States.
	“I’m not doing this, guys.  It must be coming from higher up.  You’d better stay on your toes,” Ned Mayberry said.
	In fact, he had said almost the same thing earlier in the morning when the screens had blanked out completely during a run-through of manual control of the satellites and the emergency horns had started blasting.
	The blackout had turned out to be real.  Mayberry called the Pentagon and then a couple of other installations monitoring the fence and learned that some sort of freak solar discharge was knocking out radar and radio communications all over the world.
	Ned had been proud that within fifteen minutes, his crews had had the screens back up again.  Then, about forty-five minutes after the first wave of solar discharge, a second hit.  The second was even stronger than the first.  No one in the unit had ever seen anything like this before.
	“Wow,” one of the guys had said, checking the documentation for the system, “that energy surge must have exceeded even the wildest projections the designers made for equipment parameters.”
	Even so, the equipment held up well, was quickly repaired, and all the screens were back on line in just over half an hour.
	Ned would have been annoyed anyway—even if there hadn’t been a freak solar storm—that somebody in the Pentagon apparently had decided to schedule a surprise test within only a few hours of the system’s coming on line.  Now, on top of the solar storm, it just seemed crazy.
	“How do they expect us to be ready to handle an emergency so quickly?” he said exasperated as he ordered his men to work.
	Ned watched as the red triangles moved across the map.  The technicians were bringing them down, though a couple of them were getting further along their trajectories than Ned liked.
	“Get that one on the west coast,” he shouted.
	“The damn satellite’s misfiring again, Sir,” the technician shouted back over the beeping of the error message coming from his terminal.
	“Well, bring it down manually,” Ned answered matter-of-factly.  “If we miss that one we’ll certainly flunk this test.  It’s heading right for Los Angeles.”
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	When Jeff Lasker got back into town and discovered he’d missed the Halloween party, he suggested that the three of them have dinner at the newest place on Restaurant Row before Don returned to San Francisco.  Don had decided, after another meeting with the candidate on Wednesday, not to join the campaign.  He didn’t have any expectations of coming back down to L.A. for a while, so he was glad for the opportunity to visit with Louise and Jeff together.
	In the morning, as he drove out of L.A., Don Jarrels was wondering what he was going to do with his life now.  He was listening to the radio, half-hoping some song or D.J.’s comment would inspire him.  (Especially when he was younger, Don often relied on synchronicity to help him make decisions.)  Just as he was approaching the strip of freeway north of Los Angeles known as “the Grapevine,” the radio in his car went on the fritz.  He first thought it was because, now that he was leaving the Los Angeles basin, the mountains were blocking transmissions.  But, no, there was interference on all the other stations too.  He switched off the radio and slipped in a tape.  There was even a bit of static there.  Odd.  
	A little further down the road he noticed that something had gone wrong with the car’s onboard computer.  The radar unit that was supposed to alert him with a gentle pressure on the wheel or the accelerator that he was too close to another car seemed to be reacting even though there was no traffic near at all.  The car began to swerve back and forth as the computer tried to avoid non-existent vehicles.
	He tried fiddling with the computer to see if it would right itself, then gave up.
	“God damn it,” he said aloud to nobody.  “I just paid six hundred dollars to get that thing adjusted.  And it’s already broken again.”
	The dashboard screen was flashing error messages and the tripMASTER diskette wouldn’t reboot.  As he passed the Oxnard exit, he switched control to manual, wondering what was going wrong with the electronic equipment in the car and cursing progress for having created such a complex and delicate system. 
	“Well, fuck, now I’ve got to go back.”
	Six hundred dollars is obviously too much of an investment,  he thought.  I guess I’ve got the whole day to get home.  It won’t hurt me to head back to that repair shop and get this thing fixed before I get any further away from L.A. 
	Don drove on, planning to turn around at the first exit for Ventura and head back toward the City.  


4


	“Here, kitty, kitty, kitty,” Peregrine called.  “C’mere, Fulton, come here.”
	Fulton J. Sheen did not appear, even when Peregrine rattled the bag of cat food in his hand.  He had been acting odd since late morning.  Along with several other cats and dogs around the Farm, he’d been moaning and howling.
	Concerned about him, Peregrine hunted around the building.  He found the cat cowering in a corner in the basement storeroom.  When he tried to pick him up, he hissed and spat at him.  This is looking like a strange day. 
	Over lunch, one of the guests who’d come out to visit Sweetwater Farm to participate in the Samhain/Halloween celebration remarked that television reception had blanked out.  “Maybe something’s gone wrong with the receiving dish,” she suggested.
	Ernst Brauer explained his theory about solar interference.
	Several others spoke up to say that electronic equipment they’d been using had been acting peculiar.  Kitty Brauer announced, “I was working on my novel.  Suddenly the wordprocessor cleared its memory and dropped back into the operating system, throwing away several hours of writing.  I am still pissed.”
	“You should have saved,” somebody interjected.
	Kitty just scowled that them.  
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	Along with most of the country, Washington, D.C. was experiencing Indian summer.  The sky was clear.  The sun was bright.  For both Washington residents and visitors the day seemed a godsend.  Up till a week ago, it had been dreary and rainy—typical autumn weather: awful for the throngs of office workers, bureaucrats, and service personnel who had to go to work every day, and awful for the tourists and visitors whose sightseeing and political observing or demonstrating was ruined by the overcast and occasional downpours.
	But today was a glorious day in the nation’s capital.  The streets were crowded with people.  Among them were anti-abortion activists and right-wing extremists who’d come for what had been alternately billed as a Pro-life demonstration and a White People’s Rights rally.  The march from the Washington Monument to the Capitol steps was set to begin a little before noon.  Even as early as 9 a.m., Pro-life religious leaders were assembled near the Capitol trying to arrange with police to keep the KKKers and their ilk separated from the Pro-lifers.  The police seemed more concerned about controlling the counter-demonstrators who had promised to show up than to segregate the different factions within the groups scheduled to march.
	Also in the crowds delighting in the beautiful day were students from around the country who’d come with their civics classes to see the government in action and tourists who’d come to enjoy the beauties of the city.

∞
	Maud Lonergan was one of the tourists.  Her husband Max had come to D.C. for a meeting of district managers of the National Public Life Insurance Company which he proudly represented in Dubuque, Iowa.  While Max was at the meetings, Maud was sightseeing.  Yesterday, she’d taken a bus tour of the major monuments of the city.  She was most impressed with the Lincoln Memorial; she’d had no idea the statue of the seated President was so big.
	And she’d been moved to tears by the Viet Nam Veterans Memorial nearby.  At first, she felt disappointed.  She hadn’t expected it to be half buried in the ground.  But then, after the guide explained how the names were arranged on the black marble slabs of the monument, Maud looked up the name of Danny Butterick, her high school sweetheart.  She hadn’t thought of Danny in years, or of the night they said goodbye for the last time before he left for the Army Induction Center in Des Moines.  Maud realized she couldn’t quite remember if it was Des Moines or Chicago Danny left for.  But she could remember with amazing clarity how he talked her into going “all the way” in the back of his Dad’s pick-up out on the edge of town overlooking the moon-blanched Mississippi.  She cried when she found Danny’s name engraved in the marble.  She carefully traced the letters with her fingers.  And then decided she wouldn’t bother telling Max about her visit to the Memorial.
	Later she thought the Iwo Jima Monument, with its triumphant flag waving in the sunny breeze, a much better tribute to the war dead.  But it didn’t bring any tears to her eyes—even when she read among the list of wars Americans had fought in the names of Libya and Nicaragua where her nephews Charley and Louis had been killed in action.  She was a little annoyed with herself when she couldn’t remember which of the boys had been killed in which campaign.  But I only knew them as toddlers, after all.   Both her sisters moved out of Iowa before any of the children had grown up.
	Over dinner last night, Maud had become very patriotic recounting to Max her adventures of the day.  She spoke to him proudly of her relatives who died defending the democracy.  She ended up mentioning Daniel Butterick.  But she didn’t mention the tears she shed.  And she didn’t mention the moon-blanched Mississippi.  (Though, as she was finishing dinner, she made the connection for herself with the old romantic ballad she’d been humming under her breath most of the day:  “Moon river, wider than a mile, I’m crossing you in style someday… ”)
	Today Maud was going to visit museums.  Max’s meetings were going to be over by lunchtime and they’d agreed to meet in front of the Smithsonian Institute.  Maud hadn’t expected there to be so many buildings in the Smithsonian.  As noon approached, she became concerned and then confused about how she was going to find Max.
	Well, there isn’t much else to do but go to the front of every one of them and hope that Max’ll be waiting there somewhere.   She decided to start at the old red Adminstration building with the crenellated towers.  Even though she discovered it really wasn’t one of the museums, perhaps because it reminded her of Tinkerbell’s Castle at Disneyland, she thought Max might think that was what the Smithsonian Institute (“Institution,” she corrected herself) really was.
	Still humming “Moon River,” and by now having remembered all of the words, Maud was heading down Jefferson Drive from the Air and Space Museum.  She was noticing lots of people carrying signs coming up the sidewalk on the other side of the street.  She couldn’t see what the signs said.  Maud knew she didn’t want to get mixed up with anything political, but she was curious.  She craned her neck to see what was going on.
	She shielded her eyes with her hand, but still the sunlight was so bright she could barely keep her eyes open.  She stepped back into the shadow of a large tree.  The shade felt cool.  The pain in her eyes disappeared.  Maud closed her eyes and rubbed them with the backs of her hands.
	Then suddenly she felt hot all over, as though the tree she was standing under had instantly disappeared and left her in the hot sun.  But this was even hotter than that.  Maud tried to open her eyes, but the light was so bright her reflexes wouldn’t allow her lids to open.  She could hear shouts and, even, screams around her.  Something very wrong is happening,  she said to herself.
	Then suddenly it was dark, the light was gone.  Maud Lonergan opened her eyes and looked around.  Some of the people on the sidewalk were on the ground writhing as though they’d been burned.  Then a roar started.  With an horrendous noise, a wind seemed to be blowing straight down out of the sky.  She looked up and realized the tree overhead was starting to burn.
	“Oh my God, where’s Max?”  Maud screamed wildly.


6


	Cliff Nichols took a last drag off his joint, inspected the roach determining that all that was left was paper, and tossed the remains into the pond across which stood the pillared dome of the Jefferson Memorial.  Waiting for the marijuana to take effect, he made his way around the pond.  About three-quarters of the way the pleasant high came on, giving him the feeling he was taking extra long and bouncy steps.  He was euphoric—partly because of the lovely day, partly because of his adventure in independence, and partly because of the grass.
	Cliff wasn’t a heavy drug-user.  In fact, he was proud of his control.  My getting stoned today—in Washington—comes out of sheer rebelliousness not dependence on drugs,  Cliff told himself as a wave of paranoia passed over him and he speeded up his pace around the pond.
	My drug experience has always been different from my friends, he mused.  Most of them get dopey and sleepy from smoking; I get thoughtful and alert.  And they always want to smoke more.  That gives me the creeps.  I’d much rather take just a toke or two to get that feeling a high starts with.  But then my body reacts different from other people,  he reminded himself.
	Years before, when he’d had his tonsils out, he remembered as he slowed his pace to a comfortable stroll, a doctor had told him he’d had a delayed reaction to anesthesia.  It’d taken almost ten minutes before the sedative put him out.  “Usually it only takes a couple of minutes at most,” the doctor had said.  “Maybe there’s something about your body chemistry that slows down absorption.”  Cliff always repeated that story—especially to dentists.  He didn’t want them to start drilling before their anesthetics had time to work.
	Today, walking toward the Jefferson Memorial, especially in his marijuana-enhanced reverie, Cliff was proud of living in a free country.  “Even if some people object to smoking grass,” he said aloud to himself, “this is not a police state.  Citizens have the liberty to discreetly avoid the law and live their own lives their own way.”
	Cliff was a sophomore at St. John’s College in nearby Anapolis.  He was in Washington today along with his political science class.  Once the group got settled in the Visitors’ Gallery above the Senate, Cliff had slipped away.  “I’ll be back in a hour or so,” he told Jeff, his best friend.  “I want to get some air.  It’s too pretty a day to stay cooped up in here listening to these guys debate abortion for the hundredth time.”
	Outside, he walked down Maryland Avenue a little ways.  And then down Independence Avenue.  He wouldn’t have noticed the marchers coming up the opposite direction a block over along the mall.  If he had, he’d probably have been angered by some of the signs that declared “White Supremacy.”  That wouldn’t have seemed American.
	But nothing disturbed his enjoyment of the day or of the beautiful sweeping vistas, and pretty soon he was further from the Capitol than he’d meant to go and discovered himself right across the pond from the Jefferson Memorial.
	When Cliff reached his destination, he walked right up the middle of the front steps so he’d approach the great statue face on.  Cliff was impressed with Thomas Jefferson.  He knew what democracy was supposed to be about.   After gazing up at the imposing figure of the American Founder, he circumabulated the interior of the monument, reading aloud the words inscribed on the walls.  “We hold these truths to be self-evident: all men are created equal and endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, among them life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”
	“Impressive.”  Cliff jumped at the sound of a man’s voice right behind him.  He’d thought he was alone.
	“Yeah, sure is,” Cliff answered, turning around to face the man who spoke to him.
	“I work over there in the gift shop,” the man said.  “Get to see this every day.”
	“Must be a nice job,” Cliff replied, not sure what else to say.  Then he pointed up at another of the inscriptions.  “Hey, this one’s my favorite.  ‘The God who gave us life gave us liberty’,” he read.  “That line really goes: ‘The God who gave us life gave us liberty at the same time.  The hand of force may destroy but cannot disjoin them’.”
	“How come you know that?” the man from the gift shop asked.
	“Back when I was in high school I was in Chorale.  For graduation my junior year we sang this thing called ‘Testament of Freedom’ by Virgil Thompson.  Know it?”
	“Can’t say I recognize the name.”
	“You oughta play it in here,” Cliff answered.  “It’s a series of musical settings to quotations from Jefferson.  That line up there is sort of like a refrain that runs through the whole piece.”
	“No music in here,” the man replied.
	“That had a big effect on me,” Cliff went on, rambling as much to himself as to the gift shop clerk.  “Really turned me around about America and all that.  Thought I’d hated school.  Then, oh I don’t know, somehow I got inspired to be like Thomas Jefferson, I guess.”
	“Well, maybe that’s the point of monuments like this,” the man said.  “Good to see a teenager like you, law-abiding and clean cut.  Have a good day, you hear,” the man said as he turned and walked back toward the gift shop.
	Cliff chuckled to himself, thinking the man would have had a totally different impression of him if he’d seen him a little earlier with the joint.  At the same time he took pride in how the man had perceived him.  He was proud of himself.  He’d changed his whole life after junior year.  He started studying much harder and had taken to wearing the school colors proudly.  Indeed, today he was wearing his red and gray letter jacket with the big letter “C” for Bishop Carroll High.
	Cliff walked around to the front of the statue.  He looked out at the city, imagining himself to be seeing it from Jefferson’s perspective.  “…the hand of force may destroy but cannot disjoin them,” he sang silently to himself.
	Then suddenly the city lit up as though an enormous flash bulb had gone off overhead.  But burst lasted longer than a flash bulb.  Cliff managed to shield his eyes before the light flicked out—as suddenly as it had come.  His vision was dazzled.  When he regained his sight, it looked like the daylight was shot through with a kind of electrified haze.  He could see a ripple effect like the distortion of light over a highway on a hot day.  And everything seemed to glow with a purplish color.  Cliff couldn’t be sure if that effect was in the atmosphere or in his vision.
	He started toward the steps to see what had happened when a warning rang in the back of his mind.  To his right he noticed the door the man from the gift shop had disappeared into.  It must lead into the superstructure of the Memorial.  He darted inside.
	“What was that?” the clerk asked anxiously?
	“I don’t know… ” Cliff began to say when a rush of searing hot wind blew through the door and hurled him back against the display cases along the wall.  And a roar like nothing he’d ever imagined filled his ears. 
	The sound seemed to just keep rolling and rolling over him.  Cliff lay curled up in fetal position, one arm shielding his head, while he hoped the chaos would end.  
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	“Hey, you guys, look at all the faggots,” Sam Daley announced.  He stuck his head out the window and whistled.  “Queer, queer,” he shouted.
	“What kinda neighborhood you got us in?” asked Charlie Walker from the back seat.
	“Shut up, you all, I’m trying to figure out this map.”  Billy Bob Luker was in the middle seat of the ramshackled old Bronco the six of them had driven up in from Tennessee.  He had a small diagram of Washington, D.C.  He’d been turning it this way and that for almost an hour now trying to figure out the street system.
	“I said what kinda neigborhood is this?” Charlie repeated drunkenly.
	When Billy Bob failed to answer him, he reached over from the back seat and pulled the map out of Billy’s hand.
	“Hey, you dumb ass, you’re gonna just keep us lost that much longer,” Billy said.
	“Well, you ain’t done such a good job of finding this march you got us up here for,” Charlie answered.  “You just give me a chance…  Now, show me where we are.”
	In the shotgun seat Sam was still waving at pedestrians and shouting out anti-gay epithets.
	The driver, Elton, reached over and pulled at his shoulder, “You gonna get yo’ damn head knocked off by one of these here trucks.”
	“Yeah, but look at the faggots.  Why don’t we just stop right here and get us a piece of ass?”  Sam answered, slapping Elton’s hand away from his arm.  “And don’t you go touchin’ me, like you was one o’ them.”
	“Well, Sam, you sound mighty interested yo’self,” Charlie shouted from the back of the truck.
	“Ain’t you ever fucked no faggot?” Sam turned and looked back over the seat.  “They got the sweetest, softest asses you ever got your dong in.  You jus’ hit ’em upside the head and they lay right down and stick their ass up in the air for you.
	“Hey, Elton,” he turned toward the driver, “you remember you and me used to go queer bashin’ when we was in high school.  It seems to me I ’member you fuckin’ your share of them sweet little ho-mo-seck-chals,” he said the word carefully, syllable by syllable.
	“Sam, you just shut up ’bout that.  I ain’t no queer.  And I ain’t takin’ no shit from your ass ’bout it,” Elton said angrily.
	They’d been standing at a stop light.  The light changed and Elton gunned the engine and the old truck shot forward.
	“Hey, take it easy, man,” Sam said.
	“Just tell me which way to go,” Elton shouted.
	“Well, Charlie’s got the map,” Billy Bob said.  “But up ahead there, that’s called Dupont Circle… ”
	“Oh, not another damn circle,” said Jack Brown who was sitting in the middle seat next to Billy Bob.  “You get us lost everytime we come to one o’ those circles.”
	“Now you go left right up here,” Charlie announced.
	“Right where?” Elton asked, throwing his hands up in the air.
	Sam reached over and grabbed the wheel.  And the truck,  almost as though on its own, changed lanes.  There was a loud honking from the car behind.
	“Well, now you done it,” Elton said taking control of the truck as the street dipped down and they went into darkness.  “We’re in a fuckin’ tunnel!”
	“There ain’t no tunnel on this here map,” Charlie protested.
	“Fuck the map, you just look out the window.”
	Indeed, they had entered one of Washington’s underground thoroughfares.  And today, perhaps because of the beauty of the weather and the number of people out to enjoy it, traffic was heavy.  The cars were crawling at a snail’s pace.
	Elton started honking the horn.  “Well, Billy Bob, I think we’re gonna be late for your damn march.”
	The truck moved along slowly with traffic in the inside lane.  The cars next to them seemed at a standstill.
	“Hey them guys in the next lane are havin’ to get over into ours ’cause of some accident up ahead,” Sam announced after practically crawling out of the truck so he could sit up on the window and get him a bird’s eye view.
	“Ain’t nobody gonna get ahead of me,” Elton proclaimed angrily.  “I had enough of this city shit already.”
	As they came closer and closer to the accident, they could see that one car had rear-ended another in the outside lane.  The trunk lid of the front car had been sprung and apparently the gas tank ruptured.  There was gasoline all over the road.
	“Well, at least we’re ’bout out o’ this damn tunnel,” Jack announced.
	“I’m tryin’, I’m tryin’,” Elton said.  He was keeping right up on the bumper of the car ahead of him.  He wasn’t going to let nobody cut into the lane.
	“Well, Charlie, I hope you got a route planned once we get out o’ here,” Billy Bob said snidely.  He was still annoyed that Charlie had gotten the map away from him.
	“Well, this here map o’ yours don’t seem to have all the streets on it,” Charlie answered defensively.
	“You mean, you just now noticin’ that,” Billy Bob replied.  “Big fuckin’ help you are!”
	“Hey, calm down you guys,” Jack said.  “We can figure out where to go just as soon as we get out on the street-level.”
	Suddenly the tunnel filled with light.  The cars and trucks slowly trying to inch their way back out to the surface cast long, stark, almost bluish shadows on the walls.
	“What was that?” Billy Bob asked as soon as the darkness returned.
	“Hey, I’m getting out of here,” Sam said, throwing open the front door of the truck.  “That was some kind of explosion in the tunnel back there.”
	Billy Bob then started to open his door.  In his panic things seemed to happen in slow motion.  He could hear Jack saying he thought maybe they should just try to gun their way out of the tunnel.
	But Billy Bob opened the door of the truck nonetheless.  He looked down at the roadbed beneath him and saw the gasoline from the accident.  He thought for a moment that he could actually see ripples in the surface of the flowing liquid.  He even thought to himself that he’d better not light a match.  And he mentally checked to make sure he wasn’t smoking a cigarette.
	“Be careful of the gas,” he started to say as he realized that a hot wind was striking him in the face and pushing the door back against his shoulder, as though trying to force him back into the truck.
	Billy looked down again at the gasoline and thought he saw little tongues of reddish-yellow flames beginning to rise up from the surface.  The smell of the gasoline increased tremendously.
	In an instant, the air inside the Bronco just seemed to burst into flame.  Billy felt the fire all over his face and hands, as he heard the other guys begin to scream.  He wasn’t sure if he was screaming or not.
	As the blast of hot gases from the explosion high overhead descended upon the city, its searing heat swept into the Connecticut Avenue tunnel, igniting the volatile fuel that had been spilled out onto the road.
	With Sam and Billy Bob half way out the doors, the Bronco had lit up with the sudden explosion of the gasoline.
	In a moment more, the wind roaring down from the sky and into the tunnel carried the fumes away and blew out the flames that had engulfed the two men.  Sam and Billy’s blackened bodies slumped down slowly until they were both sitting on the running board of the Bronco with the heavy doors leaning against each of them.
	Billy Bob began to cry softly from the terrible pain that surrounded him.  The salt of his tears burned his cheeks, but he was unable to move his arms to wipe the tears away.  He thought about Amy Lou and that damn Brother Peregrine.  If it hadn’t been for them I might not have been here.  God damn them!  
	He remembered his threat to get back at them in sixty days.  In his delirium he tried to calculate just when sixty days would be.  Around New Year’s Day.  What kind of new year did he have to look forward to?  God damn it.   He tried to bellow in his agony, but the pain in his chest prevented him from inhaling enough air.
	And then Billy Bob slipped into unconsciousness.
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	Louise and Jeff Lasker slept late.  During their night out with Don they’d had a little more to drink than they were used to.  When the alarm sounded at its usual time, Jeff switched it off.
	“I don’t have to go in to the office ’til afternoon,” he said, as he cuddled up to Louise.  “Let’s stay in bed a while.”
	Louise woke up on her own a little while later.  She was surprised to find that she and Jeff were still in each other’s arms.  Funny,  she thought, we haven’t done this in years.   The thought passed through her mind that Jeff had been jealous of Don.  She dismissed it.  They’d worked through that years ago.
	She pulled herself up so she was half-sitting against a pile of pillows.  She arranged Jeff’s arms so he was still holding her.  He half-roused while she was shifting about.  They kissed each other good morning.  Then he fell back to sleep again.
	It’s almost ten o’clock,  she noticed.  Well, there’s nothing pressing and this feels good.
	As she lay in bed, she thought about Don.  She guessed he was somewhere on the freeway heading north.  I hope traffic isn’t too bad for him,  she thought kindly.  He’s still chasing his impossible dream, isn’t he, half in politics, half in some sort of odd religion.  I wonder if he’ll ever really settle down.
	She thought about Jeff, about their children, about how much she loved her family.  She wondered how the kids were.  The youngest was still in college, up in Seattle.  Maybe I’ll call her this evening. 
	Louise felt happy with her life.  Certainly happy with the material success Jeff had achieved.  She looked out the glass doors of their bedroom onto the patio.  Beyond stretched out all of Los Angeles.  A beautiful view.  And what a nice day.  So clear.
	A little to left of the high buildings that made up downtown L.A. and a little above them, Louise saw a point of light erupt into brilliance.  Before she had a chance to wonder what it was, her eyes hurt terribly and her vision blacked out.  And even before it registered on her that she was blind, she felt her skin grow suddenly hot.  The bedcovers were on fire.  She heard the glass doors shatter and then a roar filled her ears.  Pieces of flying glass cut into her.  Great pressure pushed her up out of the bed and back against the wall.  Louise clutched at Jeff.  Fierce pain shot through her.  She tried to scream.  Then it was over.
	In just a few seconds, without ever knowing what had happened, Louise and Jeff Lasker had been incinerated by the initial blast of heat and light from the nuclear blasts.  A few moments later, a rushing wave of flaming gases rolled over the house, reducing it too to ash and rubble.
	Dust and ash from the burning city—and from the burning bodies—poured into the mushroom-shaped clouds rising above what had once been Los Angeles.  
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	With the car’s computer system disengaged, Don drove a few miles back toward L. A.  He hadn’t even gotten to the second exit from where he’d turned around when traffic suddenly slowed to a virtual halt.
	“Damn it.  Of all the fucking times to get caught in a traffic jam.”
	He hadn’t seen this snarl-up coming the other direction.  Must be an accident up ahead,  he thought.
	He reminded himself it did no good to get angry.  He couldn’t move the traffic any faster.  Honking his horn would only make the other drivers more annoyed than he knew they already were.  He could tell that because he was getting annoyed himself by the sound of automobile horns behind him.  What do they expect us to do?  If we could go around, we would have. 
	Traffic inched foward.  The radio was still out.  Now the tape player wouldn’t work either.  Obviously something was going wrong with the electronics in the car.  Remembering that the car’s ignition was also electronic, Don said a perfunctory prayer that the engine wouldn’t stall while he was stuck in this jam.  He might not be able to get the car started again.
	He was still fretting about the car failing on him altogether when suddenly, the sky changed color.  The normal clear azure became a kind of dirty, almost fluorescent purple.  The piles of cumulus cloud overhead, usually dark-bluish on their undersides, turned brilliant white as though they’d been illuminated from below with some super spotlight.
	What the hell! 
	A minute later the clouds were struck by a fierce wind that scattered them.  And there came a huge roar.  And then the highway trembled underneath the car.  It didn’t take much intuition to guess these were the signs of a massive explosion.  Don’s first thoughts were that the new reactor on the coast north of Malibu had exploded.
	But, no, that isn’t how a reactor would explode, he realized.  This was something much bigger than that.  This must have been big enough to have blown up all of Los Angeles.   And with that thought, the reality dawned on him.
	The string of cars on the freeway stopped moving altogether.  Drivers were getting out and staring up at the sky toward the south.  Everybody looked dazed.  The impossible had happened.  Don opened his door and stood up on the bottom of the door frame, as though the little bit of extra height might give him a better view.  But there was nothing to see.
	He wondered if they’d be able to see the mushroom cloud, but decided they were too far north already.  But they might not be so far that the winds wouldn’t soon be carrying radioactive dust their way.
	A few of the cars in the inside lane were turning around to go north in the wide median away from Los Angeles.  Others were manuevering out onto the shoulder to bypass the jam and head in toward the city.
	No use going back south.  There’s nothing there.  But will there be anything north, he wondered.  Has San Francisco also been hit?
	“There’s nothing there,” he repeated the words to himself.  Just last night Louise and Jeff had been there.   I shoulda been there with them!  He pictured their bodies lying amid piles of debris in a bombed out ruin—an image from a movie of World War II London.  He reminded himself that nuclear explosions leave behind no such debris, at least not as close in as the Laskers’ home.  Then:This isn’t the time to break down,  he told himself.   He pushed the feelings of dread and grief back into unconsciousness.  At least, I’d had a chance to say goodbye,  he substituted a sober and rational thought.  Shaking, he climbed back into the car. 
	He turned the key to start the ignition.  The car made the familiar grinding buzz that signified it was already running.  Thank God, I didn’t turn it off.  The electromagnetic pulse from the explosion could have burned out the ignition coil.
	When he turned the key, the computer, reactivating its autostart ROM, began beeping fiercely.  He switched it back to manual again.  Then pulled out onto the median and made a sharp U-turn.
	What else is there to do now but try to get home?  I hope home will still be there.
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	“Even if the timing of this test has been crazy,” Ned said into his mike, “I’m proud of you guys.”
	The men—and the computers—were performing with peak efficiency.  One by one each of the red triangles on the screens was targetted.  From laser stations around the country’s borders, powerful beams of energy were directed up to the satellites and then out toward the targets.
	If all of the satellites had been in place, this would have been much easier,  Ned was assessing in his mind.  With the system only half complete, some speed is lost.  And with it all so new, some of the kinks haven’t been worked out yet.  Those same couple of satellites that got out of computer control during the press conference the other day are malfunctioning again.
	Even so, by the parameters for efficiency Ned had been following, the system passed the test.  Out of the twenty-four targets, eighteen were picked off immediately while they were still heading out into space, before their warheads separated.  Two more were hit as they were beginning their descent.  Only four got through.  One of these was hit in the air.  Three made it all the way to their destinations.
	“If this had been a real attack, the U.S. would have suffered significant damage, but would have survived,” Ned announced.
	He was still congratulating his crew on their good showing on this test, when they learned that this had not been a test.  Real missiles with real nuclear warheads had fallen on the United States.  
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	While the failure of electronic equipment like Kitty’s wordprocessor created some personal inconvenience, most of the residents of Sweetwater Farm were not particularly distressed that communication had been cut off.  They certainly could wait a few days for the TV to be fixed.  “Besides,” someone remarked, “the phone’s still working, isn’t it?”
	No one had thought to check.  Peregrine walked over to the office to try it.
	He returned after a long time, ashen-faced.  He stood in the doorway for a moment, then said solemnly,  “I have an announcement.
	“The phone is working.  I called my friend Jack Hughes at the newspaper.
	“The electronic blackout seems to be the result of a freak solar storm.  It’s cut off radio and TV transmissions all over the northern hemisphere.  Some transmissions may be back on once it gets dark, but apparently the radiation from the storm burned out several communications satellites.
	“But that’s not the big news. 
	“The blackout happened soon after the laser fence went on line this morning.  A Russian sub near the North Pole apparently misinterpreted what was happening… ”
	In his daze, Peregrine began to explain why the solar interference would have been much worse near the pole.
	“Yes, yes, but tell us what happened,” Ernst Brauer interrupted.
	Peregrine looked at him intently.  Anger passed across his face.  Then sadness.  He sighed.  “The sub fired its nuclear missiles.  Well, the fence worked.  Most of the missiles were shot down almost immediately.   But at least a couple of them got through.  L.A. was hit and maybe Washington…
	“That’s all I’ve learned.”
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	The central screen in the control room of the Strategic Defense System was displaying reports on the damage.  Ned Mayberry sat at his console, a little stunned, translating the data into understandable human terms—though in human terms the information simply wasn’t understandable.
	The missile that had been hit during its descent had been armed with a laser-safe device which triggered its nuclear cargo when it was struck by the beam from the satellite.  Its multiple warheads had not separated.  They detonated in a single burst high in the air over Washington, D.C.  The high atmosphere explosion did little direct blast damage.  But the shock wave broke windows and knocked down buildings.  The hot gases of the descending fire ball set fires and scorched the clothes of people outdoors and blistered exposed skin.  The greatest damage to people was radiation exposure.  Neutrons and high energy gamma rays passed right through the walls of most homes and buildings causing radiation burns.
	Because the blast was very high, practically no fallout was created.
	The President was at the Southern White House, far from Washington.  But Congress was in special session at the time.  There was no report yet on casualties.  (The Capitol Building would have been good protection from radiation,  Ned thought.  Those big stone buildings would have shielded the people indoors. )  For the time being, the government seemed to have survived.
	Ned decided not to think for a while about his brother and his sister-in-law who lived in Washington.  He could worry about them when he got off duty.  This is not the time to think about personal disasters.  Besides, both Doug and Julie work indoors.  Maybe they escaped the radiation. 
	Two missiles scattered warheads into the fields of Minuteman and MX silos around the SAC base at Minot, North Dakota, instantly obliterating the base, a few small towns, acres upon acres of grain fields, and herds of farm animals.  Because they were planned to disable missiles in underground silos, the warheads were set to detonate just above ground level.  The blasts spewed millions of tons of dust and smoke high into the atmosphere where it was freely mixed with radioactive by-products of the explosions.  Depending on weather, the fallout would move east toward Minneapolis and Chicago, and through the midwest toward Denver, Oklahoma City, St. Louis, even as far south as Dallas, Houston, and New Orleans.
	The other missile that got through did the greatest damage.  It delivered warheads throughout the Los Angeles area.  Several million people died almost instantly or within a few hours of the blasts.  Most of the fallout, at first, remained in the L.A. basin.  But as the death-laden clouds rose high above the mountain walls that contained L.A.’s smog, westerly winds from the Pacific Ocean threatened to spread the contamination throughout the Southwestern United States and up into the Central Valley where California farmers grew most of the country’s produce.

∞
	Ned had trained his men well.  They did an excellent job.  He kept reminding himself that they had been successful in preventing the nuclear winter and subsequent total annihilation of life on earth all twenty-four of those missiles might have resulted in.  But he felt racked with guilt over the four missiles that slipped through.  And he felt enraged that this could have happened.
	The system was designed to prevent this.  The system was designed to prevent just this kind of accident,  he kept repeating to himself as he watched the computer screen update its information.
	“I’ve had enough,” he finally said.  And then realized, when the other men on the bridge looked over at him, that he’d said it out loud.
	He looked around, embarrassed that his emotions had shown through.  “Well, damm it,” he continued, seeing that he’d already taken the first step, “I have had enough.  You guys have trained for months.  We’ve gone through every possible drill.  We planned for everything.  Except this.
	“I’m through.  This job can’t ask me to bear the responsibility for five million deaths.”
	“Ned, you’re not responsible… ” one of the techs started to comfort him.  But Ned was already stalking away from his console.
	There were tears in Ned Mayberry’s eyes as he climbed down from the bridge and headed out of the Center—he hoped for good—and toward home.
	Behind him, oblivious to Ned’s emotional pain, the computer was updating its displays.  One quarter of the screen was dedicated to reporting on the fallout produced by the explosions and predicting the consequences.  Initial data did not indicate enough fallout to produce the worldwide nuclear winter.  But the amount of dust in the air over L.A. and North Dakota, the computer calculated, threatened major consequences for the future of the United States.
	On a prediction scale from 1 to 10, the computer estimated future damage from radiation spread at 6.78.  Only the most unusual weather conditions could result in the fallout not moving toward heavily populated areas.  
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	Peregrine went down himself to lock the gate and make sure the intercom was operating.  He didn’t want to seal out any of the community members who were in town working, but he did want to assure control over who entered the property.
	“We just don’t know what the effect of all this is going to be,” he had said to the assembly of the community as they’d gathered in the refectory waiting for news.
	Even in their secluded location near the top of their mountain, they could hear highway sounds from the road below.  Brakes squealing, horns honking, engines revving—all suggested that people in the nearby cities were fleeing into the countryside in fear of another attack.
	At Adolphine’s suggestion, the community decided—at least for the time being—to turn away strangers coming to the gate.  Most of them had seen enough movies about nuclear war to fear that gangs of gun-toting survivalists might show up with plans to commandeer their mountain hideaway.
	A couple of calls came through on the intercom.  They weren’t from survivalists, however, but from people looking for hotel lodging.  Rif, who took responsibility for handling the intercom, referred them to motels in nearby towns.  In the late afternoon, the community’s commuters began straggling home.  With them they brought a couple of regular visitors to the Farm who’d asked to come less out of fear of being killed in another attack than out of desire to prepare for the end with spiritual friends.
	They also brought news.  “There’s no war,” one reported.  “Even before the laser fence was activated, Gronov was on the hot line assuring the President that the attack was accidental and offering to assist in destroying the missiles.  He begged the U.S. not to retaliate, warning that his Doomsday Machine could be set off.  And he promised to make restitution.”
	“U.S. forces have been put on red alert, but no counter-attack has been ordered,” another added.

∞
	Though there was a great communications blackout, most of the country seemed unaffected by the blasts.  Electromagnetic pulses from the nuclear detonations burned out satellite relays and computers.  And the solar storm that had started the whole thing was still interfering with radio reception.  But most telephone lines were intact and local cable TV transmissions were virtually unaffected.  Newspapers were already on the street urging people to remain calm and return to their homes.
	The major danger to most of the population now was the spread of fallout.  And it was still too early to determine how the wind might carry the radioactive debris.
	Peregrine hunted through his library to find a book old friends of his from high school had written years before about a limited nuclear war.
	“Warday  by Whitley Strieber and James Kunetka,” he explained to the assembly in the refectory, holding up the book for them all to see, “described a small scale nuclear disaster not unlike this.  Whitley was the novelist.  Jim was the nuclear weapons expert.  Jim’s got some good charts in here that might help us figure out what’s going to happen from the fallout.  And they’ve got some good descriptions, as I remember, of the effects of radiation poisoning.  It isn’t pretty.”
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	The sunset was particularly beautiful that night.  The sky was full of fast moving, brilliantly lit red-orange clouds.  Peregrine left the refectory to be by himself.  Most of the community was still huddled together around the radio in hopes of picking up broadcasts once night came and they were shadowed from the solar storm by the mass of the planet.  (Their TV reception, depending on satellites to feed the dish, was out completely.)  Many of them had spent the afternoon in the meditation hall praying silently.  Now they’d joined together to express their dismay and to hope for good news.
	After piecing together details of what had happened, the impact of what it all meant began to dawn upon them all.  Rif, with Strieber and Kunetka’s book at one hand and a world almanac and an atlas at the other, was calculating numbers of casualties.  Adolphine was checking addresses on the mailing list against the areas that had been hit.  Others were discussing the impact on availability of food. 
	As Peregrine tramped up the path into the woods, he was not sure what to feel.  The disaster still seems so abstract, something that happened somewhere else.   Though seeing the moving clouds overhead reminded him that the dust from those blasts could soon be blowing by in those beautiful clouds.  The future of the world—at least the American world—was now dependent on the atmospheric effects of the explosions.
	“It’s like the world’s trapped in a nightmare,” he spoke to himself out loud. 
	Once or twice in his life, Peregrine recalled, when he had dreamed he was in some awful, no-exit situation a lucid part of him had begun to call out in the nightmare: “Wake up, wake up!”
	Now, he turned and looked back over his shoulder at the last lights of the sunset and shouted: “Wake up, wake up!”
	“Wake up, wake up!” echoed from the other side of the valley.  And again he shouted.
	God must’ve fallen asleep.  Or maybe he’s never been awake.   It occured to Peregrine that perhaps God was only just now becoming aware of being a single conscious Being just as the people of earth were becoming aware of being members of the planetary family.  And just as human being were having trouble coping with the modern world, so God was having bad dreams.  We must wake him up before his dream gets any worse.  
	“Wake up, wake up!”  he shouted, his arms outstretched to the slowly purpling evening sky.  He felt himself rising up within himself and being both the puny individual man railing in the twilight and the collective, planetary mind rousing itself.  And he realized that, of course, when he shouted “Wake up!” he was shouting at himself.  The wakening will only happen when each person awakes within, when each realizes his or her identity with the collective mind that is God.
	Maybe what God’s awakening would look like on earth,  Peregrine thought, is our realizing there aren’t any enemies, no different sides, no political—or theological—disagreements worth troubling over.  We’re all in this together.
	Can we together change the shape of the dream?  Can we undo the damage done and prevent the spread of the disaster?  Can we wake ourselves up?
	Peregrine felt simultanously so powerful and so helpless.
	“Wake up, wake up!” he shouted.  The words were a joy that burned in his throat and belly and made his eyes tear, reminding him of the archetypal, pre-conscious truth of his participation in God.  The words were also a torture ringing through his head, demanding he change his consciousness of himself in some way he could only barely fathom.  They insisted he release his hold on ego as he would release the latch of a door and swing the door open onto the bright day.  But, straining, fumbling, he could not even find the latch.  He felt his fear and anger tearing away at his insight.  “Wake up, wake up!”

∞
	Peregrine walked for a while in the gathering twilight in an effort to settle his mind.  It wasn’t long before the disaster seemed to drop away.  At least for the time being, he decided, he’d indulge in a little therapeutic denial.  He walked out the road as far as a stream that fed into the water supply for the cottages on the south side of the property.  Every couple of weeks the spring had to be checked for overgrowth to make sure the water was running freely.  
	After it got very dark, Peregrine headed in.  Finding that Rif wasn’t home yet, he passed their cottage and walked on back to the main compound.  He found most of the community still in the refectory.  After checking in with Rif, he went down to his office telling himself he would try to get some paperwork done.
	As he passed by the guestroom Amy Lou Hensley had been assigned, it occurred to him that maybe nobody had thought to see how she was handling this.  The disaster might be especially upsetting for her.  After all, she was bearing a child who would have to grow up in a world forever changed—and maybe doomed.  Peregrine noticed there was light showing through the crack under her door.  He assumed that meant she was in her room.  He knocked.  There was no answer.
	“Amy,  it’s me, Peri.  Can I come in?  Are you okay?”
	No answer.  He knocked louder.  He felt a wave of alarm, then realized he might be worried over nothing.  She might not be there at all.  That produced in him a wave of annoyance.  He’d explained to her that good ecological practice meant not wasting energy.  She shouldn’t have gone off and left the light burning.  Peri was surprised to see how brittle his emotions were.  Then he reminded himself of the situation.  The end of the world seems like a pretty good excuse to be upset. 
	He knocked once more.  Then opened the door expecting to find the room empty.
	But instead he saw Amy Lou lying on her back on the bed.  She appeared to be asleep.  But her posture looked strained and uncomfortable and her face was twisted into a grimace.  “Amy,  Amy,”  he called sharply.  Still she didn’t awake.  
	He wondered if he should rouse her.  He was feeling protective of her, but he was also feeling annoyed that she didn’t simply respond.  He was wrestling with his own conflicting emotions when she began to writhe and moan.  She suddenly rolled on one side and pulled herself up into a foetal position.  Peri told himself he really ought to wake her up.  She’s having a nightmare.  
	He walked over to her to shake her awake.  Just as he started to shake her arm, her face relaxed into a smile.
	“Amy, are you okay?” he asked gently and reached out and touched her on the shoulder.
	Then something inexplicable happened.  He felt almost as if a jolt of electricity hit him.  Bright white light exploded behind his eyes.  He staggered back feeling perplexed and at the same time unmistakably joyful.  An image of an infant’s face with wide, almost glowing eyes burned itself into his mind.  And in those eyes was an expression of wisdom and peace and love.  Peregrine stepped forward and touched Amy on the shoulder again.  
	This time the rush came at him more slowly.  Still it was like a current of energy that made his arm tremble.  It scared him and at the same time it filled him with such pleasure and gladness.
	What in God’s name?
	He stepped back after a moment and let himself down into the chair by the bedside.  He didn’t know what was going on but he thought that maybe he had no business waking Amy.  Whatever this was was now so, so wonderful he knew he shouldn’t try to pull her away from it.  If he could…
	In his mind’s eye, he could see light radiating from her face and from her abdomen where he knew the child was growing.  And he knew somehow those wide eyes that had opened in his mind were the eyes of that child.
	As he watched Amy caught in the throes of her dream, he recognized the beatific smile that lit her face.  It reminded him of the enigmatic smile of the Mona Lisa and also of the compassionate smile of inner-knowing of the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara whose statue sat in the garden.
	That peace filled him as well.  All his anxieties disappeared.  He felt like he was sure he knew what to do now—about the Farm, about the nuclear disaster, about caring for Amy and her baby  He couldn’t quite pin down what it was he knew he knew.  But he was sure it would come to him.
	After a while, the smile faded and Amy seemed to slip into normal sleep.  Peregrine prodded her gently, but she didn’t rouse.  It was okay.  He wasn’t worried anymore.  He threw a comforter over her, switched off the light, and let himself out quietly.

∞
	Later as he lay in bed next to Rif, he couldn’t help remarking that something strange had happened to him.
	“You mean like an hallucination?” Rif asked.
	“Not exactly, but sort of… ” he answered hesitantly.  “Maybe it was just all the emotions from the day.”  The whole thing had begun to seem unreal to him.  
	“That makes sense.  We’ve all had quite a day.  Think you can sleep?”
	Peregrine realized he was exhausted.  “I think so… ” he began to say, but was alseep before he ever finished.
	Rif leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  “I love you,” he said in their nightly ritual and smiled at the look of peaceful exhaustion on Peri’s face.
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	Sometime during the night that peace disappeared.  A troubling dream entered Peregrine’s consciousness and he began to thrash about in the bed.  In the dream he was worrying about Amy's baby.  He became convinced he’d made a mistake getting involved with her.  He kept thinking of the infant as though it were a newborn babe instead of a barely-formed fetus.  In his restless sleep, the babe's eyes seemed to shine like miniature suns.
	Then suddenly the whole room filled with bright light.  Peregrine thought he heard an enormous roar, like distant thunder that came rolling over the mountains, growing louder and rousing him from sleep.  He reched over and was surprised to find that Rif was gone.  He got up.  It was still night, but the sky was red when he looked outside the door of the cottage.  The horizon was flickering bright orange as though fires were burning in the distance.  Peregrine didn't understand what had happened.  
	As he went outside, he realized he was only wearing baggy boxer shorts and thought he ought to be better dressed.  He looked down and remembered he’d put on his hiking boots and decided he'd be okay. 
	He walked toward the meditation hall.  He couldn't fight the compulsion.  Something was very wrong.  
	He saw a dark shape lying by the side of the road.  He felt afraid of it, though didn't understand why.  Just a bale of hay that’s fallen off a truck.   He fought down his fear, went over and knelt beside the shape and touched it.
	Peregrine screamed as he realized it was a human body.  It had been lying on its side, facing away from the road.  When he touched its shoulder, it started to roll toward him.  Peregrine jumped to his feet and backed away.  The body continued to roll till it was lying on its back.  The upturned face was unrecognizable.  It seemed to have been burned away.
	Peregrine looked up and realized there were scores of bodies lying all along the roadside.  It dawned on him that there’d been a major disaster, maybe another nuclear explosion.  How could I have slept through a nuclear explosion?  
	As he became aware of the stench of the burned and rotting bodies, he started to gag.  And then he began to run as though he could escape the horrible reality around him.
	“Oh my God,” he cried, “all my friends have been burned alive.  They’re all dead.”
	A disembodied voice echoed in Peregrine's ears, “These are not the dead.  These are the survivors.”  He looked about him and saw that some of the bodies were moving, writhing slowly in agony.  They were turning toward him, he realized.  They’d heard the voice too.
	Peregrine started to scream.  Again and again.

∞
	“Honey, wake up.  It's okay.”  Rif was gently shaking him.  
	Peregrine woke with a start.  His heart was still pounding.  “I’m okay.”  He felt dazed and confused.  “I guess I was dreaming.”  He reached over to his bedstand for the glass of water and took a drink.  He gave Rif a peck on the lips and rolled over to his side of the bed.  He noticed the clock.  It was 4:30 am.  The details of the dream came back to him.  A nuclear disaster.  Horribly burned and maimed survivors.  The sickening smell of decaying flesh.  Peregrine still remembered that smell.  (He recognized it from a period in his life when he’d been in training on the medical ward of a state psychiatric hospital and had visited patients who’d developed bedsores that stunk of rotting tissue.)
	He lay back on the pillow.  “Please, God,” he prayed. He closed his eyes and then rolled over and curled up in a ball.  Curiously, the thought of Amy and her baby again flooded his mind.

∞
	This time it was light outside.  There were still rows and rows of bodies, but now they were lying on make-shift pallets.  Many of them were burned badly, but they had bandages on.  And there were doctors and nurses in white uniforms moving among the rows ministering to the wounded.
	“I'm a priest,” Peregrine announced to a young woman who’d come up to him.  He was surprised to find he was wearing a clerical suit complete with Roman collar.  
	“Come over here then,” she instructed him.  “These people all need absolution.  Their turn is coming up next.”
	Behind her were a group of the survivors.  Some had bandages on their arms or legs, some were bandaged around the head.  Almost like mummies , Peregrine thought.
	“Here, Father,” said a boyish voice next to him.  Peregrine looked down and saw that here was an altar boy with a pail of holy water and an aspergile.  Peregrine took the little silver wand with sponge inside its head and sprinkled the holy water on the people while he intoned the words of absolution.  
	He was walking up and down the rows of patients, sprinkling them.  Suddenly he heard gunfire behind him.  Startled he looked around to see that a squad of soldiers was lined up along the rows.  In perfect sync, with military precision, the soldiers raised their rifles, took aim at the next person in each row, and then simultaneously fired.
	“Oh my God, no,” Peregrine shouted.  “These are the survivors, not the enemy.”
	“I'm sorry, Father,” said an officer standing nearby.  “There are no survivors.”
	“But these people are alive,” Peregrine shouted, desperate because he realized the soldiers were moving up to the next person in each row.
	“Not for long,” the officer said.  “They are all radioactive.  This will save them suffering.”
	“No, I'll stop you,” Peregrine said, beginning to sprinkle the soldiers fiercely with his holy water.  
	“Please, Father, no, don't stop them,” pleaded one of the wounded.  “We want to go back to God now.  Don't make us suffer any longer.  Free us from Hell.”
	Peregrine felt a pang of terrible sadness and pity for the these wounded innocents.  Then he said a prayer for their salvation and began splashing them with the blessings of his holy water.  The soldiers fired another volley.
	Peregrine awoke suddenly.  It was just barely sunrise.  He cuddled up against Rif but couldn’t fall back to sleep.  He lay awake for a long time worrying about the morality of the dream solution, haunted by the image of the wounded man begging to be allowed to die.  It reminded him too much of his aids work a decade ago.
	When he finally did drift off to sleep again, his mind was filled with the image of those glowing eyes from the vision by Amy’s bedside.  This time his sleep was deep and peaceful.  This time he dreamed of going out to check the spring and finding that the earth had opened up and a great torrent of water poured out of the mountainside.  He watched as the water splashed and gurgled and roared as it tumbled down into the valley below.  In his dream, Brother Peregrine noticed that again he had an aspergile in his hand.  He bent down and dipped it in the fresh-flowing spring and then sprinkled the water in all directions, inadvertantly splashing it all over himself again and again.  
	When he awoke in the morning he felt amazingly refreshed.  The words of a Latin liturgical chant he hadn’t heard in years echoed in his mind.  
	Asperges me, Domine, hyssopo, et mundabor: lavabis me, et super nivem dealbabor.   Thou shalt sprinkle me with hyssop, Lord, and I shall be cleansed: Thou shalt wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.
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	The next morning Ernst Brauer rewired Sweetwater’s TV so the antenna could pick up local broadcast as well as satellite.  Though reception was still spotty, the news was available.  At least one member of the community kept a vigil to learn of further developments.
	Throughout the day, announcements came through urging citizens to report to local distribution centers for potassium iodide tablets which would reduce thyroid absorption of the impending fallout.  Critics denounced this move as too little too late:  “What good will it do people to protect their thyroids from radio-iodine when they are going to be absorbing large doses of plutonium and God-knows-what-else into every cell in their bodies!”
	Peregrine happened to catch the first Presidential news conference following the disaster.
	The President, a sweetly sober, fatherly man, looked worn and haggard.  (Peregrine was frankly surprised.  The man had campaigned by organizing religious Fundamentalists with prophecies of Armaggedon and the Second Coming.  Peregrine had cynically expected him to respond to the disaster with a victorious and gloating I-told-you-so.  As Armaggedon happened, however, it was no particular victory for anybody.)  “The day of the blast,” the President explained in his mellifluous, cultured Southern accent, “I was in retreat at the Florida White House with most of the Cabinet.  We are safe.  But, as you know, Congress was in a special emergency session.  Those legislators who were present in the chambers were protected from the radiation burst.  But, as you may know, there were many legislators who were avoiding the day’s session.  They were not protected.  Practically half the members of Congress were seriously injured.  Our country has suffered a terrible blow.  Though I believe with the help of Almighty God and the cooperation of the citizenry, we can survive.
	“I have been urged to retaliate against the Soviet Union.  Only hours ago I talked with General-Secretary Gronov.  I warned him of the anger of our people.  Gronov offered his profound condolences and apologies and begged me not to retaliate at this time.  He explained that his Doomsday system is, in fact, operable and warned that a counterattack by the U.S. could result in total destruction of our planet.
	“Gronov has promised to consult with his military and civilian advisors regarding reparation for the destruction his nation has caused.  I do not know whether it will please any of you to know that Gronov has tentatively suggested offering to sacrifice a Russian city… ”
	Oh good God,  Peregrine thought, it sounds like Gronov’s basing foreign policy on old Hollywood movies.  First "Dr. Strangelove” and now "Fail Safe.”
	“…already sending advisors to assist us in dealing with the damage,” the President continued.  “I think we would gain nothing by escalating hostilities.
	“Turning to the political consequences of the disaster, I do not need to remind you that our national elections were coming up.  It is with great sorrow that I must tell you that my honorable Democratic opponent was in Los Angeles and is now missing.  I am meeting tomorrow with leaders of both parties to develop contingency plans. 
	“My fellow Americans, I am sorry I do not have more to tell you now about the future of our country.  I can only say that I have confidence in God and in our history of overcoming obstacles.  I would be lying if I told you we do not face a terrible threat from nuclear fallout.  But let us work together.  Let us believe in the Democracy.  And let us pray.”
	Immediately following this short speech from the President’s office in Florida, a panel of news commentators discussed the details of the damage done to the government.
	Ironically, the commentators explained, both houses had been set to vote on legislation for the Church-run, abortion diversion paramedical centers.  By ordering an emergency session only days before national elections, the President had forced this measure into extreme prominence.  Opponents had been cast in such a light that no one wanted to vote against it, although it was obvious that there was no money in the recently balanced budget to support the proposal.  Passage was going to require additional legislation setting aside the provisions of the latest generation of debt-reduction measures that the Congress had only approved last session.  The pro-life bill was clearly going to win, but opponents wanted to be able to deny responsibility for the fiscally unsound plan.  They were therefore avoiding voting by staying away from the session for the day.
	In fact, the Congress had been turned lopsided.  Almost all of the Democrats in both houses were killed or injured.  The Federal Government was now almost entirely Republican.
	Veteran news commentator, Constance Chung, in an editorial segment explained:  “In the last few years, Congress has again been turning more conservative and more Church-dominated.  Though the shift has been irregular, this trend seems to have begun in the 1980s when religious figures became politically active in their support of Ronald Reagan.  The public has come to expect exercise of political power by the Churches.
	“Religion has become big business in America.  Church attendance is reported to be high, though CBS polls do not conclusively support that finding.  But the Churches have money—not just from contributions, but from interest earned on capital investments.  Many Churches have become heavily invested in insurance and—in spite of protests from some religious groups—munitions manufacturing.
	“With representation in Congress suddenly turned lopsided, we’ll all have to watch how the religious influence affects our national future.  Will this disaster be interpreted as a sign of God’s preference for one political party?  Or will it turn religious leaders away from politics and back to the spiritual work of helping the populace cope with a nightmare come true?”
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	“Amy, I stopped by to check on you last evening,” Peregrine asked.  “You seemed to be having a bad dream.  Are you okay?”  Peregrine had pulled the young woman aside as the community was gathering for dinner.
	“Sure, Brother.  I feel fine.  I don’t really remember a bad dream last night.  But this morning I woke up feeling really good about the future.”
	“I was worried you’d be afraid of what kind of world your baby would have to face.”
	“Oh, it’s going to be okay.  I know that,” Amy answered resolutely.
	“What do you mean you know?”
	Amy fidgetted, looked down at the floor, and her face reddened.  “Oh, I don’t know.  I just sorta do.”
	Peregrine felt a rush of annoyance at the girl.  Why won’t she tell me what happened to her?   “Please, Amy, I need to know.”  Peregrine’s annoyance turned to tears behind his eyes.
	Amy looked at him helplessly.  “Oh, Brother, it’s so hard to talk about.”  She grabbed at him like a child reaching for her mother.
	As she pressed her face against his shoulder, Peregrine felt the wave of peace descend upon him again.  “What’s going on?”
	“Do you feel it too?”  Amy asked sheepishly.  “What is it?”
	“Can you remember what happened last night?”
	“I remember dreaming about the explosions.  And then seeing my baby smile at me.  He had such beautiful eyes.”
	Peregrine’s heart stopped for a moment.  Did I see into her dream?  
	“And my baby told me not to worry, that something was happening, something wonderful.  Brother, it was so strange.  I mean, it wasn’t like a regular dream.  It was really happening.  But it was like that movie… ”
	“2001, ” Peregrine asked, already knowing the answer.
	“That’s right.  With the glowing baby in the bubble.  How did you know?”
	Peregrine’s heart clutched again.  How did I know?   he wondered.  Have we gotten trapped in an Arthur C. Clarke movie?  
	“Peri, will you please come here,” Kitty Brauer called to Peregrine, breaking into the magic.  “Look, nobody’s cooked dinner.  What are we going to eat?”
	He kissed Amy on the forehead.  “I think you baby was right.  I mean what he said about something wonderful happening…
	“I’ll be right there, Kitty.”
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	“Yes, operator, I understand that lines are still down.  And I know the system is deluged with calls… ” Ned was saying as the operator disconnected him.
	He couldn’t very well explain to her that he felt himself responsible for the bomb that exploded over Washington.  If only we’d gotten just one more hit,  he’d been saying to himself over and over again.  If only … I could have saved Doug’s life. 
	And then he’d remind himself that he didn’t know if his brother Doug were dead or not.  Like most people in America who had friends in the devastated areas, he could only wait and hope for word.
	Ned Mayberry’s job of training the first crew for the Atlanta Control Center of the Strategic Defense System was virtually complete.  Of course, he had a future with the program if he wanted it.  But he didn’t think he did anymore.  He was suddenly, understandably, soured on the whole notion of nuclear deterrent and strategic defense.  At its very first application, the system he’d become so much a part of had failed in its prime directive of preventing nuclear disaster.  Indeed, the installation of the system seemed to have indirectly triggered the disaster.
	And it had probably killed Ned’s brother Doug, his lovely new wife Julie, and the nephew for Ned Julie was still carrying.
	Ned banged his fist on the desk, striking the telephone receiver and sending it sliding onto the floor along with the pile of papers it’d been sitting on.  Annoyed at his own bumbling, Ned kicked the receiver across the room causing the telephone monitor screen hanging on the wall above the desk to beep several times in protest.  A message appeared on the screen: 
Please replace the receiver in its cradle now
or press the ‘Disconnect’ button on the monitor
to release the line.  Thank you.
	A moment later the monitor began to beep fiercely and spit the words: now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now  now across the small screen.
	Chagrined at this electronic scolding, Ned replaced the receiver/dailer in its place on the desk and then picked up the papers that had flown off with it.  He looked through the papers, sorting them carelessly.  Atop the pile he left the two letters he’d spent most of yesterday writing: his resignation from the post of Training Supervisor and his resignation of his commission as an officer in United States Air Force.
	If only I’d realized that attack was real… I’d have made sure D.C. was protected… the persevering—and perseverating—voice of guilt started up again in Ned’s mind.
	Ned started to reach for the phone again.  But stopped himself.  It was no use.  There was no way to find Doug without actually going up to D.C. and looking for him personally.  He had the time off.  (He’d arranged that several weeks ago.  He planned a short vacation once the system was on-line.  He wouldn’t have been needed.  Now, after learning that Ned had had a brother in one of the blast sites, his supervisor had encouraged him to stick to that plan and get a way for a while to relax.)
	Ned dreaded going anywhere near Washington, D.C.  He’d seen enough movies about nuclear holocaust to guess that the survivors would not look good.  It’d be different,  he told himself, if there’d been a real explosion.  Then I’d know that Doug and Julie were dead for sure.  But all that happened to Washington was a radiation burst.  They could be alive.  They could be in terrible pain.  They could need me.  
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	The news media did their best to cover the events of the disaster.  Camera crews were already going into devastated areas in shielded helicopters. The two cities were ravaged for miles around.  The high atmosphere blast in Washington and the fireballs in L.A. had ignited flammable structures.  Shock waves broke gas pipes and water mains.   Washington was a deserted ruin.  Los Angeles was simply gone.  Firestorms still raged in a couple of places where stands of great buildings had been.  Of millions of people, there was virtually no trace. 
	Scenes from the plains of North Dakota were eerie.  Under dust and smoke-filled skies, the land had been scoured clean.  There were no trees, no vegetation, no buildings or sign of human habitation—except the missile silos.  Like concrete towers, these rose up out of the scorched earth where the blasts had dug craters or blown away the surface soil from around them.
	Defense department spokesmen were boo’d by reporters when they announced at a press conference that, though the silo crews had been killed, the missiles were still functional.
	The greatest horrors were not from the scenes of the blast sites, but from the surrounding areas where people had survived.  The outskirts of Los Angeles and Washington, D.C. were filled with people with varying stages of heat and radiation burn.  Survivor camps ringed the cities, especially around Washington where most everybody survived the explosion, but were nonetheless devastated.
	The populace had poured out of the city in all directions.  Those in cars, of course, got much further than those on foot.  A few socially conscious individuals and charitiable organizations quickly dispatched trucks and buses to pick up some of the people wandering about, blinded and burned from the overhead blasts.
	Most of these survivors descended upon the small towns round about, hoping somebody could help them.  Schools, church halls, and public buildings quickly became shelters.  The most seriously injured generally ended up closer in, while those less hurt got further out before they stopped to seek shelter or medical aid.  Thus, by a sort of natural selection, the survivors sorted themselves out according to the severity of their injuries.
	Many of those who lived in the city didn’t want to leave their homes.  Nevertheless, they were packed into trucks and taken out to the survivor camps.  Because water and power had been cut off, the city would quickly become uninhabitable except for those remaining on official business with life support brought in from outside.  The Pentagon, for instance, and other military and intelligence bases had been designed to become self-sufficient in just such an emergency.
	Informal refugee camps, displaced persons centers, and shelters had come into being where refugees and others settled.  Within twenty-four hours these camps were formally established and Public Health and National Guard personnel assigned to them.
	Make-shift hospitals were erected, manned by doctors and nurses dressed wierdly in radiation suits, to handle the burn victims and to allow them to die with some comfort.  In the next circle out, camps called Radiation Survivor Detention Centers, were set up to provide food and housing for the less severely burned victims.  Here, with some degree of supervision, the survivors could be monitored for radiation sickness and triaged appropriately.  Most of them would die within a few days or weeks.  But hundreds of thousands more would live on, possibly in agony, some to die of radiation sickness or its sequelae within a few months, some to die of cancer within a few years.
	While the residents were not imprisoned in the camps, they generally had no resources and had lost the psychological motivation to take responsibility for themselves.    Most had lost everything—usually including friends and family as well as homes, jobs, and social identity.  Many were simply given rations of morphine and allowed to await their deaths.  Those who weren’t suffering immediate radiation sickness lived in the terror that radiation-induced cancer was already beginning to eat away at their bodies.
	There had been so many people annihilated in so short a time—and so many more maimed, burned, and lethally irradiated—that they were virtually anonymous.  There was just no way to know who had died in the blasts.  After all, there were no bodies left.  One TV channel was devoted to running lists of those who died in the hospitals and refugee camps.  The lists read like telephone books: the letters of the alphabet were scheduled by the hour.  But that was only a fraction of the casualties.
	For most people in America, and at Sweetwater Farm, the only “death notice” was an occasional recollection of a friend who’d lived in one of the blast sites and the accompanying chill of realization that they’d probably never be seen or heard of again.  They had simply vanished.
	The greatest problem faced by the triage camps was the imminent exhaustion of the supply of pain relievers.  
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	Cliff Nichols had been working hard.  Immediately after the blast over Washington, D.C., he started helping with the rescue efforts.
	“Bring these cots over here,” he said to the National Guardsmen who were unloading wounded from a truck that had just arrived from inside the ruined city.
	“You one of the helpers or the helpees?” a guardsman asked jocularly, pointing to the wide bandage around Cliff’s forehead.
	“Well, let’s just say I wasn’t hurt too bad in the explosion,” Cliff answered brusquely.
	“Didn’t mean to offend you, kid,” the guardsman answered.  “Hey, wanta cigarette?” he added in an effort at reparation.
	“I’d prefer a joint,” Cliff replied, obviously softening up.
	“Oh,” the guardsman said.  He was quiet for a moment, then after placing the unconscious patient on a cot as Cliff instructed, he said, “You wait right here.  I’ll be back in a minute.”
	Cliff continued helping to unload the patients on stretchers and get them onto cots in the make-shift clinic.  He felt good helping.  He’d have hated to have been one of the patients instead.  God, was I lucky.  
	A few minutes later the guardsman he’d been talking with showed up with another young man, also half in uniform.  “Hey, kid, I heared tell you’d be interested in a toke.  You promise to keep this under your hat and you’re welcome to join us over there behind this here tent.”
	“Well, sure man.  And who’d you think I might tell, anyway?” Cliff answered.  “Thanks, I could sure use it.  This unloading bodies really gets to you.”
	“You look hurt yourself,” the man said as the three of them made their way around out of sight behind the tent.
	“Not bad.  I got thrown into some glass by the concussion.  But I wasn’t burned at all.  I was lucky.”
	“Where were you when the bomb exploded?”
	“Inside the Jefferson Memorial,” Cliff answered.  “It was away from anything that could burn and the concrete roof shielded me from the blast.”
	“You mean, you got out of that with only a few cuts,” the guardsman asked incredulously. 
	“That’d be nice,” Cliff answered.  “I’m not sure it’ll be so simple.  One of the doctors I talked to told me I’d probably received a heavy dose of radiation.  He said I’d be okay for a while, but then might start getting radiation symptoms.”
	“Hey, that’s tough, kid.”
	“I just hope I die right away.  I sure don’t want to linger with radiation sickness.  I’ve seen people around here with direct exposure burns whose skin is already peeling off in thick slabs.”
	“Any way we can help?” the first guardsman asked.
	“Me, you mean?” Cliff answered, passing the joint back.  “Give me a couple of minutes to get stoned and I’ll be fine.  It’ll take the edge off things. 
	“You know what you could do for me is to get a message to my folks.  They live in Baltimore and I haven’t been able to tell them I’m alive.  They must be worried sick.”
	“There’s some notebook paper in the truck,” the guardsman said.  “If you write a note, I’ll make sure it gets mailed.  No phones working around here right now though.”  He jumped up, ran over to the truck, and in a minute was back with paper.
	Cliff wrote as the joint went around the circle again.  And then they all sat silently allowing him to finish his note.  When Cliff looked up, the other guardsman spoke, obviously stoned, “Hey, boy, why don’t you just hop on the back of that there truck and we’ll see if we can’t get you on your way home to Bal-ti-more.”
	“Thanks,” Cliff answered thoughtfully.  “But no thanks.  I know I’m gonna die from this.  I don’t belong at home.  My mother couldn’t handle it.  And I couldn’t handle them.  This is where I belong.  I can do some good till it’s my time.”
	“Okay, kid.  You’re a brave sonovabitch.  Ain’t you high yet?”
	“Not yet, but give me a minute more for it to come on,” Cliff answered, pulling his red and grey letter jacket around him shivering.
	“You cold?”
	“I guess that’s the start of it,” Cliff answered hesitantly.  “I’ve been getting chills off and on.  They said fever might be one of the first signs of the radiation.  But,” Cliff laughed, “this stuff you got is some pretty good shit.  It just hit me.  Thanks a million.  You made my day.”
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	Soon after Captain Vladimir Ivanovich Denevsky of the Russian Typhoon class submarine Khrushchev had fulfilled what had seemed like his duty in the face of nuclear disaster, he called a general meeting of the crew.  He offered them the choice of mass suicide by blowing up the sub.  If there were no world left, what difference did it make?
	A few of the men objected.  “I’m at least curious,” one of them said.  “Let’s find out what’s happened.”

∞
	“Oh shit,” most of them exclaimed later when radio transmissions began to come in a day after they thought the world had ended and they learned they had accidentally destroyed two major American cities.  Denevsky again offered the option of blowing up the ship.  Very few of the crew saw any sense in that.
	Vladimir Ivanovitch considered personal suicide.  He had no idea what would happen to him when they arrived home.  I will probably be held as a criminal,  he thought.  Though he also wondered if he might not be recognized as a hero. 
	The more he thought about that latter possibility, the more convinced he became that he wanted to live through this.  After all,  he told himself, the only thing I really did wrong was getting drunk.  And that hadn’t affected my decision that much anyway.  I did what I was supposed to do.  
	“That’s the problem with all this arms build up,” he announced to the crew.  “Mistakes are bound to happen.”
	But that was the last time in his life, Vladimir Denevsky vowed, that he’d ever touch vodka again.
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	Don Jarrels found San Francisco unharmed when he returned.  The city seemed unchanged.  The view from his Dolores Heights apartment looked just the same.  But he  was different.
	The City of San Francisco that spread out below the deck outside his den had once been the most exciting and beautiful thing he’d ever seen.  He used to thrill to the smell of the City.  From his bedroom window, if he craned his neck a little, he could see the fog come rolling down Twin Peaks in the late afternoon.  That was frequently a high point of his day.  Now he didn’t have the patience to look out the window.  Now San Francisco was just another place.  He paced back and forth aimlessly around his apartment.
	The second night after the blasts local TV reception came in through a blur of electronic snow.  Don watched a televised recap of a sermon Harvey Robinson had given to the President and the surviving members of Congress when an emergency unicameral session of the Legislative Branch was convened on Robinson’s own turf.
	What’s left of Congress,  Don observed sourly, is almost entirely right-wing, pro-Church, and hawkish.  A perfect match to a President who used his popularity as a TV evangelist to launch his political career and ran on an anti-Communist, strong defense platform.
	Harvey Robinson was respected by these men.  He had developed political clout.  And suddenly Don saw to his dismay, Robinson’s religious/political teachings were going to be listened to no matter how nutty they seemed to him.
	The speech was preceded by a short video biography, provided by Robinson’s press secretary.  Footage of Robinson from the beginnings of his public career to the present was shown while a newscaster explained the highlights of the preacher’s life. 
	Robinson had gotten his start in the mid-eighties when he spearheaded a campaign to feed the starving in Africa.  At the beginning of his career, he’d carefully avoided seeming too political or too fanatical.  He preached a mainstream message, calling American Christians to give generously to philanthropic causes that no one could question.  He championed the rights of the hungry and homeless both abroad and at home.  In his hometown Atlanta—and then later in Detroit, Chicago, and New York City—he organized huge, efficiently-run shelters for people with no place to live.  He became a hero to people who had nowhere to turn.
	Robinson avoided the controversial topics of the late 1980s, Don recalled.  Unlike many of his born-again Christian colleagues, such as the Reverends Jerry Falwell and Jimmy Swaggart, Harvey Robinson never spoke a word against homosexuals, never blamed aids on sinfulness, avoided discussion of abortion, ignored school prayer, never condemned feminists, and seldom attributed the problems of modern life to the breakdown of the traditional family.  And, perhaps most important, he never kept any of the money he raised for himself.  He managed to come through the TV evangelist scandals of the late eighties and early nineties totally unscathed.
	Even committed agnostics, atheists, and secular humanists who generally felt annoyed and threatened by the political ascendancy and financial mismanagement of the Religious Right could not fault Rev. Harvey Robinson on the validity of his mission.
	During the 1990s, following a rash of industrial plant closings, Robinson’s centers for the homeless and down-and-out expanded tremendously.  Pretty soon they were including clinics and medical facilities.  By 1996, especially after Robinson’s successful campaign to get government housing subsidies for the homeless, many of his facilities were converted into hospitals and convalescent homes. 
	Then, at Easter 1998, Harvey Robinson’s ministry changed dramatically.  “The crucified Jesus appeared to me as big as a mountain and as bright as the sun.  He called out to me to work to balance the suffering He had experienced on His cross,” Robinson explained with a look of exaltation that Don, watching the film clips, thought looked like hysteria.
	As Robinson explained on talk show after talk show, this suffering Jesus had revealed that The End was coming soon.   But mankind had never sufficiently shown its devotion and gratitude to the Crucified Savior by matching His terrible suffering.  And until it did, the Second Coming would be delayed.
	Robinson himself declared a hunger strike until at least one million, seven hundred and twenty-eight thousand people (that is, twelve times a hundred and forty-four thousand: the number of the elect in Revelations) pledged to make some act of voluntary suffering and demonstrate their intention by making a substantial donation to Harvey’s hospitals.  He did, in fact, lose a noticeable amount of weight before the full number of pledges was received, Don observed.
	That gesture won him increased popularity and publicity.  And these, in turn, won him political influence.  In early 1999, Robinson was appointed by the President "Special Missionary to Congress."  In that position—Don wondered what it was supposed to be—he organized a major worldwide conference of futurologists (most of whom turned out to be experts on the prophecies in Revelations) to prepare for the coming of the new millenium.
	Immediately after the nuclear disaster of November 2000, Robinson exercised yet another duty of that Special Missionary and arranged for what was left of Congress to reconvene at his national headquarters in Roanoke, Virginia. 
	Harvey Robinson was a little man, Don observed as the actual sermon to Congress began.  Though now in his mid-forties, Robinson looked both older and younger than his true age.  To Don, his face looked worn and aged, his lips thin and colorless, if only perhaps because, even as a youth, he’d identified with a much older, more conservative generation.  With several chins squeezed out over his tight starched collar, he looked puffy—perhaps from eating too much red meat and potatoes or, Don joked to himself, too many church-social doughnuts to make up for his fast.  His full head of reddish-blond hair looked young, though its length and coiffure seemed out of style.  He dressed in a snug-fitting, dark pin-stripe three-piece suit.
	As he stepped up to the podium, Robinson was smiling widely.  He was almost always smiling.  Sometimes that smile seemed mirthful and infectious.  He was a good talk-show guest because he laughed easily and was good at humorous—if sometimes biting—repartee.  Sometimes the smile seemed forced.  And sometimes his laughter seemed almost viciously disrepectful of those who disagreed with him.
	Harvey Robinson looked to be a self-assured, self-confident, self-righteous man who believed God had personally given him a mission on earth.  He clearly knew what was right and what was wrong.  And he almost always knew, without even having to think about it, that what he thought was right.  He carried a Bible with him everywhere he went and pounded on it with his fist to make a point.
	In his welcoming speech, he recommended that, since the Democratic candidate for the Presidency had apparently been killed in Los Angeles, Congress vote to postpone elections indefinitely and immediately ratify the incumbents’ continued authority at least throughout the duration of this disaster.  And he asked to be put in overall charge of the survivor programs.
	Without debate, the joint session of Congress approved both of Robinson’s recommendations.  At last,  Don observed, Harvey Robinson has achieved near absolute power.

∞
	Don realized now he had nothing to do.  He’d been totally involved in the Democratic Presidential Campaign.  Now the candidate was dead.  And there’d be no election.
	There was nothing left to soothe Don’s restlessness.  He felt the imperative to change his life: it wasn’t just to get away from familiar things, it was more than that.  He wanted to change his relationship to his reality.  He wanted to find his soul, to leave the world of matter behind, to be enlightened—finally.
	Sooner or later, he’d known for a long time, he was going to end up at that place in North Carolina.  The beginning of the end of the world seemed at hand.  Now was the time.


23

	Almost all of the residents of Sweetwater Farm had lost friends or relatives in the disaster.  As spiritual people, they believed that the things of the flesh were mere appearances of things eternal.  As human, they felt grief and loss.  While they spent much longer time in prayer and meditation, they also spent much time in quiet shock and depression.
	By the third day, it was obvious to Peregrine, and to everyone else, that the daily work of the community was not getting done.  Regular meal preparation had ceased.  The kitchen was a mess.  A pile of dirty dishes was building up in the scullery.  Laundry was not being done.  And, worst of all, preparations for the coming winter were being neglected: chopping wood, installing storm windows and insulation, storing food.  These were things that had to be done if they were going to survive the six-foot drifts of snow and weeks of freezing temperatures.
	Peregrine realized that in spite of his own emotional confusion, exacerbated by another night of intense dreams, he had to exercise his role of authority.  He called a meeting of the community after dinner.  Before any discussions of grief or emotions could begin, Peregrine read a list of assignments and duties.  Each of the thirty some members of the community was delegated a job.
	“Every week,” Peregrine explained, “the jobs will be rotated.  And they have to be done.  The return to normal schedule,” he promised, “will redirect emotions and raise spirits.”
	Once the business was taken care of, the meeting shifted focus to expression of feelings.  Over almost two hours of tears for lost loved ones, dismay at the enormity of the disaster, and spiritual questioning of the sense of it all, the general tone of the community shifted from depression and shock to indignation and anger.  “What can we do?” became the central question.
	Several people suggested volunteering to work among the survivors.  Most of the community said they’d be willing.  Someone suggested opening the Farm to the refugees.
	“I just don’t see how we can,” Rif answered that suggestion.  “As Peri pointed out, winter is coming.  There’s no shelter.  And we have no facilities for caring for the seriously injured.”
	“Guests ought to be welcome, of course,” Ernst Brauer picked up Rif’s point, “especially the friends of the community who’re homeless, but it just isn’t feasible to bring in large numbers of refugees.”
	“But we’ve got to do something,” someone shouted.
	“I’ve been having strange dreams,” Peregrine said hesitantly.  “I mean, about the refugee camps and things… ”
	“What’s that got to do with… ” Brauer tried to ask.
	“Me too,” Ellen interrupted.  (Peregrine looked over at Amy; they exchanged knowing smiles.)  “I think this disaster must be having an effect on the karmic environment of the planet.  That might show up in dreams and in meditation.”
	“My meditations have suddenly been full of distractions,” Adolphine remarked.  “Strange images I can’t make sense of.”
	“The refugee camps?” Peregrine suggested.
	“No,” Adolphine answered.  “Waterfalls.”
	Ah-ha , Peregrine thought.
	“Last night I  dreamed it was pouring down rain—for weeks,” John Louis offered.
	“What does that have to do with doing something about the refugees?” Ernst Brauer asked loudly and irritably.
	“I don’t know,” Peregrine answered.  “But if we’re going to do something, I think it’s important we be open to spiritual intuition.”
	“What are you suggesting, Peri?” Louis asked, “that there's something special about us?”
	“Not necessarily just us.  Ellen said maybe something's changed in the karmic environment—whatever that is.  You know, because we are regular meditators we just might be a little more sensitive.   And maybe… ”
	“Hey, I smell smoke,” Adolphine interrupted abruptly, “What we’ve got to do right now is investigate.”
	“Don’t need to look very far, Peri,” Rif commented calmly.  “Look behind you.  The chimney’s backing up.”  He jumped to his feet.  “I’ll take care of that.”   He went over to the fireplace which, save for the institutional green exit light over the door and candles in glass cups scattered about on the tables, was providing the only illumination in the room.  He stoked the fire, sending more smoke billowing out.  He checked the flue, only to find it open.
	Adolphine had gotten up and opened the door to let in some fresh air.  “Well, there’s just no draft,” she remarked.  “It’s deathly still outside.”
	“Leaving the door open will help,” Rif spoke up, as he rebanked the fire.  “It’s not all that cold.”
	“Strange for this time of year,” observed John Louis.  “Usually there’d be a wind howling down the valley.  Maybe those bombs have done something to the weather.”
	“Well, the barometer on the mantle shows the pressure’s falling,” remarked Rif as he returned to his seat.  “The fire’ll be okay now, I think.  You know, when there’s no wind blowing outside, this chimney just doesn’t draw very well.”
	“We were talking about doing something practical for the refugees,” Ernst Brauer announced, turning the discussion back to the original topic.
	“Have any of you heard Harvey Robinson lately?” asked Ellen Amity.  Her voice was full of emotion.  “He’s asking the government to give him charge of the survivors.  He says his teams of counselors can assist the victims to handle their suffering.  And I’ll bet his proposal is attractive to the Public Health Service.  They’ve announced that they are running out of morphine.  Robinson’s theology of suffering gives some sort of justification for not giving pain killers.”
	“Why not let them die?” someone spoke up.
	“This is America,” Ernst Brauer said cynically.  “You can’t just let people die here.”
	Ellen added, “I heard Robinson preaching last night.  He’s not only offering to take charge of the refugee camps, he’s demanding that doctors stop spending their time giving out pain pills and work harder keeping people alive.  He said only God has the right to take life and that human beings always have the responsibility to forestall death as long as possible.
	“Oh, you wouldn’t believe it!  I was so angry.  He said God brought this disaster on in order to test people’s ‘reverence for life.’  He kept using that phrase, ‘reverence for life,’ as though it meant love of pain.”
	“Well, that’s exactly what he does think,” Brauer said.
	“Why wasn’t he  in L.A. when the bomb exploded,” Ellen added.  “That’s the real theological question of the day.”
	Ellen’s comment was met with a round of nervous laughter that Peregrine found embarrassing.  He recalled Ellen’s earlier tearful acknowledgement that her brother and his family lived in Pomona, probably just on the edge of the disaster area.  Ellen had no idea what had happened to them.
	Peregrine called the meeting back to order.  He was pleased that people were getting angry and not just stewing in their depression.  He was glad to hear others were having funny dreams and strange meditations.  He didn’t feel alone.  But he wanted them out working, not just fussing about a nut like Harvey Robinson.  

∞
	After the meeting and the spontaneously cooked dinner, Ellen, Rif, and Peregrine were in the scullery finishing up the last of the dishes.  (Peregrine had assigned himself one of the less desirable jobs this first rotation; his closest friends volunteered to assist.)
	“So do you think these dreams and things have something to do with the catastrophe?” Rif was saying.
	“Well, in all the great myths catastrophes get solved by the intervention of a god,” Ellen replied.
	“A deus ex machina  can hardly be counted on in reality,” Rif countered.
	“Oh, I don’t know,” Peregrine answered, “Harvey Robinson is saying people should suffer because God desires suffering.  It seems to me what God desires is transformation, not suffering.  I suspect a divine solution might really be possible if we could transform our experience of ourselves—our Self—and discover that we indeed are “the machine” out of which the god—our Self—operates.”
	“Wanna run through that again.”  Rif grinned as he made a face like his head was spinning.
	“People have to learn from this disaster, not just wallow in it or succumb to it.  The human race needs to realize what we’ve been doing to the world.  We’ve needed something to wake us up,” Ellen took up the thought.  
	“And maybe it just did.” Peregrine interjected.
	As Rif hung the dish towel he’d been using on the rack, he changed the subject.  “Let’s head out to the cottage.  It’s been a long day.”
	“I’ll walk with you,” Ellen said.
	“Of course,” Rif answered.  “Stop in and join us for a cup of cocoa.”

∞
	Outside there was no wind and virtually no clouds in the sky—just a few very high cirrus that glistened faintly in the light of the moon near the horizon.  Rif remarked on the stillness of the night, “It’s as though the earth were holding its breath.”
	“Well, thank God,” Peregrine responded, putting his arm around Rif’s shoulder as they walked, “…slows down the spread of the fallout.”
	The night sky was deep and full of stars.  They walked in silence admiring the beauty, each caught up in private thoughts.
	After a while, Rif interrupted the silence.  “What’ll happen next?  More missiles to balance the score?  World suicide because no other alternative appears possible?”
	“I doubt that,” Ellen answered, walking along beside them.
	“Slow poisoning of the world’s atmosphere as the fallout spreads?”
	“I’m afraid that might be inevitable.”
	“Or a major transformation in human nature?”  Peregrine suggested.  "Haven’t we all been expecting that?”
	“Let’s hope so,” Ellen and Rif replied almost in unison, and then laughed at the coincidence. 
	They fell into silence again.  Peregrine’s eye was caught by the crescent moon near the horizon.  The surpisingly bright glow of earthlight—reflected off the fallout clouds? or visible because of damage to the ozone layer? —gave the crescent a glowing spherical shape that recalled the vision he apparently shared with Amy Lou Hensley.  He felt something stir in his soul.
	Half to himself, Peregrine said, “Harrowing hell.”
	“Harrowing hell?” Rif quizzed.
	“The transformation… ”
	“Between Good Friday and Easter Sunday Jesus went into limbo to free the souls that had been waiting for salvation.  That was called the Harrowing of Hell.” Ellen explained.  
	“Look, the survivors are suffering from a fire that doesn’t consume.  Radiation just eats away at them and causes agony—like the old image of hell or purgatory." 
	“So what about it?” Rif asked.
	“You said it yourself, Rif.  Purgatory is supposed to transform souls, to wake them up so they can see the truth.”  He was quiet for a long time, then said softly, “I’ve been having a feeling that, well, in spite of the disaster, something’s happening to the human race.  Something wonderful.  And I think we have a part to play in it.”  


24

	In the Ozarks, several hundred miles to the west of Sweetwater Farm, the same crescent of moon, bulbous with earthlight, that lit the woods where Peregrine, Rif, and Ellen were talking hung low in the heavens reflecting off Table Rock Lake.  The surface of the water was absolutely smooth.  Except for a few minor ripples caused by ducks moving sluggishly on the surface or fish beneath it, no movement disturbed the image of the waxing moon.
	The Grimes house sat dark.  Gary and Alice had returned to Atlanta the day of the blasts.  But other houses scattered around the lake glowed warmly with soft lights.  Some of the lights cast long reflections in the water.
	Table Rock Lake was far from any of the blast zones.  The few people, mainly local mountain men and their families and a few retirees, who lived around the lake had barely noticed the effects of the bombs.  The day of the nuclear explosions great windstorms had been started in Southern California and in North Dakota as air was first blown out away from the blasts and then sucked back in by the raging fires hungry for oxygen.  At Table Rock Lake there had been some initial weather disturbance; the winds had risen a little, but that was all.
	Nature had taken more notice.  Birds had been disturbed that day by the flashes of light in the sky high overhead.  Flights of ducks and geese heading south for the winter had been startled and settled to earth.  Now, a couple of days later, they were still waiting.  Whatever the urges they felt in their blood to fly their yearly pilgrimage had disappeared.  The birds paddled about uneasily as though in expectation.
	The small animals that made the lakeside area their home would normally have been stocking up for the winter.  Now they simply sat looking dazed.  The urges in their blood too seemed to have subsided.
	Sometime after the bright flashes in the sky and the subtle concussions that had swept through the earth and caused the animals to bristle and shiver, moan and howl, the wind died down.  The trees that normally swayed playfully in the breeze assumed a downcast look.  The leaves drooped with no air movement to support them.
	Stillness settled over Table Rock Lake.  Even the fish beneath the surface of the water seemed to sense that something serious had occurred.  They too were waiting.  The nights seemed very long.  



























PART III


THE HARROWING OF HELL




vita mutatur, non tollitur 
						Preface, Mass for the Dead
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During the the third day, something strange happened.  A stillness spread out from around the blast zones.  Inexplicably the winds died down and the heavy clouds of smoke and dust turned in upon themselves.  Gradually, across the central United States, along a diagonal from Southern California to North Dakota, barometric pressure and air density leveled off.  Though temperatures continued to rise and fall, large air masses stopped moving.  The jet stream that usually carried high speed winds across the north central United States slowed and then came to a standstill.  
	By the next morning the stillness had encircled the globe.
	Meterologists hadn’t expected anything like this.  Most of them had been mapping out areas of fallout spread to aid evacuation.  But, now, there wasn’t going to be any fallout spread.  The disaster had been put on hold—at least for the time being.
	Some weather experts hypothesized that solar radiation, connected to the electromagnetic storm that had triggered the whole disaster, was disrupting weather patterns.  Physicists hypothesized that there might be some sort of previously unrecognized attraction between particles of irradiated dust that was pulling the fallout clouds together and deflecting air movement around them.
	“We always told you nuclear explosions affect the weather,” declared vocal opponents to nuclear arms.  “Now the air’s going  to stagnate.”
	“Worse than that, the planet’s atmosphere may be gradually absorbed into the fallout clouds,” the most pessimistic forecasters warned, adding a new horror alongside nuclear winter to the list of possible side effects of nuclear war.
	Though it all seemed very mysterious, the inhabitants of the fallout areas were grateful.  They’d have time to make preparation before evacuating.  But others across the nation were frightened even more.  Already there’d been a disaster unparalleled in human history.  Now the world’s weather was changing.  What if an ice age followed or worldwide drought!
	Especially in the big cities, New York, London, Denver, Moscow, Tokyo, the stillness threatened to exacerbate the already serious problem of hometown pollution.  Without the great winds to circulate the atmosphere, factory and automobile exhausts would soon poison the air.


2

	When Ned Mayberry arrived at the first of the refugee camps he came to on his mission to rescue his brother, he found a line of people waiting at the gate.  There were a couple of soldiers—National Guardsmen, Ned realized—asking for identification.  As a large, crudely stenciled sign at the gate explained, only relatives were allowed to visit specific individuals.
	“All you have to do is show an I.D. with the same last name as one of those on these rosters they’ve got of camp residents—or just be able to explain how you’re related if you don’t have the same name,” the woman in front of him in the line told Ned.
	“Well, I’m okay on that count,” Ned said.
	Though I don’t remember Julie’s maiden name.  What if she isn’t listed as Mayberry? 
	Charitable groups were allowed to enter to bring supplies, the sign said, but they could only visit specific individuals if accompanied by a guard.  These rules, the notice explained, were to protect the residents and to keep out looters and curiosity seekers.
	It was pretty obvious to Ned that the camps were not really closed.  Friends, relatives, and general do-gooders were needed to bring in supplies and amenities.  The government simply couldn’t afford to supply all the needs of the hundreds of  thousands of people .
	Ned was grateful to discover that there were rosters of the residents.  That would make his job of finding Doug and Julie much easier.  He’d been dreading having to wander aimlessly among crowds of maimed and disfigured victims or to hunt through mounds of corpses in search of a recognizable face.
	“Captain Edward Mayberry,” he said to the guard as he reached the check point.  “I’m looking for my brother Doug Mayberry and his wife Julie.”  Even as he showed his military I.D. to the guard, he was telling himself what a hopeless task this was.
	The guard looked through the list he had on a clipboard.  “I’m sorry, sir.”  He politely showed Ned the page with the beginning of the M’s.  “Do you know that they’re at this camp?”
	“No, soldier, I don’t have any idea where they might be,”  Ned responded a little irritably.
	“I appreciate how you might feel, sir, but I really recommend you just go home and wait to hear from them.”
	“Well, I haven’t heard from them,” Ned answered abruptly, and then took a deep breath, “I’m sorry, I know it’s not your  fault… ”
	“You wouldn’t believe how many people say that to me, sir,”  the guard replied with a tone of friendly humor.  “It’s just that, well, there’re hundreds of these camps.  Your brother and his wife could be anywhere.  And, I’m sorry to remind you of this, they could be dead.  There are no lists of the people who never made it out of the city.”
	“I know that,” said Ned.
	“Sir, if it weren’t for your being an Air Force officer, I really couldn’t be spending this much time with you.  Look how long the line is backing up.”
	“Well, I’m grateful to you.  Other than going home, what can you suggest?”
	“I’m afraid that’s my best advice.  Even if you went to every camp, you couldn’t be sure you didn’t miss them,” the young  guard said.  “My roster here doesn’t include a whole bunch of people here whose names we don’t know.”  He paused for a moment, looked over his shoulder and then added, “I don’t think you’re gonna like doing it, but I guess you can take a look.  Back behind those red barricades,” the guard pointed toward one side of the camp, “are the people who’re too injured or too delirious to identify themselves.
	“But, sir,” he reiterated, “you’re not gonna like what you see back there.”
	“That’s okay, Mister.  I appreciate the advice,” Ned answered.  He knew the boy was right.  He was about to walk right into the nightmare he’d been dreading.  “But I’ve come this far.  I’ll check it out.”
	The guard passed him through with an unnecessary salute that both amused and saddened Ned.  He’s just a teenager playing  soldier,  Ned thought.  What kind of a war was this?  There’s no glamor or honor in any of it!   His own sense of guilt overcame him.  He realized his effort to find Doug was just an excuse he’d given himself to come see what horrors had been unleashed by the nuclear bombs—and by the failure of his team to stop all twenty-four missiles.
	The guard had been right.  Ned’s stomach was churning as he passed behind the red barricades.  The air was thick with a sickeningly sweet smell of rotting flesh.  It brought back a memory from when he was a teenager.  His dad had killed a deer hunting; without bothering to gut it first, he’d put the carcass in a spare deep freezer to process later.  After a couple of weeks, they’d opened the freezer to find that the circuit breaker had blown and the meat had rotted.  Both Ned and young Doug had thrown up from the stench.  Associating the memory of his little brother with that awful smell upset Ned even more.
	All around, some on stretchers and cots, some on blankets on the ground, lay broken and torn bodies.  Most of the serious wounds were bandaged, but the bandages leaked blood and serous  fluid.  Burns were covered with protective salves but, Ned  noticed, not with artificial skin.  It was obvious that these people weren’t expected to live much longer and some triage unit had determined that it’d be a waste of precious supplies to do more than minor treatment.
	Why don’t they help them die?  Ned asked himself.  He realized he really didn’t want to find Doug or Julie in here.  Then I’d have to make that kind of decision.  Could I bring myself to help Doug out?  
	Ned walked quickly up and down the rows of the dying.  He didn’t see anyone who even reminded him of his brother or sister-in-law.  Then he’d had enough.
	As he was leaving the camp, the young guard called out to him.  “Captain Mayberry, you know, there’s a central directory of survivors.  I mean, I hear all these rosters’ve been compiled in one location.  I know they won’t give any information over the phone.  But you could go up there and see if you could pull some weight and check the directory—’course I can’t promise it’d be up-to-date.  The office is in Roanoke, part of Reverend Robinson’s Ministry Center.  Don’t tell ’em who you heard this from, sir, please.  It’s supposed to be secret.  They don’t want everybody trying to get into that list.”
	“Well, thank you, soldier.  I appreciate the help.  And you were right—I didn’t like what I saw back there.”
	As he walked back to his car, Ned realized he had second thoughts about going into the heart of Harvey Robinson’s operations.  But it couldn’t be any worse than these camps,  he reassured himself. 
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	Brother Peregrine sat still and listened attentively to the vibration of the bell fading into the space of the meditation hall.  He watched his breath for a moment.  And then he thought about God.  Peregrine loved to think about God.  That was the major focus of his meditation practice: to hold in mind the thought of God.
	For Peregrine God was a state of consciousness, not a Big Person out there somewhere.  That state of consciousness was generated by holding in awareness this wondrous, exalted, but empty and meaningless idea called God.  Thus it was awe and wonder that Peregrine tried to keep foremost in awareness.
	For Peregrine, after years of studying the world’s religions, the idea of God had come to hold practically no content.  God was totally ineffable and unthinkable.  The only way to think about God was to feel wonder.  This is what all the myths of religion were for, he‘d come to understand.  All the myths were right, all the myths were wrong.
	The myth that had been most attractive to Peregrine most of his life—and which came up for him this morning—was the Mahayana Buddhist story of the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara.  This story told of the beautiful, androgynous young man, Avalokitesvara,  who was about to enter nirvana and leave behind forever the world of suffering and pain.  As he began what would have been his final and ultimate meditation, he heard go up from all creation around him a great groan of sadness.  He came out of his trance and asked, “What’s wrong?”  
	The world of creatures still caught in the round of birth and death, hankering and sorrow, spoke up, “Our lives are full of sadness, O beautiful One.  The only happiness and joy we have had has been knowing you.  And now you are about to leave us.  We are happy for you, but sad for ourselves.”  Whereupon, Avalokitesvara realized it wasn’t fair for one to escape while the others suffered on.  And so he made the Great Vow that he would not enter into nirvana until all beings had entered in.  He would remain behind, struggling through lifetime after lifetime, with all other sentient beings.
	In the rendition of the myth Peregrine liked best, Avalokitesvara—just like a Buddhist version of Christ—saw that it was better that one should suffer than that all should.  And so he vowed to take upon himself everyone’s karma.  Through the grace of that selfless act, all sentient beings immediately entered nirvana, leaving Avalokitesvara behind to live out their incarnations for them, lifetime after lifetime, beings by the multitude.  Thus there is only one Being who continues to be reincarnated in all, suffering in all, and that Being is doing it because, out of compassion, he has chosen to do so.  We are all incarnations of that One Being, whether we know it or not.   Indeed, not knowing it is the true source of suffering: for, not realizing we chose our lives just as they are, we resist our experience, and that resistance we perceive as suffering.
	Immediately upon making his Vow then, Avalokitesvara entered nirvana.  And when he looked, he saw that there were no sentient beings to save, no world of suffering to escape from, no nirvana to escape to, and no bodhisattva to save the world.  There was only the ineffable awareness of emptiness which is, Peregrine understood, the experience of wonder.  
	So for him to hold in mind the thought of God was to remember who he really was and to remember that he was really all other beings, as well, and that by feeling compassion for them he became one with them, and with them returned to God.
	It was a kind of circular thought that sometimes carried him to joy and exultation and that sometimes he couldn’t manage to fathom at all.  That’s why it was a practice, he told himself.  
	And today, as he began the practice, a new image rose spontaneously into his consciousness.  He became aware of being enclosed in a silvered egg—my aura,  he explained the imagery to himself, the energy field around my body.  Then shimmering on its inside surface he began to see faces: Rif, Ellen Amity, the other residents at Sweetwater, Amy Lou, Father Omar, clients and friends over the  years—the content of my life —and then the disasters of the last week, the radiation victims in the camps, the huge fallout clouds.  It is on the surface of this shell that the whole  external world happens. 
	Peregrine sensed himself inside the mirrored shell of his own life experience.  At the same time, he sensed himself as a cell in a much greater mind.  That greater mind seemed to be made up of other silvered eggs jostling and sliding bubble-like around each other—a vast number of them: billions and billions,  he said the words to himself in comic imitation of popular physicist Carl Sagan and laughed to himself even as he felt awe clutch his heart.  Where the shells touch, one life impinges on another.  Along the inside of each shell a world is being created through its interaction with the shells around it. 
	He reminded himself that that parcel of experience called Peregrine was just another reflection on the inside of the egg.  “I” am not this shell,  he thought.  The observer—who had, perhaps on purpose, forgotten himself in his fascination with the content of the reflections—was the Central Self of which “God” (and, of course, Avalokitesvara) is the most familiar symbol.    
	It occurred to him that these mirrored shells were like the ball of light in the vision he shared with Amy—only in the vision the light shone out through the shell, bestowing healing and faith, not trapped in the mirror of  ego. 
	He wondered what the earth would be like if these shells opened up, so that the individual beings did not feel themselves excluded and forever estranged from one another, but intimately connected with each other in some greater mind.  This is what Teilhard predicted.   And he recalled his distracted meditation in front of the TV set only a few days before…
	Peregrine’s head filled with a roaring sound and his heart tightened in his chest.  He sensed light pouring into him from above.  He felt a great, calm compassion for all humankind.  He saw light radiating out from his heart.  The light rested equally on the rich and on the poor, on the happy and on the suffering, on the perpetrators of violence and on victims of violence.  
	Again the image injected itself of the radiation victims.  He thought about the great clouds of radioactive dust hanging over the heart of the continent.  And he remembered the association he’d made with the harrowing of hell.  And all of a sudden he believed he knew why the wind had stopped.  He knew why it would stay stopped until earth had died.  He knew why the earth wanted to die.  And all of a sudden he knew what had to be done to change things.  He knew what he had to do to harrow hell.
	Peregrine sensed himself both firmly seated on his cushion, attending to his breathing, and expanded out beyond his body, burning with love for all creation.  While the little voice that was his ego commented that this seemed like a pretty good meditation, one he should remember, the greater Self sensed that it had awakened in Peregrine for these moments.  He prayed that across the world that Self might be awakening more and more.  And, shuddering at the audacity of it, Peregrine knew what he and his friends at Sweetwater Farm had to do to help rouse the Self from its slumbers.
	Wake up, wake up,  he prayed.


4

	Don Jarrels wasn’t planning on coming back to San Francisco.  Though, of course, he could handle business affairs over the phone and he was promising to write friends, he wanted his life on the West Coast completed before he set out for North Carolina.
	He’d been calling old friends, saying goodbye.  But tonight his calls were about his outrage at Harvey Robinson’s latest declarations.  He’d just listened to the preacher’s national TV broadcast.
	“He’s saying now that it is murder for a doctor to allow a patient to die when life-prolonging measures are available and he’s demanding Congress for legislation to this effect,” Don said angrily into the phone.  He was talking to his old office mate at Democratic Headquarters.
	“My God, he says suffering is pleasing to God and promising that once the necessary amount has been suffered, the Second  Coming will happen.  Believers will be taken up into Heaven and the rest will be left to die from the radioactive pollution.”
	In his outrage, Don wasn’t allowing his friend to even get a word in edgewise.  “I mean, I’m religious myself, but this stuff  is nonsense.  But I’m afraid his followers are going to believe it.  And I’m afraid he’ll stop any plans to do anything about the  fallout—I mean, if something can be done about it.  Tonight Robinson said that the fallout clouds are the sign in the heavens Jesus prophesied and evidence that Christ is about to appear and is only waiting for the accumulation of the full amount of suffering… ”
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	The next morning after breakfast Peregrine called an impromptu community meeting.  “Night before last we talked about going up to assist in the refugee camps.  Most of us expressed willingness to do that.
	“I want to propose a similar, but slightly different, plan for how we could aid the refugees and the survivors of this terrible tragedy and maybe do something to affect the way the world is responding.
	“Last night after dinner several of us listened to Harvey Robinson again.  Contrary to what I said the other day, I’m not so sure Robinson isn’t worth fussing over.  He seems to have gotten control of Congress and the President and convinced them of a quick and magical solution which, I believe, comes out of very bad Christian theology.  You just don’t bring on the Second Coming by torturing people.
	“I expect there to be a backlash against him when it becomes clear how much suffering he causes.  I think we can help start that backlash—and in a way that alleviates the suffering at the same time.  
	“I’m going to just ask you to trust  me.  Something’s come over me lately—and probably not just me,” he stuttered.  He felt embarrassed trying to explain his  intuition.  “But, listen, there are people up there burned over their whole bodies.  Some are burned all the way down to the bone by the radiation.  They can’t eat.  They’re in a feverish delirium.  They’re not going to have this last time to repent of  their sins and prepare peacefully for death.  They might as well be dead already.  I’m convinced all they’re doing is adding a terrible load of suffering to the collective consciousness of the earth.  That suffering in the collective consciousness just makes  the whole planet want to die.  It makes death look so much better than life.  It pollutes the psychic atmosphere the same way the fallout clouds pollute the air.”
	“And, in a way I can’t even begin to comprehend, it’s as though the earth itself were giving us an opportunity to do something.  I mean the fallout isn’t spreading.  Some of you acknowledged having dreams or images during meditation of waterfalls and downpours.  I think those are images of cleansing the suffering.  I think they also reveal a practical strategy for dealing with the fallout.  
	“Maybe all over the world people are having such dreams and some of them are in positions to bring them about.  I’m not sure.  I think something is telling us that the suffering of the refugees can be ended and that the fallout clouds can be washed clean.  And I’m convinced the two are linked.  
	“I know this is going to sound rash, but I propose we help the people in the camps to stop adding death wishes to the collective mind.”
	“Just what do you mean?” Ernst Brauer spoke up.  There was a tone of wariness in his voice.
	“Some of you know that back during the aids crisis I championed rational suicide for People With Aids,” Peregrine responded, avoiding a direct answer to Brauer’s question.  “These were people past the point of treatment with drugs like AZT.  You may also remember that later Rif and I joined a campaign to force the government to release the real cure immediately once it was clear it worked.  
	“From a co-conspirator at the University of Ohio we got a supply of suicide tablets.  (In the mid-80s,” he explained parenthetically, “students had demanded the University infirmary stockpile such a remedy in case of nuclear disaster.  They were developed by the Army, I suppose, for spies.  The tablets produced death, usually in a matter of minutes, with apparently no pain.)  And we got a corps of PWAs to volunteer to commit suicide in public waiting rooms—usually of the government offices and drug companies that seemed likely to be profitting from delaying the release. 
	“We called the campaign ‘No More Room for Waiting.’  Of course, it got called terrorism by the government, though all we ever did was scare a few bureaucrats in their ivory towers.  But it worked.  By dramatizing the otherwise unnoticed deaths, it stirred up enough public sentiment that the FDA rushed the treatment into the marketplace at a fair price.
	“I think a similar strategy is in order now.  We need to demonstrate the compassion of a policy of rational euthanasia and to do it in a way that will get national attention.
	“Well, I’ve still got stashed away hundreds of these tablets we used for the PWA actions.  It looks like they can now be put to their originally intended use… ” Peregrine paused.
	“…to bring the survivors a quick and painless death so they can stop waiting for the radiation sickness to kill them.”
	There was a hush in the room.  Peregrine held his breath.
	“Here, here,” announced John Louis.
	“But, Peri,” Kitty Brauer spoke up, “That’s murder.”
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	Ned Mayberry spent the night in a motel near the little town of New Lebanon.  The motel was crowded with refugees who had the resources to provide for their own housing and medical needs.  He had to share a room with another passerthrough, another man like himself searching for loved ones.  This guy had lost his wife and two children.  He admitted to Ned that he knew they were dead.  Somehow he’d learned that the whole neighborhood they’d lived in had gone up in flames soon after the explosion.
	“But I just can’t face it.  Not yet.  So I’m visiting the camps, looking for them.  Really I think I’m reminding myself over and over again, how lucky they were to have died right away,”  the man said before crying himself to sleep.
	Ned did not explain his role in the disaster.  
	The next morning Ned headed out early toward Roanoke.  As he drove through the Virginia countryside, he chided himself for not having paid attention to where Julie was from.  He thought he  remembered she was from hereabouts.  But he couldn’t remember where.  He couldn’t even remember if he’d ever known her maiden name.
	Doug and Julie had married only about six months ago.  Ned had only met Julie twice.  But he’d been happy for Doug.  He  thought Julie was terrific.  He hadn’t realized it would ever matter to him where she was from or how to find her family.  Now he damned himself for his negligence.
	Ned arrived in Roanoke just before noon.  The city was packed with people.  Most of the government, he realized, was being operated from here now.  He stopped at a cafe and had lunch and changed into his uniform.  After getting directions from the waitress, he drove out to the huge old plantation Harvey Robinson had converted into the central office of his housing and medical ministry and on which stood his Postmodern, neo-Gothic glass and chrome “Cathedral of the Common Man.”
	Congress was using a large auditorium attached to the Cathedral.  In the buildings surrounding the monumental structure, Robinson’s church offices had been rededicated to the service of the state.  As he drove down the long driveway into the property, Ned wondered cynically which had managed to achieve dominance in this merger: Church or State.

∞
	“I’m sorry, Captain Mayberry,” the clerk said petulantly,  “this is the third and last time I’m going to tell you.  The  information being gathered by this office is not yet ready for release to the public.
	“Can you imagine what would happen,” she went on, “if everybody who hoped their friends or relatives were alive showed up here… ”
	“I understand that, young woman,” Ned answered sternly.  “I’m not just anybody out there, however.”
	He realized he hadn’t made himself seem official enough.  To get the chance to try over again, Ned demanded to speak with the clerk’s supervisor.
	“I’m Training Coordinator and Tech Supervisor at the Strategic Defense System facility in Atlanta,” he explained to the prim and tight-lipped older woman who appeared in answer to his request for a supervisor.  “I was responsible for shooting down the missiles fired at the U.S. on November 2nd.  I’m looking for my brother and his wife.”
	“Oh my God,” the lady answered, suddenly softening as if to show that somehow, almost in an instant, she understood the nature of Ned’s emotional plight.  “Jesus help you, young man.”
	Ignoring Ned’s further explanation of why he wanted to check the central roster for the refugee camps, the old lady offered to pray with him.  He was a little taken aback, but he wanted to seem cooperative—if only to get cooperation in return.
	Rather forcefully, she took his hand and held it to her heart in both of hers.  Ned kept his head bowed as she prayed.   He was still surprised at how perceptive she seemed to be.
	“Lord Jesus,” she prayed, “bless this young man who has given his life for Your service through serving this great country of Yours.  Free him from his feelings of failure and  guilt.  Give him pride for the really good job he has done of saving us all and preserving our godly way of life.  Bless his loved ones.  Let them have survived and be safe and healthy.  We  just ask you this, Jesus, because we know You love us so much.  And I just know you love this young man and will grant only the best for him.  We pray this, Father, in the name of Your son Jesus.”
	Releasing his hand, she walked over behind the desk and told the clerk to get up.  “What were the names, Captain?”  Not  bothering to sit down, she entered the data into the computer.  She now seemed as fervently concerned as Ned.
	The computer answered impersonally:
nothing  on  file
	“Now, Ned, you just relax here a minute.  I don’t want you getting yourself any more upset.  There are a couple more places I can check for you.  In the meantime, I want you to talk with one of our prayer counselors.  You go over to the Cathedral now  and calm your soul a bit.  I’ll see that somebody comes over and talks with you while I look some more.”
	Ned really didn’t want to get stuck with another session of  prayer.  He wasn’t raised religious and this whole scene embarrassed him.  But she might come back with the information I want,  he reminded himself.  After all, I’ve come all this way.  This is not the time to back out. 
	Besides, he realized, there really was something comforting about the way the lady had understood his emotional dilemma.  Her  prayer had seemed to help.  He felt better.

∞
	The cathedral was impressive.  The whole structure seemed to be made of tall, thin glass spires that rose up out of the high ceiling of the central.  The panes of glass must be cut like prisms,  he explained to himself as he marveled at the sea of colors that seemed to flash in the air as he looked up into the huge open space above.
	He sat quietly for over fifteen minutes, allowing the peace and silence of the place to wash over him.  He’d fallen asleep momentarily, he realized, when he startled at the sound of a man’s voice whispering in his ear.
	“God has given you a very special mission, my son.  Like Our Lord himself, you were blessed with the double role of Savior and Avenger.  I’m proud to have you here in my Cathedral.”
	Ned turned to look at the man and realized he recognized him.  He wondered if he was fooling himself—or maybe dreaming.  But he was sure the counselor bending over him was Rev. Harvey Robinson himself.

∞
	“I want to stay in touch with you, Captain,” Robinson was saying as he escorted Ned out of the office where he’d taken him high above the sanctuary floor.
	Ned was relieved the interview was over.  Robinson had scared him.  The man had talked about the Apocalypse and the Second Coming as though they were scheduled for some time next month.  He’d presented himself, the President, a few other political leaders—and Ned—as instruments of God’s will, carrying out roles that Robinson found detailed right in the pages of Scripture.
	Ned had been frightened for his own sanity.  He almost believed the complex mystical scenario Robinson had sketched in which he, Ned, played a role almost like an Archangel, hurling bolts of laser lightning in the Final Battle for earth.
	“Suffering, human suffering, atoning for the suffering of Jesus Himself,” Robinson had reiterated, “is the ultimate weapon on our side.  With it, we can vanguish mankind’s carnal tendency to seek the ease of the flesh instead of the will of God.
	“And you, my son, you acted as God’s angel in selecting where God’s fierce, but saving, wrath would fall upon the earth.  Whether you knew it or not, you allowed the wrath to fall upon Washington, D.C., where forces of evil were pulling the  government away from God’s law, and on Los Angeles, where the sins of Hollywood were crying out for punishment in atonement for the pain they caused to Our Lord.
	“You are blessed.  You must keep ever vigilant for the next infusion of God’s grace.  You will be called to act again as his angel.  And I will be with you, Captain Mayberry, when that time comes.  Remember: I will be with you.”
	There was no more information forthcoming on Doug or Julie.  Ned left a little disappointed, a little stunned by the whole experience, and a little excited at having been treated by this powerful national figure as though he, Ned Mayberry, were some  kind of minor deity.
	He headed back to Atlanta.  I ought to get home where I can be reached by phone.  Maybe Doug will call me.
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	The United States was in turmoil.  Millions of people were dying horribly from radiation burns and other injuries.  High over Southern California and the northern mid-west floated huge clouds of intensely radioactive dust.  While the abnormal  weather was keeping the fallout relatively contained, a return to normalcy seemed to promise to spread the dust across the country eventually.  And permanent disturbance of weather promised to spoil the planet otherwise.
	In unharmed areas, local merchants—corner groceries, neighborhood cafes, and saloons—were still doing business as usual.  Within a week after the blasts, most schools were back in session.
	The big business of America had been disrupted tremendously.  Nationally organized enterprises like insurance and securities exchange that depended on computers had come to a standstill.  Across the country computer memories had been erased by the electromagnetic pulses of the exploding nuclear bombs.  Even the Japanese nuclear resonance network had been seriously damaged.
	For a few industries business actually improved.  Drug companies and medical supply firms were working around the clock to keep up production.  Churches were full.  The media was getting a real workout.
	The Red Cross and other relief agencies were swamped with work.  And the public was rallying to the needs of the injured.  American generosity was exceeding even the greatest expectations.  Tremendous amounts of money were being raised to fund refugee camps and hospitals.  Sending money, food, and clothing to the refugees was a way of denying that the tragedy might be just beginning: it made it seem like it was other people’s problems—far away.  But it also gave people an opportunity to express their concern and their intention that the disaster come to a satisfactory conclusion.  Most people didn’t know what else they could do except watch and pray. 

∞
	At Sweetwater Farm, debate over Peregrine’s plan went on for several days.  Peregrine complicated the issue himself and stirred up hard feelings by going around breaking up conversations, reminding the community that they had chores to do and shouldn’t be wasting time gabbing.  “You can talk about those issues over meals or in the evening,” he said.
	The conversations ranged in topic from the question of afterlife to the morality of abortion.  “Reincarnation, heavenly reward, or annihilation—those are the possibilities.  It seems to me it makes a difference which one is right when you’re  talking about, well, killing someone,” Ellen Amity offered.  
	“The abortion debate is relevant.  aids changed the issues in abortion from contraception to euthanasia,” Rif Koestenbaum observed.
	What really settled the issue—partly by bringing things to a head and partly by fulfilling a prediction Peregrine had made and “explaining” the images several other members of the community had also picked up on—was the announcement that a group of scientists from Fermilab in Champagne-Urbana had come up with a practical and responsible solution to the fallout.  In coordination with Russian scientists who’d been forced to develop radiation containment and decontamination technologies following the Chernobyl reactor melt-down in the mid-80s, they designed a project to contain the damage.  
	The plan was to seal off all rivers out of the area under the fallout clouds, then spray the clouds with agglomerating gels and douse them with literally millions of tons of water to wash the dust out onto the already devastated plains.  Massive air-lifts of radiation-absorbing materials—lead, boron, and sand—would be dumped into the clouds.  That would settle the fallout before it could spread and—they hoped—cause the weather to return to normal.
	Almost immediately, Harvey Robinson and a score of Fundamentalist ministers objected strongly to the plan—in an unusual coalition with New Age psychics and trance channels who’d been predicting the end of the world in 2000.
	“The fallout clouds and the miracle of the calming of the winds is obviously the sign Jesus predicted as a precursor of His Glorious Second Coming.  Sinful mankind has no right to interfere.  Just as the Lord Jesus Christ calmed the storm on the Sea of Galilee, so now He is holding back the storm of His wrath until the moment of His Appearance,” declared Robinson in another nationally televised speech to Congress.
	His argument was strangely persuasive.  It did indeed seem that a miracle of worldwide proportions was happening.  What else could explain the stopping of the wind?  For years religious leaders of one sort or another had been interpreting world events as fulfillments of prophecy.  The wheels of state usually had paid little attention.  But this time… 
	The Army Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of Reclamation, and such major construction companies as Brown and Root, Morton Thiokol, and the Tennesse Valley Authority began to mobilize landmoving equipment from across the country.  But Congress and the public were in a quandary. 
	“We’ve got to force the issue,” Peregrine declared.
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	Brother Peregrine and his team arrived on a beautiful day.  The sun was bright, the sky clear.  There was a faint breeze, but the air was obviously stagnant.  The day was relatively warm; the climatic changes had staved off winter.
	Peregrine and the four others from Sweetwater had no problem getting into the camp.  They carried I.D.’s, as required—but only with old addresses.  No one carried identification that would connect them directly with Sweetwater Farm.  In fact, they didn’t need the I.D.’s at all.  They introduced themselves as Catholic religious and brought with them a dozen large boxes of cotton socks for the residents.  That got them right in.  They were accompanied by a guard as far as the clothing tent.  But as soon as Elise engaged one of the volunteers who was passing out donated clothing in a conversation about the Biblical basis of doing good works, the guard excused himself.

∞
	“Are you in pain?” Brother Peregrine asked the middle aged lady huddled against a tent.  One side of her face was covered with a dirty bandage.  The other side was swollen and inflamed.
	She looked up at him with a frightened, dazed look in her eyes.  “Where’s my husband?  I’ve hunted all over for him.  We were supposed to meet downtown, but there was a fire… ”
	“Did your husband survive the bomb?” he asked earnestly.
	“I’ve been waiting for him here to help me with this bandage,” she said as she pulled up her ragged skirt to show a strip of bloody gauze wrapped around her thigh.  Her leg was swollen and red from calf to thigh.
	“Where is your husband?” Peregrine asked.
	The woman pointed to a man standing by a nearby tent.  “That’s him, isn’t it,” she called out.  “No, no. That’s not Max.  There he is over there.”  She pointed aimlessly about her.
	Peregrine reached out to touch her shoulder.  He realized that she was almost delirious.  She had probably been looking for her husband ever since she was brought into the camp.  Chances are he died the day of the explosion.  Or maybe he’s somewhere in  one of the hundreds of camps asking where his wife is.
	As he touched her shoulder to comfort her, she flinched.  “It burns,” she whimpered and began to cry.
	He pulled his hand away.  He felt so helpless.  He wanted to make some human contact with her, but realized she was too far gone for that.  He couldn’t think of anything to say.  He knew he was on a mission.  But this was going to be his first time.  He was scared of asking the crucial question: Do you want to die and end your suffering?
	Instead, almost by accident, he asked, “Do you want to get better?”
	“Who are you?” she hissed at him and sobbed.
	“I’m a priest,” he said, stretching the truth a little bit.
	“Are you now, Father?” she said mockingly.  “Are you going to tell me to offer up the pain to Jesus?  Well, I don’t want your Jesus.  I just want the pain to stop.”  She began sobbing again.
	“Why don’t I die?”  She looked up beggingly.
	Peregrine felt a great sense of relief.  Now she’d answered the question for him.  He reached in his pocket and withdrew a yellowish tablet.  “I can help you,” he said.  “This pill will let you sleep… and not wake up,” he stuttered.
	Her exposed eye widened as if in surprise.  She looked down at the pill he had placed in her palm.  She looked back at him and then at the pill again.  Her sobbing stopped.
	“O God,” she said, “God bless you.”
	She didn’t say anything more, but began softly singing to herself.  Though he sort of recognized the melody, he couldn’t identify it.  She smiled when he kissed her  lightly on the forehead and wished her goodnight.
	After the first few people, it got easier.  He realized he didn’t have to make small talk with them.  “I have some medication which will help you sleep.  And not wake up.”  That was all he had to say.

∞
	The first day, the five of them handed out over two hundred tablets.  
	As they drove away, Peregrine was surprised at how good he felt.  He realized he was humming a melody, one he’d picked up from one of the now-departed survivors.  “Moon River” he recognized it.  Seems kind of appropriate.
	Peregrine had feared he would feel like a murderer.  Instead he felt like an angel of mercy. 
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	As the team had driven up the beautiful Blue Ridge Parkway through central Virginia, they stopped by the Central Post Office in Roanoke and dropped several hundred press releases into the collection box.  (Just in case, they carried several dozen more to a post office further along the highway.  They wanted to make sure all their letters weren’t intercepted by Robinson’s forces.)
	The letter was sent to the President, Members of Congress, and newspapers, wire services, and TV networks and stations all across the country.  
	Today, two women and three men visited several Survivor Detention Camps near Lorton, Virginia and Mount Vernon.  With us we carried medication to terminate the suffering of over three hundred doomed “survivors” of the tragedy of November 2nd.
	We challenge the Administration’s religious interpretation of the strange events of the last week and we demand that something be done to clean up the damage that’s been done.  Immediately that means decontaminating the fallout clouds and eliminating the suffering in the survivor camps.  To dramatize our message, to wake up the American people, we have determined to begin this mission on our own. 
	Influential voices in this country are virtually blaming the victims and effectively punishing them for the accident.  They explain this terrible evil as God's bloodthirstiness and not as our own failure to be responsible for the wellbeing of our world.  They are even insisting that in God’s name humankind now do nothing to reverse the longterm damage of the nuclear accident.
	This juridical, demanding, and bloody image of God is inconsistent with the gentle teachings of Jesus who said that salvation and judgment would be based, not on some mythological balance of payments, but on whether we fed the hungry, clothed the naked, sheltered the homeless, and, we believe, brought relief to the suffering and afflicted—in short, whether we made the world a better place.  
	The basic commandment of Christianity is that we love one another and help one another create a better world.  The salvation that Jesus bestowed was not reconciliation with jealous Jehovah but the revelation of the creative power we possess in our ability to love and the secret of how to use that love to save the world and renew the face of the earth.
	This disaster compels us to reconsider how we humans have treated the earth.  We have practically ruined the planet.  Like spoiled children whose carelessness has caught up with them, we must now learn to clean up after ourselves.
	The limited resources of the planet should be used to improve life for the living, not to forestall  death (as though death were an evil in itself), and especially not to prolong the suffering of the dying. The dying exhaust material, psychological, and spiritual resources.
	Let the dying dying.  And let it be swift and painless.   This is the way of natural ecology.  It is the way of compassion.
	We believe that something wonderful is happening.  We agree with those who see signs in the sky.
	If this is the end of the world, how we treat the victims and how we deal with the fallout may be the Last Judgment.  Let us respond with compassion and good stewardship.  If we can heal the damage wrought to our fellow human beings and to the earth itself, perhaps this can be the occasion for creating a new heaven and a new earth.

∞
	“I guess you were right, Elise,” Peregrine acknowledged sheepishly.  “It’s too long.  And I’m not sure the part about ecology is clear enough.”
	“It’s good,” Rif insisted.  “It says all the things we agreed we wanted to say.”
	“But look how long it took the newscaster to read it,” Peregrine answered.  “By tomorrow, they’ll have edited out the message.”
	“We’ll see… ” Elise answered.  She’d suggested the statement be less than three paragraphs long.  As it was, it was less than half as long as the first draft.  
	A Presidential press conference was just getting underway.  Since it had been called in response to the letter from what the Press Secretary had already called “the terrorists,” the CNN anchor had introduced the conference by reading the entire letter.  Most people had already read or heard at least part of it.  Yesterday it made the front page of nearly every newspaper in the country.
	In fact, the President’s response was better than Peregrine had been expecting.  He announced that he’d already received a flood of telegrams and phone calls agreeing with the demand the fallout clean-up be started and commending the euthanasia missions.  Especially pregnant mothers, he said, were insisting the world be saved for their children.  But there were as many letters condemning the euthanasia.  Again, the President used the word “terrorists” for those whom he said “claimed” to be acting out of compassionate motives.
	The President agreed to initiate the fallout containment measures proposed by FermiLab.  But he refused even to consider government-sponsored euthanasia and promised to prosecute to the limit of the law anyone who brought suicide pills into the camps.
	He also announced he’d appointed a blue-ribbon committee of meteorologists to study what could be done to start the wind blowing again.
	While Peregrine and the others in the TV room were applauding their half-victory, the news anchor introduced Harvey Robinson who was waiting in the studio to comment.
	Typically, the evangelist was “outraged that human beings would dare to interfere with God’s heavenly signs.  But I am happy that at least the President has not stopped the beautiful accumulation of suffering that,” he declared, “is about to bring on the Second Coming of Jesus.” 
	Speaking up over Robinson’s voice, Elise asked, “Peri, how many pills do we have left?  We still have work to do as long as people are in unnecessary pain.”
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	Gary Grimes was exhausted and annoyed.  It was a Sunday.  It  had been a long day.
	I’m not going to like this case.  I’m gonna have to roam around those detention centers,  he ruminated as he straightened up the surface of his desk and prepared to head for home.
	And the whole thing had bizarre religious overtones.  Crazy. 
	Gary Grimes didn’t go to church regularly.  But he believed that religion was important for the country.  He’d grown up during the sixties and seventies and had seen what happened when people lost respect for authority and forgot their fear of God.   Gary didn’t think it mattered about going to Sunday services, but he did think it mattered that you believed in God and the Bible and that you obeyed the Commandments.  The Commandments of God, after all, are the basis for the laws of the state.
	Gary sympathized with the terrorists’ argument for cleaning up the fallout.  While he thought maybe Robinson and his friends were right that the clouds were a sign from God, he didn’t think that excused taking normal precautions.  Even if it is God, you gotta do something to prevent the fallout from spreading. 
	But murder is murder and it’s against the law.  I may not be sure what that stuff about suffering means.  But I sure know what the Ten Commandments mean.  And “Thou shalt not  kill” is pretty straightforward.  
	And I, Garrison Grimes of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, am vowed to defend the Constitution of the United States,  Gary thought proudly to himself, and to enforce  that law.
	What a bitch,  he later thought as he pulled into the garage of his apartment building on the outskirts of Atlanta.

∞
	“Well, I think, maybe these people are some kind of devil worshippers who found an easy way to get human sacrifices,” said Alice as she was putting dinner out on the table.   Both the kids were at friends’ houses.  She’d cooked a special dish for Gary and was looking forward to a romantic evening with just the two of them.
	“I thought it was Jesus who wants sacrifices,” joked Gary.
	“No, now I’m being serious,” Alice replied.  “Maybe not devil worshippers as such, but, you know, some sorta cult that wants to kill people—remember Jim Jones and those murders in Hollywood back when we were kids.”
	“I think you mean Charles Manson,” Gary corrected her.  “Jim Jones was that crazy preacher that got all his followers to go to South America with him and then kill themselves.  Manson had a cult that murdered a houseful of movie stars.  But I think you’ve got an idea there.  I was thinking something similar myself.”
	“Maybe it’s just one person?  A psychopathic killer, maybe?”
	“No, some of the people in the camps reported seeing several different people talking with the victims a little while before they died.  But, of course, most of the refugees are kind of crazy from radiation sickness and from the hell they’ve been through.  One of the reports I read this morning said the investigator was told there were angels visiting the camps, coming to take the radiation victims home.”
	“Well,” Alice said, “maybe they are.  I think if I’d been turned radioactive I’d be happy to have an angel come get me.”
	“But, honey, whoever heard of angels coming to take people off into heaven?  But I guess you’re right that from the point of view of the survivors these people are doing them a favor.
	“That’s what makes this a helluva job.  I’m not so sure the terrorists aren’t doing a good thing.  Even so, it’s still murder and it’s still against the law.  And the President is dead set against letting this go on.
	“You know, when Larry Bush handed me this project, he told me to get it handled by next Friday.  He said he didn’t really care what it takes, just to get it done ’cause people upstairs are pretty angry about this.  These are American citizens they’re killing.  The President apparently suspects there are Communists infiltrating the camps to take advantage of the so-called ‘mistake’ the Russians made.”
	“I thought the Russian government was collapsing,” Alice asked.  “Why would they bother to send agents over here to kill people that are already dying?”
	“I guess you’re right about that.  I heard this morning that there’s a major revolt going on in the Soviet Union.  Red Square is supposed to be full of mobs calling for the overthrow of the party.  Apparently the Russians are afraid the U.S. will nuke Moscow in retaliation if the Communist government doesn’t surrender.  You know,” Gary remarked as an aside, “this whole thing is probably going to be good for us.  I mean, it’s doing  more damage to the Russian government than it is to us.
	“Personally, just between you and me, honey, I think the President’s getting nutty over this whole thing.  I mean, maybe we all are. My God, how many millions of people just got incinerated!”
	Alice started to sob softly.  Her brother, Jerry, and his family had been living outside L.A.  There’d been no word from them since the blasts.  Alice was pretty sure they’d been killed.  But the uncertainty gnawed at her.
	“Aw, I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t mean to stir things up again,” Gary reached out and took her hand.
	“I know, I know,” she replied, pulling her hand away and wiping her eyes.  “Someday maybe I’ll get over this.  I just  don’t know.  I guess we all are getting pretty nutty.  I sat in front of the TV this morning and listened to Harvey Robinson.  Damn him.  I got so angry.  What does he know about suffering?  His family wasn’t in the explosion.  I kept seeing Jerry’s kids running around in the yard.  And then this big flash of light and then no more kids…
	“They keep showing that damn film of the explosion over and over again,” Alice continued through her crying.  A movie company had been shooting a film in the mountains above San Bernardino.  The camera had been aimed right toward L.A. when the missile came in.  Behind the actors, a blossoming fireball was captured  beautifully.
	Gary wasn’t sure how to comfort her.  They’d been through this so many times before.  He’d told her day after day to stop watching the TV.
	“Well, Robinson’s got a right to preach his religion,” Gary said, hoping to get the conversation less personal again.  “And I don’t know, maybe he’s right.  The President certainly believes all that stuff.”
	“Oh, Gary, that scares me as much as everything else.  Maybe the Russians are right to be afraid.  What if Robinson decides some time that now there’s been enough suffering and convinces the President it’s time for Armaggedon and they set off all our missiles to bring on the end?
	“O God, God,” Alice practically screamed.  “I wanted this dinner to be so nice.  Just the two of us.  And look what happened to me.
	“Gary, please, hold me, just hold me and tell me it’s going to all be all right.”
	Gary and Alice stood in an embrace, half-leaning against the door jamb between the kitchen and the little dining area on one side of the living room.  In some ways, Gary was not altogether unhappy with this whole turn of events.  Alice had become more affectionate as a result of her personal tragedy.  Their sex life had improved significantly.  At first, he’d worried that he was taking advantage of her, but soon realized that they were both renewing their love for one another.
	The imminence of death impressed upon them the importance of love and caring, things they’d maybe forgotten in the process of raising a family and building Gary’s career.  Now things like the new TV laser recorder and the garbage disintegrator seemed pretty insignificant.  Having somebody to hold you was much more important than getting a raise or redoing the apartment.  Human values had all of a sudden begun to mean so much more again.

∞
	Alice’s dinner was cold and dried out by the time they got to finishing it.  But they were both hungry and the food tasted great—just because they were eating it together.  Alice’s dream for the evening had come true.
	Both the kids arrived home, just before their curfew, as Gary and Alice were unloading the dishwasher and putting the kitchen back in order together.  The kids were laughing and feeling silly from both having spent the evening with their friends.
	Gary thought to himself that he was as happy as he’d ever been in life.  Ironic!
	He didn’t want to spoil the evening by telling the family just then that he’d have to be leaving for the survivor camps in a day or two.  He knew things were pretty wonderful at home now and he was grateful.  He also knew that society would collapse if law and order were allowed to slide completely.  Somebody was killing the survivors.  It was his job to stop them.  Somebody  has to enforce the law or what good is the law?   	
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	By the end of November Don Jarrels had said goodbye to the people who mattered to him.  He called Sweetwater Farm and, after a brief chat with Peregrine about the effects of the disaster on the West Coast, told him he was on his way to visit friends across the country and was planning to end up at Sweetwater.  Peregrine assured him he was welcome.
	He first drove up the coast to his hometown Seattle.  He had a few loose ends there to tie up also.  Louise and Jeff’s youngest daughter, Evelyn, was in school in Seattle.  His parents were buried there.  And what might be a small fortune in precious metals, his father’s coin collection, was still in a lock box there.  He’d kept paying the rent on the box for the several years since his father’s death.  While he’d had to open the box and report the contents at the time of the death, he hadn’t taken possession of the coins.  They were as safe there as anywhere.  And they were a part of his Dad he just hadn’t wanted to carry away from home.  But now it was time.  Besides, depending on what happened to the economy, he might need the money.
	He had dinner with Evelyn.  Together they cried over the death of her parents. Evelyn was glad to see Don.  Though he brought news that scotched any hope she might have had that her parents had been away from Los Angeles, the certainty was better than the puzzlement.
	“Till now it’s still seemed so unreal to me,” she said.  The only way she knew her parents were dead, she explained, was that she believed they’d have been at home at the time and they hadn’t contacted her to tell her otherwise.  (Her brother and sister had called almost immediately to find out what she knew of their parents.  At least, the rest of her family was still alive.)
	“I feel so lost,” she said, “and alone.  For the first time in my life, I’m really on my own and I feel so helpless.  I’m especially confused about my financial situation.  Dad had lots  of money.  I had several C.D.’s he’d given me.  That was my money for college and my future.  But they were in the family bank in L.A.  Now there’s just a crater,” she said as she started to cry.
	Don knew that Evelyn wasn’t alone in that predicament.  With the erasure of computer records by the explosions, many Americans had been left in a similar situation.  And nobody knew what to do about them.
	“My brother and sister each agreed to help me financially.  But they also had most of their savings—and our potential  inheritance… ” she broke down in mid-sentence.
	…in banks that are now just swirling clouds of poisonous dust,  Don completed the sentence in his mind.
	“I can’t promise to rescue you, I’m not rich myself.  But I’ll help you, Evelyn,” Don comforted.  “You’re as close to family as I’ve got.”  He gave her a handful of his Dad’s coins.  “I don’t know what these are worth.  But take them in case of emergency.”
	To Don, Evelyn looked so much like her mother, the young co-ed who’d whistled at him on Telegraph Avenue thirty years ago, that he had to watch himself.  He kept wanting to slip back to that carefree time and to pretend all the years hadn’t passed, to find Louise again just as she’d been then.  But that was once upon a  time…

∞
	He drove out to the cemetery to the family plot.  (He didn’t suppose he’d ever end up there.)  He paid his respects, and, in a sort of secret ritual gesture, buried one of his Dad’s precious gold coins just in front of his headstone.
	He went by the house he’d grown up in.  He wandered through the school yard of his high school.  And he had a milkshake at Mitchell’s Drug Store where he’d gotten his first job.  He hadn’t been back in that place since old John Mitchell fired him for smoking a joint after work.  He still felt the sting of that.  When he’d come back from the seminary, Mitchell had given him a good job.  He wasn’t just a delivery boy; he’d quickly become assistant manager of the store.  And so his dismissal had been significant.  For at least ten years, he’d felt compelled by his personal integrity to report that job—and his dismissal—on subsequent job applications.
	He drove up to the high school seminary where his first longings for God had surfaced.  And where he’d realized he wasn’t cut out to be a priest.  He was too much his own person to ever handle a vow of obedience.  That was where he’d met David Omar, who was then just newly ordained.  Going to Sweetwater Farm,  Don realized, is going to bring my life full circle.
	He didn’t stay long in Seattle.  He headed out of the city on Highway 2.  Though he knew the road ran right into the North Dakota devastation and he’d have to detour south, he wanted to get as close as he could.  He felt compelled to see the cloud.  Maybe that has to do with completing my relationship with Louise,  he surprised himself, realizing how much she still meant to him.   He hadn’t seen the cloud over L.A.  Maybe seeing this one would be a way of paying respects to her and her memory, just as seeing my parents’ graves had been to them.
	He wasn’t sure why he was going that route.  But he knew it was the way he was called to go.  Besides, I’m visiting friends  in Wisconsin.  It makes sense. 
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	“Brother Peregrine, I really need to talk to you.”  Jude Pressman caught up with Peregrine as they were leaving the refectory after breakfast.  
	“Sure, Jude,” Peregrine responded solicitously.  “C’mon down to my office.”
	Peregrine suspected Jude had changed his mind about going on the second mercy mission scheduled for the next day.  He was a little tired of repeating the arguments for the missions.  He hoped Jude would have something else on his mind.
	“This is real hard for me to talk about,” Jude said, once they’d settled into the deep green plush easy chairs in one corner of the office.  “I’m not sure where to  begin.”
	“How about right in the middle?  Tell me what’s worrying you.”
	“Uh… well, see, it’s… uh, well… ”
	“Ah, is it a sexual matter?” Peregrine asked, a little relieved.
	“Oh, yes.  How did you know?” the young man asked, looking amazed at Peregrine’s perspicacity.
	“You could call it intuition,” Peregrine responded.  “But  sex is just hard to talk about.  And so when people start stuttering I can usually guess that’s what’s on their mind.”
	“Oh.”
	“Now what’s up?” Peregrine asked, consciously suppressing a grin as he realized his inadvertant pun.
	“It’s Amy Lou Hensley.  She’s sort of always, well, flirting with me.”
	“Does that bother you?”
	“Well, Brother, not exactly.  Well, no… I mean, yes.  Yes, it does.”
	“How come?” Peregrine asked gently.  “Do you find her unattractive?”
	“Oh, that’s the problem.  I don’t.  I mean, I do find her attractive.  And, even, uh, well… I think maybe I’ve, uh, fallen-in-love-with-her.”  He said the last phrase as though it were one long word.
	“That doesn’t sound like such a serious problem, now,”  Peregrine answered, though he reminded himself, at this age, falling in love can be very serious.
	“But I’m going to be a priest… ” 
	“Well, you’re right that that creates some conflict.  But, you know, you wouldn’t make a very good priest if you didn’t have any feelings.  Falling in love is just another feeling—in fact, a very wonderful feeling.”
	“Well, I don’t feel very wonderful,” Jude answered.  “Most of the time I feel guilty.  I mean, seminarians are not supposed to be, uh, sexual.”
	“Everybody’s sexual, Jude.  It’s part of being human—in fact, if I may repeat myself, it’s a very wonderful part of being human.”
	“But it’s an occasion of mortal sin… ”
	Peregrine laughed gently.  “Let’s talk about that.”
	Jude began describing his education in parochial schools and the teenage fascination he’d felt with priesthood.  In typical therapist behavior, Peregrine listened attentively, occasionally asking questions.
	Jude explained how he’d grown up during the anti-sex backlash that came with the aids epidemic.  “I’ve had it drummed into me in the seminary that sex is exclusively for procreation and is only morally acceptable in a sacramentalized marriage.  And priests and religious certainly can’t have sex.  I mean, we’re supposed to renounce the pleasures of the flesh in order to find God.”
	“Uh-huh.”  Peregrine nodded.
	“Please, Brother, don’t treat me like a therapy patient.  Tell me what to do, how to think about this.”
	Peregrine felt a rush of compassion and affection for the young man.  He remembered his own struggles with this same question.  “Well, you’re not in the seminary now, Jude.  I hope while you’re at Sweetwater you’ll allow yourself to reconsider some of those things you’ve been taught.”
	“You mean, you think they’re wrong.”
	“Not exactly wrong, just incomplete.  The world has changed a lot since those rules were made.
	“First off, let me point out that priests and religious don’t renounce sex.  What the vow and the obligation of celibacy renounces is marriage.  At least, traditionally, the point of celibacy was to establish one in a state of life outside the regular round of society where everybody got married, had a family, took a job to support the family, and joined into the whole social process of reproducing the race.”
	“Why was that?”
	“Well, it was probably different for the different classes.  So for the sake of our discussion, let’s just look at the working middle class as it exists today.  You can see how people can end up pursuing meaningless work, even bad work—like building bombs, selling shoddy merchandise, polluting the planet, or talking other people into risky or foolish investments—because they have financial obligations to support their families!  Focusing on the family gets in the way of focusing on the whole world.  Families are wonderful things, but they create a huge dependence on the status quo.  If Jesus had had a wife and six children, for instance, he certainly couldn't have risked getting himself crucified.  Now getting free from that was what religious life was about.”
	“That includes getting free from sex,” Jude burst in.
	“Right.  But not because sex is bad…  But anyway, you said you were falling in love with Amy, not having sex with her.  Those are two different things.”
	“Are they?”
	“That’s what you have to decide.”
	Jude was silent for an uncomfortably long time.  “Well, Brother, you said sex isn’t necessarily bad… ”
	Peregrine smiled at Jude’s “not necessarily.”  “No, Jude, it’s not.  Look, religion and traditional morals only recognize sex as reproductive and as sinfully pleasurable.  But these are just its social and demographical functions and its occasional temptations to disorderliness.”
	“Are there more?”
	“Definitely.  And  they’re new enough that the old-time religions haven’t caught on yet.  
	“There have been two very significant discoveries about sex in the history of the human race.  The first was very long ago; the second quite recent.  The first was of the connection between sexual intercourse and pregnancy and the birth of children.  That was the discovery of the principal function of sex: procreation  Primitive man recognized that.  And most of the rules about sex came from that time.
	“The second was the discovery of the common contribution of both father and mother to the child’s genetic makeup.  While that was probably observed for a long time by animal breeders, people still believed that a child grew from a seed planted by the male in the female.  Now we understand the mechanism’s almost completely the other way around: the female is the real source of life and the male is a messenger of DNA carried from one female to other across the generations.  This is a new discovery. 
 	“This understanding and its technological consequence—the birth control pill—have changed the way people relate sexually.  The attitudes of the so-called Sexual Revolution came from this time.
	“I think there’s yet a third discovery in the works right now.  That’s of the psycho-neurological function.”
	“What’s that?”
	“This is a notion coming out of bodywork psychology and eastern meditation.  A founder of this school was Wilhelm Reich, one of Freud’s more unusual disciples.  He observed that orgasm floods the nervous system with energy that in some way has the potential for healing the psyche.  Reich hypothesized that neurosis—and indirectly cancer—was a result of constrictions in the flow of psychic energy in the brain and body; a fully experienced orgasm, he believed, flushed the nervous system of the constrictions and so brought psychological health.”
	“You mean sex is about something other than having babies?”
	“Well, obviously, the babies have something to do with it.  This mechanism is  attached to procreation.  That tells us something.  Maybe running this energy through the body creates an openness to the future, an extension of the self through time.
	“Procreation?”
	“Right, but more than just procreation.  And that, I think, is the third great discovery that we’re only just now making.  That sex has an evolutionary function.”
	“Evolutionary?”
	“It makes sense, doesn’t it?  With the possible exception of cetaceans, human beings are the only animals that don’t have sex out of instinct or harmonal and pheremonal drives.  (Apparently some people do, but as a race we’ve evolved beyond that.)  Our sexual patterns are different from all other animals: our females are continuously—rather than cyclically—available and experience specific female orgasm in intercourse.  And we engage in expression of affection and elaborate genital stimulation in foreplay, that is, we use sex to generate an altered state of consciousness.
	“Now the other thing, of course, that’s different about us is that we’ve evolved intelligence—which is also a state of consciousness.  Perhaps there’s a link.”
	“I don’t get it.”
	“Well, perhaps evolving the sexual patterns we’d did which resulted in the kind of orgasm we have, in turn, created the brain mechanisms that could spawn intelligence. ”
	“The psychic flushing stimulates the growth of brain cells and consciousness?”
	“Right,” Peregrine answered.
	“And that ’s producing an evolutionary transformation in the human race right now?”  Jude asked a little skeptically, “…that’s been caused by the Sexual Revolution?”
	Peregrine laughed.  “Oh, did I say that?  Well, yeah, I guess I did.  Well, maybe our new understanding and experience of sex could allow the evolutionary function to kick in again.  With life getting so complicated and the world so crowded some kind of evolutionary transformation is needed.”   
	Peregrine’s tone of voice changed.  “You know, Jude, that I think there’s something special about Amy Lou’s baby, don’t you?” he spread his hands palms-up in a gesture both of bewilderment and awe.  “Maybe we’re seeing that evolutionary transformation right before our eyes…    Maybe that’s how transformation happens—in babies.  As we said when we started, the principal function of sex is  procreation.
	Peregrine looked out the window thoughtfully.  
	“Can I ask you a personal question?” Jude asked shyly.  “Where do homosexuals fit in?”
	“Good question.  As you might guess, I’ve given some thought to that!
	“I think the answer is that today the role of homosexuals is to manifest—and facilitate—the realization that sex has these other functions besides the reproductive.  That upsets a lot of people, of course.  It forces them to think about life differently.  
	“So one function of homosexuality in the evolution of consciousness on earth is to identify the role of sex as psychological experience, worthwhile for its own sake, i.e., sexual pleasure is a good in itself.  
	“Another function is to act as midwife for the evolutionary transformation.  Some of the traits of gay people that blend masculinity and femininity result in personalities that are amazingly creative and sensitive and nurturing;  these guide the development of humanness.
	“Though let me hasten to add that there are lots of homosexuals who don’t fit this model of visionaries and creators of the future, just as there are lots of heterosexuals that don’t fit the mold of good procreators and parents of the next generation.
	“Besides, I think this role for homosexuals is relatively new.  In ancient times, homosexual acts seemed to be linked to violence and domination—even in Greece where the violence was civilized out, but not the domination-submission.  I’d hypothesize that it’s relatively recent that homosexuals, as we know them, have appeared, I mean, people who blend gender traits and whose sole interest in sex is to form relationship for intimacy and relationship’s sake, not for the purpose of biological necessity. 
	“After all, the human task now isn’t ‘going forth and multiplying.’  We’ve done that—maybe too well.   It’s moving the whole system up a notch into spiritual evolution.”
	“Wow,” said Jude.  “Uh, Brother Peregrine, where does that leave me with Amy?  Can I still be a priest?”
	Peregrine laughed again—this time at himself and his long-windedness.
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	The stillness in the mountains was eerie.  I’ve  never seen anything like it,  Don Jarrels thought over and over again as he drove cross-country.  Ordinarily there’d be a brisk  breeze blowing.  And it’s winter.  Sure, there’s a chill in the air, but usually by now there’d have been fresh snowfall.
	To Don it appeared almost as if his car were moving along in front of a still photograph of the countryside, like a 1940s movie set.  There was no wind in the trees, no ripples through the fields of grass, no clouds rushing through the sky.
	Now and then he’d see a pile of cumulus clouds on the horizon.  Sometimes, as he approached them, he could watch the clouds dissipate from the heat of the sunlight striking them.   Most of time, they simply hung in the air, motionless, as he passed in his pilgrimage.
	In the drive east he saw very few people.  He assumed they’d all fled.  He wondered if the locals believed they’d been saved by a miracle or if, instead, they thought they were seeing the end of the world.  Maybe they haven’t fled, after all,  he thought.  Maybe they’ve just holed up in the houses to wait for The End.
	“The End”—Don realized he said those words to himself with capital letters.  He thought he believed the weather stagnation a godsend.  But he also really did think  this was The End.
	As he drove east, he listened to the radio.  Several times he thanked himself for having had the good sense to get the radio fixed before he started this journey.  It had, indeed, been damaged by the electromagnetic pulse of the L.A. blasts.  And without its companionship, he knew, this trip would be much harder.
	Of course, for all that the radio provided a little company and kept his mind occupied, it also kept him obsessing over his  life.  Every station he could pick up was playing oldies—some, in fact, he hadn’t heard in years.  The constant stream of nostalgia brought up a torrent of memories.
	At first, he wondered why no radio stations were playing any current music.  And then it dawned on him, with a shock, that there was no current music.  The pop music business, centered as it had been for years in Los Angeles, had been virtually annihilated in the blasts on November 2nd.  It’d probably be a year or so, he speculated, before the industry got back on its feet again.  In the meantime, the whole country would be doing a lot of reminiscing.
	Those thoughts brought him back to the central issue of his journey: life and death.  He kept wondering about visiting the Dakota cloud.  Why don’t I just turn south now and avoid it?   
	As songs from the sixties played, he remembered how he met Louise.  It had been 1968, about a year after the Summer of Love had ended and the flower children were burning out and wilting.  Don was working in Oakland in a residential treatment center for ex-hippie drug abusers.  He was making his rounds along Telegraph Avenue, where a lot of the wilted children frequently ended up, just a few blocks from the University of California at Berkeley.  Don’s job was to talk with them casually about the condition of their lives and then, if they seemed motivated and appropriate, to invite them to come down and investigate the rehab program.
	That day, a beautiful spring day, he’d just stood up from chatting with one of the junkies along the sidewalk, when he heard a wolf whistle.  It seemed so close he looked around.  He realized the whistle had come from a strikingly attractive blond co-ed, her arms full of books, coming out of the bookstore he’d been squatting in front of.  And he realized she was looking right at him.
	“Nice bod,” she remarked when she saw she’d got his attention.
	He blushed and then thanked her for the compliment and asked if he could walk her up to the campus, “If that’s where you’re going.”
	“Nuh-uh,” she replied, “I’m heading home to my place.”  Then, “But you can walk with me up that way,” she added.
	They made love that day.  And kept it up at least daily, right through the decision about a year later to get married and settle down together.  In the late sixties, that had seemed almost old-fashioned.  But Louise had insisted that for all that she liked sex and freedom, she wanted a family.  That’s why she’d gone to college, she’d joked—to meet a man.
	The family never quite materialized.  And Don got restless.  When a well-to-do client of the hot-shot P.R. firm where she was executive secretary showed interest in courting her, she told Don they had to talk about their relationship.  That client had been Jeff Lasker.
	Don was happy for Louise and Jeff.  Now they were gone.
	His fond memories of Louise were marred by intrusive images of her death.  He kept seeing her body—that he had loved to touch—rendered into ash and blown up into the L.A. cloud.  Don knew survivors of accidents sometimes feel guilty they survived when others didn’t, especially if they’d come very close—if it hadn’t been for that traffic jam outside Ventura I probably wouldn’t be here.  And he knew that they would sometimes unconsciously bring disaster on themselves to even out the score.  
	He’d worked in social services long enough to know the mind is a very complex thing.  He wasn’t sure if driving along like this ruminating over what kinds of subconscious motivations might be at work in him was therapeutic or perilous.  Am I talking myself out of a suicidal state or into one?
	He knew he didn’t want to die—at least not foolishly, like in an auto accident or at the hands of a bandit.  He had a destination.  Though he also realized that his real destination was God or Enlightenment or heaven or something like that, something beyond the material world.  But, in the meantime, I have a more immediate—and what I expect to be intermediate—destination,  he reminded himself, Sweetwater Farm. 
	And he reminded himself he’d better pay attention to his driving or he’d never get there.

∞
	There was more traffic on the highways than Don had expected.  Commerce had to go on, of course.  No matter how shocked they were people still had to eat; and many were probably stockpiling food just in case.  Don had brought along his own little stockpile: a trunkful of canned chili, a crate of California oranges, and a dozen loaves of sour dough bread from Fisherman’s Wharf—odd food for a vegetarian, he recognized.  But the canned chili seemed like a good source of concentrated protein that wouldn’t require much preparation.  And the oranges and french bread—well, they just seemed appropriate for a Californian.
	It would have been silly to try to carry a lot of food across country.  The weight would only slow him down.  He was quite prepared to get stopped by police or military or by bands of looters; he’d decided already to give up the car without a fight (he had his Dad’s coins and some Travelers Cheques in a money belt around his waist).  He did, however, want to be able to outrace would-be thieves if he could.  So he didn’t want the car overweighted.  He was driving a hot little car, he knew, one of the latest Japanese imports.  The computer—which would have given him even more assist—had never been fixed (the satellites it keyed on for location had been burned out, so what was the use? ), but the high-tech machinery was still functioning fine.  If he had to, he believed he could hit a hundred and twenty miles per hour in just a few seconds.  He refilled the gas tank frequently in case he had to make a run for it and in the more likely case that he’d run into gasoline shortages.  So far, that hadn’t been a problem.
	Don had been surprised at first by the number of caterpillar tractors and earthmoving equipment he saw on the highways.  And then he realized that, of course, those machines were being diverted from all over the U.S. toward the Dakotas and toward Southern California.
	Occasionally Don noticed cars packed with people, some pulling U-Haul trailers piled high with household goods.  People were evacuating.  Many were probably like him: not fleeing to safety, but going to be with family or friends, returning home—or leaving home, going where the crisis made them realize they really wanted to be.
	For almost four years now, Don has been planning to move to Sweetwater Farm, but there’d always been some reason for putting it off: a potential new girlfriend, the prospect of a promotion, even a chance to run for public office.
	George Harrison’s “My Sweet Lord“ came on the radio.  “Our hearts, O Lord, were made for thee, and will not rest until they rest in thee,” Don quoted St. Augustine out loud to himself, as he listened to that Beatle prayer for the vision of God, thinking that maybe at last he was ready to rest.  He remembered the long  summer afternoons working on construction of the buildings at Sweetwater Farm and in the garden.  There’d been a job to do, but  no pressure.  I got more done those couple of summers than in all the rest of my life,  he exaggerated to himself.
	There was nowhere to go, except to the meditation hall or the refectory.  Nothing to worry about.  Why’s it taken me so long to make up my mind to move there?  he wondered.
	Up ahead he realized—and pulled himself out of his daydreams to look carefully—high piles of clouds lined the horizon.  There they are.   It was to see this that he was potentially risking his life to come this way.  He wanted to see the fallout clouds.  He hoped this would be the only opportunity humankind would ever have to see such clouds again.  Maybe we’ve learned our lesson at last.
	This, of course, was why he’d decided to change his life.  He hoped the rest of the country, the rest of the world, would get the same message.  What difference did anything in the world make when it could all be destroyed in a moment’s flash of an atom bomb?  Now was the time to change.
	He pulled over at a convenient spot and checked his map.  He was coming up on the North Dakota state line. 
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	The most heavily irradiated in the camps were already dead.  Those left had received smaller doses and were suffering less from acute radiation sickness than from overall poor prognosis and an astronomically high chance of dying from cancer.  They were not as sick or delirious as those who’d died more quickly.
	But besides radiation effects and traumas received during the blasts, disease was a problem in the camps.  Radiation damaged the survivors’ immune systems.  And, in spite of the effort of the National Guardsmen, medical personnel, and volunteers to keep the places clean, the camps were rank with rot and filth.  Radiation sickness caused vomiting and diarrhea.  It was virtually impossible to prevent the spread of infection.

∞
	Except for ritual occasions, Peregrine seldom wore his religious habit.  Though he often still dressed in blue jeans and work shirts—what he'd thought of as the “habit” of the sensible counterculture.  But from his seven years in religious life, he’d kept the full-length black tunic, girded with a wide black leather belt, over which was worn a one foot-wide, ten foot-long scapular made of a strip of black wool twill, and topped with a cowl over the shoulders with attached hood.  The habit also included a mantle, a voluminous black cape worn over the shoulders beneath the cowl.  It was added on special feast days; it billowed in the wind.
	Today Peregrine was wearing the habit.  He not wearing the mantle.  For one thing, there was no wind.  For another, it was no feast day.  It was a work day: he was about the lead several teams on the second mission of mercy.
	He hoped that wearing the habit would give him credibility.  Perhaps it would tap some very ancient archetype of the monk as a messenger and servant of God, of a man who'd chosen to live as an angel.  Perhaps, in the habit he would remind the residents of the camps of the lovable and gentle Francis of Assisi.  “I hope they won't see me as the Grand Inquisitor,” he remarked to Rif as they were getting dressed in the early morning.  (Peregrine sometimes fantasized himself as a reincarnation of Savonarola, the head of the Florentine Inquisition, demanding sternly that the world take responsibility for its errors.  He couldn't help remembering that ol’ Savonarola had got himself burned at his own stake.) 
	“It’s going to be harder this time,” Peregrine announced as the three vans prepared to leave.  “They’ll be on the lookout for their ‘terrorists’.”  Everyone could hear the quotation marks in Peregrine’s speech.  “Be careful.  It would be a shame to get caught now.  Maybe we’d be heroes, but probably they'd find a way to discredit us.  I think the effect of our actions is best served by our anonymity.  Besides, we’ve still got more pills than we can distribute today.  If the government doesn’t change its policies we may still have to repeat this again.”
	Again they had prepared a statement to mail as they passed through Roanoke.  This time it specifically challenged Harvey Robinson.
	Suffering doesn’t happen because God enjoys it.  Suffering happens because we, human beings, fail in compassion, blame each other, and intend evil on one another.  While we agree with Reverend Harvey Robinson that the events of this disaster raise religious questions, we disagree with his answers.  And we beg the public to listen to us before it is too late.
	In the Saint Luke Gospel (Chapter 13, verses 1-5), Jesus spoke about a disaster in his own day.  A tower had fallen in Jerusalem and killed eighteen people.  Jesus asked rhetorically if this happened to punish the victims because they were more guilty of sin than others.  Then he answered that they were not.  “That is not why disasters happen,” he said in effect.  But then he added, “But unless you repent, you will all perish in the same manner.”  
	We believe Jesus meant that disasters do not happen to punish the wicked; they just happen “by chance,” as we say.  But in some mystical, “karmic” way, they happen because of general wickedness—not by God's will, but by human beings’.  Evil things happen because people, even if unwittingly, wish them on each other by hateful intentions and by lack of love and good will.
	Each time we wish a ticket or an accident on a driver who has annoyed us on the freeway, each time we resent another's pleasure or disapprove of another's behavior, each time we hold back forgiveness, each time we think our enemies can't be trusted and so more weapons must be built, each time we say no to some act of generosity or kindness, each time we allow another to suffer or give thanks that the misfortune happened to them and not to us—each time, we are willing evil and suffering in the world and turning the creative power which is our glory as conscious beings toward darkness and confusion instead of toward light and happiness.  It is human pettiness, selfishness, vindictiveness, and perhaps especially, self-righteousness that sours creation.
	We commend the Administration’s quick decision to minister to the suffering of the earth by approving the fallout clean-up.  But the earth is not just the land, it is also the people.
	Allowing human beings to continue to suffer needlessly smothers the planet, on the one hand, with the psychic desire to escape into death and, on the other, with those same evil, uncaring intentions which we believe gave rise to the disaster in the first place.
	We demand the Administration repudiate the teaching of Harvey Robinson and approve a policy of rational euthanasia.  And we beg good people everywhere to support us. 
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	Don Jarrels drove along with the top of his red sports car retracted.  Even though the air was cold, the bright afternoon sun was warm.  As traffic became more congested, Don guessed he was nearing the line of activity surrounding the fallout site.
	Don was not intending to be overly foolhardy in his pursuit of the ultimate sightseeing adventure.  He didn’t want to get stuck inside the contaminated area—especially if the wind changed its mind and started blowing.  He didn’t want to get  arrested for trespassing.  And he didn’t want to get in the way of the cleanup program.  But he did want to get close to the cloud.
	About thirty miles east of the state line, he came to the by-pass for the town of Williston.  Hand-painted in crude red lettering across the state highway sign was the announcement: 	
LAST FOOD & GAS
BEFORE NO MAN’S LAND 
Don decided to pull off here and see what he could find out about the territory he was entering.
	Williston looked like a ghost town.  Except for a strip of cafes, filling stations, and motels along the highway into town, the place was deserted.  Here and there windows were broken out of storefronts—a sign of looting, Don surmised.  This, of course, would have been one of the first places evacuated.  Williston was indeed so close to the blast sites that most of the population probably fled in panic the day of the explosions.
	Don turned around at the town square and headed back to the business strip.  He selected the one of the three cafes that had the most vehicles parked in front.  Today he wasn’t interested in  privacy.  He hoped to overhear as much as he could.
	He took the one empty stool at the counter.  By way of opening a conversation with the man next to him, when the waitress came for his order he spoke up, sounding as comradely and rough-hewn as he could manage, “Hey, buddy, whaddya recommend?”
	“Chicken-fried steak here’s pretty good,” the man responded, pointing to his plate.  “And I ordered myself a piece of that lemon pie over there.”
	“Sounds good to me,” Don said to the waitress.  “I’ll have the same.  And a cup of coffee.  Gettin’ pretty chilly,” he  remarked.
	The man eating the chicken-fried steak nodded in agreement.  He took a drink of water, then turned to Don, “My name’s Glen Weber,” he introduced himself.  “I’m an engineer.”
	“Don Jarrels,” he replied spontaneously.  “Just  passin’ through,” he added.
	“This here’s Harry Smithson, my boss,” Weber said introducing the man on the other side of him.  Smithson reached across and shook Don’s hand, then went back to his eating.  “We’re working up there with the crews building levies so the water won’t carry the radioactivity out of the contaminated area.”
	“What’s it like in there?” Don asked.  “And how much farther can I go on the highway?”
	“Unauthorized traffic’ll be turned off the highway up at the next intersection outside Williston.  If you’re going north you can continue on 85, otherwise you might as well turn around here and head south.  2’s closed once it turns east up there.  You know, this whole area’s gonna be closed off.  Forever.  A hundred miles in all directions from the center of the blast zone, the land’s quarantined,” the engineer told him.  
	“Coincidentally,” Weber continued amiably, “inside the perimeter over other side of Minot there’s this lake called Devil’s Lake.  Well, once this whole area round here gets flooded it’ll all be Devil’s Lake.”
	“Yeah, I guess so,” Don answered ominously.
	Already, Don learned as Weber rambled on while he ate his lemon meringue pie and sipped a couple of cups of coffee, water was being poured into cloud from above.  As it fell, it froze into a slush that carried dust particles down with it.  Don was  surprised to learn the air temperature was actually below freezing—with no wind blowing and under the bright sun, it had seemed warmer.
	“That’s nuclear winter in there,” the engineer said with a tone of awe in his voice.  “The project has till the spring thaw to complete the enclosure to the south to prevent radioactivity being carried down when the snow melts.  After that, dams and canals will be built to divert rivers from Canada from flowing into it.
	“Right now,” he continued, “they’re trying to redirect the Missouri so it runs back into Montana and then south.  Goddamn immense job.  Lot a work to do around here.  We’re runnin’ late today ourselves.  Had to go home to Billings yesterday to get some equipment and hire some new men for the crew.  Got several new guys following us up here today.  Say, you lookin’ for work?”
	“Thanks, but no.  I got myself a destination.  Maybe a future there.”  Looking over his shoulder out the plate-glass window, Don noticed the words “Smithson Construction” painted on the side of a truck parked right in front.  He made a mental note of that.
	“Whaddya make of all this?” Don asked, changing the subject.
	“I got a theory about the wind,” Weber responded.  “I’m no nuclear scientist or anything, but I think there’s some kind of force field that’s generated between this cloud and the one over L.A.  And it’s got all the air molecules trapped in the lines of  force.”
	“What kind of force field?” Don asked conversationally.
	“Don’t know that really,” Weber answered.  “Guess it’s not electrical or magnetic.  We could’ve measured those.  But maybe something nuclear.”
	“Any evidence?” Don asked.
	“Hard to say,” Weber answered.  “I’ve been goin’ round to several different sites around the cloud.  And I think there’s somethin’ odd about the way the air feels.  I’d swear you can feel somethin’ tingly in the air down south of here, near Marmarth.  And that’s right on a line straight from here to L.A.  At night the stars look a little distorted down that way.  And I know this sounds a little crazy, but the other night I was driving down that direction and I could swear I saw this, like, blue light flickering up and down what almost seemed like an invisible wall that ran off down toward the southwest.  But you couldn’t quite look directly at it, had to look sorta sideways to see it.  
	“Hey, Glen, you done?” Weber’s partner asked as he pushed his own coffee cup away.  “Let’s get moving.  We gotta get up to the checkpoint and let ’em know we got new crew comin’ through.  And I want to get the truck unloaded before those guys get up here.”
	“Right,” Weber answered.  “Good to talk to you,” he said to Don.  “Hope you have a good trip wherever you’re going.”
	“Thanks,” Don answered.  “Thanks a million.”

∞
	With the sharp sweet aftertaste of the lemon pie still ringing in his tastebuds and the coffee warming his stomach, Don drove back into the deserted part of Williston.  He was searching for something.
	Soon he noticed an abandoned filling station and garage.  Parked alongside was a heavy pickup truck.  Just what I want,  he thought to himself.  Hope it’ll run.
	He was in luck.  He quickly found the keys among several sets hanging from hooks on a board in the station office.  The truck started up pretty easily.  Don drove his own little red sportscar around behind the station and threw over it a tarpaulin he found lying back there to hide it.  He didn’t want to risk losing his car.
	Keeping up a pretty fast pace now, he set out north from Williston.  He knew that somewhere on the highway (behind me, I hope ) Harry Smithson’s new employees were on their way toward the boundaries of the no man’s land.  He wanted to get there a little ahead of them.
	As he neared the detour, Don saw that several billboards had been erected warning tourists and sightseers to turn off.  They carried the familiar yellow and maroon radiation hazard trefoil.
	Don continued in the flow of “authorized traffic” right past the detour point.  A little ways beyond, he was stopped by a guard standing at a crudely constructed shed in the middle of the rumbling traffic.  Don identified himself as an engineer with Smithson Construction. 
	“I.D. and pass, please?” the uniformed and armed guard shouted.
	“Ain’t got a pass.  Just started this job.  My boss… ” he shouted over the noise of the huge equipment on the road, “…expecting me.”
	“What did you say the name was?” the guard was checking the clipboard he held in one hand.
	“Smithson Construction.  From Billings.”  Don’s heart was beating hard.  What is they arrest me?  At this poiont, as well as trying to break through security, I’m guilty of car theft.  
	“Okay,” the guard shouted and waved him through.
	Don relaxed.  He was past the biggest hurdle.
	By now he’d gotten close enough to see that the cloud was bigger than he’d ever guessed.  It must pile up fifty, sixty thousand feet or more.   Because it was formed primarily of smoke and dust instead of water vapor, it was brownish-dark and heavy looking, though Don was surprised at how much it looked like a storm cloud.  It was late afternoon and the western sun illuminated the tops in brilliant pinks and golds.  Unlike any clouds Don had seen since soon after the blasts, this one was churning and billowing.  Even though he knew it was full of lethally poisonous particles of plutonium and other exotic elements, Don found the cloud unbelievably beautiful in the afternoon light.
	Several miles beyond the checkpoint, Don turned off the highway onto a good-sized road.  The land was flat in all directions.  Ten or fifteen miles further he came to a rest stop.  He was grateful to whatever highway engineer had selected that site.  It’s ideal for me.   He parked the truck, pulling close up behind the washrooms in hopes it wouldn’t be seen.  What if that guard realizes what had happened when the real Smithson crew comes along?  How tight is the security?  Will they bother to search for me?  
	The most unusual thing about the great cloud that stretched for miles along the horizon was that it looked contained—as though by an invisible wall.  (That engineer Weber’s nuclear field? )  It appeared to churn and boil, but always to stay within confined limited.  In part, of course, Don knew this was an illusion of distance.  He was still pretty far away.  And it was, in part, a consequence of the lack of wind to blow the dust across the as yet unpoisoned countryside all around.
	What am I doing here right under the cloud?  Don thought to himself with dismay.
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	To add to his normal anxiety, Peregrine had just noticed several men in black suits standing up near the front entrance of the camp at what were once the turnstiles for the county fairgrounds and lifestock exhibit area that had been converted into the Survivor Camp.  They were potentially blocking his only exit.
	Are F.B.I. agents really as obvious as all that?  he wondered.  At any rate, it’s prudent to assume that’s what they are.  
	He looked at his watch.  They’d arrived about forty-five minutes ago.  The four on his team had agreed to stay only an hour at this camp.  They’d had a long day.
	He ducked into a ragged makeshift enclosure in a corner of an old stable.  Behind a dirty sheet strung between posts, he found a young man lying on a cot.  His skin had begun to slough off, leaving wide, shallow exposed sores.  The doctors had apparently cleaned the wounds but left them open so they’d remain dry and perhaps scab over.  Peregrine had to fight his urge to flee the stench.  
	The boy groaned every time he moved.  He seemed to know immediately why Peregrine was there.  He uttered a staccato groan, “Give me the pill.  Please give me the pill.”  Peregrine wondered if the boy was reacting to his monk’s robes or if he begged every visitor like that.
	He spoke a few words to him.  The young man—still a teenager, Peregrine thought—was looking at him with great wide eyes and intense look, but he could not tell if he was really listening to him.  
	Peregrine placed the pill in his hand.  The boy put it into his mouth himself.  Peregrine noticed a dirty styro cup next to the bed.  The water in it looked drinkable.  He held the boy’s head so he could swallow a gulp of water with the pill.  Peregrine knelt next to the cot and spoke with him a few moments about the relief of death and the importance of remembering to love life as he left it.  The boy stared blankly at him.  Then closed his eyes.
	“Goodbye,” Peregrine whispered.
	As he stood up and turned around, he saw that there was a man standing at the back corner of the enclosure, holding the sheet flap with his hand.  He was wearing a blocky black suit.
	“That was beautiful, Father, ...what you said to him.”
	Peregrine’s heart dropped.  How long has the F.B.I. agent been standing there?  Had he seen me give the young man the pill?  Are there any more pills in my pockets? 
	He didn’t think so.  He remembered thinking, just before giving out the previous pill, that he’d have just enough for the one hour’s work.
	“Well, thank you,” he stammered.  “I didn’t know anybody was back there.”
	“I’m sorry, Father, I hope I wasn’t breaking the seal of Confession or something.”
	“No, no,” Peregrine said nervously and officiously, adding, “You know, my son, you  can’t break the Seal of the Confessional—only a priest.  I mean, the confidentiality is only binding on the person administering the sacrament...  But, of course, there aren’t supposed to be eavesdroppers.
	“Garrison Grimes, F.B.I.,” said the man in black, flipping open his wallet to show a badge, as if to say his authority as an intelligence officer put him beyond such things as confidentiality.  “I was raised Catholic,” he added, perhaps to suggest he knew all about the Seal of the Confessional.
	“What can I do for you?” Peregrine said, trying to sound both as cooperative and as indignant as possible.  He folded his hands together inside the full sleeves of his habit and stepped outside the enclosure, forcing Grimes to release the flap so that the sheet fell closed.  He hoped to give the impression that he thought the boy was sleeping and wanted to assure him privacy and quiet.
	“Well, you may know, Father, there’ve been terrorists in the camps, giving out poison to some of the residents, like that guy in there… ”
	Peregrine reminded himself to breathe.
	“You were just talking to him about death.  Did you think he was dying?  Do you think he’s dead now?”
	“I don’t really know,” he replied (a little shakily he feared; he coughed to cover up any anxiety in his voice).  “I assume he is dying.  But I’m not a doctor.  In fact, I don’t even know if he was hearing anything I said.  When I first came in to see him he seemed to be in a coma.  You know, son, my job here is to help people die well, not diagnose their condition.  Now I’ve heard that sometimes people in comas can hear other people talking about them.  I thought if perhaps I could reach his soul, even if I couldn’t speak to his conscious mind, I could help him prepare for his meeting with Our Lord and facing judgment.”
	Again Peregrine let himself have a coughing fit, thinking maybe it would get him some sympathy.
	“You okay, Father?” the agent asked.  “Sounds like you’re pretty sick yourself.”
	“Oh, just a cold.”
	“I thought his eyes were open,” Grimes continued, apparently unfazed.  “Do people in comas usually have their eyes open.”
	“Oh, well, I don’t know about that.  But you’re right.  After I started talking to him, he opened his eyes and looked at me very intently—but rather vacuously.  I guess that’s what you saw.”
	“I’d happened to come over to look in this enclosure just as you stopped talking,” Grimes answered.  “I heard your last sentence about loving life and I saw him close his eyes.  That was all.”
	Peregrine felt a huge wave of relief.  He hoped the agent was telling the truth.
	Grimes turned back to the sheeted enclosure, opened the flap, and looked in a moment.  “Whadda you say, Father?  Is he alive or dead?  What if you’d just given him a suicide pill?  How would I know?”
	Then Grimes stepped over to the boy and stooped down to take his pulse.  The flap slid closed.  Peregrine stood there wondering if he ought to just turn around very slowly and walk out of the stables.  Or find some place to hide.  He realized he was trembling.
	The pills take only a couple of minutes to work,  Peregrine remembered.  How could he possibly still be alive?   he wondered.  Oh God, please…
	“Well, there’s a faint heartbeat, Father.  I guess he’s got some time left,” Peregrine heard the agent say.  He breathed a great sigh of relief that the boy hadn’t died yet—and that he hadn’t turned and fled and given himself away.  That started another coughing fit.
	“You have a really hard job,” Gary Grimes said, kind of friendly, as he came back out of the enclosure.  “That boy looks like hell.”  He patted Peregrine on the back as if to help with the cough.
	“I hope I didn’t scare you.  You looked pretty startled there for a minute when you stood up and saw me.”
	“Well, I do get pretty emotional around all this,” Peregrine said, seeming to relax his own guard a little.  “And, you know, Mr... Grimes?, was it?... ”
	Gary nodded.
	“I’ve been thinking about these terrorists myself.  I’ve been worried somebody’d come up behind me and stab me or inject me with some kind of poison.”
	“Oh, no, Father, it’s not like that at all.  Nothing for you to fear.  You know, they were really much more mercy killers, I think, than terrorists.”
	Peregrine realized his ruse—and the luck that that pill was taking an unusually long time to deliver that boy’s soul from out of his body—had worked.  Agent Garrison Grimes suddenly sounded like he was on their side.  “Well, I’m relieved to hear that.”
	“But what they did…  I mean it was against the law.  That’s why we’re investigating, you know.  We suspect they may come back a second time.  Uh, what’s your name, Father?  May I see your I.D.…  Just routine… ”
	"Uh... Father (he remembered to say) Jonathan.”  He produced an old passport in his legal name Jonathan Stiers.  
	Grimes looked at the passport.  “Says you live in San Francisco.  Long way from home?”  Peregrine thought there was a tone of suspicion in his voice.
	“Well, uh…  That’s the Provincial’s address, you know.  I’m stationed much closer now.”
	“Oh?” Grimes asked, seeming fairly unconcerned, as he jotted in a small black notebook.  
	“I’m with a group of the monks who’ve come up from Kentucky to do works of mercy,” Peregrine fibbed.
	“Kentucky?  Seems to me I remember there’s a, whadda-they-call-it, Trappist monastery there.”  Grimes handed the passport back to Peregrine.
	“Gethsemani Abbey,” Peregrine answered.  “Maybe you remember Thomas Merton.  He was from there.”
	“I don’t know,” Grimes answered, “haven’t been to Mass in a long time.”  He seemed to have lost interest.  "Well, Father Jonathan, I hope you and your people have a good trip home.” 
	“God bless you, my son,” Peregrine said, as pompously as possible, but still trying to sound a little friendly and familiar.  He blew his nose.
	After the agent walked away, Peregrine looked back in on the young man.  Now there seemed no sign of breath.  He uttered a brief prayer of farewell to the soul.  He realized it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to cover the boy’s face.  What if the agent comes back soon?   But he did straighten up the sheet over the body.  A high school letter jacket had slipped to the floor.  Peregrine picked it up and spread the gray and red jacket across the boy’s chest tucking it gently under his now-still shoulders.  Noticing the name of the school, Peregrine added a brief prayer for the boy to John Carroll, first bishop of the United States.

∞
	Peregrine breathed a sigh of relief as he walked out into the late afternoon sunlight.  The glare blinded him for a minute.  He sneezed twice in a row.  Then he set off, walking determinedly, toward the exit and the parking lot.
	Peregrine was singing Handel’s Alleluia Chorus off-key and laughing when he got to the van.  The others were already there.
	"You won’t believe what just happened to me... ” He exclaimed.  
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	At another Survivor Detention Camp, not far away, Jude Pressman was also completing his mission for the day.  As he started back toward the exit, he noticed Rif Koestenbaum heading the same way.  When he caught up with him, Rif gave him a light pat on the back in a gesture of comraderie.  Jude felt a wave of relief.  “Thank God that’s over,” he said steathily to Rif.
	Jude had been on an emotional roller coaster all day.  He was trying to cope with the ideas about sex Peregrine had introduced him to last night and to make some decision about his future.  He felt more confused than ever.  He wasn’t sure he should have gone on the mercy mission at all.  He’d been feeling a mixture of grief, guilt, and elation.  
	The day had begun for him with what seemed like a pretty clear sign.  He just wasn’t sure what it was supposed to be a sign of… 
	As the team left Sweetwater Farm, they’d stopped at their mail box down at the highway to send out a couple of letters.  (Even though they’d be stopping at the post office along the way, they didn’t want to mail anything even associated with Sweetwater Farm at the same time as their press releases.)  Jude noticed an envelope in the incoming mail with the logo of his hometown chancery office on it.  He’d grabbed it and brought it along with him to read in the van.  It contained a confirmation from his bishop of his scheduled ordination to priesthood.  He’d been excited by the news.  At the same time, he felt even more confused about this growing fascination with Amy Lou Hensley.  Once the team had arrived at the first camp, however, he hadn’t had time to think about any of that.  
	Now he was exhausted and ready to go home.
	Rif started to agree with Jude when suddenly there was a guard standing in front of them.  He’d stepped out from behind a tent.  “Halt,” he said and leveled a pistol at them.
	“Oh shit,”  Jude said.  His heart started pounding,  his face flushed, and for a moment he feared he was going to lose control of his bladder.
	“I know who you are,” the guard hissed.  “I’ve been following you.  Get in there.”  He gestured with his gun toward the open flap of the tent.
	Jude started to bluster excuses.  Rif whispered, “Keep quiet.  Do what he says.  And don’t say any more than necessary.”
	Inside the tent, without saying a word, the guard carefully frisked each of them with one hand, while he kept the gun on them with the other.  Satisfied they had no weapons, he asked for their I.D.’s and ordered them to empty their pockets.
	They were, of course, carrying I.D.’s.  They handed them to the guard.  Rif’s showed an old address in New York City,  Jude’s the seminary in Pittsburg.  They weren’t supposed to have anything else in their pockets.   Jude gulped when he felt in his pants pocket and realized he had the letter to him from his bishop.  
	“Empty the pockets I said,” the guard repeated impatiently.
	The letter fell to the ground as Jude reluctantly complied with the order.
	“Reach down and pick up that paper,” the guard said.  He seemed as frightened now as Jude.  “Open it up.”  He relaxed noticably when he saw that it was just a letter.  “Now hand it to me.  Slowly.”
	The guardsman, himself but a teenager, carefully read over the letter.  He smiled enigmatically to himself.  And then tucked the letter into his breast pocket.
	“So, Jude Pressman, you’re going to become a priest.”
	Jude began to tremble uncontrollably.  He looked at Rif.  He thought he could see the same fear in his eyes.
	“And you live at Sweetwater Farm, Route 10, Asheville, North Carolina,” the guard continued slowly.  “Is that where the rest of you people are from too?” 
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	“Hey, Glen, I heard you talkin’ to that fellow back there ‘bout what’s causin’ the wind to stop,” Harry Smithson said as he and Weber drove on toward the site where they were working on construction of the levies that would contain the contamination of Devil’s Lake.  “What’s this theory of yours again?”
	“Well, Harry, I got this idea.  Don’t really know how much there is to it.  But I been noticin’ some things ’round here.”
	“Like what?”
	“Well, like if you pay real close attention, you can feel that there’s something ‘thicker’ about the air when you walk perpendicular to a line runnin’ off to the southwest—toward L.A.—than when you walk parallel to that line.  It’s real slight, but it feels like there’s resistance in the air molecules to being pushed out of line with one another.”
	“I don’t get it?” answered Smithson.
	“You know how if you put a magnet under a piece of paper, iron fillings on top of the paper will stick together along the magnet’s lines of force.  You usta see demonstrations of that in science class.  Well, what if there’re lines of force between this cloud up here in North Dakota and that one down in California?  I mean, maybe, the two clouds generate some sort of field and they’re now acting like opposite poles and creating a huge field between them.”
	”What sort of forces are you talking about?”  Smithson asked, obviously interested.
	“That’s a hard one.  But I’m gonna propose that the nuclear breakdown in the explosions allowed some… uh, subnuclear force to express itself outside the atom.  You know how physicists call the characteristics of nuclear particles funny things like ‘color’ and ‘strangeness’ and ‘charm’?”
	“Uh-oh, time to put on the face masks,” Smithson interrupted, noticing a large sign announcing the first line of radiation protection measures.  Both men positioned over their faces the molded filter-paper air masks they’d had hanging loosely around their necks on elastic twine.  Each automatically checked the film dosimeter pinned to his jacket.  A moment later they were waved on by an inspector standing on a platform by the side of the highway.
	“So maybe there’s a ‘charm’ field between these clouds,” Weber continued.
	“And maybe that’s what’s holding the air in places?” Smithson finished the sentence for him.
	“Yeah.  What if the solar flare that started all this polarized the ‘charm’ characteristics in the atmosphere, you know, like ionization or something?  Then pretty soon these fallout clouds started generating the ‘charm’ field and lined up the air molecules between the poles?  You know, the earth itself has got fields around it.  We all know about the magnetic field, but there’re supposed to be others—like the ley lines.”
	“The what?”
	“Ley lines,” Weber answered.  “Can’t say I know much about that.  But there are supposed to be these so-called ley lines around the planet that influence vegetation growth and psychic phenomena and stuff like that.  Sounds kinda flakey, I guess.  But ever hear of Findhorn, this place in England where the plants grow like crazy?  It’s supposed to be on an intersection of a bunch of ley lines.
	“What if these ley lines are really something like this ‘charm’ field of mine.  And it’s been here all this time, but just never got noticed till now when all this solar and then nuclear energy got channeled into it… ”
	“You know, Glen, that makes a helluva lot of sense,” Smithson replied, his voice showing excitement as he finally seemed to understand what had been an utter mystery to him.
	“Now, ’course, I don’t know whether this field is charm or strangeness or quark interactions or what,” Weber acknowledged.  “But it’s sure bound to be something.  I mean, something’s certainly causing all this.
	“Watch tonight, and see if you don’t think there’s something in the atmosphere that’s distorting starlight.  Seems to me that’s one of the most noticeable effects.”
	“I’ll check it out,” Harry Smithson answered as he pulled the truck off the highway and headed down toward the bank of levies where he and Weber were overseeing construction.
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	The tent that Jude and Rif had been hustled into was a storage facility.  It was full of boxes of various shapes and sizes.
	“Sit down over there,” the guard gestured to them, placing himself between them and the exit.  “I have a proposition to make to you.”
	“I’ve been watching you for at least half an hour,” he said to Rif, “wondering what kind of a man you were.  You look gentle and innocent and kind.  You don’t look like a killer.”
	“I’m not.”
	“That’s what they say about you, you know.  At inspection every morning before we come on duty, they give us a talk about being on the lookout for terrorists.  They say you people cause the survivors to lose hope.
	“I haven’t believed it.  I’ve been around here since the day after the bombs.  I don’t see what kinda hope they’re supposed to have.  But I see how much they’re hurtin’.  You think I don’t want to put some of ’em out o’ their misery myself with this,” he shook the gun as he lost control over his emotions.  “But I just couldn’t do it.  I couldn’t kill her… ”  He started to cry.
	Jude saw a chance to overpower him and started toward him.
	“Hey, man, get back,” the guard shouted.  Then added, “And, hey, keep quiet.  You wanna get us caught?”
	The young guard was still on the verge of crying.  Neither Rif nor Jude understood what was going on.
	Rif spoke softly and gently.  “What are you going to do with us, son?” he asked.
	“Look, Father,” he answered, apparently assuming Rif was a priest since he was with the young seminarian.  (This could work to our advantage,  Rif thought.)  “I don’t want to hurt you.  I, I,” he stammered.  “I need your help.  It’s my sister.  She’s going to have a baby.  But she was burned, burned bad, in the explosion.  I tried to talk her into getting help.  But she’s afraid to go to a doctor, afraid they’ll abort the baby.
	“Look, I know she’s dying.  And I think the baby’s probably already dead.  Father, I’m scared.  I don’t know what to do.
	“I read that letter in the newspaper and the stories about what you people did, I mean, giving people a chance to die.  I think you were right.  I hate this place.  It’s horrible seeing all these people lying around, waiting to die, puking their guts up.  And you said something wonderful is happening, in spite of how awful all this looks.  That's what my sister said.  
	“I, I never thought you’d show up here.  I mean like I think you’re heroes or something… ”
	For the first time, Rif let his breath out and relaxed.  He glanced at Jude and smiled.  
	“God, I don’t know what I’m doing here.  I’m not a soldier.  I’d just signed up for the National Guard and… ”  He started sobbing.
	Rif stepped toward him, put his hand on his shoulder as the boy began to cry.  He took the gun and laid it on top of a box just out of reach, and then put both arms around the boy and held him.
	“What can we do?” he asked after a while.  Jude was standing quietly watching, grateful the odds had turned.
	“Father, can you help my sister?  I don’t mean give her a pill.  Not yet.  I mean help her have the baby like she wants.  Take her with you.”
	Rif wasn’t quite sure how to answer.  Of course, he’d been faced with pleas for help all day in the camps.  He’d always had an easy answer: a pale yellow tablet and the promise of relief and maybe escape into a better world beyond.
	They couldn’t just knock the boy out and escape.  He knew who they were.  At least, he’d read that address on Jude’s letter.  (Damn,  Rif thought, why was Jude so stupid?   Then he stopped himself.  It doesn’t do any good to blame Jude. )  They couldn’t kill the boy.  They might be passing out suicide pills, but they weren’t murderers.  Maybe they could help the girl.  
	“Son, I don’t know what we can do for your sister.  But we’ll go see her.  You’ve got to give me back that letter and promise not to say anything to anybody.  At least not for a couple more weeks.”
	Rif had stepped back from the boy and was half-sitting on one of the boxes in the tent.  The boy suddenly bolted and grabbed his pistol.  He held it on them a moment.  And then slipped it back into its holster.
	“I don’t think I could use this thing anyway,” he said, half-smiling.  “Look, I’ll make a deal with you.  I’ll give you back the letter after you talk to Julie.  If you help her, I’ll keep your secret.  But if not…  Well, let’s just say, I expect a favor.

∞
	Larry Belton, the young guard, let Rif and Jude get out of the camp.  Then he met them a few minutes later and drove with them the fifteen miles or so to the little town of New Lebanon in rural Virgina where he lived with his mother.
	“My sister, Julie,” he explained, “has been living in Washington for nearly a year now.  She left home after graduating from high school and went to the city.  She’d been planning to go to college or, at least, night school.  But, soon after she got to D.C. and found her a job, she fell head over heels in love with this law student who worked in the same office.  Maybe by accident, I don’t know, she got pregnant and they got married real quick.  The baby’s due this month.  At least, if it’s still alive.”
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	“Captain Mayberry,” the jolly voice on the phone boomed out, “this is Harvey Robinson.  We met a few weeks back in Roanoke.”
	“Yes, of course, I remember, Reverend Robinson.”  (How could I forget?  This guy’s become virtual head of the government.)   “What can I do for you?”
	Ned didn’t particularly want to do anything for Harvey Robinson—or for anybody else for that matter.  After his unsuccessful quest to find his brother, Ned had come back home to Atlanta and settled into a dull depression.  When he submitted his letters of resignation, his boss had talked him into transferring to another job, at least for a couple of months.  He was still distantly part of the satellite defense project, but now was analyzing computer data from an astronomical telescope mounted on one of the satellites.  It was dull work, but it kept him occupied.
	He hoped he was getting over the intense confusion and hysteria of those first days after the disaster.  He wasn’t happy to hear from Robinson.  The minister had seemed at least as crazed as he was then, with all that talk about his being God’s  Avenging Angel.  Ned didn’t need any more of that.  But then maybe Harvey Robinson had calmed down too.
	“I want to ask for your help,” Robinson said, “in the name of Jesus.” (Uh oh. )  “You may know somebody has actually murdered innocent people in the survivor camps.”
	“Yeah, I heard,” Ned answered, and challenged your interpretation and judgment,   he thought to himself but did not say.
	“I’ve just learned there’s been another attack today.  The terrorists’ statement is lying here on my desk right now.  I don’t like this.  I don’t like this one bit.  They so much as say they’re doing this to oppose me…
	“I’m calling my friends around the country to ask their assistance in stopping these wicked crimes.  Now, Ned,” Robinson said, his voice becoming suddenly husky and intimate, “you’re an important person in the military services.  And you and I both know you’ve been given a special task by Our Lord… ” (Hang up now,  a voice in Ned’s mind shouted.  Don’t listen to this nut. )  “We must not let God’s justice be cheated out of the precious suffering of these fine souls.  You must find a way to do something to apprehend the terrorists.”
	“Reverend Robinson,” Ned broke in, “Look, I’m working on a very routine and unimportant assignment now.  And I’m just not what you think.  I have no special task from God.”
	“I will pray for you, my son, that you remember what God wants from you,” Robinson went on, ignoring Ned’s efforts to get rid of him.  “I want to remind you that I now speak with the President daily.  I could be very good for you.”  (Or very bad,  Ned understood the implication.)
	“Look, Reverend, I’ll do this: let me ask around, if I learn anything I’ll call you.”
	“Well, yes, Ned, I would appreciate that.  Do what you can.  And, if I haven’t heard from you in a couple of days, I’ll give you a call back myself.”
	Ned switched off the connection wondering what he had gotten himself into with Harvey Robinson.
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	It had been overcast and drizzly all afternoon.  Located in a lush and wet part of the country, these days the weather in the Smoky Mountains alternated between clear sunny days and overcast days with rainy nights.  On the bright days, Peregrine had heard a TV weatherman explain, sunlight converted ground moisture to vapor.  With no wind to blow it around, the vapor rose to hang in the sky above as overcast until it cooled the area below enough to cause the water vapor to precipitate and rain back down again and start the cycle over.
	Peregrine found the cycle depressing and worrisome.  As his team headed home through the gathering twilight, he noticed that the air had a brackish taste.  Going stagnant.  This evaporation cycle is probably just concentrating the acid rain.   For the past week, Peregrine had been waking up congested and coughing throughout the day.
	He could feel death coming for him.  He knew he could be something of a hypochondriac, but reminded himself it was realistic to worry about the polluted air.  There were more deaths in Chicago and Denver last week.  How long will it be before the pollution kills us all… 
	For a while he’d remained elated at his good fortune with the F.B.I. agent.  But sitting in the back of the van on the way home, his mood slowly deteriorated.  He realized that now the F.B.I. had his name.  His close call only proved how vulnerable they were.
	It’s getting to me,  he thought drearily.  What did I ever see in those crazy dreams?  Wasn’t I just hysterical on account of the nuclear disaster?  And what have I gotten us into?  Any minute now the F.B.I.’s liable to show up to cart us all away to jail! 
	They arrived to find one of the three vans already back.  They waited a while for the other—Rif’s team—then decided to go ahead with the community ritual scheduled for the evening.  (There’d been general agreement that the mercy teams not call Sweetwater Farm on the phone except in case of emergency.  Phone calls left electronic trails.  No word from Rif was probably a good sign.  But, of course, it could just as well have been a very bad sign.)

∞
	For the souls freed from the survivor camps, this evening the community was singing the old traditional Latin Requiem  Mass for the Dead.  As a boy Peregrine had loved Requiems   (that was partly because the school children got out of class in order to sing the Gregorian chants at mid-morning funerals at the parish).  With the stillness of the stagnating air reminding him of impending doom, the possibility of getting caught more real than ever, and Rif’s team missing, however, Peregrine wasn’t especially in love with the idea of a Requiem  Mass this evening.
	Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine: et lux perpetua luceat eis.
	“Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord: and let perpetual light shine upon them.”  Where is the light now?   Peregrine wondered sullenly.
	The beautiful and haunting chant began to catch him up in its rhythms.  He let his mind go with the cadence of these ancient chants, the rise and fall of tones on the breath, the swelling and fading pattern of notes on each syllable.
	Then soon came the Sequence, Dies Irae , the long complex Latin poem with a melody familiar to most people from occasional horror movies that used it to conjure fear and gloom.  Since the 1960s the Church no longer regularly assigned this chant to its rituals, but because it described the End of the World and the Final Judgment it seemed appropriate for this Mass for the dead of the nuclear holocaust.

Dies irae, dies illa,
Solvet saeclum in favilla:
Teste David cum Sibylla

Quantus tremor est futurus,
Quando judex est venturus,
Cuncta stricte discussurus!
	The day of wrath has come,  Peregrine thought, his mind running with the somber images of the hymn.  The prophecies of old—as well of the modern anti-nuke movement—have been fulfilled.  And what terror we feel as the Judgment approaches.  How is  this generation to be judged?  And how are we here at Sweetwater going to be judged?  Have we committed the worse sin?  Could Harvey Robinson be right?  I mean, have we interfered with the Last Judgment and called for desecration of the Second Coming?
	Under the brackish clouds, waiting for the particular kind of poison that would kill him and bring him to Judgment, Peregrine wondered about all his new age optimism.  Teilhard de Chardin, the Age of Aquarius—maybe all bullshit.   He thought about his enthusiastically sex-positive lecture to poor little Jude Pressman.  The boy wants to be a priest, and I’m tempting him with hare-brained ideas about Reichian sex and evolutionary transformation.  Isn’t the truth that Wilhelm Reich ended up in a prison mental hospital?  And all those “healing orgasms” ended up spreading aids in the 1980s.  
	He knew better than to fall for such cynicism.  He’d carefully answered for himself all the problems with so-called New Age thinking—both the problems raised by traditional dogmatists and by flakey new agers themselves.  He understood how the paranoia had happened to Reich as a result of professional exclusion and blackballing.  He understood how aids was caused by a fluke virus and not by sex itself.  If anything the health crisis had helped the messages of the Sexual Revolution to evolve.
	Peregrine had thought that Revolution had been a moral reform movement to replace outmoded conventions with a new morality of spontaneity and love and acceptance of difference.  He’d likened himself and his fellow cultural revolutionaries of the 1970s to Jesus railing against the Church officials of His time.  He’d understood that the “Scribes and Pharisees”—the only people Jesus ever condemned as a class—were, quite literally, “Church officials and conservative religious leaders.”  He’d thought he was perceiving the real message of Jesus the heretic who was executed for preaching against institutionalized religion.
	As an “enlightened” gay man, Peregrine had discovered a kind of “critical distance” that allowed him see through the hypocrises and self-serving assumptions of conventional society.  He’d come to understand that the so-called problems associated with homosexuality were almost always caused by homosexuals’ internalizing the negative and hateful messages society perpetuated about them.  No wonder some of them behaved badly.  That’s exactly what the Church and society told them to expect.  
	He believed his aberrant sexual orientation had made him special, forced him to seek answers for spiritual questions that most people just took for granted the Churches had already answered.  He’d been grateful for the psychological and spiritual crises he’d undergone that forced him to grow.  Through questioning and studying world religions, he’d thought he’d really discovered what religion was all about in what he only half-tongue-in-cheek called “Northern Californian Jungian Buddhism.”
	As an aids activist, he believed he’d followed the model of the great religious teachers and gone to work among the lepers of his day, the People With Aids whom, at least at first—until there was lots of money in it—no one had wanted anything to do with, scorning them as both contagious and sinful.
	As a openly gay therapist, accepting the consequences of persecution and exclusion that went along with that act of truth-telling, he’d believed he was performing an act of social transformation.
	But this evening he wondered.  Was that all illusion and self-delusion? 
	He thought again about those dreams and intuitions he’d thought he’d somehow picked up from Amy’s baby.  Was that all illusion too?   Now everybody at Sweetwater has got blood on their hands—on my account.   He thought of the little talk he gave on All Saints’ Day about innocence and not having caused harm… 

Ingemisco, tamquam reus:
Culpa rubet vultus meus:
Supplicanti parce, Deus.
	“Guilty, shameful now I pour out my anguish,” he prayed in the words of the hymn.  “What if I’ve been wrong all along?  What if my grade school religion had been right?  What if I’ve fallen for the wiles of Satan?  And now it’s all catching up with me?
	“Please God, please.  Show me the way.”
	The evening Requiem  left Peregrine depressed, anxious, and despondent.  The God of the New Age had seemed to have abandoned him.
	And Rif and his team were still not home.
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	Rif and Jude arrived to find Larry Belton’s mother hysterical and drunk.
	“She hasn’t stopped screaming,” Larry joked morosely, “since the day the bombs exploded.”
	No wonder Larry’s at his wits’ end.  All day at the survivor camp and then back home the same thing,  Rif observed. 
	Larry’s sister appeared to have once been a beautiful young woman.  Though she had made an attempt to put on make-up, her skin was pallid and her hair was falling out.  Her face was not burned, but the skin on her arms and legs was shiny and drawn and marked with black and blue spots.
	She explained matter-of-factly, “It had been such a warm and pretty day that my husband and me both took off work and hung around the house.  Just before the bomb exploded, I’d gone out to sun in the backyard.  I’d made a tent out of aluminum foil to shield my face.  Thank God!  That saved my vision.  And there’d been this plastic awning that shadowed me some from the direct radiation of the blast, but I still got exposed from the neck down.
	“The shock wave knocked down the old brownstone duplex we lived in.  My husband was inside.  I called and called to him, but he never came out.  I guess he was probably killed right away when the building collapsed.  Maybe he was lucky.  I didn’t know what to do.  I managed to get out onto the street.  It was chaos.
	“The details are sorta blurred in my memory,” she said.  “But I knew I wanted to go home and I just started walking.
	“Maybe the fact I was obviously pregnant protected me from all the madness, maybe somebody tried to help me.  Later on on TV I heard about all the women getting raped and murdered by looters.  I don’t know.  Somehow I got out of the city.  I remember being in an old pickup truck and maybe a couple of other cars.  And then walking along a highway for hours in the middle of the night.  It was like a dream.  I was afraid to stop and rest.  I was sorta delirious and I thought that if I sat down to sleep, I’d have the baby right then and there.  Somehow I got back here to Ma’s house just after dawn the next day.”
	She excitedly launched into a story that sounded even more like a dream.  “While I was wandering around in the dark that night, I suddenly saw this brilliant light.  At first, I thought it was another nuclear explosion and I hid behind an embankment alongside the road.
	“Then I heard beautiful singing, sorta like nuns, you know.  I peeked over the embankment and saw a glowing ball of blue-white light coming down out of the sky right toward me.
	“There was a baby in the ball of light that smiled at me with these great big wise eyes.  I reached out to touch it.  And the light ran down my arm and filled my whole body.  I know that’s how I had the strength to keep walking.  Then the globe of light disappeared.  But I knew it meant my baby was going to be all right.”
	Rif and Jude exchanged knowing looks.  Julie closed her eyes as if the excitement of telling the story exhausted her.
	Larry began to explain that their mother had at first refused to accept that radiation could cause death.  The girl had looked badly sunburned and haggard, but Mrs. Belton said she’d never known anyone to die of sunburn.  She also hadn’t known anyone to have visions.
	“Maybe the pressure was just getting to her.  After a couple of weeks, she was screaming at Julie all the time to shut up about the baby.  As Julie was getting stronger, Ma seemed to be getting crazier.  I thought maybe she was upset by the idea of having a baby in the house.  She started worrying that the baby would be deformed, like mutants in science-fiction movies. 
	“I wasn’t sure what to expect,” Larry continued.  “I was surprised Julie was still alive.  In the camps, I saw people die from what seemed like a lot less exposure.  They lost bowel and bladder control.  They couldn’t eat or even drink water.  I watched some of them get dehydrated and then retch themselves to death.  What a way to die!
	“I believed Julie’s story, just cause there was something strange and special going on about her.  Though she was pretty nauseous and sick when she first arrived, she regained her strength.  She ate well and even put on some weight.  ’Course, she often seemed kinda delirious and talked on and on about the miraculous baby.  I don’t know about that.  But I know I want to get her some kind of help.
	“That’s when I read what you guys were doing.  Maybe that’s kinda crazy, but whatever’s happening to Julie seems to make more sense according to your interpretation than Rev. Robinson’s.
	“Look, I want you to get her away from here and help her have the baby.  You all ought to know how to handle miralces better ’n me.  I’m on active duty with the Guard and havta be away from home most of the time.  Ma can’t take care of Julie.”  
	While Larry had returned Jude’s letter and clearly considered them allies, he still knew too much for them to betray him by turning down his request for help.  As he pointed out, “I sorta got you in a corner.”
	Besides, Rif knew Peregrine would be very  interested in Julie Belton’s nighttime experience.

∞
	Rif and Jude had left the other three members of their team at a truck stop down on the Interstate.  Just in case something had gone wrong, there had seemed no reason to expose all five of them.  A couple of hours later, they returned to pick them up.  And now with them they had a rider, asleep in the backseat.  Two really.  Julie Belton and her baby due any time now.


23

	Even though there was no wind as night came the termperature dropped.  Don Jarrels was grateful to have found this rest area.  A small building housed several vending machines.  There was no electricity for the coffee machine, but the candy and snack dispensers worked fine.  There was running water in the bathrooms.
	Don suspected everything around there had been irradiated during the blast.  But the food’s probably safe.  The irradiation would’ve been with gamma rays,  he consoled himself, same thing as they use to preserve food.  It probably didn’t leave any residual radioactivity.
	He remembered what the Smithson Construction guy had said about the fallout cleanup and he worried about ground water contamination.  I’d better stick to the water in the thermos,  he decided, grateful he’d remembered to bring it along from the car.  He’d been toying with disregarding such warnings.  That’s almost suicidal.   And he wondered about his motives for being here in the first place.
	Don set himself up just inside the building.  He wasn’t worried about wind or weather, but he liked the roof over his head.  It stood between him and that monstrous, if distant, mass of roiling death looming over the earth.  Though it was cold—now very cold—he had a warm sleeping bag.  He gathered some wood and made a fire in a concrete grill beside one of the picnic tables and heated a can of his chili.  It tasted good.
	As it got dark, he discovered the most spectacular effect of all.  He climbed up on top of the building; the land was so flat that even that little bit of extra height significantly expanded his horizons.  The night sky was incredibly clear; he could see millions of stars.  The Milky Way was easily discernbile—the mist out of which the universe had sprung.
	Ringing the cloud to the east along the surface of the plain, he could see bright spots of light.  These were the construction camps, he knew, where rivers were being dammed and dikes constructed.  Above those, inside the cloud, he saw what appeared to be flashing colored lights.  Probably electrical discharges, like lightning in a dust storm. 
	But he wondered if maybe he was seeing some side effect of the cohesive forces, or maybe the finger of God stiring the cloud together, keeping it in place, till human beings could correct this monstrous mistake.  Maybe those mysterious cohesive forces are the same ones that erupted out of the original Big Bang and pulled the universe together into the world we know,  he thought majestically.
	He looked for the effect Glen Weber had mentioned: a line of distortion, or maybe even faint blue light, running toward the southwest.  He wasn’t sure.  He did think he noticed that some of the stars seemed to flicker more intensely toward the south.
	Whatever’s going on, it sure is beautiful!
	That massive cloud, flashing with internal fires and electrical discharges and burning with faint hints of red and green color like an aurora in the night sky, reminded him of how as a child he’d pictured the pillar of smoke by day and of fire by night that the book of Exodus said led the Hebrews out of Egypt and toward the Promised Land.  Don Jarrels surprised himself by weeping uncontrollably at that memory.
	As he drifted off to sleep a little while later, he gazed out at the brilliant night sky.  He felt immensely consoled.  Whatever suicidal impulses or survivor guilt had led him this far now were gone.

∞
	When he woke to his wrist alarm, something felt wrong.  Though it was well into the morning, it was still dark.  As he slipped out of his sleeping bag and half crawled out from behind the wall of the rest stop, he saw what was delaying the sunrise.
	The cloud of dust stood black and foreboding against the morning sky.  It looked heavy and featureless now with nothing to illuminate the side he was facing.  Don felt suddenly terrified and wondered what he was doing all alone here, under that dark cloud of doom.  He quickly packed his things together and headed toward Williston.  He was anxious to get out of the contaminated area and back to his own car and back on his way.  Toward Sweetwater Farm.  And out of the shadow of death.  
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	Amy Lou Hensley had been developing a crush on Jude Pressman from the night she arrived.  She’d known he was a seminarian, but she wasn’t sure what that meant.  He was her age—or at least closer than almost everybody else around.  And he’s cute.  She loved his naive smile and the way his thick curly dark hair fell down over his forehead.
	He was always nice to her.  But didn’t seem to pick up on her interest in him.  At least, he sure never lets on.  And he seemed shy when he was around her.  She’d tried to invent reasons for talking to him, to find ways to get to work with him, but had been fairly unsuccessful in most of these efforts.
	Amy kept her eyes open for him though.  One day she’d seen him chopping wood for the stoves.  In spite of the chill in the air, he’d built up a sweat and taken off his shirt.  She crept around the house so she could get a better look.  She hadn’t felt so sex-starved in ages.
	Jude was a good-looking young man.  Amy was a little surprised at how well-muscled his long, lanky body was.  Jude’s skin was a rich olive color.  His shoulders were broad.  (Amy noticed the faint scar from the flying glass still on his left shoulder; she felt indirectly responsible; it gave her a special connection with him.)  His upper chest was nicely rounded, with just a sprinkling of dark hair across the upper halves of the muscles.  His belly was flat and slightly rippled.
	Amy was also surprised at herself.  She was wondering what sort of equipment he had packed tightly into the jeans he was wearing.  She usually didn’t think things like that.  In fact, it embarrassed her enough that she slunk back and slipped away without ever speaking to him.
	She later worried that he’d seen her peeking at him and now felt embarrassed or that he was just turned off by her.  Especially when she looked down at her body and saw how big the bulge was becoming in her belly, she felt ashamed of herself and thought she had probably become pretty repulsive to men.
	Billy Bob had wanted her sexually a lot, but had always put her down when she expressed interest in sex.  She didn’t like it that Billy Bob hit her, but she sometimes justified his violence by saying that it just proved how much he loved her.  That was how she’d seen her Pa act with her mother, at least before Ma left—about ten years ago.  She’d occasionally wished her mother would come back, just so she could ask somebody about how a man and a woman were supposed to get along together.

∞
	Amy was real excited when Jude and the team came home late last night with Julie.  Everybody in the community had been nervous when the team hadn’t gotten home on time.  There was talk that maybe they’d got caught.  Amy noticed that everybody seemed to be worried that they’d be found out.  She was worried about Jude.  What if something happened to him!
	And when the van arrived and everybody went out to greet them, she’d been right up in front.  Rif had jumped out and called to Peregrine and the others, “Hey, wait till you hear this…  Peri, another baby… ”  
	Amy hadn't paid much attention to what Rif was saying.  Jude got out of the van right behind him and had given her a big hug.  She felt so good.  
	Since Juile was given the guestroom next to hers, Amy soon got introduced to her.  Rif pointed out to them that they were both going to be mothers soon.  Amy thought that was just wonderful.  She immediately involved herself with helping get Julie settled.  She was pleased finally to have something to do around the place that could be her special job.  And she was glad to have another young woman around she could talk to about what she was feeling.
	“I never could tell Billy Bob,” she said to Julie as she helped her get undresed and into bed, “but I really liked it when he made love to me.  I liked his strength.  I liked feeling that he was going to protect me.  You know, he wasn’t all that good looking.  He’d gotten a pot belly and gone soft even though he was still young.”  (He sure wasn’t pretty like Jude,  she thought to herself.)  “But I guess I liked the feel of him inside me.  I liked being in his big arms.  I liked the idea that I was some man’s woman.  Even if I wasn’t exactly ‘in love with’ him—like Juliet was with Romeo—I could have his baby to love.”
	“I bet you love having a baby,”  Amy bantered on even though Julie was only barely conscious.  She was exhausted from the ride and was drifting in and out of sleep.  She appeared oblivious to the conversation, but Amy didn’t seem to mind.
	“I just love that I’m going to have a baby.  I think about the baby a lot.  I guess I worry that he won’t have no future if the world’s going to end.  But things here ’round Sweetwater seem so peaceful.  I just can’t imagine anything bad happening.  And the baby will need me.”
	The worst thing she could really imagine in her future was that Jude Pressman would never show any interest in her.
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	Peregrine had a hard time sleeping.  Since it was so late, he and Rif stayed in a room in the guesthouse.  It just wasn’t the same sleeping in a different bed.  And, besides, the day had been so very eventful.  Peregrine drifted into a half-sleep thinking about the excitement he felt as Rif recounted Julie’s visionary experience, about his anxious brooding during the Requiem  Mass, and about the fear he’d felt when the F.B.I. caught him in the tent.  He kept reliving that frightening moment over and over.
	Peregrine held the boy’s head so he could swallow a gulp of water with the pill.  He knelt next to the cot and spoke with him a few moments about the relief of death and the importance of remembering to love life as he left it.  The boy stared blankly at him.  Then closed his eyes.
	“Goodbye,” Peregrine whispered.
	As he stood up and turned around, he saw that there was a man standing at the back corner of the enclosure, holding the sheet flap with his hand.  He was wearing a blocky black suit.
	“That was beautiful, Father, ...what you said to him.”
	“Well, thank you,” he stammered.
	“Garrison Grimes, F.B.I.,” said the man in black, flipping open his wallet to show a badge.
	“What can I do for you?” Peregrine said.  He folded his hands together inside the full sleeves of his habit and stepped outside the enclosure, forcing Grimes to release the flap so that the sheet fell closed.  
	“You were just talking to him about death.  Did you think he was dying?  Do you think he’s dead now?”
	“I don’t really know,” he replied.  It was always at this point in the memory that he stammered around about the boy being in a coma.
	This time, Grimes answered a little differently.  “I saw his eyes were open.  I looked in this enclosure just as you handed him a pill and offered him water.”
	Peregrine felt the ground slip out from beneath him.  
	“That was a suicide pill, eh, Father.  Grimes smiled a huge and grotesque smile.  Then he glared, “This is America, Father,” he said, the religious appellation now sounding like a rebuke.  “Haven’t you ever heard about unalienable rights: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness?  You can’t just take an American’s life.  It violates the Constitution.”
	Peregrine was suddenly very frightened.  He wanted to tell the agent that quote was from the Declaration of Independence, but thought that was a frivolous quibble at such a time.  “Life and liberty are conjoined because God intended us to enjoy the pursuit of happiness.  When that is no longer possible, then liberty and life are both destroyed.”  Peregrine felt an awful anxiety that he’d accidentally said “purfuit of happinefs” in imitation of a Stan Freberg joke spoofing the old calligraphy of the letter “s.”  
	The F.B.I. agent began to laugh at him.  Then he turned back to the sheeted enclosure, opened the flap, and looked in a moment.  “Whadda you say?  Is he alive or dead?”
	Peregrine‘s heart sank.  A lucid part of him remembered that the boy would still be alive.  But this time it wouldn‘t matter.  The agent had seen him dispense the pill.  He’d simply wait for the boy to die.   
	Suddenly a wind began to blow.  At first it was just a faint breeze that caused the flap to fly open.  (Peregrine saw the agent standing above the boy.)  It began to blow harder and harder.  Peregrine thought he could almost hear voices singing in the wind.  It seemed to him that the singing could save him from the F.B.I. agent and from his fear, if he could just make out what it was.  He struggled to listen.  
	It was the Dies Irae , he realized, groaning in the wind.  The lucid part of him then remembered that the young woman, Julie, had also a vision of a baby in a sphere of light and that the light had been accompanied by singing.  As he listened again, the melody seemed to change.  It was now joyful.  And it was growing louder and louder as the breeze blew into a gale.
	A gust blew open the sheet flap again.  And then suddenly picked up the whole stable and carried away into the sky.  The F.B.I. agent turned at looked at Peregrine with a sheepish smile.  And then suddenly he too was carried away into the sky.
	Peregrine felt a wave of relief.  He’d been saved.  But he also felt fear.  The gusts were beating at his back.  He could hear noises behind him which he knew were the sounds of the camp breaking up under the onslaught of the wind.  He turned to see what was happening.
	And then he was awake.  Back in the room with Rif.  His heart was beating hard.  He reminded himself it was just a dream.  Then he realized he still heard noises.  They were not a heavenly choir singing or tents being blown away, but they were certainly something.  He jumped out of bed. 
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	Ned rolled over and looked at the clock: four a.m.  He wondered why he’d set the alarm so early.  Then realized it wasn’t the alarm that had wakened him, but the phone.
	“Damn,” he said aloud.  The phone was becoming a monster to him.  As he climbed out of bed, pulling a blanket around him cause it was cold, he wondered if this would be Harvey Robinson again.  He’d called twice more during the evening   But would he be calling this late?  It’s probably something up at work,  he thought to himself.
	He switched on the phone.  No picture appeared on the monitor.  Well, it’s not the office.  Must be from some place with old equipment.  “This is Captain Mayberry,” he said and then added sternly, “And it’s four o’clock in the morning.”
	He heard a woman sobbing.  A chill ran through him.  Two months ago he’d laid awake at night hoping to hear from his brother or sister-in-law.  He’d given up on that hope.
	“Hello,” he repeated.
	The sobbing continued.  Then a very weak voice said, “Help me.  I’m scared.”
	“Hello, hello.  Julie, is that you?”
	“Ned, I’m so scared,” he heard through more sobbing.  It was his sister-in-law, he was sure.
	“Julie,” he said firmly, “where’s Doug?”
	“He never came out of the house,” she answered intensifying her weeping.
	Wrong kind of question,  Ned realized.  “Julie, where are you?”
	“I don’t know,” she replied.  “I’m scared.”
	“Are you in trouble?”
	“They said they’d save my baby, Ned.  They said they’d save the baby…  Oh, Ned, you should see the baby.  He’s got the biggest eyes.  And he’s glowing with bright white light… ”
	“Julie, what are you talking about?  What baby?”
	The weak voice on the other end of the phone seemed to have lapsed into sing-song.
	“Julie, Julie, answer me.  Are you alright?”
	“I’m alright, Ned.  They said they’d save my baby.  But, Ned, I found out these are the people with the suicide pills... ”
	Ned’s heart dropped.  Is this a joke?  Some awful scheme Harvey Robinson’s pulling to trap me even deeper in his hysteria about the end of the world.
	“Now listen here, you, whoever you are, this isn’t funny.  Who is this?”
	The sobbing subsided a little.  There were a couple of choked coughs.  Then the voice answered, “Ned, I’ll try to calm down.  Just give me a minute.”
	Ned waited, growing simultaneously angrier and more confused.  Maybe this really is Julie.
	“Listen, Ned, this is Julie Belton.  I am—or was—married to your brother Doug… ”
	“Okay,” Ned responded.  “I know who Julie Belton was.  Go on.”
	“I’m sorry I called, Ned.  Maybe I shouldn’t have.  I was having a terrible dream and got so scared.  I thought these people were going to kill me.  But I’m awake now.  It’s okay.  I’m sorry I bothered you.”
	“Julie, wait.  Don’t hang up.  I want to talk to you.”
	“Ned, maybe I shouldn’t say anything.  I’m sorry.”
	“What about Doug?”
	“I think he was killed in the explosion the first day, Ned.  He was in the house.  I was out in the yard.  The whole thing collapsed.  And Doug never came out.”
	“Why haven’t you called me before this?” Ned asked exasperated and now, he realized, angry.  He’d been so worried for so long.
	“Ned, I’m sorry, I just haven’t been myself.  I got burned pretty bad.  I went home to my Ma’s.  My brother took care of me.  I just didn’t think about calling you.”
	“But, Julie, why?” he scolded.  And then regretted his tone of voice.
	“Maybe I was scared of you being in the Air Force and all that.  Ned, I don’t know.”
	“Okay, okay.  Well, I’m glad you called now.  You sounded pretty upset.  I’ll try to help you.  You said something about a baby.  Have you had the baby, Julie?”
	“No, Ned, no.  But I’m still carrying him.  And he’s going to be alright.  I know it.  He’s going to be special.”
	“Julie, you also said something about people with suicide pills.  Was that your dream or was that real?”
	“Look, Ned, I shouldn’t have said anything about that.  I’m with some really good… ”
	Julie stopped in mid-sentence.  In the background Ned could just make out another voice.  “…saw the light… came to see if you’re okay.  Julie, who are you talking to?”  Ned heard the last question very clearly.  The voice in the background sounded nervous that Julie was on the phone.
	“It’s okay, Brother,” Ned heard Julie say muffled.  “I didn’t tell him anything.”
	“Ned, look, I guess I better let you go back to sleep.  I’m sorry if I bothered you.  I’m okay now.”
	“Wait, Julie, please don’t hang up yet.  You never told me where you are.”
	“Well, I’m being taken care of by some very good people up in the mountains someplace.  Brother,” her voice dropped as she spoke to someone away from the phone, “we’re in North Carolina, aren’t we?”
	“That’s close enough,” the voice answered her.  “Julie, who is that you’re talking to?”
	“It’s my brother-in-law,” she continued talking at the other end.  “I didn’t tell him anything.”
	“Julie, Julie,” Ned shouted.  “Tell me anything about what?”
	“Ned, I gotta go.  Goodnight.”
	“Call me again, please,” he shouted as she switched off the connection.
	Now calm down,  Ned said to himself.  She was hysterical.  She was having a bad dream.  That stuff about suicide pills was just part of the dream.
	Ned didn’t want to believe that maybe Harvey Robinson had been right to ask him about the terrorists and the suicide pills.  Maybe Robinson knew something he didn’t.  Maybe Robinson knew that Doug’s wife was one of the terrorists.
	“What do I say to Harvey Robinson now?” Ned asked himself out loud.  This thing was getting too crazy.  Ned feared he was getting crazy.  
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	At a meeting of the community, hastily called after breakfast, Peregrine announced, “Well, things have suddenly changed.  Our security is no longer in our own hands.  We’re now dependent on Julie Mayberry, her brother Larry Belton, and maybe even some other members of that family.  The team got back so late, Rif and I stayed up in the guesthouse.  Fortunately I couldn't sleep.  Partly ’cause I was worried and partly ’cause I was excited by what Rif told me of Julie's experience of that same vision Amy had.
	Anyway, early this morning I heard noises and went in to check on our new guest.  I found her making a phone call to somebody.  I don’t think she said anything that would give us away: she told me she was talking to her brother-in-law and assured me he was no threat.  But this morning while she was still sleeping I removed the phone from her room, and I want to ask the rest of you to help keep a watch on her.
	“Let’s be careful.  For all that she’s welcome here, she’s still an outsider and an unpredictable factor.”
	“What about the mercy mission, Peri?” Kitty Brauer asked.  
	“We just can’t stop what we’ve started, Kitty,” Peregrine answered one of the major opponents of the whole plan.  “Let's see what kind of response we get from the letter we issued yesterday.  I have to admit I’ve been feeling uneasy myself.  I hope we’re finished.  But there are enough pills for at least one more mission.  We’re just too close to changing things now to stop.  I want action by the Administration on rational euthanasia.”
	“Public opinion is swinging our way,” Rif spoke up enthusiastically.  “Last week Ellen and I spent the evening at the library in Asheville looking through newspapers and magazines.  It’s clear the public is behind the fallout cleanup.  And a lot them are giving us the credit for forcing that.  There's still a lot of debate about euthanasia, but in Southern California and the Mid-West other groups are following our example.  And the idea that all of us can be called “terrorists” in any rational sense of the word has been dismissed by all but the really hard line.” 
	“There are more and more letters to the editors and editorials,” Ellen Amity added, “questioning Robinson’s so-called “pro-life” position. 
	“You all know, don’t you, that the Catholic Bishops have issued a pastoral letter,” she continued, “outlining the Church’s position that ‘extraordinary means’ of life extension are not mandated by respect for life and that medical procedures which alleviate suffering, even though they may shorten life, are permissible.  They’ve carefully avoided the question of direct interventions to bring on death, but the fact that they issued this statement at this particular time has clearly been perceived by the media and the public as repudiation of Robinson.  And a number of liberal Christian and Jewish ministers have called for amnesty for anyone helping radiation survivors to die in peace.
	“You know, it’s pretty heartening seeing how the news has changed.  People just seem, well, ‘kinder and gentler’.”  Everybody laughed.
	Peregrine spoke up, “Frankly, hearing about this girl Julie’s vision of the glowing child is pretty heartening to me.”
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	That evening, when Amy came into the refectory for dinner, she noticed that Jude was sitting by himself at one of the back tables, away from everybody, with his head bowed.  Maybe he wants be by himself,  she thought and was afraid to go over to him.  She was trying to figure out just where to sit when Peregrine asked her to help Julie into the room so he could formally introduce her to the community.  Julie was up and sitting in a wheelchair, now pretty awake.
	Amy cleared a place for her and then rolled her up to the head table.  As people were getting settled, she noticed that Jude was still sitting by himself, but was now looking up, watching what was going on.  She caught his eye and smiled.  He returned the smile sheepishly.  Amy took advantage of that to come over and sit with him.
	“I’m scared Peregrine or somebody will say something about my giving away the Farm’s location,” he whispered to her when she asked if something was the matter.
	“I did such a stupid thing carrying that letter with me.  God, I could kick myself.”
	Amy listened attentively.  She felt real good that Jude was confiding in her.  It seemed so obvious to her that they ought to be friends.  They were both young enough to feel misunderstood by adults.  He was talking about how much that letter had meant to him and why he hadn’t thought about the danger.
	“I guess I’m boring you, aren’t I?” he said and fell silent.
	Amy’s heart suddenly started racing.  She was enjoying his confidence.  But she hadn’t really understood what the letter was he was talking about.  And she certainly didn’t know what to say next.  “I like you, Jude,” she managed to say straight-forwardly.
	He smiled, but then looked away real shy.  “I like you, too, Amy.  I guess that’s been why I’ve been afraid of you.”
	“You ’fraid of me,” she giggled.
	“Hey, can we talk after dinner?” Jude said as he noticed that Peregrine was introducing Julie.

∞
	Later that evening, Amy and Jude were up in one of the meeting rooms in the conference center.  They were sitting in a pile of cushions on the floor.  They’d been talking for hours.  Amy wasn’t quite sure what this was all about, but she sure liked being with Jude even if what he was telling her confused her.
	Jude had carefully explained to Amy that he was preparing to become a priest. Amy asked what that meant and what he was doing here.
	“I’ve finished college,” he explained.  “I went to a Catholic college and lived in a special dorm for seminarians.  Now I’m half-way through Major Seminary, which is like graduate school in theology.  And I’m up for the first stage of ordination.  But I took a year off to make an extended retreat.  I’d studied a little bit about Buddhism in a comparative religion course and wanted to know more about meditation practice.  After going to practice sitting at the nearby Zen Center for a while, I heard about Sweetwater Farm.  One of the priests from the diocese had retired here a few years ago.  He’s dead now.  But the Bishop thought this might be a better place for me than a Buddhist monastery.
	“The Bishop didn’t have any idea what he was getting me into,” he joked.  “But I’m still planning to go ahead with my plans for priesthood.  And I’m still sticking to the rules.”
	“Though now I don’t know.  Maybe Peregrine will tell my Bishop how I fucked up and got us all in trouble.  Maybe it doesn’t matter anymore.  And maybe that letter getting found is a sign from God that I’m not supposed to be a priest.  I just don’t know anymore and feel very confused.”
	She wanted so bad to tell Jude she was in love with him.  She thought maybe that would make him feel better.  But she was afraid she’d ruin everything if she did.  She was still afraid he didn’t really like her.
	“What do you mean, Jude?” Amy asked gently.
	“I mean, well, you know, about our, uh… friendship.”
	“How come?” she asked, her pulse beginning to race.
	“Well, you know, priests have to be celibate.”
	“Celibate?” she answered bewildered.
	“That means they don’t marry and raise a family, you know, like normal people… ”
	“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
	“Amy, it means they aren’t allowed to have sex.”
	Amy hadn’t known quite what to make of that remark.  It scared her.  Her Pa had never had anything good to say about Catholics, though he’d admitted that he admired David Omar.  And Amy had known David was a priest.  She realized she sort of knew about celibacy and the dispute with the Pope about priests marrying.  But she’d always thought that meant old men, men like Fr. David, not beautiful young boys like Jude.  He was too young to be a priest.  She didn’t understand what all this Catholic stuff was about.
	“I don’t understand what that had to do with making love,” she replied ingenuously.
	He admitted he wasn’t altogether sure himself anymore.  Catholic law said that sex outside marriage was forbidden.  “Since I’m not married—and am not going to be—well…   And I feel especially confused now that you’re around, Amy.  I’m scared to say this, you know, but I think I’ve sort of fallen for you.”
	Amy’s heart was beating like mad.  She didn’t know what to say.  “I thought you were avoiding me,” she finally managed to stammer.  “You know, like maybe you didn’t think I was pretty or somethin’.”
	Jude assured her that he’d found her attractive from the first time he saw her, when they sat across from each other at dinner the night she arrived.  And he admitted that had made him all the more shy of her.  “I feel guilty about leading you on,” he said, “since I really can’t do anything about my attraction to you… 
	“And  we better be going back downstairs, shouldn’t we?  Aren’t you supposed to help get Julie Belton to bed?”
	“Can you give me a hug?” Amy asked nervously.
	Jude smiled warmly.  He held her close a moment.  They kissed innocently.  She thought she could feel that he was aroused sexually.  But this was all so different from the times with Billy Bob.  Jude was so gentle.  She liked the fact that he was reluctant to have sex.  That was better than raping her.
	She was just glad he’d told her how he felt.  “I love you, Jude,” she whispered and felt exultant for having done so.

∞
	Amy dreamed about Jude all night.  It was okay they hadn’t made love.  There was still lots of time for them to get to know one another.  And maybe she’d think of a way to guarantee him the celibacy he wanted without her having to lose him.  After all, she hadn’t been married to Billy Bob either.
	What Jude seemed to want was freedom from from being normal.  Amy didn’t want to be normal either and didn’t want her baby to be normal.  She thought she’d experienced being normal with Billy Bob and it had hurt.  Maybe we could just stay on together here at Sweetwater Farm and everything will be perfect. 
	She fell asleep dreaming of a life at Sweetwater—her and Jude and the baby and all the brothers and sisters of the Farm.
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	Garrison Grimes had been visiting the refugee centers around Washington, D.C.  It was a frustrating job.  The centers where the terrorists had attacked were closest in.  These were where radiation sickness, burn, and other injuries were worst.  These medical involvement made investigation difficult.  Many of the potential witnesses were delirious.
	“I’ve heard as many stories about Cuban or Red Chinese commandos with machine guns blowing away the refugees as I have about angels with golden chalices bringing sweet relief to the dying,” he told Alice, exasperated, after he got back to Atlanta following his first forays into the camps.  “How am I supposed to make any sense of all this?
	“And, goddamnit, it looks like they pulled a second attack just the other day in one of the camps I was visiting.  Larry Bush is gonna kill me… ”
	“The centers are filled with medical personnel and volunteers helping the refugees,” he explained the next day to his superior Larry Bush.  “Everybody has seen strangers.  Everybody has seen people passing out medication.  People are dying left and right anyway. 
	“I’ve decided to focus my investigation on the permanent staff, that is, the military personnel assigned to the centers,” he continued his verbal report to Bush.  “For one thing they understand the necessity of law and order and they understand chain of command.  They’re much more likely to cooperate with the investigation than the volunteers, most of whom are old-time bleeding heart liberals.  Some of whom might sympathize with the terrorists.”  (I’m not sure I don’t sympathize with them now that I’ve seen the state of the refugees, but … )

∞
	Gary’s first real break came while interviewing one of the guards at a tent camp near New Lebanon, Virginia.
	“Well, sir, now that you ask about it, I did see something kinda strange last week.  Late one afternoon, I noticed this young guardsman pull his gun on a couple of visitors.  Then all three of ’em disappeared.  Later I asked the guard what had happened.  He told me that these two religious fanatics had been preaching at him about reading the Bible and he’d pulled his gun to shut them up and then escorted them from the camp.
	“I wasn’t surprised at that.  There’re a lot of nuts around these camps all the time.  The guard was just a boy.  He probably got freaked out by the whole scene and overreacted.  But since you’re was asking, well, that’s what happened.”
	Not really expecting it to be much of a lead, but knowing he needed to follow up everything he found, Gary decided to talk to the guardsman in question.

∞
	“I didn’t mean to do nothin’ wrong.  I was just tryin’ to get rid of those two.”
	Grimes thought this young fellow Larry Belton seemed more nervous than the situation called for.  A soldier isn’t supposed to be so antsy.  But this boy is hardly a soldier, and the story does make sense.  Belton repeated exactly what Grimes had already heard: the boy was being pestered by religious fanatics, he pulled his gun on them to shut them up, and then escorted them from camp.
	Gary would accept that story.  Still, he wasn’t getting anywhere with his investigation.  And he had a job he was expected to do.  Indeed, he had a job that the President himself seemed to be particularly interested in.  At least he had to make it look like he was doing a thorough investigation.
	Grimes called for Larry Belton’s records.  Maybe he could find something there, some reason why this guy might be lying about having spoken with the terrorists.  Maybe his family lived in D.C. and been killed in the blasts.  He’d said he was a farmboy from hereabouts, but that could have been a lie.  Though why a personal tragedy would have put him on the side of the terrorists Grimes didn’t know.  But then he didn’t understand why terrorists would bother to kill people who were already dying.  This whole case seemed to call for a psychiatrist not an F.B.I. agent.
	Well, I can play psychiatrist a little,  he thought.  Anyway, I’ll see what I can find in Belton’s records and then maybe talk to the boy again.
	In the meantime, there was a refugee center in a church hall only ten miles away that had also had a rash of deaths.  He’d go talk to them while the National Guard Office in New Lebanon hunted up Larry Belton’s records.
	Gary was appalled at the center in the church hall.  The people in there stank from rotting wounds.  It looked like they’d all been hustled in there just because it was inside away from the cold.  They certainly weren’t being “treated.”
	The refugees couldn’t give him any evidence at all, and the guards and medical people said they’d been too busy to even notice anything unusual.  They did report a few “odd characters” hanging around the place, but in less than an hour Gary had determined that there was a halfway house for mentally retarded adults a couple of blocks away that had previously used the church hall on weekdays for recreation.  That was sufficient explanation of those “characters.”
	When he got back to the big tent camp, he found Belton’s dossier and noticed that Belton had listed a sister in Washington, D.C. to call in case of emergency.  That was the sort of connection Grimes was looking for.  It might come to nothing, but at least it made another page for his report.  He’d ask the kid about his sister and see what kind of reaction he got.
	But when he asked to have the boy come see him again he learned that Larry Belton had disappeared.  He wasn’t at his post.  His squad leader suggested maybe he’d gone to the latrine.  A half hour later there was still no sign of him.  Grimes called the phone number he’d listed as his home.
	“’ello,” a tired sounding old woman answered.
	“Larry Belton, please.”
	“Wait just a minute now, ” she drawled.
	Gary did.  For a suspiciously long time.  Then the receiver at the other end was hung up.  He called back.
	“’ello,” the same tired voice said.
	“He’s still out with the National Guard,” she replied when he asked again for Larry Belton.  “I don’t know when to expect him back.”
	Larry Belton’s commander assured Grimes that there was probably a simple explanation.  At least, he said, there was little likelihood that Belton was a Communist infiltrator or member of a cult of terrorists.  “He’s a small town farmboy who sings in the church choir.  Probably never done anything more serious than feel up his girlfriend in the backseat of his car.”
	Grimes inquired about Belton’s girlfriend.
	“Well,” the commander said, “I think him and her broke up.  Anyway, she recently went off to college in St. Louis, where her dad moved after divorcing her mother.  A real bad scene… ” the Guard commander started to explain.  But Grimes wasn’t especially interested in Larry Belton’s girlfriend’s parents.  That was too distant a connection.
	“Let’s see if Belton don’t show up tomorrow morning as scheduled.  I bet he will.”

∞
	When he didn’t, Gary Grimes drove out to the house.  He got lost twice on the way.  He was annoyed and frustrated with himself and with this assignment.  
	What damn rotten luck.  My career with the Bureau’s been so promising.  Then I got stuck with this case.  I might never find anything.  And I’ll end up the patsy.  Bush and his bosses are likely to blame me for the failure to uncover a Communist conspiracy or a Satanic cult just to satisfy the President.  Well, at least I’ll make sure I keep this whole investigation well documented.  I can prove I was doing my job.
	The interview with Mrs. Belton offered little hope that Gary had found his culprits.  Though it did throw further suspicion on the boy.  It just wasn’t clear what he might be guilty of.
	“Larry come home early yesterday and packed his suitcase,” she said.  “He told me his unit had been transferred and he’d be away for a couple of weeks.”  The old lady had gotten pretty hysterical at this point.  “I’m scared,” she said, “and lonely.  Both my kids gone and deserted me.”
	The kids, Gary learned, were adopted.  They were brother and sister only a year apart, born to a young girl in the town who’d run off and left them at the day care center at the church.  The Beltons had been childless and took them in.  They were getting up in years and thought it’d be nice to have some young people around, especially to help with the work on the farm.  Mr. Belton had died about ten years ago, from a heart attack while he was out plowing the field with the tractor.  Almost ran over little Larry.  (Gary wondered what good all this information was going to do him, but he took it all down to fill up space in the report.)
	The girl, Julie, had moved to D.C. about a year ago and then gotten married.  She was pregnant now.  Her husband had disappeared in the explosions.  Julie had appeared at the farm a day later.  She’d been burned and seemed delirious, talking about some vision she’d had from some old movie.  She described the vision.  Gary recognized the movie she was talking about.
	Then about a week ago Larry showed up with two strange men who he said were priests and that they’d help Julie.  Mrs. Belton hadn’t liked the idea of having anything to do with Catholics, she said, but she sure couldn’t handle Julie by herself.  Then Julie left with them.  There hasn’t been any word from her since.  Larry said they were going to a hospital or monastery or something in North Carolina, away from all the chaos caused by the bomb.  The old lady said she was afraid the Catholics would steal the baby and use it for some kind of Papist sacrifice.  (Gary decided not to include that in his report, and instead noted that Mrs. Belton seemed to have been deranged, perhaps as a result of the general disruption caused by the recent disaster.)
	“How about the two men Larry brought home with him?” Gary asked.
	“Can’t tell you much,” the old lady said.  “Didn’t pay much mind to them.  One was real young, I think, and the other older.”
	“Remember what they looked like? how they were dressed?”
	“Dressed sloppy, not like men of the cloth supposed to be.  But then they was Cath’lics, so I wasn’t surprised.  Didn’t talk much to ’em myself.  They went in that back bedroom where Julie was and talked to her for a long time.  Then came out with Julie, and Larry said she was goin’ with ’em, so she could have her baby.  I got to cryin’ ’bout that.  And then they were gone.
	“Nope, didn’t say where they were going.  ’Least not any more than I done told you already,” she answered Gary.
	“Does Julie have any other family, perhaps on her husband’s side, whom she might be in contact with?”
	“Don’t think so.  But maybe I do ’member that that boy o’ hers, Doug Mayberry, had a brother in the Air Force.  Think he came up to the wedding.”

∞
	Well, Gary wasn’t sure whether there was a lead in all that or not.  Why did Belton run away after he interviewed him?  Why did he lie about being transferred?  (Maybe his leaving was coincidental.  Gary could understand why the kid might have wanted to get away from his mother for a while.)  Why would he have pulled his gun on those priests and then later send his sister off with them?  Something didn’t make sense in all this.  But things weren’t making much sense these days anyway.  None of this seemed to have anything to do with killing survivors.
	Gary called the Bureau office in St. Louis and asked them to talk to Belton’s ex-girlfriend.  Maybe she’d heard from him.  And he sent out for a computer check of Air Force personnel to see if he could find Doug Mayberry’s brother.  Maybe he’d heard from Julie.  
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	At first, Julie Mayberry seemed nervous and uncomfortable at Sweetwater.  For at least a week after her arrival, she woke up screaming in the middle of the night.  Then, after a while, she seemed to realize she was safe and she calmed down.
	Julie spent most of her time in bed.  She was nauseous from radiation sickness and sore over most of her body.  Amy Lou devoted much of her time to taking care of Julie.  The two of them became dear friends.  Julie was occasionally delirious and would repeat the same stories over and over again.
	Amy loved to listen to the stories about her relationship with Doug.  It was an opportunity for Amy to learn about a more regular and uplifting love-life than that she’d known.  And Amy needed somebody to share her confusion over Jude Pressman with.  She’d thought their acknowledgement of love for each other would have solved everything.  But, in fact, it had only worsened her confusion.  One day Jude was affectionate and attentive.  The next he’d be standoffish and even rude.
	“He hasn’t made up his mind yet,” Julie consoled Amy during a moment of lucidity.  “Just wait.  You have to be very patient with men.  They think about things so much.  It’s hard for them to know what to do.”

∞
	Julie was sick from the radiation exposure, but her condition certainly didn’t seem to follow a normal course.  Dr. Louis admitted that he knew little about radiation sickness but that Julie seemed in better shape than he would have expected, and the fetus seemed healthy and its heartbeat surprisingly strong.  He’d taken a sample of amniotic fluid into the lab in Asheville.  “The baby’s a boy,” he reported, “with no genetic abnormalities.  There’s no evidence of radiation poisoning, but that finding could be misleading.  Amniotic fluid testing was not intended to check for radioactivity.
	“If things happened the way she described, both mother and child should have received enough radiation to kill them both within a few weeks,” Louis said that night at dinner.  “That Julie is still alive and as healthy as she appears suggests that she’d been shielded from the radiation far better than she thought.
	“Or that something magical is afoot,” Peregrine said.  “Maybe some mystical power is still shielding her and her baby, preparing them for something, something special.  That’s what her vision said.”  Peregrine was, of course, fascinated by Julie’s vision.  “And it was virtually the same vision Amy Hensley had.  That certainly seems magical.”
	“It sounds just like that image from 2001 ,” Dr. Louis remarked.  “It just goes to show how influenced we are by cultural symbols.”  Louis turned to Peregrine, “Wouldn't you agree with me that movies now play a role very similar to the stained glass windows in the medieval cathedrals?”
	Sister Elise, who was on scullery duty for the evening and was gathering up dirty dishes so she could get started early, broke into the conversation, “Medieval cathedrals?”
	“Sure.  Remember the windows were catechetical devices.  For a non-literate society, they provided cartoon-like images of Bible stories and popular myths,” Dr. Louis answered.  “Human beings are visual creatures.”
	Elise rejoined, taking Louis’s plate, “I think special effects movies are cheap mystical experiences for the masses.”
	“But don’t knock ’em,” Louis said defensively as Elise continued down the table gathering dishes.  “The myths provide content for mystical experience.  In the old days, the Churches controlled the myths.  It certainly isn’t clear they did such a good job.”
	“Is Hollywood doing a better job?” Elise laughed, disappearing into the kitchen.
	“Anyway,” Louis turned back to the table, “the point I was making is that these popular myths naturally show up in hallucinations.”
	Ellen Amity answered, “Well, the infant in a sphere of light is a powerful cultural symbol that goes all the way back to before Christianity, doesn’t it?”
	“Right,” Louis replied.  “And now it’s showing up in movies—naturally.  It seems to me I’ve seen it in other places besides 2001 , like even one of the Nightmare on Elm Street  s, of all places,” he laughed.  
	“Well, even if Julie’s vision was just a fevered hallucination,” Ellen said, “it’s still meaningful.  Maybe this nuclear accident is supposed to be a transformation experience for us all, like in the Arthur C. Clarke movies,” she looked to Peregrine for agreement, “and that possibility is manifesting out of the unconscious minds of these two young women in this common vision.”
	“I don’t think the image is coming out of their unconscious minds at all,” Peregrine commented.  “I would hypothesize the visions are coming directly from the fetuses.”
	“Oh, Peri,” Louis scoffed, ever the rational medical doctor.  
	“Well, let’s just wait and see,” Peregrine answered.  We don't have much choice but to wait.  








PART IV

LIMBO




We are exiles in the far end of solitude, living as listeners
With hearts attending to the skies we cannot understand:
Waiting upon the first far drums of Christ the Conqueror
		 Planted like sentinels upon the world’s far frontier.
					Thomas Merton
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From Williston, Don Jarrels headed south till he hit Interstate 94 which, though it ran right through the quarantined area, was still open—apparently, primarily for the transport of heavy machinery.  Several times he was stopped by Highway Patrolmen and military men wearing face masks warning him that he should keep his windows closed to keep out dust and that under no conditions should he get off the Interstate.  The highway took him into Minnesota.  In his pilgrimage he was retracing his past.  
	Many years before, during his seminary days, he’d visited St. John’s Abbey near St. Cloud in central Minnesota.  St. John’s had been one of the largest and most illustrious monasteries in the U.S.: a Benedictine house with a small university.  Now St. John’s had become a major center for refugees fleeing the devastation around Minot, North Dakota.  Don found no room in the guesthouse.  He camped out near the lake on which the monastery was built.  
	From central Minnesota, Don headed south to Minneapolis-St. Paul where he looked for an old boyhood friend, now a professor at one of the colleges in the area.  The man was gone.  His house, where Don had visited some years before, looked deserted.  Apparently he’d taken his family and headed out away from the possible fallout contamination.  
	South of Minneapolis, he ran into heavy traffic.  The roads were literally jammed.  He spent several hours in bumper to bumper congestion, moving only a few dozen miles in all that time.  People from the big population centers were evacuating south.  One reason traffic was moving so slow was that in places there’d been major accidents and pile-ups of cars.  The Highway Patrol was detouring people around them not bothering to clear the wrecks off the road.  Often that meant only a single lane was open.  In one spot Don was forced onto a steep sloping, fortunately concreted embankment, to avoid a still flaming crash of a gasoline tank-truck.
	There’d certainly be hell to pay if the drivers begin to get angry and hysterical and stop obeying the basic rules of highway courtesy .  He’d already seen a little of that: souped-up sports cars shooting recklessly down narrow medians or along shoulders, motorcycles darting in between the slow moving cars, and even a high-standing pickup truck cruising down the shoulder with a shotgun poised noticeably out the driver’s window.  That last sight reminded Don of a long-forgotten scene from the sixties movie classic, Easy Rider .  In his mind’s eye he saw the blazing fire that consumed Peter Fonda’s character.  He felt a chill.  The memory made him want to get safely to his destination as soon as possible.
	Don got off the interstate to sleep for a few hours.  He decided then to head out again just after midnight on country roads to avoid the congestion.  That was a little risky, he understood.  He was much more likely to run into robber bands away from the main roads.  Coming cross-country he’d occasionally heard news reports of marauders stalking the highway and of bands of looters raiding small towns.  Only this morning he’d heard about a caravan of families moving from Aberdeen, South Dakota who’d been attacked while they were camping overnight at a rest stop in Iowa.  Every one of the twenty-four adults and children had been decapitated, the news commentator had gruesomely detailed.
	He ate a delicious meal at a cafe just off the highway in the town of Hampton, Minnesota and then checked into a motel for a shower and some sleep.  The motel was pretty sleazy and the price of the room exorbitant.  But it was the only one around that was open; everything else nearby seemed deserted.  (The management must have taken that into consideration when they set their rates. )  The shower felt good.  After several days now of camping out in his sleeping bag he was willing to pay extra for a little luxury—even as simple as hot water.  The heat in the motel room wasn’t working.  Maybe fuel oil or natural gas is being rationed.  But the TV worked.  Apparently we're far enough from the Dakota blast zone that electronic equipment hadn’t suffered burnout.
	On his way out of the state he visited Winona and hung around there for a day.  On that trip to St. John’s years before, the travelers had stopped in Winona and climbed the bluffs above the city to a lookout point called Garvin Heights.  Don still remembered that climb.  It had been in early October and the leaves had been streaming down the road like a river, swirling and crackling about their feet in the wind.
	In the middle of the night under a bright moon, he drove up to Garvin Heights.  As he walked over to the lookout point, he trudged through the leaves of fall.   Yellow and brown remnants lay all about him in a blanket over the earth.  But there were no gusting winds to blow them around his feet.
	As he stood at the top of the bluffs gazing at the rolling hills disappearing into the misty, moon-lit distance to east and west, he recalled that previous visit on October 2nd, the Feast of the Holy Guardian Angels.  At mass that morning, he and his fellow seminarians sang the psalmist’s words, “He has given his angels charge over thee, to bear thee up, lest haply thou dash thy foot upon a stone.”  And later they laughed at the irony that, coming down the bluff, one of them slipped and sprained his ankle.  Don shivered at the thought.  It had seemed funny then.  Now he realized how much they all needed the protection of those angels.  There wouldn’t be any jokes this year if the protection failed.
	Leaving Winona, he crossed the wide Mississippi.  In memory of that earlier crossing, like the carefree boy he was then, he sang “Ol’ Man River” at the top of his lungs.  Don wondered about the great river.  As things stood now, of course, if the fallout could be contained in the rugged plains of North Dakota, the ol’ man could remain relatively uncontaminated.  But the river would be ruined if the dikes failed to keep in the contamination and the waters followed their natural courses right down into the central midwest, or if the fallout cloud began to move east before it had been settled and carried its poisons into the water sheds in Minnesota where the river originated.
	He saw earthmoving equipment standing parked all along the highway.  Are they preparing to dam the Mississippi?  he wondered.  As Don drove slowly by the line of tractors and bulldozers, the magnitude of that project impressed itself on him.  Apparently, if they have to, they are literally going to change the course of mighty rivers.  


2

	Doing an interview in Atlanta gave Gary an excuse to come home.  It was getting close to Christmas and maybe he could manage to delay long enough to be home for the holiday.  He didn’t really expect much out of talking to Julie Belton’s brother-in-law.  But when the Air Force computer showed the guy was stationed in Atlanta, Gary jumped at the chance to follow up this lead himself.
	About mid-morning Gary showed up at the unit Ned Mayberry was now assigned to.  He was surprised to find that Mayberry seemed to have been expecting such a visit.
	“I’ll be happy to tell you what I know about my sister-in-law, Mr. Grimes.  But first I want to ask you directly—and I want a direct answer, please—did Harvey Robinson send you here?”
	“A direct answer to that, Captain, is no.  But I wonder why you ask.”
	“Well, Robinson’s taken a sort of personal interest in me—for reasons you may already know.  And, frankly, it’s driving me crazy.”
	“I’m not sure that I do know why Harvey Robinson would have an interest in you.  Can you explain?”
	Ned explained his role in the development of the Strategic Defense System and recounted his search for his brother and his consequent meeting with Robinson.
	“Robinson seems convinced that I am part of God’s plan for the end of the world.  To tell you the truth I thought he was just nuts ’til I got a call from my sister-in-law.”
	“So you have heard from Julie Belton?”
	“Well, sir, she called me in the middle of the night, apparently in some sort of delirium… ”
	“Yes, I’ve spoken with her mother and know that she was badly burned in the D.C. explosion,” Gary interjected.
	“Then you probably know more than I do.  Maybe you should tell me what’s going on with her.”
	“Captain Mayberry, I will tell you what little I know.  But, first, let me get your story so we don’t get our facts confused.  You said Julie called you in a sort of delirium.”
	“Well, at first it sounded like she said she was being held by the Detention Camp terrorists.  I really think that was something out of a dream.  She was pretty hysterical.  After she calmed down, she explained that she was somewhere in North Carolina and was being taken good care of.
	“Now I wouldn’t have thought anymore about her talk of the terrorists except that while she as on the phone some man came in and seemed upset that she was talking to me.  He made her get off rather abruptly.  And she wouldn’t tell me exactly where she was or how to reach her.”
	“Did she happen to call the man by name,” Gary asked.
	“I think she called him ‘Brother.’  A minister, maybe, or a monk?”
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	“Look, Robinson, I’ve told you over and over again that I think this business about me being an Avenging Angel or something is a pile of shit.  I wish you’d just leave me alone.  You’re driving me crazy with this god talk of yours.  And all your damn praying over the phone.
	“But, well, listen.  Maybe there is something to what you’ve said.  I mean, well, an F.B.I. agent came to see me this morning.  He was asking about my sister-in-law.  He thinks maybe she’s involved with the terrorists.
	“Now, I’m not saying she is or she isn’t.  I just don’t know.  It’s got me pretty scared.”
	“Ned, just believe… ” Robinson interrupted Ned’s pressured stream of talk.
	“Shut up, just shut up about that belief stuff.  I don’t want to hear that now.  And I don’t want to talk to you right now.  But, look, I’ll call you in a couple of days.  Maybe I’ll have figured some things out… ”
	Ned hung up before Robinson could say anymore.  A moment later the phone rang again.  The monitor displayed the message:
incoming call from:
Federal Offices, Roanoke, Virginia
703 222 4000 
	Ned had recently ordered a new service from the phone company.  Now the monitor would display where a call was coming from.  He had hoped this would help him control the calls from Robinson.  It hadn’t altogether worked: Robinson’s calls were identified the same way as calls from Ned’s federal employers.  He still couldn’t be sure which calls to ignore.
	Ned ignored this one.  It was bound to be Robinson calling back.  He had nothing more to say to Harvey Robinson for the time being.
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	Julie Mayberry had been at Sweetwater less than two weeks when she went into labor.  It took the residents of the community by surprise.  Julie had been unable to remember just when the baby was supposed to be due, and they hadn’t been expecting the birth so soon.  At first, Dr. Louis feared the fetus was being spontaneously aborted.
	Louis oversaw the delivery.  He was concerned about the possibility of complications.  The radiation exposure had been late in the pregnancy, of course.  The fetus was already pretty well formed and there was no concern about genetic abnormalities.  But he had lots of reason to be concerned about eye or brain damage.  He thought there was even possibility that the outer layers of skin would have been burned away by the powerful radiation.  
	In spite of her physical condition, Julie insisted on doing natural birth.  She’d been taking lessons before the disaster.  Amy Lou assisted.  She’d helped at a couple of home births before.
	The labor came on quickly and was over quickly.  The birthing was smooth with practically no pain at all.  Even though Juile had not been practicing her exercises with any regularity, when it came down to it, she performed beautifully—“just as natural as a cat dropping its litter,” Amy commented.
	“It was almost as though the baby were anxious to get out into the world,” Rif said.
	As expected, the child was a boy.  He seemed perfectly normal.  “In fact,” Dr. Louis observed to his dismay, “he seems better than normal.  His weight’s good, his breathing regular.”
	He looked marvelously peaceful and pleased to have been born, everyone agreed.
	Following the birth, Julie was weak but ecstatic.  “See, just like I said, my baby’s alive and normal.”  She held the infant for a long time and then feel asleep.
	After a while, Amy very gently took the baby from her and placed it in a makeshift cradle next to Julie’s bed.  The community gathered to watch over her and to see the newest member of the Sweetwater community.
	The talk that day centered around how appropriate it was that the child was born on that day, December 21st, the winter solstice.  
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	Everybody at Sweetwater Farm was ecstatic but Amy—and Jude.  When Amy had come out of Julie’s room exhausted but jubilant, she immediately turned to Jude.  She had been hoping that the excitement about the birth of Julie’s baby would have some curative effect on Jude’s ambivalence about love and family... and her.
	She found him hanging around the fringe of the crowd that’d come to see the newborn baby.  He was polite but cool.  “Wanna take a walk?” she said.  “I need some fresh air.”
	“Sure,” he agreed noncommitally.
	At first, as they walked out in the cold air and bright sun, Amy talked about the birth.  When she finished her account, there was silence.  Jude didn’t seem to know what to say.
	Finally he spoke up, “Amy, I just can’t allow you to ruin your life on account of me.  I’m just not what you think.  I’m not what you want.  Can’t you see I’m going to be a goddamn priest!  I can’t let myself love you.  And I love you too much to let you fall in love with me.  Do you think I like ignoring you?  But I mustn’t lead you on.”
	“Lead me on?” she asked.  “Nobody’s leading me on.  I like you, Jude.  If it weren’t for me being pregnant and all that, I might try to seduce you.  But, I mean, I’m not trying to run your life.  I can’t tell you what to do.  I just want to enjoy whatever this is we’re feeling about each other.  Why should our… uh, uh, feelings… cause us both so much pain?”
	“Well, it’ll just cause more pain to both of us if we keep this up.  Maybe I should leave, Amy.  Go back home to Pittsburg.”
	“Not now, Jude.  You can’t travel till something gets settled about the fallout and the future.  The future… that’s the point.  Why are you so shit-faced worried about the future?  There may not be any.  There may just be us here and now.”
	The conversation kept going round and round in circles, with both of them getting more and more agitated—and, ironically, of course, more and more emotionally involved.
	As they reached the bend in the road which was a natural turnaround spot, Jude suggested they head back.  Amy grabbed him by the arm and tried to kiss him.
	Jude freaked.  He pulled away.  And as he did, he knocked Amy off balance.  She slipped and slid down the slight embankment beside the road.  She started laughing.
	When she looked up, however, she saw that Jude was practically in tears.  “You’re not hurt, are you?” he said.  When she shook her head no, he continued, “I just can’t let you do this.”  He was almost shouting.  “I can’t be nice to you.  You’ll misunderstand.”  He turned and started back up the trail, half-running.
	Amy managed to get back on her feet.  She really wasn’t hurt.  But her pride was.  “Damn it,” she said aloud.  “What is wrong with him?”  Then she too started crying as she walked, slightly limping, back to the house.
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	Don Jarrels stopped to visit his friends in western Wisconsin.  He arrived to discovered they’d gone all out on Christmas.  There was no snow this year.  It wouldn’t be a white Christmas, but it would be a good Christmas.  “There are lots of reasons to celebrate,” they said, “and—if not to celebrate survival, then certainly to celebrate ‘The End’ before it’s too late.”  
	He was grateful for the respite from talk about the bombs and the fallout.  He enjoyed the sojourn in the child-like fantasy world of Santa Claus and Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeer and the (this year, especially) heart-warming spirituality of the Infant Jesus.  He resolved to stay with them through Christmas and then get on with his journey.
	He and his friends spent most of his visit playing innocently with the children or sitting around the big fire in the living room fireplace, reminiscing about the old days.  Don had met these people in the late sixties when they were all working together in a “support group” for the Milwaukee 14 dissidents who’d destroyed draft board files in a dramatic, news-gathering gesture to protest the Vietnam War.
	The TV sometimes worked.  The cable system brought in several local channels.
	On the evening of December 21st, the household, children and all, gathered around to watch a TV special.
	Behind the opening titles, Don recognized a familiar sight: the black wall of the fallout cloud, flickering with auroral lights and electrical discharges.  Well, I might just as well have saved myself the trip and watched it on TV,  he joked to himself.
	A familiar-sounding voice-over explained that scientists were beginning to understand the forces that were holding the cloud together.  There had never been any nuclear explosion of this magnitude on earth before.  “It is estimated that as many as forty warheads were delivered by the two MERV-equipped missiles that penetrated the U.S. defense.  These scattered over some fifty square miles.  The fallout is primarily dust raised by the ground explosions.  There was little smoke because the area was not highly developed and there was little artificial to burn.  Though, of course, at the temperatures of nuclear explosions, even soil burns.”
	“What happens in that massive a cloud of radioactive particles and heavy elements no scientist has ever had opportunity to see before,” the familiar voice went on as scenes of missiles in silos were intercut with pictures of the great cloud.
	“We’re discovering that cohesive forces are generated, apparently nuclear in origin,” the voice was saying just as Don recognized the speaker and the image on the screen switched back to him sitting in a comfortable TV-studio set: Dr. Carl Sagan, now “the Old Man” of the scientific age.
	“We’re here on this panel to discuss the significance of the strange behavior of the fallout cloud,” said Sagan.  “Also with me are: Dr. Fritjof Capra.”  (In part because of his photogenic good looks, Capra had become Sagan’s successor as popular spokesman for science, Don remembered, when PBS featured him in his own series, “A New Vision of Reality,” in which he challenged naive scientific realism and eloquently explained the mystical and philosophical significances of discoveries of the new physics.)
	“Next is Dr. Elaine Pagels, a Biblical theologian.”  (Pagels recent work on the morality of nuclear war had raised the hackles of Christian Fundamentalists, Don knew.)
	“Then Dr. Louis Kaiser, consultant on international relations on the Congressional Committee on Defense and National Security that designed the Strategic Defense System, and Col. Louise Hasselhorn, assistant head of the Cleanup Project.”  (Don didn’t recognize Kaiser.  Hasselhorn had become a regular on TV in the last a month and a half.)
	“Dr. Lynn Margulis—and coincidentally, a close friend of mine,” Sagan added affectionately.  (Don believed he remembered they’d once been married.)  “Dr. Margulis is a microbiologist; her seminal work on the so-called “Gaia Hypothesis” suggested intriguing, though controversial, explanations of planetary ecology.”
	“Fr. Matthew Fox, an expert on the mid-20th Century scientist-mystic Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and organizer of the upcoming World Teilhard Symposium.”  (Who made headlines recently, Don recalled, when not only Pope John XXIV, but also the President of the U.S. and the Premier of the U.S.S.R. agreed to meet for the first time next spring at the Symposium to again begin discussing the builddown of nuclear weapons Gronov’s predecessor had started, but which had stalled when both countries came under control by more conservative leadership.)
	“And finally Dr. Margaret Hampton, child psychologist at New York City’s Children’s Hospital.”
	An odd panel,  Don thought.  Capra must have been behind putting this group together,  he guessed, remembering with a tinge of vanity, the cocktail party he’d attended a couple of years ago with friends of Capra’s.  The party had almost turned into a lecture when one of the guests—maybe that was Margaret Hampton,  it occurred to Don—began describing how she’d been studying ESP in infants.  She’d hypothesized that all babies come into the world with “telepathic abilities.”  But these are quickly shut down because the infant experiences so much trauma and confusion from the tumultuous and angry thoughts of adults around it.  Don thought it an interesting idea, but had dismissed it as wishful thinking.  I wonder what that has to do with the fallout cloud.
	In fact, Sagan and Hasselhorn were the only ones who spoke specifically about the fallout cloud.  Though they admitted that science had not yet found answers, they insisted that there must be rational explanations.  The forces within and around the clouds were being studied closely.  Sagan emphasized that this new phenomenon, welcome as it was in this instance, did not contradict from his now-classic prediction of “nuclear winter.”
	“Indeed,” he said, “it suggests that the aftermath of a full scale nuclear war could be even worse.  Because of these internal cohesive forces fallout clouds might never disperse.  They could continue to shadow the earth’s surface indefinitely, lowering the temperature far more than we’ve previously predicted.”
	Hasselhorn spoke glowingly about the possibility of washing the dust out of the sky and keeping it contained behind dikes.  She did admit, “Some radioactivity is bound to escape.  Cancer experts estimate significant rises in the rate of tumor development in the U.S. over the next ten to fourteen years.  But the containment of the fallout particles will reduce the effects by several thousand percent,” she hastened to add.  “The new generation of immune-stimulants promises to significantly reduce mortality from these cancers.”
	Kaiser disagreed with Hasselhorn’s easy dismissal of cancer as a major problem to the coming society.  But he was positive about the political effects the disaster would have.  
	“Isn’t it significant that in the Soviet Union, the court of civilian Magistrates assembled to try Submarine Captain Vladimir Denevsky, quickly found Denevsky innocent of personal wrongdoing in firing the missiles.  And, then, in what seems like a reversal of Russian political conduct, the Magistrates declared the Communist Party Central Committee guilty of creating the conditions that resulted in Denevsky’s actions.  Crowds in the street cheered.  Soviet military leaders, caught in the bind between accepting responsibility themselves and maintaining their allegiance to the Party, in another dramatic gesture, have proclaimed themselves an army of the proletariat and joined in the ‘People’s overthrow’ of the irresponsible Party leadership.  It looks like Gorbachev’s democratic reforms may finally get implemented after all.”
	“Already, of course,” Sagan pointed out, “Russian earthmoving technology developed during the construction of the Trans-Siberian pipeline and radiation containment technology developed following the Chernobyl accident have been sent to the assist with the cleanup.  There is a new spirit of cooperation between our two nations—if only because both have lost face badly before the rest of the world.”
	Don was most fascinated by the discussion between Fox and Margulis.  They agreed that the strange weather patterns represented some sort of response by the planet itself to the trauma of the nuclear blasts.
	“It’s almost as if the earth were holding its breath,” Margulis said, explaining that her studies with James Lovelock back in the 1960s had shown that, at least metaphorically, the earth functions like a single organism, which they called “Gaia” after the Greek Goddess of the earth.  “We know that the planet respires,” she said, “in the sense that the organisms that make up its surface exchange gases with one another.  Plants, especially ocean plants, breathe in carbon dioxide and exhale oxygen.  Animals, in turn, breathe in oxygen and exhale carbon dioxide.  Ever since life began on the planet, there seems to have been self-regulatory mechanisms that have kept the atmosphere breathable and the surface temperature relatively stable… ”
	Sagan spoke up, “Now that example is hardly something to call respiration… ”
	“But the phenomena really do indicate that the planet itself is alive, don’t they?” Fox interrupted.  “And growing...
	“Teilhard hypothesized that biological evolution proceeds in discontinuous, spasmodic stages,” Fox continued, “—by what we popularly call ‘quantum leaps.’  Teilhard compared these to the condensing of crystals out of a supersaturated solution when the solution is suddenly destablized.  In evolution the destablizing forces have been planetary crises.  To use Dr. Margulis’s example, the crowding of the biosphere with oxygen-exhaling plants was suffocating the planet.  The evolution of oxygen-breathing animals resolved the crisis.
	“For Teilhard, planetary crises, characterized by growing complexity, were resolved by evolutionary developments characterized by cooperation.  And these always resulted in a leap to a new order of being.
	“What we perceive as ecology is really the growth of the larger being that is planet Earth,” Fox concluded.  “We’re all part of this larger being.  And the evolution of consciousness on the earth represents the development of the mind of that being.  Gaia, you named it,” he said to Margulis.
	“Well, now, that’s much more mystical than we meant by the Gaia Hypothesis,” Margulis answered.  “I’d like to see scientific documentation of those ideas.  I’m not sure they make sense… ”
	“Regardless of the particular metaphor you use,” Capra interjected, “what’s truly important about the events of the past months is that they’ve forced us to recognize that we live in a globally interconnected world, in which biological, psychological, social, and environmental phenomena are all interdependent.  This paradigm shift from the mechanistic worldview to that of deep ecology has been the real human task of the closing decades of the twentieth century.  There have been serious delays in its accomplishment, primarily because of the crusades of Christian Fundamentalists promoting medieval notions of reality.  But now the shift has happened—almost inspite of us all.  And in the past weeks, this shift has been manifested dramatically.”
	“And that signifies that we have a moral obligation to the ecological order,” theologian Pagels added.  She explained that her studies of early Christian and other mystical writings indicated that ecological order was a primary element in the foundation of most religions, but that it had frequently been dismissed, rejected, or deliberately covered over by later followers who found it contrary to immediate political needs of their particular sect.  “That was probably the basis of the notion of ‘natural law’ in Christianity,” she said, “but that idea was applied to individual acts instead of to the relation between humanity and nature.  Now maybe we know better.”
	Capra added that all this meant to him that human beings now had an obligation to take responsibility for what they had done to the planetary ecology and to heal its wounds.  “We don’t know how long it can hold its breath,” Margulis interjected.
	Sagan then made a point that Capra, Fox, and the others strongly agreed with:  “The cleanup of the fallout cloud demonstrates how modern technology allows Man to exercise his responsibility for the planet.”
	“And Woman… ” Hasselhorn interjected.
	“If we hadn’t done something to clean up the mess we’d made,” Fox answered, “Gaia just couldn’t start breathing again—at least not without killing itself and all of us.”
	Ignoring the magical/mystical quality of the event, Sagan answered that the cooling of the atmosphere with the coming of winter was bound to start the wind patterns again.
	Hampton, the child psychologist, turned out to be on the program to talk about the effects of the disaster on young children.  “The insecurity of not knowing what will happen to them if the fallout cloud spreads,” she hypothesized, “may leave permanent emotional scars.  On the other hand,” she added, “the sense of the oneness of the world that the apparent ‘miracle’ testifies to might provide a whole new kind of security for them.
	“You’ve probably noticed some of the stories in the paper about new mothers claiming their babies have magical—or at least healing—powers.  It’s seemed like hysteria in the wake of all the strange things that have been going on.  But over the past couple of weeks I’ve been studying parallel behaviors among several infants in the hospital nursery that can only be explained as some kind of telepathy.  Perhaps this is the first stage in the development of a ‘group mind’ among human beings.  Whatever it is,” she said, “it may produce very emotionally stable and secure infants.  Already I’ve observed that these children don’t seem to fear abandonment.”
	Sagan interrupted to ask about the scientific evidence for this ESP.  He, in turn, was interrupted by Fox who pointed out that ESP was an outdated idea, based on a too simplistic and mechanistic notion of the human mind.  “Perhaps what underlies telepathic phenomena,” he suggested, “is the development of the collective consciousness which Teilhard hypothesized would be the next great step in human evolution: Gaia becoming conscious.
	“Maybe this is what Dr. Hampton is seeing among her children,” Fox continued, “and which, in fact, is being manifested very dramatically in the coming together of the world powers and the, now-forced, recognition that the earth is but a single organic system.  What Teilhard’s collective consciousness might look like is people being aware of their interconnections with each other.  I think that would mean a great upsurging of good will and cooperation.
	Sagan got in the last word by repeating his observation—which had by now become as famous as his comment that “We are all made of star-stuff”—that the conquest of space and the consequent ability of human beings to look back on the earth from outside has made us aware that we are all together on what is like a lifeboat floating precariously in the icy cold of space.
	The program ended with a news update on the clean-up project.  Cameras showed huge masses of water being sprayed into the clouds.  All the boilers and factory furnaces in the outlying areas were pouring steam into the air to encourage precipitation, the narrator explained.  Dams were almost complete along the rivers flowing out of the area.  The dikes would be completed by the beginning of the spring thaw.
	As the program concluded, the kids, now a little restless from having to sit through all this talk, began to jump around and roughhouse.  To calm them, their dad began singing carols.  Don listened to the words of “Silent Night” and heard them as he’d never heard them before.
	Looking out the window at the lovely winter night, illumined by a waning moon, he thought that, in the silence of the night, the earth seemed to sleep in heavenly peace.  He wondered if perhaps a new birth was being attended this Christmas.  
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	The birth exhausted Julie Mayberry.  She slept twenty-four hours straight.  She seemed almost in coma. Louis looked in on her several times and tried unsuccessfully to arouse her.
	The baby, on the other hand, remained alert most of the time.  To the nearly steady stream of visitors who stopped in to have a look at him or to attend to his new-born needs, he seemed almost interested and aware of them.
	In the middle of the afternoon of December 22nd, Julie came out of her exhausted sleep.  She looked haggard.  Her skin was noticeably reddened and puffy.  She was not delirious, but did wake very slowly and, once awake, was nauseous.
	“I don’t understand this at all,” Dr. Louis confided after Peregrine heard Julie was awake and came by to see her.  “It looks as if she’s being hit by radiation sickness.  But why now?  It’d seemed like she’d managed to survive that.”
	“Could she have somehow been fending off the effects of the radiation until after the baby was born?” Peregrine suggested.
	“Well, of course, that’s exactly what it looks like.  But, Peri, that doesn’t make any sense.  At least not according to medical science.  Not even according to most ideas of psychosomatic medicine.  I mean, we know of people seeming to put off an infection—and even a heart attack or stroke—until after they’ve completed some important project.  But radiation isn’t like that.  Radiation produces physical trauma.  It’d be like suggesting she got stabbed with a knife but then stopped the wound from forming until she was finished whatever she was doing.
	“It just doesn’t make any sense from a rational perspective.  But then, you know, a lot of what’s going on these days doesn’t make sense.  Somehow the rules of reality seem to have been changed by those explosions.”
	“Well, John, maybe not the rules of reality, but just the particular ways they’re being enforced these days,” Peregrine answered.  “Maybe there've been rules we've never known about.”

∞
	“I had a dream.  At least, I think it was a dream, Brother.  I remember people coming in and looking down at me and talking about me.  You and Dr. Louis and Amy and Sister Elise and others I don’t remember.  People were saying I was in a coma.  I tried to say no, that I was just tired, but I couldn’t get my mouth to work.
	“And then this great light came down and surrounded me.  It felt sort of like the vision I had after the bombs exploded.  I remember being lifted up above the bed and then my baby was there, looking out at me from inside the light.”
	As Julie talked about her vision, Peregrine could feel his heart clutch and wonder roar in his ears.
	“He looked so wise,” Julie continued.  “And a voice said ‘Thank you’ and then ‘Good-bye.’  I was scared, ’cause I thought my baby was going to die.  But then I understood that it was me that’s going to die.  And, Brother,” she looked up at him with a serene expression in her eyes, “I wasn’t afraid of that at all.  My body hurts so much when I’m awake, and in the dream the light was so soothing.  I know dying will be like going back into the dream.”
	“We’ll see, Julie,” Peregrine answered awkwardly.  “Dr. Louis doesn’t understand what’s going on with you.  He thought you were getting better.  Now maybe you’ve had a relapse.  But don’t give up hope.”
	“Oh, I’m not giving up at all,” she said with a wan smile, “I have hope in Bowman.  He’s going to be very special.  Just you wait and see.”
	“Bowman?” Peregrine questioned, remembering that David Bowman was the transformed astronaut in Clarke’s Space Odyssey  series.
	“I’ve named my baby Bowman,” she replied, “like in the movie.”

∞
	“Well, I think the name’s neat,” Rif said to Peregrine and Ellen as he gingerly lowered himself into the steaming water.  Since winter had not really come, the glass storm windows had never been put up around the hot tub on the deck behind the guesthouse.  The steam wafted upwards in the chilly air, illuminated eeriely by several candles flickering in sconces on the wall of the building.  The multi-tiered glass canopy that someone had once likened to the top of a candy dish was steamed over so that the view of the sky directly above was obscured.
	“The idea that movie played off of of super beings watching over life on earth is a wonderful story,” Ellen replied.  “It’s one of the most popular modern-day myths.”
	Sister Elise, who was sitting in a chair by the side of the tub sipping a cup of tea, interjected, “I think people are hungering for a myth that speaks to them today.  Science-fiction movies, like E.T.  and Star Wars  —for better or worse—are filling in the gap.”
	“I’ll bet as many people were out looking for flying saucers to come usher in the millenium this past year,” Ellen said, “as were waiting for the Second Coming to bring on the Rapture!  And I think naming the child after the astronaut is beautiful.”
	“It’s kind of a funny name,” Rif offered.  “But he can go by Bo and that’s not really a strange name for a boy.”
	“I guess so,” Peregrine agreed.  “The name’s kind of symbolic by itself.  A bowman is the guy up in the front that looks ahead to watch where a ship is going.”
	“Or an archer controlling the direction of a moving arrow,” Rif added.
	“Let's hope there’s going to be a whole new world,” Peregrine continued, “for him to lead us to.  Maybe there will even be the space visitors.  After all, something is obviously watching over life on earth.  At least, the earth sure is acting very strange these days.  I don’t know whether it makes any more sense to call it God or planetary consciousness or space beings.  It’s all sort of the same, isn’t it?  Something much bigger than our individual selves has stepped in and taken charge.”
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	It took Larry Belton nearly five days just to get to Louisville.  Of course, he wasn’t in any rush.  He was just running aimlessly and taking his time.  He had no place to go, except away from the F.B.I.  He first visited an old friend named Chuck whom he’d known in elementary school and whose folks had moved to Charlotte, North Carolina.  He and Chuck had exchanged occasional letters for years.  But after a couple of days he remembered about those letters at home and got scared his whereabouts might be traced.  Besides he worried Chuck’s folks might begin to wonder what he was doing there, especially this time of year.  He decided then he’d go to St. Louis.  Maybe Mary Ann would take him in.
	Hitchhiking wasn’t easy.  Larry spent one whole day with his thumb out and got no rides at all.  There was considerable traffic on the highways, but most of the drivers turned their faces or looked scared as they passed him by.  Larry certainly understood why they’d be afraid of strangers, especially young males who could overpower them and take their car.  Besides most of the cars looked to be packed pretty full already.
	On the other hand, the people who did pick him up were very friendly and helpful, unfortunately most weren’t going very far.  Someone did manage to help him get away from that very unrewarding spot where he’d spent the frustrating day.
	And an old man who picked him up just outside Louisville took Larry home for dinner, a bath, and a warm place to sleep for the night.  “I hitchhiked himself all over the country,” he said, “back when I was a teenager in the fifties.  Feel like I got a moral responsibility to occasionally return the favors—especially now when the world’s in such turmoil.”  He and his wife had set up a huge Christmas tree.
	Larry fell asleep curled up in his sleeping bag in front to the fire while the old man was telling him stories.  Larry recognized a few of the names the guy mentioned—Kerouac, Kesey, Ginsberg—but wasn’t sure who those people were.  But the old man’s voice was hypnotic and soothing as he talked about beatniks, dharma bums, and bodhisattvas.
	He was exhausted when he arrived in St. Louis a couple of days later.  He hadn’t slept the last night at all.  Late at night, he’d been picked up by a crazy looking guy on speed; he’d been driving for days, he said.  In circles, it sounded like to Larry from the way he described his itinerary.  Larry felt a little guilty about taking charge of being navigator and reading the map: he wasn’t sure where the guy really wanted to go.  He kept changing his mind.  And so Larry took advantage of his indecision and directed him toward St. Louis and his own destination.
	The guy kept apologizing for not offering Larry any amphetamine, but said he didn’t know where he’d get more and so wasn’t going to risk giving up any of his stash.  Larry was glad not to have drugs pushed on him, though he soon realized he was going to have a hard time staying awake and the guy obviously wanted somebody to listen to his pressured ramblings.
	Once he was out of the car, just off the freeway in downtown St. Louis, Larry had a good laugh about the whole thing.  But he’d sure been scared most of the five or six hours he was in that car.  The laughter was a good release of tension.
	But his relief didn’t last long.  The first thing he did was to call Mary Ann.  She didn’t sound happy to hear from him.  They hadn’t parted the best of friends.  She’d wanted him to marry her so she could stay in Virginia and not have to follow her father to St. Louis.  She didn’t like it there, she said.
	But, yes, she’d try to help him.  She told him to wait for her and she’d come down and pick him up downtown.
	Mary Ann arrived about thirty minutes later.  Larry was glad to see her, although he too felt the strain.  Things just weren’t the same between them.  Once he was in the car, Mary Ann asked him what kind of trouble he was in.
	“What do you mean?”
	“I mean, Larry Belton, that an F.B.I. agent came out and talked to me and my Dad last week.  He wanted to know about you.  If I’d seen you or anything.  My Dad made me promise I’d call the police if you showed up.”
	“Have you, Mary Ann?” Larry asked cautiously.
	“Well, no, I mean, not yet.  Look, Larry, I just can’t ignore this, I mean, my Dad knows.  I think he might suspect you’re here now.  I didn’t tell him where I was going.  But he asked me if that was you on the phone.  I denied it.  But… ”
	“Mary Ann, believe me.  I haven’t done anything wrong.  I’m not sure why they’re after me,” Larry explained, avoiding the whole truth.  “I’ve been working as a guard in a survivor camp.  An F.B.I. agent came to see me.  He was asking questions about my sister Julie.  I got scared and, well, I ran off.  I guess I’m AWOL.”
	“Is that all it is?” Mary Ann asked, apparently happy to hear he hadn’t committed a murder or something.  “But, you know, you just can’t come home with me.  I mean, my Dad is going to insist on telling the F.B.I. you’re there.  But, Larry, if you’re really innocent you have nothing to fear.”
	“Look, Mary Ann, I don’t want to get you or your Dad in trouble.  But I don’t want to talk to the F.B.I.
	“Hey, where are we?”  Larry asked, realizing he was in a strange city, maybe being driven right into a trap.  “Why don’t you let me out right here and just forget you saw me?  Please.”
	“I don’t know,” she said.  “I don’t know.”
	At the next red light, Larry simply got out of the car.  Mary Ann watched him, still looking helpless.  “Please don’t say anything to anybody about seeing me.  Please... ” were Larry’s last words to her.
	Larry walked back toward what seemed to be downtown St. Louis.  He wandered around the downtown streets for a couple of hours in a kind of worried daze.  He ate a couple of Big Macs and then fell asleep for maybe a half hour in the back dining room at the McDonald’s ’til he was thrown out by the manager who said he didn’t want any bums in his cafe.
	He thought about trying to find the old beatnik in Louisville again and then realized that was not realistic.  He didn’t know where to turn.  He couldn’t go back home.  The only people he knew outside New Lebanon were Chuck in Charlotte and Mary Ann and he couldn’t depend on either of them to protect him.
	Julie.  She might be able to help me.  If she’s still alive.   He didn’t even know where she was.  But he did remember the name Sweetwater Farm, Asheville, North Carolina.  He’d memorized that name the day he’d caught those two guys in the camp.
	Of course, he worried, maybe they really were crazy and had already killed Julie and sacrificed her baby the way Ma kept saying.
	Well, he’d find a phone number and he’d call and ask for her.  If she’s still alive, she’ll tell me what to do.
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	Peregrine answered the phone.  With very little explanation he recognized who Larry was.  He understood Larry’s desire to talk with his sister.  He explained that she was pretty sick but that maybe she could say hello.
	Julie was strong enough to assure Larry she was safe and tell him the baby had been born and was well.  And yes, she wanted him to come see her.
	Peregrine took the phone and asked Larry for a number to call him back.  He wasn’t sure it was a good idea to tell this boy where they were.  Though, of course, he realized nervously the boy already knew.  At least knew enough information to find the phone number.

∞
	Peregrine was struck by a curious coincidence.  Is this another example of divine intervention?   Only an hour before Don Jarrels had called to check in.  Peregrine had been worrying about Don.  He’d known he was on his way and that he’d planned to go near the fallout site.  He was glad to have heard from him.  And Don had called from a motel just outside St. Louis.
	Peregrine had never put much stock in such things as signs and divine interventions.  Though lately he’d been revising his ideas about all that significantly.  The “visions,” as he’d come to call them, seemed like divine intervention—or at least divine manifestation.  And the strange weather looked more like divine intervention than anything he’d ever seen before—though why the divine hadn’t intervened a few hours earlier and stopped the missiles from ever being fired, he didn’t know.  Well, you just can’t second guess God,  he thought.
	And now here was another coincidence.  Maybe this was another bit of divine intervention, albeit significantly less dramatic.  Julie Mayberry’s brother was in St. Louis wanting to come to Sweetwater—getting him here had been one of Peregrine’s priorities for weeks now.  And Don Jarrels just happened to be at a motel outside East St. Louis, on his way to the Farm.  He had even happened to mention the name of the motel.  It was the Gateway Arch Inn on I-55, just across the Illinois border.  He’d made a joke about playing croquet under the Arch.
	Peregrine called information and got the number of the motel, then called and discovered that Don was still there.  He’d just been about to check out.  Peregrine explained the situation and asked him to go out of his way a little to pick up the boy.  Following Don’s easy agreement, he suggested he wait by the phone for a few minutes more, so Larry could call and arrange to meet him some place.  Then he called the payphone number he had gotten from Larry and offered the boy a ride.
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	Larry was waiting near the freeway exit just as Don had instructed him over the phone.  They took a liking to each other almost immediately.
	Larry was overjoyed.  He’d discovered his sister was alive and had successfully given birth to her baby.  He now had evidence that the people he’d trusted blindly out of desperation that day in the camp were good people.  In fact, they were going to help him now that he too was on the run.
	It hadn’t yet occurred to him that he was really just making himself a further accomplice to their actions.
	Don was glad to have somebody to talk to.  He’d been reliving his life over and over again as the oldies on the radio reminded him of one event after another.  Mulling over those experiences in his mind saddened him.  Talking about them with someone else would relieve the pain and heighten the joy of the memories.
	“I grew up in Seattle, entered the seminary after high school.  I did a year of novitiate there and then freshman year with the Order here at Saint Louis University,” he recounted to Larry as he took the boy along with him for the quick nostalgic tour of St. Louis that had brought him on such a circuitous—and, for Larry, fortunate—route to North Carolina.
	“After a couple of years back in Seattle, I took off for San Francisco and played hippie at the end of the sixties,” Don continued his story once they were back on the highway, leaving the Gateway Arch behind them.  “Then I got a job in a social service program for troubled youth in Oakland.  During that time I got married to a beautiful lady named Louise,” Don choked up a little.
	While Larry listened attentively, Don told of the hard work he’d had going back to school as an adult to finish a B.A. and then get an M.S.W.; of the jobs in city agencies, and later in the consulting firm; and of his years of political involvement and struggle to right what he saw to be wrongs in society.  “All through my life I’ve felt driven to change the world, to make it a place of peace—a place where my own soul could find peace, I guess,” he confided to the boy.
	Larry gave an account of his own life, explaining how he and his sister had been adopted and then how old Mr. Belton had died on the tractor and he had had to take over working the farm.  “I was getting in this year’s harvest when I got called up by the National Guard to work in the survivor camps.”  Larry told Don a little of what that was like, but shied away from the story of Julie and her baby.
	Don rejoined with a description of his own close call with the L.A. blast and then of his visit to see the fallout cloud.  Larry was fascinated.  He hadn’t understood what was happening with the cloud or with the clean-up, and Don was happy to explain it to him.
	“The washing process,” Don said he’d heard over the radio, “is proving even easier than hoped.  The forces that are holding the cloud together from within also cause the dust to clump and fall to the ground when water is sprayed into it.
	“The job’s still enormous,” he explained to the boy who seemed pretty naive about matters beyond his own little world in New Lebanon, Virginia, “and incredibly expensive, but it will save the heartland of America from centuries of radioactive contamination.
	“I have to admit I know less about the project in Southern California.  Conditions are different there.  The blasts were high above the ground and less dirt was blown up into the air.  Most of the cloud is smoke.  The fallout is being kept from drifting back into California’s Central Valley with the same method as in North Dakota.  I think the dike building is probably much simpler in the L.A. basin—or maybe it’s now better referred to as the ‘L.A. Crater’,” Don observed, both humorously and morosely.
	“The mountains will contain the radioactive dust-contaminated water to the north and east.  A dike is being built north of San Diego to prevent runoff to the south.  Some of the particles must be falling into the ocean.  There’s probably just nothing that can be done to prevent some contamination.  But I heard oil sludge is being poured into the ocean along the coast to trap most of the falling dust on the surface.  With the technologies developed after the Exxon Valdez spill to skim the oil slicks, maybe this sludge layer can be vacuumed up and disposed of once the cloud is dissipated.
	“I don’t know how they’re going to dispose of such a huge mass of radioactive oil sludge,” Don explained.  “I’ve heard it might be transported overland to North Dakota and dumped into what will be forevermore the toxic Devil’s Lake.  Maybe the oil sludge could help keep radioactive particles from being carried into the air by evaporation.
	“I don’t know what’s going to be done about the water absorbed into the soil mixing with ground water.  I suppose water purification techniques in the northern midwest will have to become that much more sophisticated.  And, I guess,  future Americans will just have to learn deal with mutation and cancer—I don’t think those immune modulators that came out of the AIDS research will have much effect on radiation-induced cancers.  Once plutonium’s in the body, it’s there for good.  Well, this will certainly demand some realistic approaches to the question of abortion.
	“This whole thing is going to significantly reduce the population by cutting it off at both ends.  Maybe in the long run that will be good for the ecology of the planet.  It will certainly force people to resolve some of the moral and religious debates that have been raging for the last half century.”
	Larry tentatively mentioned the euthanasia missions to the radiation victims.
	Don remarked, “I’m not sure what I think about that.”
	Larry was surprised.
	“Don’t you know,” he blurted out, “it’s your friends at Sweetwater Farm who did that?”
	“Oh my God, no,” Don answered in disbelief.  And then began to laugh.  “Well, yes, I guess I can see how they’d be just the people who’d do that.  And do it with the most pure and compassionate of motives.  I’m still not sure I agree with the whole thing, but we sure as hell better figure it out.”
	Larry explained how he met Jude Pressman and Rif Koestenbaum and how they rescued Julie and promised to care for her child.  He even described Julie’s vision of the transfigured baby.  And did it well enough that Don felt chills.
	Larry was insistent—Julie was his sister, after all—that that baby would  be very special.
	Don was skeptical.  He was a mature adult.  But he certainly had seen enough mature adult thinking and rationality be scrapped by the strange weather and the even stranger behavior of the fallout clouds to hold his tongue.  Maybe the boy was right.  Maybe God—or whatever the mystical reality that was the foundation of the notion of God—was stepping into human history.
	He hoped so.
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	Ned Mayberry was not a religious man.  He hadn’t prayed since he was a child.  And then it was for silly things: a new TV, a good grade on a test, a date with Carol Ann Bailey.  In fact, it was his sexual burgeoning that brought an end to his prayer.  He discovered that Carol Ann consented not because God was granting him his prayer, but because she was as interested as he in playing around out behind the garage.
	But now he was on his knees in church, begging whatever God there was for help and guidance.
	“If it truly be your will, O God, that I fulfill some role in the culmination of life on earth, then I submit myself to you.
	“But please, O God, please, let me know what I must do.  I am so confused.
	“I’ve never believed in you before.  I don’t know how.  I don’t know what to do to give you the suffering Robinson says you desire.  I don’t know what to do about Harvey Robinson.  If, as Robinson says, I am to battle the Anti-Christ in your name, then show me who the Anti-Christ really is.
	“I don’t know what to do about Julie and her baby.  Am I to rescue her?  And from what?  Show me how to find her.
	“O God, if you want me to carry out some mission for you, give me a sign.  Please.  Grant me your light to see my way through this darkness and confusion.”
	Ned felt embarrassed by the prayer.  Here he was in this dark and dank old church building, praying for a sign.  How infantile!   Noticing the shoddy Christmas creche erected in the front of the sanctuary just to the left of the altar, he thought about Christmases when he was a child.  How I believed back then… in the Christ child… and in Santa Claus.  “O God, are you real?  Please, God, show me the light.”
	He heard a clattering at the door.  He turned to look behind him.  Clumsily the church janitor opened the doors between the vestibule and the nave, propping them open so he could roll his mop bucket through.
	The bright afternoon sun pouring through the doors into the darkness hurt Ned’s eyes.  He looked away.  And as he did he saw that sunlight streamed up toward the front of the church and glittered off a bare gold cross that stood on the altar.  And then he saw that through some odd reflection a perfect shining image of the cross fell directly onto the babe in the manger.
	The brilliance of the image of the cross illuminating the Infant Jesus burned into his soul.  “O God,” he said as he slumped down on his knees.  “Is this the sign?”
	Insignificant as it seemed, the shining light tripped something in Ned’s fevered mind.  O God, thank you.  Thank you.   Crazy as it seemed, now he knew Harvey Robinson had been right.  I have a mission.   He still wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but he had an inkling.  God is going to show me who the Anti-Christ really is and what vengeance and salvation He is asking of me.
	Ned gazed fixedly at the golden reflection of the cross falling onto the creche—until the janitor manuevered his equipment into the nave and allowed the door to close, winking out his sign.  Ned felt his heart beating wildly.  It almost scared him.
	It’s ironic,  he thought with gallows humor that momentarily relieved the stress he’d been feeling.  Harvey Robinson’s gonna be real surprised at the way this all turns out. 
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	“Senator Elford, this week you submitted a bill called the Compassionate Death Act which would permit radiation victims to seek medical assistance to speed their deaths.”
	NBC Senior Correspondent Tom Brokaw was interviewing Tom Elford (R—California), Sen. Albert Parker (R—Texas), and Rev. Harvey Robinson.  Most of the community at Sweetwater was gathered round the TV.
	“Senator, was this legislation a result of the mercy killings in the camps?”
	“No, Tom, not exactly.  We are not condoning those activities.  But it is true that the terrorist attacks on the camps have brought the plight of the survivors to the public’s attention.  Senator Parker and myself, in fact, became particularly interested in this issue when we visited one of the camps outside Washington in our capacity as members of the Congressional Subcommittee on Organized Crime and Terrorism.”
	Parker, who spoke with a heavy Texas drawl, interrupted, “Yes, Tom,” he said, “the gentleman from California and I were appalled by the conditions in the camps.  We were even more appalled to see that these brave Americans were being made to suffer further indecencies by the activities of the subversive elements that on two occasions randomly poisoned these poor unfortunte people.”
	Elford got Brokaw’s attention again.  “Senator Parker and I recognize that some of the people in the Survivor Centers are already dying.  Many have become delirious or comatose.  For some, medical science has no more to offer.  We believe that in such terminal situations most Americans would approve of administering medications that would reduce suffering—even if they bring on death.”
	Brokaw turned to Robinson, who had begun jostling his microphone and making noise,  “You seem to want the floor, Reverend.”
	“Indeed, I do.  I want to remind the listeners that Senator Elford here is speaking only for himself in offering such an opinion.  I believe that the good Christians out there understand that this suffering, however unfortunate it is for the individuals, is God’s will.  And we know from the Bible that God would never cause meaningless suffering.  Surely all those who die will awake, joyful and at peace, in the heaven Our Lord has prepared for us.
	“I do not believe that we do the survivors any favors by taking their suffering from them.  Indeed, we may be doing them a terrible disservice by stealing from them their opportunity to contribute to bringing about Christ’s imminent triumphant return to Earth.”
	“Reverend Robinson,” Brokaw asked, “setting religious questions aside, let me ask you about conditions in the camps.  You were given charge of these facilities by the President.  How do you feel about Senator Parker’s comment that the conditions are appalling?”
	“Senator Parker, I believe, is a true-believing Christian.  I do not think he meant to say that the Lord’s work was not being done.”
	“No, sir, Reverend Robinson, I didn’t mean to imply that.  I am asking about the actual conditions in the camps.”
	“Well now, you must remember that the good Senator is from the great state of Texas.  He may not be familiar with the problems of crowding and poverty that are sometimes seen in our large urban areas… ”
	Parker broke in, “Harvey, I know perfectly well about crowding and poverty.  That isn’t what I was talking about.
	“You know as well as I do that those places are hell holes.  The people are puking their guts out.  They’re dying of every kind of disease imaginable.  The conditions are unsanitary.  The medical services are almost non-existent.  We’ve just got to do something about them.”
	Brokaw looked surprised.  Apparently he hadn’t expected Parker to drop his guard so easily.
	“Those souls are offering up their sufferings for the salvation of us all, I want you to know.  You two politicians may be able to sit here and talk about doing something.  But you’re not doing anything.  Me and my fellow Christian missionaries are working among those in the camps to bring them the Good News that Jesus loves them.”
	“Gentlemen, gentlemen, I want to ask you again about the mercy killings… ”
	“You mean the murders, don’t you?” Robinson broke in.
	“You tell me.  NBC News camera crews have gone into the camps.  We have not found evidence of random murders.  It looks as if only the most desperate cases were given the suicide pills.”
	“That does seem to be true,” Elford agreed.  “But we cannot condone this type of activity.”
	Brokaw continued his train of thought, “The New York Times published a poll this week that showed that seventy-five percent of those questioned believed the radiation victims ought to be assisted into easy deaths if they’re going to die anyway.”
	“The New York Times only asks those questions of Jews and secular humanists,” Robinson blurted out.  “Those statistics do not reflect the true feelings of the American people.  We are a Christian nation.  We do not believe in killing.  For any reason.”
	“Thank you, gentlemen,” Tom Brokaw swivled his chair away from the guests.
	“As you see, this is a complex issue.  There is no easy answer to the plight of the survivors.  Congress is about to make a decision which may end some of their suffering.
	“I’ll be back in a moment for a closing comment after this message.”
	A commercial followed.  The community laughed through it at Robinson’s comments, but hushed quickly when Brokaw returned.
	“Senators Elford and Parker may not think so, but it appears that those who have passed out suicide pills in the camps have managed to swing public opinion their way.
	“I—and NBC News—do not have an opinion on this matter.”  Brokaw smiled, “I learned way back when I first started in television that some things should not be editorialized about.  Death was one of them.  Religion was another.  That’s all for tonight.  Thank you for joining us on... ”
	The closing narration was drowned out by the sound of loud applause in the TV room at Sweetwater Farm.  
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	“This trip is almost a perfect backtrack of how I’ve just come,” Larry pointed out.  Because he’d gotten so many short rides, he’d usually been off the Interstate Highway system on the local highways himself.  Don was also preferring the side roads to the Interstate.  While he didn’t want to get stranded far from other drivers, he said, “It’s in just those congested situations that people’s tempers flare and accidents, or intentional ‘accidents,’ happen.”  Ever since he saw that truck with the shotgun out the window, that scene from Easy Rider had been lurking on the edge of his consciousness.  He didn’t like the recollection.
	Larry and Don took turns driving.  Though they maintained a steady pace, they didn’t drive very fast—even when the road was fairly clear.  An accident really could be the end of them.  They might not be able to get a ride into a town and even if they did they might not be able to get repairs done.
	Larry was in a little bit more of a rush than Don.  He was afraid Julie would die before he arrived, though she had said her health was holding up when he’d talked to her from St. Louis.
	Don, in fact, was now a little hesitant about arriving at all.  “I was going to Sweetwater to find sanctuary from a world gone mad,” he joked reluctantly.  “Now I’m afraid Sweetwater is likely to be at the center of that madness—at least if the authorities ever find out what was going on.”
	As they drove along, they listened for news.  Most reports had a distinctly local character.  Few of the radio stations carried much national news.  What news there was centered primarily on the clean-up project and on projections for the future.
	Don was now especially anxious to hear about the “terrorist attacks” on the camps.  They were surprised and gratified to find that even in the rural countryside, most of the people calling in on talk shows were calling for total nuclear disarmament to prevent such an accident from happening again.  And many spoke in favor of the legislation to allow euthanasia for the radiation victims.  In many cases these latter proposals were founded on cost-effectiveness rather than human compassion, and that made Don uncomfortable.  But he knew it also meant that public sentiment might side with his friends who’d taken the matter into their own hands.
	“The fact that there’s no news doesn’t mean much,” Don acknowledged.  “But, at any rate, I hope it’s all be over by the time we arrive.”
	He was a little chagrined at his own cowardice, but he just didn’t want to get himself involved in all that.  Of course,  he kept reminding himself, all I know is what this teenager tells me.  Maybe the boy’s exaggerated.  Maybe he misinterpreted what he saw.
	Well, anyway, there’s no rush.

∞
	In Louisville they turned south toward Knoxville.  “Let’s stop in and visit my beatnik friend,” Larry suggested.  It’s New Year’s Eve, after all.  We oughta celebrate.”
	Don agreed, but when Larry couldn’t find any familiar landmarks to help him locate the house, he insisted they go on.
	Somewhere just north of Knoxville, a couple of hours after dark, they ran into trouble.  The road was blocked by what looked like a pile-up of cars.  As they came upon the wreck, Don remarked that it looked intentional.  “There are too many cars for this to have been accidental.”  He was just starting to turn around when suddenly headlights flashed on alongside the road and a couple of heavy pickup trucks pulled right up behind him and blocked his exit.
	Don’s heart sank.  This looked like just the kind of trap he’d been afraid of.  That scene from the movie flashed into his consciousness again.  “Maybe we can get away on foot.”  The night was dark.  He felt to reassure himself that the money belt was around his waist.  He shouted orders at Larry to jump out of the car fast and make a run for the woods alongside the road.  He’d be right behind.  “Now go!”
	Larry felt his shoes skidding on the pavement.  He’d been practically blinded by the bright headlights behind them.  His heart was pounding like mad.  He could taste bile in his mouth.  O God,  he prayed, don’t let me throw up now.  There was no sound at all.  Just the pounding of his blood in his ears and the sound of his feet.  Then he heard Don behind him shout, “Run, run.”
	He felt the ground change under his feet.  First to gravel, then to hard dirt.  Ahead he could see the treeline against the night sky.  His eyes were adjusting to the sudden darkness.  He was just beginning to wonder if he was going to run into a fence when he realized that there was something almost directly ahead of him, like a shadow in the dark: a tree or a bush.  He darted to his right, but the dark shape seemed to follow him.  He was pummeling right into it and it was too late to stop.  He just had too much momentum.
	He heard himself scream “Don” just as he hit against the soft surface and felt strong arms close about him.  He heard a groan from the man who’d grabbed him as he knocked the air out of his lungs.  They both fell to the ground.
	Larry was kicking, trying to get away, but the big man held him fast.  “Over here, Elton,” he heard the man shout.  “I got one of ’em.”
	A moment later he was standing.  The man who’d caught him had his arms pinned behind his back and was pushing him forward, forcing him to walk toward some other shadows up ahead.  Larry heard Don’s voice, “It’s okay.  We’re friends.”
	“Sure, it’s okay,” a rough voice answered.  There was something slurred in the way the man talked, as if there’d been some injury to his mouth or tongue.
	A light flashed in Larry’s eyes.  “Hey, we got a real pretty one here,” somebody said in the darkness.
	“Where you boys headin’?” one of the men asked.
	Larry wasn’t sure what to say.  Should he give away another secret?  It occurred to him, though, that they ought to sound like locals.
	Larry was just about to say, “New Lebanon,” when Don spoke up.
	“A place called Sweetwater Farm, up in the Smokies outside Asheville.  Nice place.  Sort of a monastery.”
	“Hey, I know that Sweetwater place.”  A voice in the darkness said.  “That’s down in my territory,” the man said as he stepped up into the center of the circle.
	Larry felt a wave of relief.  Well, maybe these people will turn out friendly.
	“One of them priests from that place,” the voice went on, “stole my ol’ lady and told the sheriff to run me out of the county.  That old prick didn’t approve of me askin’ my lady to get her an abortion.
	“Well, I don’t think I’m gonna like you two.  I bet you’re just more of ’em holier-than-thou types.”
	“Hey, Charlie, get us some light,” somebody shouted.
	Suddenly a Coleman lattern flickered on.  Larry was blinded for a moment, then could see clearly for the first time.  Don was to his right, also held firmly by a strong arm around his neck.  Larry wondered if he could breathe.  “Hey, don’t choke him,” he blurted out and felt a hand slap over his mouth.
	“Now both you boys just keep quiet here.  We got a little surprise for you.  For New Year’s.  You been selected for a very special honor.  Right ’special for you, I see, ’cause you’re friends of ol’ Amy Lou.”
	Larry was very scared now.  He realized that he just lost control of his bladder.
	“Hey, you peeing on me, boy,” said the man gruffly holding Larry.  “If you think you scared now, you just wait.”
	In the glare of the light, Larry could see there were at least five men standing around the circle.  They seemed to be dressed in some kind of paramilitary uniforms: shirts and pants of black twill, with badges on the shoulders and on the caps on their heads.  Their faces seemed unusually red and almost featureless.
	With a shock, Larry realized that each of them looked like his face had been practically burnt off.
	“Now, you boys seem to have made it through that fire the other day without a scratch.  You see, me and my buddies here, we weren’t so lucky.  We was up in D.C. for a little demonstration for the rights of the white man in this here country.  We got burned pretty bad.
	“Whaddaya think of this, ya little faggot,” the man said and grabbed Larry by the shoulder and pulled his face up close to his.  “Take a good look at them burns, ’cause we want you to remember ’em real good while you’re getting some just like ’em for yourself.”
	Larry could hear Don speaking very calmly and very softly, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  He makes me to lie down in green pastures… ”
	“Hey, you shut up here,” said the man holding Don and he squeezed tighter about his neck.
	Larry wasn’t sure what to do.  He had a feeling in his gut that no matter what he said or did, these guys were going to kill them both.  He tried to keep himself composed.  At least he didn’t want to start screaming yet.  Not yet.
	“See, ya little twerp, we ain’t got nothin’ to lose no more.  We’re dead men already.  So we’re out here just havin’ us a little fun for New Year’s Eve with these people come drivin’ through here.”
	“You tell ’em, Billy Bob,” one of the voices said laughing.
	“And we specially don’t like you guys with your fine pretty skin.  We think ya oughta look just like us.  So that’s jus’ what we’re fixin’ ta do.”
	One of the men who’d been standing in the shadows stepped into the light in the center of the circle.  On his back was strapped some kind of tank and in his hand was a funnel-shaped nozzle.  For a moment Larry thought it was a fire extinguisher.
	“Larry,” he heard Don saying, “Don’t be afraid.  You can only die once, don’t ruin it by being afraid.”
	“Well, now, that’s mighty fine advice.  Let’s see how ’fraid you are,” said the man with the appartus on his back.  There was suddenly a loud swooshing sound.  A spark lit the night and out of the mouth of the nozzle shot a blast of flame.
	The man holding Don hit him upside the head and then pushed him away, out into the space where the circle had parted to allow for the flames.
	In the light from the flame thrower, Larry saw a last look from Don.  How strange!  Everything’s happening so slow,  Larry thought.  Don’s face looked remarkably peaceful.  In his eyes was a look of sad compassion as the flames suddenly engulfed him and he sank to his knees.  Larry looked on in horror.
	“How ’bout you, pretty boy.  Like that?”  He heard the man holding him tight say.  Larry started screaming.
	The sound of the flame thrower stopped suddenly, the bright yellow light went out, but the flames still surrounded Don.  Maybe Don was screaming too.  Larry couldn’t tell.
	“Take a look, kid.  Betcha never seen nothin’ like that before… betcha never will again,” the man laughed.
	For a moment, out of gruesome curiosity, Larry watched what was happening.  He was terrified, but he couldn’t look away.  In his horror, he was fascinated by how at first Don’s arms had gone crazy and begun pulling at his chest as though trying to tear away the burning clothes or slapping at the flames but now were just writhing uselessly at his sides, how his spine had contorted from the heat and was pulling his head back, how his face was charring and the skin cracking open so there was nothing recognizable about him anymore.  He’d fallen to the ground and was thrashing back and forth.
	Suddenly the flame thrower blazed on and another wave of burning gasses enveloped Don’s body.  The body convulsed once and then went dead and began to shrivel from the heat.
	“Hey, you really shakin’ boy.  Mebbe you cold or somethin’.  Now don’t ya worry, hear.  We getting ready to warm you up,” the voice said in his ear.  Larry started screaming again.
	He thought he heard another voice say something about gold coins rolling all over the place.  And there was a long delay.  Then after a while, he heard the swoosh of the flame thrower come on again.  And then what sounded like a series of explosions nearby.  But over it all was the sound of his own screams.
	He felt the man’s grip relax.  He was pushed forward.  He just kept screaming.








PART V

EPIPHANY ON EARTH




The moment one definitely commits oneself,
then Providence moves too.
All sorts of things occur to help one 
that would never otherwise have occurred.
		The Scottish Himalayan Expedition
			W. H. Murray
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Rif found Peregrine in the TV room next to the newly established nursery attentively watching the video broadcasts of the seeding of the Dakota cloud.  Peregrine was keeping vigil.  For several days now, the last stages of the radiation cleanup program were being shown step by step.
	It all made good television news reporting.  This was the story of the century.  Together an unexpected turn of climatic events, American ingenuity, and Russian cooperation were going to save the world or, at least, great swatches of the North American continent that would otherwise have been lethally poisoned for the rest of the new millenium.
	Sometimes Peregrine wondered if maybe the massive cleanup project was working because, like him, so many people were watching.  Perhaps, it even occurred to him, the great attention the world was putting on this project was, in some twist of time and causality, responsible for the strange weather conditions.  Perhaps so many people hoped and intended and willed that the fallout cloud not spread that, in fact, it hadn’t.  Perhaps enough people had prayed “Wake up, wake up.”
	“Peri,” Rif interrupted his thoughts, “there’s a phone call I think you’d better take.  It’s the police.”

∞
	Peregrine set the receiver back in its cradle.  He was stunned.  Don Jarrels dead.  And in a horribly gruesome way.  Burned to death by fanatics.  Real terrorists, Peregrine thought ironically.
	The Highway Patrol officer had explained that Jarrels and a passenger had been stopped outside Knoxville.  Papers found in the car indicated Jarrels was on his way to Sweetwater Farm.  “Did you know him?” the officer asked.
	“This is a meditation center.  He was coming here for a retreat,” Peregrine answered cagily.
	The officer had explained that the passenger had not been killed, and was currently hospitalized at the County emergency unit.  Peregrine was glad to hear he was still alive.  But it worried him.  Larry Belton knew too much.  The officer did not know what the boy’s condition was.
	I wonder if Don died well,   Peregrine thought after hanging up.  Even as he felt a pang of grief for this now-lost friend, he laughed to himself to think of Don de-briefing with God in some adventurers’ heaven.  He regretted that Don would never make it now to join the community.  But,  he consoled himself, Don had said he was coming to prepare for “The End.”  Well, he’d discovered The End a little early.  
	But still, a flame thrower… O God, what a strange Providence you have. 
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	“The feast of the Epiphany is coming up,” Brother Peregrine announced to the assembled members of the Sweetwater community.  “You remember, of course, that this feast, commemorates the story of the Wise Men coming to see the Christ-child.  This was traditionally the close of the so-called twelve days of Christmas.
	“I looked in an old missal this morning to see what the liturgical readings were for Epiphany.  The first reading was from Isaias.  It has a line that has special significance this year.  It says: ‘Arise, be enlightened, O Jerusalem: for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee.  For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and a mist the people: but the Lord shall arise upon thee, and His glory shall be seen upon thee.’
	“I don’t really know what Isaias meant by the mist covering the people.  I suppose he was talking about early morning fog being dispersed by the rising sun.  But, well, this year, it seems like we can find a whole new meaning.  The darkness and mist have sure been covering North Dakota and Southern California.  And now it’s being dispersed.
	“The fallout clouds are being successfully washed away.  And we have science to thank for that.  But also we have Mother Nature to thank for having—miraculously, I think—kept those clouds from covering the earth.
	“And now I think it’s time we arise, my friends.  The glory of the Lord has shown upon us all.  It’s time we announce to the world who we are.
	“I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that in emergency session Congress passed the Compassionate Death Act yesterday under massive popular pressure.  We made our point.
	“This bill is much less important for legalizing euthanasia in the particular instance of the victims of this recent nuclear accident than for its strong statement about the responsibility of the government to assure the quality of life of the citizens.  And that quality includes a clean and safe environment.
	“Frankly,” Peregrine said as a joking aside, “how those hawks that make up the remnants of Congress ever came up with such a beautiful bill, I don’t know.  Maybe we’ve all been transformed by this tragedy and there just aren’t any hawks anymore.  
	“Even so, I’m not sure where we stand in relation to the law.  Passing out those suicide pills was illegal when we did it, and nothing in the new law makes it retroactively legal.
	“I think the real issue now is how we represent ourselves in the press and in court.  In spite of the public sentiment we helped arouse, a good prosecuting attorney could still make us look pretty bad.  And for all that we know this place is a true spiritual center, Sweetwater could certainly be painted as some kind of anti-Christian, half-crazy cult.”
	“I can just imagine what the Southern Baptists out there would make of our Samhain ritual,” Ernst Brauer spoke up.
	The community had been sitting pretty quietly through Peregrine’s speech.  Most of them were practically holding their breath.  Brauer’s comment broke the solemnity, and people laughed a little too hard.
	“Okay, okay,” Brauer chided, “It wasn’t that funny.”
	“Thanks, Ernst,” Peregrine said.  “We needed a little humor, and I’m glad it came from you.”
	Brauer grinned.  He and his wife, of course, had been major opponents of the plan all along.  Perhaps even Brauer’s changing his mind,  Peregrine speculated.
	Well,” Peregrine continued, “maybe nobody would ever find out who was passing out those pills.  We only really got caught once and that proved a godsend.  Instead of the army and the police coming after us, Julie Mayberry came to join us and give us the gift of her beautiful baby.
	“BUT,” he emphasized, “Julie’s brother, who knew about us, is in the County Hospital in Knoxville.  It’s certainly possible the boy’s information will have made its way into police hands.  At least, we can’t rule out the possibility.
	“So, here’s my suggestion.  I think it’s time we arise and show ourselves in the light of the glory of the Lord.  ‘Epiphany’ means ‘manifestation.’  I think we should manifest ourselves.  I think we should give the world the gift of our honesty.  And give ourselves the gift of our integrity.  You know, I think we’d always wonder when they were going to find us out—and even begin to feel guilty—if we maintained the secrecy.”
	Rif sat up tall in his seat, peered around the room, and asked whimsically, “Do I hear a gay activist speaking, perchance?”
	Peregrine smiled broadly.  “The closet is a terrible place to live,” he acknowledged the source of his sound wisdom.
	“And I’m pretty certain that if  we can announce our identity proudly before the authorities announce it shamefully, we’ll have the upper hand.   I want you to realize this is a risk.  And, I think we ought to take it.
	“Well, what do you think?  Do you want to discuss this?  Do you want to take a vote?”
	Ernst Brauer stood up, “I don’t think we need to discuss it further.  You’ve made all the important points.  I move we accept Peri’s suggestion by acclamation.”
	Rif stood up.   “Second.”
	The room was silent a moment.  People looked around.  Kitty stood up.  Then almost all at once, the whole community rose to their feet.  And the sound of applause filled the room, getting louder and louder.
	Peregrine, still standing in the front of the room, started laughing, then took a bow.  Then he gestured for everybody to calm down.  “Well, thank you.  I wasn’t sure how well that suggestion was going to go over.  I’m glad you liked it.
	“I’d like some assistance in calling the press.  I think we should do this on January 6th, the date of Epiphany on the traditional calendar, for the symbolism and because, incidentally, that’s the date scheduled for completion of the clean-up project.  I think it’s appropriate to bring both efforts to a close at the same time.  They were part and parcel of the same event.”

∞
	Soon after the meeting, Peregrine and Rif stopped in to visit Julie and baby Bowman.
	“I’d like to hold on ’til Larry gets here,” Julie said.  “But I’m real tired now, Brother.”
	“Is there anything we can do for you?” Peregrine asked, intentionally neglecting to mention that Larry had been hospitalized.  Rif, sitting in the chair on the other side of the bed, reached out and gently took Julie’s hand.
	“Well, you remember, just after I came here, when I was real upset and frightened, I called Doug’s brother on the phone.  You came in while I was talking to him.”
	“Yes, I remember.”
	“Can I call him again and tell him the baby’s okay and he’s an uncle now?  I think I must have upset him.”
	“Of course, Julie.  Promise me you won’t tell him where you are.  At least not yet.  But I guess I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t talk to him.”
	“You don’t have to be afraid, Julie,” Rif spoke up.  “You won’t be alone.”

∞
	Later, as he settled into his afternoon meditation, Peregrine thought about Rif’s promise to Julie.  No, she won’t be alone.  She and the baby have become a real part of this place.  As he turned his attention to his meditation, suddenly, as if from out of nowhere, an image flooded his consciousness: the baby in the glowing sphere of light.  And he felt the most wonderful peace descend upon him and, at the same time, he felt, well, expectant.
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	Gary Grimes thought of himself as a man with a strong stomach.  He’d seen and heard about a lot of horrible things in his career.  But this story got to him.  By the time he read to the end of the report that had been forwarded to him from his office back in Atlanta, he was trembling with rage and… was it fear?
	He’d been sent the report since it concerned a series of gruesome, cult-like murders.  Maybe it was connected with his case.  Well, at first glance he could see it wasn’t.  This M.O. was nothing like what he was investigating.
	Tennessee Highway Patrol officers had come upon a bizarre scene on the night of New Year’s Eve.  They arrested six members of a right-wing survivalist paramilitary group who apparently had all been badly burned from heat and radiation in the D.C. blast. The men had not been exposed bad enough to die right away but had gone pretty crazy; they were feverish and deranged.  The officers believed that they had stopped some thirteen cars on a fairly deserted highway and murdered all the occupants—by burning them to death with a flame thrower.
	The officers had happened on the scene just after one man had been killed.  But they arrived just in time to save a second victim, a young teenager, whom the men were terrorizing.  Three of the assailants were critically wounded by gunfire when they turned the flame thrower on the arresting officers.
	The report went on to describe the attitudes of the men after they were taken in.  They seemed to have no remorse at all and joked with one another about how their victims reacted.  The report also noted the condition of the bodies.  Gary had seen flame throwers in action.  Of course, he’d never seen one turned on a living human being.  And he shivered at the thought.
	This certainly has nothing to do with radiation victims or mercy killing.  (Gary had begun thinking of the “survivors” as “victims” and the “murders” as “mercy killings.”)  His eye ran down the list of the flame thrower victims appended to the report.
	Hey, my God, here’s something.  The teenager the police rescued: Larry Belton.  And he’s listed as being from New Lebanon, Virginia.  That’s the mysterious kid who disappeared after I questioned him.
	Gary called the Tennessee Highway Patrol and explained who he was and that he wanted more info on Larry Belton.  Within a couple of hours a call came back from one of the Patrolmen in Knoxville who’d made the arrests.  He explained that Belton was still under observation in the psychiatric unit of the county hospital.  He’d been pretty hysterical when the officers found him.
	“He got rescued right in the nick of time.  In a few more minutes,” the officer suggested, “they’d have torched him just like they had his friend.  They’d stopped to pick up some gold coins the first man had in a money belt he was wearing that broke open in the flames.
	“Belton had seemed almost as frightened of us as he had been of the paramilitary fanatics.”  The officer volunteered the opinion that, “Maybe the boy was so freaked out by our uniforms that he couldn’t distinguish between the police and his assailants.”  (Gary wondered if Belton weren’t really afraid of the police.  He had something—Gary didn’t know what yet—to hide.)  “At any rate, Belton did not reveal much about himself.  He was traveling with a man named Don Jarrels from San Francisco.”
	The patrolman explained that they’d tried to piece together the available information about Jarrels in order to help them handle the boy, since he was in such a bad mental state.  They didn’t have any reason to be suspicious of either of them.
	Gary was intrigued.  Where has the boy been during the couple of weeks since I talked to him and how did he end up with a man traveling from San Francisco?  Was it purely accidental he’d run into those crazy killers?
	“Do you have any information about Jarrels’ destination?”
	“Among the personal effects brought in from Jarrels’ car,” the officer explained, “was a receipt from a motel in East St. Louis.  Showed he’d been billed for several phone calls.  One of them was to a number near Asheville, North Carolina.  That area was circled on a map in the car.  There was a piece of paper with an address in Asheville and a phone number, same number as on the motel receipt.  We called and they said they were expecting him.”
	“Know whose address it is?”
	“Says, ‘Sweetwater Farm.’  There’s a note from the officer who called to tell ’em ’bout Jarrels.  Says he’s was going there to make a retreat.  Mean anything to you?”
	“Nope, but maybe I’ll check it out.  Hey, lemme know if you learn anything, okay?”
	Mrs. Belton and Captain Mayberry had said the girl had been taken to some kind of religious hospital or monastery in North Carolina.  What the hell,  Gary thought.  Maybe this is the clue I’ve been looking for. 
	He thanked the Highway Patrolman, hung up, and then put through a call to the Bureau office in Asheville.  He asked for information about Sweetwater Farm.
	The agent he spoke with didn’t know the name, but said he’d check on it and get back to Gary in the morning.
	For the first time since he got assigned to this case, Gary Grimes felt like maybe he was getting somewhere.  Of course, maybe all I’ll find is a burned girl having a radioactive baby in some backwoods convent.  But maybe, just maybe, there’s more to it than that.  This guy Belton sure acted suspicious, and the girl had given away something about the terrorists and the suicide pills when she talked to that Air Force officer.
	Gary called Alice to tell her he’d be going down to Knoxville.  He was making a point of staying in touch.  He felt bad about missing New Year’s with her.  They’d been really affectionate with one another lately.  He was happy about that.
	“I’ve finally got something to celebrate about in this goddamn case,” he said.
	“We’ve both got something to celebrate, honey,” Alice said mysteriously.  “I was going to wait till you got home to tell you.  But, well, you know, I missed my period this month.  And so today I got one of those home tests at the pharmacy.  And it came out positive.  Gary, honey, we’re gonna have a baby!”
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	“Yes, Julie, I think I understand everything you’ve told me.  A couple of weeks ago I think I’d have thought your story about the vision was nonsense, but lately I’ve been thinking differently about that kind of thing.  Something really strange is happening.  And I’m beginning to suspect we’re all part of it…
	“But, Julie, what I don’t understand is why you can’t tell me where you are.  I want to come see you.  I want to see your baby.  I mean, if these people you’re staying with are as good and kind as you say, then why do they want to keep their whereabouts so secret?”
	“Please, Ned,” Julie answered weakly over the phone, “I promised I wouldn’t tell where I am yet.  But real soon…  Maybe in a couple of days… ”
	“Well, then why did you call me now and get me worried like this?  Why not wait a couple of days?” Ned replied testily.
	“Because I may not be alive in a couple of days,” she replied.  “And I didn’t want to die without telling you things were okay.”
	“I’m sorry, Julie, I didn’t mean to scold you.  It’s just that, well, I’m confused.  Remember when you called before you said something about being with the terrorists who poisoned the survivors.  What was that all about?”  Ned didn’t try to explain about Harvey Robinson and the mission from God he’d assigned Ned—or about the sign Ned got from God.
	“Ned, listen, they’re not terrorists.  And I just can’t talk about that stuff.  I’m safe here and the baby is well.  That’s the important thing.  Ned, believe me, the people here are real saints.  They understand all about the vision I had and they believe me and they believe in my baby.  Please, I want you to believe too.  It’s all going to be wonderful.”
	Ned’s head was spinning.   Julie still hadn’t denied that she was with the terrorists—whom Harvey Robinson had portrayed as agents of Satan trying to prevent the return of Jesus.  But Julie said those people were saints.
	And Ned knew he wanted to trust Julie more than Harvey Robinson.  But could he?
	“Julie, I’ve talked with Reverend Harvey Robinson.  He’s told me that the world is ending soon and that the people in the camps have to stay alive to suffer in order to bring about the return of Jesus.”
	“Oh, Ned, I don’t like Harvey Robinson.  Can’t you see what an awful man he is?  But, Ned, if you know him, maybe you can talk to him, make him see the light.”
	The light—that was what started all this crazy stuff in Ned’s mind.  The light in the church, on the baby Jesus.  The light from the explosions.  The lights on the computer screens.
	“Goodbye, Ned, I’ve got to go.  I’ll pray for you.”
	After Julie broke the connection, Ned sat silently in front of the blank monitor.  He was staring at the notepad on his desk on which he’d copied down the information from the screen.  What did God want him to do with it now?  His mind was spinning.
incoming call from:
Sweetwater Farm, Asheville, N.C.
704 663 5721
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	Gary Grimes’ interview with Larry Belton in the psych unit at Knoxville General was fruitless.  The boy was clearly hiding something, but Gary found it virtually impossible to distinguish his anxiety about answering his questions from his trauma over the incident with the flame thrower.
	Larry just kept saying, “I can’t talk about that.  Please I can’t talk about that.  Don’t ask me anymore.”
	Gary felt like that was a cover for something he didn’t want to explain.  But the boy so stubbornly stuck to those same lines there was no way around them.  The psychiatrist in charge of Belton, a young woman resident with flaming red hair and beautiful green eyes, said she didn’t like Gary badgering her patient.  She cut the interview short when it was obvious the boy wasn’t going to say anything other than “I don’t want to talk about that.”
	Gary didn’t believe the boy’s psychosis was real.  And afterwards he told the psychiatrist so.  She lectured him with a long explanation of psychological trauma and denial.  And ended up giving Gary most of the information he wanted.
	She’d been on duty when he was brought into the hospital by the Highway Patrol.  At that time, Larry was pretty hysterical, occasionally bursting into screams about the flame thrower and about the look in his friend’s eyes just before he died.
	She had noted in the chart that Larry had said: “his eyes were like the baby in Julie’s vision” (Gary remembered Mrs. Belton said her daughter had a vision as she was fleeing from the Washington and Ned Mayberry had said Julie raved about a baby with large eyes like in the Space Odyssey movie); “that’s how Don knew death wasn’t something to be afraid of”; “I’m glad I gave the baby to those sweet water people; they’ll know about such things; they’ll help the baby live the same way they helped the others die.”
	The psychiatrist (Gary enjoyed the irony of all this), not knowing anything about Belton and his family situation, interpreted this according to a current theory about symbolism in psychosis.  She hypothesized that because of his fright the boy had regressed to an infancy state in which he was a baby.  The “sweet water-people“ were his childhood fantasies of mermaids.  These supposedly symbolized both an idealized mother and mythic guides into death and afterlife.
	Gary listened, half-attentive, as she explained why she couldn’t allow him to further question the boy lest her patient become more withdrawn and even catatonic.
	Gary agreed to no more questions, but asked to say goodbye to Larry.  She said that would be fine.  “Though, of course, I’ll stay in the room to make sure,” she added suspiciously.
	Gary felt genuinely sorry for young Belton.  He could just begin to comprehend what kind of terrible experience he’d had out on that road to Knoxville.  He was very gentle when he approached him and said goodbye.  And then added, “Thanks, Larry, I found out what I needed to know.  Now I’ve got to go see your friends at Sweetwater Farm.”
	Suddenly Larry dropped his depressed, crazed look.  “Hey, mister, please.  They’re really good folks.  I know.”
	Gary surprised himself when he responded, “Yes, I know that too, Larry.”
	The doctor was probably the most surprised of them all.  Her almost catatonic patient had inexplicably perked up and started talking.  Gary wondered if she realized she’d missed something about this whole case.
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	“I’m calling to follow up on the murder of Don Jarrels,” the voice at the other end of the line had said.
	Peregrine thought he said he was with the Tennessee Highway Patrol, but he had identified himself as Officer Grimes.  Peregrine remembered that was the name of the F.B.I. agent he had run into in the survivor camp a couple of weeks ago.
	Peregrine was wary.  He had spent most of the day calling TV, radio, and newspaper reporters announcing the press conference for late tomorrow morning.  This Highway Patolman was probably totally unconnected, the name just a coincidence.  But still…  In twenty-four hours all this would be over.  Now is just not the time to say much of any sort to authorities.
	To his question whether they’d caught the killers, Peregrine had learned that one of them, now dead from a police bullet, had been Billy Bob Luker.  How ironic that was!
	Peregrine had had to catch his breath.  It was as though things had come full circle.  If he hadn’t rescued Amy Lou Hensley from Billy Bob and suggested the Sheriff run Luker out of town, events would have been different and Don might be alive now.  But Amy’s baby wouldn’t be.
	Peregrine played pretty dumb when Grimes asked about Jarrels’ connection with Sweetwater Farm.  He said he’d known Jarrels was on the way there and had been expecting him to arrive soon.  To Grimes’ question about what sort of place Sweetwater Farm was, Peregrine answered vaguely that it was a religious retreat house and that lots of people passed through here.
	Peregrine wanted to know more about Larry’s condition.  The officer said he was still in the hospital.  He had seemed almost as cagey about giving Peregrine information as Peregrine was about giving him any.  He did say, however, that Larry Belton was hospitalized for psychiatric trauma, not for burns.
	Grimes suggested he wanted to come visit Sweetwater as part of his investigation.  Peregrine put him off politely, “We’re preparing for a big religious event for the feast of Epiphany tomorrow and, besides, we wouldn’t know much about Jarrels or, especially, the people who killed him.”  (Neglecting to mention knowing Billy Bob and calling the press conference a “big religious event” are only stretching the truth a little bit,  Peregrine thought.)
	He changed the subject by asking if the officer knew any more about Jarrels’ death.  “Had he been in the state of grace?  Was he given the last rites?”  The questions sidetracked the conversation and, Peregrine hoped, made Sweetwater sound religiously benign.  At any rate, Grimes soon excused himself, saying he’d be back in contact.  
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	Larry lay back on the bed feeling helpless and angry about what just transpired with the F.B.I. agent.  He’d unwittingly betrayed his sister and the good people who’d rescued her.  Larry was not altogether certain what the F.B.I. would do with the information he’d apparently let slip while he’d been hysterical, but he felt terribly guilty.
	He’d sensed a moment of warmth just then from the agent as he acknowledged that he knew the name Sweetwater and that he also knew they were good folks there.  But maybe that was just the guy gloating.  How could you trust an F.B.I. agent?  Which side are they on anyway?
	He knew he needed to alert the people at Sweetwater he’d given away their identity.  And he realized he’d better start protecting what he knew better than he had so far.  He didn’t dare use the hospital phone—at least not from his room.  There must be a payphone nearby.
	Why didn’t he just get out of there altogether?  There wasn’t anything really wrong with him.  He’d been shaken up the other day, but after a couple days of sleeping he was okay.  (He realized then that he’d been under sedation.  He had no idea just how much time had passed.)  He felt a shiver of fear.  What if I’m not free to leave!   Maybe they had him locked in here.
	He checked the door to the room.  It was unlocked.  He peeped out into the hall.  There didn’t seem to be anyone around at this end of the corridor.  He could see nurses and doctors in white suits way down at the other end.  That must be the nurses’ station,  he thought.
	Larry found the clothes he’d been wearing in the closet.  They seemed to have been washed.  That was nice of them.   But his backpack was missing.  That was probably still in Don’s car… 
	An image of Don writhing in the flames passed through his mind and Larry felt weak, nauseous, and dizzy.  He pulled himself together quickly, wondering if he’d keep having flashbacks like that.
	He checked to make sure he had everything.  He found his billfold with even a little bit of money in it in the bedside table.  Why hadn’t they put that in the hospital safe?  he wondered.  And then realized all this looked too easy.  He was being set up.  The F.B.I. is probably waiting outside in the hall right now to watch me come out of the room.  They know I’ll go right to my sister.  Where else could I go?
	Larry sat down on the bed again.  He needed to take a few deep breaths and calm down.  Maybe then he could think this through.
	Larry wasn’t sure how long he sat there listening to the pounding of his heart, trying to figure out how to get out of the hospital.  He was brought out of his revery by the redheaded doctor entering the room.
	“Well, you’re dressed,” she remarked.  “You must be feeling a lot better.  I’m glad to see that.  You seem like a nice guy.  I noticed you were actually talking to that investigator who was in here.”
	“Well, sort of,” Larry replied vaguely.  Maybe this is part of the set-up.
	“I didn’t like him very much myself,” she volunteered.   She went on to ask him a few questions about how he was feeling, if he’d noticed any side effects from the tranquilizers she’d ordered for him.
	Larry thought the young doctor pretty behind her psychiatrist costume.  He liked redheads.  He found the freckles around the pit of her neck sexy where they disappeared under the collar of her blouse.  She seemed to like him.  But she treated him awfully gingerly.  Does she think I’ll break?   She was the one who looked like she might break at any moment.  Can I trust her?  He hoped so but thought maybe he ought to keep up his ruse of being crazy and incommunicative just in case.
	Sounding as weak-voiced and fearful as he could, Larry asked, “Is he was coming back?”
	“The F.B.I. agent, you mean?” she replied, “Oh no, he’s gone now.  He won’t bother you.  Both of them left right after they talked to you.  I don’t think they’ll be back.”
	Both of them,  he thought.  Maybe that means the tail too.  Or maybe she’s in on it.   “Scared,” he said cryptically.
	“Yes, I know you’re scared,” the doctor answered, a little condescendingly.  In fact, he guessed she probably didn’t understand at all what he was scared about.  “It’ll be okay.  Just trust me.  Now I want you to take this medication for me.  It’ll help you sleep.  You need your rest as long as you’re feeling so shy,” she said gently.
	I’d rather have you in the bed with me to help me sleep,  Larry found himself thinking.  The sexual feeling surprised him.  Well, I see I’m not crazy,  he consoled himself.  But he knew he didn’t want the pill.  It’d just make it that much harder to escape from this place.
	But maybe if they think I’m drugged…   He took the pill from the little paper cup she proffered him, placed it between his pursed lips and then held it tightly under his tongue.  He sipped a little water from the glass she handed him.
	He wondered if that had been some kind of test.  If they wanted him to make a run for it they shouldn’t have drugged him.  Maybe they wanted to see if he’d resist.  Well, he’d go right along with them.
	“I’ll be in again later,” the psychiatrist said and slipped out of the room.
	Larry felt bad that he’d tricked her.  She seemed nice.  She was probably way outside his class, but he’d sure like to meet her again on different terms he thought.
	He felt much worse about giving away Sweetwater Farm.  And he turned all his forces now toward getting out of this place.
	Larry left his room unnoticed.  He slipped quietly down the hall away from the nurses station.  Then ducked through a door labeled closet.  He waited a few minutes, then realized he was making himself more jumpy than ever.  If I’m going to do this, I should just do it.
	He straightened his shoulders, screwed up his courage, and walked out into the hall.  It was still clear down at this end.  He walked the few feet more and through a door marked EXIT and found himself in a stairwell.  Thinking he might lose anybody trying to follow him this way, he went up a flight, then walked quickly down the hall, almost identical to the one on the floor below, to the bank of elevators.
	The elevator that came, he discovered, had another door in its back and a second set of call buttons on that side.  He pressed “Ground”.  At three, the car  stopped to pick up an elderly couple.  They got off on “One.” Larry stayed back inside the car as far as he could lest the F.B.I. tail was waiting for him in the lobby.
	He jumped when the wall he was standing against began to move.  He spun around and then realized that that was the back service door of the elevator opening, just as he’d instructed.
	He came out into a semi-darkened hall.  Signs across from the elevator pointed left to “Morgue” and to the right toward “Cafeteria,” “Personnel,” and “Garage.”  To the left, he could hear muffled voices apparently coming from behind a half-glassed door a little ways down the hall.  Far off to his right he could see a green jewel of an EXIT sign twinkling above a set of steel double doors.
	He walked quickly, trying to stop himself from running, toward that shining green promise of freedom.
	Once through it, he found himself at the entry to the parking garage.  To his right was a wide open street with traffic moving in both directions.  He could see what looked like a city bus coming toward him about two blocks away.  Impulsively, he pulled a couple of dollar bills from his billfold, entered the garage lobby and, sure enough, found a young woman behind a heavy glass window.  She gave him change with no questions.
	He made a run for the corner, arriving just as the bus pulled up to let him on.  “That was easier than I thought,” he said almost outloud.
	Larry paid the fare, then sat down on one of the benches behind the driver and explained that he wanted to go to Asheville.  The driver suggested Greyhound, guessing at what the fare might be.  “Not so much anyway,” he assured the boy.
	Well, he had enough for that.  Good idea.  He really didn’t know what he’d have done if he’d had to hitchhike all the way.  And this bus would be going right by the Greyhound station.
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	This time it was Ned who called Harvey Robinson.
	“Reverend, I know I’ve been pretty resistant to your idea that God has some plan for us.  And maybe I’ve been rude to you.  But now I think I’ve seen the light.
	“And I think I   have something to show you ,” he added cryptically, hoping to pique Robinson’s curiosity so he’d cooperate with Ned’s plan.  He had to consciously still his fingers from drumming on the top of his desk.  He didn’t want to reveal his nervousness.
	“Well, Ned, my son, I think you’ve come to your senses a little late.  The terrorists have won.  You failed me, Ned, when I needed your help.”
	“No, Harvey, I haven’t failed you.  You must believe me.  The role you said God has given me—well, I know what it is now.”
	“I’m glad for you, Ned, but I’m not really interested any more.  I have obligations to assist my government.  The Congress is coming close to slipping into the hands of the Anti-Christ with this Death Act of theirs.  I’ve got important things to do.  I’m not sure your concerns are of any concern to me now.”
	Ned felt his light slipping away.  No, not now, O God, please not now.
	“Reverend Robinson, I appreciate that you are a very busy and influential man.  I also know that you are a true Christian and a believer.  You’ve been calling me to remind me about the obligations of my spiritual life.  You’ve been asking me for help.  Well, now I can give that help.  I know something you need to know… ”
	“About the terrorists and the Anti-Christ?” Robinson asked.
	“Yes, Harvey, and about something bigger than that.”
	“What could that be, my son?  What could be more important than Our Lord’s battle with the forces of the Anti-Christ trying to steal away God’s precious suffering?”
	“Harvey, I can help you.  Just believe me.  Just give me a couple of hours to show you something.  I know something about the Anti-Christ.  Perhaps, it will help you regain control of Congress.”
	Ned didn’t like finding Robinson so resistant.  How was he going to fulfill the mission of Avenger God had given him without getting Robinson’s cooperation?
	He didn’t like the bored expression in Robinson’s eyes in the monitor.  This guy had been bugging him for weeks for information.  He’d almost driven Ned crazy.  And now Ned had what Robinson wanted.  And was offering to give it to him.  And he wouldn’t listen.
	“Just tell me what you have to say over the phone.”
	“No, I have to show you.  I don’t think I can tell you.  And, Reverend, you promised you’d be with me.”
	“Well, Ned, maybe you could come here to my office.”
	“No, Harvey, you have to meet me.  Meet me now.  We can do this tonight.  It’ll only take a few hours.”
	“I’m having dinner with the President tonight, Ned.  You wouldn’t ask me to break an important appointment like that.”
	“This is more important.  It will help you, Harvey.  It really will help you.  It will help the Congress.  It will help the whole country.”
	Robinson’s expression changed.  Maybe I’m wearing him down,  Ned thought.  Or maybe he’s realizing he’s got to find out about this.  Maybe God is making him change his mind so we can fulfill our mission.
	“Well, perhaps tomorrow morning, Ned.”
	“Yes, Reverend Robinson.  That would be just fine.  I’ll have a car.  Just meet me at the airport in Asheville, North Carolina… ”
	Robinson started to object.
	“You can catch a jet right there in Roanoke.  It’ll only take a short time.”
	“Yes, Ned, I know about jets.  I’ve got my own, you know.  To do the Lord’s work.”
	“This is the Lord’s work,” Ned insisted.
	“Okay, Ned, I suppose I can do this,” Robinson conceded.  “I’ll meet you at the Asheville airport tomorrow morning about ten.”
	As the screen went blank, Ned sank to his knees.  Oh, Harvey, I’ll show you.  I’ll show you I’ve discovered what you meant when you told me I was an instrument of God, both a savior... and an avenger.
	Ned ran his hand over the gold cross he’d found in a religious goods store in Atlanta.  It looked almost like the one from the church.  Next to the cross lying on his desk by the phone monitor was a plaster Christ-Child.  And next to that was Ned’s service revolver, glistening blue-black in the light from the desk lamp.  Ned had just been polishing it.  And watching the light reflect off it onto the small painted statuette.   


9

	Glen Weber stood up from his desk in the little Smithson Construction trailer and wandered outside.  His lower back was sore and he needed to stretch a little.  He decided to take a short walk up to the construction site.
	Overhead the huge cloud that had become so familiar to him that had once been so terrifying now looked so benign.  He marvelled at the soon-to-be-realized success of the clean-up project.  There was still work to do on the levies, but pretty soon now the whole project would be completed.
	As he walked, Weber absent-mindedly kicked dust up into the air.  The dust would fly up and then settle quickly in the still air.  Glen Weber startled when he noticed that occasionally the dust flew off suddenly in a different direction or developed little sworls that quickly blew themselves apart.  He thought of his theory of the charm field.  He knew people much bigger than him were now talking about things like that.  The big shots always get the credit,  he thought resentfully for a moment.
	But here’s another bit of evidence,  he thought, for my theory.  The clouds are settling out and the field must be weakening.  Air molecules are starting to break free of the force field.
	Kicking even more dust into the air to see if he could see more examples, Weber headed over to where his partner Harry Smithson was poring over a blueprint he was holding in his hands.
	“Hey, Harry,” he shouted from a distance, “look at this.”
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	Well, that didn’t go so bad,  Gary thought as he drove out of Knoxville.  At least I got the information I wanted without needing the tail.
	Gary, of course, had had Larry’s clothes cleaned and his valuables left with him precisely so he’d take off running and lead them to whomever he was protecting.  But once Gary had gotten him to acknowledge the connection with Sweetwater Farm that whole plan had been scrapped.  Gary’s budget wouldn’t allow for an agent to do nothing but watch after this scared kid.
	His own last remark to Larry Belton had surprised Gary.  He thought about it a lot as he drove late into the night.  Maybe these folks weren’t so bad after all.  That guy, Brother Peregrine, whom I spoke to on the phone had sounded pleasant enough, sort of spacey in a nice spiritual way.  He seemed a little evasive, but I wasn’t surprised at that.  Religious people have a way of bringing up some pretty strange topics anyway.  The idea of that guy getting the last rites.  My God, the man had been burned to a crisp: it’d be like sprinkling holy water on a french fry.
	I certainly wouldn’t trust priests and ministers automatically,  Gary thought.  I’ve known some real scams pulled by those sorts in the name of religion.  But I’ve also known some really good, gentle, wonderful people who’d been inspired by their faith to do good things.   Gary thought about that priest he’d talked to in the camp a couple of weeks ago.  He seemed sort of pompous, but kind and obviously genuinely self-sacrificing.  What an awful job trying to make the survivors think things were okay!
	Gary knew he was tracking down the people at Sweetwater Farm because he was now pretty certain they were the ones who’d brought the poison into the survivor camps.  ’Course, doing this investigation has certainly shown me that a lot of the so-called survivors were much better off taking a suicide pill and dying painlessly than lying around those godawful camps going crazy from the pain and the fever and the radiation sickness.
	When I started the investigation, I thought I was protecting Americans from some sort of crazies.  Well, there certainly are some crazies out there.  Belton’s experience proves that.  But they aren’t doing anything to the radiation victims.  Just the opposite.
	Indeed, now the whole country’s ideas seem to have changed,  Gary thought, a little to his dismay.  My problem is that I work for the Executive branch.  My job—or at least my future advancement in the Bureau—rests on following orders and getting results.  Me and my team are supposed to find who passed out those pills in the camps.  It doesn’t matter whether they were justified in doing it.  I’m still responsible for catching them.
	Besides they were violating the law at the time they did it,  he justified himself.  Even this Compassionate Death Act doesn’t allow strangers to just wander in and pass out cyanide.  There are intelligent criteria established by law.  And, anyway, why are these people staying in hiding?  They might be up to something more.  It’s my job to find out.  
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	When Larry called the Farm from a coin phone at the bus depot in Knoxville, Brother Peregrine answered.  It was late and he had fallen asleep at his desk.  It took him a moment to wake up.
	“I’ve been worried about you and am glad to hear you’re okay now.  And, yes, of course, you’re still welcome here.”
	To the boy’s stammering, Peregrine urged him to go ahead and say whatever it was.
	“I told the F.B.I. man where you were,” Larry said haltingly.  “They tricked me.”
	Peregrine seemed to take the news with equanimity.  “It’ll be okay, Larry, we’re one step ahead of them, I think.  Don’t you worry and get yourself down here as soon as you can.  We’re waiting for you.”
	Larry was amazed.  How warm and open that voice had sounded to him!  Maybe this whole nightmare was going to end happily after all.

∞
	In fact, Peregrine was more shaken by that call than he let on.  Hearing from Larry reminded him again of Don Jarrels and his frightening death.  Peregrine had thought he would have handled that news well; he hadn’t thought he would grieve much; after all, he and Don hadn’t been that close.  But, in fact, he’d been finding himself almost uncontrollably visualizing death by fire and feeling racked with terror and sadness.
	Hearing that the F.B.I. was almost at their door sent shivers through him.  He was very glad they’d made the decision to call the press conference.  He realized he probably wasn’t going to sleep anymore tonight.  But now things were beyond changing.  The course of events was established.  The media would be arriving in the morning.  The F.B.I. will get here when they get here.  Only a few hours more to go.   Peri said a heartfelt prayer that the F.B.I. would be so bogged down in bureaucracy that it would take them longer than that.
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	Gary drove straight to Asheville.  Bright and early in the morning, after getting very little sleep himself, he reported to the Bureau office.  There he went over the records again on Sweetwater Farm.  It seemed like a bunch of old hippies from California were now up in the mountains running a backwoods retreat.  There’d never been any trouble with them and the file was virtually empty.  There were only a couple of names of people there who’d been active in the peace movement back in the sixties and a couple whose names had been in the Bureau’s HOMEX files from back when they were keeping surveillance of homosexuals.  (Gary shook his head.  That was all before his time.  The older people in the Bureau still talked about “the Director” with some sort of reverence.  The new men laughed about the irony of this closeted homosexual sending the whole Bureau out to keep tabs on the other queers.  Were they supposed to be running a tricking service for him or something?  )
	Not much to go on here.   Remembering how by chance he’d noticed Larry Belton’s name in that report on the flame thrower murder, he scanned through the list of names at Sweetwater Farm.  The he paged through his notebook.  This isn’t very scientific.  Guess I oughta use the computer…  he was thinking when suddenly a name jumped out at him: Jonathan Stiers.  That was the name of that priest, wasn’t it?  What’s he doing there?   Gary felt a chill, thinking maybe he’d been that close.  Were these people blessed by God that they were that lucky!  
	He checked with his office in Atlanta.  There was a call from his wife early this morning and another from a contact he had at Cable News Network from the night before.  “Something about a press conference,” the secretary reported.
	Gary called the CNN contact and learned that there was going to be a press conference later that morning that was supposed to be about the euthanasia of radiation victims.  Gary wondered how he’d make it to Atlanta in time for this.  He asked the location.
	“Funny place,” came the reply.  “That’s why I thought you’d be interested.  It must be something pretty hot for reporters to go all the way up there.  It’s outside Asheville, North Carolina at a place called Sweetwater Farm.”
	Bingo! 
	Gary thought for a few moments after switching off the phone.  He needed to make his arrest before this press conference or he’d end up scooped.  He’d have no proof of the extensive investigation he’d been doing.  Who’d believe that he knew about this before it was announced?  Besides, once they have their press conference they’ll be even bigger heroes. 
	But maybe, just maybe, this can all be turned to my advantage,  he thought.  If I can get there before the reporters, I can turn it into my press conference to report my success in uncovering the killers.  Hmm,  he thought, maybe I can pull this off.
	Gary declared this a top priority emergency.  He ordered a helicopter and a squad of agents to go with him.  Within a couple of hours, he was promised, the equipment would be ready for him.
	Gary got himself another cup of coffee and worked on getting his files up to date.  Then remembered to call Alice.  He realized she was much too early in her pregnancy to start having morning sickness or such things, but he was starting to worry about her anyway.  Funny, he hadn’t felt this way in a long time.  He liked these feelings of concern, but was a little taken aback to realize there really was a reason to worry.  Even if the fallout decontamination was successful, there was still a lot of radiation around.  This was not a good time to be having a baby.  What if it‘s born some kind of mutant!
	“Oh, Gary, I’m so glad you called.  I had to talk to you.  I had the strangest dream last night.  I’m still not sure what happened.  It was almost like it was real and not a dream.  But that wouldn’t make any sense… ”
	“Are you okay, Alice?”
	“Oh yeah, nothing bad, just, well… ”
	“What was it?” Gary’s voice was full of tension.
	“Well, in the dream I think I was up at the lake house.  You know, where we saw the missiles getting blown up that first day.”
	“Yeah, yeah.”
	“And I got real scared ’cause I knew something was wrong and I started to run along the shore…  I guess you weren’t there in the dream, honey,” she added parenthetically.  “And then this brilliant light came down from out of the sky.  It was like a round ball.  And there was a baby in it, you know, like… ”
	“Like in that movie 2001 ,” Gary said slowly, with a catch in his voice.
	“Yeah, exactly,” Alice answered.  “And the baby looked at me with these big eyes.  And then light streamed down into me.  And it was just so wonderful, Gary.  It was like all my fears went away and I knew everything would be okay.  I mean with the radiation and all that… ”
	“I’m glad, honey,” Gary answered.  “Sounds like a nice dream.”
	“Oh, it was… ”
	“Look, Alice, I guess I gotta go,” Gary cut her off.  “I’ll call you back later.”
	Gary switched off the phone, wishing he hadn’t called her.  What was he to make of this?  His own wife seemed to have had the same crazy vision as that Belton girl.  He leaned back in the chair and held his head in his hands.
	Gary was still sitting in the chair in the empty office, when one of the officers stuck his head in to announce that the helicopter and the arrest squad were ready.  They could leave as soon as he got down there.

∞
	“I think I know an easy route right toward this place,” the pilot said.  “But I’m not sure of the terrain.”  He asked the nagivator to check on the contour map for possible landing sites.
	“It looks like the place is in a deep valley,” the navigator replied.  “I don’t know about an actual landing site.  That’ll depend on the tree cover.  But if there’s some kind of public center, there’ll be a parking lot and therefore a place to land.  But, you know, on the map it sure looks like a steep valley up there.  We’re lucky there’s no wind,” the navigator volunteered.  “It’d be hard to get in there safely if the weather weren’t so calm.”
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	Captain Edward Mayberry was almost an hour early for his appointment at the Asheville Airport.  He was in full dress uniform—with his revolver in a holster around his waist.  Though his uniform was starched and pressed, his eyes looked worn and red.  He’d been driving most of the night.  He hadn’t slept at all last night and had only slept a few restless hours off and on the couple of nights before.
	One part of Ned’s mind understood that he was cracking up.  The strain of the past three months had been too much for him.  He was still suffering guilt for his failure to save his brother.  He struggled not to think of the millions of others who’d been killed or irradiated because the technicians he’d trained failed to knock out all the missiles.  He’d been in a psychological and emotional crisis since Harvey Robinson tried to console him with the notion he was God’s Avenging Angel.  He’d been confused by the middle of the night call from Julie and then the subsequent visit from the F.B.I. agent.  All this had been too much.
	And then he’d received that incomprehensible sign in the church.  Yes, he was supposed to be God’s Avenger.  But he was still waiting for the next sign from God to know what he was supposed to avenge.
	In only a few more hours, he’d have brought together Julie and her baby—was it an angel or a demon? —and Reverend Harvey Robinson—was he a prophet or a sadist?   He hoped God would show him who the Anti-Christ really was.
	Ned had his service revolver.  He had prayed for guidance.  He was ready.  
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	The ride from Knoxville, Tennessee to Asheville, North Carolina went pretty fast.  The bus left Knoxville in the middle of the night, a few hours after Larry got to the depot.  There’d been time to get the number for Sweetwater Farm and then call and talk to Brother Peregrine.  Larry’s conscience felt clear.  He had enough money left to buy himself something to eat and a magazine to read while he waited.  He enjoyed the ride through the Blue Ridge mountains in the dim light just before morning, though he slept through most of the trip.
	As the bus neared Asheville, a little after sunrise, Larry asked the driver if he could let him off someplace where he could catch a ride toward Sweetwater Farm.  The driver said he’d be happy to drop the kid along the road someplace, but didn’t have any idea where this Sweetwater Farm might be.  As luck—and Divine Providence—would have it, a young woman sitting about three seats back spoke up and said she knew where that was.  She’d been out there for a spring festival.  There’d been an art fair.  She’d baked a plate of her special brownies, she said.  They were nice folks out there.
	“You gonna try and hitch?” she asked.
	“Guess I have to,” was Larry’s semi-helpless reply.
	“Well, here, this’ll make it easier for you,” she said, pulling an artists’ satchel out from behind the seat.  “We’ll make you a sign.  That always makes hitchin’ easier.  Liable to catch the eye of somebody goin’ that direction.”
	The young artist and brownie chef made Larry a large sign on watercolor paper.  In two colors of magic marker, it read “Sweetwater Farm.”  And she instructed the driver just where to let him off.  They’d be crossing the highway out that direction just after they exited the freeway and turned in toward Asheville.
	Larry was grateful for the young woman’s help.  All of a sudden, it seemed, his journey had become so easy.  What a change!
	He stood by the side of the highway for quite a while before any traffic started coming by at all.  Then pretty soon, cars started passing.  He held up his sign outstretched in front of him.  Still no one stopped.  He was just beginning to get nervous when, about mid-morning, a van with the call letters of a TV station painted in bright colors on its side pulled over abruptly and offered him a ride.
	“Hey, kid, you know what’s goin’ on up there?” one of the two men from the TV station asked as they helped him up into the van.
	“Well, I’m goin’ up there, if that’s what you mean,” Larry answered cryptically.  He was thinking he’d better watch what he said.
	The TV reporter introduced himself as George Hudsmith, Eyewitness News Atlanta.  “Our station got a call yesterday afternoon about a press conference up at this place in the mountains outside Asheville.  My boss balked at going that far for a press conference.  But then the person on the other end of the line said that this’d be real important.  They said the identity of the Survivor Camp terrorists was going to be announced.  You know anything about that?”
	Uh oh,  thought Larry, what if they’re going to turn in Jude or Rif.  Maybe they want me up there to testify against them.   He felt his paranoia rising again.  Maybe I oughta try and get out of this right away.
	He calmed himself and tried to think this through.  The TV station had been called yesterday afternoon.  Peregrine seemed to have been asleep when he’d called him.  Maybe that meant Larry talked to him after he’d had called the TV station.  And Peregrine had said they were one step ahead of the F.B.I.  Maybe this is what he meant.  At any rate, they couldn’t have made plans that involved him, Larry realized, since for all they knew, he’d disappeared several days before.
	Still he was evasive in answering the reporter’s questions.  Just said his sister was living up there and he’d come out to see her.  (That sounded innocent enough. )  He kept asking them questions about the TV equipment in their truck.  That kept them from getting something out of him he wouldn’t mean to say.
	A large, ornate and elegantly carved wooden sign, announced 

Sweetwater  Farm
2  miles
‘

	The arrow pointed to a narrow gravel road that turned off the highway.  Several cars turned onto this road right after the mobile van Larry was riding in.
	“Guess this is going to be big!“ Hudsmith drawled.  “Else that or there sure is a lot of traffic out in these mountains.”
	The caravan of automobiles and vans wound its way slowly up the mountainside, passing over a heavy wood beam bridge and through a steel gate that was now standing open.  Looking out the back of the van, Larry could see dust rising from the roadbed as more cars piled on in.
	He also noticed a helicopter flying overhead.
	“Seems an odd assignment to send the traffic ’copter out on,” the reporters joked.  
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	As they approached the mountain, Gary got more and more excited.  He wasn’t sure anymore what was right or wrong in this case.  But right now he knew he wanted to make sure he arrived before the press.  He didn’t care if a court later on found these people innocent.  In fact, he had to admit he probably hoped the court would.  But he wanted to be there first.
	The ’copter swooped down to check the road coming up the mountain.  Just at the top of the ridge was a bright yellow sportster.  A little ways back, there were several more vehicles heading up behind it.  One in front was obviously a TV camera truck.  There isn’t much time.
	The ’copter rose up over the crest of hill that formed one wall of the valley.  Gary could see that the road was full of switchbacks.  It would take the newspeople awhile to get in.  We’re going to make it okay.
	Then, just as the ’copter headed in toward the buildings which Gary could now see nestled back among the woods deep in the valley, he noticed the trees beginning to sway below them.  At first, he thought it just the downdraft from the ’copter blades.
	Then the pilot remarked that something was funny here.  “Hey, look out there!“ he said.
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	Harvey Robinson had wanted to bring along one of his bodyguards.  But Ned convinced him that he’d come armed himself just so he could protect Robinson.  Besides, Ned pointed out, his car was a little two-seater.  And he needed the time alone with the minister to talk about the state of his soul.
	In fact, Ned spoke very little as he drove out of town and toward the mountains.  He’d started to say something to Harvey about their destination when they passed a young hitchhiker standing near the freeway exit with a sign reading “Sweetwater Farm.”  Ned took that both as evidence he was on the right road and as a sign that he was following God’s will.  God was starting to give him lots of signs now.  Though he still didn’t know what God’s will for him was going to be once they reached this place in the mountains.
	Robinson waited quietly for a while for Ned to explain what was going on, then questioned him to no avail, and then began babbling on about the meeting he’d had last night with the leadership of Congress.
	Ned listened attentively hoping something Robinson said would give him the next clue he needed to know God’s plan.
	Ned had gotten directions to Sweetwater Farm from a tourist information booth at the airport.  He had studied the map so he knew just how to get there.  The road had looked pretty insignificant on the map and so he was surprised when several cars and vans began to pass them.
	Robinson noticed that a couple of the vehicles bore the names of TV stations and news services.  He asked Ned for assurance that nothing public was going to happen out here.  He didn’t want this visit in the news—at least not until he knew what it was about.  The minister kept his head down and face turned away from the window lest he be recognized.  Ned accelerated and pulled his little yellow sports car out ahead of the traffic.  That relieved Robinson’s worries a little.
	Ned turned off the road at the Sweetwater Farm sign and headed up the unpaved road into the mountains.  They came to the top of a ridge and then began to descend into a valley.  Spread out below was a lovely pastoral scene of clean white houses, barns, and gardens.
	Just as they reached the first of the buildings and Ned pulled up to a stop, he noticed there was a helicopter overhead.  He wondered if something else were happening here today besides his contrived confrontation between Julie and Rev. Robinson.
	“Is this where we’re going?” Robinson asked as he got out of the car.
	Ned started to answer when he noticed a man in a monk’s robe come out of one of the buildings a little ways away and then fall to his knees.  Ned looked around confused.  Behind him he heard Robinson say, “What the hell is this?”
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	Larry was looking back down the road and admiring the view of the country from his perspective up on the mountainside.  The day was sparklingly clear.  The sun was brilliant.  He could see for miles in all directions over grey-green rolling hills.  To the west he saw something strange, something he hadn’t seen in weeks.  Just above the distant horizon, he was sure, he saw a layer of thunderclouds with blue-black undersides.  He even thought perhaps he saw a flash of lightning arc to earth.
	Closer he noticed the dust that was being churned up by the cars behind them on the road was blowing up into the air in billows.  The trees alongside the road were beginning to tremble.  There was a roaring sound on top of the noise of the van’s engine.
	As they reached the top of the ridge and started down into valley in which a little ways ahead of them they could see the buildings of the farm, the reporter shouted at the driver to stop the van for a minute.  He jumped out.  Then shouted for the driver to cut the engine.  “Listen to that, would you!”
	From their vantage, perched right atop the ridge, they could see waves of cloud rushing their way from the west.  To their left stretched out the valley.  Overhead they could see the helicopter they’d heard earlier.  The sound of its propellors was being blown away from them so they couldn’t hear it.  But the attitude of the ’copter and the jerking motions it was making suggested it was trying to land but was being buffeted too hard by the winds rushing down the mountainside and into the valley.
	Larry hadn’t been in wind like this since he was a little kid and the family had gone down to spend the early part of the summer on one of the islands off the Carolina coast.  A hurricane had hit.  It blew down most of the old beach house they were staying in.  Larry remembered being scared, but also being excited.  What an adventure!
	He felt the same now.  
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	As the pilot uttered his surprised warning, Gary took his eyes off the ground and looked straight out ahead.  He’d never quite seen anything like this before.  What looked like a bank of clouds was moving visibly toward them at enormous speed.   For a moment it reminded Gary of the special cloud effects in  Close Encounters of the Third Kind.   The upper surface of the cloud layer glistened brilliant white in the winter sun, the underside was shadowed dark, almost blue-green.  It looked like time-lapse photography as the layer of cloud seemed to form right out the thin air, churning and billowing.  It was startlingly beautiful.  
	And it was rushing right at them.
	Suddenly the ’copter began to buck as the wind hit.  “I’ve got to get some altitude,” the pilot said as he pulled into a sharp ascent that almost flipped the helicopter over as the wind hit up against its bottom.
	“I don’t see how I can land in this kind of wind, sir,” the pilot said nervously to Gary.
	Gary shook his head in defeat.  It’s as if something is deliberately protecting those people down there.
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	Sensing (in that odd sort of way he was beginning to feel more and more confident in) that “something wonderful” was, indeed, happening—and that his people had been an integral part of it—Peregrine along with Rif and Amy had been  watching the news this morning as they waited anxiously—and apprehensively—for the press conference.  And the F.B.I.,  Peregrine had thought over and over again.
	The news was reporting that the fallout was almost completely settled out of the air now.  The L.A. cloud, the smaller of the two, would be entirely dissipated today.  The sky over the L.A. basin looked cleaner than it had in 40 years.
	The TV reports showed that the Dakota cloud too was almost clean.  The cloud certainly looked different.  The dusty brown and ashen color had been washed out.  The snow drifting down out of it was very white now.  The newly created inland sea it was forming, full of icy slush, was, of course, deadly with radioactivity.  But the radiation count in the clouds, still being washed by the tons of water being jettisoned from convoys of high-flying planes, had been down to the normal background count since mid-morning.
	Peregrine looked at the clock by the TV monitor and realized that it was almost time for the press conference.  This is going to be a great day.  Good timing!
	Excited by the news, Peregrine jumped up and went outside.  He was just about to shout out that the fallout danger was over when he realized he heard a roaring noise and there was wind blowing.  He looked up for the source of the sound and saw a helicopter overhead.  Reporters making a dramatic entrance,  he thought, then noticed the writing on the bottom of the ’copter:  POLICE.  Oh my God.
	Then he realized that there was more wind than that one helicopter could possibly make.  The trees all along the walls of the valley were beginning to whip about.  He remembered saying to Ellen and Rif, on one of those first nights after the nuclear disaster that now seemed so very long ago, that “if we could just wake up” a deus ex machina  might be possible.  
	Brother Peregrine felt a wave of awe and thankfulness pass up through him.  He sank to his knees, half laughing, half sobbing.  In his mind’s eye arose the image from the Cecil B. DeMille movie of the walls of churning water crashing back down into their bed after the miracle of the parting of the Red Sea.  There was clean, cold air roaring past him in torrents.
	Rif looked out the window and noticed Peregrine fall to the ground.
	Inside the main conference room, Elise happened to look out to see Peregrine kneeling with the wind blowing his hair about.  His long black scapular had flown up over his shoulder and was whipping in the wind behind him.  “Hey, look at this,” she shouted.  
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	Life around Table Rock Lake had been unusual for the past three months.  There had been no wind.  There had been very little rain.  Only insects seemed to flourish.  Birds and small animals shared in nature’s state of shock.  They had lost their appetites and their mating urges.  They spent most of the day simply sitting staring up into the sky.  Waiting.
	The stillness in the air and the delay of the onset of winter disturbed the circadian rhythms.  Things were not supposed to be like this.  Something was wrong.
	Ocassionally one of the waterfowl would begin to quack crazily and fly about in small circles, in panic.  Occasionally one of the beavers would moan, as though in dread of some oncoming disaster.
	Then… 
	It was almost mid-day.  The sky was clear.  The sun was bright overhead.  Everything was still, as it had been too long.  A few reeds growing around the edge of the water began to tremble.  A duck swimming in depressed little circles nearby raised its head, noticing the movement, and began to call out to others of its flight.
	Then the trees began to move, first slowly and then more vigorously.  It looked almost as though they were rousing from sleep, stretching and flexing their leafy arms, and then beginning to shake them excitedly.
	Gusts of wind rippled the surface of the lake.  Fish swimming slowly beneath the water began to dart about.

∞
	The winds seemed suddenly to rise from almost everywhere.  Around the world, the air which had been held still for two months began to move.  At first, the gusts simply blew about in circles.  Then began to resume their age-old movements.  High overhead, the great rivers of air began once again to flow across the earth.
	In the wake of cold arctic winds bringing winter to the waiting earth, moisture that had been hanging in the torpid air condensed.  Huge banks of swirling, billowing clouds formed along the leading edges of the sweeping air masses.  As the winds rushed across the face of the globe, they carried great, welcome storms behind them.
	The atmosphere on the planet had been changed.  While the air molecules were held in what scientists several years later would call the Kaluza-Klein field lattice, the composition of the atmosphere subtly altered.  Smoke and particulate pollution from industry, engine exhaust, and coal-burning had settled out.  Plants and tiny microorganisms in the soil could now gradually decompose most of the pollutants.  Some toxic gases remained.  But the air all over the planet was cleaner now than it had been in centuries.  And, at least for the time being, the clouds that swept soft rains across the forests of high mountain ridges would be clean and fresh.

∞
	Above Table Rock Lake, hidden away in the Ozarks, a bank of clouds rushed across the sky and soon rain started to fall.
	Beavers near the waterline and squirrels and chipmunks up in the trees all scurried about and called out in cheeps and grunts and friendly growls.
	Soon the wind was raging.  The animals and birds took shelter, and watched excitedly as earth’s wonderful rhymths returned.
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	Rain was beginning to pelt down from the sky.  The wind was everywhere, roaring through the trees.
	“I’m going to get wet, god damn it,” Harvey Robinson shouted at Ned.  “Let’s get inside.”
	“Which way?” Ned asked feeling dazed and confused by what was happening.
	“How should I know?” Robinson shouted as he started running toward the nearest building.  “This was your idea.”
	Ned followed close.  Once they reached the building and were sheltered under the eaves, he managed to take control again, though he still wasn’t sure where to go.  Getting in front of Robinson, Ned beckoned to him to follow.
	He remembered seeing that guy in the monk’s robes come out of a door halfway down the length of the building.  Once the rain had started the monk had run down the hill toward the biggest of the buildings in the compound.  But maybe there’d be somebody through that door who’d know where Julie was.
	Ned could hear a television playing.  Just as he noticed the sound, Robinson tugged at his sleeve.  “You’ve got to help me hide.  Look,” he pointed at the TV camera van that was pulling up next to Ned’s yellow car, “I can’t let the press catch me here.  You goddamn bastard, if this is some kind of trick… ”
	They were huddled against the side of the rustic building.  Ned noticed an alcove in the wall.  “C’mon, hurry up,” Robinson urged again, “before they see me.”  Ned could see that a door stood slightly ajar back in the alcove.
	“Calm down, Reverend, and let’s go inside,” Ned answered in an authoritative military-clipped voice.  He pushed open the door.  Inside, he saw, was a young woman in a plaid maternity dress standing over a crib, talking animatedly.  “Hello,” Ned called out.
	She looked up.  “Oh, hello.”
	“I’m Captain Edward Mayberry.  Can you tell me where my sister is?”
	“Oh, of course, you’re Julie’s brother.”
	“Brother-in-law,” Ned corrected.
	“Isn’t it wonderful?” she answered in an excited voice.  “I mean about the rain and the wind.”
	“Where’s Julie?”
	“She’s just down the hall in the infirmary.”
	“Can I see her?” Ned stammered.
	“I’m afraid she’s unconscious.  You know she’s pretty sick, don’t you?” the woman answered.  “Look, I think you should probably talk with Brother Peregrine.  He’s, uh, in charge around here.  I know he’s pretty busy right now, but let me run down and see if I can get him to come talk with you.”
	Suddenly Ned’s mind filled with the fears of that night Julie first called him.  Maybe they’ve murdered her.  “Julie was going to have a baby… ” Ned continued questioning.  “Is the baby alright?”
	“Sure,” the woman answered, picking up the baby in the crib.  “Isn’t he adorable?,” he asked.  “This is Bowman.  I guess he’s your nephew.  You want to hold him?”
	As Ned stepped forward, he realized Robinson had been huddled behind him.  “This is… ” he started to introduce him.
	“A friend,” Robinson interrupted quickly.
	“Yes, yes.  Adorable kid,” Ned answered, but didn’t reach out to take the baby.  He felt a shiver of dread run through him.  Is this child the Anti-Christ?
	Apparently realizing Ned was shy about taking the child, the young woman laid him back down in the crib.  “Why don’t you visit with Bo while I go get Brother Peri?  I’ll be right back,” she said as she left Bowman with Mayberry and Robinson.
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	Halfway through her run down the gentle slope to the main building, it occurred to Amy that maybe she shouldn’t have left Bowman with two strangers.  But one was his uncle,  she answered herself.
	The other one sure looked familiar.  Who was that?  Amy asked herself.  Looked almost like Harvey Robinson.  Wouldn’t that be a hoot!  Amy laughed, Harvey Robinson showing up for the victory celebration.
	The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became thatwas   Harvey Robinson.  And the more concerned she got it might not be so funny, after all.  She started running faster.  She knew she had to warn Peregrine and the others.  
	The rain was pelting her hard  She could barely see.  Suddenly a tree limb, whipping about in the wind, flew into her face and she lost her balance.  She started sliding in the mud and rainwater pouring in rivulets down the hillside.  Then Amy was on her back.  She just couldn’t manage to get the leverage to stop herself sliding or to turn over.  It was hard enough for the pregnant young woman to manuever.  These days she felt always off-balance.  Now it was almost impossible.
	And, she realized, there was nothing to stop her from sliding on right down into the creek.  She started thrashing around, trying to grab hold of a branch or even just a clump of grass.
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	“There he is, Reverend.”
	“What are you talking about, Mayberry?  What are we doing out at this godforsaken place?  What the hell did you bring me out here for?  You said you had something to show me.  Well, what is it?”
	“I think this is it,” Ned answered, his voice shaking audibly.  “This child.  This child was born to my sister-in-law.”
	“Well, that’s very sweet, Captain.  But I’m not in the mood for children’s stories right now.  Can’t you see something’s happened?  The wind has started blowing again.  I should be in Roanoke.  Who’s going to tell the President what to say?  You’ve ruined me, you, you… ”
	With as much force and projection as he could muster, Ned burst out at Robinson, “You told me I was God’s Avenging Angel.  To stop the Anti-Christ.  There is the Anti-Christ.”  He pointed at the baby lying peacefully in the crib.  Ned’s eyes were wild.
	“Oh, come on,” Robinson answered.  “You’re talking nonsense.  My boy, I think you need to see a doctor.”
	“You told me that The End was coming, that Jesus was returning, and that I was to avenge him against the Anti-Christ.  You said that Jesus wanted the suffering and death of all those people I killed.”  Ned’s anger burned with sadness and guilt; tears filled his eyes.  “But this baby lived through the radiation.  This baby survived what you said was Jesus’s coming to winnow the grain from the chaff.”
	“Now calm down, son.”
	“This baby is the sign of contradiction.”  Solemnly and ritualistically, Ned removed his service revolver from its holster.  “Either this is the Anti-Christ born to prevent the Second Coming or you, Reverend Robinson, are a liar and you are the Anti-Christ.”  He held the gun toward Robinson’s chest.  “God has not yet shown me which.”
	“Look, uh, is that thing loaded?”
	“Behold I am sent to bring vengeance into the world,” Ned said in sepulchral tones.
	“Now see here, you can’t threaten me like this… ”
	“You told me I would receive a sign, Reverend Robinson.  Now you must give me that sign.  You must tell me now whether I am to kill the baby or you.  Answer me: Are you the Anti-Christ?”
	“Of course I’m not the Anti-Christ.  Neither is this baby.”
	“If you are the Anti-Christ then you will lie.  For the Devil is the Father of Lies,” Ned answered, beginning to feel confused again.  How am I going to know what to do?  Where is the sign now that I need it?
	Ned stepped closer to Robinson and raised the pistol so it was practically in the preacher’s face.  “God has called me to avenge the Anti-Christ and save Heaven.  I must act.  You must tell me the truth.”
	“Oh, Jesus,” Robinson exclaimed, his voice trembling.  “What’s wrong with you, man?  Stop this now.  You could hurt somebody.”
	“They said the baby is named Bowman.  Man of the bow… the rainbow… the sign that God would not send another disaster.  But He did… yet Bowman survived.  If God sent the bombs, then he must have protected the child from his wrath.”
	As Ned talked, more to himself than to the preacher, Robinson ducked behind the crib, croaching.  Swiftly Ned came around the other side.  “You show fear.  The Devil is a coward.  You reveal yourself.”
	“No, no,” Robinson moaned, falling to his knees.  “Please, I beg you.  Don’t hurt me.  I don’t want to die.”
	Ned walked closer and held the pistol to Robinson’s forehead.
	“Please,” he begged, “I’m afraid.  Don’t hurt me.  Kill the baby, not me.  Kill the baby.”
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	Along with most of the community, Jude Pressman was in the refectory where the press conference was about to begin.  He’d been nervous all morning, thinking his life just might be ruined forever.  What bishop is ever going to ordain me…  if I ever get out of jail?   At the same time, he was feeling proud of himself.  I know I did the right thing.
	The sudden rising of the wind and subsequent downpour seemed to prove that to him.  And he was now at the back of the crowd, intentionally staying away from the reporters, sitting half-curled in a upholstered window-seat, gazing out at the rain.  
	He was caught up in a mix of feelings, half-thinking about staying at Sweetwater forever living a dream in which miracles happen—he could be with Amy Lou Hensley that way—and half-thinking about going home and being ordaining and fitting into the “regular world.”  Just then, the thought of Amy broke abruptly into his consciousness.
	Only this time, it wasn’t as a pang of puppy love or an anxiety-provoking sexual temptation.  This was clearly alarm.  Without knowing how he knew it, Jude knew Amy—and her baby—needed him.  Now. 
	He jumped up and shouldered his way through the crowd to the swinging door and into the kitchen.  He wasn’t sure which way to go, but just started running.  He lurched out the back door into the rain.  He could barely see, it was coming down so hard.  He felt very scared.  Oh, please God!  
	Then he thought he saw something on the ground, not terribly far from the building, a patch of color that shouldn’t be there.  For a moment he explained it to himself as a tablecloth or something that had been left outside on the clothesline and been swept up in the wind.
	Then he started running toward it.  In a moment he could see it was Amy’s plaid dress.  “Amy,” he screamed.
	“Where are you?”  she called anxiously.  “Help!”
	Jude threw himself onto the ground and grabbed her.  “Are you okay?” he shouted through the roar of the wind and rain.
	“Oh, Jude, thank God.  I fell down and couldn’t get up,” Amy answered and then started to laugh.  “You came to my rescue.”  They both started to laugh.

∞
	Jude hustled Amy into the kitchen and grabbed a towel and started trying to dry her long blond hair.
	“Here,” she said, “I can do that.  Look, you better tell Brother Peregrine that Julie’s brother-in-law is here.  And there’s some man with him.”  She crooked her head shyly.  “And, you know, he looks like Reverend Harvey Robinson.”
	Jude looked at her surprised.  “No!”
	“Well,” she complained, “I don’t know that it is.  I just said it looks like…  Shouldn’t you tell Brother Peri?  I mean, they’re up there now.  With Bowman.”
	Jude could hear that the press conference had already started.  “How are we gonna tell him?  I shouldn’t go in there looking like this.”  He looked down at himself.  His clothes were soaked and he was covered with mud.
	Jude went over to the swinging door and peered through the diamond-shaped glass pane.
	He could see that Peregrine was up at the front, surrounded by bright TV lights and cameras on tripods.  He listened for a minute.  Peregrine was saying, “As you probably know from our calls yesterday, some of the people here at Sweetwater Farm have been involved in the mercy missions into the radiation camps.  We’re not ashamed.  And we’re not afraid.  
	“In fact, I guess, this press conference is a kind of victory celebration for us.  As you all know, the actions we’ve taken have resulted in a major change of consciousness in this country about the welfare of the survivors.  We’re proud to have helped the American people come to their senses and take compassion on those poor people who were critically injured in the nuclear explosions on November 2nd.”
	Jude felt a rush of pride and of affection for Peregrine.  Then he remembered what he was doing.  He looked around.  He could see that Ellen Amity was standing just on the other side of the door.  He pushed it open a little.  “Ellen,” he hissed through the crack.  “C’mere.  We need your help.”
	She was grinning when she came through.  “Hey, this is going great,” she announced, then asked, still half-laughing, “What happened to you guys?”
	After Amy explained quickly, Ellen answered sensibly, “Sure, it’s okay if the brother-in-law wants to visit Julie.  She’s talked with him on the phone.  I think he’s expecting her to be close to death.
	“Now, about Harvey Robinson.  Well, that sure seems hard to believe, but who knows?  Stranger things than that are happening,” she laughed again.  “If you two don’t mind getting any wetter, why don’t you go up and invite him to the press conference.  I’m sure he’d be interested!”  She laughed again.
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	Rif was aware he was probably late getting to the press conference, but he wanted to hear what the news was saying about the startup of the wind.  He was sitting on the edge of his seat about to pop up and run down to the refectory.
	Suddenly he felt something strange happen to him.  Suddenly he was uncontrollably conscious of Bowman.  It wasn’t that he worried that the baby might be in danger, but somehow he knew, he just knew, that the baby wanted him.  It was almost as though the baby were sending out some kind of call, not exactly in fear, but in need.  I wonder if he knows the press conference is going on and wants to be down there.
	Switching off the TV, Rif walked out into the hall leading toward the nursery.  “Amy… Amy… ” he called out thinking that she was watching Bowman.  “Let’s take the baby down to the press conference.  Isn’t he just the living proof of what we’ve been up to… ?”
	Rif walked into the nursery to a shocking sight.  “Oh my God, what are you doing?” he shouted and rushed toward the big man in the military uniform.  With a spontaneity that surprised even him, he was upon him instantly and, with a karate chop to the wrist, knocked the gun right out of his hand.  “Who are you?” he demanded.  There was no answer.
	There was a man huddled on the floor against the crib muttering, “Kill the baby.  Not me.  Please.  Kill the baby.”
	“Who are you?” he shook the soldier again.  He was beginning to feel a little hysterical himself.  What had he walked in on?
	“Ned Mayberry,” the big man said and began to cry.  Rif sort of pushed him into a chair against the wall.  He wanted to get him away from the crib and from Bowman.
	“Are you Bo’s father?” he asked incredulous.
	“Uncle,” Mayberry managed through his tears.
	“And who are you?” he directed his question to the now silent man huddled on the floor.
	The man looked up at him meekly.  Then rose up on his knees and then clumsily stood, all the while adjusting his suit and patting his hair in place.  “Young man, I’d like you to call the police.  This man kidnapped me and has just threatened to kill me.”
	“Wait a minute,” Rif answered, “I’m not so sure of that.  What I heard was you telling him to kill the baby.  Who are you?”
	“I don’t think that’s any of your business.”
	“Well, I do,” Rif announced authoritatively.  “Answer me.”  Even as he said those words, he recognized him.  His heart started pounding.  What would he be doing here?
	“That’s Reverend Harvey Robinson,” Mayberry said, beginning to pull himself together.  “I asked him to come up here.  I think I’d gone crazy for a while.”
	“Gone crazy?” Rif exclaimed.  “You had a gun aimed at him.”  He started to laugh in his mind.  Maybe that hadn’t been so crazy after all.  He just couldn’t believe it, Harvey Robinson himself here at Sweetwater Farm.  And just as the press had arrived and, in some sort of heavenly sign, the wind had started up again.  “You’re really Harvey Robinson?” Rif exclaimed.
	Before Robinson could answer, Mayberry suddenly screamed.  “My God, Robinson,” he groaned hoarsely, “you let me feel guilty for all those deaths, while you were just lapping it all up and enjoying the hell out of the power and influence the disaster gave you.  Do you have any idea how much pain and suffering you caused?  And you didn’t even care.  You hypocrite!  You and your crazy religion.  Thank God, it’s over.”  He broke down weeping.
	Rif looked up to see Amy and Jude standing huddled together in the hall just outside the door.  They were dripping wet.  He signalled them with his eyes to wait outside just in case he needed help but not to upset the shaky stand-off in the room.
	Robinson had been staring down at Bowman.  He looked up at Rif, “What is this place?  Where am I?  What’s going on?  I feel so strange.”  He sounded dizzy.
	“Are you okay?” Rif asked.
	“I was looking into the child’s eyes,” Robinson answered shakily.  “Something happened to me.”
	“Look, you two, I still don’t know what you’re doing here.  I came in to get the baby to take him down to show the reporters”—Robinson looked up with an expression of fright in his eyes—“and I think you’d better come down with me.  I don’t want to leave you up here.  Maybe we can get the police.  The F.B.I. is supposed to be on the way.  Amy, Jude, come in, maybe you can help me escort these gentlemen… ”
	“Yes,” Ned answered weakly, struggling to stand up, “Let’s get out of here.”
	As they started out of the nursery, Rif, with Bowman in his arms, began to answer Robinson’s questions, “This is Sweetwater Farm.  It’s a kind of newfangled monastery.”  Amy was following behind Mayberry.  Having understood the meaning in Rif’s glance, she’d picked up the revolver and was carrying it gingerly between thumb and forefinger.  “There’s a press conference going on I think you’ll be interested in.  We’re announcing… ”
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	“Jesus’s message has been terribly distorted,” Sister Elise was speaking at the press conference.  “He said ‘Love one another’ and his followers almost immediately preached Crusades and burned heretics and condemned each other to various hells—all in his name.
	“As we said in the second of our mercy mission announcements, we believe that cycle of condemnation is what causes evil in our world and blights the natural ecology of things.  That’s the real ‘original sin.’
	“I thought original sin was sex,” one of the reporters called out, a little irreverently, perhaps wanting something more sensational than all this religious talk.  
	“You raise an interesting question.  It’s the perfect example of what I’m saying.  In no arena of human life have we seen the creation of evil more dramatically than in sexuality.  
	“The reasons are many:  misreadings of Biblical texts and theories of so-called natural law—which were really more like popular prejudices—or concerns with inheritance of property rights or simple pettiness and resentment of those who seem more sexually accomplished.  But in the name of religion, human beings have denied simple human feelings, told lies about sex to their children, pretended disinterest and modesty, urged punishment—at least from God—on those who seemed to be more successful sexually than they, and condemned those who questioned the sex-negative attitudes.  
	Elise grew eloquent.  “For most of us growing up, it seemed like the major purpose of religion was to establish laws against sex and make us feel guilty about our inborn biology.  Is it any wonder that people have problems with sex?  That there are rapists and sex-murderers?  It’s self-fulfilling prophecy.  Is it any wonder that there are sexually transmitted diseases?  Look how the self-righteous gloated over herpes and aids a few years ago.”
	Elise exchanged a triumphant smile with Peregrine who was standing beside her at the podium. 
	“Original sin isn’t sex,” Peregrine took the cue.  “Sex is how the God-Self expresses itself and grows through human evolution.  And religion isn’t rules about sex.  Religion is about compassion, about recognizing our oneness with God.”  He looked directly at the reporter.  “No, original sin is thinking you’re better than other people and more deserving.”  
	“None of us is more or less deserving.  Each of us is Jesus resurrected: ‘Whatsoever you do to the least of my sisters and brothers, that you do to me.’  Each of us is called to be Christ, to save the world, to embrace the cross, to accept incarnation in space and time with all its joys, pleasures, sorrows, and ultimate death.  Each of us is called to remember that we are the God-Self.”
	As he was talking, Peregrine’s attention was caught by the arrival of several people through the door at the back of the room.  He immediately recognized Amy and Jude—they look like something the cat dragged in,  he joked to himself— and Rif who was carrying Bowman.  He did not recognize the tall man in the military uniform.  But with a surge of emotion—fear and excitement—he recognized the little man standing behind Amy.  How appropriate God arranged for him to be here!
	“That God-Self knows itself and maintains and provides for creation in us, as us.  We are responsible individually and collectively for what we bring into being by our effort, our plan, our participation, and our intention.   
	“By this terrible disaster, it appears something new has come into the world.  A new God is revealing itself to us.  And that God or Goddess is the nature of which we all are part.  At last, it seems, we are waking up to our place in nature, our oneness as a planet.  
	“Something wonderful is happening.  Look outside,” he said, “there’s the proof.  Something just saved the world.”  Icy rain was pounding against the windows as the wind gusted down the valley.  
	“And here’s the neatest part of all,” he smiled.  “As the God-Self is waking up, something seems to be happening to human nature, a new kind of human being is evolving out of us.  Our discovery, through pain and suffering, of our oneness as and with the earth is manifesting itself in the next generation.”
	“What does that have to do with the mercy killing?” one of the reporters called out.
	Elise spoke up again.  “What we did to ease the suffering of the radiation survivors… ”
	“…and what the scientists and engineers did to clean up the fallout clouds,” Peregrine interjected.
	“…we did because we were following instructions,” Elise finished her sentence.
	“Where did you get these instructions from?” the reporter followed up.
	“From the next generation,” Peregrine answered, “the generation that will have to live with the earth we leave behind, a generation that is waking up.”  
	At that moment, three rain-soaked and bedraggled looking men in black suits burst through the back door.  They looked about, apparently bewildered.
	“Welcome,” Peregrine said, pointing to the back of the room.  “We’re all friends here.”  Then he beckoned to Rif.  “I want all of you to meet one of the next generation.”
	Rif carefully manuevered around the three wet newcomers as he came forward with Bowman in his arms.  As they reached the front of the room, Peregrine could hear the baby gurgling with delight.
	“Amy, you come up too,” he called out.





PART VI

HEAVEN ON EARTH
January, 2001




“The sun is God.  Everyone can see that.”
						Native American wiseman to C.G. Jung
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Larry wasn’t sure how long he’d stay at Sweetwater Farm.  Maybe another week, another month, maybe another year.  He had half a mind to go back to Knoxville and try to find that redheaded psychiatrist.  But he liked the place here and the people.  Especially now, after all that he’d been through in the last month, he liked the peace.
	He’d called home and talked briefly with his mother.  She had decided to move in with her minister and his wife.  They offered her their spare room so she wouldn’t be alone.  She sounded like a small child over the phone.  Larry wondered if that was a result of a bad connection or his mother’s weakened emotional state.  He also talked with the minister’s wife who told him his mother still seemed in a kind of shock, but was beginning to pull herself together.  “Don’t worry,” she said, “we’ll take care of her.”
	Together they decided not to tell her about Julie for the time being and for him to recover his own emotional strength before coming to visit.  Maybe they’d all be stronger in a couple of weeks as the worldwide traumas passed into memory and what seemed like the new history for the human race began.  Larry wanted to see his mother, though not in some kind of crazy panic state.  And he simply wanted to put off bringing her the news about Julie.
	He himself wasn’t so sure the news was bad.  After all, in the past couple of weeks he’d changed his mind about life and death; death had all of a sudden become much less fearful.
	The image of Don engulfed in flames still occasionally swept through his consciousness.  But now it was without the horror.  Don was but one victim out of the tens of millions.  And Larry had seen that—for all the insanity of the situation—Don had died well.  Larry, of course, had barely known Don Jarrels.  But he somehow understood that Don would have been very pleased with the style of his death.  The style is much more important than the cause anyway, Larry realized.  To die with style, with grace, with consciousness, with equanimity and acceptance—this was one of the values he’d discovered from this whole bizarre experience.

∞
	“And you died with great style, Sis,” he said aloud.  He was so thankful that, instead of turning them in that day when he recognized what Rif and Jude had been up to, he’d asked their assistance.  Julie might have died in meaningless agony, taking her precious baby with her if the scared little Belton family had just holed up in their farmhouse and waited for fate to take its course.  But Larry had reached out.  And instead Julie had died surrounded with love and admiration, and she died with the calm discovery that her vision had spoken truth to her.  Her baby did live.  And would live.  And perhaps grow up to be very special.
	Larry knelt momentarily in the lightly frozen grass beside his sister’s grave in the ancient Sweetwater family cemetery down the road from the main buildings of the Farm.  “I love you,” he said.  “And I’ll watch out for Bowman for you.”  And then he added, “From wherever you are, watch over us.”
	As he headed back to the house—a light snow was starting to fall and he was getting cold—he wondered if when Julie died, her vision had returned to her.  She had seemed so peaceful as she went into death.  Her eyes had opened and grown very round and she’d seemed to be looking away into some world beyond this one.
	He was glad he’d arrived in time to talk with her, to let her see he was safe, and to hold her and tell her goodbye.  He’d known from the day she arrived back home all burned by the radiation exposure that her time was limited.  He wasn’t resentful or grief-stricken or angered by her death.  It seemed all part of the natural round of things.
	At first, of course, he’d been terribly angry.  Angry that the world had gone crazy and that the unthinkable had been allowed to happen.  But now it was beginning to seem like immense good would come out of all this.
	People seem different.  Everyone around me seems so much kinder and more thoughtful.  It’s as though there’s been some significant increase in everybody’s ability to empathize and to be compassionate with each other.  Maybe this is just because I’m around these people at Sweetwater,  he thought.
	But I feel different inside myself—calmer, more interested in other people.  They don’t seem a threat anymore.  Maybe we’ve all learned that we’re all in this together, that we’re all part of the earth.  Even that F.B.I. agent had turned out to be a nice guy.
	Gary Grimes had showed up late for the press conference, of course, having caught a ride with a reporter who’d stopped to find out what was up with the helicopter landing down near the highway.  He’d seemed genuinely glad to see Larry.  He didn’t say a word about arresting anybody, and just asked if he could come back later to get a full report for the records.  He greeted Peregrine as though they’d known each other already.  Peregrine had simply smiled enigmatically.  Grimes said he would be happy to cooperate in presenting the role of Sweetwater’s community in easing the suffering of the radiation victims.  He then asked Peregrine if he could talk with him later about Julie’s mystical vision and about the next generation.

∞
	Back in the house, Larry let himself get swept up for a few minutes in the festivities.  Somebody had decided that now it was time to celebrate the holidays that had been missed.  Most of the Sweetwater community was working on putting up wreathes and decorating a big potted fir that had been brought in from its usual place on the front porch.  Everybody was singing Christmas carols.  Ernst Brauer was pounding away on the piano, singing just a little off key but with a gusto that thrilled Larry.  Even Fulton J. Sheen was in on the rejoicing; the cat was sitting atop the noisy piano, attentively watching the revelers in the room.  Everyone was laughing.  They were excited by the prospect of snow at last.  This belated Christmas was going to be a white Christmas.
	“And it’s going to be a clean white Christmas,” somebody had remarked.
	Larry joined in singing a verse of “O Holy Night.”  He was weeping profusely by the end of the refrain,  with a poignant mix of sadness and joy.  He kept thinking of Julie’s nighttime experience.
	After a while, he sneaked away from the festivity and slipped into the nursery.  He found Bowman wide awake in his crib, fascinated with a musical mobile hanging just out of his reach.  Larry was amazed by his nephew.  He’d never been around babies much before, but he thought they cried all the time.  He had never heard Bowman cry.
	And Bowman had such wide intelligent eyes.  Larry could almost see Julie’s vision in the infant’s face.
	What kind of power do you have that you could keep your mother alive until you were born?  And are you unique?  he wondered.  Or are you just one of many children all over the planet who are being born changed by this event?  What kind of powers might they too possess?
	Larry wasn’t sure any of what he thought was going on was real.  Maybe his perspective was too limited.  Sometime soon he’d have to go out into the real world and see if things were as changed out there as they seemed here at Sweetwater.  He hoped so.
	He picked up the baby and held him close.  Bowman cooed and laughed.
	What a loving child,  Larry thought.  What a loving world you’ll make around you!
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	Ned Mayberry walked up behind his brother-in-law, put his arm around his shoulder, and whispered “Merry Christmas.”
	“Merry Christmas, Ned.”
	“And a very special Merry Christmas to you, Bowman,” Ned said.  “You’ve been a miracle to me.”
	“There’ve been a lot of miracles around here lately,” Larry remarked.
	Ned stood there by this young man he’d only come to know a few days before, but who was now a real part of his family—not just through the connection of marriage between their both now-deceased siblings—but through the spiritual connection that Sweetwater Farm had become.  Ned was certainly grateful all this had happened to him.
	Only a short time before—he could barely remember how he’d ever gotten that way—he was ready in the name of God to kill this baby or kill Harvey Robinson.  He’d never been sure which.
	Then the wind had started up again.  And there’d been a press conference and Bowman had been introduced to the world.  And Harvey Robinson had knelt down in front of all those people and begged forgiveness for all the suffering he’d caused.
	But, in a way, Ned realized, Robinson had been right.  Harvey had certainly been right in Ned’s own life.  He’d said Ned was being led by God.  And even though the signs hadn’t led—thank God!—the direction Ned had thought, they had clearly led him to salvation.
	Maybe the “Second Coming” has actually happened.  Not the way Robinson had been expecting it.  Instead of Christ appearing in the heavens to carry away the Righteous Few, Christ was appearing—just where He’d really always been—in other people, in all the other people.
	Harvey Robinson hadn’t stayed at Sweetwater.  For all that he experienced a dramatic conversion in that moment when he felt his own fear of suffering and death and then saw something special in Bowman’s eyes, he came out of a different religious tradition, he joked.  He’d never be at home at Sweetwater Farm.  Besides, he said, he had to use his influence with Congress and the President to make sure things didn’t go back to the way they were before.
	Ned had stayed.  He wasn’t sure how long.  He didn’t think he wanted to return to the Air Force.  During the press conference, one of the reporters recognized him from the Strategic Defense System demonstration of last fall.  He asked Ned for a comment.  Ned said that he hoped that his job was obsolete and that the laser fence was now a thing of the past.
	The reporter asked him what he was doing with the mercy killers at Sweetwater Farm—weren’t they on the “wrong” side?
	Ned recollected the last time George Hudsmith asked him just such a question.  (My God, that was only nine weeks ago. )  And he recollected his dilemma in choosing between Harvey Robinson and Bowman Mayberry.
	Ned replied that the most important thing he learned from this whole experience was that the only thing that is really “wrong” is taking sides.  “We’re all in this together,” he said, and felt a wave of thanksgiving that he hadn’t succumbed to the temptation to choose one side over the other.  That  had been the meaning of his “sign,” he realized.
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	Jude Pressman and Amy Lou Hensley had also slipped away from the Christmas celebration.  Jude said he had to talk with her.  He began by apologizing for shunning her and, especially, for his horrendous behavior out on the path a couple of weeks ago.
	“My God,” he said, “I’ve been in the seminary all my adult life.  I’ve never had sex.  I’ve never really been in love before.  I don’t know what to do.  I don’t feel adequate.
	“Oh, Amy, sometimes I’ve seen you across the room and just been enraptured by the look of you—your golden blond hair, the soft pink of your skin, the curve of your neck.  I’ve dreamed about you all night and wanted to be with you.
	“But, well, you know, your being pregnant and all that confuses me even more.  I don’t know what I’d be supposed to do even if I had the nerve to be with you.  You remind me of motherhood and even,” he laughed as sheepishly as ever, “of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  And so I just ran away from you.  And, Amy, I’ve felt just awful.”
	Amy listened carefully.  She’d been hurt by his rejection.  She wasn’t sure she really wanted to have anything to do with somebody as confused as he was.  I’m confused enough myself,  she thought.  But she found his confusion and innocence appealing.  What a change from Billy Bob Luker!
	“I’ve been thinking a lot,” Jude continued, “thinking about priesthood, and spirituality, and the future.  It seems almost as though God just reached down and touched us.  And this God wasn’t the God of the Catholic Church or the Christian religion.  It wasn’t the Pope that saved the world.  It was something much bigger.
	“I don’t know that this God is non-Catholic especially, but somehow my whole idea about devoting myself to the Church in order to find God seems kinda silly now.  I mean just the other day I was standing out in that wind.  And, Amy, I could feel God blowing all around me right there.
	“And ever since then I’ve just felt kind of different.  Calmer, less afraid, more satisfied with just being.
	“I’ve gone in and stood over Bowman.  And that’s felt like being in the presence of God.  And, you know, we’ve heard all these stories about other babies that are being born psychic or something.  And, well, I wonder about yours.  I remember what it felt like when I knew I had to help you in the rain.
	“Maybe serving that baby that’s growing inside you is what I’m supposed to do.  And loving you and living with you, here with all these wonderful people, praising the sun and the wind—that’s what I think I want.”
	Amy smiled at Jude.  All of a sudden she felt very wise.  She too had known something had changed since the wind had begun to blow again.  She hadn’t been feeling alienated from people anymore.  And she felt very special to be carrying a baby right now.
	She didn’t really answer Jude right away.  She sat silently for a minute.  And then remarked, almost out of the blue, “You know how sometimes you can be in a room all by yourself and then you feel like there’s somebody else there—I don’t mean threatening you, but just there, like they’d just come in.  And you turn around and see them and realize you’d known they were there before you looked.  Well, for a while now I’ve felt like that all the time.  I’ve felt that there’s something—somebody—with me all the time, inside me.
	“It’s the baby, Jude,” she said.  And her voice caught as she said it.
	“And it’s you.  I mean, besides feeling like my baby is waking up and loving me already, even before he’s born, I feel your love and I feel like I love you.  And I don’t mind if you go away and be a priest.  But, you know, I sure would like it if you stayed around and were part of my big family here at Sweetwater.”
	Jude smiled.  He leaned over and kissed her and they pulled each other closer together.
	“And, Jude,” she added, “I can’t say I know all that much about sex and love myself.  But I think that God you were talking about is taking care of the love—for all of us.  And I think, maybe, I can take care of teaching you a little about sex.”
	She started giggling.  She looked down at her full body.  “I didn’t get this way by being celibate, you know… ”
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	“Well, it looks like it’s all over,” Ellen said as she and Peregrine trudged through the snow from the main house back to the little cottage he lived in with Rif.  Peregrine had gotten dizzy from Kitty Brauer’s eggnog.  Ellen had suggested they head for home and some fresh air.  Peregrine promised her a cup of cocoa.  It was cold now and white snow was falling.
	Peregrine was looking forward to warming himself in front of the fire he expected Rif to have burning in the Franklin stove.  The thought of the Rif standing over the fire stirred feelings.  He grinned to himself in anticipation of the long winter night with Rif.
	“We’ve just seen a miracle,” Ellen broke into his fantasy, “that dwarfs the miracles of old like the Dividing of the Red Sea.  All of human history seems to have been divided this time.  The whole world seems to have been changed.  Peace on earth —or, at least, the possibility of it for the first time.”
	“We’ve been shown we are all one being.  And it’s time we fill that One Being’s thoughts with love instead of hate, with hope and expectation instead of fear and pessimism, with respect instead of disapproval.”  Peregrine knew the publicity they’d all gotten would allow him to present such a mystical interpretation of the strange events that had happened in the last few months.  He’d already gotten a call from one New York agent who wanted him to write a book.
	“The meteorologists and physicists are explaining how nuclear forces were responsible for holding the fallout clouds together and, maybe in connection with the solar storm that started this whole thing, locked air molecules in some kind of force field,” Ellen observed.
	“Maybe so,” answered Peregrine.  “I certainly don’t doubt that there were natural explanations for what happened.  But that this is how nature works is still a miracle of unsurpassed proportions.
	“Ten million people died,” Peregrine said thoughtfully.  “That was a tragedy as great as the miracle.”
	They walked on in silence.
	“The Holy Innocents,” Ellen announced.
	“Huh?”
	“Remember the children King Herod was supposed to have ordered killed to try to destroy the Christ-child after he’d heard from the Wise Men.  The story seems to say tragedy goes hand in hand with transformation and renewal.  With Jesus’s birth and the renewal of the age that the Christian myth understood to have been brought about by his Incarnation, the Innocents had been slain.  With the birth of the new, the old must die.”
	After a moment Peregrine answered, “I was thinking about all the deaths I’ve seen, those fine young men who died from aids, struck down in their prime.  Innocents sacrificed for the sake of knowledge and progress.  Look at the research aids caused; all that new knowledge in immunology has cured cancer and saved us from far worse plagues.  The world should be incredibly grateful to gay men for bearing that burden.  My God, if aids hadn’t had such a limited way of spreading it would killed off everybody before any research was done at all.
	“And for all its terrible tragedy and psychological blackness, that epidemic brought maturity and responsibility to the gay community.  We discovered love.  Working in the aids Project was one of the proudest experiences of my life.  I was so, uh, edified by how people rallied to one another’s aid.  We learned from the tragedy.”
	“Those millions who died this year will not have died in vain if the whole world learned what the threat of modern war really means and that there must never be war again,” Ellen agreed.
	“Harvey Robinson was so close to right,” Peregrine said.  “But it isn’t God who wants suffering, it is humankind.  We’ve needed suffering to make us discover our innocence.  That was the Buddha’s teaching about suffering twenty-five hundred years ago:  Suffering is not punishment; it’s the reminder to seek Enlightenment and look beyond the surface of things.”
	They both laughed.
	“When you shift it into the Buddhist context, Robinson’s notion makes sense just as it stands, because the humankind that needs and wants suffering as a reminder to wake up is the God that is waking up.”  Peregrine felt a thrill as he said that.  He looked up at the sun shining starkly through the trees, hazy behind the swift-moving snow clouds overhead.
	As they neared the cottage, Ellen started loping through the snow.  “C’mon,” she shouted, laughing.  “I can practically smell the cocoa.”
	“That’s your imagination.”
	“Well, it’s warm in there.”
	“I’ll be right behind you,” Peregrine shouted.

∞
	Rif had been expecting Peregrine back at the cottage any minute.  As he was stoking the fire in the wood stove and preparing a pot of hot cocoa, he was thinking about Bowman. 
	Bo reached out to me in need.  And what I felt was not his fear but my own immense affection and concern for him.  That’s what we’re all supposed to be feeling for life, isn’t it?  he laughed.  Rif thought about Amy Lou’s baby and he remembered that that Agent Grimes had said his own wife had the same vision as Julie.  The world’s giving birth to a whole new kind of human being, one who remembers who he or she really is.
	Rif’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of feet stamping on the porch knocking the snow off boots.  Rif opened the door, smiling widely with his joy for the present and for the future, and welcomed Ellen with a hug, warm and heartfelt.

∞
	“It’s your imagination,” he’d just said to Ellen.  Peregrine stood gazing up at the sun.
	Has this whole thing been my imagination?  I mean the revelations and all?  Maybe all there ever is is imagination and what we imagine becomes real.  How ironic that the sun burped and created this mess!  And that out of this, at the beginning of this winter in the year 2001, the first of the new millenium, will come the start of a New Age.  Out of death comes life.  That is the message of the solstice.
	And even as he felt the pang of intuition and love of life that this thought of new birth inspired in him, it occurred to Peregrine that the Sun’s strange behavior, that solar flare gone wild, had not been just a random burp.  With a sense of intuition that suggested certainty, Peregrine knew that it had been, within the Sun’s consciousness—whatever that was—a pang of love very much like the one he had just felt.
	The Sun’s love of life, of creation, of existence on whatever level a star feels such things, was the source of this tragedy and this miracle.
	Chiding himself for being overdramatic, but also seeing that no one was watching, Peregrine dropped to his knees in the new-fallen snow.  And bowing profoundly, he touched his forehead to the earth Islamic-fashion before the winter Sun.
	Then he too headed in for a hug and a kiss from Rif.









EPILOGUE

Beyond Time and Space




…something has spoken to me in the night, and told I shall die, I know not where.  Saying:
   “To lose the earth you know, for greater knowing;  to lose the life you have, for greater life; to leave the friends you loved, for greater loving; to find a land more kind than home, more large than earth—
   “—Whereon the pillars of this earth are founded, toward which the conscience of the world is tending—a wind is rising, and the rivers flow.”
							You Can't Go Home Again
								Thomas Wolfe





Don Jarrels’ attention seemed to hang in space just above a roaring fire—acrid and chemical smelling.  “He makes me to lie down in green pastures where he gives me repose… ” he remembered saying. 
	Then what seemed like a glove had come suddenly round him, squeezing him, shooting brilliant needles of pain into his flesh.  The roaring, blazing, unbearable pain had pushed his consciousness right out of the moment and pushed his perspective right out of his body.  Simultaneously, as the surface layer of neurons burned away and could no longer transmit signals of pain, the pain disappeared.  The layer of skin and nerve-endings that Don had always experienced as the boundary of his being was suddenly gone and he felt his consciousness blurring and radiating out into the space around him.
	Wow, I just died.  O my God!  I’ve been waiting for this all my life.
	It came as a surprise, he had to admit.  A wave of sadness flooded over him.  He looked backwards into his life.  Faces shone out at him, almost like beacons.  He recognized Louise and old Mr. Mitchell among them.  
	One by one he confronted the people and things that had controlled him.  With almost every one he discovered he’d misunderstood what was really going on.  At times he felt betrayed.  At times humiliated.  He kept reminding himself that he was dying.  And that something wonderful was happening.  And he knew he didn’t want to screw it up.  He knew if he tried to go back or tried to fight the truth that was being revealed to him that only hell lay that way.  
	Then he had seen enough.  He realized that he loved Don Jarrels.  And that he was no longer Don Jarrels.  He looked away, satisfied.  He did not scorn his life.  But he did not long for it either.  
	He smiled to discover he’d done death right: he’d looked upon his life and had judged it good.  His chest tightened and his eyes began to fill from the love that filled him.  He felt a rush seize him like an incredible orgasm.  Time opened up for him. Eternity stretched out in a dimension he realized he’d been experiencing all his life, but had never quite noticed before.
	He could see brilliant light shining out all around him.  He could even hear it.  It seemed like “om” chanted by Hindu yogis or like Gregorian chant sung by nuns in clear, high tones or, even, like a telephone dial tone buzzing in wait for signals to modulate it into communication.
	In this spaceless, timeless consciousness, he realized he was not alone.  All around him, just as he was all around her, was Julie Mayberry.  Somehow he recognized her and remembered that she and her miraculous child were part of the complex series of events that had brought him to this, his destination.
	She was singing joyfully.  He did not know whether he was hearing her singing or the cosmic dial tone ringing through his own consciousness.  But he began to laugh with joy.  His own laughing sounded to him too like that cosmic tone.
	Julie reached out to him with one hand and pointed out into space with the other.  He saw brilliant eyes and a face ahead of him.  An infant’s face.  And he felt a pang of recognition.  Something new was being born in earth, he understood, something that could only be thought about in images from myth and fantasy.  And right now that image was of radiant infancy.
	The light was growing ever brighter.  The tone filled Don’s ears and throat.  He sang.  And now he saw that he was in a great crowd of singers.  His sense of being a separate self, apart from all the others, began to fade.  His consciousness slipped down through his arm and hand right into Julie.  And from her into each of the others.
	Even as he began to feel himself lost among the crowd, he felt himself becoming truly himself.  He felt that he was all those people.  He understood that he’d always been them all.  But that he’d forgotten because he’d been so busy struggling to hold together his identity as Don Jarrels.  Now he no longer had to.
	Now he realized he was everywhere on earth.  And he knew that he was  earth.  And he knew earth had been sleeping—not just as the individual he had been before, but as the collective that was the planetary Mother of all the individuals who had ever lived.
	And the Mother knew she had been dreaming and that now she was waking.  She could feel the tingling sensation all about her planetary body as her new babies were born into the beautiful and transforming world of incarnation.  And she knew that this time, for the first time, as they grew up they’d remember who they were.  They would bring love with them into the world.  They would not forget as all had forgotten before them.
	And she recalled that in her dream the sun had poured out a deep, ringing pang of love for her and for all his planetary children.  And then there had been a terrible explosion.   There’d been fire everywhere.  And fear.  She’d gasped for a moment and held her breath.  And then realized she would have to rouse herself from the cocoon-like slumber she’d been in.  From somewhere deep in her consciousness, she realized, roaring voices were shouting “Wake up, Wake up!”
	Well,  Gaia realized as she let out her breath, I am awake now.  



