OKANOGGAN FALLS, by Carolyn Ives Gilman

The town of Okanoggan Falslay in thefolded hills of southwestern Wisconsn—dairy country, marbled
with deciduous groves and pastureland that |ooked soft as a sable'sfur. It was an old sawmill town,
hidden down in the steep river valey, shaded by ederly trees. Downtown was a double row of brick and
ironwork storefronts running parale to the river. Somehow, the town had steered between the Scylla
and Charybdis of the franchise and the boutique. If you wanted to buy a hamburger on Main Street, you
had to go to Earl's Cafe, and for scented soap there was just Meyer's Drugstore. In the park where the
Civil War soldier stood, in front of the old Town Hall infested with pigeons, Mr. Woodward still defiantly
raised the United Statesflag, asif the world on cable newswereillusion, and the nation were still redlity.

American smdl towns had changed since the days when Sinclair Lewis savaged them as backwaters of
conformist complacency. All of that had moved to the suburbs. The peopleleft in the rurd townshad a
high kook component. There were more wel ders-turned-scul ptors per capita than elsawhere, more
sdlf-employed dollmakers, more wildly painted cars, more people with pronounced opinions, and more
tolerancefor &l the above.

Like most of the Midwest, Okanoggan Falls had been relatively unaffected by the conquest and
occupation. Few there had even seen one of the invading Wattesoons, except on televison. At firdt, there
had been some gtirrings of grassroots defiance, born of wounded nationa pride; but when the
Wattesoons had actudly lowered taxes and reduced regulation, the volume of complaint had gone down.
People gtill didn't love the occupiers, but aslong as the Wattesoons minded their own business and | eft
the populace alone, they were tolerated.

All of that changed one Saturday morning when Margie Slengo, who lived in amobile home on Highway
14, came racing into town with her shockless Chevy bouncing like arocking horse, telling everyone she
met that a Wattesoon army convoy had gonerolling past her house and turned into the old mill grounds
north of town asif they meant to stay. Almost smultaneoudy, the mayor's home phonerang, and Tom
Abernathy found himsdf standing barefoot in hiskitchen, for thefirst timein hislifetakingto a
Wattesoon captain, who in precise, forma English informed him that Okanoggan Falls was dated for
demalition.

Tom'swife Susan, who hadn't quite gotten the hang of this* occupation” thing, stopped making peanut
butter sandwichesfor the boysto say, “They can't say that! Who do they think they are?"

Tomwasalanky, easygoing fellow, al knobby joints and bony jaw. Mayor wasn't hisfull-time job; he
ran one of the more successful businessesin town, awholesale construction-goods supplier. He had
become mayor the way most otherwise sensible people end up in charge: out of sdf-defense. Fed up
having to deal with the calcified foss| who had run the town since the 1980s, Tom had stood for office on
the same impul se he occasiondly swore—and woke to find himsdlf elected in alanddide, 374 to 123.

Now he rubbed the back of hishead, as he did whenever perplexed, and said, “| think the Wattesoons
can do pretty much anything they want."

"Then weve got to make them stop wanting to messwith us,” Susan said.

That, in anutshell, was what made Tom and Susan's marriage work. In seventeen years, whenever he
had said something couldn't be done, she had taken it asachalengeto do it.

But he had never expected her to take on dien invaders.

* * * %

Town Council meetingsweren't formal, and usudly afew people straggled in late. This day, everyone
was assembled at Town Hall by five P.M., when the Wattesoon officer had said he would address them.



By now they knew it was not just Okanoggan Fdls; dl four towns dong afifty-mile stretch of Highway
14 had their own occupying forces camped outside town, and their own captains addressing them at
precisdly five o'clock. Like most Wattesoon military actions, it had been flawlessly coordinated.

The captain arrived with little fanfare. Two sand-colored army transports sped down Main Street and
pulled up in front of Town Hall. The two occupants of one got out, while three soldiersin the other stood
guard to keep the curious at arms’ length. Their weapons remained in their dings. They seemed to be
trying to keep the mood low-key.

The two who entered Town Hall looked exactly like Wattesoons on television—squat lumps of rubbly
khaki-colored skin, like blobs of clay mixed with gravel. They wore the usud beige army uniformsthat
hermetically encased them, like shrink wrap, from neck to hedl, but neither officer had on the face mask
or glovesthe invaders usualy employed to deal with humans. An aromalike baking rocks entered the
room with them—not unpleasant, just not asmell ordinarily associated with living creatures.

In studied, formal English the larger Wattesoon introduced himsdf as Captain Groton, and his companion
as Ensgn Agush. No one offered to shake hands, knowing the famous Wattesoon horror at touching
dimy humanflesh.

The council sat sillent behind the row of desksthey used for hearings, while the captain stood facing them
where people normally gave testimony, but there was no question about where the power lay. The
townspeople had expected gruff, peremptory orders, and so Captain Groton's reasonable tone came as
apleasant surprise; but there was nothing reassuring about his message.

The Wattesoons wished to strip-mine afifty-mile swath of the hilly, wooded Okanoggan Vdley. “ Our

operationswill render the land uninhabitable,” Captain Groton said. “ Thearmy ishereto assst in your
removal. Wewill need you to coordinate the arrangements so this move can be achieved expeditioudy
and peacefully.” There was the ever-so-dight hint of athrest in that last word.

When he finished there was a short silence, as the council absorbed the imminent destruction of
everything they had lived for and loved. Theimage of Okanoggan Vdley trandformed into amine pit
hovered before every eye: no mapletrees, no lilacs, no dogs, no streetlights. Rob Massey, the scrappy
newspaper editor, wasfirg to find hisvoice. “What do you want to mine?’ he said sharply. “Thereare
no minerashere”

"Silica,” the captain answered promptly. “Thereisaparticularly pure bed of it underneath your
limestone.”

He meant the white, friable sandstone—useless for building, occasionally used for glass. What they
wanted it for was incomprehensible, like so much about them. “Will we be compensated for our
property?’ Paula Sanders asked, asif any compensation would suffice.

"No,” the captain answered neutraly. “Theland isours.”
Which wasinfuriating, but unargugble.

"But it'sour home!” Tom blurted out. “Weve lived here, some of usfour, five generations. Weve built
this community. It'sour life. Y ou can't just wak inand leved it."

The raw anguish in hisvoice made even Captain Groton, lump of rubble that he was, pause. “But we
can,” he answered without maice. “1t is not within your power to stop it. All you can do isreconcile
yoursavesto theinevitable.



"How much time do we have?’ Paulabit off her words asif they tasted bad.
"We realize you will need time to achieve acceptance, so we are prepared to give you two months.”
The room practicaly exploded with protests and arguments.

At last the captain held up the blunt gppendage that served him asahand. “Very well,” hesaid. “l am
authorized to give you an extenson. Y ou may have three months."

L ater, they learned that every captain up and down the valey had given the same extension. It had
obvioudy been planned in advance.

The room smoldered with outrage as the captain turned to leave, his job done. But before he could exit,
Susan Abernathy stepped into the doorway, aong with the smell of brewing coffee from the hall outside.

"Captain Groton,” she said, “would you liketo join usfor coffee? It'satradition after meetings.”
"Thank you, madam,” he said, “but | must return to base."
"Susan,” sheintroduced hersdlf, and, contrary to al etiquette, held out her hand.

The Wattesoon recoiled visibly. But in the next second he seemed to seize control of himself and, by
sheer force of will, extended hisarm. Susan clasped it warmly, looking down into his pebbly eyes. “Since
we are going to be neighbors, at least for the next few months, we might aswell be civil,” she said.

"That isvery foresghted of you, madam,” he answered.
"Cdl me Susan,” shesaid. “Wdl, snce you can't stay tonight, can | invite you to dinner tomorrow?"

The captain hesitated, and everyone expected another evasion, but at last he said, “ That would be very
acceptable. Susan.”

"Grest. I'll cal you with the details.” Asthe captain left, followed closely by hisensgn, she turned to the
council. “Can | bring you some coffeg?"

* k x %

"lsh. What did it fed like?” said her son Nick.
Susan had become something of a celebrity in the eleven-year-old set for having touched an dien.
"Dry,” she said, staring at the laptop on the dining room table. “ A little lumpy. Kind of likealizard."

In the next room, Tom was on the phone. “Warren, you'retalking crazy,” he said. “We gtill might be able
to get some concessions. We'reworking onit. But if you start shooting at them, we're doomed. | don't
want to hear any more about toad hunts, okay?"

"Have you washed your hand?’ Nick wanted to know.

Susan let go of the mouse to reach out and wipe her hand on Nick'sarm. “Eew, grossl” he said. “Now
I've got toad germs.”

"Don't cdl them that,” she said sharply. “It's not polite. Y ou're going to haveto be very polite tonight.”
"l don't haveto touch him, do 1?7

"No, I'm sure touching agrody little boy isthelast thing he wants."



In the next room, Tom had dialed a different number. “Listen, Walt, | think I'm going to need a patrol car
infront of my house tonight. If thistoad gets shot coming up my wak, my houseis going to be asmoking
crater tomorrow."

"Isthat true?” Nick asked, wide-eyed.

"No,” Susan lied. “He's exaggerating.”

"Can | goto Jake'stonight?”

"No, | need you here,” Susan said, hiding the pang of anxiety it gave her.
"What are we having for dinner?"

"I'm trying to find out what they edt, if you'd just leave me done."

"I'm not egting bugs.”

"Neither am |,” Susan said. “Now go away."

Tom camein and sank into achair with asigh. “Thewholetownisupinarms” hesaid. “Literdly. Paula
wanted to picket our house tonight. | told her to trust you, that you've got a plan. Of course, | don't
know whet it is"

"l think my planisto feed him pizza,” Susan said.
"Azza?'
"Why not?| can't find that they have any dietary redtrictions, and everyone loves pizza.”

Tom laid his head back and stared glumly at the ceiling. “ Sure. Why not? If it kills him, you'll be ahero.
For about haf an hour; then you'll be amartyr.”

"Pizzanever killed anyone,” Susan said, and got up to art sraightening up the house.

The Abernathyslived in abig old 1918 three-story with awraparound porch and awitch's-hat tower, set
inabig yard. Theliving room had diding wood doors, stained-glass fanlights, and awood-framed
fireplace. It could have been fancy, but instead it had afrayed, lived-in look—heaps of books,
puppy-chewed Oriental carpet, an upright piano piled with mode airplanes. The comfy, well-dented
furniture showed the marks of constant comings and goings, school projects, and meetings. There was
rarely anight when the Abernathys didn't have guests, but dinner was never formd. Formaity wasdien
to Susan's nature.

She had been an RN, but had quit, fed up with the bureaucracy rather than the patients. She had the
sturdy physique of a German farm girl, and the competent independence to go with it. Light brown hair,
cropped just above her shoulders, framed her round, cheerful face. Only rarely was she seen in anything
more fancy than ajean skirt and a shirt with rolled-up deeves. When they had elected Tom, everyone
had known they weren't getting amayor's wife who would challenge anybody's fashion sense.

That night, Captain Groton arrived precisaly on time, in acar with tinted windows, driven by someone
who stayed invisible, waiting. Tom met the guest on the doorstep, looking up and down the street alittle
nervoudy. When they cameinto the living room, Susan emerged from the kitchen with abouquet of wine
glassesin one hand and a bottle in the other.

"Wine, Captan?’ shesad.



He hesitated. “If that is customary. | regret | am not familiar with your dietary rituas. | only know they
are complex."

"It'sfermented fruit juice, mildly intoxicating,” she said, pouring alittle bit in hisglass. “Peopledrink it to
relax.”

Hetook the glass gingerly. Susan saw that he had ssumpy nubbin fingers. Asanurse, shehad had to train
hersdf to fed compassion even for the least appedling patients, and now she wasforced to call on that
skill to disregard his gppearance.

"Chears” shesad, lifting her glass.

There was asnap as the stem on Captain Groton's glass broke in two. The wine dopped onto his hand
as hetried to catch the pieces. “ Pardon me,” he mumbled. “Y our vessd s brittle.”

"Never mind theglass” Susan said, taking it and handing the piecesto Tom. “Did you cut yourself?'
"No, of course—" he stopped in mid denid, staring at his hand. A thin line of blood bisected the pam.

"Here, I'll take care of that,” she said. Taking him by the arm, she led him to the bathroom. It was not
until she had dabbed the blood off with atissue that she realized he was not recoiling at her touch as he
had before. Inwardly, she smiled at smdll victories. But when she brought out a bottle of spray
disnfectant, he did recoil, demanding suspicioudy, “What isit?

"Dignfectant,” shesaid. “To prevent infection. It's a cohol-based.”
"Oh,” hesad. “I thought it might be water."

She spritzed hishand lightly, then applied a bandage. He was looking curioudy around. “What isthis
place?"

"It'sabathroom,” she said. “We useit to—well, clean oursaves, and groom, and so forth. Thisisthe
toilet.” Sheraised thelid, and he drew back, obvioudy repulsed. She had to laugh. “It'sredly very clean.
| swear."

"It haswater init,” he said with disgust.
"But the water's not dirty, not now."

"Water isalwaysdirty,” hesaid. “It teemswith bacteria It transmits athousand diseases, yet you humans
touch it without any caution. Y ou dlow your childrento play init. You drink it, even. | suppose you have
gotten used to it, living on thisworld where it soils everything. It even fdlsfrom the sky. It isimpossibleto
get away fromit. Y ou have no choice but to soak iniit.”

Struck by the startling image of water asfilth, Susan said, “Occupying our world must be very unpleasant
for you. What isyour planet like?'

"Itisvery dry,” hesaid. “Milesand miles of hot, clean sand, like your Sahara. But your population does
not live in the habitable spots, so we cannot elther.”

"Y ou must drink water sometimes. Y our metabolisms are not that different from ours, or you would not
be able to eat our food."

"The trace amounts in foods are enough for us. We do not excreteit like you do."



"So that's why you don't have bathrooms,” she said.

He paused, clearly puzzled. Then it dawned on him what she had left out of her explanation. “Y ou use
thisroom for excretory functions?’

"Yes,” shesad. “It's supposed to be private.”

"But you excretefluidsin public dl thetime,” he said. “ From your noses, your mouths, your skin. How
can you keep it private?'

For amoment the vision of humans as 00zing bags of bacterialeft her unable to answer. Then she said,
“That'swhy we come here, to cleanit dl off."

Helooked around. “But thereis no facility for cleaning.”
"Surethereis.” Sheturned on the shower. “ See?"

He reacted with horror, so she quickly shut it off. She explained, *Y ou see, we think of water as clean.
We batheinit. How do you bathe?"

"Sand,” hesad. “Tubs of dry, heated sand. It is heavenly."

"It must be.” She could pictureit: soft, white sand. Like what lay under the Okanoggan limestone. She
looked at him in dawning redization. “1sthat why you want—?"

"| cannot say anything about thet,” he said. “Please do not ask me.”
Which was all the answer she needed.
When they came back out, Tom and the boys were in the kitchen, so that was where they went.

"Sorry, we got caught up in aredly interesting conversation,” Susan said breezily, with an
I'll-tell-you-later look at Tom. “ Captain Groton, these are our sons, Ben and Nick.” The boys stood up
and nodded awkwardly, obvioudy coached not to shake hands.

"They are both yours?’ the Wattesoon asked.

"Yes” Tomsad. “Do you have any kids, captain?’

"Yes A daughter.”

"How old isshe?” Susan said, pouring some more wine for himinamug.

Captain Groton paused so long she wondered if she had said something offensive, but finally he shook his
head. “1 cannat figure it out. The time dilation makesit too difficult. It would mean little to you anyway;
our years are so different.”

"So she's back home on your planet?’
"es"

"Y our wife, too?"

"Sheisdead.”

"I'm so sorry. It must have been hard for you to leave your daughter behind.”



"It was necessary. | was posted here. | followed my duty.” It had occurred to Susan that perhaps
cow-excretion pie was not the thing to offer her guest, so she began rummaging in the cupboard, and
soon assembled a buffet of dry foods: roast soybeans, crackers, apple chips, pine nuts, and a sweet
potato for moisture. As Tom tried vaiantly to engage the captain in a conversation about fishing, she
started assembling the pizzafor her family. The dog was barking at the back door, so she asked Ben to
feed him. Nick started playing with his Gameboy. There was a pleasantly norma confusion al around.

"What sorts of food do you eat at home?” Susan asked her guest when she had a chance.

Groton shrugged. “We are less preoccupied with food than you are. Anything will do. We are
omnivores”

Ben muttered, “ Better watch out for our dogs.”

"Ben!” Susan rebuked him.

Captain Groton turned marbly eyes on him. “We have no interest in your food animals.”
Thewholefamily stared in horror. “ Our dogs aren't food!” Ben blurted.

"Then why do you keep them?’ the captain asked reasonably.

Tom said, “For companionship.”

Bensad, “For fun.”

Susan said, “Because they remind us that we're human. Without other species around, wed forget.”
"Ah. | see,” the Wattesoon said. “Wefed the same."

In the awkward slence that followed, the humans al wondered who were the Wattesoons' pets.
Thgy were saved by the timer. The pizzacame out of the oven, and soon al was cheerful confusion
agan.

The internet had told Susan that Wattesoons were frugal eaters, but Captain Groton seemed ravenous.
He ate some of everything she put on the table, including two dices of pizza

* * % %

To sparetheir guest the troubling sight of counters, tabletop, and utensils being smeared with water,
Susan asked him out to see the back yard so the others could clean up. The screen door banged shut
behind them and the dog came trotting up, eager to smell the stranger, till Susan shooed him into the
kitchen. She then led the Wattesoon out into the humid, crickety twilight.

It was a Midwestern evening. The yard backed up onto the river bluff, awesthered limestone cliff
overgrown with sumac and grapevine. Susan strolled out past the scattered detritus of Frisbees and lawn
dartstoward the quiet of the lower yard, where nature had started to encroach. There was an old swing
hung from agnarled oak tree, and she sat down in it, making the ropes creak. In the shady quiet, she
swvung idly to and fro, thinking of other evenings.

She had never redlized how desperately sheloved this place until shewasforced to think of losingit.
Looking toward the dark bushes by the cliff, she saw the sllent flare of fireflies. “ Areyou ableto find this
beautiful 7’ she said, not trying to hide thelonging in her voice.

After afew moments of silence, shelooked over to find the captain gazing into the dark, lost in thought.



“I am sorry,” hesaid, recollecting himsdf. “What did you ask?"

Instead of answering, shesaid, “I think we each get imprinted on a certain kind of landscape when we're
young. We can enjoy other spots, but only one seems like we're made from it, down to our bones. This
ismine”

"Yes,” hesad.

"Can you understand how it isfor us, then? Wetalk alot about our investments and our livelihoods, but
that'sjust to hide the pain. We love this place. We're bonded to it.”

He didn't answer at once, so she stopped the swing to look at him.
"l understand,” he said.

"Doyou?’ shesad hopefully.

"It changes nothing. | am sorry.”

Disappointed, she stared at hislumpy face. Now that she was alittle more accustomed to him, he did not
seem quite so rubbly and squat. He gave an impatient gesture. “Why are your people so fond of being
discontent?'Y ou relish resisting, protesting, dways pushing againg theinevitable. It isan immature
response, and makes your lives much harder.”

"But, Captain, there are some things that ought to be protested.”
"What things?'
"Folly. Mdice. Injudtice.

He cut her off in apained tone. “ These things are part of the nature of the world. Thereis nothing we can
do to prevent them.”

"Y ou would not eventry?’ shesaid.
"Lifeisnot just. Fairnessisafool's concept. To fight brings only disillusion.”

"Wdl, we are different. We humans can put up with athousand evils so long aswe think they arefair.
We are gtriving al the timeto bring about justice, in ourselves and our society. Y ourstoo, if you would
justletus.”

"So your truculenceisdl an effort to improve us?’ the Wattesoon said.

Surprised, Susan laughed. “Why, Captain Groton, no one told me your people had a sense of irony."
He seemed taken aback by her reaction, asif he regretted having provoked it.

"l wasnot laughing at you,” she explained hastily. “ At leadt, not in any way you would not wish."

"Y ou cannot know what | would wish,” he said tiffly.

She said, “Oh, | don't know about that.” For the time being, here out of al officia contexts, he seemed
just asdifficult and contradictory as any human male. Speculatively, shesad, “Y our answer just now,
about justice. Y ou sounded hitter, asif you spoke from some experience. What was it?"

He stared at her with that unreadable, granitic face. For afew moments she thought he wasn't going to



answer. Then hesaid, “Itisin the past. Thereisno point in talking about it. Today istoday. | accept
thet."

They remained dlent for awhile, listening to the sounds of lifedl around. At last Susan sad, “Well, the
gregt injustice of our livesisdill inthefuture”

The thought of it flooded into her. All of this gentle valley would be gone soon, turned into an open
wound in the landscape. Tears cameto her, half anger and half loss, and she got up to go back inside.
When she reached the back porch, she paused to compose hersalf, wiping the tears from her face.
Captain Groton, who had followed her, said in agtartled voice, “Y ou are secreting moisture.”

"Yes” shesad. “Wedo that from time to time, in moments of intense emotion.”

"l wish—" he garted, then stopped.

"Yes? What do you wish?'

"Never mind,” he said, and looked away.

That night, lying in bed, shetold Tom al she had learned.

"Sand,” he said in dishdlief. “ The bastards are moving us out so they can have bathtub sand.”

He was not feding charitable toward the Wattesoons. After their dinner guest had Ieft in histinted
limousine, Tom had gotten acal from the mayor of Walker, the closest Wa-Mart metropolis. The
captain in charge of their evacuation was an unbending disciplinarian who had presented the residents
with aset of non-negotiable deadlines. The news from Red Bluff was even less encouraging. The captain
assigned there was a transparent racist who seemed to think evacuation was too good for the native
population. Force seemed to be his preferred aternative.

"Larry wants usto mount aunified resstance,” Tom said. “A kind of ‘Hell no, wewon't go’ thing. Just
stay put, refuse to prepare. It seems pretty risky to me."

Susan lay reflecting. At last she sad, “ They would think it was an immature response.”

"What, like children disobeying?’ he sad, irritated.

"| didn't say | agreed. | said that was what they would think."

"Sowhat should we do?"

"l don't know. Behave in away they associate with adults. Somehow resist without seeming to ress.”

Tom turned his head on the pillow to look at her. “How come you learn dl these things? Hewon't give
meanything but the officid line"

"Y ou're his counterpart, Tom. He has to be forma with you. | don't count.”
"Or maybe you count more. Maybe he's sweet on you."

"Oh, please!”

"Who would have thought I'd lose my wife to apotato?” Tom mused.

She quelled the urge to hit him with apillow. *Y ou know, hel's something of a philosopher.”



"Socrates the spud,” he said.

"Morelike Marcus Aurelius. | don't think he redly wantsto be here. Thereis something in his past, some
tragedy he won't talk about. But it might make him sympathetic to us. We might win him over."

Tom rose on one elbow to look at her earnestly. “My god, heredly did open up to you."

"I'm just putting two and two together. The problemis, I'm not sure what winning him over would get us.
Hé'sjust following orders.”

"Jeez, even one friend among the Wattesoon is progress. | say go for it.”
"Isthat an order, Mr. Mayor?"
"My MataHari,” he said, with the goofy, lopsided grin she loved.

Sherolled closer to put her head on his shoulder. All problems seemed more bearable when he was
around.

* k% k %

In the few weeks, no one saw much of Captain Groton. Information, instructions, and orders till
emanated from his office, but the captain himsalf was unavailable—indisposed, the officid line went.
When she heard this, Susan called the Wattesoon headquarters, concerned that he had had areaction to
the odd menu she had fed him. To her surprise, the captain took her cal.

"Do not concern yourself, Susan,” he said. “There is nothing you can do.”

"l don't believeyou,” shesaid. “ Y ou're so in love with stoical acceptance that you could have toxic shock
before you'd admit there was anything wrong."

"Thereisnothing wrong."
"I'm anurse, Captain Groton. If you are sick, you have become my job."

There was an enigmatic pause on theline. “It is nothing you would recognize,” hesaid at lagt. “A
Wattesoon complaint.”

Concerned now that he had admitted it, she said, “Isit serious?'
"Itisnot mortd, if that iswhat you mean.”

"Can| seeyou?!

"Y our concernis gratifying, but I have no need of assstance.”
And she had to be content with that.

In the end, Tom saw him before she did. It was a a meeting the captain couldn't avoid, a progress report
on preparations for the evacuation. “ 1t must be some sort of arthritis,” Tom answered Susan's questions
vagudy. “He's hobbling around with acane. A bit testy, too."

Not trusting aman to observe what needed to be noticed, Susan called Alice Brody, who had aso been
at the meeting. She was more than willing to elaborate. “He does seem to be in discomfort,” Alice said.
“But that's not the strange part.”



Aha, Susan thought.

"Hestaller, Susan. By inches. And proportioned differently. Not quite so tubby, if you know what |
mean. It lookslike he'slost alot of weight, but | think it'sjust redistributed. His skinis different,
too—smoother, amore natura color.”

"What do you think isgoing on?"
"Damned if | know."

That was when Susan got the ideato invite Captain Groton to the Fourth of July celebration. Observing
the holiday at al had been controversa, under the circumstances—but the city council had reasoned that
aday of frivolity would raise everyone's spirits. The Wattesoons regarded it as a quaint summer festival
and completely missed the nationalist connotations, so their only objection was to the potential for
disorder from the crowds. When the town agreed to ban acohol, the occupiers relented.

Okanoggan Fdlss Fourth of July dways climaxed with the parade, a homegrown affair for which people
prepared at |east three hours in advance. There was dways achainsaw drill team, aconvertiblefor the
Butter Princess, a Dixieland jazz band on aflatbed truck, and decorated backhoes and front-end loaders
in lieu of floats. Deprecating salf-mockery was afindy honed sport in Wisconsin.

Tom was going to be obliged to ridein aModd T with astovepipe hat on, so Susan phoned the
Wattesoon commander and asked him to accompany her.

"It will beareal demonstration of old-time Americang,” shesaid.
He hesitated. “I do not wish to be provocative. Y our townsfolk might not welcome my presence.”

"If you wereriding in afloat, maybe. But mingling with the crowds, enjoying abrat and alemonade?
Some people might even gppreciaeit. If they dont, I'll handle them.”

At last he consented, and they arranged to meet. “Don't wear auniform,” was her last instruction.

She had no ideawhat a dilemma she had caused him till he showed up in front of Meyer's Drugstorein a
ragbag assortment of ill-fitting clothes that |ooked salvaged from athrift shop. However, the truly
extraordinary thing was that he was able to wear them at all—for when she had last seen him, fitting into
human clothes would have been out of the question. Now, when she greeted him, she redized they were
the same height, and he actually had achin.

"Y ou look wonderful,” she blurted out.

"You are exaggerating,” he said in adightly pained tone.
"Areyou feding dl right?"

"Better, thank you."

"But your clothes. Oh dear.”

"Arethey inappropriate?’ he asked anxioudly.

Shelooked around at al the American summer dobbery—men in baggy T-shirts and sandals, women
burgting out of their tank tops. “No,” shesaid. “Youll fit right in. It'sjust that, for aman in your
position.... “ She grabbed him by the hand and dragged him into the drugstore, making for the magazine
rack. She found anissue of GQ and thrust it into his hands. “ Study that,” she said. “1t will show you what



the elite class of men wear.” Perusing severd other magazines, she found some examples of amore
khakified, Cape Cod look. “Thisismoreinforma, but ill tasteful. Good for occasons like this, without
losng face”

He was studying the pictures with agrave and studious manner. “ Thank you, Susan. Thisishdpful.” With
apang, she wished Tom would take any of her sartorid advice so to heart.

They were heading for the counter to buy the magazines when he stopped, riveted by the sight of the
shelves. “What are these products for?'

"Grooming, persond care,” Susan said. “These are for cleaning teeth. We do it twice aday, to prevent
our breath smelling bad and our teeth going yellow. These are for shaving off unwanted hair. Men shave
their faces every day, or it growsin."

"Y ou mean dl men havefacid hair?” Captain Groton said, alittle horrified.
"Y es. The oneswho don't want beardsjust shaveit off."

"What about these?’ he said, gesturing to the deodorants.

"We spread it under our arms every day, to prevent unpleasant odors."
Faintly hesaid, “Y ou live a war with your bodies.

She laughed. “It does seem that way, doesn't it?” She looked down the aide at the shampoos,
mouthwashes, acne creams, corn removers, Soaps, and other products attesting to the waysin which
even humans found their own bodies objectionable.

Beth Meyer was manning the counter, so Susan introduced her to Captain Groton. Unable to hide her
hodtility, Beth neverthdess said, “1 hope you learn something about us.”

"Y our shop has dready been very ingructive, Mrs. Meyer,” the captain said courteoudy. “I never
realized the ingenuity people devote to body care. | hopel may return some day.”

"Aslong as were open we won't turn away acustomer,” Beth said.

Outside, things were gearing up for the parade, and it was clear that people were spontaneoudy going to
useit to expresstharr frustration. Some of the spectators were carrying protest signs, and aong the
sidewalk one locd entrepreneur had set up a Spike the Spud concession stand offering people achance
to do sadistic things to baked potatoes for afew dollars. The most popular activity seemed to be blowing
up the potatoes with firecrackers, as attested by the exploded potato guts covering the back of the
plywood booth. A reporter from an out-of-town TV gtation wasinterviewing the proprietor about his
thriving business. The word “Wattesoon” never passed anyone'slips, but no one missed the point.

Including Captain Groton. Susan saw him studying the scene, so she said quietly, “It'stasteless, but better
they should work it out thisway than in earnest.”

"That isoneinterpretation,” he said alittle tensely. She reminded herself that it wasn't her symbolic
viscera plagtering the booth walls.

Hisradio chose that moment to cometo life. Susan hadn't even redlized he was carrying it, hidden under
his untucked shirt. He said, “Excuse me,” and spokeinto it in his own language. Susan could not tell what
was being said, but the captain's voice was cdm and professiond. When he finished, she said, “ Do you
have soldiers ready to movein?'



He studied her amoment, asif weighing whether to lie, then said, * 1t would have been foolish of usnot to
take precautions.”

It occurred to her then that he was their advance reconnal ssance man, taking advantage of her friendship
to assess the need for force againgt her neighbors. At first shefdt aprickle of outrage; it quickly morphed
into relief that he had not sent someone more easily provoked.

"Hey, captain!” The man at the Spike the Spud stand had noticed them, and, emboldened by the TV
camera, had decided to create a photogenic scene. “Care to launch aspud missile?” The people standing
around laughed nervoudy, transfixed to see the Wattesoon's reaction. Susan was drawing breath to
extricate him when he put arestraining hand on her arm.

"| fear you would think me homicidd,” he said in an easygoing tone.

Everyone saw then that he understood the message of sublimated violence, but choseto take it asajoke
and not a provocation.

"No homicide involved, just potatoes,” said the boothkeeper. He was atubby, unshaven man in adoppy
white T-shirt. Hisjoking tone had adightly aggressive edge. “Comeon, I'll give you ashot for free.”

Captain Groton hesitated as everyone watched intently to see what he would do. At last he gavein.
“Very well,” he said, stepping up to the booth, “but | ingst on paying. No preferentia treatment.”

The boothkeeper, an amateur comedian, made a show of salecting along, thin potato that |ooked
remarkably like his customer. He then offered a choice of wegpons. dedge hammer, ax, firecracker, or
other instruments of torture. “Why, the firecracker of course,” the captain said. “It istraditiona today, is
it not?"

"American asbeer.” One segment of the crowd resented that the Wattesoons had interfered with their
patriotic right to inebriation.

The boothkeeper handed him the potato and firecracker. “Here, shoveit in. Right upitsass” Whenthe
captain complied, the man set the potato in the back of the booth and said, “ Say when."

When the captain gave the word, the man lit the fuse. They waited breathlesdy; then the potato
exploded, splattering the boothkeeper in the face. The onlookers hooted with laughter. Captain Groton
extracted himsdlf with an amiable wave, asif he had planned the outcome dl dong.

"Y ou were aremarkably good sport about that,” Susan said to him as they walked away.

"I could have obliterated the tuber with my wegpon,” he said, “but | thought it would violate the spirit of
the occason.”

"Y ou're packing awegpon?’ Susan stared. Wattesoon weapons were notorioudy horrific. He could have
blown away the booth and everyone around it.

Helooked at her without a shade of humor. “1 have to be able to defend mysdlf.”

The parade was about to commence, and Susan was fedling that she was escorting an appallingly
dangerous person, so she said, “Let'sfind a place to stand, away from the crowd.”

"Over here,” Captain Groton said. He had already scoped out the terrain and |located the best spot for
survelllance: the raised stoop of an old apartment building, where he could stand with his back to the
brick. He climbed the steps a bit tiffly, moving asif unused to kneesthat bent.



Okanoggan Falls had outdone itsdlf. It was a particularly cheeky parade, full of double-entendre floats
like the one carrying agroup caled the No Go Banjoes playing “Don't Fence Meln,” or the“l Don't
WannaMooove’ banner carried by the high school cheerleading squad in their black-and-white Holstein
costumes. The captain'sradio kept interrupting, and he spoke in arestrained, commanding voice to
whoever was on the other end.

Intheend, it al passed without intervention from any soldiers other than the one at Susan's sde. When
the crowd began to disperse, she found that she had been clenching her fistsin tension, and was glad no
one dsewas aware of the risk they had been running.

"What happens now?’ Captain Groton said. He meant it militarily, she knew; al pretense of his purpose
being socia was gone.

"Everyonewill bresk up now,” she said. “Somewill go to the school balfield for the fund-raiser picnic,
but most won't gather again till the fireworks tonight. That will be about nine-thirty or ten o'clock.”

He nodded. “I will go back to base, then."
She was battling mixed fedings, but at last said, “ Captain—thank you, | think."
He studied her serioudy. “1 am just doing my duty.”

That night on the televison news, the cel ebration in Okanoggan Falls was contrasted with the onein Red
Bluff, where alockdown curfew wasin place, fireworks were banned, and Wattesoon tanks patrolled
the empty Streets.

* * * %

A week later, when Susan phoned Captain Groton, Ensign Agush took the call. “He cannot speak to
you,” hesad indifferently. “Heisdying."

"What?' Susan sad, thinking she had heard wrong.
"He has contracted one of your human diseases.”
"Has anyone caled adoctor?’

"No. Hewill be dead soon. Thereisno point.”

Half an hour later, Susan was at the Wattesoon headquarters with her nurse'skit in hand. When the
ensgn redlized he was facing awoman with the determination of a scormtrooper, he did not put up afight,
but showed her to the captain's quarters. He still seemed unconcerned about his commanding officer's
imminent demise.

Captain Groton dumped in achair in his spartan but private stting room. The transformation in his
appearance was even more remarkable; he was now tall and dender, even for ahuman, and hisfacia
features had adigtinctly human cast. He might have passed for an ordinary man in dim light.

An exceedingly miserable ordinary man. His eyes were red-rimmed, his face unshaved (she noted the
facid hair with surprise), and his voice was a hoarse croak when he said, “ Susan! | wasjust thinking |
should thank you for your kindness before.... “He was interrupted by a sneeze.

Still preoccupied with his appearance, she said, “ Y ou are turning human, aren't you?”

"Y our microbes evidently think so.” He coughed phlegm. “1 have contracted an exceedingly repulsve



disease”
She drew up achair next to him. “What are your symptoms?”

He shook his head, obvioudy thinking the subject was not afit one. “Don't be concerned. | am resigned
todie"

"I'm asking asaprofessiond.”

Reuctantly, he said, “This body appearsto be dissolving. It isleaking fluids from every orifice. There, |
told you it wasrepulsve.”

"Y our throat issore? Y our nose is congested? Coughing and sneezing?"
"Yes, yes”

"My dear captain, what you haveiscdled acold.”

"No!” he protested. “| am quite warm."

"That's probably because you have afever.” Shefdt hisforehead. “ Y es. Wdll, fortunatdly, |'ve brought
something for that.” She brought out a bottle of aspirin, some antihistamine, decongestant, and cough
suppressant. She added a bottle of Vitamin C for good measure.

"You are not darmed?’ he asked hesitantly.

"Not very. In us, the disease normaly curesitsalf in aweek or so. Since your immune system has never
encountered it before, I'm not sure about you. Y ou have to level with me, captain. Have you become
human in ways bes des gppearance?’

Vagudy, hesad, “How long hasit been?’

"How long haswhat been?'

"Sincel first saw you."

She thought back. “ About Six weeks."

"Thetransformation isfar advanced, then. In three weeks | will be indistinguishable from one of you."
"Interndly aswdl?'

"Y ou would need alaboratory to tell the difference.”

"Then it should be safeto treat you asif you were human. I'll be careful, though.” Shelooked around the
room for aglass of water. “Wheresyour ba—" It was a Wattesoon apartment; of course there was no
bathroom. By now, she knew they excreted only hard, odorless pellets. “Where can | get aglass of
water?'

"What for?” Helooked mildly repulsed.
"For you to drink with these pills.”
"Drink?’

"Y ou mean to tell me you've had no fluids?"



"Wedon' require them...."”

"Oh, dear Lord. You're probably dehydrated aswell. Y ou're going to have to change some habits,
captain. Sit right there. | need to run to the grocery store."

At the grocery she stocked up on fruit juices, bottled water, tissues, and, after amoment's hesitation,
toilet paper—though not relishing having to explain that one to him. She a so bought soap, awashcloth,
mouthwash, shaving gel, a packet of plagtic razors, apail, and awashbasin. Likeit or not, he was going
to haveto learn.

She had dealt with patientsin every state of mental derangement, but never had she had to teach one
how to be human. When she had gotten him to down the pills and a bottle of orange juice, she explained
the purpose of her purchasesto himin plain, practica language. She showed him how to blow hisnose,
and explained how a human bladder and bowe worked, and the necessity of washing with sogp and
water. When she finished he looked, if anything, more despairing than before.

"It is not common knowledge to usthat you are hiding these bodily deficiencies” hesaid. “I fear | madea
graveeror injudgment.”

"Youreasoldier,” shesad. “ Stop dramatizing, and cope withiit."

For amoment he stared, astonished at her commanding tone. Then she could see him marshding his
courage asif to face dismemberment and death. “Y ou arejustified to rebuke me,” hesaid. “1 chosethis. |
must not complain.”

Soon the antihistamine was making him drowsy, so she coaxed him to return to bed. “Y ou're best off if
you just deep,” shetold him. “Take more of the pills every four hours, and drink another bottle every
time you wake. If you fedl pressure and need to diminate liquid, usethe pail. Don't hold it in, it's very bad
for you. Cdl meinthe morning.”

"Youreleaving?' he said anxioudly.

She had intended to, but at his disconsolate expression she relented. It made her redlize that she could
actually read expressions on hisface now. She drew up achair and sat. “1 must say, your comrades here
don't seem very sympathetic.”

Hewas slent afew moments, staring bleakly at the ceiling. At last he said, “ They are ashamed.”
"Of whet?'Y ou?'

"Of whet | am becoming.”

"A human? They're bigots, then."

"Yes. Y ou have to understand, Susan, the army doesn't dways attract the highest caliber of men.”

She redlized then that the drug, or the reprieve from degth, had broken down his usua reticence. It put
her in an odd position, to have the occupying commander relying on her in his current unguarded
condition. Extracting military or political secretswould clearly violate medical ethics. But was persond
and culturd information alowed? She made a snap decision: nothing that would hurt him. Cautioudy, she
said, “1 didn't know that you Wattesoons had this ... talent ... ability ... to change your appearance.”

"It only workswith aclosdy related species,” he said drowsdlly. “We weren't sure you were smilar
enough. It gppearsyou are."



"How do you doit?'

He paused along time, then said, “1 will tell you some day. Thetrait has been useful to us, in adapting to
other planets. Planets more unlike our own than thisoneis.”

"Isthat why you changed? To be better adapted?”
"No. | felt it wasthe best way to carry out my orders.”
She waited for him to explain that; when he didn't, she said, “What orders?'

"To oversee the evacuation on time and with minima disturbance. | thought that looking like ahuman
would be an advantage in winning the cooperation of thelocal populace. | wanted you to think of me as
human. | did not know of the drawbacks then."

"Well, | don't think you would have fooled us anyway,” Susan said alittle skepticdly. “Can you change
your mind now?'

"No. The chameleon processis part of our reproductive biology. We cannot change our minds about
thet, either."

The mention of reproduction brought up something she had often wondered about. “Why are there no
Wattesoon women here?’ she asked.

The subject seemed to evoke some sort of intense emotion for him. In atight voice, he said, “Our women
amogt invariably die giving birth. The only oneswho survive, asarule, are childless, and they arerare. If
it were not for the frequency of multiple births, we would have difficulty maintaining our population. We
see the ease with which you human women give birth, and envy it."

"It wasn't dwaysthisway,” Susan said. “We used to die much more frequently, aswell. But that wasn't
acceptable to us. We improved our medicine until we solved the problem.”

Softly, he said, “It isnot acceptable to us, either.”

A redlization struck her. “Isthat what happened to your wife?"
"Wes"

She studied hisface. “1 think you must have loved her."

"l did. Too much."

"Y ou can't blame yoursdlf for her death.”

"Who should | blame?!

"The doctors. The researcherswho don't find a cure. The society that doesn't put a high enough priority
onfinding asolution.”

Hegavealittle laugh. “That isavery human response.”
"Wel, we have solved our problem.”

He considered that answer so long she thought he had falen adeep. But just as she wasrising to check,
hesaid, “1 think it is better to go through life as a passerby, detached from both the good and the bad.



Especidly from the good, because it always goes away."
Gently, Susan said, “Not dways."

Helooked at her with clouded eyes. “ Always."
Andthen heredly did fal adeep.

That evening, after the boys had gone up to their rooms, Susan told Tom everything over wine. Some of
her medica details made him wince.

"Ouch. The poor bastard. Sounds worse than puberty, al crammed into nine weeks."

"Tom, you could redly help him out,” Susan said. “ There are things you could tell him, man to man, that |
cant—"

"Ohno, I couldnt,” Tom said. “No way."

She protested, “But there are things about mal e anatomy—you expect me to warn him about dl that?
"Better you than me,” Tom said.

"Coward,” she said.

"Damn right. Listen, men just don't talk about these things. How am | supposed to bring it up? Moreto
the point, why?He got himsdlf into this. It wasamilitary strategy. He even admitted it to you: he wanted
to manipulate us to cooperate in our own conquest. | don't know why you're acting asif you're
respongblefor him."

Tom wasright. She studied the winein her glass, wondering at her own reaction. She had been
empathizing asif Captain Groton were her patient, not her enemy. He had deliberately manipulated her
fedings, and it had worked.

Wéll, she thought, two could play at that game.

It was not to be a summer of days at the beach, or fishing trips, or baseball camp. Everyone was busy
packing, sorting, and getting ready to move. Susan marshaled Nick and Ben into the attic and basement
to do the easy part, the packing and stacking, but the hardest part of moving was al hers: making the
decisons. What to take, what to leave. It was all areferendum on her life, sorting the parts worth saving
from therest. No object wasjust itself: it was al memories, encapsulated in grimy old toys, birthday
cards, garden bulbs, and comforters. All thetiny, pointillist moments that together formed the picture of
her life. Somehow, she had to separate her salf from the place that had created her, to become arootless

thing.
The summer was punctuated with sad ceremonies like the one when they started disinterring the bodies
from the town cemetery, the day when the crane removed the Civil War soldier from the park, and the

last church service before they took out the stained glass windows. After the dead had | &ft, the town
paradoxicaly seemed even morefull of ghods.

The protests did not die down. Red Bluff wasin a state of open rebellion; a hidden sniper had picked off
three Wattesoon soldiers, and the army was starting house-to-house searches to disarm the populace. In
Walker, angry meetings were televised, in which residents shouted and wegpt.

In Okanoggan Fdls, they negotiated. The Wattesoons were now paying to move three of the most



sgnificant historic buildings, and the schoal district would be kept intact after relocation. Captain Groton
had even agreed to move the deadline two weeks into September so the farmers could harvest the
crops—a concesson the captainsin Red Bluff and Walker were eventualy forced to match, grudgingly.

The captain became afamiliar face around town—no longer in alimousine, but driving arented SUV to
supervise contractors, meet with civic groups, or smply to stop for lunch at Earl's Cafe and chat with the
waitress. Outwardly, there was no longer ahint of anything Wattesoon about him, unlessit was his
awkwardness when asked to tie aknot or catch abasebal. He had turned into atall, distinguished older
man with silver hair, whose manners were asimpeccable as his dress. In socid settings he was reserved,
but occasiondly something would catch hiswhimsy, and then he had alight, tolerant laugh. At the same
time, astedly authority lay just under the surface.

The women of Okanoggan began to notice. They began to approach and engage him in
conversation—urgently, avkwardly warm on their side, full of salf-consciouslaughter; and on hisside,
studioudy attentive but maddeningly noncommittal. People began to talk about the fact that he went every
week to dine at the Abernathy home, whether Tom was there or not. They noticed when Susan took him
to the barber shop, and when they drove together to La Crosseto visit the mall. Her good humor began
to irritate the other women in waysit never had before, and their eyes followed her when she passed by.

"She must of kissed that frog good, ‘ cause he sure turned into aprince,” said Jewell Hogan at the beauty
salon, and the remark was considered so witty it was repested al over town.

For hersdlf, Susan had found one more reason to love her lifein Okanoggan Fallsjust beforelosing it.
She was playing agamethat gave her life an exotic twigt, excitement it had lacked. It was her patriotic
duty to lie awake each morning, thinking of waysto get closer to athrillingly atractive, powerful man
who clearly enjoyed her company and relied on her in some unusudly intimate ways. In the last month
beforeit al fell gpart, her life had become nearly perfect.

Between arranging to move his business and the mayord duties, Tom was often gone on the nights when
Captain Groton came over for dinner. Susan was aware of the gossp—a blushing Nick had told her the
boys were taunting him about his mother—but she was not about to let small-mindedness stop her. “ Just
walt till they see how it pays off,” she said to Nick.

It made her think she needed to start making it pay off.

By now, Captain Groton was perforce conversant with the ceremonia foods of the Midwest—string
bean casserole, jello sdlad, brats and beans—and the commund rituds at which they were consumed. So
Susan had been entertaining hersdlf by introducing him to more adventurous cuisne. Histastes were far
less consarvative than Tom's, and he dmost invariably praised her efforts. On one night when Tom was
returning late, she ordered a pizzafor the boys and prepared shrimp with wild rice, cilantro, artichokes,
and sour cream, with just ahint of cayenne pepper and lemon. They ate in the dining room with more
winethan usud.

The captain was tdlling her how the amateur scholar who ran the landfill, in one of the endless effortsto
deter the Wattesoons from thelir plans, had tried to convince him that there was an important
archaeological site with buried treasure underneath the town. He had even produced proof in the form of
an old French map and a photo of ametallic object with a mysterious engraved design.

Susan laughed, alittle giddy from thewine. “Y ou didnt fal for it, did you?"
Captain Groton looked at her quizzicdly. “No, | didn't fall down.”

His English was so good she almost never encountered a phrase he didn't know. “It's an expression, to



fal for something. It means he was pulling your leg.”
"Pulling my leg. And so | was supposed to fal down?!

"No, no,” shesaid. “It'sjust anidiom. To fall for something isto be deceived. On the other hand, to fall
for someone meansto become fond of them, tofal inlove."

He consdered thisthoughtfully. “Y ou use the same expression for being deceived and fdling in love?'

It had never struck her before. “I guesswe do. Maybe it meansthat you have to haveillusonstofall in
love. Thereisalot of saf-deception involved. But alot of truth aswell.”

She suddenly became aware how serioudy he was watching her, asif the topic had been much on his
mind. When their eyes met, she felt amoment of spontaneous chemical reaction; then he looked away.
“And when you say ‘ Okanoggan Fals,” which do you mean, deception or love?’ he asked.

"Oh, love, no question.”
"But if it meant deception, you would not tell me,” he said with adight smile.

"I am not deceiving you, captain,” she said softly. And, alittle to her own surprise, shewastelling the
truth.

There was amoment of silence. Then Susan rose from the table, throwing her napkin down. “Let'sgo to
the back yard,” she said.

Hefollowed her out into the hot summer night. It was late August; the surrounding yards were quiet
except for the cicadas buzzing in the trees and the meditative sigh of air conditioners. When they reached
the deeper grass under the trees, the captain cameto ahalt, breathing in the fragrant air.

"Thething | was not expecting about being humanisthe skin,” hesaid. “It is o sendtive, so avake."
"So you likeit now, being human?’ she asked.
"There are compensations,” he said, watching her steadily.

Her intellect told her she ought to be changing the subject, pressing him on the topic of public concern,
but her private concerns were flooding her mind, making it impossible to think. She was dightly drunk, or
she never would have said it doud. “Damn! It's so unfair. Why does such a perfect man haveto be an
dien?'

A human man would have taken it as an invitation. Captain Groton hesitated, then with greet restraint
took her hands chagtdly in his. “ Susan,” he said, “ Thereis something | need to explain, or | would be
deceiving you.” He drew a breath to steady himself as she watched, puzzled at his salf-consciousness. He
went on, “It isnot an accident, this shape | have assumed. On my planet, when awoman chooses aman,
he becomes what she most wisheshim to be. It isthe function of the chameleon trait. We would have
died out long ago without it.” He gave adight smile. “I suppose nature redlized that men can never be
what women redly want until they are crested by women."

Susan was struggling to takeit in. “Created by...? But who created you?"
"Youdid,” hesad.

"Y ou mean—"'



"That first day we met, when you touched me. It iswhy we avoid human contact. A touch by the right
woman is enough to set off the reaction. After that, physiology takes over. Every time you touched me
after that, it was biochemica feedback to perfect the process.”

All the misery and shock of an intergpecies transformation, and she had doneit to him?* Oh my God, you
must hate me,” she said.

"No. Not at dl."
Of course not. Her perfect man would never hate her. It would defeat the purpose.

At that thought, shefdlt like abird that had flown into awindow pane. “'Y ou mean you are everything |
wantinaman?’ shesaid.

"Evidently."
"| thought Tom waswhat | wanted,” she said faintly.
"Y ou dready have him,” Captain Groton said. “Y ou don't need another."

She studied hisface, custom-made for her, like arevelation of her own psyche. It was not a perfect face,
not at all movie-star handsome, but worn with the traces of experience and sadness.

"What about your personadity?’ she asked. “Did | create that, too?"

He shook hishead. “That isal mine."

"But that's the best part,” she said.

She couldn't see hisface in the dim light, but his voice sounded deeply touched. “ Thank you."

They were acting like teenagers. They were like teenagers, in the power of an unfamiliar hormond rush,
an evolutionary imperative. Theinstant sheredized it, it shocked her. She had never intended to cheet on
Tom, not for ananosecond. And yet, it was asif she already had, in her heart. She had fantasized alover
into being without even redlizing it. He wastheliving proof of her infiddity of mind.

Trying to be adult, she said, “ Thisisvery awkward, captain. What are we going to do?'
"l don't know,” he said. “ Perhgps—"

Just then, the back porch light came on, and they jumped apart guiltily, asif caught doing what they were
both trying to avoid thinking abot.

Tom was standing on the back porch, looking out at them. “Y ou're back!” Susan caled brightly, hoping
her voice didn't sound as strained as shefelt. She started up the lawn toward the house, leaving Captain
Groton to follow. “Have you eaten?”"

"Yes” Tomsaid. “I stopped at the Burger King in Walker."

"Oh, poor dear. | was just about to make coffee. Want some?’

"I am afraid | must be getting back to base,” Captain Groton said.
"Won't you even stay for coffee?” Susan said.

"No, itislater than | redized.” With arueful laugh he added, “Now | understand why humans are dways



lae"

She went with him to the front door, leaving Tom in the kitchen. The captain hesitated on the steps.
“Thank you, Susan,” he said, and she knew it wasn't for dinner.

Softly, shesaid, “'Y our women are lucky, captain.”

Serioudy, hesad, “No, they're not."

"Their livesmay be brief, but I'll bet they're happy.”

"l hopeyou areright.” Heleft, hurrying asif to escape hismemories.

When Susan went back into the kitchen, Tom said with studied casuaness, “Did you make any headway
withhim?'

"No,” shesad. “Hesvery dutiful.” She busied herself pouring coffee. When she handed him his cup, for
thefirg timein their marriage she saw atrace of worry in his eyes. She set the cup down and put her
armsaround him. “Tom,” she said fiercely, “I love you so much.”

He said nothing, but held her desperately tight.
And yet, that night as shelay awake ligtening to Tom'sfamiliar breathing, questions crowded her mind.

Therewas aholein her life she had not even known was there. Now that she knew it, she could not
ignore the ache. She had settled into alife of compromises, alife of good-enough. And it was no longer
good enough.

Y et there was no way for her to have more without hurting Tom. She didn't love him any lessfor the
revelation that he wasn't perfect for her; he was human, after al. None of thiswas hisfaullt.

She looked at the lump of coversthat was her husband, and thought of al she owed him for years of
loydty and trust. Somehow, she needed to turn from possibility and desire, and pass on by. She had to
reconcile hersdf to what she had. It was smply her duty.

* * % %

The day of the move was planned down to the last detail, the way the Wattesoons did everything. Fleets
of moving vans, hired from al over the region, would descend on Okanoggan Falls starting at six thirty
A.M. After stopping at the Wattesoon base, they would roll into town at eight sharp and fan out to
assigned locations. The schedule of times when each household would be moved had been published in
the paper, posted in the stores, and hand-delivered to each doorstep. There was awebsite where
everyone could find their own movetime.

The protesters were organized aswell. The word had gone out that everyone was to gather at seven
A.M. inthe park opposite Town Hall. From there, they would march down Main Street to the spot
where the highway ran between the bluff and the river, and block the route the trucks would have to take
into town.

When Susan and Tom pulled into the mayor's reserved parking spot behind Town Hall at six forty-five, it
was clear therally had drawn acrowd. Theloca police were directing traffic and enforcing parking rules,
but not otherwise interfering. Lines of people carrying homemade signs, thermos bottles, and lawn chairs
snaked toward the park, asif it were a holiday. Some activists Susan didn't recognize weretrying to get a
handheld PA system going.



When Tom and Susan reached the front steps of Town Hall, Walt Nodaway, the Police Chief, saw them
and came up. “Weve got some professionas from out of town,” he said. “ Probably drovein from
Madison."

"Y ou have enough guys?” Tom asked.
"Aslong as everyone stays peaceable.”

"The officersknow not to interfere?"
"Oh, yeah.” They had talked it over at length the night before.

A reporter came up, someone from out of town. “Mayor Abernathy, are you here to support the
protesters?’ she asked.

Tom said, “ Everyone has aright to expresstheir opinions. | support their right whether | agree with them
or not."

"But do you agree with the people resisting the rel ocation?”

Susan had coached him not to say “No comment,” but she could tell he wanted to right now. “It's hard
on people. They want to defend their homes. | know how they fedl.” Susan squeezed hishand to
encourage him.

The city council members had begun to arrive, and they gathered on the steps around Tom, exchanging
low-toned conversations and watching the crowd mill around. The protest was predictably late getting
started; it was seven thirty before the loudspesker shrieked to life and someone started to lead a chorus
of “We Shal Not Be Moved.” People were arting to line up for the two-block march down to the
highway when, from the opposite direction, afamiliar black SUV came speeding around the police
barricades and pulled up in front of Town Hall. A van that had been following it stopped on the edge of
the park.

Captain Groton got out, followed by three Wattesoon guards who looked even more lumpish than usua
beside their lean commander. All were in sand-colored uniforms. The captain cast an eye over the park,
where people had just started to redlize that the opposition had arrived, and then he turned to mount the
steps. When he came up to Tom he said in alow, commanding voice, “ A word with you, Mayor
Abernathy. Insde.” He turned to the city council members. “Y ou too.” Then he continued up the stepsto
the door. The othersfollowed.

A few spectators were able to crowd inside before the Wattesoon guards closed the doors; Susan was
one of them. She stood with the other onlookers at the back of the room as Captain Groton turned to the
city officids.

They had never seen him redlly angry before, and it was an unsettling sight. Therewas acold intensity
about him, acontrol pulled tight and singing. “I am obliged to hold al of you responsible for the behavior
of those people outside,” he said. “ They must return to their homesimmediately and not interfere with the
operation in progress.” Heturned to Tom. “1 would prefer that the order come from you, Mayor."

"| can't give them that order,” Tom said. “For one, | don't agree with it. For two, they're not going to
obey it, regardiess of what | say. I'm not their commander, just their mayor. They eected me, they can
unelect me.”

"Y ou have apoliceforce a your disposd.”



"Just Walt and three officers. They can't act against the whole town. There must be four hundred people
out there."

"Wl then, consder this,” Captain Groton said. “I do have aforce at my disposd. Two hundred armed
soldiers. Ten minutes ago, they started to surround the park outside. They are only waiting for my order
to movein and Sart arresting noncompliants. We have a secure facility ready to receive prisoners. It is
your decision, Mayor."

Somehow, they had not expected such heavy-handed tactics. “ There are children out there, and old
people,” Tom protested. “Y ou can't have soldiers rough them up. They'rejust expressing their views."

"They have had three monthsto expresstheir views. Thetimefor thet isover.”
"Thetimefor that isnever over,” Tom said.

Their eyes met for amoment, clashing; then Captain Groton changed histone. “1 am at my wit'send,” he
said. “Y ou have known from the beginning what we were herefor. | have never lied to you, or conceded
anything. | have done everything in my power to make you content. | have compromised till my superiors
are questioning my judgment. And still you defy me.”

"It'snot you, Captain,” Tom said in amore conciliatory tone. *Y ou've been very fair, and we're grateful.
But thisis about something bigger. It's about justice.”

"Jugticel” Captain Groton gave ahelpless gesture. “It is about fantasy, then. Something that never was,
and never will be. Tell methis Do you call the earthquake unjust, or march againg the sorm?"

"Earthquakes and storms aren't respongible for their actions. They don't have hearts, or consciences.”
"Well, if it would hel p reconcile you, assume that we dontt, either.”
With alevel gaze, Tom said, “1 know that's not true.”

For amoment Captain Groton paused, asif Tom had scored a hit. But then his face hardened. “I have
mided you, then,” he said. “We areimplacable asaforce of nature. Neutra and inevitable. Neither your
wishes, nor mine, nor al those peopl€'s out there can have the dightest influence on the outcome.”

Outside, the crowd had gathered around the steps, and now they were chanting, “ The people, united, will
never be defeated.” For amoment the sound of their voiceswas the only thing in the room.

In alow tone, Captain Groton said, “ Show some leadership, Tom. Warn them to get out of here and
save themsdlves. | can give you ten minutes to persuade them, then | haveto give the order. I'm sorry,

but it ismy duty."

Tom gtared a him, angry at the betrayd, furious to be made into a collaborator. Captain Groton met his
gazelevely, unyieding. Then, for an instant, Tom glanced at Susan. It was very quick, dmost involuntary,
but everyone in the room saw it. And they knew thiswas about more than principle.

Tom drew himself up to hisfull height, hisspinevisbly diffening. Ordinarily, he would have consulted
with the council; but thistime he just turned and walked to the door. As he passed by, Susanfell in at his
sde. The onlookers made way. Not a soul knew what Tom was going to do.

Outside, the Wattesoon guards keeping the crowd away from the door fell back when Tom came out
onto the steps. He held up his hands and the chanting faltered to astop. “Listen up, everyone,” he
started, but hisvoice didn't carry. He gestured at the woman with the portable loudspeaker, and she



hurried up the steps to give him the microphone.

"Listen up, everyone,” he said again. The crowd had fallen utterly slent, for they saw how grim hisface
looked. “The Wattesoon soldiers have surrounded us, and in ten minutes they're going to move in and
dart arresting people.”

Therewas adtir of protest and darm through the crowd. “ They're bluffing,” someone called out.

"No, they're not,” Tom said. “1 know this captain pretty well by now. He's dead serious. Now, if you
want to get arrested, roughed up, and put in aWattesoon jail, fine. But everyone else, please go home.
Takeyour kids and get out of here. | don't want you to get hurt. Y ou know they can do it.”

On the edges, some people were dready starting to leave; but most of the crowd still stood, watching
Tom in disgppointment, asif they had expected something different from him. “Look, we did our best,”
he said. “Wetdked them into alot of things | never thought they'd give us. We pushed it asfar aswe
could. But now we've reached the point where they're not going to give any more. It'sour turnto givein
now. Theré's nothing more we can do. Please, just go home. That's what I'm going to do."

He handed the mike back to its owner and started down the steps. Susan took his hand and walked with
him. Therewas akind of exhaation of purpose, adeflation, around them as the crowd started breaking
up. Though one of the protesters from Madison tried to get things going again, the momentum was gone.
People didn't talk much, or even look at each other, asthey started to scatter.

Hafway across the park, Susan whispered to Tom, “The car's the other way."

"I know,” Tomsaid. “I'll come back and get it later.” Shefigured out histhinking then: the symbolic sight
of them walking away toward home was the important thing right now.

Don't look back, shetold herself. It would make her look hesitant, regretful. And yet, she wanted to.
When they reached the edge of the park, she couldn't help it, and glanced over her shoulder. The green
gpace was amost empty, except for alittle knot of diehards marching toward the highway to block the
trucks. On the steps of Town Hall, Captain Groton was standing aone. But he wasn't surveying the
scene or the remaining protesters. He was |ooking after her. At the sight, Susan's thoughts fled before a
breathtaking rush of regret, and she nearly stumbled.

"What isit?’ Tom said.

"Nothing,” she answered. “It's okay."

By evening of the second day, it wasall over in Okanoggan Falls.

In Red Bluff, there had been an insurrection; the Wattesoon army was il fighting a pitched
house-to-house battle with ressters. In Walker, the soldiers had herded unruly inhabitants into
overcrowded pens, and there had findlly been ariot; the casualty reportswere still growing. Only in
Okanoggan Falls had things gone smoothly and peacefully.

The moving van had just pulled away from the Abernathy home with Tom and Nick following in the
pickup, and Susan was making one last trip through the house to spot |eft-behind items, when her cell
phone rang. Assuming it was Tom, she didn't look at the number before answering.

She had not expected to hear hisvoice again. All the decisions had been made, the story was over. The



Wattesoons had won. Okanoggan had fallen to itsenemies.
"Can you spare five minutes to meet me?’ he said.

She gtarted to say no, but the tug of disappointment made her redlize there was till abond between
them. “Not here,” shesaid.

"Where?'
"OnMain Stregt."

Benwasin the back yard, taking an emotiona leave of the only home he had known. Susan leaned out
the back door and cdled, “I haveto run into town for asecond. I'll pick you up in ten minutes.”

Downtown, the streetlights had come on automatically as evening gpproached, giving ameancholy ar to
the empty street. The Storefronts were empty, with signs saying thingslike “ Closed For Good (or Bad)”
tacked up in the windows. As Susan parked the car, the only other living things on Main Street were a
crow scavenging for garbage, and Captain Groton, now sole commander of aghost town.

At first they did not speak. Side by side, they walked down the familiar street. Insde Meyer's Drugstore,
the rack where Susan had bought him a magazine was empty. They came to the spot where they had
watched the Fourth of July parade, and Captain Groton reached out to touch the warm brick.

"I will never forget the people,” he said. “ Perhaps | was deceiving mysdlf, but intheend | began to fed at
ease among them. Asif, given enough time, | might be happy here.”

"It didn't stop you from destroying it,” Susan said.

"No. | am used to destroying things| love."

If there had been sdf-pity in his voice she would have gotten angry; but it was Smply a statement.
"Where will you go next?’ she asked.

He hesitated. “1 need to clear up some disputes related to this assgnment.”

Behind them a car door dammed, and Captain Groton cast atense look over his shoulder. Following his
gaze, Susan saw that a\Wattesoon in ablack uniform had emerged from a parked military vehicle and
stood beside it, arms crossed, staring at them.

"Y our chauffeur isimpatient.”
"Heisnot my chauffeur. Heismy guard. | have been placed under arrest.”
Susan was thunderstruck. “What for?"

He gave adismissive gesture. “My superiors were dissatisfied with my strategy for completing my
assgnment.”

Somehow, she guessed it was not the use of force he meant. “Y ou mean.... “ She gestured at his human

body.
"Yes. They felt they needed to take a stand, and refer the matter to a court-martial.”
Susan redlized that thiswas what he had wanted to tell her. “But you succeeded!” she said.



Hegave anironic smile. “You might argue that. But alarger principleisa stake. They fed we cannot risk
becoming those we conquer. It has happened over and over in our history."

"It happensto us, too, inour way,” Susan said. “I think your officersarefighting auniversa law of
conques.”

"Nevertheless, they look ahead and imagine Wattesoon children playing in the schoolyards of townslike
this, indigtinguishable from the humans™”

Susan could pictureit, too. “And would that be bad?
"Not to me,” hesaid.
"Ortome."

The guard had finaly lost his patience and started toward them. Susan took the captain's hand tight in
hers. “I'm so sorry you will be punished for violating this taboo."

"I knew | wasrisking it dl dong,” he said, gripping her hand hard. “But 4ill..... “Hisvoiceheld a
remarkable mix of Wattesoon resolution and human indignation. “Itisunjust.”

It was then she knew that, despite appearances, she had won.



