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The Disunited States of America

One

Beckie Royer was running guns from Ohio into Virginia, and she was scared to desth. She hadn't
intended to be agun runner. She didn't want to be one. At the moment, she didn't have much choice.

Her grandmother and the man she caled Uncle Luke even though he was only areation by marriage
sat inthe front seat of his beat-up old white Honda. Beckie had the back seat—what there was of it—to
hersdlf. Her feet wouldn't go al the way to the floorboards, and with that cramped back seat she needed
al theleg room she could get.

There was agray blanket down there. When shelifted it to see what it hid, she dmost passed out. Half
adozen assaullt rifles, and heaven only knew how many dlips of ammunition.

She didn't say anything. She couldn't say anything. She was too scared—scared not just of the guns
but scared that if she opened her mouth Uncle Luke would throw her and Gran out of the car and leave
them stuck in the middle of nowhere. He hadn't wanted to drive them to Elizabeth, Virginia, inthefirst
place. If hiswife (who redly was Gran's Sgter) hadn't inssted, he never would have doneit.

Not for thefirst time, Beckie wished she were back in Cdifornia. Cdiforniahad money, and it was at
peace with most of its neighbors. Oh, the border squabble with Bgja never went away, but it never got
too hot, either. Bgaknew Cdiforniawould clean itsclock if it tried anything red grabby.

Gran had been born in Elizabeth along time ago, back in the 2020s. Now that she'd turned seventy,
she wanted to see her friends and relatives one last time before she died. That was what she said,
anyway—Beckie wouldn't have been surprised if shelasted to a hundred.

So Gran took Beckie with her and flew to Columbus. Beckie had been excited then. How many
seventeen-year-old girls from Los Angeles got achance to go to other states, especidly statesfilled with
history and blood like Ohio and Virginia?

Everything turned out to be the world's biggest yawn. All Gran wanted to do was visit other old
people. The didects they spoke among themsalves were so different from the English Beckie was used to
that she hardly understood them. Even the food tasted weird. Nobody'd ever heard of salsaor cilantro.
Gran'srdatives hardly even used garlic. Boring!

And now the Honda was bouncing through the potholed streets of Belpre, Ohio. The town couldn't
have had more than nine peopleinit. The bridge over the Ohio River |looked amillion years old. She
hoped it wouldn't fall down. Right in the middle of the bridge, in the middle of theriver, sat the Virginia
border checkpoint.



Uncle Luke stopped the car. Two Virginia border guardsin old-fashioned gray uniforms strode up to
it. Beckie tried to keep her teeth from chattering. If they found those guns, they would throw her in jail
and lose the key. They would figure the rifles were bound for the black guerrillas down in the lowlands.
For dl Beckie knew, they would beright.

How she wished she were bored now!

"From Ohio, eh?" one of the guards said. "I'm gonna have to see your papers.” To Beckies ear, he
spoke with apeculiar nasal twang. Papers sounded like pipers. She could follow him, but she had to
work &t it.

"Give me your passports.” Uncle Luke—Uncle Luke who wasn't an uncle, Uncle Luke who ran
guns—held out his hand, first to Gran, then to Beckie.

She didn't want to give hers up, but what choice did she have? She felt even more naked, even more
afraid, without it. She hadn't thought she could.

Uncle Luke's passport got only abrief glance. The guard stamped it and handed it back. But when he
saw Gran's and Becki€'s, he stiffened like abird dog coming to point. "Hey, Cloyd! Lookie here!" he
cdled. "Thesefolksre from Cdifornia”

"From Cdifornia?' Cloyd exclamed. "What in blue blazes are they doin' here?"

"Beatsme," the other guard said. "If | lived in Cdlifornia, | surewouldn't come here, and that's afact.”
Helet out awistful sigh, then bent down to speak to Gran and Beckie. Beckie kept her feet very till on
the blanket. If she wiggled—and she had a habit of wiggling when she was nervous—the guns might
make anoise. That would be dreadful, or whatever was worse than dreadful. "What're you California
ladiesdoin' comin' into Virginia?' he asked.

"I was born in Elizabeth,” Gran answered, and the hill-country twang in her voice showed she was
telling the truth. "I'm comin' back to vigt kinfolk and friends onelast time ‘fore | die, and | want my
granddaughter here to know where her rootsare.”

"How about that?' the guard said. "1f'n | moved away, reckon I'd be prouder | was gone than of
where| came from. Ain't that right, Cloyd?"

"Expectitis”" Cloyd kept staring at Beckie's passport and Gran's—her real name was Myrtle Bentley,
but except when she had to sign something she didn't useit. Beckie wondered if hed ever seena
Cadlifornia passport before. Thiswas about as no-account a border crossing asthe state of Virginia had.
Why would a Cdifornian want to come across here? Beckie sure didn't, not with those guns under her
fedt.

"Cdifornia," the other guard, the one whose name she didn't know, said with ajeslous sigh. Cdifornia
was big and rich and strong, dl right. If people in another state tried mistreating its citizens, it could throw
rockets al the way across North America. It hadn't needed to for along time, but it could.

Beckie redlized Uncle Luke was using those precious California passports as a shield to make sure his
car didn't get searched. Normdlly, the guards would have looked to see if he was carrying moonshine or
grass, trying to sneak them into Virginiawithout paying duty. That kind of smuggling happened dl the
time. Guns. . . Gunswere adifferent business.

And Uncle Luke's gamble was going to pay off. "They have the right visas and everything?' the guard



by the car asked Cloyd.

"Sure enough do," Cloyd said. He took the California passports over to the kiosk in the middle of the
bridge and ran them through a computer termina. He stamped them, too, as the other guard had stamped
Uncle Luke's commonplace Ohio passport—Virginiawas an old-fashioned place. Then he brought them
back and returned them. "Here y'go, folks. Enjoy your stay.”

"Thank you kindly," Gran said. Uncle Luke didn't say anything—he was as sour as an unripe
persmmon. He just drove across the bridge, acrosstheriver, and into Virginia

AsBeckie stuck her passport into her purse, shelet out an enormous sigh of relief. "What's eating you,
kid?' Uncle Lukesaid.

"Nothing." Beckie didn't know if hewould get mad that she'd found the guns. She didn't know, and
she didn't want to find out. She kept her mouth shut.

"Beckiesjust glad to be coming into Virginia," Gran said. "lsn't that right?*

"Sure," Beckielied. She hadn't got on red well with her grandmother before thistrip. Gran wasn't a
sweet old lady—her favorite sport was complaining. Traveling with her for solong . . . Well, Beckie
didn't like her better now than she had when they set out from Los Angeles.

But she had her precious passport back again, and she was heading for Elizabeth, not wherever
Virginiakept the closest maximum-security prison. She wouldn't be a headline—unless Uncle Luke
drove off the sde of the road. It was narrow and winding, and he seemed to be going much too fast. She
amost said something—but the less she said to him, the better, so she kept quiet again.

Parkersburg, the first town on the Virginiaside of the border, went by in ablur. Once upon atime, it
had been an oil town. Outside of Texas and Russian Alaska, there weren't many of those left in North
Americaany more. Even for Cdifornia, oil was hard to come by.

Kanawhaflew by even fagter, because it was smdler. The main highway went south toward
Charleston—that wasthe biggest city in this part of Virginia. If you dropped it on Los Angeles, you
wouldn't even notice whereit hit. But it was what the locals had to be proud of, and they were.

But that was the main highway. State Route 14 ran south-east towards Elizabeth. Uncle Luke's car
seemed to hit every hole in the road, and the road had plenty to hit. Becki€e's teeth went together with a
sharp click a one of the bad ones—Uncle Luke's shocks were shat, too, if he had any. The rifles under
Beckiesfeet shifted with ametallic clatter.

"What'sthat?' Gran ears weren't the greatest, even with ahearing aid, but she noticed the noise.
"It'snothin’," Uncle Luke said.
"l swear | heard arattle Gran didn't know when to leave well enough—or bad enough—alone.

"It'snothin’, | told you!" Thistime, Uncle Luke dl but shouted it. Gran wasn't much good at taking a
hint, but she did now. Beckie breathed alittle easer—only alittle, but even that felt good. The gunswere
bad enough. She didn't want aquarrel in the car, too.

They drove past Bloody Hollow—anice, cheery name for a place, and one that fit too well with what
lay under the gray blanket—and Elizabeth Hill before they got to Elizabeth itsdf. Thelittle town lay on the



south bank of aloop of the KanawhaRiver. A sign at the edge said, WELCOME TO ELIZABETH,
SEAT OF WIRT COUNTY. POPULATION (2092)—1,316.

To Beckie, it looked like the smalest, most godforsaken place in theworld. Then Gran said, "My
goodness, how town has grown! There weren't even athousand people here when | wasborn.” So it dl
depended on your point of view.

Uncle Luke gave his. "Lord, what amiserable dump.” Beckie didn't like agreeing with him on anything.
He was so sour, he made Gran seem sweet by comparison, which wasn't easy. But she would have had
ahard timetdling him he waswrong.

The county courthouse was smaller and dumpier than alot of hamburger joints Beckie had seen. It
was made of brown bricks that looked amillion years old. They would havetold her shewas along way
from home al by themselves. Because of earthquakes, hardly anybody built with brick in California. The
courthouse sat at the corner of Route 14 and anarrow street named—I ogically enough—Court. Uncle
L uke stopped the Honda right by the courthouse. He hit the button that popped the trunk. Y ou guys get
out here" he announced.

"What?' Gran sounded ticked. "I reckoned you'd take me dl the way to Ethd's place." She never
sad reckoned in Cdifornia Funny words were coming back to her long with her accent.

"Well, then, you reckoned wrong," Uncle Luke said flatly. "Y ou won't get lost, and you won't get tired.
Thisplaceisn't big enough for that." No matter how snotty he was, he was right again.

"How will we get back?" Beckie asked.
"Not my worry," he said. "Bound to be a bus or something. Come on—hop out. Time's awasting."

Beckie amost jJumped out of the car. She didn't want to stay near those assault rifles a second longer
than she had to. Gran moved dower, not just because she was old but because she was giving Uncle
Luke apiece of her mind. Beckie got their suitcases out of the trunk. "The nerve of that man!™ Gran
fumed as shefinally joined Beckie on the sdewalk. The Honda zoomed away. Wherever Uncle Luke
was going, hewasin abigger hurry to get there than he had been to come here.

"Gran," Beckie said quietly, "he had gunsin the back of the car.”
"Maybe he's going hunting after he dropped us off. Maybe that'swhy hewasin such arush.”

"Not unlesswhatever he's hunting walks on two legs. They weren't just rifles. They were the kind of
guns you see on the news, where the person who's got one just did something horrible with it," Beckie
sad.

"Dont beslly,"” Gran said. "Lukewouldn't do anything like that."

How do you know? Beckie wouldn't have put anything past the man who wasn't her red relative. But
shedidn't argue with Gran. She didn't see the point. She wouldn't change her grandmother's
mind—nothing this sde of anuke could do that. And she couldn't prove anything now, no matter what
she thought.

Gran was |ooking around with wonder on her usudly sour face. "All these places | haven't seenfor so
long," she murmured. "There's Zollicoffer's drug store. And look." She pointed to a hill off to the
southwest, not far out of town. " That there's Jephany Knob."



"Oh, boy," Beckie said in ahollow voice. She was|ooking around, too. The courthouse had a brass
memoria plague fastened to the sde. WIRT COUNTY'SHEROIC DEAD, it said. There were names
from the War of 1812, the War of 1833, the First Ohio-VirginiaWar, the Three States War, the First
Black Insurrection, the Great War, the Second Black Insurrection, the Atlantic War, the Florida
Intervention, and al the other fights Virginiahad got into over the past three centuries. Wirt County
couldn't have awholelot of people—al of Virginia put together had fewer people than Los Angeles
County. But the men here weren't shy about going to war.

While Gran and Beckie looked around, people from Elizabeth were looking at them. Beckie needed a
moment to realize that. She needed another moment to redlize they weren't friendly looks—not even a
little bit. We're strangers, she thought. Everybody here knew everybody € se. How often did Elizabeth
see strangers? And what did it do to them when it did?

In Los Angeles, you were lucky if you knew your neighbors. Y our friends were morelikely to be the
people you went to school with or, if you were agrown-up, worked with. It wasn't like that here.
POPULATION—1,316. How long had these peopl e been gossiping about one another and feuding with
one another? Since the town was founded, whenever that was. A long time ago—Beckie was positive of
thet.

A woman alittle younger than Gran came up to them. She was wearing afrumpy print dress. Well, it
would have been frumpy in Cdifornia, anyhow. For al Beckie knew, it wasthe height of stylein western
Virginia Hestantly, thewoman said, ™Y ou're Myrtle Callins, isn't that right?"

"l suream," Gran answered. Callins had to be her maiden name. Beckie wasn't sure she'd ever heard
it before. Gran went on, "Areyou Violet Brown?"'

"No, I'm Daisy," the local woman said. "Daisy Springer nowadays. Y ou went to school with Violet,
and you came over to the house dl thetime." She smiled. "I wasthe kid sster who made trouble.”

"Oh, wereyou ever!" Gran said. She started talking about stuff that had happened along, long time
ago. She didn't introduce Beckie to Daisy Brown—no, Springer—or anything. She might have forgotten
Beckiewasaong at dl. Sheld falen back into her own early days, and nothing € se mattered.

A man came by sweeping the sdewak with a push broom. Y ou wouldn't see anything likethat in
L.A.—everybody there used blowers. The man was black, the first black Beckie had seen in Elizabeth.
He had what looked like the crummiest job in town. Thingswerelike that all over the Southeast—except
in Mississippi, where blacks were on top and persecuted whites instead of the other way around.

"Gran—" Beckie said after awhile. Her grandmother stood right there next to her, but didn't hear a
thing. It wasn't just because Gran was going degf, either. She was off in another place—no, in another
time. She and Daisy Springer were reliving the days when they were both kids. They were talking about
people Beckie€d never heard of. Even if she had heard of them, she wouldn't have cared about them, not
one bit.

"And do you recollect the time Hattie Williamson's dog—" Gran started yet another ory.
"Gran—" Beckietried again. She'd never heard her grandmother say recollect, either.

Gran ill didn't remember—or recollect—that she was alive. Sheld forgotten Beckie existed, or that
most of the forty years and more since she moved away from Elizabeth had ever happened. Will | act
that way when | get old? Beckie wondered. She hoped not, anyway.



Evenif Gran had forgotten about her, Daisy Springer still knew she wasthere. "Thisll be your
granddaughter, Myrt?" the local woman asked. That made Beckie blink one moretime. Myrt? She
couldn't imagine anybody ever calling Gran by aname likethat. It waslike calling the Rock of Gibratar
Rockie.

But Gran didn't seem to mind. She even kind of smiled. And she finally noticed Beckie was fill beside
her, and she hadn't fallen back into the 2030s or whenever they were talking about. "Y es, this her€'s
Beckie Royer. Shesmy daughter Trish'slittle girl.”

"Hello, Beckie." Mrs. Springer smiled, too. Shelooked nice, even if shedid have afacelikeahorse.
"I'm right pleased to meset you."

"Peased to meet you, too." A handful of words, but they showed how much shewas out of placein
Elizabeth. In Cdifornia, she sounded just like everybody else. Here, she showed she was astranger—a
foreigner (furriner, they'd say here)—every time she opened her mouth. Shedidn't likethat. Evenin
Ohio, she'd sounded funny. She sounded more than funny on this side of the border.

"What's your father do?' Daisy Springer asked.
"He'sabioengineer,” Beckie said.

"How about that?' Mrs. Springer said. Beckie wondered if she even knew what a bioengineer did. But
she must have, because she went on, "Therés afish hatchery over by Palestine, a couple of miles south
of here"

"Isthere? That might beinteresting.” Beckie had to think how far two miles was—somewhere around
three kilometers. Cdiforniahad been metric for more than 150 years. Some states ill clung to the old
way of measuring, though. North Americawas dmost as much of acrazy quilt as Europe was.

"Wherewill y'dl be staying?' Mrs. Springer asked Gran. Yall. They redly did talk likethat! It wasn't
justajokeon TV and inthe movies.

"With Ted and Ethel Snodgrass,” Gran answered. "Ethd's my first cousin, you know."

"Well, | do now that you remind me, but | plumb forgot,” Daisy Springer said. She hadn't had to worry
about who Gran's rdlatives were for longer than Beckie's mother was dive. "Down on Prunty Street,
then." Shedidn't makeit a question. She knew where the Snodgrasses—what a namel—lived.

Gran nodded. "That'sright.”

"What'sit likein Cdifornia?' Mrs. Springer sounded wistful. "Isit redly as. . . asnice asal the shows
make it out to be?"

"Not on your life," Gran said before Beckie could answer. "It's hot like you wouldn't believein the
summertime. People are rude. They don't know their place. Y ou can't grow apples or pears, on account
of you never get afrogt. Y ou can't imagine how terriblethe trafficis. My son-in-law pays me no mind,
and my daughter's just about as bad. They—"

Beckie stopped listening. Sheld heard dl of thisamillion times before, evenif it was new and
fascinating to Mrs. Springer. Would they ever get out of the hot sun and over to the Snodgrasses house?
Beckie wouldn't have bet on it. When Gran started grumbling, she could go on for days.



"Areyou ready?' the operator asked as Justin Monroe and his mother got into the trangposition
chamber.

"Of course not,” Mom answered. The operator blinked. Then she decided it was ajoke and laughed.
Justin smiled himself. His mother liked giving dumb questions crazy answers. She looked at the operator
and said, "Are you ready?"

"If | haveto be," the operator said. She didn't seem to have any imagination to speak of. Justin wasn't
surprised. Y ou didn't need much in theway of brainsto St in the operator's chair. Crosstime Traffic paid
operatorsto be glorified spare tires. Computers guided trangposition chambers from the hometimeine to
an dternate, or from one dternate to another. If something went wrong (which hardly ever happened),
the operator could take over and bring the chamber home with manua controls (if she or hewas very,

very lucky).

Justin sat down and fastened his seet belt. The seatsin the chamber were like the onesin airplanes, dl
the way down to not giving enough legroom. Justin was tall and lanky—just over one meter, ninety
centimeters—so he found that especialy annoying.

Sx feet three, hereminded himsdlf. I'm six feet three. In the aternate where he and his mother were
going, Virginiatill used the old-fashioned measurements. He'd learned inches and feet and yards and
miles and ounces and pounds and pints and quarts and gallons and bushels and the rest of those foolish
vaues. He'd learned them, and he could use them, but they struck him as an enormous waste of time.
Why twelve inchesto afoot, or 5,280 feet to amile? How were you supposed to keep track of stuff like
that? Counting by tenswas so much easier.

"Oh, onemorething," the operator said. "I need your davery declarations.”

"Right." Mom took hersout of her purse and handed it to the woman. Justin had hisin aback pocket
of hisjeans—dungarees, people cdled them in the dlternate where they were headed. The denim was
dyed alight brown, not the blue that had been most popular in the home timeline for more than two
hundred years.

"Thank you." The operator put them in amanilafolder. Crosstime Traffic was supposed to get the
most it could from the aternates while exploiting the people in them asllittle as possible. The year before,
though, a scandal had rocked the home timeline's biggest corporation. People, some of them in high
places, bought and sold and owned natives of |ow-tech aternates—not to make money or anything, but
just for thethrill of power.

Government regulations came down in aflood. All over the world, governments had been waiting for
an excuse to crack down on Crosstime Traffic. Now they had one. The davery dec-larations were part
of that. Justin and his mother both pledged not to have anything to do with endaving anybody. That had
always been againgt the rules, of course, but now they had to sign apaper that said they knew it was
againgt the rules. How much good that signed sheet of paper would do. . . . Well, some bureaucrat
somewhere thought it was agood idea.

Even though the dternate the Monroes were going to wasn't low-tech, the davery declarations did
matter there more than they would have in some other aternates. Discrimination survived over much of
that changed North America, evenif davery wasformaly againg the law everywhere.

"Why didn' they ratify the Congtitution in that dternate?’ Justin asked.



"They couldn't agree on how to set up the legidature," Mom answered. "The big states wanted it
based on population. The little ones wanted each state to have one vote no matter how many peopleit
had. They were too stubborn to split the difference, the way they did here.”

"That'sright. | remember now. And so they kept the Articles of Confederation instead.” Justin made a
face. U.S. history went on and on about al the waysthe Articles didn't work. This dternate was a history
text brought to life.

"They kept them—and then after awhile they forgot about them,” Mom said. "They ill call countries
in North Americastates, and alot of them have the same names as states in the United Statesin the
home timeline, but they're countries, and theré's no United Statesin that alternate.”

"Herewe go," the operator said. A few lights glowed and changed color in the instrument panel in
front of her. It didn't fed asif the trangposition chamber was going anywhere. In one sense, it wasn't. It
gtarted out in an underground room in Charleston, West Virginia. It would end up in an underground
room in Charleston, too.

But in the alternate where it was going, Charleston was part of Virginia, not of West Virginia Inthe
home timeline, Virginia seceded from the United Statesin 1861, asthe Civil War was starting. Then
West Virginiaseceded from Virginiaand got admitted to the Union as a separate state. There was no
Civil War inthat aternate. By the 1860s, the United States had dready quietly fallen gpart. There were
lots of smal and medium-szed wars between states, but never one grest big one.

"We're going to have to be careful here Mom warned. "Thisisahigh-tech aternate. Except for
traveling crosstime, they know almost as much aswe do. We have to make sure we don't draw the
wrong kind of attention to ourselves.”

"Yeah, yeah." Judtin had heard that amillion times. "Wouldn't we be smarter to stay away from
dternateslikethat? If they do catch us, they can redly use what they squeeze out of us.”

"For one thing, we do good businesswith them," his mother said. He snorted and rolled his eyes.
Crosstime Traffic worshiped the bottom line. He didn't, or not so much. Mom went on, "Another reason
we'rethere isto make surethey don't find the crosstime secret.”

"What do we do? Screw up their computer data?’ Justin asked sarcasticaly.

To hissurprise, the operator spoke up: " That's happened in some other dternates. Not in thisone, |
don't think."

"Oh," he said, some of the wind gone from hissalls.

"And another reason we're here isto do what we can to make race relations go better,” Mom said.
"Things aren't perfect in the home timeline even now. Y ou know that aswell as| do. They'realot better
than they used to be, but they sure aren't perfect. Even so, they ook like heaven compared to Virginia
and the other Southern statesin that alternate.”

"The other Southern states except Mississippi,” Justin said.

Mom shook her head. "No, Mississippi, too. Blacks have no more business lording it over whites than
whitesdo lording it over blacks. Nobody has any businesslording it over anybody. It happens, but that
doesn't makeit right. Right?'



"l guess." Justin hadn't really worried about it one way or the other. Hisfirst thought was that the
whitesin Missssppi had it coming. But the black revolution there was 120 years old now. None of the
whites in the miserable state now had ever persecuted anybody black. Why should they be on the
receiving end for something they hadn't done themselves?

Before he could find an answer—if there was a good answer to find—the operator sad, "Were
there”

It felt asif about fifteen minutes had gone by. This aternate's breakpoint wasn't very far from the
present, so getting there didn't seem to take very long. But when Justin looked at hiswatch, it was twenty
past four—the same time as it was when he and Mom got into the transposition chamber. Hed seen that
before. He ill thought it wasweird.

Chronophysicigts talked about the difference between time and duration. Without the fancy math to
back it up, thetalk was just talk. Justin accepted it. He believed it because he saw it worked. But he
didn't pretend to understand it. He wondered if the chronophysicists did, or if they just parroted what the
computerstold them.

The door to the trangposition chamber did open. Justin and his mother might not have moved in any
physical sense, but they weren't where they had been, elther. This concrete box of an underground room
had afew bare bulbs glaring down from the celling, and that wasit.

Mom laughed as shelooked around. "Beit ever so humble. . ." she started.

But thiswasn't home, even if they'd beliving here for awhile. Thiswas a different and dangerous
place. People here didn't like foreigners, and no one could be more foreign than the Monroes. The locas
wereracigts. They were sexists. And they had atechnology not very far behind the hometimeline's. If
they ever learned the crosstime secret, they could build trangposition chambers. Instead of trading, they
could go conquering across the dternates. They could—if people from the hometimeline didn't stop
them.

Even worse, they didn't have to get the crosstime secret from the home timeline. Even if everybody in
Crosstime Traffic did everything right, these people might figure out how to travel between dternatesdl
by themsalves. Galbraith and Hester had, back in the home timeline. Otherwise, there would be no
crosstimetravd . . . and the home timeline, with too many people and not enough resources, would bein
alot of trouble.

Justin didn't want to think about that. Behind him, silently and without any fuss, the transposition
chamber disappeared. He followed his mother toward the stairs that led up to the business Crosstime
Traffic used for cover here.

"Mom," hesad, "what do we do if they figure out crostime travel for themselves?"

"Wadl, it hasn't happened yet," his mother answered. "Not here, not in any of the other high-tech
dternates. Weve had it for more than fifty years now. Maybe there's something about the home timelines
that the dternates can't match for along time, if they ever do.”

"Likewhat?' Justin asked.

"l don't know." Mom laughed. "Maybe I'm talking through my hat, too. Maybe they're working on it
right now inalab in Richmond or New Orleans or Los Angeles or Fremont." Fremont was an important
town here, not far from where Kansas City lay in the hometimeline. "Maybe they'll find it tomorrow, and



well dl sart going nuts.™

"That would be great, wouldn't it?" Justin waited for Mom to climb the stairs so he could take them
two at atime. Then he swarmed up after her.

"Hello, hello." That was Randolph Brooks, who ran the Charleston Coin and Stamp Company.
Collecting North American stamps and coins was alot more complicated here than it was in the home
timeline. Every sateissued its own. Some states had merged with neighbors over the years—there was
only one Carolinathese days, for instance. Some had broken apart—thanks to the Florida Intervention,
that state was divided into three parts, one of which belonged to Cuba.

"How areyou?' Mom asked. Asfar asthelocals knew, she was Mr. Brooks sister, which made
Jugtin his nephew.

"Never adull moment." Mr. Brookswasin hisearly middle years, plump, balding, with thick glasses
that sat too far down on his nose. He looked like a man who bought and sold coins and stamps, in other
words. "Y ou wouldn't believe some of the counterfeits people try to palm off on you."

"I don't think there's ever been an alternate without thieves," Mom said.

"But these are dumb thieves." Randol ph Brooks sounded annoyed at the supidity of mankind. "They
scan something, they print it on an inkjet, and they bring it in and expect meto bdlieveit's two hundred
yearsold. Hal"

"How often do you get fooled?" Justin asked.

Mr. Brooks started to answer, then stopped. He tried again: "Well, | don't exactly know. How can |,
when getting fooled means | didn't suspect when | should have?!

"Wadll, did you ever sell something to somebody who brought it back and said it was afake?' Justin
asked.

"No, | never did." Mr. Brooks looked over toward Justin's mother. "He likes to get to the bottom of
things, doesn't he?’

"Oh, you might say s0." Mom'svoice was dry. Justin had an itch to know that he scratched whenever
he could.

Right now, he was|ooking out the window. The buildings across the street looked like. . . buildings.
They were made of brick, so they looked like old-fashioned buildings, but plenty of brick buildings il
went up every year in the home timeline, too. One was a copy shop, one ashoe-repair place, onea
donut house—only they dways spdlled it doughnut in thisdternate.

The cars, though—the cars were something else. Quite afew of them till burned gasoline, which was
obsolete in the home timdine. Their lineswere strange. They |ooked faster than cars from the home
timeline. They weren't, but they looked that way. Some of the makes were familiar: Honda, Mercedes,
Renault. But Pegasus and Hupmobile and Lancelot and VVance rang no bell for Justin. Y ou saw Vances
everywhere. They werethe Cheviesof thisdternate.

And the people seemed different, too. Hardly anybody here had piercings or tattoos. Women didn't
wear pants. Their dresses |ooked like explosionsin aflorist's shop. Almost dl of them were cut below
the knee. More men wore suits than in the home timeline, and the four-button jackets with tiny lapels



gave them the look of the 1890s. It was only alook, and Justin knew as much. Their technology was a
lot closer to the home time-line's than that. The men who weren't in suits mostly had on brown jeanslike
Judin's.

An amazing number of people smoked. Men and women puffed on cigarettes, cigars, pipes. "Don't
they know how bad for them that is?" Justin asked.

"They know. They mostly don't care,” Mr. Brooks said. "They say they'd rather enjoy life more, even
if that meansthey don't get quite so much of it." He shrugged. "Not how | seeit, but that's what they say."

An African American walked by. He looked like ajanitor. Not many of his race got to be much more
than janitors and farm laborersin this Virginia. They weren't called African Americans here, ether. Polite
whites called them Negroes. Whites who didn't bother being polite used a different name, one that
sounded something like the nicer [abdl.

Randol ph Brooks saw Justin noticing the black man. "'If you aren't racist here, they'll think you're
peculiar. Sometimes you have to use those words.”

"Won't be easy,” Justin said. In the home timeline, people used what had been obscenitiesin the
twentieth century without even thinking about them. What once was bad language turned normal. But if
you used aracist or sexist or homophaobic word there, most people wouldn't want anything to do with
you. It wasn't exactly illegd, but it was like picking your nosein public or wearing fur.

A beat-up white Honda pulled into a parking space in front of the donut house. The middle-aged man
who got out looked pretty beat-up himsdlf. He had a narrow, suspicious face and about a day's worth of
stubble on his chin. He wore those brown jeans and a T-shirt. Except for the color of his pants, that
would have been ordinary enough in the home timeline. Here it said he was atough guy, or wanted
peopleto think he was.

Whatever he got took out of the space between the front and back seats was wrapped in a blanket. It
made aheavy, bulky load. His arm muscles bulged as he lugged it into the donut shop.

"Wonder what he'sgot," Justin said.

"About a month's supply of donut holes," Mr. Brooks said gravely. Justin started to nod, then sent him
asharp look. More to him than met the eye.

A few minutes later, the man came out and Started back to hiscar. A pair of policemen in Smokey the
Bear hatswalked down the street toward him. When he saw them, he dmost jumped out of hisskin. If
Justin were one of those cops, he would have arrested the man in the T-shirt on genera principles.

They could do that here, too, more easily than in the home timeline. Some gatesin this dternate had
bills of rightsthat limited what their governments could do. Virginiadid, but it had lots of exceptions. If
the police thought they were putting down a Negro revolt, they could do almost anything they pleased.

These policemen walked past the man in the T-shirt and jeans. They walked past the donut house.
They went on down the street, laughing and talking. The man might have been on asitcom, he acted so
relieved. He jJumped into the old Honda and drove away asfast as he could.

"Wonder what that was al about,” Mom said—she'd noticed, too, then.

"Nothing to do with us," Mr. Brooks said. "All we haveto do is st tight, and everything will befine.”



That sounded boring to Justin. He hadn't yet found out that you didn't ways want excitement in your life.
He hadn't—but he would.

Two

Beckie Royer sat on the back porch of the Snodgrasses house and watched the grass grow. That was
what peoplein Elizabeth caled stting around and doing nothing. They seemed to spend alot of time
doingit, too.

There sure wasn't much else to do. Beckie yawned. For her, there wasn't anything else to do. Gran sat
ingde, chattering away with Ethe Snodgrass. The two cousins were trying to catch up on more than half
alifetime gpart in afew days. Mrs. Snodgrass seemed nice enough, but shewas alot more interested in
Gran than shewasin Beckie.

The grassin the back yard needed mowing. Maybe you really could watch it grow. It probably grew
fagter herethan it did in Los Angedles. It rained more here—that was for sure. To Beckie, any rainin the
summertime wasweird. But these folkstook it for granted.

Somewhere not far away, in bushes under some trees, something made amewing noise. In Cdifornia,
Beckie would have thought it was a cat. Here, it was more likely to be acatbird. Thosedidn't livein Los
Angeles. She thought they were handsome in their little black caps. Robins strutted across the lawn after
bugs and worms. They had themin L.A., but you didn't see them every day. Y ou were dmost tripping
over them here.

She wondered if she'd see a passenger pigeon. Three hundred years ago, just before 1800, they'd
probably been the most common birds in the world. By two hundred years ago, they were hunted amost
to extinction. But alot of states banned going after them, and they pulled through. They would never form
such huge flocks as they had once upon atime, but they were sill around.

Something flew into the trees above the bushes where the catbirds were squawking. Wasit a
passenger pigeon? For a second, Beckie got excited. Then she saw it was aplain old ordinary pigeon.
So much for that.

She looked over toward Jephany Knob. Thereit was: aknob. In Cdifornia, it wouldn't have been tall
enough to deserve aname. Maybe she would climb it, or go over to the fish hatchery Mrs. Springer had
talked about. Or maybe. . . shewould just sit here and watch the grass grow.

Little by little, she was sarting to understand why places like this seemed to belong to an earlier time.
They had modern conveniences. But if you weren't watching TV or using your computer, what could you
do? Go to your neighbor's and chat. Go hunting if you were aman, cook if you were awoman. And Sit
around waiting for something to happen. It was usualy along wait.

She glanced at the sun. It was heading for the horizon, but it was ftill acouple of hoursaway. Tak
about long waits . . . Some time between now and then, she needed to go back into the house and spray
on some mosguito repellent. They had that back in Cdifornia, but you redlly needed it here. The bugs
would eat you diveif you forgot. They came out when the sun went down.



Y ou dmost had to be nutsto sit outside then, even with re-pellent on. The stuff wasn't perfect. You'd
get bitten anyhow. But if you did stay out, if you ignored the buzzes that sounded like tiny dentist'sdrills
whining through the humid air, you got to seefireflies

Lightning bugs, they caled them here most of the time. The localstook them for granted, because they
saw them every summer. Beckie didn't—no firefliesin Los Angdles. She hadn't known what she was
missing. Thereyou werein the evening twilight, and dl a oncethislittle light would blink oninthe air.
And then it would disappear, and then come back again. Or another one would go on, and another, till
you'd think the stars had started to dance.

Fireflieswere just bugs. If you saw onein the daytime, when it wasn't glowing, you'd want to swat it or
gep onit. But when they flew, when they lit up, they weren't just bugs. They were marvels.

Gran came out on the porch to watch them, too. She wastight-lipped and disapproving of most of the
world, but fireflies made her smile. "I dmost forgot about them,” she said. "'Can you imagine that?"

"How could you forget anything so cool ?* Beckie asked.
Her grandmother shrugged. "Y ou just do. | haven't seen lightning bugs for more than forty years."

"Wow." That was more than twice as long as Beckie had been dive. She knew how big the number
was, but she didn't understand what it meant. She could fed hersdlf failing whenever shetried. And what
wasit like to be seventy? Shelooked at Gran's wrinkled face and gray hair. One day shewould
probably be that old hersalf. She knew as much, the same way she knew Saturn had rings. Both were
true, but neither seemed to matter to her now.

"I'm glad | came back, in spite of dl thissilly talk about the border,” Gran said.

Beckie hadn't paid any attention to the news since she got to Elizabeth. Nothing outside the little town
seemed to matter to her while she was here. But that might not be so. "What silly talk?" she asked.

"Virginiamay closeit," Gran answered. "They say Ohio isletting too many terrorists and saboteurs
across. They say Ohioisstirring up trouble, the way it dways does." Raised here, shewasaVirginia
patriot.

Beckie didn't care oneway or the other. She just wanted to make sure she could get home when she
needed to. And . . . "Terrorists and saboteurs? Y ou mean like Uncle Luke?' She still remembered—she
would never forget—thefed of assault rifles under the soles of her shoes.

"Dont tak slly tak," Gran said impatiently.
"I'm not," Beckie answered. "He was running guns.”

"Oh, look at that one." Gran pointed at afirefly. She was hard of hearing. Maybe she missed what
Beckie said. But she was hard of listening, too. Maybe she didn't want to hear it.

"How will we get out if we can't go back into Ohio?" Beckie asked. They were supposed to fly back
from Columbus.

"Go down to Charleston, | suppose.” Gran made a sour face. "That will be expensive. Changing flight
plansawaysis."



"Canwedo it?' Beckiedidn't care about the money. She just wanted to make sure they could get
homedl right. "Or will some of the other states start shooting down airplanesfrom Virginia?'

"I hope not!" Gran heard that, dl right. Sheld lived through—how many little warswasit? They were
just history lessonsto Beckie, but they seemed alot more than that when Gran started talking about
them. Now she said, "'l don't think they would do anything so terrible, especidly if Cdiforniastays
neutra. But | reckon you never cantell.”

"Maybe we ought to get out now, whilewe till can,”" Beckie said. "Nobody's shooting at anybody yet,
right?’

"Well, no," Gran said. "But | hateto just up and leave. | haven't been homein so long, and seeing my
cousnagan. ... It'samog like being young again, not that | expect you'll know what | mean. People
your age just don't have any respect for their elders. Y ou don't understand what | went through. When |
was young, we didn't haveit so easy, let metell you."

"Sure, Gran." Beckie stopped listening. When Gran started grumbling, she didn't know how to stop.
And she didn't want to think about anything else while she was doing it, either.

She might not want to do awhole lot of thinking about it anyway. How much would she mind if they
got stuck in Elizabeth for however long the fighting lasted? Aslong as no one dropped any bombs
here—and why would anybody in hisright mind?—she'd be safe enough, and happy enough, too. Shed
grown up here. Thisfelt like hometo her.

It didn't fedl like home to Beckie. Every day she spent here seemed to last three weeks. If she got
started, shecould. . . | could complain as well as Gran, Beckie thought. The very ideawas enough to
make her clgp ahand over her mouth. She couldn't imagine anything worse,

Justin Monroe was walking along minding his own business when he got caught in a police oot check.
The copswere good at what they did. They seded off awhole block at both endsin nothing flat. "Come
forward for apaper check!" they shouted through bullhorns. To make sure people did asthey weretold,
the Virginia State Police carried assaullt rifles.

Thiskind of thing couldn't happen in the United Statesin the home timeline. Things here seemed smilar
on the surface to what Justin was used to, so the differences hit him harder.

Thiswasn't asmall difference. If the copsdidn't like his papers, or if they thought hewas carrying a
false sat, they would . . . do what? Whatever they want to, he thought uneasily. The papers he carried
were supposed to be perfect forgeries. Had they ever been tested like this? He didn't know. No, he
didn't know, but he was going to find out.

Somebody who didn't want the State Police looking at his papers ducked into a secondhand
bookstore. They saw him do it, though, and dragged him out. They aso dragged out thelittle old woman
who ran the store. Her documents passed muster, and they let her go. His made red lights go off. Either
he wasn't who the papers said he was or he was somebody the cops wanted. They threw himinto a
paddy wagon—actuadly, it looked more like an armored car.

Men and women formed two lines, one for whites, the other for blacks. There were only three or four
African Americansin that line. If Justin hadn't been briefed, he might have got into it himself because it
was shorter. But that would have made him an object of suspicion here. He stayed in the longer line.



He might not have moved any faster in the shorter one. The police questioned the Negroes much more
thoroughly than they did the whites. If awhite person's papers didn't set off their machines, they passed
him or her through. The blacks weren't so lucky.

When Judtin got to the front of the line, aburly cop looked at his papers. " Says you're from
Fredericksburg," he remarked.

"That'sright,” Justin said. "My mom and | are hereto give Mr. Brooks ahand &t his coin and slamp
place. HEsmy uncle."

"Weéll, I've known Randol ph awhile. He's square clean through,” the policeman said. In thisdternate,
that was a compliment. The officer fed Justin'sidentity card into areader. Then he said, "Hold out your
am.

Justin did. The cop ran ablunt scraper across the skin of hisforearm. Then he put the scraper into
another window in the reader. The eectronicsinsde compared the DNA from the few cellson the
scraper to the dataon the identity card. A light turned green. The reader spat out the card. "Everything
okay?" Justin asked.

"You'reyou, al right." The policeman returned the card. "Go on, now. Enjoy your stay in Charleston.”

"Thanks." Justin put theidentity card in hiswallet again. It was good enough to fool the locas, and the
readings on it were from his own DNA. He hoped he didn't sound sarcastic, even if hefdt that way. In
the home timeline, you needed a search warrant to go after DNA information. Not here. Here, you could
just go fishing. That wasn't the only way the Virginia State Police and the rest of the government kept
peopleinling, ether.

Not far past the police checkpoint was a newsstand. The headline on the Charleston Courier read
OHIO BANDITSMUST BE STOPPED! Every paper in Virginiawould carry aheadlinelike thet today. All the
TV and radio newsmen would say the same thing. Qualified representatives of opposing groups. . . kept
their mouths shut, or had their mouths shut for them.

Charleston was close enough to Ohio and the state of Boone—which was Kentucky and about half of
Tennessee—to pick up TV and radio sgnasfrom them. But Virginiajammed those sgnds, and Ohio
and Boone jammed the ones from Vir-ginia. If not for cable systems (which didn't cross borders), most
people would havehad no TV or radio at dll.

The Web was in the same sort of shape. There was no World Wide Web in this dternate. There were
nationa Webs—mostly called state Webs on this side of the Atlantic. They didn't connect with one
another, and loca governments kept amuch closer eye on them than in the hometimeline. That was
probably one reason why this aternate's technology had fallen behind the hometimeline's.

But the Web, national, World Wide, or deep-fried, wasn't the first thing on Justin's mind. Getting out
of thetrap was. But he couldn't even talk about it when he got to the coin and stamp shop. Mr. Brooks
was dickering with aloca over athreepenny Virginiagreen from 1851, arare and famous samp in this
dternate.

After going back and forth for twenty minutes, they settled on 550 pounds. The customer walked out
with histiny prize, ahappy man.

Randol ph Brookslooked happy, too. "That'll keep me eeting for awhile," he said.



"Sure" Jugtin said. Money here was alot more complicated than in the hometimeline. Virginiaused
pounds and shillings and pence, the old kind—twelve pence to ashilling, twenty shillingsto apound. In
the home timeline, even Britain's money went decima more than 120 yearsearlier.

Pennsylvania used pounds, too, but a Pennsylvania pound was worth more than a Virginia pound, and
was divided into a hundred pence. Other kinds of pounds and dollars and reals and pesos and francs
were scattered across the continent. Every computer had a money-conversion program, and every one
of those programs needed updating at |east once aweek.

"How areyou?' Mr. Brooks asked. "Am | wrong, or do you look alittle green around the gillS?"
Nobody said anything like that in the home timeline, but ol d-fashioned phrases hung on here. Mr. Brooks
had been here quite awhile, so they fdl from hislipsasnaturdly asif hewerealocd.

Judtin didn't have much trouble figuring out what this one meant. Y eah, | guess| do,” hesaid. "l got
caught in one of the paperwork checks the State Police are running.”

"Oh!" Mr. Brooks said. "Well, you must have passed, or they'd have you in aback room somewhere."

"Uh-huh." Justin nodded. "They scraped my arm for DNA and everything. But the stuff on the card
really does comefrom my DNA, so | got the green light and they let me go. It was till scary. Ina
high-tech dternate like this one, you never know for sureif our forgeries are good enough.”

"That'strue." The older man didn't look happy about admitting it. " There are a couple of dternates
where we have to be even more careful than we are here, because they're ahead of usin everything
except knowing how to travel crosstime.”

"What will we do if somebody else ever finds out?" It was on Justin's mind. He knew he couldn't be
the only person from the home timeline who worried about stuff like that, ether. If you sat down and
thought about it for alittle while, you had toworry . . . didn't you?

"What will we do?' The coin and stamp dedler gave him a crooked amile. "Well sweat, that'swhat."

Hewasn't likely to be wrong. The home timeline had been on the point of collgpse when Galbraith and
Hester discovered crosstime travel. Thanksto Crosstime Traffic, there was enough to go around again,
and then some. Because the home timeline didn't take much from any one dternate, the worlds of if that it
traded with weren't much affected.

None of the other high-tech dternates had that luxury. Some of them rigidly limited population, to
make the most of what they did have. A couple took much more from the oceans than peoplein the
home timeline ever did. And others exploited the rest of the Solar System. Nobody'd ever quite taken
gpacetravel serioudy in the hometimeline. Oh, weather and communi cations satellites were nice, but the
real estate beyond Earth turned out to be much harder to use than early generations of science-fiction
writersthought it would. Peoplein the hometimeline were ill talking about making the first manned flight
to Mars.

A couple of dternates, though, were aready terraforming it. They were talking about doing the same
thing with Venus. Thisdternate wasn't that far along, but even here astronauts from Cdiforniaand
Prussiahad gone to Mars and come back again. It was expensive, but people said it wasworth it. Justin
thought so. Riding arocket was alot more exciting that Stting in atransposition chamber.

"How long do you think weve got before someone €l se does start traveling crosstime?' Justin asked.
"It's bound to happen sooner or later, isn't it?'



"Probably,” Mr. Brooks said. "The bigwigs a Crosstime Traffic say it wont, but they have to say stuff
likethat. If they don't, the stock will fal. One of the reasons we come to high-tech aternates even though
it'sdangerousisto keep an eye on them.”

"On theway over here, the chamber operator said we've messed up other aternates work when they
were getting close," Justin said. "Messed up their computer data or whatever, so they never found out
how close they were."

"I've heard the same thing,” Randolph Brooks said. "Ask anybody officid and shelll tel you no. But
that'sjust the official word, what you've got to say if you'rein that kind of job."

"Y eah? What €lse have you heard?' Justin asked eagerly. Sometimes—often—gossip wasalot more
interesting than the officia word. Sometimes—often—it was more likely to be true, too. "What do we do
if they make the experiments again anyway, seeif their computers were maybe wrong?"

"I don't know. What if they do?' Mr. Brooks said. "Either we have to sabotage them one more
time—Dblow up their [ab or something—or else we've got something brand new to worry about.”

He sounded calm and collected. In away, that made sense. If some other aternate found the
crosstime secret, it wasn't hisworry, not particularly, anyhow. But it sure was the home timeline's
worry—the biggest worry anybody would have had since people found out how to travel from one
dternate to another.

"A crosstimewar . . ." Justin murmured.
"Biteyour tongue," Mr. Brooks said. "Biteit hard. Y ou thought the davery scanda was bad?"
"It was," Jugtin said. "'People from the company never should have done anything likethat.”

"I know," Mr. Brooks said patiently. "But you've seen pictures from some of the dternates that went
through atomic wars, right?"

"Sure. Who hasn't?" Justin said. Those pictures reminded you why counting your blessngs was dways
agood idea.

But Mr. Brooks didn't let him down easy. "Okay. Imagine things like that in the home timeline. Imagine
them in the dternate that figures out how to go crosstime. And imagine them in dl the dternates where we
bump together.”

Jugtintried. Hetried, yes, and fet himsdf failing. He knew how bad awar like that would be.
Knowing didn't help, because he could fed that hisimagination wasn't big enough to takein dl the
different disastersin that kind of war. "We can't et it happen!™ he said.

"Of course not,” Mr. Brooks said. "But what if we can't op it, either?"

Thefish hatchery down by Paestine was |ess exciting than Beckie hoped it would be. There wasthe
KanawhaRiver. There were ponds next to the river where they raised the baby fish. They had netsthat
lifted the fish from the ponds and put them into the river. The people who worked with the fish were
excited about what they did. They wouldn't have doneit if they weren't. Beckie could see that.



But shedidn't careif they were excited. So they were going to put trout and bluegillsand
crappies—she didn't bust up at the name, but keeping her face straight wasn't easy—into the Kanawha?
Big deal. They were doing it S0 people farther downstream could catch them and est them. Beckie
wasn't avegetarian, but theidea of catching her own fish didn't thrill her.

So she ligened to the enthusiastic people in the tan uniforms, and then she started back to Elizabeth.
Maybe the uniforms were part of what turned her off, too. Lots of peoplein Virginiawore them. You
didn't have to work for the government, though the fishery people did. The man who fixed the
Snodgrasses air conditioner wore auniform. So did the serverswho sold stuff at Elizabeth's one diner. If
you came from Cdifornia, it was pretty funny.

In Cdifornia, nobody but soldiers and sailors and copswore uniforms. In California, auniform meant
somebody el se got to tell you what to do. Cdiforniansliked that no more than anyone ese, and lessthan
most people. In Virginia, though, auniform seemed to mean you got to tell other people what to do. It
waswelird.

It's not weird. It'sjust foreign, Beckie thought as she followed the loop of the Kanawha back
toward Elizabeth. Theriver wasforeign, too. Y ou couldn't walk dlongside arippling river in Los Angdles.
Mogt of thetime, there wasn't enough water in L.A. Every few winters, there was too much.

Down by the stream, under thetrees alot of thetime, it didn't seem so hot and sticky. Thefishery
people didn't just have uniforms. They had bow ties! Back in Cdifornia, her father said heworetiesat
weddings, funerals, and gunpoint. He was kidding, but he was kidding on the square. And most menin
Cdiforniafet the same way. Oh, the prime minister would put on atie when aforeign dignitary showed
up. A few conservative businessmen gtill wore them, and the jackets that went with them, but that only
proved how conservative they were. Why be uncomfortable when you didn't have to?

That was how peoplein Cdifornialooked at things, anyway. Herein the eastern part of the continent,
they had different ideas. They dressed up for the sake of dressing up, the way people out West had up
into the middle of the twentieth century. Beckie wondered what had made them change their mindsthere.
Whatever it was, sheliked it.

Upinatree, alittle gray bird with ablack cap hung upside down from abranch and said,
"Chickadee-dee-dee!" in between pecks at bugs. Beckie had aready found she liked chickadees. They
didn't livearound Los Angeles. Too bad.

A highway ran right by the Kanawha. In Cdifornia, the road would have legped over theriver so it
could go straight. People did things differently here. Where the river looped, the road looped, too. Y ou
needed more time to get where you were going, but the highway didn't take such abig bite out of the

landscape.

Oh, people here did what they had to do. Beckie had looked at the Charleston airport on the Virginia
computer network. If she and Gran needed to fly out of here, she wanted to know what it would belike.
The Virginians had had to hack the tops off a couple of mountains so planes could take off and land
there. Flat spacein this part of the state was mighty hard to come by.

A car roared past on the highway. Signswarned driversto dow down and be careful. Nobody paid
much attention to those signs. People drove asif the roads were as wide and straight asthe onesin
Cdifornia. They drove that way—and they paid for it. On the way to the fish hatchery, Beckie had
walked past a couple of wrecks. She was coming up to one of them now. She shook her head. The car
hadn't made acurve. It went off the road and straight into atree. Theflat tires and the rust on the fenders



sad it had been therealong time.

She wondered what had happened to the driver. By the way the windshield was scarred, nothing
good. She hoped held lived, anyhow.

Why do | think it was a he? she wondered. WWomen could aso crash cars. But guyswere more likely
to, here or in Cdiforniaor, for that matter, in Europe. Testosterone poisoning, Beckie thought with a
scornful sniff. Women didn't usually do things like tromp on the gas to see how fast the car would go.
Sheld been in acar with aguy who did that, just for the fun of it. Nothing bad happened that time—it
didn't dways, or even most of thetime. But shetried not to ride with him any more.

There was Jephany Knob, now due north of her and about as close as she could get unless she felt
like crossing the highway and picking her way to it through the woods. Shedidn't. It stuck up and it had a
funny name, and that was about it.

Or s0 shethought, till she noticed acouple of people up near the top of the knob. What were they
doing up there? Why would you want to climb the knob, anyhow? To watch birds? People here didn't
seem to do that, or not so much asthey did in Cdifornia

But they did hunt. Hunting struck her as even stranger than fishing. Wild turkeys and grouse and
squirrels and deer were alot smarter than fish. Maybe that was why she felt wronger—wasthat a
word?—about killing them.

Here, though, people didn't hunt just for the sport of it, if there was such athing. They hunted for the
pot. Beckie'd liked Brunswick stew till Mrs. Snodgrasstold her the megt in it was squirrdl. Then she
amost logt dinner. Gran never turned ahair. All she said was, "Goodness, | don't remember the last time
| ate squirre.”

It wasn't bad, if you didn't think about what it was. It didn't taste like rabbit, which Beckie had had
before. It didn't taste like anything but itsdlf, not redlly. If she and Gran stayed at the Snodgrasses awhile
longer, they would probably haveit again. | can eat it, Beckiethought. | guess | can, anyway.

One of the people on Jephany Knob saw her, too. He pointed her way. His friend stopped whatever
he was doing and looked at her, too. The first man raised arifle to his shoulder. He fired—once, twice.
The bullets cracked past Beckie's head, much too close for comfort.

With asmal shriek, she scurried behind atree. He was trying to kill me, shethought. He was.
What's he doing? Did he think | was a deer? Or did he know | was a person? |Is that why he aimed
at me? She had no answers. She wished she had no questions. Now she knew what was worse than
being bored: being scared to death.

No more shots came. Peering out ever so cautioudly, she saw that the other man was ydlling at the one
with the gun. It wasn't aimed her way any more. She hoped it was dl just a crazy mistake. Even so, she
crawled away from there and stayed under cover as much as she could all the way back to Elizabeth.

When Jugtin heard that Virginiaand Ohio redlly had declared war on each other, he waited for misslesto
gart flying or gunsto start going off or computersto start catching virusesor . . . something. When
nothing happened—and when nothing went right on happening—he amost felt cheated.

"Chances are not much will happen,” hismother said. "Virginiadeclared war on Ohio to make alot of



people farther east happy.”
"But those aren't the people who border Ohio," Justin said.

"l know," Mom answered. "But they're the white peoplein the parts of Virginiawith lots of African
Americans. They're the ones who think Ohio isgiving African Americans guns. So they're the oneswho
want to do something about their neighbors.” She set abone down on her plate. "Thisis good chicken,

Randy."
"Thanks," Mr. Brooks answered. "I'd take more credit for it if | didn't buy it around the corner.”

"It'sgood anyhow," Justin said. It was hot and greasy and salty—what more could you want from
fried chicken? His plate dready held enough bonesto build afair-sized dinosaur. But he didn't want to
talk chicken—hewanted to talk politics. "Why did Ohio declare war on Virginia, then?'

"If somebody pokes you, won't you poke him back?' Mom answered. That made the two squabbling
states sound like a couple of six-year-olds.

"Besides, Ohioredly isrunning guns," Mr. Brooks added.
"Itis?" That wasn't Justin—it was his mother. She sounded astonished.

"Sure," Mr. Brooks said camly. "The more trouble Virginiahas, the better off Ohiois. Thefolksin
Ohio can seethat aswell as anybody.”

"How long have you been running this shop?* Mom asked dowly.

For asecond, Justin thought Mom was changing the subject. Then he redlized she wasn't. She'd found
apolite way to ask, Have you been here so long, you're starting to think like a Virginian?

Mr. Brooks understood her. "It'safact, Cyndi," he said. "I don't have anything good to say about
segregation. Who could? Black people here. . . Well, who'd blame them for fedling the way they do
about whites? But arace war won't make things better. Besides, they're bound to lose—alot more
whites here than blacks. And even if they win, what do they get? Another Mississippi.” He grimaced.
"That's no good, either.”

"But why would Ohio want to touch off acivil war in Virginia?' Justin asked.

"A lot of it hasto do with the coal trade," Mr. Brooks answered. "There's cod on both sides of the
border here, but Ohio started mining it before Virginiadid. Virginiaworks chegper than Ohio, and she's
taking away some of the markets Ohio's had for awhile. Ohio doesntt like that."

"It would be niceif Ohio were giving the African Americans guns because it wanted them to get their
rights,” Justin said.

Mr. Brooks nodded. "Y eah, it would be nice, but don't hold your breath. The peoplein Ohio don't
like Negroes much better than the peoplein Virginiado. Oh, they don't have laws holding them down in
Ohio, but that's mostly because Ohio hasn't got enough Negroes to make laws like that worth bothering
about. There aren't alot of Negroesin this dternate except in the old South.”

"How come?' That wasn't Justin—he knew the answer. It was Mom.



"In the home timeline, blacks moved north and west in the twentieth century. They did factory work in
the World Wars, thingslike that,” Randolph Brooks said. "That didn't happen here. They would have had
to cross state lines, and the sates that didn't have many didn't want any more.”

Justin decided to show off alittle: "And alot of states were on the Prussan sidein the First World
Wa—the Great War, they il cdl it here. They had lots of German settlers, and they didn't like the way
England was pushing them around. So here they fought the war on both sdes of the Atlantic, and it was
amogt twice asbad asit wasin the hometimeline."

"That'show it worked, al right." Mr. Brooks eyed him for aminute, then glanced over &t Mom. "He's
asmart felow.”

"He must get it from hisfather." Mom's voice had a brittle edge. She and Justin's dad were divorced a
couple of years earlier. Mom wasn't over it yet, and neither was Justin. Neither was Dad, cometo that.
Whenever Justin saw him, he said thingslike, | sure wish your mother and | could have got along.

Every time Justin heard that, he wanted to scream, Then why didn't you? He'd asked Dad once
(carefully not screaming). All he got back was a shrug and, Sometimes things don't work out the way
you want them to. Mom said dmost the same thing in different words. What it boiled down to wasthat
they couldn't stand each other any more, even if they both wished they il could. That didn't do Justin
any good. He'd needed along time to see that, no matter how hard he wished they would, they weren't
going to get back together again.

"Wherever he getsit from, it'sagood thing to have." Mr. Brooks didn't notice how Mom sounded. Or
maybe he did, and just didn't Iet on. A lot of politeness boiled down to not saying anything you could be
sorry for later.

Mom said something dong thoselines. "Brains arelike anything else. What you do with them matters
more than how many you've got."

"That'safact,” Mr. Brooks agreed. Grown-ups aways said stuff like that. They could afford to.
They'd dready gone through college and got themsdlves settled in life. When you were getting ready for
SATsand wishing you hadn't ended up with a B—in sophomore English, you wanted dl the brainsin the
world. But then Mr. Brooks added, "I will say onething for being smart—it lastslonger than being strong
or being good-looking . . . most of thetime, anyway."

Hewaslooking at Mom when he tacked on the last few words. She kind of snorted, but Justin could
see shewas pleased. Asfor Judtin, he found himself nodding. Oh, ahandful, atiny handful, of guys got
rich playing sports. But even the very best of them were washed up at forty—and wasn't that a sorry
fate, with therest of your life fill ahead of you? And time turned the homecoming queen and her court
ordinary, too.

If you were sharp, though, you stayed sharp your whole life long. Sooner or later, you'd pass alot of
people who got off to faster starts than you did. If you could stand being the tortoise and not the hare.. . .

There was the rub. Shakespeare was dmost five hundred years dead now, but he till had aword for
it. Who wanted to wait for apayoff if there was a chance of getting abig one right away? Justin knew he
wasn't good-looking enough for that to matter to him. Oh, he wasn't bad, but you had to be better than
not bad if you were going to make it on looks.

He was big and he was strong. He was a backup tight end on his high-school football team, abackup
guard on the basketball team, and the right-handed half of a platoon at first base on the baseball team.



Hedid okay at al his sports, no more than okay at any. Hewasn't in line for an athletic scholarship, let
aloneapro career.

It would haveto be brains, then. When he got back to the home timeline after this stretch at Crosstime
Traffic, he was heading for Stanford. Comparative history was a subject that hadn't existed before
trangposition chambers were invented. These days, you could either useit for the company or teach once
you got your degree. Y ou weren't likely to get movie-star rich, but you were pretty sureto do dl right.

Mr. Brooks said something. Woolgathering the way Justin was, he missed it. "I'm sorry?* he said.

"l said, how would you like to go out into the boonies with me tomorrow?' Mr. Brooks repeated.
"I've got a customer for an 1861 Oregon goldpiece, only he's got car trouble and he can't get down to
Charleston. Weve been doing business ever since | opened up here, so | don't mind getting in the car for
him. Therésdwaysalot of handsdlling in coins and stamps, even in the hometimdine.”

"Sure, I'll come. Why not?' Justin said. "Be nice to see alittle more of this dternate than what's across
the street from the shop.”

"Okay, then—well do that,” Mr. Brooks said. To Justin's mother, he added, "Mogt of thetrip's on the
gate highway. Hardly any on the little back roads.”

"The gtate highway isbad enough,” Mom said. Roadsin this part of Virginiahad to wiggle and twist
and double back on themselves. Otherwise, the mountain country wouldn't have any roads at dl. From
what Justin had seen in West Virginiain the home timeline, the roads there were dl twisty, too. Mom
looked at him. "I don't know. .. ."

"Itll bedl right,”" Justin said.

"Should be," Mr. Brooks agreed. "I've made the trip afew times. Aslong asyou pay attention, there's
nothing to worry about.”

" dwaysworry,” Mom said. "That'swhat mothersare for." But she didn't tell them no.

Three

Beckie paced around the Snodgrasses back yard, looking for the spot that gave her the best cell-phone
reception. It wasn't good anywhere in this back-of-beyond little town, but therewas one place. . . .

Shefound it. Her mother's voice camein loud and clear. Beckie wished it didn't, because Mom was
saying, "'l want you to get out of there and come home as soon as you can. The war—"

"Everything'sfine, Mom," Beckie said. "Nobody's shooting, nobody's dropping bombs, nobody's
doing anything but ydling."

"l never would havelet you go if I'd known the trouble would blow up like this™ Mom said.



"Thereisn't any red trouble," Beckie said again. "It'sall in the papersand on TV, mostly. Nothing's
going on, honest."

Her mother didn't want to listen to her. ™Y ou should head for home as soon asyou can.”

"Why are you telling me?' Beckie asked, starting to lose patience. "' can't do anything about it by
mysalf—I won't be of legd age for another year. Do you want meto get Gran?"

She figured that would nip theideain the bud, and shewasright. "I can't talk to my mother! Shewon't
pay any attention to me," Mom said. From everything Beckie had seen, that was true. Beckie wondered
if, when shewas all grown up herself, she would say the same kind of thing about Mom. She hoped not.
Sheredly didn't think so, either. Mom wasn't quite so boneheaded stubborn as Gran—most of thetime,
anyhow.

For now ... "If | can't fix that stuff mysalf and you don't want to try to talk Gran into doing it, what
other choices are there? Pitching afit isslly. Why don't you settle down and relax?!

"Because yourein themiddle of awar, and I'm worried about you!" Mom exclaimed.

"I'm not in the middle of awar. I'm in the middle of nowhere." Beckie wasn't about to tell her mother
about whoever'd almost taken a shot at her from Jephany Knob. She hadn't told anybody about that. It
might have been adumb mistake. She thought it probably was. And even if it wasn't, it couldn't have
anything to do with thewar . . . could it? To keep from worrying about that, she went on, ™Y ou wouldn't
believe how tiny and dead this placeis™”

"Sure | would. I know what my own mother'slike,” Mom said. That might not be very nice, which
didn't mean it wasn't so.

"Mr. Snhodgrass showed me his coin collection,” Beckie said. "That's the kind of thing people do for
fun around here." She did lower her voice when she said that, because she didn't want Mr. Snodgrass
hearing her. He was nice enough to put up with having Gran in the house for alot longer than held
planned on. He was a so nice enough to put up with having Beckie there, but that didn't cross her mind.

"Oh, boy. Such excitement.” Mom yawned into the telephone.

Beckielaughed, but she said, "It was kind of interesting, actualy. Morethan | thought it would be,
anyway. He turns out to know alot about history. | guess you have to, to understand why the coinsare
the way they are.”

"Wdl, how e sewould they be?' Mom said.

"l don't know. | suppose theréd be different onesif Deseret had lost the Rocky Mountain
Wa—thingslikethat," Beckie said. "And he has to know which ones are rea and which onesare
counterfeit, too, so he doesn't get cheated.”

"If you say s0." Mom didn't yawn again. If she had, she wouldn't have been joking thistime. Sheredly
did sound bored.

"Anyway, though, I'm fine, and theré's nothing to worry about,” Beckie said. "'If we get achanceto
come home that seems safer than staying here, welll do that, | guess. But sitting tight 1ooks best right



"All right." By theway Mom said it, it wasn't even closeto dl right. But she couldn't do anything about
it. Shewas on the wrong side of the continent even to try. "I always did think you acted older than you
redly were," she said. "Now's your chanceto proveit.”

"Shal | act like Gran, then?' Beckie said. "They roll up the sdewaks at six o'clock. Thefood isfunny.
Haf thetime, | can't understand them when they talk. The computer net is stupid.” She did her best to
grumblelike her grandmother.

Her best was good enough to set Mom giggling helplesdy. "'l ought to spank you, but I'm too far away
and I'm laughing too hard,” Mom said. "Be careful, that'sdl. | loveyou.”

"Loveyou, too," Beckie said. A lot of the time, those were just words. Maybe separation made her
fed them morethan usud. " 'Bye," she added reluctantly, and broke the connection.

She went back into the Snodgrasses house. Mr. Snodgrass wore a handlebar mustache that had been
red once upon atime—pictures of him in hisyounger dayswere al over the house. Now it was the color
of vanillaice cream with alittle strawberry mixed in. Beckie thought it made him look like ahick no
matter what color it was. Nobody in Caiforniawore a handlebar mustache. Nobody in Ohio did, ether,
not even someone like Uncle Luke.

But if hewas ahick, he was anice hick. He nodded and said, "Mornin', Rebecca" He didn't call her
Beckie, the way amost everybody did. She'd aimost told him to a couple of times, but she dwaysheld
back. Thiswas amore formd kind of place than Cdifornia. She didn't hate her full name or anything. She
just didn't useit very often.

"Good morning, Mr. Snodgrass,” she said. Even though his name sounded funny to her, she didn't fed
comfortable calling him Ted. He was old enough to be her grandfather, after dl. Y ou've got your coin
Suff out."

He nodded again. "Got adeder fellacomin' up from the city.” In Elizabeth, Charleston was the city. It
wasn't anything next to Los Angeles. Compared to thislittle place, though, it had to seem like L.A., New
Y ork City, and Riverton al rolled into one. He went on, "He's got agoldpiece | want to buy if | likeit
when | seeit with my own eyes and not just online. If he wants cash money for it, I'll pull out my credit
card. But if he wantsto work a swap—well, that's part of the fun of this."

"Itis?" Beckie couldn't seewhy.

He plainly meant it, though. "He's got somethin’ | want—or | expect he does, ‘cause he plays straight
about hiscoins. Seeing what I've got that'd interest him . . . It'snot al what the catalogues say apieceis
worth. It'swhat he'sinterested in, and what he reckons he can sl down there, and stuff like that.”

"Okay." Beckie had afriend who collected stuffed animals, but they were dmost like petsto her. She
didn't care about what they were worth.

Mr. Snodgrass smiled over the tops of his glasses. " Some card games—hearts, for instance—are fun
just to play. But poker's not interesting without money on the table.”

"I don't know anybody who plays poker," Beckie confessed.

Heblinked. His glasses magnified his eyes, which made his expressons|ook strange sometimes.
"Whét do they do to pass the time out there?' he murmured. For asecond, he made Beckiefed asif she
were the hick. That wasridiculous, but it happened anyway. Then he poked athumb at his own chest.



"Y ou do so know somebody like that—me."
"Sure" Shelaughed. "1 didnt till now, though."

"That'sadifferent story." Mr. Snodgrass |ooked at hiswatch. "He ought to be here any minute now."

Justin Monroe had hisdriver'slicense. All the same, he wasn't sorry Mr. Brooks was behind the whed!.
"I know why they build the roads like this," he said as the car went around another hairpin bend. There
was no guard rail on the curve. There wasn't anything off the road but alot of straight down.

"Why'sthat?' Mr. Brooks asked, hauling the Mercedesinto another turn, just astight, that went left
instead of right.

"Because of wars, that'swhy," Justin said, glad he wasn't the sort who got carsick eadily. "If anybody
tried to invade, he'd have about three tanks and six soldiersleft by the time he made it down to
Charleston.”

Hewaited for the older man to laugh, but Mr. Brooks nodded ingtead. "Wouldn't be surprised if
you're right. Pretty rugged country around here.”

"Oh, jugt alittle." Jugtin tried to stay cool about how rugged it was. Watching the vultures circle
overhead didn't help.

"Buzzards," Mr. Brooks said when he remarked on them. "They mostly cdl ‘em buzzards here. Black
buzzards and turkey buzzards."

"Buzzards. Right." Justin hoped he would remember that. People would understand him if he said
vultures instead. They would understand, yes, but they would decide he wasn't from around these parts.
He wasnt, of course, but he was supposed to be.

"Besides, things could be worse," Mr. Brooks went on. "We could have headed east instead of north.
We're coming down into the lowlands here—well, the lower lands, anyhow. If we were going up into the
mountains. . ."

Justin didn't want to think about that. Because he didn't want to, he didn't—much. They |eft the state
highway at alittletown caled Ripley. Believe it or not, Justin thought. The cartoonist was a century and
ahalf dead, but his name and the phrase stayed tied together—in the home timeline. Here, if Ripley had
lived, he never got famous. Forgetting believe it or not was asimportant as remembering buzzards.
More important, probably: some peoplein this aternate did say vultures, but there was no connection
hereat al between Ripley and the phrase.

The road that went east to Elizabeth was barely wide enough for two cars. That didn't keep the few
people who used it from driving like maniacs. Justin saw some wrecked cars by the sde of theroad. He
wasn't surprised—the only surprise was that he didn't see more.

"Herewe are," Mr. Brooks said when they droveinto Elizabeth.

"Oh, boy." Jugtin could hardly hide hisenthusiasm. It looked like the same sort of little town as Ripley.
It also looked asif the twenty-first century, and agood deal of the twentieth, had passed it by. Even the
bricks seemed old and faded. Nothing had gone up anytime lately—that was plain enough. Justin



wondered if there was afasartain the whole town. They had them down in Charleston—not the fancy
subflexive kind people used in the home timeline, but fasartas even so. Here? He wouldn't have bet onit.

When he said as much, the coin and stamp dealer looked surprised. ™Y ou know, | never noticed one
way or the other. Maybe you'll get the chance to seefor yoursdlf.”

Justin did notice one thing: houses here didn't have satellite dishes on the roof. It made them seem
incomplete, like people without ears. Californiamight have sent men to Mars, but there was no
continent-wide entertainment market in this dternate. English was the dominant language of this North
America, yes. But the dialects were much more pronounced, and the socid differences between states
were much wider than in the hometimeine. What was funny in Cdiforniamight be offensgvein Virginia,
and the other way around. (What was funny in Alabamamight touch off terrorism in Mississippi, and the
other way around.)

Except for the missing dish, the house in front of which Mr. Brooks stopped his car seemed nice
enough. Thefront lawn was neatly trimmed. It didn't have any cars parked on it, which alot of lawvns
here did. All the trim had been painted not very long before.

Before Mr. Brooks got out of the car, he looked carefully in dl directions. He carried abriefcasein
one hand. The other didn't go far from the waistband of histrousers. Did he have agun there?

He noticed Justin looking a him. "I'm astranger here" he said. "I'm astranger, and my stock in trade
issmdl and vauable. That might make mefar game. Why take chances?'

"l didn't say anything,” Justin answered. How often did atown like this see strangers? Did they ever
comein and not go out again? Once Jugtin started stephenkinging, he had ahard time stopping.

"Okay." Mr. Brooks went up the walk. Justin followed. The older man rang the bell.

The door opened right away. "Hello, Mr. Brooks," said the man who stood there. He scratched at his
amogt-white mustache as he eyed Jugtin. "Who's your accomplice here?!

"My sigter's son—his name's Justin Monroe,” Mr. Brooks answered. "They're over from
Fredericksburg for abit. | brought him aong to see some of thisside of the Sate. Judtin, thisis Ted
Snodgrass.”

"Nice to meet you, Mr. Snodgrass." Justin stuck out his hand.

"Pleased to meet you, too, Justin—mighty pleased.” Mr. Snodgrass shook hands. He gtill had a pretty
good grip. His accent held the same sort of twang as Mr. Brooks, only more of it. "Are you a collector
yoursdf?'

"Not redly,” Justin said. "I'm interested, but | don't know awholelot." This aternate's North American
coins and stamps, like the history of the continent, were much more complicated than they werein the
hometimeline

"Everybody startsthat way. If you are interested, you'll learn." Ted Snodgrass stepped aside. "Inthe
meantime, why don't you come onin?' One of his eydidswent down and then up again. Wasthat a
wink? It surelooked like one. He went on, "Matter of fact, I'm right glad you came.”

"How'sthat?' Mr. Brooks asked. The house wasn't red big, but it looked comfortable, evenif it dso
seemed old-fashioned to Jugtin. The furniture could have come out of the twentieth century, or maybe the



nineteenth. And nobody, but nobody, used maroon velvet upholstery in the home timeline these days.
That didn't mean the chair to which Mr. Snodgrass waved Justin felt bad to St in, though.

"How'sthat?' Mr. Snodgrass echoed, and he winked again. Justin wondered what in the world was
going on. Then Mr. Snodgrassraised hisvoice alittle: "Rebeccal Come out here aminute, would you?"

The girl who stepped into the front room was about Justin's age—maybe ayear younger, he thought.
She was blond and cute—not gorgeous, but definitely cute—and the last thing he'd expected to meet
here. Was she Mr. Snodgrass granddaughter?

"Beckie, thisisthe coin dedler | wastelling you about, Mr. Randolph Brooks," Ted Snodgrass said.
"And thistal young fellow is his nephew, Justin, uh, Monroe. Friends, thisis Rebecca Royer. My wife's
cousin went out to Caiforniato live, and she'sback herefor thefirst timein acoon's age. Rebecca here
isher grandchild.”

"Hello," Justin said. "I'm glad | decided to come aong for theride." Mr. Brooks laughed. So did Mr.
Snodgrass.

"Good to meet you," Rebecca—Beckie? —Royer said. Her accent was nothing like Mr. Snodgrass.
She sounded more asif she came from the hometimeline, but not quite. Something el se was there. Jugtin
tried to figure out what it was.

"Why don't thetwo of you grab fizzes from the icebox and get to know each other while Mr. Brooks
and | break out the skinning knives?' Ted Snodgrass said.

"Oh, | don't aim to skin you—much," Mr. Brooks said. He and Mr. Snodgrass laughed again, thistime
on adifferent note.

Theicebox was arefrigerator that |ooked ddmost the same asthe one at Justin's house back inthe
home timeline, except that one wasn't pink. Fizzeswere sodas. "Thanks," he said when she handed him
one.

"Yourewecome," shesaid. "Did | hear your uncle say you were from Fredericksburg?'

"That'sright." Justin had to remember not to talk about the Civil War battlethere. In thistimeline, it
never happened. Neither did that war. Others, yes. Which reminded him . . . "Areyou stuck herein
Virginiabecause of the trouble with Ohio?"

Her mouth twisted. "1t sure looks that way. Gran didn't think this would happen when she decided to
come back here"

"That must befun," hesaid.

Sheamiled alittle. "But of course," she said. Someone from the home timeline would have said Yeah,
right or And then you wake up, but it amounted to the same thing. And he worked out what was
odd—to his eer—about the way shetaked. Ever so dightly, sherolled her r's. Cdliforniain this dternate
had even more connections with the Mexico of which it had once been apart than it did in the home
timeline. Spanish had rubbed off on the English theloca Cdlifornians spoke.

"Good heavens, but you're athief!™ Mr. Snodgrass said to Mr. Brooks. Jugtin felt alarmed. Rebecca
Royer looked darmed. What was going on in the other room?



Then Mr. Brooks answered, "I thank you for the compliment,” and he and Mr. Snodgrass both
laughed some more. Whatever was going on, it didn't seem serious.

"Do you want to see the back yard?' Rebecca asked. "That way, they can yell a each other as much
asthey want." She might have been amother talking about two little boys.

"Sure." Justin nodded. They went outside. "Nicetrees," he said. He meant that. This dternate had
missed out on both chestnut blight and Dutch elm disease. Genetic engineering had finaly got aheed of
both of those in the home timeline. But the resistant trees were gill scarce, and hadn't had time to grow
tall. Some of the ones Justin could see in the distance were probably older than the Revolution.

"They are, aren't they?' Rebecca Royer sipped her fizz. It waslemon-limey, on the order of Sprite,
and caled 6+. It wasn't bad, but Justin didn't think it was anything to get excited about. She went on,
"Everything is so green here compared to what I'm used to.”

"Wherein Cdiforniaare you from, Rebecca?' Justin asked. "1 know it'sabig place.”

"Call me Beckie—amost everybody does. I'm from Los Angeles." Beckie made aface, then grinned.
"I'm not one of those San Francisco people.” Wherever both towns existed, they wererivals.

Hetried to think of something elseto say. He found one obvious question: "What do you think of
Virginig?'

"It'svery pretty. Likel said, thingsare alot greener than they are back home. The people seem nice.”
Shewrinkled her nose. "They put up with Gran, so they must be nice. But thisisan awful smdl town
when you come from the big city.”

"l guess," Judtin said. Los Angeles here wasn't the enormous sprawl that it was back home. They
didn't have so many of theirrigation projectsthat | et the basin fill up with people. But Elizabeth, Virginia,
could disgppear in it and never get noticed.

"Somethings here are different,” Beckie said. "Can | tll you something without making you mad?"

"Huh? Sure," Justin said. Held taken a shower in the morning. HeEd brushed histeeth. Hisfly wasntt
open—he glanced down to check. What could she say that might make him angry, then?

Hefound out. "In Cdifornia, wetry to treat everybody the same, no matter what people look like,"
Beckiesaid. "We don't dways doiit, but wetry. It's. . . really strange being in a place where people
don't even try to do that.”

"Oh," Judtin said, and then, before he thought abouit it, "I fed the sameway."

Beckiestared at him. "Y ou do?' she said. "Redlly?Y oure the first person here who ever said anything
likethat to me."

That meant hed made amistake. Virginiansin this dternate were convinced they were doing the right
thing by lording it over the African Americansin the state. And if those African Americans ever grabbed
power, they wouldn't give whites abig smile. No—they would do what the blacksin Mississppi had
done, and rule the roost themselves.

"Don't tdl anybody,” he said. "It would ruin my reputation.” He wasn't kidding, either. Mr. Brooks
would want to skin him diveif he heard about hisfalling out of character like that. And any white



Virginian from this aternate would think hed gone round the bend. Black Virginianswere liableto think
he was crazy, too.

Beckielooked at him—Ilooked through him, he thought miserably. "All right,” she said. "Buit it'stoo
bad you have to be ashamed of adecent thought.”

"Things are different here. Justin didn't just mean different from Cdifornia, though Beckie couldn't
know that. He aso meant different from the hometimeline.

"Arethey?' she said. "Some things are decent and right no matter where you go, seemsto me."

That could have been the sart of alovely argument. But Justin had to act like what he wasn't. "Things
aren't assmple asthey look, you know," he said. "There redly are black terrorists here. Peoplein places
like Ohio redly do run gunsto them. Isthat decent and right?"

She turned white. No—she turned green. The only time held ever seen people turn that color before
was on atour boat that went out into the Pacific from San Francisco Bay. The wavesthen were alot
heavier than the captain expected. What Justin said now hit alot harder than he thought it would, too.

"Wdll, youreright,” she said, and he didn't expect that, either. "I wish you werent, but you are.” She
sounded like someone who knew what she was talking about.

"How come you're so sure?" he asked. Maybe they'd had a TV show that convinced her, or
something.

Instead of answering, she turned even greener. He hadn't thought she could. She gulped a couple of
times, and he wondered if she was going to be sick al over her shoes. "I don't want to talk about that,”
shesaid inamuffled voice. "I'm sorry, but | redly don't.”

"Okay. Whatever." Justin didn't know what kind of nerve held poked, but it was asensitive one. He
could seethat.

Hewas trying to figure out what to say next when Ted Snodgrass stepped out onto the back porch
and said, "'l reckon you kids better comeinsdeaminute.”

Justin looked at Beckie. Shewaslooking at Mr. Snodgrass, and seemed just as surprised and
confused as Judtin felt. He didn't know whether that was good or bad. He could try to find out—and he
did, asking, "What's up?"

"WEéll, | turned on the noon newsfor aminute, and there's something you need to see,”" Mr. Snodgrass
sad.

In oneway, Justin was glad to hear that. It meant Mr. Snodgrass and Mr. Brooks weren't quarreling.
In another way . . . He hurried inside, Beckie right behind him.

In the home timeline, the newscaster's tie would have been too short and too wide and too loud. His
jacket, with itslittle lapels and broad pinstripes, would have been amost too fashionable to stand in
1891. But his handsome, sober face and deep, smooth voice would have marked himasaTV performer

anywhere.

"To repeat,” he said, "outbreaks of thisillness have been reported here at Richmond, at Newport
News, and at Roanoke in the south-central part of the state. Doctors have declared that it isa genetically



engineered disease. It seemsto be highly contagious. Because of this, Consul Pendleton has ordered all
unnecessary travel suspended until further notice. He has vowed that shipments of food and fud will go
through. Stay tuned for further bulletins™

The TV cut to acommercia. Justin stared at Mr. Brooks. Beckie was staring at Mr. Snodgrass. They
both said the same thing a the sametime: "Oh, my God! Does that mean we're stuck here?”

Sheriff Chester Cochrane was one of the biggest men Beckie had ever seen. Hewas severd
centimeters—no, they said two or three inches here—tdler than Justin Monroe. He was
wide-shouldered and narrow-waisted, and had along, sad face that showed very little of what he
thought. "Isthis about where they were at?' he asked as he and Beckie paused near the top of Jephany
Knob.

She looked down toward the road by theriver. "I think s0," she said. " Somewhere close, anyway."
She pointed that way. "I was right about there when the shots went off."

"Okay." The sheriff had ametd detector. He siwvung it thisway and that. After amoment, he grunted
and swung it in anarrower arc. Then he walked over and bent down near atree trunk. He reached ouit.
When he straightened, he held a couple of cartridge cases. "These are new brass, Miss Royer, sure

enough.”
"l wasn't making it up,” shesad.

"Well, | didn't really reckon you were, but you never cantdll." Hisvoice waslike arumble from the
bottom of acave. "Even s0, thisdoesn't prove anything. Folks could have been up here hunting or just to

get omeplinkingin.”

"l told you, | can't prove they were shooting at me—at me asaperson, | mean,” Beckie said, and
Sheriff Cochrane nodded. She went on, "That'swhy | didn't cometo you right away. But | think they
were, so | figured I'd better tell somebody.”

"Not the best marksmen in theworld if they missed you at thisrange,” Cochrane remarked. That
wasn't what Beckie wanted to hear. She wanted sympathy, not scorn for the fools who couldn't shoot
draght.

Onelook at Chester Cochranetold her he didn't care what she wanted. He was doing his job—that
was al. She wondered how big ajob he had to do most of the time. "Why would they shoot at me at
al?' she asked.

"Dont rightly know," he answered. "Maybe they didn't get agood look at you. Maybe they reckoned
you were adeer." He eyed her, then muttered to himself. ™Y ou're not built like any deer | ever saw. Still
and dl, you'd be amazed at the dumb things people can do.”

A sheriff probably saw more of those dumb things than ten ordinary people put together. "I guess s0,"
Beckiesaid.

"Let me ask you one other thing," Cochrane said. "These people who took those shots at you—were
they white?'

Even hearing the question made Beckie want to go down to the Kanawha and wash hersdlf off. She



understood why Sheriff Cochrane asked it. She knew there was alot of nasty history between whites
and blacksin Virginia. She knew blacks had caused some of the nastiness, too, even if, in her judgment,
they were provoked.

"I'm not sure,” she answered, which wasthetruth. "It was along way to tell something likethat, and |
wasn't paying awholelot of attention.”

"Y ou what? How could you not be?' Chester Cochrane stopped. Then he gave her along, measuring
look, nothing like the one he'd used when he said she wasn't built like adeer. There wasn't even ahint of
atwinklein hiseye ashewent on, "That'sright, you're from Caifornia. Furriners have some funny
notions, don't they?"

Beckie wasn't about to let him get awvay with that. "1 think some of the notions you've got here arethe
funny ones”

"Oh, you do, do you?"' he growled. "Weve been doing things our way herein Virginiafor dmost five
hundred years. We aren't abunch of johnny-come-latelieslike some folks."

"Would you rather do things your way or the right way?' Beckie asked.

Try as shewould, she couldn't faze Sheriff Cochrane. "We don't reckon there's any difference," he
sad—actudly, it sounded morelike ary difference. They headed back to town together. After awhile,
the sheriff went on, "Y ou want to be careful what you say and do around these parts. Some folks don't
cotton to furrin ways."

"Waell, | didn't exactly like dmost getting my head blown off, ether,” Beckie said.

"I believethat,” Cochrane said. "For now, I'm going to hope it was just an accident—some fool of a
hunter getting careless™

"What if it wasn't?' Beckie asked.

"If itwasn't. . ." Chester Cochrane'slong face got even longer. "If it wasn't, then it seemsto methe
war's come to Elizabeth, and that's not so good." He paused. "Y ou know those strangers who came to
vigt Ted Snodgrass?'

"Sure. What about them?' Beckie said. Randolph Brooks and Justin Monroe were staying in
Elizabeth's one and only motel. It wasn't called the Disma Swamp, but from the look of the placeiit
should have been. Justin had some interesting things to say about the food at the diner acrossthe stret.
Beckie had esten there acouple of times. If anything, she thought Justin was too nice.

"Do you suppose they were the people you saw up on Jephany Knob, the people who took a shot at
you?' the sheriff asked.

"They didn't get heretill the day after that happened, so | don't see how they could be," Beckie said,
wondering if hed gone nuts.

Hesighed. "No, | don't reckon s0," he admitted. "But we don't get awhole lot of strangers around
here. Now weve got two lotsin town. | just kind of wondered if there was any connection.”

"I don't think s0." Beckie did think he wanted the people with agun handed to him on aslver platter.
If he could do thingsthe easy way, he wouldn't haveto try to figure out what realy happened. Beats



working, shethought. Beats trying to discover who did shoot at me, too.

Sheriff Cochrane Sghed again asthey tramped up State Highway 14 into Elizabeth. They could walk
on the asphat—you'd hear acar coming in plenty of time to move out of the way. " Sooner or later, I'll
get to the bottom of it," the sheriff said. " Somebody who knows something'll blab where he shouldn't, and
word|l get back to me. People can't keegp their fool mouths shut alot of the time, even when they ought
to."

"l guess s0," Beckie said. They walked past Clay Street, and up to Prunty. "Can | ask you
omething?'

His big head went up and down. "Sure. What isit?"

"What'sit like trying to be a sheriff when you aready know al the people you're trying to ride herd
on?'

"Well, it'sinteresting sometimes." Even the sheriff's smile looked mournful. Maybe he had some
bloodhound on his mother's Side. " Sometimes you have to do your job in spite of knowing people. If
somebody punches somebody elsein the nose, it doesn't matter if you went fishing with him day before
yesterday. Y ou've got to see that it doesn't happen again. I've lost friends on account of that, I'm afraid.”

"l bet you have," Beckie said. She liked Cochrane better, or at least respected him more, for knowing
he would come down on hisfriendsif he had to. She turned onto Prunty to go back to the Snodgrasses
house. Would the sheriff follow her?

Hedidn't. He just tipped his broad-brimmed hat and ambled up 14 toward the county courthouse.
When he got there, held probably fill out aform. Chances were it would stay buried on his computer's
hard drivetill the end of time. Or would he have to put it down on paper instead? He might have a couple
of hundred years worth of arrest reportsin onefile drawer. How much ever happened in Elizabeth?
How much ever happened in thiswhole county?

When Beckie got back to the Snodgrasses house, she wasn't surprised to find Mr. Brooks and his
nephew there. Mr. Snodgrass was the only person in town Mr. Brooks knew. Aslong asthe coin and
stamp dedler was here, he could do some more business—and he could pass the time with someone who
wasinterested in the samethings hewas. It beat the stuffing out of Sitting in that grim-looking motel
garing at the TV—or at thewall.

Asfor Judtin.. . . Beckie smiled to hersdlf. Plainly, he knew a good bit about coins and ssamps. But she
didn't think that was the only reason held come over. She didn't mind. He was interesting to talk
to—moreinteresting, and more complicated, than she'd expected someone from Virginiato be. And they
both had to know nothing that happened here was likely to matter much. When they could, they'd go
back to where they lived and get on with their redl lives.

Gran was there, too. She was talking with her cous n—and shooting suspicious glances at Justin.
Disapprova stuck out al over her, like quills on aporcupine. Beckie couldn't see why. Justin wasn't
doing anything rude. He wasjust ligtening to his uncle and Mr. Snodgrasstak about coins, and putting in
something himsdlf every onceinawnhile.

He did brighten up when Beckie came through the door. "Hi," he said.

"Hi, Justin," Beckie said. Gran's quills got longer and pointier. But then, Gran disapproved of
everybody and everything. Beckie went on, "Want to grab afizz and go out back and talk?"



"Sure," Justin said, and then, politdly, "If that's okay, Mr. Snodgrass?"

"Don't seewhy not." Mr. Snodgrass chuckled. "When | wasyour age, | was moreinterested in pretty
girlsthan in nineteenth-century Slver, too."

Mrs. Snodgrass clucked. "Watch yourself, Ted. You'll embarrass him."
"| think it'sterrible that—" Gran started.

Beckie didn't wait to find out what Gran thought wasterrible thistime. What Gran didn't think was
terrible made amuch shorter list. Beckie grabbed a couple of fizzesfrom the refriger-ator. Justin followed
her outside. Once held closed the door behind him, he said, "I'm afraid your grandmother doesn't like me

"Don't worry about it," Beckietold him. "Y ou don't have to be specid or anything for Gran not to like
you."

"She seemsnice," Jugtin said, which proved how polite he was.

"That only shows you don't know her very well,” Beckie said cheerfully. "Have you heard any news
lately? Do they know when they're going to lift this stupid quarantine? People must be going crazy.”

"l bet they are," Jugtin said. "'l talked to my mom down in Charleston. She saysit hasn't got there yet.”

"That's good, anyhow." Beckie made aface that reminded her more of Gran's usua expression than
shewished it did. ™Y ou know what a messthisiswhen the best news you have isthat astupid disease
hasn't got somewhere."

"Havethey figured out what it isyet?' Justin asked.

"Modified mead es—that was on the news last night,” Beckie answered. "No word when they'll have a
vaccine, though.”

"Meades." Justin sounded worried. "That's not so good.”

"I know. Theregular kind will kill you if you get it and you don't have alot of immunity.” Beckie
thought about American Indians and Pacific Idanders, then wished she hadn't.

Maybe Justin was thinking dong with her, because he said, "Nobody's likely to have alot of immunity
tothisstrain." Beckie nodded. He added, "What a gresat thing to talk about on a nice summer afternoon.”
She nodded again, even more unhappily.

Four

Justin was as thrilled about going back to the motel as he would have been about getting hiswisdom teeth
yanked. At least dentists knocked you out when you lost your wisdom teeth, and they gave you pain pills
afterwards. Bioengineers said they were only afew years away from taking wisdom teeth out of the gene



pool so no one had to worry about them any more. They'd been saying that for aslong as he could
remember, though, so maybe they weren't so close as they thought.

Asfor themotd . . . It was clean, anyhow. Why not? Justin thought. They would have had plenty of
time to wash things since the last time anybody stayed here. Clean or not, there'd been alot of dust
ontop of the TV sat.

"How do you suppose they stay in business?' he asked Mr. Brooks.
"Beatsme," the older man answered. "They must livein one of the units themselves—"

"Poor devils," Justin said. People talked about fates worse than degth. If spending dl your timeina
place like thiswasn't one of them . . . "Do you have any ideawhen well be ableto get out of here?"

"Suredon't," Mr. Brooks said. "A mutated mead es virus would be bad newsin the home
timeline—they used one of those againgt Crosstime Traffic in Romaniaacouple of years ago. Do you
remember?'

"I didn't, not till you reminded me," Justin said. "They aren't as good at fighting them hereaswe are,
ether."

"They dso aren't asgood a making them,” Mr. Brooks said. "'l can hope our immunity shotswill hold
up.”

That made Justin fed better, but only for alittle while. There were no guarantees, and he knew it too
well. Making viruses was easier than fighting them. Making them just took selective breeding, picking the
strongest strains from each generation. People had been using selective breeding ever sincethey first
tamed dogs. Controlling viruses once they got loose, though—that was another story.

Mr. Brooks eyes sparked. "Y ou're probably happy asaclam here," he said. How happy were clams?
Some of the dang this dternate used was downright weird. The coin and slamp dealer went on, "Y ou've
met apretty girl—and | think she'sanice girl, too. Don't get me wrong. But anyway, you may not care
whether you get back to Charleston or not."

"Yes, | do. Beckie is nice, but I'm even more foreign here than sheis," Jugtin said. "1 showed it the day
| met her, too." Hetold Mr. Brooks how he hadn't acted like a proper Virginian when it came to the way
whites and blacks dedlt with each other. "I know | should have sounded like everybody else, but |
couldn't gand it."

"Well, | ought to get mad at you, because you did goof,” Mr. Brookstold him. "Andinaway | am
mad at you. But | know how you fed. Everybody who comes here from the home timeline fedlsthat way.
Wdl, maybe not everybody, but the people who don't at least know they'd better act like they do when
they're back home."

Justin nodded. Racism wasn't dead in the home timeline. Neither was sexism. Neither was
homophobia. He wondered if they ever would be. But, even if they weren't dead, they wererude. You
couldn't make people love dl their neighbors al the time—that wasn't in the cards. But if you made them
lose points for showing they didn't, that worked amost aswell.

" told her not to tell anybody what | said,” Justin said. "Here, awhite person'srudeif he shows he



doesn't think African Americansareinferior.”

"All the states with lots of blacksin them are independent,” Mr. Brooks said with asigh. "Nobody can
tell the peoplein them what to do. That's amost everybody's motto in this North America. 'Nobody can
tell me what to do,’ people say. And they'reright. If they want to act like abunch of idiots, no one can
sop them.”

"I don't mind that so much,” Justin said. "But now | haveto act like anidiot, too, because I'm
supposed to come from a state where people do. That, | don't like."

Mr. Brooks sighed again. " Sometimes you're stuck with it, that's all. It's protective coloration. If you
were in an dternate where the Roman Empire didn't fal, you'd have to make offerings to the Emperor's

Soirit."

"That wouldn't be asbad asthis" Justin said. "That's just strange—and people dways say, Whenin
Rome, do asthe Romans." " Mr. Brooks winced. Justin grinned, but the smile dipped as he went on,
"Making likeaVirginian just hurts, because it fedslike everything | grew up withisdl twisted here. They
say they bdlievein freedom, but they only mean it for people who look like them. Anybody e se better
watch himsdf."

"Wetry to reform them, but we can only do so much. We're mostly here to do business with them and
keep an eye on them,” Mr. Brooks said. "And we're hereto try to stop them if they look like they're
working on crosstimetrave."

"I know," Justin said. "But there are tates in this North Americawhere Negroes have the samerights
asanybody else. Cdifornia's one of them. That's what made me dip up with Beckie."

"You'reright. There are—and Cdifornia is one of them." Mr. Brooks sounded grim. A moment later,
Justin found out why: "Do you know one of the big reasons those states give Negroes those rights?' He
held up ahand. "Wait. | know you do, because you told your mom about it."

"Uh-huh,” dudtin said unhappily. "Those states can afford to give African Americansequa rights
because they've only got afew of them.”

"That'sit," Mr. Brooks agreed.

"It'sthe end of the twenty-first century,” Justin said. "This aternate's got a technology that's closeto
ours. They know what freedom's dl about—they have the Declaration of Independence even if they
don't have the Congtitution. There are free countries in Europe. Why don't they get it here?’

"Y ou might aswell ask why terroristsin the home timeline don't get it,” Mr. Brooksreplied. "They've
got free countries for examples, too. But they worry more about being on top than being free."

"l guess." Justin whistled between histeeth—not a cheerful noise. "But have you seen the African
American who's the town janitor here?' He waited for Mr. Brooksto nod, then went on, "Well, | wish |
didn't have to be embarrassed I'm white every time | set eyeson him.”

"I don't know what to tell you about that—except not to let him know you're embarrassed. It could
blow your cover," the older man said. "I've talked with him alittle. HE's not a bright man—he might bea
janitor evenin an dternate that didn't discriminate so much.”

"Maybe. Or maybe he just doesn't want to |et awhite man know he's got aworking brain,” Justin said.



"That might be dangerous. It probably is."
It was Mr. Brooks turn to let out a couple of mournful notes. "Y ou've got a point.”

Judtin turned on the TV. Again, the newsman wore atie nobody in the home timeline would have been
caught dead in. "Welcome to the five o'clock news. Casudties from the disease launched by Ohio
continue to mount. Hereisahospital scenein Richmond.”

A tired-looking doctor walked from patient to patient. He wore area gas mask, not just a surgical
mask. An ambulance screamed up to the emergency room with another victim—no, with two.
Ambulances here had snakes twined around a staff on the door, not the Red Cross.

"In spite of travel limits, the disease continuesto spread.” The newsman pointed to amap of Virginia.
Morethan hdf of it wasred. He went on, "In Richmond, the consul isvowing revenge againgt Ohio."

A datue of Washington stood in Capitol Square in this Richmond, as one did in the hometimeline. But
thiswasn't the same statue, and hadn't gone up at the same time. From the statue, the camerawent to the
consul's office ingde the Capitol. Mogt satesin this alternate had a consul instead of apresident or a
governor. It dl added up to the same thing, though—this was the man in charge.

Hedidn't look like George Washington. He was around little man with abland face. But when he
sad, "Ohio will pay for the misery sheis causing. Shewill pay more than we do, so help me God," you
had to believe him. He wasn't the kind of man who kidded around or made jokes.

A jet plane—no, severd jet planes—flew by over the motdl, low enough to make the windows rattle,
and Justin'steeth, too. At the sametime, the consul said, "Asafirst step, | have ordered the VAF to
grike targetsin eastern Ohio. Further countermeasures will be taken in due course.”

More dowly than Justin should have, he redized the VAF wasthe Virginia Air Force. More dowly
dill, heredlized hed just heard it heading into action. "They're going to blow things up!" he exclaimed.

"They sureare,”" Mr. Brooks said grimly. "And Lord only knows what happens next. Both these states
have the bomb." Lots of states had the bomb in this alternate. So did lots of countriesin Europe and
Asa It didn't get used very often, for the same reason it didn't get used very often in the hometimeline,
Onceyou let that genie out of the bottle, how did you put it back?

But what this dternate didn't have were superpowers. Nobody was strong enough to tell anybody else
not to do something or €lse and make the or else stick. Every time a squabble started here, people
worried. Caught in the middle of awar, Justin was one of those worried people.

When the bombers flew over Elizabeth, Beckie didn't know what was going on. The Snodgrasses didn't
have the TV on. Mr. Snodgrass was looking at some of his coins. Mrs. Snodgrass and Gran were going
back and forth about something that had happened when they were both much younger than Beckie was
now. They remembered it two different ways.

Beckiedidn't think it mattered which of them was right, but they both seemed to. Not even theroar in
the sky dowed them down. It made Beckie jam her fingersin her ears. When it was over, she said,
"Don't you have laws againgt low-flying planes here? We sure do back home." Shewished she were
back home.



Her grandmother and Mrs. Snodgrass went on arguing with each other. They didn't care about jets
landing on the roof, let doneflying over it. Mr. Snodgrass|ooked up from the sllver florin he was
examining. He spoke in a soft, sad voice: "All the rules go out the window in awar, Rebecca”

"In a—7? Oh!" She hadn't even thought of that. Californiahadn't beenin ared war snce more than
twenty years before she was born. And that one was fought more with software than with germs or
bombs. "Do you redlly think those were. . . warplanes?’

"I don't know what else they could have been,” Ted Snodgrass answered.
"And that was when the cat threw up the hairbal in hislap,” Gran said triumphantly.

"It was no such thing," Ethel Snodgrass said. "How could it be, when he didn't come over till two days
later?’

Mr. Snodgrass|ooked from one of them to the other. "Good thing they don't have bombers, |
reckon,” he said to Beckie.

That held so much truth, it hurt. Beckie started laughing so she wouldn't sart to cry. Gran looked
bewildered—she hadn't heard what Mr. Snodgrass said. Her cousin had. Husbands and wives often
listened to each other out of the corner of their ear, asit were. "That's not funny, Ted," Ethel Snodgrass
sad.

"Well, maybeitisnt," he said. He wasn't the kind of man who got in afight for the sake of gettingina
fight. But he wasn't the kind of man who backed away when he thought he wasright, either. "Don't you
reckon you're being silly, going on and on about how things happened when Hector was a pup? What
difference doesit make now?'

"It makes adifference, dl right," hiswife answered, though she didn't say what sort of differenceit
made.

"It suredoes," Gran said. Then she kind of blinked and scratched her head. She wasn't used to
agreeing with anybody about anything.

The phonerang. "Saved by the bell,” Mr. Snodgrass said, and pulled it out of his pocket. "Hello?. . .
Oh, hdllo, Mr. Brooks. . . . Yes, tomorrow morning would befine. . . . Ten o'clock? Sure, that'll work.
See you then. Will your nephew beaong?. . . All right. 'Bye now." He hung up. "That wasthe coin
fdla" he announced.

"I never would have guessed.” Mrs. Snodgrass could sound alot like Gran. Anybody would have
figured they were related. Mrs. Snodgrass seemed to have alittle more style with her sarcasm, though.

"The young man'll be along to passthetime of day," Mr. Snodgrass added to Beckie. Hiswife might
not have spoken, asfar as he was concerned. She might not even have been in the same county. He went
on, "l expect he's more interesting than old folks going on about what happened along time ago. | expect
he may even be more interesting than these Georgia shillings from the 1920s."

Beckie had no idea how to answer that, so she didn't try. Gran and Ethel Snodgrass went back to
arguing about what had happened along time ago. Mrs. Snodgrass didn't stop arguing even when she
served up ham and corn on the cob for supper. The food wasterrific. It didn't taste asif it wasmadeina
factory and frozen and came off a supermarket shelf. It tasted asif somebody down the street had raised
the hog and smoked the ham and grown the corn. And somebody down the street probably had. Lots of



peoplein Elizabeth had little gardens and kept afew pigs and chickens.

Dessart was acherry piethat dso never saw theinside of afreezer. Beckie wasjust finishing up when
jetsflew over again, thistime from west to east. "I hope those are our planes coming home again,” Mr.
Snodgrass said. "If they aren't . . . Wdll, if they aren't we've got even more trouble than | was afraid we
did”

"How will we know if they're not?' Beckie asked.

"If you hear things go boom, that's a pretty good clue," he answered. He got off zingers even more
readily than hiswifedid, but in anicer tone of voice.

And what he said usualy had thering of truth behind it. For the next half hour, Beckie kept cocking
her head to one sde and listening for bombs going off. She was relieved when she didn't hear any. Then
shewondered if she ought to berelieved. Virginiawasn't avery free place. But Ohio wasn't her state,
ether. She just wished they would have held off on their stupid war till she got home. No doubt that was
asdfish attitude, but it was how shefdlt.

"Mr. Snodgrassl” she said suddenly.
"What isit?'
"Do you have any coinsfrom the days of the old United States?

"Yes, | think so. A few. That'salong time ago now—amost three hundred years since thingsfell

"Could | look at them?' Beckie asked.

"Well, let me see where I've got 'em stashed.” Mr. Snodgrass flipped through an album and took a
plastic mount off a page. "Hereswhat they cal aquarter dollar from 1801, not long before states started
breaking away and going off on their own."

One side of the silver coin showed awoman with flowing hair—Liberty, she was supposed to be. On
the other side, an eagle spread itswings. Beckie sighed. "1 was just thinking—it might have been neet if
the United States stayed united. We wouldn't have al these quarrels and warsin that case.”

"Wed probably have something even worse. Things happen for the best—I'm sure of it," Mr.
Snodgrass said. "Besides, holding that mess together just wasn't in the cards. The little states wouldn't
admit that they weren't asimportant as placeslike Virginiaand Pennsylvania. Imagine—there was a place
caled Rhode Idand. It's part of Massachusetts now, of course, but in those days you could spit from one
sdeof it to the other, near enough. And it said it had to be as strong in Congress—that's what they called
the United States |egidature—as anybody ese."

"I remember reading about how it got founded—they teach usthat even on the West Coast,” Beckie
said. "And | know it's not a state any more. Was that the Second Northeastern War or the Third?”

"The Second, | think, but don't hold metoit." Ted Snodgrass chuckled. "I haven't studied that stuff in
alot longer than you." He paused. "I haven't sudied it in school, | should say, but you learn some history
if you collect coins, too." After he got out another album, he showed Beckie a stout silver coin, asbig as
afive-peso piece back home. "See? It's acommemorative from 1837, and that meansit's from after the
Second Northeastern War."



She looked at the coin. COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS, it said, and 2 FLORINS.
A bald man with sdeburns was identified as John Quincy Adams. On the other Sde, the coin showed a
cannon and the words LIBERATION OF PROVIDENCE. "Did the people who lived in Providence
think they were liberated?' she asked, handing it back.

"Don't bet onit," Mr. Snodgrass answered. "If | recollect right, somebody from Rhode Idand took a
shot at old Adams not long after that."

"You'reright!" Beckie exclaimed. "They made amovie about it—I've seeniton TV. If themovie has
things straight, Adams deserved it.”

"How often do movies have things straight?' Mr. Snodgrass asked, which was agood question. The
answer was, Not very often. He went on, "If that's so, I'm not surprised we've never seen it here. The
courtswouldn' let in afilm that showed somebody shooting at aconsul or whatever Adams called
himsaf—too likely to give folks nasty ideas, and they get too many adready asis”

In some states, you could print anything you wanted or say whatever you pleased in moviesor on TV
or on theradio or online. In others, the censorswould land on you with both feet if you tried. Virginia
was one of those. What would happen to somebody here who tried to say on the air that Negroes ought
to have equd rights? Nothing good—Beckie was sure of that.

Where you couldn't publish different ideas, almost everybody had the same ones. But Justin didn't.
Beckie reminded hersdf of that. He was nervous about admitting it, but he didn't. He seemed
embarrassed to come from thistate at all.

Beckietook alast look at the United States quarter dollar. If you had one government stretching from
coast to coast, you wouldn't need to be embarrassed about where you came from. Maybe a date like
that would have fought wars with Quebec and Ontario and Monterrey, but would it have fought as many
wars asthe real North America had seen? Beckie didn't think so. "Not much point in driving," Mr.
Brooks said. "It's only afew blocks. Come on—the walk will do you good.”

"What if somebody knocks us over the head and steals your coins?' Justin asked.

"I'm abig boy now. | can take care of mysdlf. Besides, eveniif | can't, everybody here knows
everybody else. Everyone would know who did it as soon asit happened.”

"But you said before that were not from here, so would they tell?

"W, | hopethey're starting to get used to us. | don't intend to get them mad or anything. I'm not
going to rip off Ted Snodgrass, and | don't expect you to bang the drum for Negro rights where you'll
tick folks here off." Mr. Brooks eyed Justin over his glasses. "What you say to the young lady from
Cdifornia. . . Wéll, be careful about that, too, okay?"

Jugtin's ears heated. "Okay. I'll try, anyhow."
"I supposethat'll do." Mr. Brooks grinned, which took alot of tension out of the air. "Come on. Let's
go."

Asthey walked down to Prunty, they passed three or four people out walking dogs or just walking for
exercise. Everyone said hello. Nobody tried to knock the strangers from the big city over the head. Justin
felt foolish. He felt even more foolish when one of the dogs licked his hand as he was petting it. "Ollie
right likesyou," said the woman who had the mutt on the leash.



"Uh, | guesshe does," Justin answered. Ollies frantically wagging tail said it was agood guess. So did
the dog spit on Jugtin'sfingers.

Mr. Snodgrass let them in when Mr. Brooks rang the bell. "Mornin', gents," he said. "I've got the
coffee on, and therésfizzesin the icebox if you don't care for that.”

"I'll have afizz, thanks," said Justin, who wasn't much of a coffee drinker.

"I'll getit for you," Ted Snodgrass said. Beckie walked into the front room then. Mr. Snodgrass
chuckled. "No, I'll let the spry young legs do the job. Rebecca, seemslike Mr. Monroe hereis perishin'
of third. Y ou suppose you might lend him ahand?"

"Widll, I know you've got agarden hose. . ." Beckie said. Mr. Snodgrass snorted.
"Helpful," Jugtin said.
"That'sme," Beckie agreed. She went into the kitchen and came back with two fizzes.

"Thanks," Justin said when she handed him one. Mr. Snodgrass poured coffee for Mr. Brooks. They
started talking about coins. Beckie raised an eyebrow. Justin nodded. The two of them went out into the
back yard. "Where's your grandmother?" Justin asked.

"She and Mrs. Snodgrass went down to Palestine to shop,” Beckie answered.
"Y ou didn't want to go dong?' he said.

She shook her head. "Nope. All they'll want to look at is clothes for old ladies, and that's so exciting |
can't tand it." She yawned. Justin laughed. She went on, "Besides, theless| have to do with Gran, the
happier | am, and you can take that to the bank. 1've been traveling with her for saventy-four days now,
and that's about seventy-five too many."

"Oh," Justin said, which seemed safe enough.

Beckie nodded asif he'd said something more. "Y eah, that's about the size of it," she said. "I don't
think I'll ever get dong with Gran again. | mean, | can ill put up with her and everything, but that's not
the same asliking her. She's. . . sour.”

Justin didn't say anything thistime. People could talk about their own relatives asif they were swindlers
and bank robbers and grouches. If anybody ese said the smallest bad thing about the same people,
though, they'd rise up liketigersin their defense. Even if Jugtin thought he was right—no, especidly if he
thought she was right—keeping quiet about it looked like agood idea.

"Ever wonder how things might have been?' Beckie asked out of the blue.

"Huh?' Judtin said. Brilliant, he thought. Now she won't think you're an idiot. Now she'll be sure of
it.

But she wasn't—or it didn't show if she was, which was good enough. "If things were different,” she
sadagan.

"What kind of things?' Justin asked. At least that was a better question.

"All kinds of things," Beckie answered. "Things from way back when. Last night, Mr. Snodgrass



showed me a coin from the United States. | asked him to, because | was thinking about that stuff.”

"Wereyou?' Justin said. What he was thinking now was, Uh-oh. It worried him alot more than Huh?
had.

Beckie nodded serioudy. "I surewas. | wondered what it would have been likeif al of thiswere one
state—one country, | guess | mean—and not awhole bunch of them." She waved her armsto show all
of this meant everything from seato shining sea. Except it didn't mean exactly that here, because
nobody ever wrote " Americathe Beautiful” in this aternate. It came along in 1893, and by then this
North Americawas chopped into more pieces than the chicken in a Chinese chicken salad.

"I don't see how that could have happened,” he said—alie he had to tell. In the hometimeline, it had
happened. The big sates and the little ones compromised, and they all agreed to the Congtitution, and it
worked. But he couldn't et on that he knew anything about that. He'd aready talked too much once.

Beckie didn't point her finger at him and go, Oh, yes, you do! She couldn't know he didn't belong in
thisdternate. All she knew wasthat he made kind of apeculiar Virginian. And even Virginianswere
entitled to be peculiar. It was afree state—as|ong as you weren't an African American, and aslong as
you didn't push it too hard.

Instead of pointing afinger, Beckie said, "Mr. Snodgrass told me the same thing. | suppose he's
right—I suppose you're right, too. It'sinteresting to think about, though, isn't it? What might have been, |

"Sure" Judtin said. "Thereisn't any way to tdll for sure what would have happened after that, though.”
He knew how true that was, where Beckie didn't. One aternate where the South won the Civil War had
racial problemsthat made the ones here look like awalk in the park. Another dternate U.SA. wasa
nasty tyranny that ran most of itsworld because it could squash anybody ese. Y et another, in aworld
where the Germans won World War | and dl the wars afterwards, remained under occupation by the
Kasar's soldiers even now. Endless possibilities. . .

Beckie, who didn't know about any of those aternates or the home timeline, was thinking along
different lines. "Not being able to know makes it more interesting, not less. It isn't like some math
problem in school, where there's only one right answer. Y ou can just talk about it and see how it might
have gone thisway, or that one, or even the other one.”

Or it might have gone all those different ways—only you'd need a transposition chamber to see
how they worked out. Jugtin couldn't talk about that, either. Hewasjust glad hisface didn't give him
away. For al practicd purposes, Beckie had figured out the crosstime secret.

He made his thumb and forefinger into apretend gun and aimed it a her. "If you come up with the one
true answer, I'll haveto kill you," he said, doing his best to sound like aspy.

His best must have been good enough, because she giggled. "Y ou redlly are out of your mind, aren't
you?"

"I try," he said modedtly.
"Well, good, because it'sworking," shetold him.

There was alow, degp rumble, like thunder far away. That was a pretty good comparison, because
this part of the continent got some ferocious thunderstorms. Only one trouble: the sun blazed down out of



abright blue sky. Not a cloud anywhere to be seen. But there was acloud on Justin's hopes as he said,
"What'sthat?" because he feared he knew the answer. Beckie said the same thing at the same time, and
he thought he heard the same fear in her voice.

Then she said, "That was something blowing up, wasn't it?* Sometimes naming your fear could driveit
away. Other times, naming it made it worse. Thisfdt like one of those.

Justin breethed in abig lungful of warm, muggy air and then sighed it out. "'l don't know of anything
dseit'slikdy tobe"

Her handsfolded into fists, so tight that her knuckles turned pale under her Cdiforniatan. "These
people are crazy. What isthere to fight about?”

That was a pretty good question in most wars, and aredly good question in this one. Justin had to
remind himsdlf that he was supposed to come from Virginia, which meant he was supposed to be a
Virginiapatriot. "Ohio wants to hurt our coa business," he said, which wastrue. "Ohio wantsto stir up
trouble between our whites and Negroes, too, to keep us hopping." That was also true. "We can't just | et
them get away withit." Was that true? Anybody from Virginiawould naturdly think so. Someone from
Ohio? That waslikely to be adifferent story.

"It'sdl supid, if you ask me" Beckie said. "Isn't there enough coa businessfor Ohio and Virginiato
shaeit?'

"There's Pennsylvania, too, and Boone," Justin said. "They think Virginiaand Ohio both havetoo biga
sharedready." If hewereared Virginian, he would know that. Coming from the other side of the
continent, Beckie might not.

She said something rude about Pennsylvania and Boone—and about Ohio and Virginia, too. A
Virginiagirl wouldn't have said it the same way, but people from California seemed lessrestrained. Some
things didn't change much acrosstimelines. Then she added, "Don't get mad, but it seemsto me that your
Negroes could use somebody on their Side, even if it is somebody foreign.”

It seemed that way to Justin, too. And people from Ohio redly wereforeignersin this aternate's
Virginia. People from Cdiforniawere more foreign still—otherwise, she never would have said such a
thing. Justin picked hiswords with care: "Maybe it wouldn't be so bad if Ohio were on the Negroes side
because they're getting araw deal here. But that's not how it works. People—white people—in Ohio
don't like blacks any better than Virginiansdo. Y ou don't see them letting Negroesimmigrate into thelr
gtate or anything. They just want to use oursto hurt us.”

He watched her chew on that. Finally, even though he could tell she didn't likeit, she nodded. "Okay.
You'reright. | wasin Ohio before| came here, and | saw some of what you're talking about. But it
doesn't make what you're doing here any better.”

"I didn't say it did,” Justin answered.

A robin hopping on the grass cocked its head to one side and looked at him and Beckie. It was only
three meters away—ten feet, people said here. Once it decided they didn't want robin stew, it plunged its
besk into the ground and pulled out afat worm. The worm wriggled, but not for long.

If worms could talk, they would make angry speeches about robins. And talking robinswould
complain that worms didn't play fair when they hid. But neither Sde there knew any better. Virginiansand
Ohioans. . . were supposed to, anyhow.



"Y our mother'sin Charleston, isn't she?' Beckie said. "Iseverything dl right there?"

"Sofar." Ingtead of knocking on wood, Justin banged his knuckles off the sde of his head. Beckie
must have understood what he meant, because she smiled. He went on, "'l guess were lucky we came
west, because there sure are cases of thisthing back in Fredericksburg.”

"Someluck," Beckie said. "When do you suppose Virginiawill sart aplaguein Ohio?"

If hewere agood state patriot, he would have said something like, Well, Ohio has it coming after
what she did to us. He knew that, but he couldn't make himself bring the words out. Ingtead, he said, "'l
wish they'd find some way to end the war beforeit comesto that.”

Beckie didn't answer for most of aminute. She was studying him asif he were arare anima in the zoo,
one she might not see again for along time. At lagt, shesaid, "You'readl right, Justin." He couldn't have
felt prouder if . . . hedidn't know what. He couldn't have felt prouder, period. Exclamation point, even.

Disagter crews fought firesin the center of Parkersburg. Buildings were flattened for blocks around.
Ambulance crews raced to get injured people to hospitas. "A fud-ar explosive isthe next most powerful
weapon after anuclear bomb," the announcer said indignantly. "That the barbariansin Ohio would use
this device againgt us shows what vicious, unscrupulous enemiesthey are. The consul has vowed to take
revenge once more."

Mr. Snodgrass sighed. "That's what we heard earlier today, al right. If welived in the big city, we
could've wound up in one of those ambulances.”

Beckie didn't show what she was thinking. Only somebody who lived in Elizabeth or someplacelikeit
could imagine that Parkersburg was abig city. But he wasn't altogether wrong, either. Parkersburg was
big enough to be worth bombing. She couldn't see anyone wasting afud-air explosve on thistiny place.

Gran, meanwhile, was mad about something else. "They didn't want to let us go shopping in Palesting,”
shesad irately. "They didn't want to et us, do you hear? They thought we might have adisease, just on
account of we came down from Elizabeth. Can you believe such athing?’

Since Beckie could, shedidn't say anything. The no-travel order, dong with everything el se that was
going on, was plenty to make anybody nervous. She might have pointed that out if she thought her
grandmother would listen. Fat chance, she thought. Gran wasn't too hard of hearing, not for somebody
her age, but that didn't mean sheld pay any attention.

Mrs. Snodgrass had her nose out of joint, too. "The nerve of those Paestine people,” she said. "The
nervel They're nothing but trash down there, not like the good stock that lives here. Well, they'll get
what's coming to them—seeif they don't."

"| should hope s0," Gran said.

"I'm going to put afleain Hank Meadows ear, | am," Mrs. Snodgrass said. "Y ou seeif | don't. When
those people come up herelooking for lamps, they'll get what's coming to them.”

"I hope we don't have another feud like the one thirty years ago,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "That was more
trouble than it was worth."



"Oh, | don't know," hiswife said. "They learned their place, didn't they?"
"A couple miles south of here, right?' he said.

"Now don't you be difficult, Ted,” Mrs. Snodgrasssaid. "I hate it when you're difficult.” By that, she
seemed to mean doing or saying anything she didn't approve of.

"Well, you've put up with methislong,” hereplied. "I reckon well last abit longer.”

Mrs. Snodgrass gave him akind of indulgent smile. She might have been saying she put up with him
even when he didn't deserveit. She probably was saying just that. Gran looked from one of them to the
other asif they'd stopped speaking English, or even what passed for English in thiswestern corner of
Virginia. Her own marriage hadn't lasted. Her husband, asailor who drank, lit out for parts unknown not
long after her daughter—Becki€'s mother—was born. Having put up with Gran for going on three
months hersalf now, in acertain sense Beckie had no trouble blaming him.

But when she listened to the Snodgrasses going back and forth, she had dl she could do to keep from
breaking into agreat big grin. They reminded her of her own mom and dad. People who lived together
for along time and made it work found waysto talk about things. They could tease each other without
wounding, and they had a pretty good notion of when to let up.

No wonder Gran doesn't get it, Beckie thought sadly. Her grandmother wounded people amost
every time she opened her mouth. Had she been the same way with her husband the sailor? Beckie
wouldn't have been surprised. No wonder he drank. That hadn't crossed her mind before. She wished
shewerent thinking it now.

Five

"Mornin', gents,”" said the waitressin Elizabeth's one and only diner, across the street from the one and
only motd. "What'll it be?' By now, she was used to them coming in for breskfast every day.

"Ham and eggstoday, | think, Irma," Mr. Brooks answered.

"Sausage and eggsfor me" Judtin said.

"Potatoes or grits?' Irma asked.

"Potatoes,” they said together. Mr. Brooks added, " See? We sing in hominy."

The waitress started to nod, then stopped, did a double take good enough to go on TV, and sent him
adirty look. Justin gave him another one. "Did you have to do that, Uncle Randy?'

"No," Mr. Brooks admitted. "But | enjoyed it."
"That makes one of us," Justin said. Thistime, Irmadid nod.

She set coffeein front of Mr. Brooks and ice water in front of Justin. He still couldn't get stoked about



coffee, and it was too early inthe day for asoda. A fizz, hereminded himsdf. I've got to think of them
asfizzes, or I'll call 'em by the wrong name one of these days. That wouldn't be so good.

A local camein and sat down at the counter afew stools away from Justin and Mr. Brooks. He gave
them a polite nod and spent a couple of minutes chatting with Irma before he ordered ham and eggsfor
himself. He chose gritsto go with them. Chances were held been eating them dl hislife. If you got used
to something when you werelittle, you'd go on liking it once you grew up.

Justin hadn't eaten grits when he wasllittle. He feared he would never get used to them. In stateslike
Georgiaand Alabama, potatoes were hard to come by. There, most of thetime, it was grits or nothing.
That made Justin glad he at least had achoice.

"Terrible thing about Parkersburg,” the loca remarked when Irmagave him his coffee.

"Good Lord, wasn't it!" she exclaimed. "The front window rattled when that boom got neer. | was
afraid it'd break to pieces. Don't know what we would've doneif it did. That'sabig old piece of plate
glass”

"Mighty dear," the man said, by which he meant expensve.

"lantitjust?’ Irmasaid. "lsn't everything nowadays? | had to have atooth filled last week, and it cost
me twenty pounds. Twenty pounds, can you believe it?' She paused and looked startled. "1 had to go to
Parkersburg to do it. | hope my dentist's officeis till there. | hope my dentist isdill there”

"How did you get them to let you into town with the travel ban on?" Justin asked.

"Sweetheart, | told the cops at the checkpoint | was from Elizabeth, and they let me by," Irma
answered. "Nothing ever happens here, so they knew | wasn't carrying any stupid disease.”

"Have there been any cases in Parkersburg?' Mr. Brooks didn't say any more than that. He didn't
want to comeright out and ask if the waitress had brought the sickness back with her.

And she didn't seem to catch the drift of the question. "My dentist didn't talk about any,” she said.
Then she went back to the tall counter between the kitchen and the outer part of the diner. She plucked
two plates off it and set one in front of Justin and the other in front of Mr. Brooks. "Here you go. Enjoy
your bregkfasts, now."

Justin dug in. The diner would never win any prizes, but it wasn't bad, either. Irmawent on shooting
the breeze with the other customer till hisfood was ready. After she gave him his plate, she came over
and refilled Justin's water and Mr. Brooks coffee. Justin felt her breath on the hairs of hisarm. After the
question Mr. Brooks asked, he wished he didn't.

The older man wasthinking dong with him. "Wdl, well find out, won't we?' Mr. Brooks murmured.
"Find out how good our shotsredly are too.”

"I'm afrad we will." Assoon as Justin heard what he'd said, he wished he hadn't put it like that. He
didn't believe in omens and bad luck—not in the top part of his head he didn't. Believe or not, he
knocked wood. He hoped it was wood, anyhow, not some synthetic. He didn't knock loudly, but Mr.
Brooks noticed. "It can't hurt," Justin whispered. The older man nodded.

They both |ft the little diner as soon asthey finished. Would that do any good? Justin had his doubts.
By Mr. Brooks somber expression, so did he. Again, though, it couldn't hurt.



"What now?" Justin asked.

"Now we hope," the coin and stamp dedler answered. "Hope we have someimmunity. And Irma's not
sck, so chancesarewelll bedl right. Of course, who knows how long the virus takes to incubate?!

"Yeah," Judtin said, and then, "That isn't really what | meant. What are we going to do today?"

"Oh. That." Theway Mr. Brooks said it, it didn't sound very important. He had a point, too. He had to
think for amoment before he went on, "Well, laundry would probably be agood idea”

"Yeah," Judtin said, more happily. They were washing their clothes at the Snodgrasses. Elizabeth
didn't boast awasheteria, which was what they called laundromats here. They'd aso had to go down to
Pd estine to buy more for themsealves after they got stuck here. Now they had three or four days worth
of outfits, not just what they'd worn when they got here.

Mr. Brooks smiled at him. ™Y ou won't be sorry to see Beckie again, will you?'

"Why should | be?" Jugtin answered. " She's nice. I'm not going to bring her back to the hometimeline
or anything, but she'snice." He suddenly wondered when—and if—he'd be able to get back to the home
timeline himself. Crosstime Traffic wouldn't be eager to let people who might have been exposed to a
geneticdly engineered disease bring it back with them. Diseases from other dternates had ripped through
the home timeline more than once. People were alot more careful now.

"Okay." Mr. Brooks set ahand on his shoulder. "Why not? Let's go deal with the laundry, then.”

Beckie listened to Justin with rising horror. The more shetried to fight it down, the moreit rose. Eventhe
waitress name somehow fueled it. Irma? Nobody in Caiforniawould carry such an old-fashioned
handle. "' She came back from Parkersburg, and there's sickness there?" she said.

" She came back from there, anyhow," Justin told her. " She said her dentist didn't talk about any cases.
That proves nothing one way or the other. But Parkersburg's afair-sized town, and it's close to the Ohio
border, and it'son amainroad, so. . . ."

"Yeah. S0," Beckie echoed unhappily. "Wdll, | don't think I'll get awholelot of deep tonight. Thanksa
lot."

"I'm sorry. Would you rather | didn't tell you?" Justin sounded unhappy, too.

"I don't know." Beckie had to think about that. She finally shook her head. "No, | guess not. I'd rather
be up on what's going on. Then | know what to worry about, anyhow."

"Good. | didn't think you'd want to be amushroom,” Justin said.
"A mushroom?' Beckie frowned. "What do you mean?"
"Sure. Y ou know—they keep you in the dark and they feed you, uh, horse manure.”

"Oh." The more she thought about it, thewider shegrinned. "l likethat. | really likeit. Did you make it
up yoursdf?'

He shook his head. For a split second, he looked—worried? The expression disappeared before



Beckiewas sure she saw it. "Not me," he said. "'l deny everything. They say it in school back home,
thet'sdl."

"Oh," Beckie said again. She didn't have any particular reason not to believe him. She wasn't sure she
did, though. He brought it out too pat—maybe that was what bothered her. And she couldn't imagine
that kidsin a place like Fredericksburg, a place that was Nowhere with acapital N, could some up with
something so neet al by themsalves. Maybe she wasn't giving them enough credit. Maybe . . . but she
didn't think so.

"Do you know where the closest doctor lives, just in case?' Justin asked. "I don't think theré's one
here, and | don't think therésonein Palestine, either.”

"If | wereadoctor, | wouldn't livein aplacelikethis," Beckie said. Justin nodded, and thistime she
had no trouble believing he really agreed with her. Shewent on, "'l bet | know where the nearest doctor
is" Heraised an eyebrow. Shetold him: "Parkersburg.”

Hewinced. "I bet you'reright. If the disease shows up there, they'll be busy enough so they won't
want to come out here, t00."

"I know," Beckie said. "But look on the bright sde. Even if they did come out, how much could they
do?'

"Isthat the bright sde?" Justin asked. "If it is, what's the dark sde?

We all die. Beckie wished that hadn't gone through her head. She didn't want to say it. Saying things
made them seem redler. She knew that was foolish, which didn't make it any lesstrue. So she said,
"Something worse," and let it go at that.

She watched Justin as he nodded. Watching him, listening to him, made her want to scratch her head.
She knew what she wanted to ask him: something like, Where are you redly from? Everybody ese
shed met in Virginiamade her fed asif sheld stepped back intime here, asif Caiforniawere years and
years ahead of this place. Maybe that was right, maybe it was wrong, but it was how shefdlt.

With Jugtin, it was different. It was asif he thought she was the one who was out of it. He didn't make
abig deal out of that, but shefdt it wastrue. And she wanted to know why.

Weasit just that he was stuck up? With some people, she would have said yesright avay. But he didn't
act like that. He went out of hisway not to act like that, as amatter of fact. Hewanted tofitin aswell as
he could. It was asif he couldn't help thinking the way he thought, even if he didn't mean to show it.

Since shedidn't want to ask him about himself and why he thought the way he did, she decided to ask
about what he'd said instead. That seemed less likely to spook him. "'l do like that thing about
mushrooms," shetold him. "What else do they say at your school ?*

Heturned red. She might have thought she wouldn't make him nervous, but she turned out to be
wrong. "l don't know," he mumbled. "Wetalk, that'sal."

"l can't believeit,” Beckiesad. "l bet that linewill go dl over the continent. Hasit beenon TV here?!
"I've never noticed it," Justin answered.

"Only goesto show that TV writers don't listen to people," Beckie said. For some reason, that made



Justinturn red dl over again. She went on, "What are some of your favorite shows?"
"I don't watch awholelot," he said. "News and sports, mostly." He yawned. "Boring, right?"

He sounded asif he wanted to be boring, asif he hoped it would be boring. But Beckie said, "l like
football, too. | likerounders, but | like football better.”

"Oh, yeah?' Justin said. Now Beckie knew exactly what he was thinking. Guys aways had trouble
believing it when they found agirl who was interested in sports.

"Yeah," Beckie said. "Which kind of football do you like better, rugby or association?”

"Uh, rugby," Justin answered, now sounding like somebody who wasin over his head. But Beckie
hadn't expected anything ese. They played games where you could throw the ball more in the eastern
datesthan they did in Cdifornia

"We play association most of thetimein California," Beckie said. "Some of our Sdes go down to the
Mexican states and take on their best clubs. Wewin alot of the time, too."

"That's. .. impressve" Justin said. "Uh, | think maybe | ought to go in now. Seeif thelaundry'sdry."
He dmodt fled into the house.

The laundry wasn't dry. Mr. Brooks and Mr. Snodgrass sat hunched over achessboard. Mr. Brooks
pushed apawn. Mr. Snodgrass said, "Y ou'll pay for that.”

Justin looked at them in what seemed likered dismay. Beckie said, "Hey, I've got arounders question
for you, since you live on the East Coast. Was George Herman really as good as people say hewas?"

"Uh..." Justin blinked. Beckie would have sworn heldd never heard of George Herman. But if you
paid any attention to sports, that wasimpossible. . . wasn't it?

Mr. Snodgrass looked up from his game. "He wasn't as good as that, Rebecca—he was better," he
sad. "He could hit aball farther than any man who's played the game since, even if heisahundred and
fifty years dead. That season he had ssomach trouble, the Highlandersfinished next to last. And heredly
did am his club out toward the Sign, like people say, and then smack the ball over it."

"Oh, my. The cdled shot,” Mr. Brooks murmured. So he knew something about George Herman, too.

"I've heard that," Beckie said. "Isit redly true? Isthere video to proveit? I've never seenany in
Cdifornia”

"Wéll, | don't reckon | have, either." Mr. Snodgrass sounded asif he didn't want to admit it. "But
everybody saysit's so."

Beckie started to laugh. Everybody elselooked at her—everybody except Gran. That only madeit
funnier, asfar as she was concerned. They say was an article of faith with her grandmother. They sad
this, that, and the other thing. Gran never quite knew who they were, but they said it, and she believed it,
no matter how dumb it was.

" George Herman must have been one ruthless player, dl right." Now Justin sounded like somebody
trying to make up for lost time.



Mr. Snodgrass nodded politely. Asfor Mr. Brooks. . . Mr. Brooks turned red and wheezed and
choked, for dl theworld asif he wastrying so hard not to laugh that he was hurting himself. Beckie
wanted to scratch her head. Justin hadn't made ajoke—or not one she got, anyway.

In the laundry room, the drier beeped to show the clothesin it were finally done. Mr. Brookswent in
and loaded them into a duffel bag. He said, "We can pick up the game tomorrow, Ted, if that'sdl right
withyou."

"l suppose,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "Y ou just want to wait a spell before you see what 1'm going to do
toyou, that'sdl.”

"Inyour dreams,” Mr. Brooks said sweetly. They both laughed.
After Mr. Brooks and Justin left, Beckie said, "'1'd swear Justin never heard of George Herman."

"How could you not have?' Mr. Snodgrass said. "It'slike not hearing of Stephen Douglas or Franklin
Ddano Truman. Y ou'd have to come from Mars not to."

"Mars" Beckie echoed. "A couple of things he said make me wonder if he's from even farther away
than that."

Justin kicked at a pebble on the sdewalk as he and Mr. Brooks walked back to the motel with their
cleanlaundry. "Wdll, | blew it again,” he said, angry & himsdlf. "Who'd figure that agirl would like
sports? | mean redly like sports, so she knows more about ‘em than most guys do.”

"Lifeisfull of surprises” Mr. Brooks said, which didn't make Justin fed any better.

Hekicked at another pebble. "She made melook like ajerk. She made me sound like ajerk,” he said.
"People | never heard of—but I'm supposed to, if I'm a proper fan."

"Ruthless," Mr. Brooks muttered. "I ought to punt you for that, except it's the wrong game.”

They turned the corner onto State Route 14, then both stopped in their tracks. Red lightsflashing, an
ambulance was parked in front of the diner across from the motel. Justin's somach did adow lurch, the
way it would have when an intercontinental shuttle went weightless.

He glanced over a Mr. Brooks. The older man licked hislips. Was he paer than he had been a
moment before? Justin thought so. But then, he was probably paler than he had been himsdlf. "That
doesn't look so grest,” he said.

"No, it doesn't." Mr. Brooks tried not to sound worried. That only made him sound more so.

"Maybe it doesn't have anything to do with . . . suff likethat,” Justin said. "Maybe somebody got
burned or something.”

"Maybe." Mr. Brooks didn't sound asif he believed it. Justin bit hislip. He didn't believeit, either, no
matter how much he wanted to.

The paramedics or whatever they called them here brought somebody out on awheded cart. Justin bit
hislip harder. That was Irma, al right. And the men taking care of her wore gas masks and orange
rubber gloves.



Mr. Brooks and Justin both took half a step back before they knew they'd done it. Justin laughed at
himsdf, not that it wasredly funny. Asif haf astep could make any difference in whether they came
down with whatever it was.

"She dways seemed fine," Mr. Brooks said. "1 thought we were worrying over nothing.”

"l hoped we were worrying over nothing," Justin said. Amazing how changing oneword in asentence
could change the whole meaning.

Siren wailing, the ambulance zoomed away—back up Highway 14 toward Parkersburg. Justin and
Mr. Brooks both watched and listened till the flashing lights vanished in the distance and the siren
dopplered away into silence. Then the coin and stamp dedler kicked a pebble of hisown. "Well, not
much use pretending we haven't been exposed,” he said. "Now we see what happens next."

"Yeah." Justin didn't see what else he could say. Hetook his phone off hisbelt. "I'd better let Mom
know what's going on.”

"She won't be happy,” Mr. Brooks said.

"I'm not rea happy mysdlf,” Justin said. "I'm especialy not real happy ‘cause we're suck here.” Any of
the locals who overheard him would think he meant stuck in Elizabeth. And he did. But he dso meant
stuck in thiswhole aternate. And he and Mr. Brooks were stuck, because no transposition chamber
would take them back to the home timeline, not with a genetically engineered disease loose here.

He punched in Mom's number. The phone rang—once, twice. "Hdlo?' Mom said.
"Hi. Itsme"
"Hi, you. What's up?'

"An ambulance just took Irmathe waitress away. She may haveit." There. Justin had said it. He
waited for his mother to pitch afit.

Shejud said, "Oh," in astrange, flat voice. Then shesaid, "I was hoping you'd missit in alittletown
where nothing ever happens. It's herein Charleston, too."

"Itis?" Judtin said in dismay. But he wasn't only dismayed—he was angry, too. "They havent said
anything about it on TV or anything.”

"They wouldn't,” Mom answered. "They don't want to make people jump up and down and worry or
anything. But it'shere, dl right.”

"That's. . . too bad," Justin said, which would do for an understatement till abigger one came aong.
Mr. Brooks raised a questioning eyebrow. He pointed south, toward Charleston. Justin nodded. The
older man clapped ahand to hisforehead.

"Stay well, you hear me?' Mom said.

"I'll try." dustin didn't want to tell her that someone who'd come down with it had been breathing into
hisface every morning for the past week. "Y ou stay well, too," he said. What kind of thingswas Mom
not telling him? Did he redlly want to know? He didn't think so.



"I'll do my best. The doctors say they're getting close to acure.” Mom spoiled that by adding, " Of
course, they've been saying the same thing since it broke out, and there's no cure yet. Dummies.” Anyone
who overheard her would think she was complaining that the local doctors weren't as smart asthey
thought they were. And she was. But she was also complaining that they knew lessthan their
counterparts in the home timeline. She was right about thet, too.

Sometimes being right did you no good at dl. Thisfelt like one of thosetimes. "Loveyou, Mom,"
Justin said. Some things you didn't want to leave unsaid, not when you might not get another chanceto
say them.

"Loveyou, too," she answered. "Be careful "
"Sure" hesaid. "Y ou do the same.”

They were both whigtling in the dark. Justin knew it. No doubt his mother did, too. They both did it
anyhow, to make each other fed better. Justin didn't feed much better. He hoped Mom did.

"It'sredly in Charleston?' Mr. Brooks asked as Justin put his phone away.

"Uh-huh." Justin nodded. No, he didn't fed very good about the way things were going, not even a
little bit. He glanced over at Mr. Brooks, hoping the older man would do or say something to cheer him

up.

Mr. Brooks was looking south, toward the city where he lived and worked. Hisface usudly wore a
amile, but now hismouth was set in athin, hard, grimline. "A lot of nice people down there" he said.
"Oh, plenty who aren't S0 nice, too, but | can't think of anybody who deservesto come down with a
mutated virus™

Justin, by contrast, was |ooking around Elizabeth. By now, it was more familiar to him than Charleston
ever got the chanceto be. "I can't think of anybody here who does, either,” he said. "Including you and
r],E.ll

Mr. Brooks managed asmile for that, but it was a hafhearted one, not one hisface redly meant. The
corners of his mouth curled up and he showed histeeth, but hiseyes. . . . Behind his glasses, hiseyes
didn't brighten at dl. "Wdl," hesad, "if you're going to fuss about every littlething . . ."

"l don't think you ought to let them in the house any more," Gran said to Mrs. Snodgrass. " That woman
hasit, and they've been eating where she works."

"Y ou know the saying about locking the barn door after the horseis gone?' Mr. Snodgrass said.
"Wdll, Myrtle, youretrying to lock the horse out after he's aready got hisnosein the barn.”

"Areyou sure, Ted?' Mrs. Snodgrass said. "Maybe they weren't catching yet, and now they are.”

"Maybe." In Mr. Snodgrass mouth, it came out, Mebbe."Don't reckon it'swhat you'd cal likely,
though."

Beckie didn't reckon it was, either. She laughed at hersdlf for even including the word in her thoughts.
Shedidn't think sheld ever heard it in Cdifornia, even if it seemed natura as could be here. She amost
said what she thought, but at the last minute kept quiet. These people were four times her age. They



wouldn't pay any attention to her no matter what she said. The only people Gran ever paid attention to
were her mysterious they.

"l don't want to turn them away," Mr. Snodgrass said firmly. "'l just don't. It wouldn't be neighborly.
How could | do businesswith Randolph Brooks againiif | told him he wasn't welcome insde my house?
I'd be ashamed to, | would."

That got through to hiswife. "Well, you'reright,” she said. She didn't sound happy about it, but she
didn't argue any more, either.

Neighborly, Beckie thought. That was another word you didn't hear much in Cdifornia—certainly not
in enormous Los Angeles. In little townsin the mountains or the desert? She supposed so, but she wasn't
from one. She'd never stayed in onetill now.

Sheld never stayed anywhere with atailored virusloose, ether. She could have done without the
honor. Only trouble was, it didn't look asif she had a choice.

"How isthe woman, anyway?' Gran asked. "Does anybody know?'

"The hospita in Parkersburg doesn't want to say anything,” Mrs. Snodgrass said. ™Y ou know how
hospitals are.”

"But we need to find out,” Gran said, asif that made dl the difference.

"Good luck," Mrs. Snodgrass said. Y ou could tell she and Gran were cousins, dl right—she was
ready to argue about anything, too.

"Maybe somebody could call and say they'reardative." Gran actually had an idea. Beckie blinked.
She couldn't remember the last time that happened. It wasn't even abad idea.

Mrs. Snodgrass turned to her husband. "Take care of it, Ted," she said in tones that brooked no
argument. "Tdl 'em you're Irma's husband.”

Hedidn't look thrilled about getting drafted—or maybe about the idea of being Irma’s husband. "And
what'll I tell 'em when they ask how come I'm not there with her?" he asked.

Mrs. Snodgrass had al the answers. "Tell 'em you weren't with her when she came down sick. Tl
‘em you're hoping you don't catch it yourself. Heaven knows that's true.”

"I don't reckon they'll talk to me," Mr. Snodgrass said dolefully. But he looked up the number and
caled the hospital. Thelonger he talked, the less happy helooked. He clicked off the phone with more
force than heredly needed. "They said I'm thefifth different husband she's had, by the phone numbers
from incoming calls. She's had two mothers, three ssters, and five daughters, too—oh, and two sons.”

"Okay, youtried," hiswife said, unabashed. " So they wouldn't tell you anything, then?!
"Oh, | didn't say that,” Mr. Snodgrass answered.
"Well?" Mrs. Snodgrass and Gran and even Beckie al said the same thing at the sametime.

By theway Mr. Snodgrass shook hishead, it wasn't well or okay or anything likethat. "She died last
night, alittle before midnight.”



The diner had asign on the door: SORRY, WERE CLOSED. PLEASE COME BACK SOON. Justin and Mr.
Brookseyeditinidentical dismay. "Isthere any other placeto eat in Elizabeth?' Justin asked.

"If thereis, they've hidden it someplace where | haven't found it," the coin and stamp dedler answered.
"And | don't reckon thistown is big enough to have any placeslikethat.”

Justin didn't think so, either. "What are we going to do?' he asked.

"We could go down to Palestine." As soon as the words were out of Mr. Brooks mouth, he shook his
head. "No, by now they'll have heard Irma's sick. Anybody from Elizabeth will be aswelcome asants at
apicnic. | think welll have to go to the grocery store and pick up whatever we can find that we don't
have to cook much."

"Oh, boy," Jugtin said in ahollow voice. "Junk food and sandwiches and frozen dinners. Y um, yum."
Some of what thisdternate's Virginiaused for junk food grossed him out. Mr. Brooks had had to explain
where pork rinds came from. Once Justin knew, he didn't want to eat them any more, even if he didn't
think they were bad before. Mr. Brooks said people in the home timeline ate them once upon atime.
People in the hometimeline had done al kinds of disgusting things once upon atime. They'd kept daves.
They'd worn furs. Pork rinds probably weren't that bad, but they weren't good, either.

Mr. Brooks understood his expression perfectly. "If you see something in the deli section called 'head
cheese,' chances are you don't want that, either,” he said.

Even the name was enough to make Justin gulp. "Y ou're so helpful," he said.

The grocery was amom-and-pop. Even in Charleston, there weren't many chain stores here. Because
this North Americawas split up into so many states, corporations couldn't get enormous the way they did
in the home timeline. Things were more expensive than in the home timeline, but there was more variety
here.

"Mornin'," the grocer said when they walked in. He knew who they were. Everybody in Elizabeth
knew who they were by now.

"Mornin'," Justin and Mr. Brooks answered together.

"You'll have heard Irma passed on day before yesterday?' The man's voice held a certain amount of
doubt. They were strangers, so who could say for sure what they'd heard?

"Yes" Mr. Brooks said. "We heard that." Justin nodded. Y ou didn't just walk in and buy what you
wanted in aplacelikethis, the way you would in the home timeline. Oh, you could, but that would mark
you as not just astranger but aforeigner. People from states like Ohio and Pennsylvaniaand New Y ork
did abrupt, rude thingslike that. If you were aVirginian, you chatted with the storekeeper for awhile.

"Hope you gentsaredoing dl right,” the grocer said.
"Wéll, now that you mention it, so do we," Mr. Brooks said dryly.
"Jugt alittle, yesh," Justin added.

"l believeit,” the grocer said, chuckling. "I ate over at the diner acouple of times mysdf thelast two



weeks, and Irma's been in and out of here, too."

Why was he laughing, then? Justin had trouble understanding it. The only thing that occurred to him
wasthat laughing at fear was better than giving in to it. Not needing to fear would have been better ill.

"Y ou know what's worst about the whole thing?* Mr. Brooks said. "What with the travel ban and the
worry about getting crowds together, there are no gameson TV. If you're stuck in amotel the way we
are, they hdp makethetimego by."

"Or evenif you're not stuck in aroom,” said the man behind the counter. "I was a pretty fair rounders
player inthe old days, if | say so mysdlf.” Justin judged that would have been forty years, thirty kilos, and
three chins ago. The grocer went on, "1 know how the game's supposed to be played, and | like watching
itwhenit'splayed right."

"Sometimes, | bet, you like watching it when it's played wrong,” Mr. Brooks said. "Then you can tell
them what a bunch of foolsthey are, and how they don't deserve to wear the uniform.”

The grocer laughed again. "Thereisthat. Yes, gr, thereisthat.”

Now that the socid rituas were satisfied, Justin and Mr. Brooks could go on into the store and get
what they wanted. They had an old microwave oven, a gift from the Snodgrasses, in their room so they
could nuke frozen dinners. (Here, though, it was aradio range, and you zapped things instead of nuking
them.) Frozen dinnersin this aternate were even less exciting than they were in the home timeline, but
they did givetheillusion of Stting down to something cooked instead of eating sandwichesdl thetime.

Mr. Brooks was buying some bread and Justin was getting some canned chicken and canned fruit
when another customer walked into the store. "Mornin', Charlie," the grocer said.

"Mornin', Mr. Kerfeld," answered the janitor who was, asfar as Justin knew, the head of the one and
only black family in Elizabeth.

"How are you today?" the grocer said.

"Not too bad, sir. Not too bad," the black man answered.

"Wife and kids doing well?*

"Yes, dr. Thank you. Terriblething, thissickness, isnt it?!

"It redly and truly is, Charlie. Y ou heard Miss Davis died?"

"l did. It'sashame, Mr. Kerfeld, and that's the truth. She was anice lady, amighty nicelady."
"That'safact."

Their chat was amost the same as the chitchat Justin and Mr. Brooks had had with the
grocer—amogt, but not quite. Y es, there was the ritual of gabbing awhile before getting down to
business. But Mr. Kerfeld had spoken with Mr. Brooks and Justin as equals. They were whites, the
same as hewas. Thejanitor, by contrast, caled him mister and sr, while the grocer used the African
American'sfirs name. Thewaitress was Irmato whites, but Miss Davisto Charlie.

Inthe hometimdine, racism lingered even after more than two centuries had passed since the Civil



War. It didn't just linger here—it was dive and well. In most of the Southern states, whites ill oppressed
blacks, evenif blacks were legdly free. In Missssippi, where the black mgority had risen in revalt, it was
the other way around. And most of the states that had only afew Negroes didn't want any more. It
seemed sad and scary to someone who'd grown up knowing better.

Charlie seemed to accept things. But what ese could he do? If he fussed, the law would land on him
likeaton of bricks. Under his politeness, though, what was he thinking? In his shoes, Justin would have
hated Mr. Kerfeld and every other white person he saw. If the janitor didn't, why not?

If hedid, on the other hand, what could he do about it? Blacks had rebelled in several states besides
Missssppi, and got crushed every time. If they tried it again in Virginia, weren't they bound to fail again?
Of coursethey were. . . unless, perhaps, Ohio gave them a hand. Ohio wouldn't do that from the
goodness of its heart—oh, no. But Ohio might do it to give an enemy ahard time.

Onething that hadn't happened in this alternate was a peaceful civil-rights movement. Negroes here
hadn't set out to persuade whites that they were as good as anybody el se. Justin wondered why not.
Maybe their being crammed into the Southern states and not spread across the continent had something
to do with it. And maybe the history of uprisings|eft whites and blackstoo distrustful of each other to
look for common ground.

Mor e questions than answers, Justin thought unhappily. Things often worked that way out among the
aternates. Crosstime Traffic tried to keegp an eye on so many of them, it hadn't had the chance to sudy
them dl aswdll asit might have.

"Y ou ready, Justin?' Mr. Brooks asked. He couldn't know what Justin was worrying about.
"Yeah," Judinsad. "l guessso."

They talked with the grocer alittle more asthey paid for their food. "Take care, now," Mr. Kerfeld
said when they walked out.

Theair fdlt hot and sticky. Clouds built up in the west. "Rain coming,” Mr. Brooks remarked.

"l guess s0," Justin said, and then, softly, "Do you suppose anyone here but Charlie knowswhat his
last nameis?’

"People know,” Mr. Brooks answered. "They just don't care. Therésadifference.” Justin nodded. But
didn't that make it worse, not better?

Six

Lightning flashed, not far enough away. Beckie counted vampire bats. Sheld barely counted two of them
before thunder boomed, loud as a cannon's roar. Rain came down in buckets.

"Wow!" shesad. "You hardly ever seethisin Cdifornia."



"Thisisn't anything specid,” Gran said. "Why, when | wasalittlegirl . . . When wasthat sorm, Ethel?
Y ou know the one | mean—the bad one. Was that in '36? Or wasit ‘377"

"It was'37, | think," Mrs. Snodgrass answered, so of course Gran decided it must have happened in
2036. They went back and forth, back and forth. Either way, it was more than forty years before Beckie
was born, so she didn't worry about it awholelot. Another flash of lightning strobed acrossthe sky. This
time, the thunder came even sooner. The Snodgrasses house shook.

"Y ou don't want to see the lightning and hear the thunder at the sametime. That'sred bad news," Mr.
Snodgrass said. He glanced at hiswife and Gran. One of his gingery eyebrowsrose alittle. Washe
thinking they were the lightning and the thunder? Beckie wouldn't have been surprised.

Water drummed on the roof. No, you didn't get rain like thisin Los Angdles. It came down, and it
kept on coming. Nine zillion raindrops danced on the growing puddlesin the back yard. Beckie
wondered how often the Snodgrasses house got flooded. They didn't seem antsy, so maybeit didn't
happen as much as she guessed it might.

Mr. Snodgrass had other worries on his mind. "Hope we don't get tornadoes,” he said.

"Biteyour tongue, Ted!" hiswife exclaimed. Mr. Snodgrassredly did stick out histongue and make as
if to chomp down on it. Mrs. Snodgrass rolled her eyes before she went on, "We haven't had atwister
tear through Elizabeth for aslong as anybody can recollect. But remember the one that got Paleting?
What year wasthat, Ted? Wasit '71? Or 727"

"Wl | reckoned it was 73 mysdlf, but I'm not gonnaget al hot and bothered about it," Mr.
Snodgrass answered, adig plainly amed a hiswife and Gran. Mrs. Snodgrassrolled her eyes again.
Gran didn't even notice she'd been zinged. Beckie might have known—had known—she wouldn't. None
so blind as those who will not see, Beckie thought.

More thunder boomed and rumbled, thistime alittle longer after the lightning that lit up the front room
with awhite-purple flash. Beckie could imagine funnelsforming in wesather likethis. "What do we do if
thereisone?' she asked.

"We go down cdllar and say our prayers,” Mrs. Snodgrass answered. "If God islistening, it'll stay
away fromus. If Hesnot . . ." She screwed up her face into what was meant for asmile. "If He'snat, |
expect He's got somebody €l se He needs to save more than us. Hiswill be done.”

She sounded asif she meant it. People here took their religion more serioudy than they did in
Cdifornia. Back home, Gran went to church but Mom and Dad didn't, or not very often. In Elizabeth,
amost everybody seemed to. Beckie had gone since she came here—with the Snodgrasses and her
grand-mother going, staying away would have made her seem rude and weird. At seventeen, shefelt the
need to fit in. She didn't think she was getting much out of going—the preacher was a bore. But people
smiled and nodded just to see her there. That counted, too.

Another flash of lightning lit everything up for amoment. As Beckie blinked, she counted bats again.
Halfway between five and six of them, the thunder crashed. "That's morelikeit,” shesaid. "A mile awvay,
or pretty close”

"About what | figured mysdlf,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "1 bet that one came down on Jephany Knob. A
lot of times after athunderstorm you'll see trees knocked down up there. It draws lightning, sure enough.”

High ground did. Beckie knew that. She'd seen pictures of trees blasted during thunderstorms. She



tried to imagine what they'd smdll like. What was the odor of hot sap? She didn't know, but she wanted
to find out. "After therain stops—if therain ever stops—I'd like to have alook up there," she said. Look
wasn't dl of what she meant, but saying something like | want to have a sniff up there would only make
everybody think she was strange.

"Wadl, you can do that," Mr. Snodgrass said.
"I don't want you going up there by yoursdlf,” Gran said.

Beckie started to say everything would be fine. What she wanted to say was that Gran was an old foof
who bel onged back in the twentieth century, or maybe the nineteenth. Before she could get the words
out, Mr. Snodgrass said, "Myrtlesright, Rebecca. There may be snags up there. There may berattlers,
too—thereusudly are"

And there may be people with guns, Beckie remembered. She swallowed whatever protest she
might have made and nod-ded ingtead. "Okay, | won't,” she said. "Maybe Justin will want to go up there
withme"

That didn't make Gran any happier—»but then, what did?"I don't know what that boy hasin mind,”
shesaid, but that wasn't what she meant. She meant she knew just what Justin had in mind, and she didn't
likeit onebit.

"Dont beslly, Gran," Beckiesaid.

"I'm not being slly. Don't you wish you could say the same?' Thelook Gran gave her meant her
grandmother thought she had the same thing in mind as Jugtin did. The only thing Beckie had in mind right
then was picking up alamp and bashing Gran over the head with it. She didn', but it sure was tempting.

"Justin'sanice enough fela" Mr. Snodgrass said.
"Yes, and awholelot you know about it," Gran said.

"Oh, I recallect, | do," he answered. "1 may not be young any more, but I'm not dead yet, either, not
by along chalk. Isn't that right, sweetie?' He turned to hiswife for support.

"Men," Mrs. Snodgrass sniffed. By the way she made it sound, half the human race wasin big trouble
if she had anything to say about it. Mr. Snodgrass mimed being cut to the quick. Hiswife laughed, but
she wasn't kidding—or not much, anyhow.

The high-topped running shoes Justin had worn when he came up to Elizabeth were good enough for
amost anything. Oh, held get staresif he went to afancy dinner in them, but he doubted anybody in
Elizabeth had ever set out that fancy adinner. They weren't hiking boots or anything, but he felt more
than sure-footed enough in them to climb Jephany Knob.

"How you doing?" he asked Beckie.

"I'm fine," she answered. Just then, her foot came down on some dick mud. She dmost took a pratfall,
but awild flail of her armsand ahelping hand from Justin kept her upright. "Thanks" she said.

"Sure," hesaid. ™Y ou helped kegp me from landing on my can acouple of minutes ago.” He didn't



much want to let go of her hand, but he did. Right now, shewasagirl he knew, not agirlfriend. He knew
Mr. Brookswouldn't want her to turn into a girlfriend. Romances between Crosstime Traffic people and
localsamost aways turned out badly.

"It'snice, isntit?' shesaid. "Theair feds. . . washed clean.”

Justin nodded. Now that the rain had moved through, the nasty humidity was down. Everything
smelled green—amost like pring but not quite so swest, because fewer flowers werein bloom.

No sooner had that thought crossed Justin's mind than awisp of breeze brought anew odor withiit.
Hisnosewrinkled. So did Beckie's. That sickly-sweet smell was unmistakable. They both said the same
thing at the sametime: " Something's dead!"

It had to be something good-sized, too, or the stink wouldn't have been so obvious. Feding alittle—a
very little—like Daniel Boone, Justin followed the breeze up the knob.

"Look!" Beckie pointed. "Theresatree down." Her laugh sounded shaky. "When the storm was bad
acouple of daysago, | wondered if atree would get hit, and what hot sap smelled like. But that's not

s8p."

"No." Now Justin shook hishead. "It'sadead bear or . . ." Hisvoicetrailed away. He saw what he'd
hoped he wouldn't see. "Are you sure you want to look? It's adead man.”

"It'sCharlie" Beckie said. In and around Elizabeth, the black man stood out, dl right. "He must have
run over by the tree when the lightning started coming close, and. . . ."

"That's the worst thing you can do," Justin said. " People are supposed to know it is, too, but they do it
ayway."

"What's that by him?' Beckie asked.

Justin took acloser look. However much hewished it would, thet didn't change athing. "lt'sagun,” he
answered.

"It'snot just an ordinary gun, isit?' Like him, Beckie seemed to be doing her best not to say what
desperately needed saying. She went on, "1 mean, it'snot asquirrel gun or adeer gunon. . .."

"No, it's not any of those." Then, because he had no choice, Justin said the thing he had to say: "It'san
assault rifle” Guns made for shooting game could beworks of art in their own right. Guns made for
shooting people were ugly and functional. This one, of metal and plastic with abig, fat magazine, wasno
exception. It was an infantryman's wegpon, not the kind ajanitor out hunting had any business carrying.

And why would Charlie have gone hunting in the middle of athunderstorm that had everything in it but
the crack of doom? Justin couldn't think of any good reason. He had no trouble coming up with piles of
bad ones, though.

"What are we going to do?' Beckie said inasmall voice.

"Why are you asking me?" Justin sngpped. He wasn't angry a Beckie—he was angry a himself. The
question had severa obvious answers, and he didn't want to think about any of them.

Beckie sent him ahurt look. "Y ou're the Virginian. Y ou know what you're supposed to do when



something like this happens.”
"Something likethis?' He laughed harshly. "Nobody ever wantsto run into something like this™

That wastrue. It was adso one of the biggest understatements of dl time. He especialy didn't want to
have to ded with this mess, because he wasn't ared Virginian—not from this aternate, anyhow. If he
were, he would have reacted without even thinking. He was sure of that. A black man with an assault
rifle? What could that mean but an uprising against the whiteswho'd ruled this Virginiaaslong asthered
been aVirginiahere? And what €lse could you do about it but report it to the authorities and turn them
loose on al the African Americansfor kilometers—no, for miles—around?

Because he was from the home timeline, Justin didn't see things the way alocal would have. He knew
the blacks here were oppressed. He sympathized with them for wanting to do something about it. He
didn't want to get shot himsdlf, though, any more than an ordinary white Virginian here would have.

"We need to cdl the police, don't we?' Beckie said.

"The sheriff, you mean,” Justin said. Elizabeth wasn't big enough to have a police department. But it
was acounty seet, and the sheriff's office and the county jail were in the same building as the county
courthouse.

"That'sright. I've talked with him before," Beckie said. She took her phone off her belt. "Do you want
tocdl, or shdl 1?7

"I'll doit," hesaid. "We're both strangers, but at least | come from Virginia" One morelie he had to
tell.

He didn't have the Wirt County sheriff's number, but acal to information took care of that. "Thishere
is Sheriff Cochrane," said adeegp voice on the other end of theline. "Who am | talking to?' Justin gave his
name. He told Sheriff Cochrane where he was, and what he and Beckie had found there. "Good God in
the foothilld" the sheriff burst out. " Charlie? Are you sure?'

Before Jugtin answered, he bresthed in another lungful of that foul odor. "I'm sure, al right,” he
answered grimly.

"Okay. I'm on my way—top of Jephany Knob, you said? Don't touch anything before | get there, you
hear?' Without waiting for an answer, Cochrane hung up.

"Well?' Beckie asked when Justin gave her phone back.
"He'scoming,” Justin said. "He says not to touch anything.”

That made her mad, which Justin thought was funny. "How dumb does he think we are?' she
demanded.

"He probably doesn't think we are. He probably said it just in case," Justin answered. "He probably
saysit every time anything happens.” How often did things happen in Wirt County? Justin had no idea.

Sheriff Cochrane wasted no time. Red lights flashing, his car pulled to astop at the bottom of the knob
ingde of five minutes. He wore brown boots, akhaki uniform, and what Justin thought of as a Smokey
the Bear hat, though nobody in this aternate had ever dreamed up Smokey. He climbed Jephany Knob
with the ar of aman who knew the ground aswell as he knew his own office—and with apistol in his



right hand.

"You two," he muttered when he saw Justin and Beckie. "Strangers.” By theway he said it, that was
amog acrimeinitsdalf. Hedidn't quite aim the pistol at them, but he sure had it ready.

Justin pointed to the lightning-blasted tree. "Therés the body."

"Uh-huh." As soon as Cochrane turned towardsit, hislong face got even longer. "Y eah, that's Charlie,
sure asthe devil." His nosgtrils twitched. He grimaced. "And he's been here a couple days, hasn't he?' He
did some more muttering, then walked over and crouched next to the dead man—and next to the assaullt
rifle by hisright hand. Cochrane pointed toit. "Y ou kids touch this piece? At dl?1 won't get mad—well,
| won't get real mad—if you tell meyes. But if you tell me no and your prints show up, you don't even
want to think about how much trouble you're in, not in wartime you don't. So—did you?'

"No, sr," Justin and Beckie said together.

"Okay." The sheriff put on rubber gloves. He picked up the assault rifle, holding it by the barrel, and
put it in aplastic evidence bag. Then helooked down at Charlie and shook hishead. "1 hadn't seen him
around, but | didn't think anything of it, you know? Hiswife didn't call himin missing, either. | don't like
that abit. | don't want to believe any of this. If Charli€'s not to be trusted, there's not a colored fellow in
the whole blamed statewho is"

Hewaslikely to beright. Why would blacksin Virginiastay loyd to the government that didn't give
them the rights whites took for granted? The only reason Justin could seefor their staying quiet was that
they were afraid to rise up. If they lost thet fear . . . Well, there Charlielay.

"Strangers,” Sheriff Cochrane muttered again. He eyed Justin and Beckie. "What were you two doing
up here, anyway?'

"Just taking awalk," Justin answered.
"Wewere glad to get out after the rain cooped us up," Beckie added.

"Uh-huh," the sheriff said. That might have meant he wondered if they'd come up hereto fool around.
Rules or no rules, Justin wouldn't have minded. But Cochrane was a so thinking of something else. Y ou
weren't by any chance up here while it wasraining, were you?'

They were white. He had to be careful how he questioned them. But Justin knew what he meant. He
wanted to know if they had anything to do with the Negro and the assaullt rifle. That waswhat they got
for being strangers. They both shook their heads at the sametime. "Y ou can ask my grandmother and
Mr. and Mrs. Snodgrass,” Beckie said. "Besides, | would have drowned if | went out in that.”

"My uncdlewill tdl you | waswith him al thetime," Justin said.

"Another stranger,” Sheriff Cochrane said. But he went on, "Wdll, I've known the Snodgrasses since
dirt. They wouldn't have any truck with athing likethis, that'safact." He got to hisfeet. "Y ou kids come
on back to the car with me. I'll take you into town."

"What about Charlie?' Justin asked.

Sheriff Cochrane looked back at the janitor's body. "He's not going anywhere," he said, and Justin
couldn't very well argue with that. The sheriff's voice took on the sngp of command: "Comeon, | told



you."

Down Jephany Knob they went, dl of them skidding when they hit dick patches of mud. Nobody fell,
which Justin took for aminor miracle. The sheriff started to open the back door to the bright red car,
then changed his mind and opened the front door instead.

"Crowd inbesdeme" hesaid. "If | put you in back, everybody who seesyou in theréll figurel've
jugged you, and I've got no call to do that." Aswith most police cars, this one had afine meta grill
between front seat and back to make sure prisoners didn't kick up any trouble.

The front seat was crowded with three peopleinit. Justin, in the middle, didn't mind getting squeezed
againg Beckie. Sheriff Cochrane was adifferent story. He smelled of tobacco, and the pistol on hisright
hip was an uncomfortable lump. Justin was glad it wasn't more than a couple of minutes ride back to
Elizabeth.

Cochrane stopped the car at the corner of Route 14 and Prunty. "Guess I'll let the two of you out right
here, if that's okay," he said.

"Sure," Beckie said, and got out in ahurry. Justin did out after her. The sheriff's car headed on up
toward the courthouse. "Shall we go back to the Snodgrasses?' Beckie asked.

Justin shook hishead. "Let'sjust wait herefor alittle bit." Shelooked puzzled, but she didn't say no.

Inside of ten minutes, the sheriff's car raced down Route 14 toward Jephany Knob again. Thistime,
Sheriff Cochrane had his deputy dong with him. "Oh," Beckie sad. "Isthat what you were looking for?*

"Yeah," he answered. "Weren't you?'

"l guess,”" shesaid. "I'm not from here, so | don't know for sure—how much trouble is what we found
going to cause?'

Even though Justin wasn't redly from this dternate's Virginia, either, answering that was easy aspie.
"Lots" hesad.

"Charlie?' Mrs. Snodgrass said. "Charlie up there on the knob with arifle? 1 don't believeit.”

"l don't want to believeit,” Mr. Snodgrass said, which wasn't the samething at dl. "If Charlie could do
athinglikethat . . ."

"Ungrateful, iswhat itis" hiswife said. "Everybody in town treated him dmost like he was one of us."

That almost was the problem. Beckie could hear it, and could hear that it waswrong. By dl the Signs,
nobody born and raised in Virginiacould. She thought about saying something, but she was sure nobody
would listen to her. She'd hoped her grandmother might, but Gran was nodding along with what Mrs.
Snodgrass said—for once, she'd found something she agreed with. Y ou could take the young woman out
of Virginia, but taking Virginiaout of the young woman was much harder. Virginias attitudes stayed in
Gran even though she wasn't young any more.

"If thingsare like that here," Mr. Snodgrass said, "what's it like places where they have lots of colored
people?’



"The TV hasn't talked about anything bad,” hiswife said.
"It wouldn't, not unlessthings are so bad it can't pretend they're good," he said darkly.
"Maybe the sckness has something to do with keeping everything else quiet,” Beckie said.

"Maybe it does. | wouldn't be surprised,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "And when you've got to go and thank
adisease for something, you know you'rein apile of trouble." Beckie wished she could think that was
wrong, too, but she feared it was much too right.

L ate that afternoon, somebody rang the doorbell. When Mrs. Snodgrass opened the door, she
exclamed in surprise—it wasn't Mr. Brooks and Jugtin, and it wasn't any of her neighbors, either. "Who
areyou?' she asked, her voice a startled squeak.

"Werefrom the VirginiaBureau of Investigation,” one of the men at the door said in ahard, flat voice.
"Hereismy identification.”

"And ming" another man said.

"We're here to see aMiss, uh, Rebecca Royer. |s she staying at this address?’ yet another man
added.

"Yes, sheis," Mrs. Snodgrass answered. She turned and raised her voice: "Beckie! Three men from
the VBI to seeyou!”

Beckie wanted to see men from the VVBI, or even one man from the VBI, about as much as she
wanted to lose her appendix without anesthetics. Nobody cared what she wanted, though. She was just
aforeigner here, and Virginia, as Sheriff Cochrane had reminded her and Justin, was at war. If she gave
these people trouble, they could give her more and worse. "Here | am," she said.

In came the men from the Virginia Bureau of Investigation. They weren't quite so dike asthree peasin
apod, but they came close. They wore sober suits, two of gray, one of navy. Their hair was cut short,
military style. They were about the same size, and they al had serious expressions. The onein the blue
it said, "MissRoyer, | am Senior Agent Jefferson. With me are Agent Madison and Agent Tyler." They
all flashed badges. Jefferson'swas gold, the other two silver. The senior agent went on, "May | see your

passport, please?"

"Here." Beckie pulled it out of her purse. When you werein aforeign state, you dways had to have it
with you. She knew that.

Senior Agent Jefferson didn't just examine the passport. He took ajeweler's loupe from his pocket
and stuck the magnifier in front of hiseye. Even that didn't satisfy him. He used some kind of handheld
electronic sniffer on the passport, too. Only after agreen light came on did he grudgingly hand the
booklet back. "This does gppear to be genuine," he said. "What is the purpose of your vist to Virginia?'

"My grandmother grew up in Elizabeth,” Beckie answered. " She and Mrs. Snodgrass are cousins.”
"That checksout," Agent Tyler said—Beckie thought the one on Jefferson's left was Tyler, anyhow.

"Well, it would, whether or not. The other Sdeisn't about to missthat kind of trick," the senior agent
sad.



"What other sde?' Beckie asked.

Jefferson didn't answer her, or maybe he did: "What was the purpose of your stopsin Ohio prior to
entering Virginia?'

They think I'm a spy. The certainty she wasright filled Beckie with fear. They even think Gran's a
spy. If that didn't prove they'd never had thing one to do with Becki€'s grandmother, nothing ever would.
"Two of Gran'ssigterslivein Ohio," she said, as camly as she could. "We stayed with them before we
came here"

"That also checks," Agent Madison said.

"| told you—it would." Senior Agent Jefferson seemed to make a career out of not letting anything
impress him. He turned back to Beckie. "And by chance you were one of the people involved in the
discovery of Charles Clark's body?"

"If that'swhat hislast namewas. | never knew. Nobody here ever used it." Beckie couldn't resist the
little sarcagtic dig.

She might have done better to let it go. Jefferson looked at her with no expression at al on hisface.
"What isyour opinion of Virginiassocia structure, Miss Royer?"

That one had teeth and claws and spines. She didn't need to be a secret agent to see as much. "In
Cdifornia, wetreat everybody pretty much the sameway," she said carefully. "Wetry to, anyhow. It
seemsto work for us."

"And so you would be opposed to our forms of socia control?* Senior Agent Jefferson pounced.

If she said no, he'd think she waslying. Hed beright, too. If she said yes, held think she was some
kind of subversve. What to do? What to do?"Wéll, if | were black, | sure wouldn't want to live under
them,” she answered. "But that doesn't mean | want to pick up agun and start shooting people.”

"Would you give other people guns so they could pick them up and start shooting with them?' the VBI
man asked.

"No!" Therewasred horror in her voice, horror and terror enough to make dl three agents blink.
Tyler stepped back a pace. They didn't know—she hoped to heaven they didn't know—about Uncle
Luke and about therifles shed helped smuggleinto Virginia

The agents put their heads together. They plainly beieved her. How could they not believe her after
shelet out ayelp likethat? If they did believe her, they also had to believe she had nothing to do with the
assault rifle poor Charlie Clark was carrying when lightning and the toppling tree did him in.

"Why were you up on Jephany Knob when you discovered the dead man's body?' Agent Madison
asked.

"It felt nice to get out and about. It felt nice to be able to get out and about,” Beckie said. "Wed had
two days of thunderstorms like you wouldn't believe—like | wouldn't believe, anyway. We don't get that
kind of wegther in LosAngeles.”

"Y ou were with"—M adison paused to check his notes—" Justin Monroe on the knob. What is your
relaionship with Justin Monroe?"



"Werefriends" Beckie sad.
"Areyou. .. morethan friends?'

"No," she said. "We both got stuck herein Elizabeth. Gran and | couldn't get out after the war Started,
and he and his uncle couldn't |eave after the disease broke out." Justin and Mr. Brooks had been
exposed to it, too. Shetried not to think about that, because it might mean she'd a so been exposed.

"Why did you make friendswith him and not with some of the young men from Elizabeth?' Madison
asked. "And how did it happen that two strangers found the body, not any of the locals?*

"He's been over here alot because his uncle does businesswith Mr. Snodgrass,” Beckie answered.
"He's nice enough, and he's from acity, too. We have more in common than | do with peoplein
Elizabeth." She had lessin common with people from Elizabeth than she did with anyone this side of men
from the moon, but she didn't want to say that.

Agent Madison was stubborn. ™Y ou only answered thefirgt haf of my question,” he reminded her.

"Oh. Why were we the ones who found the body? | don't know what to tell you. Dumb luck isthe
only thing I can think of. It wasn't good luck, either.”

"Wethink it was," Senior Agent Jefferson said. "It shows that treason has reached even
out-of-the-way placeslike this. Treason is a disease worse than the one Ohio turned loose on us, but
well fix it." He sounded grim and determined. But then he eased—judt alittle. "I don't believe you were
persondly involved init, evenif you are from Cdifornia. Thank you for your time." He and the other two
agents|eft.

Even if you are from California. They assumed shewasaradica just because shed grown upin
L.A. By therr standards, they wereright, too. Cdiforniaand Virginiaweren't only two different states.
They were two different worlds. But she was stuck in this one now, no matter how much she wished she
weren't. Sheld got through thisfirgt grilling. What was coming up next?

In moviesand on TV, the knock on the door dways came in the middie of the night. Justin and Mr.
Brooks were getting ready to go the the grocery when it came in Elizabeth. They both jumped. They
weren't used to company in their motel room.

Justin was closer to the door, so he opened it. He didn't expect to see three somber men in this
dternate's somber business auits. "Who are you?' he said foolishly.

"Senior Agent Jefferson, VBI." The onein the middle flashed agold badge. "With meare Agents Tyler
and Madison." The other two men showed silver badges. Jefferson went on, ™Y ou would be Justin
Monroe, correct?’

"That'sright."”
"And your uncle is Randolph Brooks? Is he here now?"

"I'm here" Mr. Brooks said from behind Justin. "What's this al about?"



"We have some questions for your nephew, Mr. Brooks, regarding his discovery of the body of
Charles Clark," Jefferson answered. He gave his attention back to Justin. "May | see your identification,
please?'

They werein agtate caled Virginia. It was ademocracy of sorts. They spoke an English not much
different from that of the hometimeine. Even so, Justin couldn't tell them to get lost, not unless he wanted
to seetheingdeof acdl in nothing flat. Hed aready found that his forged documents were good enough
to pass mugter. All the same, his heart thumped as he handed them over. Senior Agent Jefferson
examined them with alens and with an electronic gadget, then nodded and passed them back. Justin tried
not to show how relieved he was as he stuck them in hiswallet and put the wallet in his pocket.

"Thank you," Jefferson said, plainly not meaning it in the least. "' Please describe how you found Charles
Clark'sbody. Y ou were not aone on Jephany Knob when you did—isthat correct?’

"Yes, uh, ar," Justin answered. Jefferson had to know that. He would have talked with Sheriff
Cochrane. If he hadn't, he wouldn't bein Elizabeth at dl. Had he dready talked to Beckie? Justin
wouldn't have been surprised. He said, "Do you people want to come in instead of standing in the
doorway?'

"Thank you," the senior agent said again, thistime with alittle more warmth in hisvoice. Thethree VBI
men walked into the motel room and sat down on the ratty couch. Without missing a beet, Jefferson
continued, "Who waswith you?'

"Beckie Royer," Justin said.

"From Cdifornia" That was Agent Tyler. In the hometimeline, people from sateslike Virginia
sometimes |ooked down their noses at Cdifornians—and vice versa. It seemed al the moretrue here,
where the two states redlly were separate countries instead of just acting that way.

Justin only nodded. He couldn't very well deny that Beckie was from Cdifornia. "Nice-looking girl,"
Agent Madison remarked, asif cutting him some dack. He nodded again. Madison asked, "Why did you
go up onto the knob?"

"Just to have something to do. It was niceto get out after therain." Justin made aface. "If | knew wed
find abody up there, we would have gone somewhere else, believe me."

He got athin smile from Madison, astony stare from Jefferson, and adirty look from Tyler. "How did
you find the body?"

"Wesmdled it." Justin would never forget that odor for the rest of hislife. "He must have been dead a
couple of days by then. The smell led meto the body, and | saw the gun by it. That'swhen | called the
sheriff." They couldn't think there was anything wrong with that . . . could they?

"Y ou were not on Jephany Knob while the thunderstorm was at its peak?' Senior Agent Jefferson
asked.

"Y ou'd have to be nutsto go up there then,” Justin said. "It wasn't just raining cats and dogs—it was
raining cougars and wolves."

That got him another smile from Agent Madison. But Agent Tyler said, "Clark didn't care about the
wesether."



"No, sr," Jugtin agreed, "but he should have, shouldn't he?!

The VBI men only grunted. In the background, Mr. Brooks coughed once or twice. Justin supposed
that meant he shouldn't rattle the agents cages. Part of him knew the coin and stamp dedler was giving
him good advice. Part of him inssted their cages needed rattling—after dl, they weretryingto rettle his.

"How do you fed about Virginids socid system?' Senior Agent Jefferson asked.

| hate it. | think you deserve every pound's worth of trouble you've brought on yourselves, Jusin
thought. Sometimes the truth wasn't the best answer. If he told the truth here, they would haul him off to
an unpleasant jail and do even more unpleasant thingsto him. He didn't like being a hypocrite, now or
any other time. But the question rubbed his nose in the fact that you couldn't dways say what you

thought.

And so he gave what he thought was a casua response: " The same as anybody else does, | guess.” It
wasn't even completely alie. Anybody e se from the hometimeline waslikdy to fed the sameway he
did.

Jefferson's face showed none of what he thought. He probably made a dangerous poker player.
"Doesn't it bother you that Rebecca Royer plainly believesin the pernicious doctrine of Negro equdity?!
he asked.

No, it doesn't bother me, because | do, too. Again, Justin didn't say what he thought. Insteed, he just
shrugged. "She'sfrom Cdlifornia. What can you expect?'

That wasthe right answer. All three VBI agents nodded. "Kid's got some sense,” Agent Madison
muttered.

"Why do you hang around with her, then?' Agent Tyler asked.

Now Justin looked at him asif he wasn't very bright. "We don't spend awhole lot of time talking about
politics" he said. Let them use their imagination to figure out what he and Beckie did talk abot.

Agent Madison snickered, then tried to pretend he hadn't. Agent Tyler turned adull red. Senior Agent
Jefferson, grinding asaglacier, sad, "Miss Royer satesthat the two of you arejust friends.”

"Widl, yeah," Justin admitted, and his sorrowful tone of voice made Madison snicker again. Justin went
on, "But thereés no law that says | can't keep trying, isthere?’

"Maybe Cdiforniahas one—I don't know." Jefferson tried asmile himself. It didn't look quite natural
on hisface. He changed the subject: " Are you acquainted with IrmaDavis?'

"Not any more—she'sdead,” Justin blurted.
"Well, yes. But were you acquainted with her?"

"Sure. Shewas the waitress at the diner across the street. Uncle Randy and | would eat breakfast over
theredl thetimetill she, uh, got Sck.”

"'S0 you have been exposed to the biologica agent Ohio wickedly unleashed on our innocent
population?" Jefferson sounded asif he'd listened to too many Virginia newscasts.



"We hope we havent,” Mr. Brooks said before Justin could reply. No matter which of them said it,
that wasno lie.

"So dowe," Agent Madison said. They weren't wearing gas masks and protective gear, the way the
paramedics who put Irmain the ambulance had been. Maybe they had nostril filtersthat didn't show, but
those could do only so much. Getting ordered to Elizabeth wouldn't have made the agents jump up and
down with glee. Justin wondered if they'd have to get decontaminated after they drove away. He also
wondered if that would help.

"What will you do in case of Negro unrest?" Jefferson asked.

"Hope things settle down before too many people get hurt,” Justin answered. That seemed to satisfy
the VBI men. Justin was afraid he knew why: when they thought about people, they didn't include African
Americans. And the blacksin Virginiawere asready to hate him because he was white as whiteswould
have been if he were black. Did that have any good answers? If it did, he couldn't see them.

Seven

Thefirst time Mrs. Snodgrass sneezed, Beckie didn't pay much attention. But when she did it four or five
timesin arow, each sneeze more ferocious than the one before, Beckie said, " Good heavens! Blessyou!
Areyou dl right?"

"I ... a<chod ...think s0." Mrs. Snodgrass made aliar out of herself by sneezing three more times.
She pulled atissue from abox on the end table and blew her nose. Then she sank down onto the couch.
"I hope I'm dl right, anyway. All that sneezing kind of takesit out of you."

"l guessit would." Beckie looked at her. Was she flushed? Beckie thought so, but she wasn't sure—or
maybe shejust didn't want to dwell on what her being flushed might mean.

Mr. Shodgrass came into the room. "Y ou trying to blow your head off, Ethel?' he asked. That made
Beckie smile—her father and mother teased each other the same way. But he stopped teasing when he
got alook at hiswifesface. ™Y ou okay, swesetie?' Sudden worry roughened his voice.

"| think s0," Mrs. Snodgrass said again, but she didn't sound so surethistime.

Mr. Snodgrass walked over, stooped, and pressed hislipsto her forehead. Beckie's mom would do
that when she or one of her brothers or her sister wasn't feding well. The lines between Mr. Snodgrass
eyebrows and the ones that bracketed the sides of his mouth got deeper and harsher. All a once, he
looked like an old man. "Y ourewarm," he said. It sounded like an accusation.

"Wdl, maybe| do fed alittle peaked." Mrs. Snodgrass screwed up her face and started sneezing
agan.

"Y ou reckon | ought to call the doctor?' Ted Snodgrass asked.

"Now how would you get him to come out to Elizabeth with things the way they are?' Hiswife blew



her nose again, asif to say how slly theideawas.

Gran walked in gnawing on aroll. Shetook onelook at her cousin and said, "Ethel Snodgrass, areyou
coming down sick with that stupid plague?’ There never was a Situation that Gran couldn't make worse
with afew ill-chosen words.

"Of course not,” Mrs. Snodgrass, and started sneezing again asif it were going out of style.

"I reckon maybe | will cal the doctor,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "Just to stay on the safe sde.” He gave
Gran adirty look. Beckie didn't blame him a bit. He walked into the other room to use the phone. Beckie
didn't blame him for that. He couldn't want his wife to hear how worried he had to be.

Beckie couldn't make out what he was saying, either. She could make out histone of voice, though. If
he wasn't scared to death, she'd never heard anybody who was.

She thought of Charlie Clark, and wished she hadn't. Talking about desth wasn't the same when you'd
seen thered thing. And then she thought about the waitress at the diner. What was her name? Irma, that
was it. She was dead, too. Beckie looked at Mrs. Snodgrass, then looked away in ahurry. She didn't
carefor any of the directions her mind was going in right now.

Mr. Snodgrass waked into the front room again. He said, "Wdll, hon, they're going to send an
ambulance from Parkersburg. Be here in twenty minutes, ahdf hour, they told me."

"That'sslly," Mrs. Snodgrass said. "It's nothing but asummer cold.”

Gran garted to say something about that. Beckie kicked her in the ankle, accidentally on purpose.
Gran jumped. "Y ou be careful!" she said. "What in the world do you think you're doing?'

"I'm sorry, Gran," Beckie said, meek asyou please. If Gran got mad at her . . . well, so what? Gran
had got mad at her lots of times, and this wouldn't be the last one—not even close. However much Gran
fussed and fumed, Beckie could dedl with it. Poor Mrs. Snodgrass, on the other hand, redlly had
something wrong with her. She wouldn't need Gran making things worse.

Mr. Snodgrass nodded to Beckie. "You'real right,” he murmured. Gran—surprisel—never noticed.

Beckie gtarted trying to figure out how shefelt hersalf. Was she warmer than she should have been?
Did she need to sneeze? To cough? To do anything she wouldn't normaly do? She knew that wassllly . .
.inaway. In another way, it wasn't. When you were with somebody who was dl too likely to have a
horrible disease, how could you not worry about coming down with it yourself?

She heard the ambulance's Siren long beforeit got to the Snodgrasses house. Sound carried amazingly
far in Elizabeth. In Los Angeles, the constant background noise of cars and machinery and airplanes and
everything else that went into abig city muffled and blunted distant sounds. Not here. Here, the
background noise was birdsongs and the wind in the trees, and that was about it.

The ambulance screeched to astop in front of the house. All up and down Prunty, people would be
coming out to stare at it. Beckie was as sure of that asif she could see them hersdf. What else did they
have to do for excitement? And, like her, they had something redl to worry about.

Mr. Snodgrass et the paramedics into the house. They were dressed in what |ooked like spacesuits. A
shame space travel never quite panned out, Beckie thought. Satellitesthat relayed Sgnads and kept an
eye on the weather came in handy. Probes had flown dl across the Solar System and men had goneto



the moon and Mars. But there didn't seem to be much room for people anywhere but Earth.

All that went through Beckie's mind in less than a second. The lead paramedic hurried over to Mrs.
Snodgrass, who'd got visibly sicker while everybody waited for the ambulance. "How do you fed,
maam?"' he asked. Coming from behind his respirator, hisvoice sounded al ghostly.

"Cold," she answered. "Cold and kind of purple. | mean . .. | don't know what | mean." Beckie
shivered. That didn't sound good.

The paramedic stuck athermometer tip in Mrs. Snodgrass ear. "What's her temperature?’ her
husband asked anxioudy.

"It'sjust over 104, sir," the paramedic said. Beckie trandated that into the Celsius degrees she was
used to. Over forty! That was ahigh fever. The man went on, "WEell haveto take her in." He turned to
his partner. " Give these people shots, George."

"Right," George said.
"What kind of shots?' Mr. Snodgrass said.

"Gammaglobulin, made from the blood serum of people who've had thisthing,” the paramedic
answered. "We don't know how much good it will do, but it won't hurt you. And you've sure as the devil

been exposed.”

Mr. Snodgrass took his shot without aword. So did Beckie, but it wasn't easy—she didn't like
needles, not even alittle bit. Gran kicked up afuss. Beckie might have known she would—she kicked up
afuss about everything. "They say grammaglofulinisn't good for you," she squawked. Beckie was sure
sheld never heard of gammaglobulinin her life before—if she had, she would have pronounced it better.
But her mysterious they had something to say about everything.

"Look here, maam—if you want to get Sick, that's your business," George said. "But if you get sick
and spread it to other people like this pretty little girl here’—he pointed at Beckie with agloved
hand—"that's Virginias business. So I'm going to give you this shot no matter what. It's the best hope for
staying well you'vegot.”

"They say—" Gran broke off with ayip, because the paramedic did what he'd said he would do. She
let him put acohol on the spot where held stuck her. If 1ooks could have killed, though, George would
havefalen over on thefloor.

Instead, he and his partner put Mrs. Snodgrass on a stretcher and carried her out. The ambulance
ghrilled away. Gran watched avidly till it turned the corner on State Route 14 and disappeared. Other
peopl€'s catastrophes were meat and drink to her.

Mr. Snodgrass watched, too, but not the same way. All at once, he looked shrunken and ancient.
He'd been spry enough to seem much younger than hisyears. He suddenly didn't. They'd crashed down
on himlike alanddide, and his shoulders dumped under the weight of them. "Areyou dl right?' Beckie
asked softly.

He shook himsdf like aman coming out of cold water. Every bit of his attention had been with the
ambulance. Now he had to call himsdf back to thered world, and it wasn't easy for him."Am | dl
right?' He might have been asking himsdlf the same question. After some serious thought, he shook his
head. "Wéll, now that you mention it, no. Ethel and me, we haven't spent more than ahandful of nights



gpart the past forty-five years. It be powerful strange, lying down tonight and trying to deep without her
lying there next to me."

"I'm sorry," Beckie said. "I'm sorry about everything.”

"I only wish | could have gone with her, but they weren't about to let me," he said. "'l guessthey
worried I might come down with it mysdlf. Likel care! If she'snot with me, what difference doesit make
whether | live or die? But | suppose | might passit on to other folksif I come down sick, and that
wouldnt beright."

How am | supposed to answer him? Beckie wondered. She couldn't seeany way at dl. The
ambulance siren faded into silence. Mr. Snodgrass still seemed old.

"Do you think we ought to be doing this?* Justin asked as he and Mr. Brooks walked toward the
Snodgrasses house. Then he answered his own question: "Well, why not? Way things are, it's about even
money who's exposing whom to what."

Randolph Brooks nodded. "That'show | look at it, too. What with Irmabreathing in our faces every
day for who knows how long, we're not taking any big chances ourselves. And everybody there has
aready been up closeto the virus. Besides, Ted Snodgrassisafriend of mine. These aretheleast | can
do." He hefted the flowers he was carrying.

Justin nodded. Before coming to Elizabeth, hed wondered if people from the hometimdinerealy
could make friends with the locals. Now that held got to know Beckie, he saw they could. People were
people, no matter where they came from. And this aternate's breakpoint was only alittle more than three
hundred years old. Folks here still had alot in common with those from his America

Thewesather had everything in common with his Americas. It was hot and humid. Walking just the few
blocks from the motel to the house on Prunty made sweat stand out on his face and made his shirt stick
to him asif it were glued to his hide. He wondered how people had lived, he wondered how they'd
worked, before air-conditioning was invented. A lot of them hadn't, or not for very long—doing hard
labor in wesather like thisredly could lay you low.

That was one of the reasons the white colonistsimported African davesinto the South. They thought
the Negroes could stand the climate better than they could themsalves—and if the Negroes were doing
the hard work in the fields, they wouldn't haveto. If you thought of people as chattdls, as property of the
same sort as cattle or sheep, it made good logical sense.

If.

African Americans weren't property any morein thisaternate, of course. Evenin the states that tried
hardest to keep them as daves, they'd been legdly free for two centuries now. But the difference
between legdly free and legdly equa—Iet done sociadly equa—made agulf aswide asthe Grand
Canyon. Blacks hadn't been able to crossit anywhere here—except in Mississppi, where they'd put
whites on the wrong side of it. People here had alot in common with those from his America, yes. . . but
not enough.

"No wonder Charlie Clark carried agun,” Justin muttered.

"No wonder at all—but don't say that out loud,” Mr. Brooks replied.



"Don't say thisout loud. Don't say that out loud.” Justin knew he was|osing histemper, but couldn't
seemto help it. "Sureisawonderful place where were staying. Oh, yeah."

"Do you want the VBI men knocking on our door again?' the coin and stamp dealer asked. "They will,
if you make peoplein Elizabeth suspicious of you. And if they think you've got anything to dowitha
Negro uprisng, al the gloves come off. Can you blame them for thinking like that?'

You bet | can. Justin Sarted to say it, but a gesture from Mr. Brooks made him hold histongue. The
older man mouthed one word. Bugs. Was somebody aiming a parabolic mike at them right now? Had
the VBI men planted tiny microphonesin their hotel room? In the Snodgrasses home? In their pockets?
It could happen in the home timeline. Here? The technology here wasn't as good, but was it good
enough? Justin wouldn't have been surprised.

So Mr. Brookswastalking asif other people were listening. And Justin knew he had to do the
same—for now, anyway. "No, of course not,” he said. "An uprisng would beterrible.” That wastrue. . .
from awhite Virginian's point of view. Justin'sreal opinion was better left unsaid if anyone herewas
ligening.

Mr. Brooks knocked on the Snodgrasses door. Mr. Snodgrass opened it amoment later. Y ou didn't
need to do that," he said when he saw the flowers.

"I think 1 did,” Mr. Brooks said. "And whether | needed to or not, | wanted to. How's she doing?
Have you heard?'

"Wl that's right kind of you. Come onin.” Ted Snodgrass stepped aside to make room. He didn't
seem to want to answer Mr. Brooks question, but findly hedid: "I haven't heard anything redlly bad.
They've got her in intensive care in Parkersburg, and they're doing everything they know how to do.
Heaven only knows how I'm going to pay for it al, but I'll worry about that later. Well see what the
insurance covers.”

Virginiadidn't have government-paid health coverage, theway the U.SA. inthe hometimdinedid.
Y ou bought insurance yourself. If you couldn't afford to, you paid up front when you got sick. If you
couldn't afford to do that, you went in hock up to your eyebrows—or you stayed away from doctors. To
Justin, that wasn't amedica system. It was more like abad joke.

Severd other bouquets dready perfumed the living room. Neighbors, Judtin thought. Helivedina
suburb in northern Virginiain the home timeline. If someonein hisfamily got sck, the neighbors might not
even know about it. This aternate had good points aswell as bad.

Beckie came into the front room. "How are you?" Justin asked her.
"Worried," she said, which was a straight answer. "Y ou?"

"Y eah, me, too. Still okay so far, though." As he had once before, Justin knocked on hishead, asif to
knock on wood. He had more confidence in the home timdinesimmunity shotsthan in this aternate's
gammaglobulin, but he wasn't quite sure he ought to. "Shall we go out back and talk?" he asked.

"Sure. Why not?" shesaid.

The back yard wasn't likely to be bugged. Of course, if hisown clotheswere. . . Hedidn't think that
was likely, either, but Mr. Brooks wasright to worry. Y ou never could tell. They grabbed a couple of
fizzesfrom the refrigerator and went out. Justin laughed. "Maybe we should have stayed indgde after dl. It



sureisnicer with theair conditioning.”

"You grew up in Virginia, and you say that? The humidity here drivesme nuts" Beckie said. "But out
here we won't have Gran hovering around trying to listen to everything we say."

He laughed again. She wasn't worried about bugging—she was worried about being bugged. ™Y our
grandmother seems nice enough,” he said. He'd done that before, too. Y ou had to stay polite about other
peoplesrelatives.

The people whose rel aives they were didn't have to stay polite. That was part of what made having
relatives fun. Beckie sure didn't bother. "Only goes to show you don't know her very well," she said.
"She's. . ." She stopped, shaking her head.

"That bad?' Justin was thinking of an aunt of hiswho drank too much every oncein awhile. When she
did, sheliked to tell stories—endless stories—about him asalittle boy. That made him awfully glad to
have her around.

"Worse," Beckie said without the least hesitation. "Back home, | could put up with her—sort of,
anyhow—~because we could get away from each other. But we've been in each other's pockets ever
sincethismiserable trip started, and | don't think I'm going to want to have much to do with her for the
rest of my life. All she ever doesis complain and blame other people. Nothing's ever her fault. If you
don't believe me, just ask her.”

Justin laughed. Then heredized Beckie wasn't kidding, not even alittle bit. "I'm glad you made the
trip," hesaid.

"I'm not!" sheexclamed. "I wish | werein Cdifornia, thirty-five hundred kilometers away from bombs
and missiles and uprisngs and diseases and everything ese.”

"Oh," Justin said in avery small voice. HEd wanted to say he was glad sheld cometo Virginia because
he wouldn't have met her if she hadn't. That would have made a pretty speech. But it was also pretty
sdfish when you got right down to it, which he hadn't. Coming to Virginiamade it alot more likely that
shewould get killed. Had he thought about that before he stuck hisfoot in his mouth? No, not even a
little bit.

Sheraised an eyebrow. He had the bad fedling she knew exactly what he wasthinking. "I like you,"
shesaid. "Don't get mewrong. Aslong asI'm stuck here, it'snicethat I've made afriend. But I'd ill
rather be home. If that hurtsyour fedings, I'm sorry."

"It'sokay," hesaid, whichwas. . . hdf true, anyway. "I understand how you fed." Hewasn't lying
there. He wished he'd thought faster.

She changed the subject on him: "Remember how | was talking about the old United Statesawhile
ago?’

"Uh-huh." Justin wasn't likely to forget that, or how much it had scared him.

"If they hadn't fallen gpart, thiskind of stuff couldn't happen,” she said. " Stateswouldn't go to war with
each other whenever they fdt likeit, because thered be something bigger to stop them.”

She was right—if you ignored the Civil War. But thiswas one of those timeswhen being right did no
good at all. "You're only about three hundred years too late to worry about it now," he pointed out.



"I know." She nodded sadly. "Still, they should have been able to do something back then. Have you
ever written astory or drawn a picture where you know exactly how you want it to turn out—you've got
thisimage insde your head—but what you end up with isn't like that because you just aren't good enough
to makeit come out right?"

"Oh, sure." Justin nodded, too. "Who hasn't?"

"That'swhat the United States reminds me of," Beckie said. "It was a good idea—they were agood
idea?—but the people in charge didn't know how to put them together so they'd tick. It'stoo bad.”

"l guess." Justin was lucky enough to come from atimeline where the Congtitution took care of the
problemswith the Articles of Confederation. Till coming here, hetook that for granted. He didn't now.

Beckie sghed. "But you're right—it's too late now. Nothing will make any of the states give up power
to some bigger government. And so welll have lots of stupid little wars. | just hope we don't have any big
ones”

"Me, too," Justin said. "How many states have atomic bombs and missilesthese days?’
"Most of them,” Beckie said, which was answer enough.

"Well, we haven't blown ourselves up yet. They haven't blown themselves up in Europe yet, either,”
Justin said. "They may be luckier over there than we are, because they've come closer.” Thiswasan
alternate where people talked about great powers, not superpowers. There were no superpowers here.
But there were plenty of great powers, powers with bombs and missiles and know-how enough to ruin
anyone who pushed them too far. Britain, France, Prussia, and Italy in Europe, Russaand Ukraine
farther east, India, two or three Chinese states, Japan, California, Texas, New Y ork, Brazil, Argentina,
Chile. .. Nobody with any sense messed with them. Virginiaand Ohio were down in the second rank.
They could devastate each other, but couldn't really stand up againgt, say, Britain or Cdifornia

Alliancesran around this dternate like fault lines. Every so often, somebody shifted from one camp to
another. When that happened, it was like an earthquake. This aternate had known about nuclear
weapons amost as long asthe hometimeine. They'd been used afew times here, asthey had there. But
the Big One, the nuclear exchange with everyone throwing everything at everyone e se, hadn't happened
ether place. Maybe that was luck. Maybe it was smply terror.

There were dternates where the missles did fly. Crosstime Traffic didn't operate in many of them.
What was the point? Crosstime Traffic needed to trade to stay in business, and those shattered aternates
didn't have much worth trading. If this one blew itself to hell and gone, Crosstime Traffic would pull out
of here, too. Nobody would have to worry about whether this dternate discovered crosstimetrave onits
own, not any more.

"Nobody messes with California. We're strong enough so nobody dares," Beckie said, which was just
what Justin was thinking. She went on, "When | came eadt, | never thought 1'd get stuck in the middle of
this dumb, pointlesswar.” Justin coughed. Under her Cdiforniatan, Beckie turned pink. "I didn't mean it
like that," shetold him.

"Well, | didn't think you did." He had to act like a Virginia patriot in spite of what he thought about
racia politics here. He didn't like that—he despised it, in fact—but he didn't see what he could do about
it. How many people like Senior Agent Jefferson and Agents Madison and Tyler did Virginiahave? Lots
of them.



"Can | say something and not have you get mad?' Beckie asked. "I mean, | know I'm aforeigner and
everything. Will you remember?

"I'll try." Justin thought he knew what shed come out with. He waited to seeif he wasright.

She took adeep breath and brought it out with arush: "If you treated your Negroes the same asyou
treat other people, then other states couldn't use them to give you trouble.”

She wasright. She couldn't have been righter, asfar as Justin was concerned. He wanted to sink into
the ground because he couldn't just come out and say so—it would have been too far out of character.
He had to sound the way an ordinary Virginian from this dternate would, even if that meant sounding like
ajerk.

"I don't know," he said. "How much have they done to show they deserve to be treated like anybody
ds=?'

"How much of achance have you given them?' Beckie returned.

"Well, if we did give them a chance like that and they didn't take it, we'd be even worse off," Justin
said. "We can't ship them anywhere elsg, after dl.” The trouble was, every bit of that wastrue. Not al
problems came with nest, tidy solutions al tied up with a pink ribbon and a perky bow. When two
groups hated each other and were stuck on thesameland . . . In the hometimeline, Palestine had been a
disagter for acentury and a haf, and showed no signs of getting better.

"Wedon't havetroubleslikethisin Cdifornia"” Beckie sad.
"Y ou don't have very many Negroes, either,” Justin reminded her.

"No, but we have lots of people from the Mexican states," she said. "Some of them lived there dl
along. Others come over the border looking for work, because we pay better. We treat them like
people. We aren't like Texas. Anybody who isn't whitein Texasis down two goas with five minutesto

play."

Somebody from the home timeline would probably have said, Anybody who isn't white in Texas has
two strikes against him. Rounders here, which was close enough to baseball for government work, was
most popular on the East Coadt.

No matter how Beckie puit it, she wasn't wrong. Whites did rule the roost in this Texas, which was
bigger than the one in the hometimeline. In state after state, people who were on top clung to power, and
no bigger authority could make them change their ways. People in the home timeline grumbled about the
thingsthe U.S. government did, but North Americawithout any kind of federd rule was no paradise,
ether.

Beckie probably would have agreed with Justin had he said that. After dl, she was nostagic for even
the weak United States of the Articles of Confederation. But he changed the subject instead. He didn't
want her to start wondering how he knew some of the things he was saying. What he did say was, "l
hope Mrs. Snodgrass pulls through. She seems like good people.”

"' She can be snippy sometimes, but shesalot nicer than Gran—that'sfor sure," Beckie said. "l
wonder what her chances are.

"Don't know," Justin said. That sounded better than not very good. Mrs. Snodgrass wasn't young,



and, if she had the military virus, it was specidly designed to kill people. This dternate's bioengineering
wasthirty or forty years behind what they could do in the hometimeline, but the viruses the home timdine
was able to cook up thirty or forty years ago were plenty nasty. He went on, "I'm sure they're doing
everything they can.”

She could have taken that the wrong way—she might have thought he was sneering at this dternate's
medicine. But she said, "Y eah, but how much do they know in Parkersburg? She might die there even if
sheld get better in Los Angdles.”

People from the home timeline often thought of each dternate asa unit. That was only naturdl.
Compared to the people who'd lived in an dternate since birth, Crosstime Traffic workers couldn't help
being superficid. But every dternate was as complicated as the home timeine. The loca's understood
that. Peoplelike Justin had to pick it up asthey went dong. This Cdiforniawasricher than this Virginia,
and likely ahead of it in alot of ways.

Or isthat so? Justin wondered. Beckie thought it was, but she came from Cdlifornia. Shewasnt . . .
what was the term? An objective witness, that was it. What would Ted Snodgrass say about the quaity
of medicinein Parkersburg? Would he know better than she did? He wasn't objective, either.

The more you looked at things, the more complicated they got. That was one of thefirst redly adult
thoughts Justin had ever had, but he didn't even know it.

Hesaid, "They could probably do better in Charleston or Richmond than in Parkersburg, too."
Chances were that was true. Charleston was ared city, and Richmond was the State capital. Anybody
who was anybody went there.

"Sure." Beckie nodded quickly. "I didn't mean to say Virginiawas backward or anything, Justin.”

"Okay," he said. Chances were shed meant exactly that. ThisVirginia was backward in some ways.
Only somebody who lived here would say anything different. Since Justin was supposed to live here, he
had to act asif hedid. Hefdt like ahypocrite alot of thetime.

But Beckie worried about hurting hisfedings. That was worth knowing.
"I hopewedon't get it," shesaid.

"Yeah. Me, too," Justin said. "Every timel sneezeor | itchor | ... do anything, | guess, | sart to
wonder—Isthisit? Am | coming down with it?"

"Oh, good!" Beckie said.

"Good," she sad firmly, and nodded again. "Because | fed the sameway. It's. . . alittle scary." She
paused, then added, "More than alittle,”" and nodded one more time. That took nerve, admitting how
scared you redly were.

Justin gave her ahug. She hugged him back, but she still looked relieved when he didn't hold on real
tight or get too grabby. "It1l bedl right,” he said as he let her go. Then, since sheldd been honest, hefelt he
had to do the same: "I hopeit'll bedl right, anyway."



Every time Mr. Snodgrass phone rang, Beckie jumped, afraid it would be the hospital in Parkersburg
with bad news. Mr. Snodgrass flinched, afraid of the same thing. Gran didn't seem to act any different
from the way she dways had. Maybe that meant she was holding thingsinsde. Maybe it meant she didn't
fed anything much. Maybe it just meant she didn't hear the telephonering. Y ou never could tell with
Gran.

So far, the hospital hadn't called with the worst news. Mrs. Snodgrasswas till dive. But everybody in
Elizabeth seemed to be cdling to find out how she was. People from Palestine telephoned, too. Mr.
Snodgrass seemed to think that was awonder. "Most of the time, the folks down in Palestine don't care
if weliveor die, and we fed the same way about them,” he said. "It's only acouple of miles, but it might
aswell be the other side of the moon.”

Beckie thought that was strange. Back in Los Angeles, alot of her friendslived farther from her than
Pd estine was from Elizabeth. Nobody there thought anything of it. The city stretched for kilometer after
kilometer. Things were on adifferent scale here. Elizabeth and Palestine wererivas, each wanting to be
the boss frog in atiny pond. Elizabeth was the county seet, but Palestine had more shops.

She a0 thought she knew why people in Palestine were cdling. It wasn't just because they felt like
burying the hatchet with Elizabeth. They were scared, too. Mrs. Snodgrass and Gran had gone down
there to shop. Had they brought the disease with them? Nobody knew, not yet.

When the ambul ance came back to Elizabeth two days later, no one seemed much surprised. Hearing
the siren screech, Beckie worried that it was coming for Justin or his uncle. Outside of the Snodgrasses,
they were the people she knew best here. And she'd needed that hug Justin gave her. If hed tried to
make it into something more than she needed . . . But he hadn't, so she didn't need to worry about
that—yet, anyhow. It wasn't asif she didn't have plenty of other things to worry abouit.

And the ambulance didn't stop at the motel up near the county courthouse. The siren kept right on
coming, and the ambulance pulled up three doors away from the Snodgrasses house. A middle-aged
woman burst out of the house, cdling, "Come quick! Fred's got it, sure as anything!"”

The men in the biohazard suits raced into the house. When they came out afew minutes |ater, they had
aman—presumably Fred—on astretcher. An 1V drip ran down into hisarm. They put himinto the
ambulance and dammed the doors. The ambulance sped away, red lights flashing.

"Fred Mathewson," Mr. Snodgrass said glumly. "He's hardly been sck aday in hislifetill now."

How do you know? Beckie amost asked. But in atown like this, Mr. Snodgrass would know. She
offered the most hope she could now: "Maybe heisn't Sck with.. . . this”

"Maybe." But Mr. Snodgrass didn't sound asif he believed it. "Bessie surethinks heis, though. And
why would they come out if they didn't?' That only proved he had good reasons not to believe.

"They could bewrong,” Beckie said. "He could have the flu or something, and hiswife could be
panicking.”

"Bessie Mathewson wouldn't panic if shefound ababy rattler in her coffee cup,” Mr. Snodgrass said.
He knew the woman and Beckie didn't, so she shut up. Hewent on, "I just wonder why | haven't caught
ityet."



"Sodol,” Gransad. "l thought | did acouple of times. | may yet." She couldn't sand having other
people around who were sicker than shewas. "I don't know how much longer | can go on.”

Probably about another thirty years, Beckie thought. Even if Gran dways complained that she was
about to shuffle off thismorta coil, she seemed ready to outlast people half her age. Everybody could see
it but her. Besides, her aches and pains gave her something ese to grumble abouit.

"Wdll, we've al been exposed, that's for sure,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "The one | worry about is
Rebecca here. I've pretty much lived my life, and so have you, Myrtle. Rebeccas got hersall out in front
of her. Cryin' shame to see that go to waste."

Gran only sniffed. She might have lived along time, but she wasn't ready to check out yet. Beckie
didn't suppose she could blame her. Who was ready to up and die, when you got right down to it?
Termindly ill patientsin alot of pain, sure. Their time realy was up. Anybody €se? No.

Mr. Snodgrass looked in the direction of Parkersburg. "I wonder when were going to give Ohio
something to remember usby," he said.

"Maybe you dready have," Beckie said. "Ohio would keep it quiet if you did.” Virginiawasn't we to
her, and never would be. Sheld stay a Cdifornian dl her life. If you lived in Cdifornia, why would you
want to move anywhere e se?

"| don't reckon we've done anything,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "Y ou're right—Ohio wouldn't blab, not
unlessthey found away to lick it. But the consul'd be dl over the TV and the radio and the papers and
the Net. HEd want people to know we were hitting back.”

That made more sense than Beckie wished it did. "1 just wish the war would stop so we can go home,”
shesaid.

"Don't hold your breath, even after it does stop,” Mr. Snodgrass said.
"Huh?' Beckie said brilliantly. Even Gran looked surprised.

"Don't hold your breath," he repeated. "Don't you reckon they'll stick you in quarantine before they let
you go home? Even if you don't come down sick—and | hope to heaven you don't—you've sure enough

been exposed.”

Gran let out a horrible squawk. It had no words. Had it had any, it would have meant something like,
Oh, no! Beckiefelt the sameway. And, again, Ted Snodgrass was bound to be right. Californiawouldn't
want to see her and Gran again till it was sure they weren't carrying the latest bioplague. How long would
her home state need to decide? She imagined a glass cage with an air filter about three metersthick at
one corner and an air lock for passing in food. It wouldn't be just like that—she hoped—but that wasthe
picture that came to mind.

For that matter, what airline would let her and Gran on aplane? Half the passengers—more than
haf—might be infected by the timethey got off.

Shewanted to cry. If you lived in California, why would you want to move anywhere else?
Suddenly, she had an answer. Because your own state wouldn't let you back in, that was why.

"I wish I never came back here," Gran said. By the way she scowled a Beckie, it might have been her
granddaughter'sfault. Before long, Gran likely would think it was. She wouldn't blame herself, that was



for sure.

Before Beckie could ask who'd wanted to see her rel atives before she died, thunder rumbled off in the
west. For amoment, Beckie took that for granted. Y ou hardly ever saw rainin the summertimein L.A.,
but it happened dl thetime here. But evenin Virginia, you didn't seerain on abright summer day.

Ifitwasn'tran..."Isthat . ..guns?' Beckie hestated before the last word, asif she didn't want to
bring it out. And she didn't. The deep rising and falling roar went on and on.

"Dont beslly,"” Gran sad.

But Mr. Snodgrass was nodding. "That's guns, dl right. Now—are we giving the dirty Ohioans
what-for, or are they invading us?'

"TurnontheTV," Beckiesad.

Hedid, but dowly. "I wonder if | really want to know," he said. "If those. . . peoplearein
Parkersburg, they'll grab the hospital—either that or they'll blow it sky-high. My poor Ethd.” Hesat in
front of the screen with hishead in his hands, the picture of misery.

Eight

The atillery fire was getting closer. Justin was sure it was louder than it had been the day before. Virginia
didn't want to admit that Parkersburg waslost, but it seemed to be.

"What do we do when somebody else gets Sck?' he asked Mr. Brooks. One of the things he most
hoped was that the coin and stamp ded er would stay hedlthy. Thelast thing he wanted was to be stuck in
thislittle town on his own. For one thing, he would start going hungry unless his mother could transfer him
some money—the credit cards belonged to Mr. Brooks. Justin was supposed to be nothing but akid
along for theride. He wanted that supposition to stay true.

"Maybe they haul them down to Charleston,” the older man answered. " Or maybe they decide the
Ohioans are going to take Elizabeth, too, and so they're welcome to al the diseased peopleinit.”

"That's—disgugting,” Justin said. It also sounded alot like the way governments thought, especialy
during wartime. Then something else occurred to him. "If were occupied and Charleston isn't, how do
we get back to the hometimeline?' How do | get back to Mom? was part of what he wasthinking. The
way he said it, though, sounded much more grown-up.

"Good question,” Mr. Brooks said. "If you don't have any other good questions, classis dismissed.”

What did that mean? Justin saw only onething it could mean: Mr. Brooks had no idea how they'd get
back to Charleston, which meant getting back to a trangposition chamber. Justin sent him aresentful
look. What good were adultsif they didn't have the answers when you redly needed them?

Sometimes there weren't any good answers. Was this one of those? It better not be, Justin thought,



not that he saw anything he could do about it. He didn't want to get stuck heretherest of hislife. Oh, it
wouldn't be horrible, not the way getting stuck in alow-tech dternate that had never heard of antibiotics
or anesthesawould be. But it till seemed backward next to the hometimeline. And hewould be a
foreigner wherever he went, aforeigner with atremendous secret he could never tell.

Maybe | could settle down with Beckie in California, he thought, and then laughed at himself. How
many conclusions was he jumping to with that? Enough to set an Olympic record, probably.

If he talked about such records with her, shed give him afunny look. They'd never revived the
Olympicsinthisdternate.

"Why aren't there any Virginiasoldiers here?' he asked.

"They're coming up Highway 77 from Charleston to Parkersburg—the highway we turned off of to get
here," Mr. Brooks answered. "That's the easiest road they can come up—and amost the only road the
Ohio soldiers can go down if they want to get anywhere worth having. Nobody cares about Elizabeth,
not one bit."

"l guessnot,” Justin said. "If | weren't stuck here, | wouldn't care about Elizabeth, either.”

"Y ou're not the only one," Mr. Brooks said with more fedling than he usually showed about anything.
"At least you've got a pretty girl to keep you company. Ted Snodgrassis a nice man—don't get me
wrong. But he's not the most exciting company in the world. And he doesn't care about anything now
with hiswife 9ck—who can blame him?"

"Therés dways Beckig's grandmother,” Justin said. Mr. Brooks didn't dignify that with an answer.
Had he suggested it to Justin, Justin wouldn't have dignified it, either. Some people were just natural-born
painsin the neck, and Beckie's grandmother fit the bill.

Something madeitself heard over the hum of the air conditioner: adeep diesel growl and the rattle and
clank of tracks. While Justin was il trying to figure out where it was coming from, Mr. Brooks said,
"Unlesswe've been invaded by aherd of bulldozers, those are armored fighting vehicles.”

"Armored . . . ?' That was amouthful for Justin.

"Tanks," the older man trandated. Before Justin could say, You're welcome, Mr. Brooks went on,
"Armored personne carriers. Mobile antiaircraft guns or missile launchers. Sdf-propelled artillery.
Engineering vehides. That kind of thing."

"Oh," Jugtin said in ahollow voice, and then, "Oh, boy. How'd they get here, anyway, if they didn't
come up from Charleston?'

"Well, they could belong to Ohio," Mr. Brooks said, which was certainly true. "Or they could have
come up Route 14 to get here. It'sthe long way around and not a good road, but they could have done
it. They might think they can hit the Ohiocansin aflanking attack."

"Hanking attacks. Armored fighting vehicles. All thisstuff," Jugtin said. "How comeyou tak likea
generd?'

The mild-mannered, bald coin and stamp dedler looked at him over the tops of his glasses. "When |
wasjud alittle older than you are now, | did ahitch near Qom in the Second Iranian Intervention. When
something can mean you keep bresthing, it stickswith you.”



"Oh," Judtin said again, thistime hardly above awhisper. For him, the Second Iranian Intervention was
like thefirst one: something he had to remember for an AP test. The books said it hadn't worked out the
way the U.S.A. and the European Union wished it would have. Hetried to imagine Mr. Brooksin a
camouflage uniform with agas mask and an assault rifle. It wasn't easy.

Then the armored vehicles rumbled past the motel, and he wastoo busy staring at them to imagine
much of anything. "They're Virginian, dl right,” Mr. Brooks said.

"How do you know?" Justin answered his own question: " Oh—because they're heading west, toward
Parkersburg.”

"Well, that, too," Mr. Brooks alowed. Justin must have made a questioning noise, because the older
man—the veteran—explained, "They've dl got Sc semper tyrannis painted on their Sdes, and that's
Virginids motto. Thus always to tyrants, you know."

"Right." To Judtin, it was what John Wilkes Booth yelled after he shot Abraham Lincoln—one more bit
of triviafrom an AP class. But was Sc semper tyrannis Virginids motto in the hometimeline, too?
Probably. Wasthat why Booth shouted it? Till this moment, Justin had never thought about why.

He could figure out which machines were the armored personnedl carriers: the ones with soldiers sitting
inthem. Brilliant, Justin—brilliant, he thought sourly. Asfor therest of the large, snorting, purposeful
machines, he would have thought of al of them astanks. And he would have been wrong. By Mr.
Brooks expression, he knew each one for what it was. As a—mobile antiaircraft gun?—clanked pagt,
the coin and stamp dealer murmured, " That's agood design—as good as we've got, except maybe the
radar.”

"What makesit good?' Justin asked. "How can you tell?

Hefound out. "It's got astrong engine, well-shaped armor, and hard-hitting guns,” Mr. Brooks
answered.

When Justin thought of well-shaped things, he thought of girls and maybe cars. "How can armor be
well-shaped?!

"See how it's doped?' Mr. Brooks seemed eager to explain. "'If ashdl or amisslehitsit, it'slidbleto
bounce off ingtead of going through. The guysingde appreciae that, believe me."

"l guessthey would," Jugtin said. They're glad they aren't getting killed—that was what he meant.

Thetail end of the column rumbled past. Mr. Brookswent on, "They'd better get under cover pretty
darn quick, that'sal I've got to say. Ohio's aeria recon isbound to have picked them up by now."

So many things Jugtin hadn't thought about. He wasn't sorry to be ignorant of them, either. The home
timeline had stayed fairly peaceful the past hundred years, not least because so many countries could
create SO much havoc that most of them were afraid of starting trouble with their neighbors.

A few minutes|later, artillery started booming, close enough to make windows rattle. After apause, the
guns started up again somewhere else. Mr. Brooks nodded approval. " Shoot and scoot,” he murmured,
like someone reciting alesson he hadn't thought about for along time.

The only trouble was, the lesson didn't mean anything to Judtin. "Huh?' he said.



"Shoot and scoot,” Mr. Brooks repested, louder thistime. "They fire. The guysthey're shooting at
pick up the incoming rounds on radar and shoot back. Y ou don't want to be there when the other
fellow's shells come down. Trust me—you don't, even if you've got armor around you. So as soon as
you fire, you scoot away and send off your next barrage from somewhere dse.”

Like any other game, this one had rules. Justin had never had to learn them. Mr. Brooks had never
given any sgn of knowing them. In civilian life, he could put them away because he didn't need them. But
when hefound himsdlf in the middle of awar, he knew what was going on. Justin wouldn't have worried
that he didn't—except that hisignorance might get him killed.

He heard high-pitched whinesin the air. They swiftly got louder, and were followed by more
window-rattling explosions. Mr. Brooks nodded to himsalf once more. "' The Ohioans are plastering the
place where the gun bunnieswere. I'm pretty sure the guysfrom Virginiawere gone before that stuff
came down." He cocked his head to one side and nodded yet again. " Sounds that way. | don't hear any
secondary explosons.”

Justin knew what those were. Hed run into the term on the news. If something blowing up made
something else blow up, that was a secondary explosion. "What happensif shdlls start coming downin
town?' he asked.

"Get flat," Mr. Brooks answered. "If you can find ahole, jumpinit. If you've got anything to dig ahole
with, dig one. Keep your head down. Pray."

That al sounded practica, even the praying. Just the same, Justin dmost wished he hadn't asked the
question.

Onthe TV screen, talking heads blathered about Virginias brilliant counterattack. Beckie watched Mr.
Snodgrass watching as much as she watched the TV hersalf. He looked much less happy than shed
thought he would. Then an announcer said, "Damage to Parkersburg is believed to be minimd," and she
understood. He didn't care about Parkersburg for its own sake. Hejust didn't want the fighting to hurt
Mrs. Snodgrass.

The phone rang. Mr. Snodgrass jumped. Hetook it off hisbelt. "Hello?' he said, and then he jumped
again. "Oh, hdlo, Doctor! How isshe?' The Ohioans were jamming cdll-phone cals, but evidently not all
of them. And then Mr. Shodgrass shoulders dumped. He looked asif held been kicked in the face.
"Thank you . . . Thank you for letting me know, Sir. Y ou stay safe now, you hear?' He clicked off. He
didn't really need to say what he said next, but he did anyway: "She's. . . gone." He didn't sound asif he
believedit.

"I'm so sorry,” Beckie said.

"God will take care of her," Gran said. She got to her feet and pointed at Ted Snodgrass. "Y ou stay

there." She went into the kitchen with amore determined stride than Beckie could remember seeing from
her.

Where would he go? Beckie wondered. He took off his glasses and pulled out a pocket handkerchief
to wipe his streaming eyes. "What am | going to do without her?' he asked, which was a question without
an answer. Then he said, "How can | even bury her? I'm on the wrong side of astinking battle line." That
was probably another question without a good answer—maybe without any answer &t all.



"I'm sorry," Beckie repeated, feeling how usdess words were. "She was anice lady,” she added,
which was dso true and also inadequate.

"Shewas. . . everything to me," Mr. Snodgrass said. "Now |'ve got nothing, and nothing left to live
for."

"Here." Gran came back, carrying aglass haf full of amber liquid. 1ce cubes clinked insgde. Shethrust
itat Mr. Snodgrass. "Drink this, Ted."

"What isit?" Beckie asked.

"A double," Gran answered briskly. Becki€'s jaw dropped. Gran didn't usualy approve of drinking.
Her husband had drunk alot when he was aive. (Beckie thought she would have drunk, too, if she were
married to Gran.) But shewent on, "Go on, Ted. It won't make you fedl much better, but it'll put up a
kind of awal for alittle while." She sounded like someone who knew what she was talking abouit.

And if shed told Mr. Snodgrassto go up on the roof and flap hisarms and crow like aroogter right
then, chances were he would have done that, too. He finished the drink sooner than Beckie thought he
could. She'd tasted whiskey before, and didn't like it. But when he got to the bottom of the glass, he said,
"Thank you kindly, Myrtle. Mogt of the time, people who say they need adrink just want one. That one,
| redlly needed.”

"Drinks are for bad times more than they're for good ones, | think," Gran said.

"Wouldn't be surprised.” Mr. Snodgrass blinked a couple of times. He till didn't ook happy, or
anything close to happy. But hedidn't quite look asif hed walked in front of atruck any more, either. He
nodded to Gran. "I hope you stay well, you and Rebecca.”

"And you," Beckie said before Gran could stick her foot in her mouth and spoil the moment. She
didn't know Gran would do something like that, but it was the way to bet.

"Me?" Mr. Snodgrass shrugged. “"Who cares about me at atime like this? | don't even care about me
right now."

"Well, you should. Y ou have to watch out for yourself,” Beckie said.

"Nobody'll doit for you," Gran put in.

Sure asthe devil, that was the wrong thing to say. Mr. Snodgrass clouded up. "Not now, anyway," he
sad.

Beckie gave her grandmother alook that Gran didn't even notice. Of course she doesn't, Beckie
thought. She couldn't even come right out and say Gran was ajerk. Gran wouldn't listen. And even the
truth got you aname for disrespecting your elders. Y ou couldn't win.

More artillery boomed—off in the distance, yes, but not nearly far enough away. That was especialy
true because these were incoming rounds, not onesfired by the Virginians. Beckie could tell the
difference now. There was one bit of knowledge she'd never imagined she would have. She wouldn't
have been sorry to giveit back, but life didn't work that way. Too bad.

Then she heard the rumble of diesel engines and the clatter of tracks. Route 14 was only about haf a
kilometer from the house, and the noise was easy to make out. "What's going on?' she said. "They just



went through here a couple of days ago. Now it sounds like they're coming back."

"It does, doesn't it?" Mr. Snodgrass seemed eager to think about anything except what had just
happened to him.

"Something will have gonewrong,” Gran said. That was just about her favorite prophecy. And hereit
was much too likely to be true.

Watching the—the armored fighting vehicles, that was what Mr. Brooks called them—fal back through
Elizabeth made Jugtin scratch his head. " Something's gonewrong,” he said. "It must have.”

"Pretty good bet,” Mr. Brooks agreed. "But what? They weren't under what you'd call heavy pressure
or anything. Why pull back?"

"Beatsme," Justin said. "What do you want to do, ask them?"
To hisamazement, the coin and slamp dealer headed for the door. "Why not? Maybe they'll tell us."

"Maybe they'll shoot us, you mean,” Justin said. But he followed. He didn't want Mr. Brooksto think
hewas afraid, evenif hewas.

"Why should they?" the older man said as he walked outside. "Werejust ordinary citizensof Virginia,
going about our lawful business and trying to find out what our very own soldiersare doing. It'safree
date, isn't it? Except for the salestax, | mean.”

"Funny," Juginsaid. "Funny.”

Mr. Brooks ignored him. He waved to somebody standing up in the cupola of atank—and yes, by
now Justin recognized tanks and could tell them from the other armored behemoths that clanked through
Elizabeth. "Where are you guys going?' Mr. Brooks yelled, pitching hisvoiceto carry through the racket.
"Y'dl just got here" If helaid the accent on alittle thicker than he might have, well, so what?

"Weve got to pull back," thered Virginian said—sure enough, he didn't mind talking to acivilian.
"How come?' Mr. Brooks asked in acivilian-sounding way.

The soldier in the tank—they called them trackforts or mobile pillboxesin this dternate—cussed. He
swears like a trooper, Justin thought. Then the fellow said, "Blacks went and rose up back in the cities.
We've got to go and squash them before we can give those Ohio rats what they deserve.”

Mr. Brooks swore, too, the way ared Virginian would have when he got news like that. Justin was
very impressed. "What are we supposed to do here?' Mr. Brooks asked.

"Best you can till we get back," the tankman answered.

Justin and Mr. Brooks trotted down the street to keep up with him. "What's going on in Charleston?’
Justin cdled. If Mr. Brooks could do it, he could, too. "My mother's down there," he added, in case the
soldier thought he was a spy. It was even true.

"Don't know much. There's some shooting—I've heard that,” the soldier said. "Like | told you, just
hang on. Welll be back." He waved as the tank clattered away. The pavement on Route 14 wastaking a



devil of abesting.
"Widl, we might have known they'd play that card,” Mr. Brooks said.
Judtin hardly paid any attention to him. "Theresfighting in Charleston!" he exclaimed.

Mr. Brooks nodded. "l heard what he said." He set ahand on Justin's shoulder. "Y our mom's a smart
woman. Shelll know how to stay out of trouble.”

"Sure she will—if she hasthe chance," Justin said. "But what if she was out shopping somewhere or
something when the shooting started? She wouldn't have a chance then." Seeing everything that could go
wrong was much too easy.

"Even when bullets sart flying, they missmogt of thetime," Mr. Brooks said. "If that weren't so, I'd've
been holding alily for along time now." Helooked past Justin, probably |ooking back into another
timdinealong time before.

"Can we get back to Charleston?' Justin asked.

The older man returned to here and now in ahurry. "We can try,” he said, and Justin brightened—ill
he went on, "if you don't mind getting arrested somewhere south of Paestine or dong whatever other
highway we use. They're serious about not |etting people move around.”

Justin pointed to the armored vehicles pulling out of Elizabeth. "What about them?'

"They're soldiers. Soldiers always bresk therules,” Mr. Brooks said with ashrug. I know what the
consul was thinking when he ordered them to move, though. Maybe they're not infected. If they are,
maybe they'll go someplace where other people are infected, too. But whether they're infected or not, he
needs them to fight the uprisng. And so—they're moving."

"If they'reinfected, they won't keep fighting long,”" Justin said.

"Mm, maybe not," the coin and slamp dedler dlowed. "But if they're that sick, chances arethey'll infect
the Negroes they're shooting at. Do you think the consul's heart would break if they did? | sure don't.”

"Y ou've got anasty way of looking at things, don't you?' Justin said.

"Thank you," Mr. Brooks answered, which left him with no comeback at all.

Explosions blossomed with aterrible beauty, there on the TV screen. The rattle and bang of smal-arms
fire blasted from the speskers. Bodieslay in the Street, some white, some black. A white man and
woman supported aredling teenage boy. Blood ran down hisface. "Why?" he said as he staggered past
the camera

A box in the corner of the screen said thiswas Charleston. But it might have been Richmond or
Newport News or Alexandria or Roanoke. Uprisings crackled through the whole state—blacks
murdering whites, whites savagdly striking back.

Beckie watched with a specia kind of horror. Every time somebody—who didn't matter—fired a
burst from an automatic rifle, she flinched. Finaly, she couldn't stand it any more. She put her handsupin
front of her eyes. "Oh, my God!" she moaned. "Oh, my God!"



"See how bad it is?' Gran didn't mind when it was bad. If anything, she liked it that way—then
everybody was complaining aong with her. "Those people are getting what they deserve.”

She hadn't talked about Negroes that way when shelived in Cdifornia. Coming back to Virginiawas
bringing out dl sorts of nasty things Beckie didn't know about and didn't want to know abott.

But that wasn't why she couldn't bear to watch the TV right now. "Uncle Luke!" she said. By theway
it came out, she couldn't have found anything nastier if shetried for ayear.

"What about him?' Mr. Snodgrass asked. "He's the fellow who drove you here, isn't he?!
"My sster'shushband,” Gran said with agrimace that declared it wasn't her faullt.

That would have been funny if the TV were showing something else. Theway thingswere. . . "Hewas
running guns,” Beckiesaid.

"What?' Mr. Snodgrass and Gran said a the same time. No, her grandmother hadn't believed her
when she said it before. She might have known Gran wouldn't.

"Hewas," Beckie said. "He dropped us off here, and then he went on to wherever he went to deliver
them.”

"I never heard anything soridiculousin al my born days," Gran said. "Lord knows| don't love Luke,
mt_ll

"Why do you say that, Rebecca?’ Mr. Snodgrass broke in.

"Because | wasin the back seat, and there wasthis blanket so | couldn't put my feet al the way down
onthefloor,” Beckiesaid. "And | moved it back to ssewhy | couldn't, and | found al theserifles.

"Why didn't you say something then?" Gran asked, which had to be in the running for dumbest
question of dl time,

"What was she supposed to say?" Mr. Snodgrass asked. " 'Got any ammunition for these? "

"l wasjust scared the customs people would find them when we crossed the bridge," Beckie said,
remembering how scared she'd been and wishing she could forget it. "Wouldn't that have been great?'

A millimeter at atime, Gran got the ideathat she wasn't crazy and she wasn't blowing smoke. She
should have known that since they got out of Uncle LukesHonda herein Elizabeth, but . . . Asthe
redlization sank in, her grandmother started to get angry. "Why, that low-down, no-good, trifling skunk!™
sheexclaimed. "I told my sster when she wanted to marry that man, | told her hewas. . ."

She went on. Beckie stopped listening to her. Maybe she had told Great-Aunt Louise what a
so-and-so Uncle Luke was. Or maybe sheld had agood time at the wedding and kept her mouth shuit.
That didn't seem like Gran, but it was possible. Either way, what difference did it make now? But Beckie
knew the answer to that. Gran had to prove, to hersalf and to the world, that she wasright al aong.

"Maybe he wasn't sending the guns—sdlling the guns—to the Negroes,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "Maybe
they went . . . somewhere dse, anyway." When you had to go that far to ook for abright Sdeto things,
weren't you better off leaving them dark? It |ooked that way to her.



On the television, meanwhile, planes dropped bombs on what was probably the Negro digtrict in
Roanoke. Virginiasoldiers were herding prisoners—black men, most of them injeansand
undershirts—aong ahighway. "These fighterswill receive the punishment they so richly deserve,” the
announcer said. He sounded happy about it.

One of the prisonersturned toward the cameraand mouthed something. I'minnocent, | didn't do
anything. Beckie was no grest lip-reader, but she could figure that out. Figuring out whether to believe
him was another story. There was aNegro rebellion here. Blacks were playing for keegpsjust as much as
whites were. She would have bet anything that some of the men in that column, maybe most of them,
were part of the uprising. She aso would have bet not al of them were. The white soldiers would have
grabbed anybody who looked asif he might be dangerous—if they left someone aone, he might get the
chanceto prove he was.

Mr. Snodgrass was watching, too. "What amess," he said. "What a crazy mess." But he didn't seem
to seethat if white Virginianstreated black Virginians better they might not have thiskind of mess. He
wasn't abad man, but he just didn't see it—couldn't seeit. Maybe that was the scariest thing of al.

Justin nodded to Beckie when shelet him into the Snodgrasses house. "How are you doing?' he asked.

"Not s0 good,” she answered, her voice hardly above awhisper. "Mrs. Snodgrass died yesterday—a
doctor in Parkershurg managed to get acal through to let Mr. Snodgrass know."

"Oh. I'm sorry." Justin wasn't just sorry, though—hewasjedlous. "I till can't reach Charleston.”
"Charleston?' Then Beckie remembered. ™Y our mother's down there. | hope she's okay."

"You an'ttheonly onel" Justin exclaimed. " Somehow or other, I've got to get down there and find

"How?" Beckie asked reasonably. "Those aren't just roadblocks between here and there. Those are
roadblocks with soldiers. Can you go sneaking through the woods?*

Justin wanted to say yes. Hetold the truth instead: "No, I'm acity kid." He wanted to add some
pungent comments to thet. In the hometimeline, he would have; people there took swearing for granted.
They weren't o free-and-easy about it here,

"WEell, then, do what's smart,” Beckie said. "Sit tight. Maybe your mom will be able to get through to
you if you can't get through to her."

"Maybe." Jugtin didn't believeit. He couldn't reach her with his cdll phone. Mail was shut down.
Telegrams here were as dead asthey were in the home timeline. E-mail waswireless, again like home.
That was grest—convenient as anything—when the system was up. When it went down . . . It was down
now, in thispart of Virginia, anyhow.

"What could you do there that you can't do here?' Beckie had to be ableto tell he meant no even if he
didn't say it.

"I could know shewasdl right. She could know | wasdl right, too." Schrédinger's mom, he
thought. Schrédinger's kid. Just like the cat in the thought experiment, Justin and his mom weren't dl
right to each other till each one knew the other was dl right . . . or wasn't. Uncertainty gnawed at him.



Onething he didn't say, or even think, was, | could go back to the home timeline. He couldn't. He
knew too well he couldn't. There were too many genetically engineered virusesin the hometimeline
aready. No transposition chamber would come to the room deep under Mr. Brooks shop till somebody
found a curefor this one. The quarantine methods the home timeline used were alot more effective than
roadblocks, with or without soldiers. Stuck. The word resounded in hismind. Stuck. Stuck. Stuck.

"Shélll betheway sheis. And you are dl right—as|ong as you don't come down sick.” Beckie
knocked wood. Justin wondered how old that superstition was. Plenty old enough to be in both this
dternate and the home timeline. Older than the breakpoint, then. Thinking about things like that hurt alot
less than thinking about the disease or the war or what a mess this assgnment turned out to be.

"I'm not the only one to worry about. You'rein as much danger as| am,” Justin said.

"Everybody in Elizabeth'sin danger," Beckie said, which was bound to be true. She laughed. "If |
didn't come with Gran, | could be lying on the beach right now, you know?"

"Sorry about thet," Justin said.
"Youwant afizz?' she asked.

"Sure," Justin said. They walked into the kitchen together. Before she opened the refrigerator, he put
hisarm around her. She gave him a surprised look—but not too surprised. "Thanksfor lisening to me,"
hetold her. "Thank for putting up with me, you know?"

"No problem,” she said. "It works both ways, believe me." She squeezed him for a second. Then she
dipped away. "Fizzes"

Hedrank hisinahurry. It wasn't just like anything in the hometimeline, but it was sweet and cold. It
even had caffeinein it. What more could you want? He wondered if he should try something more with
Beckie. Something about the set of her mouth told him it wouldn't be agood idearight this minute.

Then her grandmother walked into the kitchen. "Oh," she said. "The boy." By theway she eyed him,
he might have been something she'd just cleaned off the floor with awet paper towel.

"Gran!" Beckie said.
"What?' her grandmother sad. "It ishim, isn't it?"

Oh, yeah, Jugtin thought. You stick in the knife and then you try to pretend you didn't mean
anything by it. And if he got mad—if hetold her where to go and how to get there or even if he showed
he was annoyed any way at al—she won. She was aswest old lady, and he was just apunk kid. The
very best he could do in the game was break even, and the only way he could do that was to make
believe he didn't notice athing. Kids had had to do stuff like that since Urk the austral opithecine broke an
antelope bone over Urk, Junior's, head for making amonkey out of himself when he shouldn't have.
Nope, you couldn't win.

Beckie's grandmother took a pear out of the fridge, looked at it, breathed all over it, and then put it
back and got out another one. She went away, munching. You chew with your mouth open, too, Jusin

thought.

Once her grandmother was gone, Beckie Sghed. "I'm sorry,” she said. "She'slikethat.”



"What can you do?"' Jugtin said. "My aunt's aworld-class dingbat. People choose their friends. Y our
family?Y ou're stuck with your family."

"Stuck with." Beckielooked in the direction her grandmother had gone. "Boy, you can say that again. |
fed like shesmy bal and chain."

"Yeah, well .. ." Justin kind of shrugged. "It's not like you're going anywhere much, not the way things
ae'

"Tell meabout it." Beckie cocked her head to one side, listening. "What's that? That rumble, | mean?”

"Sounds like more trackforts and stuff," Justin answered. "Buit that's crazy. They pulled out to fight the
uprising, and now they're coming back? Why would they do that?" Suddenly he flashed on Mr. Brooks,
and he knew just what the older man would say, right down to histone of voice. "I bet the right hand
doesn't know what the left hand's doing." He sounded cynical enough to darm himself.

He made Beckie blink, too. But she said, "I bet you're right. Either that or"—she looked
scared—"they're soldiersfrom Ohio ingtead.”

She probably didn't care about Virginiaor Ohio. She didn't want to get stuck in the middle of fighting,
that was dl. Since Justin felt the same way, he couldn't very well argue with her. Even so, he said, "I don't
think they're Ohioans. The noiseis coming from that way, not that way." He pointed first east, then west.

Beckie listened, then nodded. "It is, isn't it? That's a little better." No, she didn't care about either
side. After acouple of seconds, she remembered he was supposed to. "I didn't mean—"

"Don't worry about it," he said. "To somebody from arich state on the other sSide of the continent, this
whole thing probably looks pretty slly."

"Nothing where you can die from a horrible disease or get blown to pieceslooks silly when you're
suck inthemiddle of it." Beckie spoke with grest conviction.

"Y ou hit that nail right on the thumb,” Justin said gravely.

Beckie started to nod, then gave him a peculiar look. Y ou come out with the weirdest stuff
sometimes, you know?"

"Thanks," he said. Thistime, he knew exactly what kind of face she made at him. Before he could say
anything more, he heard rising screechesinthear.

"What'sthat?' Beckie said again.

Hedidn't answer. He knocked her flat, and threw himself flat, too, even while she was squawking. He
was dragging both of them toward the kitchen table—get under something, hetold himsdf—when the
firgt shellswent off. Something dammed into the kitchen wall, and al a once the house started lesking
ar-conditioned air through a hole the size of his head.

"What wasthat?' Becki€'s grandmother cdled. "Did anything break?'

Jugtinlost it. There with artillery raining down on Elizabeth, he sarted laughing like aloon. Half a
second later, Beckie was doing the same thing. They clung to each other. Either they were both crazy or
they were an idand of sanity in aworld gone mad. Part of it, probably, was smple fear of death. The rest



was proof of just how far out of it Becki€'s grandmother redlly was.

The shelling lasted only afew minutes. It sure seemed like forever while it was going on, though. When
it finally stopped, Justin sat up—and banged his head on the underside of the kitchen table. The
bombardment hadn't touched him. Banging his head hurt alot—but only for alittle while.

"Wow," he said in place of something stronger, "that wasfun.”

"Now that you mention it,” Beckie said, "no." Shewiggled out from under the table without trying to
fracture her skull onit. Then shelooked at the hole in the kitchen wall and dowly shook her head. When
she muttered, "Wow," too, she seemed amazed. "If that hit one of us, or maybe both of us. . ."

"Yeah," Jusinsad. "'l know."

That hole was about a meter—they would say three feet here—off the ground. Beckie looked at it
some more. "Thanks for knocking me down,” she said. "I didn't know what you were doing for a second,
but—thanks. How did you know to do that?"

For that second, she likely thought he was attacking her. Well, he wasn't, not like that. "My unclésa
veteran," he answered. "He saysyou've got to get flat if they start shelling. He saysaholeintheground is
better, but we didn't have one handy."

"l wastrying to dig aholein the linoleum for awhile there." Beckielooked at her hands. So did Justin.
Sheld broken a couple of fingernails. She wasn't kidding. Justin had wanted to dig ahole and pull it in
after himsdlf, too. "Thanks," Beckie said again. She kissed him haf on the cheek, haf on the mouth.

"It'sokay." Justin put ahand on her shoulder. "1 mean, it'snot okay, but | wasgladto doit. |
mean—you know."

"l think s0." Beckie laughed—shakily thistime, not the wild laughter that had kept them both from
screaming. "Youredl right, Judtin. Better than dll right.”

"Am |?' Hewas stuck in Elizabeth. He was stuck in thiswhole aternate. He was ligble to get blasted
to hamburger or murdered by aplague. All things considered . . . He patted Beckie. "Could be worse, |
guess”

Nine

Mr. Snodgrass stared at the hole in the wall. HE'd been at the grocery when the Ohioans shelled
Elizabeth. The store didn't get ascratch. "Y ou were in the kitchen, you say?' he asked Beckie.

"That'sright,” she said. "Justin was over. We were getting fizzes, and . . ." Onceterror was padt, it
didn't seem red. Sheld been in acar crash once, when adrunk rearended her mother. Thiswas like that,
only more so.

Helooked at the hole again. "Y ou were lucky," he said.



"Tdl meabout it!" she exclaimed. That sartled asmile out of him. But fair wasfair. She had to give
Justin hisdue: "1t wasn't just luck. Justin kind of, uh, tackled me and got us both under the table.”

"That was smart of him,” Mr. Snodgrass said. Had he served in the army? Had he fought in one of
Virginiaslittle wars? Beckie realized she didn't know. He nodded to himsdlf. "That wasright smart,
matter of fact. Best he could've done with the two of you where you were, | reckon.”

"It scared mewhen hedidit,” Beckie said. "Then things started blowing up, and | got scared worse."

"Yeah." Mr. Snodgrass voice was dry. "Almost needed a new diaper myself.” Beckie started to laugh,
then cut it off when she redlized he wasn't kidding. And sheld been about that scared, too, when shells
crashed down dl around. For alittle while, she'd had nothing to do with whether shelived or died. If that
wasn't enough to scare somebody, she couldn't think what would be.

"What are we going to do?' she said, not so much because she thought Mr. Snodgrass had the answer
as because she had to let it out or burst.

"Well, I'll tell you onething | aim to do pretty darn quick," he said. Beckie made a questioning noise.
Hewent on, "I'm going to get the spade out of the garage and dig me agood trench in the back yard.
Maybe ancther one in the front yard. Cover over part of it with some corrugated sheet iron I've got and
it'll make atolerable shelter. Better'n ducking under the kitchen table, that's for sure.”

"Soundslike agood idea," Beckie said, and then, "Can | hep?"

He garted to say no. She could tell. But she also watched him change hismind. "Well, maybe you
can," hesaid. "I'm not as spry as| used to be. Y ou don't mind getting dirty and sweety, you don't mind
blisters on your hands, | expect you'll do dl right.”

Beckie looked down at her palms. They were soft and smooth. Why not? What had she ever done
that would toughen them up? She hadn't thought she would get stuck in the middle of—or even on the
edges of—awar, though. "I don't care,” she said firmly. "Better my hands than my neck."

"Now that's asensible thing to say." Mr. Snodgrass|ooked around to make sure Gran was out of
earshot. He didn't see her, but lowered his voice anyway: ™Y ou've come out with agood many sensible
thingslately, you have. Makesit hard for meto believe you're really Myrtle's granddaughter, no offense.”

"I'm not mad—I know what you mean," Beckie said. They traded conspirator's grins. She went on,
"Maybe| got it from my dad's Sde of the family—I don't know. But I'll tell you something: my mom
doesn't get dong with Gran, either.”

"Can't say I'm surprised.” Mr. Snodgrass |ooked around again. "Back when Myrtle lived here, nobody
got aong with her.”

"Some things don't change, do they?' Beckie said.
"I reckon not," he answered. "Come on, then. Let's get to work."

It wasjust as hard ashe said it would be. Digging along, deep dit in the ground was no fun at dl, not
when the temperature and the humidity were both in the nineties. That was how Mr. Snodgrass put it,
anyway. To Beckie, who was used to Cesusinstead of Fahrenheit, it seemed about thirty-five. It was
hot and sticky ether way. One of them would dig for awhile, then stop and pass the shove to the other.
Beckiedidn't et Mr. Snodgrass be a hero—she didn't want him kedling over.



And she didn't fed much like ahero, either. Sweat made her clothes stick to her like glue. She figured
shewould have to wring out her blouse after shefindly took it off. Antiperspirant or no antiperspirant,
before long she could smell herself. Shedid get blisters. They stung. She could go on working in spite of
them. She could, and she did.

Mr. Snodgrass got blisters, too. "Haven't tried anything like thisin awhile," he said while Beckie took
aturn with the spade.

"It'stearing your lawn to pieces,” she said.

"WEell, | can st it to rights one of these days," he answered. "That'll give me something to do. And you
notice we arent the only folksdiggingin.”

Beckielet fly with another shovelful of dirt. She had noticed. Severd other people up and down
Prunty Street were making shelters. One house had taken adirect hit. That made as good an argument
for digging in asany she could think of.

Then Mr. Snodgrass said, "Don't know what well do if they start throwing poison gasat us. | couldn't
begin to tell you where the gas masksre at. Have to dig 'em out, wherever they are.”

"Why do you have gas masks?' Beckie asked.

He paused to wipe swest off hisforehead before answering, "Well, you never cantdll." He seemed to
think that was reason enough. In aplace like this, not far from the border between two states that didn't
like each other, maybeit was.

Travel was supposed to broaden you. It sure was teaching Beckie things she'd never known before.
The main thing it was teaching her was how lucky shewasto livein Los Angdles, acity far from any
border, and in Cdifornia, astate too strong for any of its neighbors to bother much. Before she left for
thistrip with Gran, shetook al that for granted. As she started to dig again, she knew she never would

again.

Most of thetime, Justin and Mr. Brooks had been the only guestsin Elizabeth's only motd. They weren't
any more. Virginian soldiersfilled the other rooms. They played the TVsin the roomsloud. They played
what sounded to Justin like bluegrass music even louder. Being soldiers, they got up too early inthe
morning and made dl kinds of ungodly noise right outside the window.

When Justin grumbled, Mr. Brooks gave him a crooked smile. "Go ahead," he said. "Bang on the
walls. Goto their captain and complain.”

Justin thought about that for agood microsecond, maybe even amicrosecond and a half. "Y eah, right,”
he said swestly.

Mr. Brooks laughed. "When | was your age, we said, 'And then you wake up.' Same thing either
way."

"We say that, too, but it's not quite the same,” Justin answered. The coin and stamp dedler raised an
eyebrow. "We are waking up—that's the problem," Justin explained.

"Oh. Wéel, you're not wrong. But | don't know what we can do about it," Mr. Brooks said. "Besides



complan, | mean."

Thelast four words took away what Justin was about to say. Instead of giving the automatic answer,
he had to think about what came out next. "Thered problem isn't the soldiers,” he said after afew
seconds. "Thered problem isthat were stuck in this miserable little place when we really need to be
downin Charleston.”

"That'saproblem, dl right,” Mr. Brooks agreed. "I don't know what we can do about it right this
minute, though. Sometimes you've got to it tight and wait.”

"I'mgick of doing that!" Justin said. "It'sdriving me up thewall.”

"Have you got any better ideas?’ the older man asked pointedly.

"If | did, I'd be usng them, believe me," Jugtin said.

"Okay. That'sfair enough. Just don't do anything dumb, that'sal,” Mr. Brooks said.

Big, growling trucks carried more soldiers west. Maybe the Negro revolt wasn't going aswell asthe
white Virginians feared it would at first. Or maybe the powersthat be in Richmond remembered they had
awar on their hands, too. Justin thought leaving the first garrison west of Elizabeth would have been
smarter, but he wasn't running things, which was bound to be just as well.

When he grumbled about how dumb the Virginian generd's were—he was grumbling about everything
these days—Mr. Brooks said, "Y ou know what an oxymoroniis, right?"

"' Sure—two words you use together, but they don't redlly go together. Like 'jumbo shrimp' or
'recorded live." "

"There you go." The coin and stamp ded er nodded. " Those are both good. Well, I've got another one
for you—military intelligence.' "

"Uh-huh." Justin nodded. "That would be funnier if it didn't make mefed like crying at the sametime.”
"I'm sorry. Sometimes you're just stuck, and it looks like we are now," Mr. Brooks said.
Justin wished for some other word. "Stuck, asin permanently?' he asked.

"No, of course not,” Mr. Brooks said. "Stuck, asin we can't do anything about it right this minute.
Sooner or later, welll be able to go back down to Charleston again. These crummy little wars between
states don't usually last long—both sides get sick of them. And, sooner or later, well get back to the
home timeline, too. Somebody here or somebody back there will work out an antidote for thisvirus, and
they'll lift the quarantine.” He made a sour face. "My guessis, somebody in Ohio aready hasthe vaccine
or antivird or whatever it is. You don't put out what you can't control, not if you've got any brainsyou
don't. Otherwise, you turn it loose on your own people, too. Y ou lose friends doing that."

"l guess" Justin said. "' So how long do you figure well be cooped up in Elizabeth?”

"I don't know. Weeks? Months, tops." Mr. Brooks gave Justin asidelong glance. "With dl the soldiers
intown, maybe you've got more competition for your girlfriend.”

"I don't think so," Justin said. "Beckie doesn't like soldiers. Near as| cantell, she really doesn't like



Virginiasoldiers. Shethinksthey're abunch of racist . . . well, you know. It's not like sheswrong,
ether."

"No, it'snot,” Mr. Brooks agreed. "But when the other guy has an assault rifle and you dont, telling
him what you think of him isn't the smartest thing you can do. Whichiswhy you were smart to keep your
voice down here. Thewadlsin this place are asthin asthey can get away with, or five centimeters
thinner.”

"Yeah, I've noticed." Justin paused. "Do you redly think well be stuck here for months?" If Mr.
Brooks had said they'd have to stay in Elizabeth for the next twenty years, it could hardly have seemed
worse. Justin's sense of what along time was and the older man's were two very different things.

"I don't know for sure," Mr. Brooks answered. "1 don't see how | can know for sure, or how anybody
else can. I'm only guessing. But that's the best guess I've got. When we do get back to the hometimeline,
we ought to pick up a hazardous-duty bonus. Y our mom, too."

"Oh, boy," Jugtin said in hollow tones.

"Don't knock it," Mr. Brookstold him. "Hazardous-duty pay . . . Well, when you think about how
long we may be here, that could add up to a pile of benjamins. Maybe not as good as a college
scholarship for you, but it'll sure pay alot of bills once you're enrolled and everything.”

"Oh, boy," Jugtin said again. What with thismess, it looked asif held haveto start college ayear later
than held thought he would. If he had to go through gpplying again . . . If | have to do that, I'll scream,
he thought. Going through it once waslike going to the dentist for something nasty. Going through it twice
would be like the dentist forgetting something and making you come back. Jugtin didn't even want to
imaginethat.

And what kind of hazards was his mother going through down in Charleston? The TV hadn't talked
much lately about the fighting there. Wasit petering out? Or wasit so bad, the authorities didn't dare
admit anything about it? He had no way to know. More than anything € se, he wanted—he needed—to
find out.

Beckie quickly decided that showing hersdf in Elizabeth wasn't agood idea. None of the soldiersin town
gave her ahard time, exactly, but she didn't like the way the uniformed men followed her with their eyes.
In Cdifornia, men whistled at girlsthey thought were cute. They didn't do that here. Beckie didn't need
long to figure out that a sharp, short cough meant the same thing. Those coughs were compliments she
could have done without.

She was glad when Justin came over to visit. Gran and Mr. Snodgrass made dismal company. And
she felt safer when Justin was around. She knew that made no sense. What could he do against
somebody with agun? What could he do against a bunch of somebodieswith guns? Nothing, obvioudy,
except maybe get shot. She was glad when he came anyway.

Even the back yard was ruined. The trench, and the sheet metal heaved over it, were a stark reminder
of what could happen. She and Justin went out there with fizzes anyhow. It let her escape from Gran, and
that felt more precious than rubies right now.

Something flashed on top of Jephany Knob. "What do you think that is?" Beckie asked. "L ooked like
... Sun off glasses?"



"Where?' Justin hadn't seen it. Beckie pointed. With my luck, she thought, it won't happen again,
and he'll think I've gone nuts. But it did.

"| bet the Virginians have observers up there," he said. "I bet they're watching whatever's going on
farther west."

"I bet you'reright," she said. "That sure makes more sense than anything | thought of. What are we
going to do, anyway?" The question didn't exactly follow on what came before, but it didn't exactly not
follow, ether.

"Try to Say divetill thismessblows over. What e se can we do?' Justin answered. "l only wish | were
back in Charleston, or in Fredericksburg.”

"I'm sorry,” Beckiesaid. "l wish | wereback in L.A., too, believe you mel do. But I'm here, in
Elizabeth, with my grandmother. Happy day."

"And I'm here with my uncle. Happy day back atcha," Justin said. " And we kind of hang on to each
other so we don't go quite as crazy together as we would by ourselves."

"That'sabout thesze of it," Beckiesaid. "But | think | would have liked you even if weld met without
dl this. . . suff going on.”

"Doyou?' Hesmiled. "That's good."

"It redly is" Beckie said serioudy as she nodded. ™Y ou'll laugh or you'll get mad—or maybe you!l
laugh and you'll get mad, | don't know—but | wasn't sure | could like anybody from Virginia. You
people do things alot different from the way we do in Caifornia. We wouldn't have some of our own
people risng up againgt us because we don't treat them aswell astheres. . . . Areyou blushing?'

"l don't know." Justin got redder ill. "Am17?'

"Y ou bet you are." Beckie thought about laughing, but she didn't think coming out and doing it would
be agood idea. "Why are you blushing? Because of the way your state treats Negroes?' Justin had said
he didn't like that, but she till wasn't sure she believed him.

"Well ... patly,” Justin said. "That'snot al of it, though.”
"Yeah?' Now Beckiewasintrigued. "What's the rest of it?"
He really blushed then—red asasunset. "I can't tell you," he muttered.

She poked himin theribs. He jumped. "Y ou can't say stuff likethat," shetold him. "What isit? Why
can't you tell me? What are you, a spy from Ohio or something?”

That got rid of the blush. Justin turned paleingtead. "No!" he said. "Good Lord, no!" He sounded
furious. And he was, because he went on, "And don't say anything like that out loud, for heaven's sake!
It's not true, but it can get me shot anyway. Thereésawar on, in case you didn't notice.”

"Sorry," she said. She was, too, but she could see how that might not do her much good—or Justin,
ather."l am sorry," sherepeated. "That was dumb of me."

"Uh-huh.” He didn't try to tell her she waswrong. Instead, he pointed to ashell crater down the street.



"They meanit here”

"I said | was sorry." Beckie started to get mad, too. But she knew she'd goofed, so she added, "I'll try
not to do anything like that again.”

"Okay." Justin nodded. "Fair enough.”
"If you weren't acting likeamystery man . . ." Beckie said.

"I've got to get out of here," Justin muttered. She wondered what he meant. Away from her? That
would be great, shethought, and redlly did get angry. Or did he mean away from Elizabeth? The way it
sounded, he meant out of thisworld. But if he meant that, where did heaim to go?

Shelet out alittle of her frustration—not much, but alittle—by saying, "There's stuff you're not telling
me, isn't there?'

"No," hesaid quickly: too quickly, in away that couldn't mean anything but yes.

Asif hedid say yes, shewent on, "It'sokay. Who am | gonnatdl it to? Gran?' Her own laugh came
closeto hysteria Even she thought that was funny. " Sheriff Cochrane?’ That wasn't funny—it was scary.
"The soldiers?’ That wasn't just scary—it wasridiculous.

"Youvegot it wrong," he said. She didn't believe him, even if he sounded alot more convincing now
than he did in hismoment of surprise and dismay. Hewent on, "Thisisasslly asyour idea about the
United States holding together.”

"I didn't say that wastrue. | just said it would've been neat." Beckielooked at him. "Y ou'relying to
me. | don't know why—maybe you've got reasons, eveniif | can't imagine what they are. But if you are,
snceyou are, we're not going anywhere much, are we?!

"l guessnot,” he said sadly. "I'm sorry, Beckie." He didn't even bother pretending he wasn't lying any
more. "Y ou don't know what you're asking for, and | can't tell you. | wish | could, and | never thought I'd
dothat inamillionyears.

"You can," shesaid. "All you have to do is open your mouth and tell the truth.”

"It'snot that ample.”" He set his can of fizz on the grass not far from the trench. Then he started to walk
avay.

"Where are you going?"' Beckie caled after him.

"Back to the motel," he answered over his shoulder. "Y ou called it—thisisn't going anywhere. It'stoo
bad, but it's not. Take care. I'll seeyou." By which he had to mean, | won't see you. He kept walking.

She couldn't even tell him he was wrong, because she knew he was right. Knowing that and liking it
were two different critters. Beckie stared after him till ambush tears scalded her cheeks.

Justin sat on the edge of hisbed in the motel room, hisface buried in his hands. "I1t's not the end of the
world," Mr. Brooks said. "Y ou did theright thing, if it makesyou fed any better."

"It doesn't,” Justin said. "Chances are we weren't going anywhere anyway. That doesn't make me fed



any better. Beckie was—is—about the only nice thing here, and now that's ruined. What am | supposed
to do, dance ajig?

"Thisroom isn't big enough,” Mr. Brooks said. Justin looked up long enough to give him adirty look,
then submerged again. The older man went on, "I'm sorry—sort of. But one of the things you're not
supposed to do is give away the Crosstime Traffic secret. Cdifornia probably has the technology and the
computer power to build transposition chambersif they get the ideathat they can. And wouldn't that be
fun?'

"Well, this Cdiforniawould be better than some of the other countriesin different high-tech alternates,”
Jugtin said.

"Sure. But better isn't good, and you can't pretend it is." Mr. Brooks sighed. "Chances are we're
fighting alosing battle. Sooner or later, somebody e se will figure out how to go crosstime, and well have
to dedl with it. But later is better than sooner. We need to bein astronger position ourselves. Look at the
davery scanda we just went through. How are we supposed to tell other peopleto play niceif we can't
do it ourselves?'

"Beatsme." Justin looked up again, alittle longer thistime. "Not easy for meto careright now."
"l know," Mr. Brooks said. "Bresking up dways fedslike the end of theworld."

Justin gtarted to ask him what he knew about it. He started to, but he didn't. Something in the coin and
stamp dedler's expression told him it wouldn't be agood idea. Randol ph Brooks didn't talk about himself
awholelot. That didn't mean he hadn't done things—more things than Justin had, plainly.

"It does get better eventudly,” Mr. Brookswent on. ™Y ou know what they say—time wounds al
hedls." Did they say that? If they did, did Beckie's grandmother know about it? Thinking about Beckie,
or even her annoying grandmother, still hurt like anything. But Mr. Brooks still hadn't finished: "It's bad
whileit'sgoing on, though. There's not much you can do about it. I'm sorry. I'm extra sorry ‘cause shesa
nicekid."

She'sno kid! But that was one more thing Justin didn't say. Mr. Brooks was old enough to be his
father, so Beckie probably did look like akid to him. (Thinking about hisredl father, who had anew lady
friend, aso hurt.)

"What am | going to do?" Justin did ask. "I can't just stay cooped up in here 24/7."

"She doesn't hate you—or it doesn't sound like she does, anyway,” Mr. Brooks said. "Y ou can just be
friendsfriends, if you know what | mean. Maybe that's better than nothing.”

"Maybe." Jugtin didn't sound asiif he believed it. The reason was smple: he didnt. "Seeing her isliable
to hurt too much to stand.”

"Chance you take," Mr. Brooks said with ashrug. "If it does, you don't do it anymore.” He could
afford to sound calous. He wasn't the one who'd just had things fal gpart. Justin remembered reading
something somewhere. Nobody dies of a broken heart. You only wish you could. Whoever said that
hit it right on the button. Justin sure wished he could.

Before he could answer, the Virginia soldiers who'd taken over the rest of the motel started yelling and
cussing amile aminute, maybe faster. Some of them sounded furious. Others sounded scared. They
were al shouting about somebody named Adrian. Whether that was afirst name or alagt, Justin had no



idea
Then someone said something he couldn't misunderstand: "He'sgot it!"

He and Mr. Brooks |looked at each other. They both mouthed the same one-syllable word. It wasn't a
big surprise that Adrian—or one of the soldiers, anyway—had come down with the disease. It wasloose
in Elizabeth. Everybody knew that. But knowing it didn't make this welcome news.

"Which oneis Adrian?" Justin couldn't keep track of al the soldiers quartered here.

"| think he's the big guy, the one about your size," Mr. Brooks answered. When he said he thought
something like that was 0, it was, to about four decimal places. Hewasn't acoin and stamp dedler for
nothing. He remembered what things were worth, and al the technica details of why they were worth
what they were worth, too. So why wouldn't he keep track of soldiers?

Men running in army boots outside the motel room sounded alot like stampeding eephants. Elephants
didn't shout and use foul language, though. Or if they did, people couldn't understand them, which
amounted to the samething.

"I think Millard's got it, too!" somebody yelled. That produced more cussing. Most peoplein this
dternate swore less than they did in the home timeline, but the soldiers were an exception.

"Here comesthe doc!" another soldier hollered. They weredl carrying on a something above the tops
of ther lungs.

"What can you do for 'em, Doc?' Three or four people shouted the same question at once.

"If itisthe plague, | can't do anything much,” the military doctor answered. That was the meaning of
what he said, anyhow. It came out alot warmer. He also had unkind thingsto say about everyone who'd
been born in Ohio for the past three hundred years. "And their dogs, too," he added.

"Can you give 'em that globby stuff?" asoldier asked.

"Gammaglobulin, you mean?| can give the shots, but | don't know how much good they'll do, or if
they'll do any," the doctor said. "That stuff is supposed to keep them from getting sick in thefirst place,
not to cure them if they do. But I'll try it. | don't see how it can hurt them. And I'll tell you what y'al better
do."

"What'sthat?' Again, severd soldiers asked the question.

"Get away from thisplace,”" the doctor told them. " Go on—scoot. The less contact you have with
infected people, the better your chances of staying well. And send Mgor Duncan close enough so | can
shout a him. Thiscdll-phonejammingisapaninthe. ... Anyway, | need to talk to him. We haveto
figure out whether hanging on to this miserablelittle piddiepot of atown isworth therisk.”

Some of the soldierstried to volunteer to stay and help the military doctor take care of their buddies,
but hewouldn't hear of it. Heloudly and foully inssted it was hisjob, not theirs. Randolph Brooks
nodded approva of the men for wanting to stay and of the doctor for not letting them. "He's got nerve,
that one," the coin and stamp dedler said.

"Has he got any sense?' Justin asked.



Mr. Brooks shrugged. "He's aready about as exposed as you can be. For that matter, so arewe."”
Immunity shots or not, Justin could have done without the reminder.

Once given ordersto leave, the soldiers didn't seem sorry to go. It got quieter than it had been since
they took over most of the motd. It got so quiet, it made Justin nervous—hed grown used to their
racket, even if hedidnt likeit.

After abit, someone—Justin supposed it was Mgor Duncarn—came close enough to shout questions
at the doctor. Justin had trouble making out what they were. The mgjor didn't want to get real close,
which was understandable enough. The doctor's answers were plain enough and then some. He knew
how to project. Justin wondered if hed done dramain high school or college.

"How arethey?' heydled. "They're sick, that's how they are. And they're getting sicker by the minute,
t00." A pause. A muffled question from the major. "Y es, the men lodged here are exposed,” the doctor
answered. "Everybody in thiswhole blinking villageisexposed . . . sr." Another pause. Another
question. "Yes, Sr. That includesyou.”

Thistime, themgor let out avery audible squawk. "Can we get them out without risking more
people?' he asked, loud enough for Justin to hear him just fine.

"Won't be easy," the military doctor shouted back. "1'm not equipped for isolation cases. . . . Yes, |
should have been. . . . Yes, those people areidiots, but what do you want me to do about it now?"

Justin glanced over a Mr. Brooks. The older man'sface boreasmadl, tight smile. " Somethings don't
change from one aternate to another,” he said in alow voice. "The peoplein thefield, the people a the
front, have to work around their stupid superiors. Law of nature, near enough.”

"l guess,” Justin said vaguely. He'd missed some of the back-and-forth between the doctor and the
magor.

"Y ou can pull out if you want, sir," the doctor shouted. "I'll stay behind and take care of them. . . . No,
I'm not afraid, or not too much. | don't go into combat, the way you do. | do thisinstead.”

Justin thought he would rather go into combat. If you had agun, at least you could shoot back. What
could you do to atailored virus?

The mgor said something. "Sir, | would have to disobey that order,” the military doctor yelled back.
"The patients comefirgt. I'll stay here."

"He can play on my team any day," Mr. Brooks murmured. "Oh, yeah."

Ancther yd| from the Virginiamgor. The doctor didn't answer. The mgjor said something ese. This
time, Justin understood it perfectly. It made the officer's opinion very plain, even if it was on the earthy
sde. The doctor only laughed. "Thank you, Sr. | love you, too," he said, and blew the mgor aloud,
smacking kiss.

"Yeah," Mr. Brooks said. Justin found himself nodding. Whatever € se you said about the doc, he had
dyle. Asfor Judtin . . . Justin had the beginnings of an idea.

Beckie had started to hope Ohio troops would occupy Elizabeth. Her passport and Gran's had Ohio



visasthat were just as good astheir Virginiavisas. Maybe the Ohioans could do something about the
disease they'd turned loose, and wouldn't keep people in the areathey occupied al cooped up. If Beckie
and Gran could get back to Columbus, they could probably get back to Cdifornia

She knew better than to say anything about that where Mr. Snodgrass could hear it. He was, and had
every right to be, agood citizen of Virginia If he saw soldiersfrom Ohio on Prunty Street, he might take
out ashotgun and bang away at them. If he did, the Ohioans would likely shoot him and another dozen
people besides, but that might not be enough to stop him.

The soldiersfrom Virginiawere pulling out of Elizabeth again. The disease had got itsteeth into them.
Beckie thanked heaven that she'd stayed well, and her grandmother, and Mr. Snodgrass. She wasn't S0
sure hewas glad to be well. He might want to join hiswife. He kept going on about how empty hisdays
were without her. Beckie didn't know what to tell him. What could you tell somebody who said
something likethat?

Off to the west and northwest, Virginian guns il fired a the Ohioansin Parkersburg. "How many
shells come down on the enemy, and how many land on people who just happen to be in the way?"
Beckie wondered after one especidly noisy bombardment.

"Can't make an omeette without breaking eggs,” Gran said. To her, nothing Virginiadid in the war
could bewrong. To Beckieg, the cliché sounded like one of the things the mysterious they would say.

"It'sahard business, war," Mr. Snodgrass said. "A lot of thetime, | think nobody comes out on top.”

"I think you'reright,” Beckie said. Gran just sniffed. Beckie hadn't redly expected anything else from
her.

Somebody rang the doorbell. If that wasn't one of the sol-diers wanting something, it waslikely to be
Mr. Brooks and Justin. Beckie couldn't very well tll Justin not to come over. Thiswasn't her house—it
was Mr. Snodgrass. And Justin hadn't done anything to make her hate him. Hed just . . . disappointed
her. If he couldn't tell her whatever it wasthat he couldn't tell her, then they weren't going anywhere no
matter what. She'd wondered if they might. Knowing they wouldn't—was too bad.

Evenif they weren't, he till made better company than anybody elsein Elizabeth. That was pleasant
and annoying at the same time, because it reminded her of what might have been.

Today, though, Mr. Brooks beat him to the news. "The doctor who's treating the sick soldiers has
come down with it himsdf. It's a shame—he was brave to stay with them.”

"I haven't felt so good mysdlf lately,” Gran said. She was hedlthy as ahorse, but she couldn't sand to
let anybody upstage her.

"Arethey sick, or are they dead?' Mr. Snodgrass asked.
"At least one of them isdead," Justin said before Mr. Brooks could answer.

Beckie sent him asharp look. He didn't sound nervous or scared, the way he should have talking
about something as nasty as germ warfare. He sounded excited. His eyes glowed. He was thinking about
something, dl right. What? Did Mr. Brooks notice? He didn't seem to. To Beckig, it stuck out like asore
thumb.



"That's aterrible business,” Mr. Snodgrass said. " These Ohio people, you want to hunt 'em with coon
hounds and tree 'em and shoot ‘em right out of the blamed tree, iswhat you want to do." He didn't sound
asif hewaskidding. Would he have felt the sameway if hiswife hadn't got sick and died? He might
have. Virginiawas his sate, and Ohio was giving it ahard time.

"It's pretty bad, dl right," Mr. Brooks said. "'l don't like it that our doctors haven't got a better handle
on the disease by now."

Mr. Snodgrass face had been angry. It went grim, which was scarier. "I don't like that, either, not
even alittle bit. What does it say about our state? Only two things | can think of, and neither one of 'emis
good. Maybe our people are just adeep at the switch, and they'll get off the shilling and set towork ina
spell. That's bad enough, but the other choice isworse. Maybe those Ohio, uh, so-and-so's'—he
nodded to Beckie before he said that, so it would have been something juicier if she weren't
around—"redlly are smarter than the best welve got. If they are, that means we're in deeper than
anybody figured on when the war started.”

"I hope not,” Mr. Brooks said. "If people decide that's so, the consul won't get reelected, and you can
take that to the bank."

"If it isso, he shouldn't be," Mr. Snodgrass said. "They ought to ride him out of town on arail instead.”

Listening to older people going on about Virginia politics was the last thing Beckie wanted to do. At
least getting hit by a shell was aquick end—alot quicker than getting bored to death. Any second now,
Gran would jump in, and Beckie aready knew al her opinions by heart. Gran's politicswere alittle to the
right of Attilathe Hun's.

"Youwant afizz, Justin?' Beckie asked. "We can talk about stuff outside.” Shewas ill mad at
him—how couldn't she be, when he was hiding things from her>—but talking with him had to be more
interesting than what was hgppening in here.

Hisfacelit up. "Surel” Did hethink sheldd forgiven him aready? If he did, he was dumber than she
thought he was.

Going into the kitchen sobered her. Mr. Snodgrass had nailed a plywood square to the outside of the
house to keep the bugs out and the air conditioning in till he could get proper repairs made. Every time
Beckie saw the hole that square patched, she remembered the dreadful day she dmost died. If not for
Jugtin, she might have. She couldn't very well forget that, even if shewasmad a him.

The half-roofed trench in the back yard was sobering, too. The cold fizz can felt wonderful againgt her
blistered pam. Of dl the things sheld never imagined hersdf doing, digging like amole stood pretty high
onthelis.

"How you doing?' Justin asked her, maybe alittle too casudly.

"Fair to partly cloudy," she answered, which made him blink till he figured it out. She went on, "Y ou've
got something on your mind—something pretty big, | think. Can you tell mewhat it is?'

Helooked darmed. "How did you know? Uh, | mean, | do?'
Shelaughed a him. "Y eah, you do. And | know ‘causeit's written al over your face. C'mon. Spill."

If hetried to deny it, sheintended to push him into the trench and then maybe bury himinit. Y ou could



lie some, but you couldn't lie that much. He thought about it—she could tell. But then he must have
decided it wouldn't work. He spoke in alow voice, to make sure nobody inside could hear: "I think |
know how to get back to Charleston and make sure my mom'sall right.”

"Oh, yeah? How?"' Beckie asked. Hetold her. She stared at him in admiration mixed with horror.
"You'renutd"

"I know," he answered, not without pride. "But I'm gonnatry it anyhow."

Ten

Three minutes after four in the morning. That was what Justin's watch said as he got out of bed and did
into apair of jeans. In the other bed, Mr. Brooks went on breathing smoothly and evenly. Justin tiptoed
toward the door. If Mr. Brooks woke up and heard him go, the older man would stop him.

Don't let him hear you, then, Judtin told himsdlf. He opened the door and unlocked it so he could
closeit quietly. He dipped out. The latch bolt still clicked againgt the striker plate. Justin froze, waiting for
Mr. Brooksto jump up and yell, What was that? But the coin and stamp dealer went right on deeping.

The door to the room where the doctor had put Adrian and Millard stood open. Justin knew why: the
doctor was sick, too, and couldn't closeit. Nobody else—certainly not the motel manager—wanted to
come near enough to take care of it.

Justin'sthought was, | haven't caught this thing yet, and I've had every chance in the world. He
hoped hisimmunity shotsfrom the home timeline redlly were good for something. Going in therewas
risky for him, but alot lessthan it would have been for other people. And he couldn't do what he wanted
to do—what | need to do, wastheway he put it to himsd f—without taking the risk.

Except for adistant barking dog and an even more distant whip-poor-will, everything was quiet. Quiet
asthe grave, Justin thought, and wished like anything he hadn't. He dipped into the motel room. Millard
and the doctor both lay unconscious, breathing harshly. Adrian wasn't breathing at all—he'd died the day
before.

If he weren't more or less Justin's Size, this scheme would have been worthless. Sncehewas. . .
Justin hadn't thought he was squeamish, but stripping a dead body made his ssomach twist. It so wasn't
as easy as hedd thought it would be, since Adrian had started to tiffen.

Pants and shirt and service cap fit well enough. Justin worried more when he started putting on
Adrian's socks and shoes. He had big feet, and he was il in troubleif the luckless soldier didn't. But the
socks went on fine, and the heavy combat boots were, if anything, too long and too wide. He laced them
astight ashe could. Hisfeet ill felt abit floppy in them, but he could put up withiit.

One of the packs againgt thewall was Adrian's. So was one of the assault rifles. When Justin dung on
the pack with the longer straps, he gasped at how heavy it was. It had to weigh thirty kilos, easy. Were
these Virginians soldiers or mules? The rifle added another four kilos or so. Hed thought he wasin pretty
good shape. Trying to lug al this stuff around made him wonder.



Dawn was painting the eastern sky pink when he tramped out of the motel room. From the outside, he
wasaVirginiasoldier. Ontheinside, hefdt half proud of his own cleverness, half nervous about what
happened next. If things went the way they were supposed to, hed be ahero. If they didn't . . . He hadn't
thought much about that.

The extraweight he was carrying made the shoes start to rub. He trudged west anyway. If hegot a
blister on his hed, then he did, that was al. He remembered the blisters on Beckie's pams. She'd kept on
digging after she got them. He could go on, too.

When the sun came up, he rummaged in Adrian's pack for something to eat. Canned ham and eggs
wouldn't put Jack in the Box out of business any time soon. He ate the ration anyway. By thetime he
finished it, his tomach stopped growling. Not seeing anything else to do with the can, hetossed it into the
bushes by the sde of theroad. He didn't like to litter, but sometimes you werejust stuck.

Somewhere up ahead wasthe Virginiaartillery unit that had been shooting at Parkersburg. Heredly
was limping before held gone even a kilometer, though. He wouldn't get to them asfast as held hoped to.

Then he heard arumble up ahead. A string of trucks and armored fighting vehicleswas heading his
way. He got off the road and onto the shoulder to let them by. Or maybe they wouldn't go by. Maybe
they would. ..

One of the trucks stopped. The driver, a sergeant not far from Mr. Brooks age, shouted to Justin:
"What the devil you doin' there, son?"

"l was supposed to go out with the rest of the soldiersin Elizabeth," Justin answered, "but | wason
patrol inthe woods and | twisted my ankle. They went and |eft without me." He put hislimp to good use.

"Some peoplejust use their headsto hang their hats on,” the sergeant observed. "Maybe you were
lucky you were off in the woods. They've had people die from that disease.” He used ten or fifteen
seconds describing the plague in profane detail.

"Tell meabout it,” Justin said, "Millard'sabuddy of mine. | think Doc hasit, too." He figured he could
earn points by knowing what was going on in Elizabeth.

"If Doc makesit, thereisn't amedd fancy enough to pin on hischest,” the noncom said. "Anyway, pile
onin. We can sort out dl this stuff"—he used aword something like stuff, anyway—"when we get back
to Charleston.”

"Will do!" Justin said joyoudy. They were heading just where he wanted to go. Hed hoped they
would be, Helimped around to the back of the truck. One of the men inside held out ahand to help him
up andin. "Thanks," hetold thelocal, who nodded.

Everybody aready in the truck kind of squeezed together to give him just enough room to perch his
behind on one of the benches againgt the side of the rear compartment. It was a hard, cramped set, but
he couldn't complain. He wasin the same boat as dl the other soldiersthere. All the other soldiers, he
told himsdlf.

With agrowl from itsdiesd engine, thetruck rolled forward again. It ran right through the exhaust
fumes of the vehiclesin front of it. Justin coughed. A couple of soldierslit cigarettes. He coughed some
more. But nobody else grumbled about it, so he kept quiet. Lots more people smoked in this dternate
than in the hometimeline. Virginiaraised tobacco. Hetried to tel himsdlf this one brief exposureto
secondhand smoke wouldn't do him in. He hoped he wasright.



And the truck was heading for Charleston! Once he got there, dl he had to do was ditch his uniform,
put on the regular clothes held stashed in his pack, and find Mr. Brooks coin and stamp shop. Mom
would be there, and everything would be fine. He nodded happily. He had it al figured out. Somebody
knocked—ypounded, really—on the door to Mr. Snodgrass house. "I'll get it," Beckie cdled.

"Thank you kindly," Mr. Snodgrass said from his bedroom.

In Los Angdles, the door would have had alittle gizmo that let her look out and see who was there.
No onein Elizabeth bothered with such things. Living in asmal town did have afew advantages. She
opened the door. "Hello, Mr. Brooks," she said, and then, after taking a second look at him, "Areyou
okay?'

"Wadl, | don't exactly know." He was usualy acam, quiet, self-possessed man. He seemed anything
but self-possessed now. "Have you seen Justin? Is he with you?”

"No, he'snot here," Beckie said. "1 haven't seen him since the last time the two of you came over.”

"Then I'm not okay." Mr. Brooks voice went hard and flat. "He's gone and done something dumb. |
wondered if the two of you had gone and done something dumb together.” A beet too late, he redlized
how that had to sound and added, "No offense.”

"But of course," Beckie murmured, and the coin and stamp dedler winced. She went on, "Whatever
he's doing, he's doing without me, thank you very much." And then she redlized she had a better notion of
what Justin was up to than hisuncle did.

Her face must have given her away, because Mr. Brooks said, ™Y ou know something."

"I'm not sure. Maybe | do." What am | supposed to say? Beckie wondered. Justin had told her, but
he plainly hadn't told Mr. Brooks. But shouldn't Mr. Brooks know what he was doing? He was Justin's
uncle, and as closeto a parent as Justin had here.

Yeah, and Gran isascloseto a parent as |'ve got here. Beckie knew that wasn't fair. Unlike Gran,
Mr. Brookshad aclue. Evenso. . .

"What's he gone and done?’ the coin and stamp dedler asked, sounding like somebody braced for the
worst.

"Well, I'm not exactly sure." Beckie was stdling for time, but she wasn't quite lying. Justin hadn't
known exactly what he would do, because he didn't know how thingswould break. I'll just have to
play it by ear, held said.

"He'sfigured out some kind of schemeto get back to Charleston, hasn't he?' Mr. Brooks said. "'l told
him that wasn't agood idea, but | could see he didn't want to listen. Isthat what's going on?"

Beckiedidn't say yes. But she didn't have to. Once Mr. Brooks got hold of the ball, he didn't have any
trouble running withiit.

He clapped a hand to hisforehead. "Oh, for theloveof . . . Mike. Does he think he can con the
soldiersinto giving him alift? They won't do that, not unless. . ." He hit himsdlf in the head again, harder
thistime—so hard, in fact, it was awonder he didn't knock himself flat. He'd done his best not to cuss
before. What he said now amost pedled the paint off thewalsin thefront hal. "I'm sorry," hetold
Beckie when he ran down, though he obvioudy didn't meaniit.



"It'sokay," shesaid. "l want to remember some of that for later, though.”

Mr. Brooks smiled a crooked smile. "Hope you never get mad enough to need it, that's al 1've got to
say. One of the soldierswho got sick was about hissize. Did hetell you that?"

Again, Beckie didn't say yes. Again, shedidn't need to.

"Okay, the good newsis, he didn't go off somewhere and then come down with the disease. The
gypsesdidnt sted him, either—though right now they're welcometo him.” Mr. Brooks didn't sound asiif
he wasjoking. "The bad newsis, he doesn't know thing one about what being asoldier means.”

"And you do?' Beckie asked.

She regretted the question as soon as the words were out of her mouth. The ordinary-seeming bald
man looked at her—ooked through her, redly. All of asudden, she had no trouble at dl imagining him
much younger, and very tired, and scared to degth. "Oh, yeah," he said softly, hiseyes ill amillion
kilometers—or maybe twenty or twenty-five years—away. "Y eah, as a matter of fact, | do.”

"I'm sorry," shewhispered. Then she wondered what she was sorry for. That sheld doubted him? Or
that, along time ago, he'd seen and done some things held likely tried to forget ever since? Both, maybe.

He shook himsdlf, dmost like adog coming out of cold water. "Well, asamatter of fact, soam|," he
sad. "But I'm afraid I'm not half as sorry as Justin's going to be. The question is, will he be sorry because
he did something dumb and got caught, or will he be sorry ‘cause he did something dumb and got killed?!

"K-Killed?" Beckie had trouble getting the word out.

"Killed,"” Mr. Brooks repested. "'If he's going back to Charleston . . . Well, theré's ill fighting there.
Those soldiers weren't doing much up here. The powersthat be might have decided to get some use out
of them after dl. Y ou learn to fight same as you learn anything elset you practice, and then you do it for
real. Justin's never had any training. He knows how to load agun, and that's about it. If he doesn't give
himsalf away, he'sliable to stop abullet because he doesn't know how not to."

"What can you do?' Beckie asked.

"Good question. If | had agood answer, I'd giveit to you, | promise,” Mr. Brooks said bleakly. "He's
been gone since sometime in the night. | don't know when—I was adeep. He could be in Charleston
aready. Or he could be in the stockade aready, if they figure out hes no more asoldier thanthemanin
the moon. | hope heis. If he'sin the stockade, | have timeto figure out what happens next. If they just
throw himinto afirefight . . . Nobody can do anything about that.”

"Why would they even think he was only pretending to be asoldier?' Beckie asked. "Nobody would
look for anyone to try something like that. M ost people don't want to be soldiers, and the ones who do
jointher state'sarmy for redl.”

"Right the first time. Right the second time, too. Y ou're asmart kid, Beckie. Only thing is, | wish you
werent,” Mr. Brooks said. "Becauseif you are right—and I'm afraid you are—Jugtin'sin alot more
trouble than if you'rewrong."

"Wevegot to beabletodo. .. something." Beckie wished she hadn't faltered there at the end. It
showed she didn't know what that something might be.



"Yeah,” Mr. Brooks said. "Something." Histone of voice and the worried look on hisface said he
didn't know what, either.

The convoy of trucks and armored fighting vehicles from around Elizabeth was getting close to
Charleston. They'd aready been waved through two checkpoints outside of town. The sergeant in charge
of this—squad?—was listening on an earpiece and talking into athroat mike. He wore three chevrons on
hisdeeve, theway aU.S. Army sergeant would have. So what if they were upside down? Justin il
knew what they meant. Virginia officers rank badges were adifferent story. But if an officer told him
what to do, he knew he had to do it.

"Okay, guys—hereswhat's going on," the noncom said. Everybody leaned toward him. "Those
miserable people are still making trouble in Charleston. We're going to help make surethey stop.”

Hedidn't redly say people. The word he used was one nobody inthe U.SA. in the hometimeline
could say without proving he was adisgusting racist. People in the home timeline cussed alot more
casudly than they did here. But words that showed you were aracist or ardigious bigot or a
homophaobe. . . Nobody in the home timeline, not even people who really wereracists or fanatics or
homophobes, used those wordsin public. The taboos were different, but they were still taboos.

That thought was interesting enough to make Justin stop paying attention to the sergeant for afew
seconds. If hewere ared soldier, he didn't suppose he would have done that. Then | can't do it now,
hetold himsdlf.

"We're going down to Forida," the sergeant said. That confused Justin till he remembered it wasthe
name of agreet in Charleston. The Virginian went on, " Stinking people have abarricade there.” Again,
people wasn't the word he used. "WEell be part of the infantry force that flanks 'em out, and the gunswith
usll help blow ‘em to kingdom come. Any questions?”

Justin had about amillion, but nobody else said anything, so he didn't see how he could. Thered
soldiers probably knew the answers to most of them. One of those real soldiers, aguy named Eddie,
tapped Justin on theleg and said, "Stick close to Smitty and me. | know you're out of your unit and
everything. Well watch your back, and you watch ours. Ded ?!

"Ded." Jugtin didn't know exactly what kind of dedl it was, but he'd find out. Any kind of deal seemed
better than getting ignored.

Was he supposed to be excited now or scared? The other guysin the truck just seemed to be doing a
job. Were they hiding nerves? How could they help having them?

They got into Charleston afew minutes later. The town, as Justin remembered from his brief
acquaintance with it, had afunny shape. It stretched for severd miles dong the northern bank of the
KanawhaRiver, but it never got very far from the stream. It didn't seem as big as the Charleston of the
home timeline. It probably wasn't. That Charleston was a state capital, and the center of al the
bureaucracy that went with being one. This Charleston was just a back-country town.

And it was, right this minute, aback-country town in trouble. Automatic wegpons sounded cheerful.
Pop! Pop! Pop! That brisk crackle might have been firecrackers on the Fourth of Jduly. It might have
been, but it wasn't. The occasiona boom of cannon fire had no counterpart in the civilian world.

Whump! Justin wondered what that was, but not for long. A hole appeared, asif by magic, inthe



canvas cover over histruck's rear compartment. No, two holes—one on each side, less than ameter
above soldiers heads. Those were—couldn't be anything but—bullet holes.

He wanted to yelp, but nobody else did, so he kept quiet, too. How much of courage was being afraid
to embarrass yoursdlf in front of your buddies? A lot, unless he missed hisguess.

"Hope one of the bad guysfired that,” Smitty said. Justin Stared at him, wondering if he'd heard
graight. Smitty went on, "Y ou fed like such ajerk if you get hit by around from your own side.”

"Hurtsjust as much either way," somebody else said. The soldiers helmeted heads bobbed up and
down.

The sergeant had the earpiece in one ear again, and afinger jammed in the other to keep out
background noise. "Listen up,” he said when he heard whatever he needed to hear. "When we get out,
we go right two blocks. Then we turn left and go down five or sx blocks—something like that,
depending on what things ook like. Then we turn left again, and we come in behind the peopl€'s position.
Got it?"

"Right, left, left,” Eddiesaid. "Wegot it, Sarge.”

"Okay. Don't foul it up, then," the noncom said, or words to that effect. The truck stopped—stopped
short, so that Justin got heaved against the guy in front of him. "Out!" the sergeant screamed. "Out! Out!
Out! Movel Move! Move!™

Justin jumped out. So did the other soldiers. They all started running as soon astheir boots hit the
asphdt. The crackle of gunfire was alot closer now, and didn't sound nearly so cheerful. Those arereal
bullets, Justin thought as he pounded after Eddie and Smitty. If one of them hits me, it'll really mess
me up.

The African Americansfiring those bullets had a genuine grievance againg Virginia. The date did treat
them badly. Were Jugtin an African American from thisVirginiahimself, chances were he would have
been shooting a the white men in camouflage uniforms himself. He understood the fury and desperation
that sparked the uprising.

All of which meant zilch to him now. However good their reasons for picking up agun might be, those
African Americansweretrying to maim him or kill him. He didn't want them to do that.

Some of the other Virginiasoldiersfired back. Mogt of them squeezed off afew rounds from the hip
asthey ran. They couldn't have expected to hit anybody, except by luck. But if they made the rebels
keep their heads down, the ammunition wouldn't go to waste.

"Alil" A soldier toppled, clutching at hisleg.

Two of hisbuddies grabbed him and dragged him into a sheltered doorway. He howled and cursed dl
the way there. Heleft atrail of blood al the way there, too. It shonein the sun, red asred could be.

Something cracked past Justin's face. Automaticaly, he ducked. Then helooked around. Would
Eddie and Smitty and the other soldiersthink he was a coward because he flinched? He didn't need long
to figure out that they wouldn't. They were ducking, too.

He saw amuzzle flash up ahead. Somebody thereistrying to kill me. It wasn't athought, not redlly.
Hefdt it in hisbones as much as anything el se. He flopped down behind atrash can and fired afew shots



a . ..awhat?Hetried to think of it as shooting at the flash. That way, it seemed like avideo game. If
those flashes stopped, he wouldn't be in danger any more—from there, anyhow.

But part of him knew thiswas no game, and he wasn't shooting just a aflash. A man held that assault
rifle, aliving, breathing, swesating man. What wasthat living, bresthing, sweating man thinking as bullets
cracked past him?What would hethink if bullets dammed into him?

Justin wondered if he really wanted to know. All he wanted wasto stay dive. If that meant he had to
kill somebody ese. . . He wished he/d done more thinking about that before he decided to put on
Adrian'suniform.

Much too late to worry about it now.

"Comeon!" Smitty yedled. Justin couldn't stay behind the trash can forever, evenif it would have been
nice. He scrambled to hisfeet and ran on.

He wasn't more than afew blocks from Mr. Brooks shop. That meant he wasn't more than afew
blocksfrom Mom. If he could dip away . . . But he couldn't. He was caught in the middle of something
much bigger than he was. People were watching him to make sure he stayed caught init, too. What
would they do if hetried to duck out? Arrest him if he was lucky, he supposed. Shoot him if he wasn't.

Down toward theriver for afew blocks. Then turn left and swing in on the Negro rebels. 1t dl
sounded easy when the sergeant laid it out in the truck. But the sergeant went down with aworseleg
wound than the first one Justin had seen.

Another soldier went down, too, shot through the face. The back of his head exploded, blown to red
mist. He couldn't have known what hit him—he had to be dead before he finished crumpling to the
pavement. That didn't make watching it any essier.

And when the Virginiasoldiersturned in, they found black rebels banging away at them from behind a
barricade of rubble. Severd Virginiansfel then. Eddie went down, clutching at hisarm. Justin dragged
him into adoorway before he really thought about what he was doing. "How bad isit?' he asked.

"I'll live." Eddi€sface was gray. "Right now, I'm not so sure | want to. Give me a pain shot, will you?'

"Sure" But Justin didn't know whereto find the syringe, not till Eddie groped for it with his good hand.
Then, awkwardly, he stuck the soldier. Even more awkwardly, he dusted antibiotic powder onto the
wound and bandaged it. Eddie would need more work than that—Justin could see as much. Hewas no
doc himsdlf, though. All he could do wasal he could do.

"Thanks, man. Y ou did good.” Eddie sounded much better than he had afew minutes earlier. The pain
shot—morphine? something like it, anyway—kicked in fast. The wounded man went on, "Y ou were on
the bal, getting me out of theline of fire."

"Y ou would have done the samefor me." And Justin didn't just say it—he believed it. Y ou didn't show
you were scared so you wouldn't look bad in front of your buddies. And you didn't let them down so
they wouldn't et you down, either. He hadn't needed long to figure out some of what made soldierstick.

"Get moving!" somebody yelled from the street. "WEell do pickup on the wounded pretty soon.”

Justin didn't want to get moving, any more than held wanted to get up from behind the trash can. But
Eddie was watching him, and so was the sol dier—officer>—with the loud voice, and Smitty would be.



Thiswasn't good, but what could he do? He ran out and got moving.

Thefirgt thing he ran past was abody. Hisill-fitting boots splashed in the blood. Soldierswere
scrambling over the barricade. Someone got hit climbing over it and fell back. That didn't make Justin
enthusiagtic about trying it himsdf. He couldn't stay here, though—again, too many people were watching
him. Up he went, and thudded down on the other side. Bullets cracked past him. The blacks might have
been driven from the barricade, but they hadn't given up.

Hefound out how true that was afew seconds later. A skinny African American kid who didn't look
more than fourteen leaned out of a second-story window and aimed an assault rifle at him. Justin fired
firgt, more because hisfinger was on the trigger and the gun pointed in the right direction than for any
other reason. The kid dropped therifle and fell out of the window, splat! on the sdewak. Half hishead
was blown away.

Justin stopped and stared and threw up. How he missed his own shoes he never knew, but he did. He
would have killed me, he thought as he spat and retched and spat some more. He would have killed
meif I didn't shoot him. It wastrue. He knew it wastrue. And it did not adollar's worth of good.

Somebody thumped him on the back—Smitty. "First one you know you scragged yourself?' he asked.
"Yeah," Jugtin choked out.

Smitty thumped him again. "That's never easy. Y ou reckon he would have cared arat's patoctieif he
naled you?'

"No," Justin managed. The Negro kid was doing everything he could to kill him. He'd never had any
doubts about that.

"Wdl, come on, then, before somebody eseisluckier than that guy was," Smitty said. "It gets easer,
believe me. After awhile, you don't hardly fed athing.”

"Terrific," Jugtin said. Smitty smacked him on the back one moretime, asif heredly meant it. Maybe
the genuine Virginiasoldier thought hedid. After a while, you don't hardly feel a thing. The scary part
was, it was likely to be true. And he wasliable to get shot if hejust stood here.

Mr. Brooks hadn't talked about this. Y ou probably couldn't talk about this, not unless you were
talking to somebody else who aready knew what you were talking about. Now Justin did, evenif he
wished he didn't. Wishing did him as much good asit usualy does—none at dl. Heran on, past the
corpse of thekid held killed. He felt asif it were the corpse of his own childhood lying therein a
spreading pool of blood.

Without Justin around, Elizabeth felt even more like Nowhere to Beckie than it had before. She had
nothing to do except read and watch TV. Virginia TV mostly wasn't worth watching. She gotinto a
screaming fight with Gran over nothing in particular. The two of them sulked around each other for the
next severa days.

She didnt redizetill much, much later that her grandmother wasworried about her. Seeing that Gran
showed worry by snapping at people, Beckie's not noticing wasn't the hottest headline in the world.

She was sorry afterwards, but not sorry enough to apologize. Gran wouldn't have said she was sorry if



torturers started pulling her toenails out with rusty pliers. The next time Gran admitted a mistake would be
thefirg.

Beckie amost hoped . . . She shook her head, appalled at hersalf. How could she wish—almost
wish—the disease on somebody she was supposed to love? Never mind that her grandmother was
maybe the least lovable human being sheld ever known. She hoped it just meant she was stir-crazy, not
that she was some kind of monster.

Shewished she could talk it over with Justin. He would have understood. But he was down in
Charleston, doing . . . what? Whatever asoldier had to do. Whatever they told a soldier to do. What
would that be? Beckie didn't know, not exactly, and she was glad she didn't. Whatever it was, she
suspected it wouldn't be so easy to get out from under as Justin had thought.

| should have told him. She sighed and scowled and shook her head. Would he have listened? She
laughed, not that it was funny. Justin was the sort of person who listened only to himsdlf. He sure hadn't
paid any attention to hisuncle, and Mr. Brooks had more sensein his big toe than Justin did dl over.

Of course, who didn't think he had sense? Or she, for that matter? Gran was convinced she knew
what was what and Beckie was the one who needed to rent a clueif she couldn't buy one. And if that
wasn't crazy, Beckie had never run into anything that was.

What about me? Beckie wondered. Am | sure I'mright when | really don't have any idea what's
going on? It didn't look that way to her, anyhow. Here they were in Elizabeth, and here they were,
stuck. Y ou didn't need to be Sir Isaac Newton or Benjamin Franklin to figure that out.

What did Franklin say about the United States? We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall
all hang separately—that wasit. Actualy, he was talking about the people who signed the Declaration
of Independence, but these days people remembered the quote as akind of early epitaph for the country
that couldn't stay united. Now dl the states were separate, and dl of them positive they were better off
because of it.

"Penny for 'em, Rebecca," Mr. Snodgrass said from behind her.

She jumped. She hadn't known he was there. When somebody asked her something like that, she felt
obliged to tell the truth. "Y oull laugh a me," she said, and spelled it out.

Hedidn't laugh, but he did smile. Y ou ought to start amovement,” he said. "Bring back the United
Stated”

"Oh, I know it wouldn't work," Beckie said. "None of the consuls and presidents and governors and
what have you would want their power cut. No state would want people from any other satetelling it
what to do, or soldiers from another state onitsland. But if things didn't bresk down in thefirst place,
maybe we'd al be Americans now, not Virginians or Californians or whet al else. Maybe we wouldn't
fight these supid littlewars dl the time. One's dways bubbling somewhere.”

She studied the expression on hiswrinkled, lived-in face. It was the strangest blend of amusement and
sorrow sheld ever seen. He knew much better than she did how dead the United States were. But if by
some miracle they werent . . . then what? Hiswife would till be dive. There wouldn't be shell holes
down the street. He wouldn't have hedling blisters on his hands from digging trenches. Beckie wouldnt,
ether.

"It would be nice," he said dowly, hisvoice—wistful?"Or it might be, if you could make states get



along with each other like you say. | don't know how you'd do thet, though. They couldn't figureit out
three hundred years ago, and we are what we are now on account of they couldn't. Maybe you ought to
write abook about what thingswould be likeif we still had united states here.”

Had he said that in a different tone of voice—and not a very different tone, either—he would have
been mocking her. But he meant it. She could tell. "1 never thought about writing anything longer than
e-mail and school papers,” she said.

"| bet you could if you set your mind toit,” he said, and he still sounded serious. "Y ou've got away
with words."

Beckie suspected away with words wasn't enough to get her abook. The idea might be worth
thinking about, though. Writing was a better job than plenty of others she could think of.

"l don't reckon we want any writersin the family,” Gran said. Beckie didn't know she'd been listening.
Her grandmother went on, "We go in for thingsthat are alot more ordinary, alot more reputable.”

If anything could make Beckie bound and determined to try to write abook, a crack like that wasit.
But before she could give Gran the hot answer she deserved, somebody rang the doorbell. "Who'sthat?*
Mr. Snodgrass said. He went off to take alook. Beckie followed him so she wouldn't haveto talk to
Gran. Her grandmother followed, too, so she could go on giving Beckie what she imagined was good
advice.

"Hdllo, Ted," Mr. Brooks said when Mr. Snodgrass opened the door. "And good-bye, too, I'm
afrad.”

"What's up?" Mr. Shodgrass asked. "Why do you think you can get out of here? Why do you want to
try?'

"Because Ohio soldiers are coming up the road from Parkersburg,” Mr. Brooks answered. "They're
not coming very fadt. | think the Virginians mined the road before they pulled out. But | don't want to get
occupied, thank you very much. I'm going to try to get back to Charleston. | have achance, | think."

"Takemewith you,” Gran said.
"What? Why?1 can't do that!" Mr. Brooks yelped.

"Because I'm not about to let my sister lord it over me on account of her state's stolen the part of my
state where I'm staying,” Gran said. That probably made perfect senseto her. It didn't make much to
Beckie, and she would have bet it didn't make any to Mr. Brooks.

She would have won her bet, too. He said, "I'm sorry, Mrs,, uh, Bentley, but | don't see how | can
takeyou."

But then Beckie said, "Maybe you'll need help finding Justin.”

Mr. Brooks looked a Mr. Snodgrass. "Will you tell them they're crazy, Ted?1 don't think they're
paying any atentionto me."

"Well, maybe they are and maybe they aren't,” Mr. Snodgrass said. Mr. Brooks looked asif hed
been stabbed. Mr. Snodgrass went on, “When the Virginians come back—and they will—theresliable
to be abig old fight around these parts. Can't blame a couple of furriners '‘cause they don't care to get



suck inthe gears.”

"I'm no furriner!" Gran said indignantly. Beckie stepped on her foot. Gran was too dumb to see Mr.
Snodgrass was doing their work for them.

"| suppose you want to come along, too,” Mr. Brooks said sarcagtically.

"Nope—not me. Don't want anything to do with the big city,” Mr. Snodgrass said. "If afight rollsby
here, I'll take my chances. Don't mind abit.”

That flummoxed Mr. Brooks. He looked at Gran and Beckie. "Y ou sure? I'll find you ahotdl or
something when we get there. With Justin and his mother in town, my placeis crowded like you wouldn't
bdieve"

Did hethink that would stop Gran?"My credit card sill works, | expect,” shesaid. And if she ever ran
low, Mom and Dad back home would pump more money into her account. Maybe cell phonesin
Charleston weren't jammed. If they aren't, Beckiethought, | can talk to California again. My folks
must be going out of their minds. Then something e se occurred to her. Maybe they're worried about
Gran, too. That wasn't kind, which didn't mean it wasn't true.

Mr. Brooks opened and closed his mouth severd times. He looked like afreshly caught fish. He didn't
want to take them—that was as plain as the nose on hisface. But he wasn't rude enough to say no. "How
soon can you be ready?' he asked. "I want to get out of here, and I'm not kidding.”

"Twenty minutes?' Gran said.
"Beat my motd at"—Mr. Brookslooked at hiswatch—"half past, then.”

Most of thetime, you could count on Gran to take too long to get ready to go wherever she was
going—and to complain that everyone €lse was making her late. Here, she seemed to see that Mr.
Brookswasn't kidding and would leaveif she didn't show up on time. She threw thingsinto her suitcase
asfast as she could. Beckie didn't pay awholelot of attention to her, because she was busy doing the
samething.

"Thank you for taking care of usand putting up with usfor so long,” shetold Mr. Snodgrass. Gran
might have watzed out the door without saying good-bye.

"l was glad to have you here, especialy &fter. . . ." Hedidn't finish that, but Beckie knew what he
meant. He went on, "Are you sure you're doing the right thing?' He answered the question himself before
she could: "But you want to find out about your young man, don't you?"

"He's not exactly mine," Beckie said, which wasn't exactly adenid. She added, "Besides, I've got to
keep an eye on Gran. " That was all too true. Mr. Snodgrass nodded, understanding as much.

Gran had dready started trudging up the walk to the street. Pulling her whedled suitcase dong by the
handle, Beckie hurried after her. Mr. Snodgrass closed the door behind them. It seemed very find, like
the end of a chapter. What lay ahead?



Eleven

Justin wore a dead man's uniform. He ate from a dead man'sration cans, plus whatever else he could
scrounge. Thered soldierscalled it liberating or foraging, depending on whether they smiled when they
said it or not. A lot of it wasjust plain stedling. They didn't seem to care. Once Justin's belly started
growling, neither did he.

Thered soldiers. . . Justin grimaced. If he wasn't ared soldier himsaf by now, he never would be.
He'd hel ped awounded buddy. He'd shot somebody. He'd killed somebody. He might have killed other
people, too, but he was sure of that one kid. He expected to have nightmares about it, maybe for the rest
of hislife. The only thing hed missed was getting shot himsdlf. Even if the Negro rebels had a better
cause than the Commonwedlth of Virginia, he couldn't make himsdlf sorry about that.

"Smitty," the sergeant said.
"Yeah, Sarge?' said Justin's newfound friend—comrade, anyway.

"Takethe new guy here and go on over to that sandbag revetment on the corner for first watch. Ca
and Samwill relieve you in three hours."

"Right, Sarge," Smitty said, which wasthe kind of thing you said when a sergeant told you to do
something. He nudged Judtin. "C'mon, man. If they couldn't shoot us out in the open, they won't shoot us
when we got sandbagsin front of us, right?"

"l guess,” Justin said. "l hope." Smitty laughed, for dl theworld asif he werejoking. Hed proved
himsdlf, so Smitty must have thought he was. Oh, joy.

"Safer here than back there,” Smitty said when they got to the revetment. He kicked a sandbag.
"Bulletproof asanything.”

He was bound to be right about that. The sandbags were two and three deep, and piled up to
shoulder height—alittle less on Justin, because hewastall. ™Y eah, it'd take arocket to punch through this
suff," he said, and then, "Have they got rockets?' He wondered if Becki€'s uncle had smuggled in some
aong with therifles shed had her feet on.

"| reckon they do," Smitty answered, and then said something rude about Ohioans persond habits.
"But they've got alot more smdl arms. We came up againgt everything from the stuff we carry down to
.22s and shotguns. Must give them nightmares about keeping everybody in cartridges.”

"Yeah." Judtin hadn't worried about such things. If you had an empty gun, though, what could you do
with it? Hit somebody over the head—that was about al. He looked west through the smoke. "Sun's
finally going down. | don't think I've ever been through alonger day."

"Not over yet. Some of those people'—again, not the exact word Smitty used—"will be snesking
around at night. IR goggles are good, but they aren't as good asthered eyebal.”



"Uh-huh." Justin hoped his voice didn't sound too hollow. He didn't know how to use hisgoggles.
Adrian had been trained with them. Jugtin hadn't. I'll turn them on and hope for the best, he thought.
That should be better than nothing, anyhow.

With al the smokeintheair, it got dark fast. Justin flipped down the goggles, then fumbled till hefound
aswitch. Now he watched the world in shades of black and green. Night-vision gogglesin the home
timeline gave much better images. A fire acouple of hundred meters away seemed bright as the sun.
Justin didn't know how to turn down the gain.

He wished Smitty would fall adegp. Then he could put on his own clothes and find the coin shop . . .
find hismother.

Smitty seemed much too wide awvake. What did they do to sentrieswho fell adeep at their posts here?
Shoot them, the way they had in lots of places (including the U.S.A.) in the hometimeline? Justin
wouldn't have been surprised. One thing he'd already found out about war: both sides played for keeps.

When Justin yawvned enormoudly, Smitty reached into a pocket and pulled out alittle plastic bottle.
"Want apill?'Y ou won't worry about deeping for the next two days.”

"I'll be okay." Improvising, Justin went on, "I don't liketo use'em unless| redly haveto. I'm ligbleto
run down just when | ought to keep going.”

"Then you take another one.” But Smitty didn't pushiit. "Y ou've got apoint, | guess. Take too many
and they'll messyou up. Every oncein awhile, though, you gotta.”

"Sure" Judtin said, and then, "What wasthat?' Wasit an imaginary noise, anoisethat came from
nerves stretched too tight? He wouldn't have been surprised. Still, better to think you heard a noise that
wasn't redlly there than to miss one that was.

"Where?' Smitty's voice was thetiniest thread of whisper.

er that way," Justin whispered back, pointing in the genera direction of thefire. "Can't see anything

To hissurprise, Smitty dipped off his goggles. When he did, he arted to laugh. " Those sneaky
so-and-s0's," he said. "They know well be using the IR gear, and the fire masks them. But when you just
look that way . . ."

Justin raised his goggles, too. Thefirelit up three men crawling toward the revetment. They were
amost close enough to chuck agrenade. That would have been no laughing matter. Smitty started
shooting: negt bursts of three or four rounds, so his assault rifleés muzzle didn't climb too high. The
advancing Negroes never had a chance. Justin fired afew rounds, too, not aiming a them, so hed seem
to be doing something. It hardly mattered—inside of afew seconds, the blackswere al dead or dying.

"Good thing you had your ears open,” Smitty said. Killing people didn't bother him much. Y es, they
would have blown him up if they got the chance. Even 0. . .

"Don't know how | can hear anything after dl the gunfire.” Jugtin's ears were ringing.

"Gun bunnies have it worse than we do,” Smitty said. "Artilleryman'sear isno fun at dl. It makesyou
desf to peopletaking and lets you hear the stuff that doesn't matter half as much.”



"Wonderful," Justin said, and Smitty nodded. Justin wished he had ear plugs. Maybe he did—he didn't
know what dl wasin the pack or in the pouches on his bdlt. He couldn't very well start fumbling around
to find out now. Onething did occur to him: "Why don't you leave your goggles on, and I'll take mine off?
That way, one of uswill be sureto spot any kind of trouble. And | won't have to mess with what |
don't understand.

"Good thinking," Smitty said. "Well doiit."

Every time anything made any kind of noise, close or near, Jugtin flinched. Adrendine rivered through
him. " don't need your little pillsafter dl," hetold Smitty. "Nothing like fear to wire you."

"Wire you?' Smitty frowned. Justin redlized that wasn't dang in this ternate. After a second, though,
Smitty got it. "Oh, | know what you mean. Y eah, being scared cranks me, too—you betcha" That made
sense hereand in the hometimeline.

Nobody else came close to them while they were on watch. Justin supposed three corpses lying not
far away discouraged visitors. He knew they would have discouraged him. After what seemed like
forever, their reliefs came up. "Had company, did you?' one of the soldiers said, pointing to the bodies.

"Yeah. They got cute.” Smitty explained the trick the Negroes had used. "Don't et ‘em catch you the
sameway, or you'll be sorry." He aso mentioned Justin'sideafor having one soldier use goggleswhile
the other went without. "He's pretty smart,” he finished, and thumped Justin on the back. "Glad we
brought him dong.”

"He got Eddie to cover when they shot him, too, didn't he?" one of the new men said. Eddie nodded.
The other soldier turned to Justin. ™Y ou're good in my book, buddy."

"Thanks." How much that meant to Justin himself surprised him.

He and Smitty made it back to their company's encampment without any trouble. As he unrolled his
deegping bag, he thought about waking up in the middle of the night and sneaking away. He thought about
it. . .. Then helay down. Seep clubbed him over the head. Whatever happened after that, he didn't
know athing about it.

One of the amusement parksin Southern California had something called Mr. Frog's Crazy Ride. It
was—| oosaly—based on afamous children's book. Beckie had aways liked The Breeze in the Birches.
All she could think now, though, was that the fabulous Mr. Frog was only a polliwog when it cameto
crazy rides. Getting from Elizabeth to Charleston best the pants off anything at Mortimer's World.

Mr. Brooks started going by the route he'd used to come up to Elizabeth: over sde roads west to the
main highway south. That probably would have worked it he were able to get to the main highway. But
he wasn't. A couple of kilometers west of Elizabeth, the road stopped being aroad. There was an
enormous crater that stretched al the way acrossit, and something—a bulldozer?—had piled the rubble
into anest barricade.

"Wel . .. fudge" Mr. Brookssaid. "'l guessthey didn't want anybody from Ohio coming down this
road. They know how to get what they want, don't they?"



"Can you go around?' Gran asked. Asfar as Beckie knew, that was her second dumbest question of
dl time, right behind Did anything break? when the shell put aholein Mr. Snodgrass kitchen wall. That
topped theligt, but thisone gaveit arun for its money.

"If | had an armored personndl carrier, | might try it,” Mr. Brooks answered with what Beckie thought
was commendable calm. "In aHupmobile that's seen better days—thanks, but no thanks."

"What will you do, then?" Gran asked.

"Go back and try the long way around. What else can | do?' Mr. Brooks said. Even going back
wasn't easy. He did some fancy driving to turn around on the narrow road, then started east towards
Elizabeth again. "I hope we don't get there at the same time as the Ohio troops do.”

They besat the Ohioans, but not by much. Somebody yelled at them through abullhorn. Somebody else
fired a couple of shots at them. Beckie thought the shots were aimed their way, anyhow. Mr. Brooks
took two corners on two whedl's and got away. Beckie would have been more impressed than she wasiif
she hadn't been scared to degth, too.

"Areyou trying tokill al of us?' Gran squawked.

"No, maam," Mr. Brooks answered, polite as apreacher. "I'm trying not to." The Hupmobil€'s brakes
sguealed as he jerked the car around another corner.

"Wdl, now | know why we wear seat belts," Beckie said. Gran hadn't wanted to put herson. Mr.
Brooks had been polite then, too: he'd politely told her she could walk in that case. He wasn't kidding.
Even Gran, who was stubborner than most cats, could figure that out for herself. She had the belt on. So
did Beckie, without argument.

Asthey sped east, away from Elizabeth, Mr. Brooks said, "1 hope the Virginians didn't mine this
gtretch of road after they went down it.”

Gran found another smart question to ask: "What happensif they did?’

"We blow up." Mr. Brooks sounded remarkably lighthearted about it. Would that make Gran stop
asking questions? Beckie would have quit alot sooner hersdlf, but her grandmother never had known
how to take a hint.

"Do you think we can get there without blowing up?' No, Gran had no clue that she might beirritating.

"Not achance. | came thisway on purpose, just so | could go sky-high,” Mr. Brooks answered,
deadpan. "And when you and Beckie wanted to come dong, | redly looked forward to blasting a couple
of innocent bystanders, too."

Beckie giggled. She couldn't help hersdlf. Gran was not amused. ™Y oung man, are you playing games
with me?' she demanded. Her tones suggested she would take Mr. Brooks to the woodshed if he dared
do such athing.

He stopped wasting time being polite: "Mrs. Bentley, get out of my hair and let me drive. | didn't want
to bring you. Y ou wanted to come. Now pipe down."

Gran opened her mouth. Then she closed it again. Chances were nobody'd talked to her like that since
Beckie's grandfather was dive. It didn't do him much good, not from what Beckied heard, but Mr.



Brookstook Gran by surprise. The silence was chilly, but he didn't seem to care.

Then they cameto acheckpoint. A soldier strode out from a sandbagged machine-gun nest and held
up hisright hand. "Wherey'dl think you're going?" he demanded. "Therée's not supposed to be any
civilian traffic on theroad.”

"I know that, but welve got amedica emergency.” Mr. Brooks pointed to Gran.

The soldier took astep back. He brought up his assault rifle. "If she's got the plague, you redly can't
take her anywhere."

"No, nothing to do with that. Y ou can see for yoursalf—she'd look sicker if shedid," Mr. Brooks said.
Hewas right about that. Gran, as usual, |ooked healthy as an ox. She aso looked surprised to hear she
was sck. Usudly, she complained about her hedlth. It would be just like her to say she wasfine now. To
Beckie'srelief, she didn't. Mr. Brooks went on, " She's been getting her therapy in Parkersburg. We can't
go there now, s0 | have to take her down to Charleston for treatment. Y ou don't want her to die, do
you?'

By thelook on the soldier's face, he couldn't have cared less. "L et metalk to my sergeant,” he said at
last. "Y ou stay right theretill | get back if you know what's good for you.”

Hewaked back to the revetment. When he returned, he had an older man with him. "What the devil's
going on here?" the noncom said.

Mr. Brooks went through his song and dance again. "She'sasweet old lady," he said—with astraight
face, too, which proved hewas agood actor. "1 wouldn't do thisif | didn't haveto, believe me.”

"Wl . .." The sergeant rubbed hischin. "All right. Go on. | hope your mother gets better."”

"Uh, thanks" Mr. Brooks hadn't said anything about that. In his shoes, Beckie wouldn't have, either.
But heralied fast—maybe he could have been an actor. "Y eah, thanks. Twonk's Disease istreatable if
you catchitintime." He drove away before the sergeant could change his mind.

"Twonk's Disease?' Beckie said.

He cast off hisusud air of gloomto grin at her. "First name that popped into my mind.”
"Isthere such athing as Twonk's Disease?"

"Thereisnow. If you don't think so, ask that soldier.”

Beckie thought it over. Mr. Brooks had something, no doubt about it. What people believed to be true
often ended up asimportant aswhat redly wastrue. "What would you have doneif he told you to turn
around?’ she asked.

"I don't know. Maybe | could have taken out the whole checkpoint.” He didn't sound asif he was
kidding. He sounded more like someone weighing the odds. Beckie didn't know what kind of weapons
he had. She hadn't known he had any, though she would have guessed he did.

"Moreto you than meetsthe eye, isn't there?' she said.

"Me?' He shook his head. "Nah. I'm about as ordinary as—"



"Somebody who talks about taking out a checkpoint full of soldiers" Beckie finished for him. Had he
tried, she suspected he could have doneit. He might look ordinary, but he wasn't. Cometo think of it,
neither was Judtin. An interesting family. An unusud family, Beckie thought. She wondered what
Jugtin's mother waslike.

Mr. Brooks looked faintly embarrassed. Embarrassed at talking that way, or embarrassed at showing
too much of himself? Beckie wasn't sure. "Talk ischeap,” hesaid. "l got mad at that guy, ands0... . ."

"Sure," Beckie said. Yeah, sure, shethought.

"You know," Gran said, "l saw a TV show about Twonk's Disease once. | think | should go to the
doctor and get looked at, because | may haveit."

Beckie didn't say anything. There didn't seem to be anything to say. Mr. Brooks just kept driving. If
hiseyestwinkled alittle, if hischeeks and even his earsturned pink, then they did, that wasdll. If hewas
laughing inside, nobody could proveit. And that was bound to be just aswell.

Things weren't as Smple as Justin wished they were. They weren't as Smple as held expected them to be.
That seemed to be how growing up worked. Once you got into the middle of something, it usualy turned
out to be more complicated than you figured it would when you started.

With most things, that was annoying, but you dedlt with it and went on. When you were pretending to
be asoldier, complications wereligble to get you killed.

Justin hadn't thought he would have to go on pretending very long. He hadn't thought he would have to
go into combat, either. He had thought he would be able to dip away from the red soldiers as soon ashe
got into Charleston. He turned out to be wrong, wrong, and wrong, respectively.

Gunfire started up again well before sunup. He didn't hear it, not at first. Even if hewas degping on the
ground, he was degping hard. He didn't want to wake up even when Smitty shook him. *Come on,
man—move," Smitty said. "Y ou want to get shot?"

"Huh?" All Justin wanted to do was close hiseyes again.

"Come on." Smitty shook him some more. Then abullet cracked by overhead. That got Justin moving.
It got him moving faster than Smitty was, in fact. Hislifelong buddy of not quite twenty-four hours
laughed a him. "Thereyou go,” Smitty said. "See?| knew you could do it."

"Thanksalot," Justin said as he dove into ahole a shell had torn in the ground.

Smitty went on laughing, but not for long. "Hey, man,” he said, "you better pile some of that dirt in front
of you. You'd rather have abullet or afragment get stopped there. That way, it won't tear you up.”

"Uh, yeah." Jugtin pulled an entrenching tool—ha fway between abig trowd and asmdl shove—off
his belt and started work. He dug some more dirt out of the hole and piled that in front of him, too. The
deeper he dug, the thicker the rampart got, the safer he felt. Maybe some of that safety lay only in his
mind, but hed take it any which way.

Would he have thought to dig in if Smitty didn't suggest it? He hoped so, but he wasn't sure. Soldiering
seemed like any other job—it came with tricks of the trade. Smitty knew them. He'd probably learned



them in basic training, or whatever they cdled it here. Jugtin . . . didn'.

In an ordinary job, knowing the tricks let you work better, work faster. Maybe it kept you from
getting hurt if you worked with machinery. Here, knowing what was what helped keep you dive. ugtin
had seen alot of dead bodies since he got to Charleston. He could smell more that he couldn't see. It
was another hot, sticky day, and corpses went bad in ahurry. The sickly-sweet stink made him want to
puke.

He could smdl himsdlf, too, and the other soldiers. HEd been in this uniform for more than aday, and
done plenty of swesting. How long before he could shower or change clothes? He had no idea.
Nobody'd told him anything about stuff like that. People told you what to do. They didn't bother with
why. Y ou were supposed to know, or el se not to care. That didn't strike Justin as the best way to do
things, but nobody cared what he thought. Getting ignored by the people set over you aso seemed to be
part of soldiering.

An officer came forward with awhite flag on astick. He stood out in the open and waited to be
noticed. Justin wouldn't have wanted that job for anything in theworld. Little by little, though, thefiring
petered out.

Along with theflag of truce, the Virginiaofficer carried abullhorn. Heraised it to hismouth. Y ou
people!™ wasn't quite what he shouted. Hearing the hateful word he did use made Judtin grit histeeth. It
wasn't as bad aword in this dternate. He understood that. But understanding it didn't take the sick
feding out of hisbdly. And that word was no endesrment here, either. The officer used it again: "You
people! Y ou want to listen to me or what?*

"Well listen. Say your say," aNegro caled from the rubble ahead. He didn't show himsdlf.

TheVirginiaofficer didn't seem to expect him to. "Okay," he boomed. "Y ou better pay attention, on
account of thisisyour last chance. Y ou surrender now, you come out of your holeswith your hands high,
well et y'dl live. Y ou keep fighting, we won't answer for what happens after that. Y ou're whupped. No
matter what the fancy talkers from Ohio told you, you are whupped. Give up now and keep breathing.
Otherwise. . ." He paused ominoudy. Looking a hiswatch, he went on, "Y ou've got fifteen minutesto
make up your minds. Y ou make us come and get you, that's al shewrote.”

"You'l get your answer," the black man shouted back. "Hang on."

No rebels showed themsalves. They had to scurry back and forth somewhere out of sight, deciding
what to do. Wasthe officer even telling the truth? Would Virginiaauthorities spare the Negroes lives?
Probably, Justin judged. If they didn't, and other bands found out, it would make them fight to the death.
But would you want to go on living with what the authorities were likely to do to you? Justin wasn't s
sure about that.

"Timesup!" the officer blared. "What'sit gonna be?'

"Reckon we'd sooner die on our feet than on our knees," the rebd answered. "Y ou want us, come an'
w lﬁ"

"Your funerd," the officer said. "And it will be. Y ou asked for it."

Heturned and walked away. Some self-propelled guns like the ones west of Elizabeth—maybe they
were the same ones—rumbled into place. Instead of hurling their shellstwenty kilometers, they blasted
away at point-blank range, smashing the buildingsin which the Negro rebelswere hiding.



After they finished wrecking one block, they ground forward to start on the next. Thefoot soldiers
went with them. They got rid of the men the bombardment didn't kill or maim. They aso kept the rebels
from harming the guns. Justin wondered why they needed to do that—the guns seemed plenty ableto
take care of themselves.

Then aNegro jumped up on top of one. Justin didn't see where he came from. He yanked open a
hatch and threw aburning bottle of gasolineinto the fighting compartment. Somebody shot him before he
could leap down again. But horrible black smoke poured from the hatch. Shells started cooking off in
there. So did machine-gun ammo, which went pop! pop! pop! happy asyou please.

Nobody got out of the self-propelled gun. One Molotov cocktail—not that they called them that in this
aternate—took out an expensive machine and severd highly trained soldiers. One Molotov cocktail
and one brave man, Justin reminded himsdif.

Even Smitty said, "That took guts." Then he swore at the Negro who did it. Was he angry because the
man hurt his comrades? Or was he angry because the black showed himsdlf to be aman? Justin didn't
know and couldn't ask without giving himsalf awvay. He wondered if Smitty knew.

Another Negro with aMolotov cocktail got gunned down before he could come close enoughto a
s f-propelled gun to useit. The flaming gasoline set him on fire. He screamed for much too long before
hedied.

Justin was pretty sure he shot somebody e se. The black man popped up from behind a bus bench,
just like atarget in avideo game. Justin aimed and squeezed the trigger. The rebe went down, and didn't
do anything else after that. It bothered Justin much less than shooting the first kid had. That it bothered
him much less bothered him much more. He didn't want to get hardened to killing people.

He didn't want to do any of what he was doing. The people he was doing it with were no prizes,
ether. They didn't bother taking many prisoners. The rebels didn't try to surrender. They fought till they
couldn't fight any more, and then, grimly, they died.

"They've risen up before. They've got squashed every time," he said to Smitty asthey both crouched in
adoorway. "They must have known they couldn't win thistime, too. So why try?*

"Some folks are natura-born fools," Smitty answered. "And the Ohioans sent 'em guns and filled their
heads with moonshine." He spat. "L ook what it got 'em.”

"Maybeif we'd treated them better beforehand, they wouldn't have wanted to rebel no matter what
the Ohioansdid,” Justin said.

Smitty looked at him asif he were nuts. "Don't et an officer catch you talking that way," the redl
soldier warned. "Y ou'll get in more trouble than you know whét to do with." He wouldn't say any more
than that. Plainly, though, Justin had disgppointed him. Y ou couldn't even talk about recia equdity here.
If you so much as opened your mouth, they thought you came from some other world.

And Judtin did.

By the time evening came, there weren't many rebelsleft to kill. There wasn't much till standing in the
part of Charleston they'd held, either. They make a desert and call it peace. Some Roman historian
said that. It wasjust astrue now asit had been back in the days of the Empire. The Romans had actually
got peace—for awhile—by winning their wars like that. Maybe the Virginianswould, too . . . for a
while



And will I ever find any? Justin wondered. The chances didn't look good.

No Virginiasoldiers arrested Beckie and her grandmother and Mr. Brooks. No suspicious military
doctor asked him about how to treat Twonk's Disease. All that made getting to Charleston alittle easier,
but not much. Thereal problem wasthe road itself. It kept disappearing, usudly a spots where going
around involved something interesting—faling off adliff, for instance.

"Cruise missiles. Terrain-mapping technology.” Mr. Brooks sounded asif he admired the fancy
technology that was causing him endless delays. Maybe he did. It wouldn't have surprised Beckie. He
seemed a man who admired competence wherever he found it, because he didn't think heldd find it very
often.

As Mr. Brooks admired the Ohioans who'd wrecked the road, so he also admired the Virginian
military engineerswho repaired it and let him go forward again. Beckie dso couldn't help admiring them.
They were busy with hard, dangerouswork. They had no guarantee more cruise missleswouldn't fly in
and wreck everything they were doing—and maybe blow them up, too. But they kept at it.

Gran admired nothing and nobody. She complained whenever the road was blocked. And she
complained that the military engineers weren't fixing it fast enough. When Mr. Brooks drove over one of
the newly repaired stretches, she complained it was bumpy. When it wasn't bumpy, and saying it was
would only make her ook slly, she complained he was driving too fast instead.

Mr. Brookstook it dl in stride. At one point, when Gran was going even better than usua, he looked
over a Beckieand said, "Thisisfun, isnt it?'

She started to laugh. She couldn't help herself. Then Gran complained she wasn't taking things
serioudy enough. She only laughed harder.

Whenever the military engineers did finish agtretch, they waved the civilian car through. After about
the third time it happened, Mr. Brooks said, "Maybe it'sjust aswell you two came dong after al.”

"What do you mean?' Beckie asked.

"They see acar with aguy init, they're going to wonder what he's doing here. They seeacar witha
guy and his'mother’ "—Mr. Brooks made aface—"and his'daughter’ in it, they don't worry so much.
Probably doesn't hurt that his'daughter’ isa pretty girl, either.”

Beckie didn't think she was anything specid. But he didn't sound asif hewere praising her just to
butter her up. And she'd seen the way the soldierslooked at her. Of course, how fussy were soldiers
likely to be?

"Did Justin comethisway?' Beckie asked, not least so she wouldn't have to think about thingslike
that. "If he did, wasthe road smashed up for him, too?'

Mr. Brooks only shrugged. “"Maybe this happened after he went through. Or maybe the convoy he's
with isfive milesahead of us, waiting for the military engineersto fix ancother holein the highway. But if he
went to Charleston, he either went thisway or the other way we couldn't get through, because there
arent any more."

"Oh." Beckie thought about that, then nodded. "What if he didn't go to Charleston?”



"In that case, were up the well-known creek without apaddie,” Mr. Brooks answered. "And sois
m“

"Which creek?" It wasn't well-known to Gran. "What are you talking about?'
"I'm just being metephorica, Mrs. Bentley," Mr. Brooks said.
"Wadll, cut it out and talk so a person can understand you.”

Hesghed. "If dl writersdid that, chances are it would improve ninety percent of them. But it would
ruin the ret—and those are the ones we need mog."

Gran only sniffed. After afew seconds, Beckie said, "Y ou say interesting things."

"Who, me?' Mr. Brooks shrugged. "The only thing | want to say is, ‘And they dl lived happily ever
after.' But | don't know if I'll be able to manage that. L ooks like the sun's about to go down, and we
aren't thereyet.”

"WeI? Turn on your lights and keep going,” Gran said.

"I would do that, Mrs. Bentley, but I'm not sureit'sagood idea," Mr. Brooks said. "Missles may
home on our lights. Or the Virginians may shoot us because they think were trying to make missileshome
on us. Which would you rather?*

"What? | don't want either one! Areyou crazy?' Gran sounded sure he was.

"He'strying to tell you he doesn't want to keep driving after dark, Gran,” Beckie said, working hard
not to laugh.

"See?| told you he should just talk sense” Nothing got through to Gran, even the things that should
have.

They stopped for the night in atown called Clendenin, which was even smdler than Elizabeth. Once
upon atime, it had been an oil town. Now the derricks stood silent and rusting. Thetown did have a
motel. It looked shabbier than the one in Elizabeth, and was full of soldiers. Clendenin also had agas
ga-tion. Thetravelers used the restrooms there. They also bought snacks—no diner there.

Then they went out and dept in the car, or tried to. Beckie couldn't remember a more uncomfortable
night. Gran had the back seet to hersdf. She soon started snoring. Even with her front seat reclined,
Beckie couldn't doze off. She usually dept on her ssomach. She leaned back and did her best to keep
quiet—Mr. Brooks was breathing deeply and steadily, too.

Shetried counting sheep. She tried counting boulders—plenty of them all around the road they'd been
traveling. She felt hersdlf getting deepy . . . till amosguito started buzzing. She was so tired, she could
hardly see sraight. But her eyeswouldn't stay closed no matter what.

And then gray predawn light streamed through the windshield, and she had no idea how it had got
there. She looked around in surprise. Mr. Brooks nodded to her. ™Y our grandmother is till out,” he
whispered.

She surewas. She was snoring louder than ever. "1 guess| did deep,” Beckie said. "1 didn't think |
could."



"Y ou get tired enough, you can do dmost anything.” Mr. Brooks sounded like aman who knew what
he was talking about.

"How long have you been awake?' Beckie asked.

"A while now.” He looked at what they'd bought the night before. "Weve got some warm fizzes, and
some chocolate Supersnax cakes, and some pork rinds. Sounds like a great breakfast, doesn't it?"

"Makes my mouth water," Beckie said solemnly. He laughed softly. She ate one of the cakes and
drank afizz. Then she hoped the fellow who ran the gas station would come back and open up, because
she needed to make a pit stop.

Hedid, so she didn't have to go into the bushes behind the station. At least there were bushesto go
back to. In Los Angeles, there wouldn't have been.

Gran crunched pork rinds asiif she ate them for breskfast every morning. Beckie didn't want to think
about what that meant. Had there been atime when Gran . . . ? Beckie shook her head. She didn't want
to think about it.

She heard booms off in the distance. Before she cameto Virginia, she would have thought they were
thunder. Now she knew better—more knowledge she wished she didn't have. But she did, and so she
sd, "That'sartillery.”

"Sureis," Mr. Brooks agreed. " Sounds like it's coming from Charleston. They're blowing the place up
to saveit." That went right by Gran. The cynicism made Beckie wince.

"Will there be anywhere to stay?' Beckie asked.

"I expect therewill," Mr. Brooks answered. "Charleston's agood-sized city. Towreck it dl, you'd
need anuke or two great big armies fighting ano-holds-barred battle there—like, uh, Tsaritsynin the
War of the Three Emperors ahundred and fifty years ago. An uprising? An uprising'sjust anuisance.”

"Unlessyou get shotinit," Beckie said.

"Thereisthat," he agreed. "Y ou're just as dead if you get shot in an uprising asyou are any other time,
Shall we go find out how bad things are?' Neither Beckie nor Gran said no. He drove southwest toward
Charleston.

He passed severa miilitary checkpoints coming into the city. Two things got him through: everybody in
the car was white, and he had agenuine Virginiadriver'slicense. Soldiers checked it with their |aptops. It
came up green every time.

"Oh, my," Beckie said when they got into Charleston.
"It wasnt likethiswhen | |eft,” Mr. Brooks said.
"l sure hopenot,” shetold him.

"It's not thisbad on the news," Gran said, looking around in disbelief. Thiswas without a doubt a city
that had been fought over, and fought over hard. Buildings were knocked flat. Bullet holes scarred
wooden fences and walls. The stink of smoke filled the air and stung Becki€'s eyes. Under it lay another,
nestier stink: the stink of desth.



"On the news, Gran, they don't want you to think it's bad,” Beckie said, as gently as she could.
"But the newsis supposed to show you what'swhat," Gran said.

Beckie wondered how Gran could have got to be an old lady while staying so innocent. Mr. Brooks
said, "The news shows what the people in charge want you to think iswhat." No, he didn't come to town
on aload of turnips.

He passed up a couple of motels and hotels that had taken battle damage, and a couple of more that
hadn't. "What's wrong with this one?' Beckie asked when he drove past yet another.

"Didn't look good," he answered, and |eft it there. "Ah, herewe go," he said aminute or so later, and
pulled up at one across the street from a police gation. ™Y ou ought to be safe here. I'll come back and
check on you later today."

"Thank you very much," Beckiesaid.

" want aroom with a TV with better news," Gran said. When you got right down to it, that didn't
sound like such abad idea.

Twelve

Justin had been wondering how to get away from his squad. Once he decided to risk it, it turned out to
be the easiest thing in the world. He just walked off, looking asif he knew where he was going and what
he was doing.

He'd come a couple of blocks when he got to acheckpoint. "What's up?' one of the soldiersthere
asked him.

He pointed ahead. "I'm supposed to patrol down that way."

"Okay." The soldier didn't ask any more questions. Justin was white and he was in uniform, so the
fellow figured he had to be dl right. HEd counted on that. The soldier at the checkpoint did say, "Keep
your eyes peded. Still may be afew holdouts running around loose."

"Thanks. | will." That wasthelast thing Justin wanted to hear. He tramped on. Other soldiers went
here and there, sometimes singly, sometimes in groups. Except for that one sentry, nobody challenged
him. If you seemed legit, people assumed you were. Most of the time, they wereright. Every onceina
while, you could take advantage of them.

He heard scattered gunshots, but none very close. The civilians on the street were dl white. African
Americanswere lying low. How much good would that do them? Sooner or later—Iikely sooner—the
white Virginians would take their re-venge for the uprising. That would make the Negroes hate them even
more, and would light some sparksto help kindle the next revolt.

How could Virginiabreak the cycle? The only way Justin saw was for whitesto treat blacksthe same



way they treated each other. He also saw that that was something no local whites wanted to do. They
feared, and with some justice, equdity wouldn't seem like enough. They looked fearfully toward
black-ruled Missssippi, the way daveownersin the home timeline once looked fearfully toward
black-ruled Haiti.

That wasn't hisworry, for which he thanked heaven. 1t might be Crosstime Traffic's worry one of these
days. The company would have to figure out what to do here, and whether it could do anything.
Sometimes dipping the right idea to the right people at the right moment made al the differencein the
world. Sometimesit didn't change athing. Y ou never could tell till you tried.

Heturned on to the street on which Mr. Brooks coin and stamp shop lay. His heart pounded in his
chest. Was everything dl right? Was anything left? He didn't want to think anything bad could happen to
his mother. But held seen enough horror the past couple of days to know anything could happen to

anybody.

Thereld been fighting here. Several buildings had bites taken out of them. Bullets pocked wallsand
shattered windows. The donut house across the street from the shop, the one where he'd seen the car
pull up when hefirgt got into Charleston, was nothing but a pile of rubble. Did somebody make a point of
knocking it flat, or wasit just unlucky? Held probably never know.

But the coin and stamp shop was till standing. Even if it weren't, the room in the subbasement where
the transposition chamber came and went wouldn't be damaged. But could Mom have got down there
fast enough? Even if she could have, would Crosstime Traffic have let her leave thisdternate with a
genetically engineered disease on theloose? It seemed unlikely.

Justin hoped that was all wasted worry. He looked up and down the street. No other soldiersin sight.
Nobody to noticeif he went in here. He pulled at the door. It was locked. He muttered—he should have
known it would be. He gtill had akey. He put it in the lock and turned, then tried the door. It opened.

Nobody stood behind the counter. Justin took a couple of steps forward into the shop, letting the door
click shut behind him. The sharp little noise brought his mother out from the back room. She looked
adarmed—she looked terrified—at seeing alarge soldier with an assault rifle in the shop. But her voice
was brisk and didn't wobble as she asked, "What do you want, Private?’

She didn't recognize him. He was wearing agrimy uniform she didn't expect, ahelmet that changed the
shape of hisface, and a couple of days worth of filth and stubble. He grinned. "Hi, Mom," he said.

Her jaw dropped. "Justin?' she whispered. Then shesaid, "Judtin!™ a something not far from ascream
and threw her arms around him. When shefindly let go, she said, "I never thought I'd hug anybody

caryingagun.”

That reminded him of what he'd seen and done while he wore the uniform and the hdmet and the dirt
and stubble. With ashudder, he set therifle down and said, "If | never seethis. . . this thing again, it'll be
too soon."

"Oh." Shelooked at him again—for red thistime. ™Y ou weren't just carrying ME! You used it, didn't
you?'

"Yeah." He grimaced. "If | didn't, one of the rebels would have used one on me. | lost my lunch right
after that.”

"l believeyou," hismother said. "How come you had it in the first place?"



"It wasthe only way | saw to get back here from Elizabeth,” Justin answered. "It worked, too.” He
wasn't exactly thrilled that it had. People said you could buy something at too high aprice. Hed
understood that with money before, but no other way. He did now.

Mom must have seen as much on hisface. "Wdll, you are here," she said. "That may not bethe only
thing that matters, but I'm awful glad to see you—now that I'm not scared to death any more, | mean. Is

Randy dl right?'

"Hewasfinethelast time | saw him, acouple of daysago,”" Justin said. "But how have you been? Y ou
werein themiddle of everything."

"Morelike onthe edges” Mom said. "If this place werein the middle, it wouldn't still be standing.”

Shewasright about that. " Can they cure the disease the Ohioans turned loose?" he asked. " Can they
get usout of here?"

"They dready have avaccine. They're getting closeto acure,” hismother answered.

"A vaccing'sjust asgood,” Justin said, and then, remembering Irmaand Mrs. Snodgrass, "Well, unless
you've dready got it, anyway."

"Unless," hismother agreed. "The problem now, the way | understand it, is getting the vaccine to the
Virginians without making them suspicious. Last | heard, we were thinking of mailing it to Richmond asif
it came from alab in Pennsylvaniaor Wabash." The state of Wabash wasn't too different from Indianain
the hometimeline. "The hopeisthey'll be so glad to get it, they won't ask many questions.”

"What about getting us back to the home timeline?" Justin asked. That was the thing that was
uppermogt in hismind.

"They ... aren't quiteready yet," Mom said. "We've been exposed to the virus. The air the
trangposition chamber picks up when it opensfor us may have the bug floating around in it, too. They
don't want to bring it back to the hometimeline."

"But they've got the vaccine! Y ou said they're closeto acure!™ Justin had come back to Charleston
wanting to get home. If he couldn't, if he was till stuck in thisdternate, he might dmost have stayed in
Elizabeth—though it was nice to be sure Mom was okay.

"They've got 'em, and they don't want to have to use'em,” she said. "That would be expensive, and if
they start having cases anyway. . . . Wéll, can you imagine the lawsuits? They redly—I mean really
—don't want another black eye so soon after the davery scandal.”

Justin could seethat. It made good sense in terms of what Crosstime Traffic needed. In terms of what
he and his mother and Mr. Brooks needed, though, it wasn't so great. "They can't just strand ushere. . .

can they?”
"I don't think they'll do that,” Mom said.
"If they do, we'll suethem,” Jugtin said fiercdly.

"WEell, no." His mother shook his head. "We signed liability waivers before we came here. Thisian't
company negligence or anything. Thisis part of the risk we take when we come to a high-tech dternate.
No lawyer will touch this one, and wed get thrown out of court if we found one who would.”



"Oh." Judtin didn't think he'd ever made agloomier noise.

"They'reworking onit,” Mom said. "I don't know the details—they haven't told me. But they don't
want to leave us here. That wouldn't look good, ether.”

"Well, hooray." Getting saved becauseit helped Crosstime Traffic'simage wasn't exactly what Justin
had in mind, ether.

"Y ou ought to be glad they've got some reason to want to bring us back,” Mom said. " Otherwise, they
wouldn't try so hard.”

"How hard are they trying now?"
"I think something is happening. | hope so, anyway."
"It had better be," Justin said, though he had no ideawhat he could do if it weren't.

A car pulled up in front of the shop. Justin wasn't very surprised when Mr. Brooks got out. If he'd
managed to get down to Charleston himself, that had to be the boot in the behind the coin and stamp
dedler needed. Justin opened the door for him. Mr. Brooks greeted him with, ™Y ou dummy."

"I madeit," Justin said.

"Oh, boy." He didn't impress the older man. Mr. Brooks pointed to the assault rifle leaning againgt the
wall. "Did you haveto use that?'

"Yeah," Jugtin admitted in asmall voice.
"How did you likeit?'

Judtin didn't say anything. Hisface must have said it al, though, because Mr. Brooks set ahand on his
shoulder. Justin managed a shaky nod. "Thanks," he muttered.

"It'sokay," Mr. Brooks answered. "If you did likeit, that would worry me. It's not a game out there.
Whoever you shot, hewasred. Y ou aways need to remember that. Sometimesit happens. If hesgonna
shoot you, you take care of yourself and worry about it later. But you always have to take it serioudly,
because the other fellow wantsto live just as much asyou do."

"l ... found that out." Justin wondered if finding it out would set him apart from everybody he knew
back in the home timdline. Knowing things your friends didn't couldn't help but isolate you from them. . .
couldit?

"Y ou've joined aclub nobody wantsto belong to.” Mr. Brooks was scarily good at thinking along with
him. The older man went on, "Chances are you'll meet more members than you know about, because the
otherswon' talk about it any more than you will." He turned to Justin's mother. "What's going on here?”’

"I'm il dive. Nobody's robbed the place,” she answered. Then shefilled himin on the bigger picture,
the way she had with Justin.

He nodded. "Okay. Thanks. It could be worse. It could be better, too, but it could always be better.”

He was asking Mom more questions when Justin went into the back room. He got out of Adrian's
uniform asfast as he could and put on the clothes he had in the pack. They were wrinkled as anything,



but he didn't care. He didn't care about going upstairs for a different outfit, either. He wanted to turn into
himsdf again, asfast ashe could, not aVirginiasoldier any more. Anything but aVirginiasoldier, in fact.

When he came out again, Mr. Brooks nodded to him. "Took the whammy off, did you?"
"Yegh!" Judtin said.
"Don't blame you abit."

Justin nodded now. He was glad the coin and slamp dedler didn't blame him. But, dl things
considered, how much differ-ence did that make? He'd blame himsdf for therest of hislife. If he hadn't
put on the uniform.. . . what?

He started to think, That African-American kid would still be alive then. But wasthat true? Wasit
even likely? Wouldn't Smitty or one of the other red Virginia soldiers have shot him instead? Or, if they
hadn't, wouldn't the salf-propelled guns have killed him? How could you know?Y ou couldn't, not for
sure. Hewondered if he was looking for an excuseto fed less guilty. He hoped not. He would stay a
member of Mr. Brooks unhappy club no matter what. Hed just have to figure out how to live withiit,
and that wouldn't happen overnight, either.

He had therest of hislifeto worry about it. The kid he'd shot didn't, not anymore. And that was
exactly the point.

"l don't fed good.” Gran said it in asurprisingly matter-of-fact way. Most of the time, she was proud of
her aches and pains. She used them to outdo other people around her who might have the nerve not to
bewell. But coming out and announcing something like thiswasn't her usud style.

Because it wasn't, Beckie paid more attention than she would have otherwise. "What's the matter?”
she asked.

"Thelight seemstoo bright. And I'm warm, even though | know the air conditioner isrunning,” Gran
sad.

Beckie waked over to her and put ahand on her forehead. She amost jerked it back in alarm. Her
grandmother wasn't just warm. She was hot, much too hot. It could have been alot of things. Beckie
feared she knew what it was.

"Can you get me some water?' Gran usualy milked her symptomsfor al they were worth, too.

Thistime, Beckie didn't mind. As she went to the sink, she wondered what to do. Call thelocal
emergency number? With fighting till going onin the city, would anybody pay atention? A long burst of
machine-gun fire underscored her fears. Somebody screamed—not a short, frightened scream like the
onesin the movies, but ashriek that went on and on and on. Anybody who screamed that way was dying
asfast ashe could, but not fast enough.

But with people in Charleston making noises like that, how long would the emergency people taketo
get hereif they came at al? What would they do when they did? Will they stick me in quarantine
somewhere? Will | ever get out again? She and Gran were foreigners here. Did Cdiforniaeven havea
consulate in Charleston? Shelooked in the phone book and didn't find one. Especidly during arebellion,
the Virginians could do anything they wanted.



"Let me have some more," Gran said, so Beckie did.

Then she looked in the phone book again. Sure enough, there it was. CHARLESTON COINSAND STAMP
COMPANY . It gave an address along with the phone number. Beckie didn't know where that address
was. Sheld never expected to come to Charleston. But the room had a computer termind. It was dow
and clunky by Cdlifornia standards, but it worked.

As sheld hoped, the coin and stamp shop was just afew blocks away. She'd figured Mr. Brooks
would put her and Gran somewhere close to his shop. He and Justin were the only people she knew
here. They could tell her what to do.

Whatever it was, she needed to do it in ahurry. Gran was Sitting there, sort of staring at the TV. She
often watched without redlly knowing what was going on, but this was different. Her brain wasn't
working right. She would have stared the same way if she were pointed in some other direction.

Beckietried using her cdl phoneto cdl the coin and slamp shop. No luck—all she got was atic. The
hotel room had no phone, any more than onein Californiawould have. Land lines were dead, deed,
dead. She wished she were in some backward part of the world where they ill used them—Russia,
maybe, or central Africa. Sheld never imagined low tech could be better than high, but she'd never been
inawar before, either. Phone service was probably out al over western Virginiaand eastern Ohio. What
amess.

If she couldn't cdll, she had to go. She didn't like leaving Gran by hersdlf, but she couldn't seethat she
had much choice. Gran wasn't likely to wander off. If she got sicker . . . Beckie gnawed on the inside of
her lower lip. Shedidn't liketo think about that.

I'm going to get help, shetold hersdf. | won't be gone long. | hope | won't, anyway.

Then she told Gran the same thing. Gran nodded vagudly. "I think the muffins are spoiled,” she said,
which meant she didn't hear or she was out of her head with fever or all of the above.

Three blocks over and two blocks down toward the river. That was what the terminal said. It didn't
say anything about what might be going on between here and there. Beckie wished it would have. She
wasn't brave—not even close. But she knew she had to go, and so she left the hotel room before she
gave hersdf much of achanceto think about it.

The bellhops and porters were Negroes. So were the waiters and, she presumed, the cooks. In
Cdifornia, she wouldn't have paid much attention—and there would have been dl kinds of people doing
those jobs. Here, seeing black faces made her nervous. She knew it shouldn't have. . . or should it?
How much did they hate whites? How many good reasons for hating whites did they have?

When abellhop tipped his cap to her as she went out, she dmost screamed. What was he thinking?
How much did he despise himse f—and her—because he had to make that servile gesture? How much
did hewish he had ariflein his hands and were fighting the soldiersfrom Virginia? Wouldn't paying them
back almost be worth getting shot?

A lot of Negroesin Charleston sure seemed to think so.

Going out on the street, getting away from those people who wouldn't have been polite if they weren't
getting paid, came asardlief . . . for alittle while. Then she found out how much the hotdl's
soundproofing muffled the noise of gunfire. It was much louder, and much closer, than shed thought.



"Let's see your paperd” asoldier barked at the first checkpoint she came to. She handed them over.
His eyebrows jumped in surprise, dmost disappearing under the brim of hishelmet. "California passport!
What in blazes are you doing here?"

"Vigting friends," Beckie said, which wasn't even alie. "1 didn't know 1'd get stuck when the war
dtarted.” That was aso true.

"Who are these friends?' the soldier asked.

"Justin Monroe and his uncle, Randolph Brooks," Beckie answered. "Mr. Brooks runs a coin shop not
far from here”

"He does, Everett,” another soldier said. "'l remember seeing the place.”

"Okay." Everett looked at the passport again, shook his head, and gave the document back to Beckie.
"You cango, | guess. But be careful. Things aren't exactly safe around here yet.”

She found out what he meant when she walked around the corner. Two bodieslay there—one white,
one black. FHies buzzed over them and settled in the blood that had pooled on the sdewalk. A
mockingbird—a cheerful, sweet-voiced mockingbird—pecked at one of the corpses and swallowed . . .
something. Stomach knotting, Beckie waved her arms. The bird screeched but flew away.

Those bodies were fresh. Something in the air told Beckie of others she couldn't see. The ones she
smelled had been dead longer. How long would that stench last? How could anyone stand to live heretill
it went away?

People were on the streets. Some moved warily, asif afraid of what might happen next. Beckie moved
that way herself. Who could tell when awacko of any color might pop out of adoorway and start
shooting? But others walked dong asif thingswere normd. A manin histwenties smiled a Beckie the
way he might have on any street in the world. She nodded, but couldn't make hersalf smile back.

Three blocks over then aleft turn, then downhill toward the Kanawha. Lots of Charleston—| ots of
western Virginia—seemed to be uphill or downhill or sdehill or somethinghill. Californiahad country
more rugged than this, but hardly anybody lived in it. There were no townsin the Sierras with a couple of
hundred thousand people in them.

On theway down toward the river, she had to go by one of the bodies she'd been smelling. Thereiit
lay, dl bloated and gtinking, amonument to . . . what? To stupidity. To man'sinhumanity to man. But the
Virginians wouldn't seeit, neither the whites nor the blacks. Why not? It sure looked obviousto her.

Not even Justin and Mr. Brooks would admit it, and they seemed different from the other Virginians
sheld met. The Snod-grasses couldn't even see the problem. Beckie had the fedling Justin and hisuncle
could, but they didn't want to look.

She wondered if she wasimagining things. She didn't think so. That was probably abig part of why
shewas on her way to the coin and stamp shop. They were unusua people, and they might have unusua
waysto help.

And there was the shop, acrossthe street. Actualy, first she saw the car in which Mr. Brooks drove
her and Gran to Charleston. But COINSAND STAMPS was negtly lettered in gold on the plate-glass
window closest to it. So was the street number. In Los Angeles, odd numbers were on the western and
northern sides of the street, evensto the south and east. She hadn't needed long to see they didn't do



thingsthat way in Ohio and Virginia. The stamp and coin shop was on the west Side of the Street, but its
address was 696. Close to the number of the beast, but not quite, Beckie thought.

Therewasn't much traffic. Beckie didn't fedl theleast bit guilty about jaywalking. In Charleston right
now, shewas more likely to get hit by a sniper than by an oncoming car. She wished she hadn't thought
of it like that. She especidly wished she hadn't when aburst of automatic-wegpons fire only a couple of
blocks away made her jump intheair. A woman screamed, and went on screaming. She shuddered.
One more noise you never wanted to hear.

Shetried the door to the coin and stamp shop. It was locked, which wasn't the biggest surprisein the
world. But she could see peoplein there, even if the sun film on the window kept her from telling who
they were. She knocked. When nobody came to the door right away, she went on knocking.

Justin opened up. "Comeonin,” hesaid. "You're no looter.” An assault rifle leaned againgt the far wall.
Hewas dirty and needed a shave. "What's up?" he asked.

Beckie was glad to see him no matter how he looked. "Gran'sgot it," she said baldly.

"Ohhh." 1t was dmost the noise Justin would have made if someone hit himinthe belly. Behind the
counter, Mr. Brooks made an almost identical sound. A tall woman Beckie hadn't met winced. Justin
sad, "Thisismy mom. Mom, thisis Beckie Royer, who I've been telling you about."

"I'm glad to meet you," Mrs. Monroe said. "I'm not glad about your news, though, not even alittle bit.
Weve dready had too many casesin Charleston.”

Picking hiswords with obvious care, Mr. Brooks asked, "What do you want usto do, Beckie?

"Whatever you can,” shesaid. "I'm astranger here. | don't have any money, not on my own. The
credit cardsare al in Gran'sname, and she's. . . not with it right now." Shetold him about the muffins,
whatever that was supposed to mean. Then she took a deep breath and went on, "I don't know that I'll
ever be able to stand her after spending al thistime with her. Y ou've seen what apain sheis. But that
doesn't mean | want her to up and die on me." Tears stung her eyes. No, it didn't mean that at al.

"We could get her to ahospita for you," Justin's mother said dowly.

"They aren't having awholelot of luck with thisin hospitds," Justin said. "Either you get better on your
own or you don't. Mostly you don't." He sent Beckie an apologetic ook, but he wasn't saying anything
shedidn't dready know. "Doctors here are kind of dim," he added.

Both his mother and Mr. Brooks coughed loudly. Under the dirt and stubble, Justin turned red. He
didn't take it back, though.

"Hospitd's gill my best bet, isn't it?' Beckie said. "l want to do everything | can.”

"Wdll . . ." Justin started. He got two more sharp coughs. Beckie wondered what was going on.
Whatever it was, nobody seemed to want to come out and tell her. Justin said, "L et me seewhat | can
do."

What was that supposed to mean? Whatever it meant, Justin's mom and Mr. Brooks didn't like it for
beans. Beckie could see as much, even if she had no ideawhy they felt the way they did. "What exactly
do you think that is?' Beckie spoke as carefully as Mr. Brooks had afew minutes before.



"I don't know yet. Give metill five o'clock,” Justin said, while the two older people in the shop |ooked
daggersat him. Hewent on, "If she getsredlly, redly sick, don't wait for me. | don't want her to die
beforel do. .. whatever | can do."

He still wouldn't say what that was. What could acoin and stamp dealer's nephew do that a hospital
couldn't? But he sounded asif he thought he could do something, somehow. And Beckie knew the
hospitals weren't having much luck with the disease. Would they have done better in California? How
could shetd|?

She made up her mind. "Okay, Justin. I'll see what happens, that's dl. | hope you're not just trying to
impress me or something. If you're blowing smoke on this, | never want to have anything to do with you
any more. Y ou hear me?'

"l hear you," he said soberly.

"All right, then." Without giving him achance to answer, she turned and walked out of the shop and
started back to the hotdl. When she went past the stinking, swollen body in the street, she was reminded
you didn't need a plagueto die. Being in the wrong place at the wrong time could do the job every bit as
well.

As soon asthe door closed behind Beckie, both Justin's mother and Mr. Brooks turned on him. "What
do you think you can do for her grandmother?' Mom asked, at the same time as Mr. Brooks was saying,
"What do you think you're going to do for the old bat?' The only difference between them was that Mr.
Brooksknew Mrs. Bentley while Justin's mom didn't.

"I don't know," he admitted. "If | talk with people back in the home timdine, maybe I'll come up with
something. | do want to try."

"Because you're sweet on Beckie, that'swhy," Mr. Brooks said.
"Are you?' Justin's mother demanded.

Judtin didn't like getting yelled at in stereo any more than anyone e sewould have. He couldn't do
anything about it here. "Some," he said, because Mr. Brooks would have made him out to be aliar if he
tried to deny it. But he went on, "Seemsonly fair wetry to help her grandmother, though. She might have
picked up the disease from one of us."

"Not likely, not when the immunity shots seem to be working,” Mr. Brooks said.

"You didn't let mefinish!" Justin said. Mr. Brooks blinked. Justin didn't talk back awholelot. Most of
the time, he was on the easygoing side. That seemed to make him more effective when he did loseit. He
went on, "Or she might have caught it—probably did catch it—when she was coming down to
Charleston with you. Any way you look at it, it's our fault. We ought to fix it if we can.”

"Would you say the samething if you didn't likethisgirl?* his mother asked.
"l hope s0," Justin answered.

Mr. Brooks started to laugh. Justin stared at him. So did hismom. "Let him try, Cyndi," the coin and
stamp dedler said. "Sometimes, if you're eighteen or S0, you've got to lower your head and charge. If he



can talk the people in the home timeline into doing something about it, more power to him. And if he
cant—well, he gaveit his best shot, and he won't be mad at us for gopping him."

"It won't work," Justin's mother said.

"I don't think it will, either.” Mr. Brookstalked asif Justin weren't there, which annoyed him. But they
did let himtry, and that was | that redlly mattered.

He went down to aroom in the basement he had to enter through a palm lock. The wrong prints
would have immovably locked the door and turned on self-destruct switches behind it. He had some of
theright ones.

Inside, everything came from the home timeline: plastic chairs, desk, PowerBook. Any kind of
communication between aternates was hard. Y ou needed enormous bandwidth to send even
old-fashioned e-mail. And Judtin did exactly that.

If you have a cure for the disease Ohio has turned loose on Virginia ready, please send some
doses as soon as you can, hetyped.

Hewaited. And he waited. And he waited some more. After what seemed like forever but was nine
minutes by the clock on the wall (also from the hometimeline, evenif local oneswere just as good), he
got an answer. Who isill, and how serious s it? wrote the person on the other end of theline.

It's pretty serious, Justin answered. An old lady we stayed with in Elizabeth is sick now. She
came to Charleston with Mr. Brooks. She probably caught the disease riding in the car with him.
Only fair for usto help out if we can.

Another pause. The message crossed the timelinesin an instant. Figuring out what to do about
it—figuring out whether to do anything—took longer. After another eternity, this one of eeven minutes, a
reply appeared on the PowerBook's screen. Regret that the possibility of spreading disease across
the alternates makes thisimpossible.

Justin said something that had to do with manure. Hed had plenty of time to think about this, and he
wasn't going to take no lying down. You've got to have a quarantine center on some alternate with
no peopleinit, hewrote. Send the transposition chamber there and decontaminate it before you
useit again.

Thereis a quarantine center, admitted whoever it was back in the hometimeline. But thereisno
opening for a transposition chamber at what matches your location. The chamber cannot
materialize inside solid ground, not without an explosion.

Hetalked about fertilizer some more. He aready knew a chamber couldn't come out inside of
something solid. The boom that followed if it tried wouldn't be small. How far from hereisthe closest
digging equipment? he asked. If the person back in the home timeline said it was five hundred
kilometers away, he knew he'd have to give up.

Another pause followed. He had a pretty good idea of what was going on thistime. The person back
in the home timeline was checking the answer to his question. Astime stretched, Justin started to suspect
that person was also checking to see whether to tell him the truth.

About 500 meters away, Justin knew it was crazy to think the response gppeared on the screen
reluctantly, but it felt that way to him. He had to read it twice to be sure no kilo lay in front of meters.



When he was, he whooped and did awar dance in the bare little room.

They couldn't see the war dance back in the home timeline. So the quarantine dternate did have some
kind of ingtalation in what corresponded to Charleston, did it? He ran back to the laptop and wrote,
Then what are you waiting for?

Authorization of the effort and expense. The answer came as adash of cold water. It reminded him
he was working for abig corporation. The people who ran Crosstime Traffic worried about right and
wrong only as much asthey had to. They thought about cost and trouble first.

We would be fixing a problem we helped cause, Justin typed. We're not supposed to interfere
here. Curing Mrs. Bentley would be fixing our interference.

And would be an interference of its own, came the coldblooded reply. It was followed by, Wait. I'll
get back to you.

Justin wondered where the person back in the home timeline thought he would go. Out of the
basement here? Not likely! He wanted that answer. And he wanted it to be what he wanted it to be. He
tried to sort that out insde his head. He didn't have much luck, but he knew what he meant.

Hewaited, and kept on waiting. Thistime, agood half-hour went by before new words appeared on
the PowerBook's screen. Okay, it said. They're digging. As soon as the GPS says they'rein just the
right place, we'll send a transposition chamber from the home timeline to you. Go in, take what
you find inside, and get out. The chamber will head for the quarantine alternate. Don't hang
around, or you'll go with it. Do you under stand?

Oh, yes. | understand, Justin wrote. Thank you!

Don't thank me. It wasn't my idea, and | don't think it's a good one, said the person on the other
end of the connection. But they're going to do it anyway. This Mrs. Bentley will let them make sure
the antiviral is as good as they think it is, and one more connection to the quarantine alternate
may come in handy. Out. The dismissa looked very find.

Hedidn't care how it looked. He punched hisfist in the air and shouted, "Y es!" The secret basement
room echoed with it. He had wrestled with the powers that be, and had prevailed.

He went back upstairs, first carefully closing the door behind him. As soon as he walked into the shop,
his mother started, " Justin, honey, I'm sorry they wouldn't giveyou. . . ." Then shegot alook at hisface.
She gtared. "They didn't?" Behind his spectacle lenses, Mr. Brooks eyes were enormous, too.

"They suredid!” Justin said.

"But how? Why?' His mother shook her head in disbelief. "They told me—they told me over and
over—they wouldn't, they couldn't, get me out even if | came down sick. They meant it, too. | was sure
they meant it.”

"Maybethat'sit," Randolph Brooks said. "Y ou bdieved them, so you didn't argue very hard. Justin
wouldn't take no for an answer. He kept looking for angles, and | guess he found one. Congrats, kid."
He stuck out hishand. Justin gravely shook it.

He pictured a bulldozer in the quarantine dternate, an dternate where men never evolved a dl. He
pictured avirgin forest full of passenger pigeons and other birds extinct for centuriesin the hometimedine.



He pictured one humongous hole in the ground. When it was degp enough, they'd be ableto send a
trangposition chamber there.

"What exactly isgoing on?' His mother's voice had some-thing in it held never heard there before, not
directed at him. She was asking the question the way she would have to another grown-up—and wasn't
that something, aslong aswe were on the subject?

He explained. Then he said, "I'm going down to the subbasement to wait for the chamber to come
through.”

"Or for the Robert E. Lee," Mr. Brooks said, which didn't mean anything to Justin. The older man
added, "Y ou may have along wait if they're digging.”

"That'sokay. | don't care." Justin dl but flew down the stairs. He got past another palm lock to go
down to the lowest level below the shop. Y élow lines showed where the chamber would materidize. He
stayed behind them. He knew the drill.

An hour went by, then another one. Some of his enthusiasm disappeared. But he was too stubborn to
go back up for asandwich or afizz or whatever. At lagt, after closeto four hours, the transposition
chamber appeared. It had no human backup operator. Under the circumstances, that made sense. A
package sat on one of the front seats. Justin grabbed it, then got out asfast as he could. Half aminute
later, the chamber softly and silently vanished away.

Hedidn't care. He had the package. That was dl that really mattered.

Thirteen

Beckie watched Gran and watched the clock and worried more with every few minutesthat did past.
Justin was right—hospitals couldn't do much for this disease. But could he do anything at al? And would
waiting to find out cost her—and Gran—too much?

Gran wasn't even pretending to watch TV any more. Shejust lay on the couch, asout of it asayam.
Beckie had made a cold compress from ahand towd in the bathroom and ice from the noisy machine
down the hdl. She'd bought aspirins with Virginiamoney from Gran's purse. She'd even got her
grandmother to take them, which wasn't easy. But the fever stayed high.

A hospital could give her an IV, keep her from drying up like a raisin. Once the thought cameto
Beckie, it didn't want to go away. She kept looking over at Gran and trying to decide when bad turned
to worse. The more she brooded, the more she doubted she would wait till five o'clock.

On the other hand, would an ambulance even come if she called one? She still heard spatters of
gunfire, and sometimes gunfire that wasn't spatters. A firefight seemed to last forever. It redlly did go on
for half an hour. Even after it ended, quiet didn't come—more spattersfollowed on its hedls.

At haf past two, somebody knocked on the door. Beckie al but flew to get there. One second, she
wasin the chair. The next, she was|ooking through the little eye-level spyglass. In between? She had no



idea

It was Judtin, dl right. She undid the dead bolts and did the chains out of their grooves—Virginia
hotels assumed bad things could happen to you if you weren't careful. Bad things could happen to you if
you weren't careful out on the streets, too, or even if you were.

"Y ou okay?' Beckie asked Judtin.

"Yeah." Henodded. "'l got stopped at one checkpoint, but | showed 'em my regular ID and they let
me through." He made it sound easy.

"What if they recognized you?' Beckie said.

Justin laughed. "Fat chance. | didn't have ahemet on, | shaved, my face wasn't filthy, and | didn't smell
bad. Boy, was| glad to take a shower."

"I believe you." She pointed to the brown paper bag in hisleft hand. "What have you got in there?!
"The cure for your grandmother. | hope.” Justin started over to the couch. "How is she?"

"Likeyou see. Not good," Beckie answered. "l wasn't going to wait awhole lot longer, no matter
what you said.”

Hefdt Gran'sforehead, then jerked his hand away the way she had earlier. "I don't blame you. She's
hot, isn't she?' He opened the bag and took out something that looked like a syringe with a CO2
cartridge riding shotgun.

"What'sthat thing?' Beckie pointed to it.

"Air-blast hypo," Justin answered. "They've been using them for a couple of years here. Don't you
have'emin Cdifornia?"

"No." Beckie wouldn't have thought Virginiawas ahead of her own State in anything, but you never
could tell.

Justin rolled up theright deeve of Gran's blouse and held the air-blast hypo just above her biceps.
When he pressed the button, the thing made a noise between a hiss and a sneeze. He straightened up.
"Let medo you, too, in caseyou've got it."

"All right," she said warily. She hated shots. The air-blast hypo made that funny noise again. Thething
stung, but less than a needle would have.

"There" Juginsaid. "That ought to do it.”

"Thanks—I think." Beckie looked at her arm. She saw ared mark, but no blood. "L et me see your
gadget.” Plainly, Justin didn't want to, but he couldn't find any excuse not to. Shetook it from him. It said
it was a Subskin Deluxe—said so in half adozen languages, including one that looked like Chinese. It
aso sad it was made in Sovenia "Wheré's Sovenia?' Beckied never heard of it.

"lan't it aprovincein AustriasHungary?' Jutin said.

"I don't know, butif itis. . ." Beckie shrugged. AustriaHungary had been amessfor an awfully long
time. The government trested some of its minorities as badly as Southern states treated Negroes. "Why



would you buy your, uh, Subskin Deluxes from Sovenia?'
"Because they're cheap, probably," Justin answered, which did make a certain basic sense.

Even s0, Beckie repested, "Sovenia," in away that suggested she had trouble believing it—which she
did. And she found another question: "Why do you have medicine that may help Gran if the hospitas here
don't?'

"They will, real soon now," Judtin said.
Beckie started to get mad. "That doesn't answer what | asked you."

Before he could say anything, Gran stirred on the couch. "Get me some water, Beckie, will you?' she
said. Shedidn't sound what you'd call strong, but that was the first time sheld made sense for hours.

"Wow," Jugtin said. "l didn't think it would work like that."

Beckie hurried into the bathroom. Shefilled aglass and brought it to her grandmother. "Here you go,
Gran," she said. When shefdt the old woman's forehead, she was amazed dl over again. Gran ill had a
fever, but not the killing kind sheld been fighting allittle while before.

She held out the glass when sheld emptied it. "'Fetch me some more, would you? I'm mighty dry insde.
And could you cdl down to room service for some food? Fedslike | haven't eaten anything in ages." She
suddenly noticed Justin wasthere. "Oh. The boy. Hello."

"Hdlo," udtin said. "I'm glad you're feding better.”

"Thank you," Beckietold himin alow voice as she went past him to get Gran another glass of water.
He nodded. Heredly did seem as surprised as she was about how well the medicine was working. She
caled room service and ordered soft-boiled eggs and toast for Gran. Then she said, " Justin brought you
the medicine that helped break your fever."

"Went to the drug storefor you, did he?' Gran said. "That was nice of him. I've been sicker
before—you'd better believe | have. Why, | remember acouple of times. . . ." And she was off. She
never got tired of talking about her allments, and she didn't redize how sick she'd been here. She was
lucky, or it looked that way to Beckie.

Once Gran got going, you didn't have to listen to her. She was her own best company. Beckie talked
under her drone; "Will you please answer my question? How come you've got this medicine before the
hospitals do?'

"It'sasecret,” Justin said unhappily. "Y ou redly shouldn't look agift horsein the mouth.”

Listening to Gran, looking at her, told Beckie he had a point, and agood one. She wasreviving right
before their eyes. It was amazing to watch. Even so, Beckie said, "' want to know. | won't blab, honest.
Y ou know me pretty well by now. Do | break promises?’

Somebody knocked on the door. It was room service, with atray for Gran. When Beckie found she
was out of Virginia cash, Justin tipped the black man who brought it. He touched the brim of his cap with
aforefinger. "Thank you kindly, suh," he said, and withdrew.

Gran started eating soft-boiled eggs asif she thought they'd be outlawed tomorrow. Sadly, Justin said,



"I wonder what that waiter was redly thinking about us. Nothing good, that's for sure.”

Even though Beckie had wondered the same thing, hearing it from aVirginian was strange. She
wanted to ask Justin about that, too. One thing at a time, shetold herself. " Do | break promises?’ she
asked again.

"No00," he admitted, sounding asif he didn't want to. "Okay, then. Here." He reached into his pocket
and pulled out something—afolded envelope. "Hang on to this. Don't openit till you get back hometo
Cdifornia. Promise?'

"l promise,” shesaid, and put it in her purse. "What do | do with it then?”’

"That's the other half of the promise" Justin answered. "L ook at it. Kegp it. But don't do anything else
withit. Theseare. . . good-bye promises, | guessyou'd say. All right?”

"All right," Beckie said firmly. But then, not so firmly, she went on, ""Good-bye promises?'
"Afraid s0." Justin nodded. "Doesn't ook like we're going to stick around here much longer.”
"Y ou're going back to Fredericksburg? Y ou can do that?' Beckie asked.

"Sure. We're going back to Fredericksburg.” Justin was lying through histeeth. Beckie knew it. She
aso knew he wanted her to know it. But before she could ask him any questions, he wagged afinger a
her. "Don't. Don't even start, okay? This has to do with your promises. | can't tell you how, but you'll
understand better—alittle better, anyway—when you open the envelope.”

Naturaly, that made her want to open it right away. But she was somebody who kept promises, so
she nodded and said, "I can hardly wait."

He smiled. She got the feding sheld passed atest. "1'd better go," he said. "I'm awful glad the medicine
worked so well for your grandmother. And. . ." He smiled a crooked smile and shook his head. "Nah.
Evenif thingswere different, | don't suppose it would have worked out.”

"Neither do I, not redly," Beckie said. "But even so, sinceyou'regoing . . ." Shetook astep forward.
So did Judtin. Afterwards, she never did figure out who kissed whom first. Hisarms were tight around
her, but not too tight. They felt good.

Behind her, Gran coughed.

Beckie pulled away just long enough to say, "Oh, hush,” and went back to what she was doing.
Findly, it was done. Shetook a deep breath. Then she asked, "Will | ever see you again?”

"Maybe. Y ou never know for sure" Justin said. "But | wouldn't bet oniit.”
She nodded. "That's about what | thought. Take care of yoursdlf . . . in Fredericksburg.”

Jugtin's smile said he noticed the little pause and knew what it meant. "Thanks. Y ou, too, when you get
back to L.A. | don't think the war here will last awholelot longer. Y ou'll be able to go through
guarantine or whatever and head for home. And now"—he bobbed his head, suddenly and surprisingly
shy again—"solong." Faster than Beckie expected, he opened the door and was gone.

"So long." She hoped he heard it before the closing door cut it off. But she was never sure about that



afterwards, either.
"Theboy," Gran sad, "he'sanice enough boy."

Beckie sighed. "More than nice enough,” she said.

Down in the subbasement, Justin and his mother and Mr. Brooks waited for the trangposition chamber.
"Home!" Mom said. But it wouldn't be home, not yet. It would be a stretch in the quarantine aternate,
while they and the chamber that carried them there got cleaned out. It wouldn't be much fun, but amost
anything was better than staying in battered Charleston.

Mr. Brooks set a hand on Justin's shoulder. "Way to go,” he said. "I'm not kidding, not even alittle bit.
Y ou nudged Crosstime Traffic into doing thingsit didn't want to do, and that's not easy. If you hadn't, no
telling how long we would've been stuck here, or whether they ever would have let us get away fromthis
dternate.”

"I couldn't get them to bend, that's for sure," Justin's mother said.

"You didn't think you'd be able to when you started,” Mr. Brookstold her. "Y ou settled for no. Justin
didn't want to hear it, and he kept after them till he got what he did want. If you aim to get anywhere,
that'swhat you need to do."

" just want to get back to the hometimdine" Justin said.

"Wdll, well only be one stop away," said Mr. Brooks. "And you won't have anybody shooting a you
whileyou wait."

A few days earlier, it would have been ajoke, and atasteless joke at that. Now Justin understood
how wonderful not getting shot at was. Most of the people of Charleston, white and black, probably
appreciated it by now.

Silently and without any fuss, the transposition chamber appeared. The door did open. Justin and his
mother and Mr. Brooks got in. Justin expected the chamber to be on full remote control, the way the one
that brought the antiviral for Beckie's grandmother was. But it had ahuman operator. Not only that, the
manwasamiling.

"Don't you know you're going into quarantine?" Justin asked.

"I know I'm going on vacation,” the operator answered. "I'm abirder, and I'll be able to seethings|
never could back home." On the seat beside him were binoculars, spotting scope, camera, and two
books: Field Guide to Birds of Eastern North America and Guide to North American Birds Extinct
in the Home Timeline. He was ready for what held be doing in the quarantine aternate, al right.

Mr. Brooks laughed. "When life gives you lemons, make lemonade.”

"No." The chamber operator shook his head. "Close, but not quite. When you want lemonade, go out
and pick lemons. | volunteered for thisrun.”

"| bet you didn't have much competition,” Justin's mother said.

"Not awholelot," the operator agreed. "But when | get back with my photos and the new birds on my



lifeligt, plenty of peoplewill bejedous. Unlessyou're ableto get out to the dternates, you'll never see
these birds. Crosstime Traffic ought to run birding safarisinto some of these aternates. Lots of people
would pay to go."

"Dont tel us. Tel the company,” Mr. Brooks said asthe doors did shut. "'If they take you up oniit,
you'll get asuggestion bonus."

"Maybe," the operator said. Some of the lights on the board in front of him went from red to green.
"Wdll, we're on our way." He came back to what Mr. Brooks said: "They might try to take the ideaand
do me out of the bonus. That would help their bottom line. But maybe not. Y ou never can tell.”

Asusud, nothing seemed to happen in the chamber. Justin tried to guess how much subjectivetime
they would need to get where they were going. However long it seemed, the sun wouldn't have moved in
the sky from when they left here to when they got here. Ever since travel between dternates began,
chronophysi cists had been wrangling about the difference between time and duration. Justin didn't have
the math to follow the argument in detail. One of these days, maybe, he thought.

Thisjourney felt longer than the one from the home timeline to the aternate where the Condtitution
never replaced the Articles of Confederation. That meant the quarantine aternate had amuch more
distant breskpoint . . . if it meant anything at al. Chronophysicists were still writing papers about that in
the learned journds, too.

Nothing to do but wait. Jugtin didn't like it. He wondered if he would go gtir-crazy in the quarantine
aternate. It wouldn't be very exciting there. He hoped they'd have game boxes and video players. Or
maybe he could go birding with the chamber operator. Normaly, he wouldn't have thought that was
interesting. Seeing birds he couldn't find in the home timeline gave it aspecid kick, though.

Morelights on the instrument panel went green. "We're herel” The operator sure sounded excited.

The doors did open. "Passengers, please disembark,” said arecorded voice coming out of aceiling

Speaker.

Out Justin went. He expected to smell fresh air—not much pollution here. What he did smell was
freshly dug earth. Thisholein the ground hadn't been here very long. A hastily made set of wooden Stairs
offered away up out of it.

Spoail from the digging ruined the look of the meadow by the Kanawha. The dab-sided prefab
buildings afew hundred meters away did nothing to improve things. A Red Cross flag floated over them.
Maybe that was meant to be reassuring. If it was, it didn't work, not for Justin. It struck him as wasted
effort. People who showed up here would know this was a quarantine station, and the passenger pigeons
and whatever eselived herewouldn't care.

Something fluttered in atree a couple of hundred meters away, at the edge of the woods. The
chamber operator—his name was Lonnie something—aimed hisbinocularsat it. "That's a passenger
pigeon, dl right!" he said. "Therell be billions of 'em in thisdternate, and you can only seem 'em stuffed in
afew museumsback home." He held out the binoculars to Justin. "Want alook?*

"Okay." There were passenger pigeonsin the dternate Justin had just lft, too, but not billions of them.
He couldn't remember seeing any. He pointed the binoculars at the tree. Not one but dozens of birds
perched there. They were dimmer than the ordinary pigeonsthat scrounged for handouts in cities around
the world—built more like mourning doves. They had sdimon-pink bellies, gray backs, and eyesof a
gartling red. Justin handed the binoculars back. " Passenger pigeons, dl right.”



A noise came from deegper in the woods—a bear? afox? afdling branch? Whatever it was, it
spooked the birds. They erupted, not just from that oak but from al the oaks and ems and chestnuts and
maples and hickories and other trees close by. Asthe flock zoomed past overheed, it was big enough to
darken the sky. How many birdswereinit? Not billions, not in this one group, but surely many, many
thousands. The din of their wings was like the roar of the surf.

"Whoa!" Justin said.

"Whoaisright," Mr. Brooks said. "'I've seen starlingsin our Midwest and queleasin Africa, but I've
never seen anything like this"" He sent awary glance up at the sky, where stragglers still whizzed pagt. "If
you go anywhere around here, you'd better carry an umbrella.”

"Let'sseewhat kind of quarterswe've got,” Mom said.

They put Justinin mind of the motel room where held stayed in Elizabeth. They had dl the basic
conveniences: bed, sink, shower, soap, shampoo, computer, even a bare-bones fasarta. But they
wouldn't make ahome, not in amillion years. Everything about them screamed, People pen! Well, he
could put up with it till they decided he wouldn't come down sick and let him go back to the home
timdine

Food came out of afreezer and went into amicrowave. Therewas aso canned fruit, and plenty of
soda. "The beer isBud,” Mr. Brooks said. He and Lonnie exchanged identica sighs. Justin thought any
beer tasted nasty, s0 he wasn't as sympathetic as he might have been.

He let the fasarta pamper him for alittle while—as much asit could, anyhow. Then hefired up the
compuiter to find out what had gone on in the home timeline while he was stuck in Elizabeth. He hadn't
had much of a chanceto do that in Charleston—too many other things going on.

Getting it al intext, without video or even dtills, made him fed held fallen back in timeinstead of going
acrossit. The Russians had turned atailored virus loose in Chechnya, and hadn't immunized enough
people outside the borders to keep it from spreading. He shook his head, People had been wondering
when the Russianswould get their act together for hundreds of years. It hadn't happened yet. It didn't
look asif it would happen any time soon, either. Russiawas too big to conquer and too big to ignore,
same asaways.

In Iran, the Shah's secret police were executing ayatollahs again. And a suicide bomber tried to blow
up the Shah's prime minister in revenge. That was aso another verse of the same old song. So wasthe
ecoterrorist outfit claiming responghbility for poisoning fifty kilometers of the Amazon to protest logging
policiesin Brazil. And the Scottish nationdists had blown up another British mail truck. It was asif Justin
hed never eft the hometimdine.

But getting his newslike thisleft him strangely distant from it. He couldn't see and hear what was
happening. All he could do was read about it. He had to make the picturesin his own mind, the way he
would if he were reading a history book. He didn't even have any picturesto help, ashewouldina
book. He might have fallen back from the end of the twenty-first century to the end of the nineteenth.

Along with the usua hotel supplieswere specid soap and shampoo marked PLEASE USE ON YOUR
FIRST DAY HERE. When Justin did, he found they smelled strongly medicinal. They probably killed alot of
the germs he'd brought from the dternate where he was staying. The shampoo wasn't easy on his
hair—that wasfor sure.

Later, hewondered how Crosstime Traffic would know whether he used that soap and shampoo. Did



transmittersin the packaging record that it was opened? Had he washed away a microchip on the surface
of the sogp that reacted when it got wet? Or did acamerain the shower stall send hisimage back to the
main station in this aternate, wherever that was?

Hedidn't like the idea, not one bit. Probably no humans were involved—only acomputer program
that wouldn't squedl to ared, live person unlessit caught him bresking the rules. He didn't like it anyway.

Mom sguawked when he mentioned it at dinner that night. Mr. Brooks only shrugged. "With dl the
computer technology weve got these days, something or somebody iswatching you al the time anyway.
Either you get used to it or you go nuts."

"That's how it works, dl right," Lonnie agreed. "I know they monitor trangposition chambers.” He
shrugged. "What can you do?'

"There's a difference between monitoring a chamber and ashower." Justin's mother sounded like a cat
with itsdignity ruffled.

"To you, maybe. Not to Crosstime Traffic, especidly not in aquarantine sation,” Lonnie said. "If you
kick up afuss, they'd say they had an interest in making sure you followed instructions. How would you
convince acourt they were wrong?"

What Mom said then didn't have much to do with convincing acourt. It came from the heart, though.
Mr. Brookslaughed. "That'stdlling 'em,” he said.

He'd been through the army. Y ou didn't have much privacy there. Sometimesyou didn't have any.
Judtin had found that out himsdlf, the hard way, when he put on Adrian's uniform. His mother had never
had to do anything like that. She didn't know how lucky she was, which might beliteraly true.

The mattress on the bed was softer than Justin liked. That kept him awake . . . oh, an extrafifteen
seconds or s0. Hewas till catching up on degp from his hectic couple of days of carrying agun. He
didn't have any nightmares about shooting the African-American kid. That was progress, too.

Sunshine diding between dats of the Venetian blinds poked him in the eye and woke him up the next
morning. He heated up some waffles and dathered them with syrup.

Mr. Brooks cameinto the kitchen as Justin was fixing himsaf seconds. The older man made abedine
for the espresso machine. He waited impatiently while it made rude noises. "Couldn't get a decent cup of
coffeein that aternate, either," he grumbled, and then, "Waffles, en? That doesn't look too bad."

"They're okay." Justin wouldn't give them any more than that.

Mr. Brooks laughed. ™Y ou can't expect Trump City food and service here.” Justin nodded. The
original Trump was many years dead, but his name remained a byword for extravagant luxury. Justin had
seen pictures of him on the Net. He wore siff, old-fashioned, uncomfortable-looking clothes, but he
aways had one very pretty girl or another on hisarm. The girls probably didn't think the clothes were

funny.

Justin—and L onnie—spotted Carolina parakeets the next day. They heard them before they saw
them. To Justin's ear, the squawks and chirps belonged to atropica jungle, not these ordinary Eastern
woods. But there they were: green birds with yellow heads and, some of them, reddish faces.

Lonnie wasin seventh heaven. "They've been extinct in the home timeline about as long as passenger



pigeonshave," he said. "They never were as common, though. Of course, nothing was as common as
passenger pigeons before the white man came. But Audubon, back in thefirst part of the nineteenth
century, talks about Carolina parakeets al the way out past the Mississippi. We don't know what we're
missng.”

"Weve got garlingsingead,” Justin said.

He wanted to hit anerve with that, and he got what he wanted. Lonnie said some things about starlings
that would have shocked the Audubon Society and the SPCA. Then he said something even less polite.
Justin laughed, but he knew Lonnie was kidding on the square. Starlings were nothing but pests.

Lonnie went into the woods looking for ivory-bill woodpeckers. Asfar as Justin was concerned, the
chamber operator was welcome to that kind of exploring. No cell-phone net here, wild animalsthat had
never learned to fear people. . . He shook his head. If an ivory-bill happened to show up where he could
seeit, that would be great. And if not, he wouldn't lose any deep over it.

But when Lonnie came back that night, he was even happier than he had been when he set out. He
waved hisvideo camera. "I've got 'em!” he said, asif hed gone hunting with ashotgun insteed of alens
and aflash drive.

"Way to go," Mr. Brooks said. "But now that you've seen the birds you wanted to see most, what will
you do for therest of thetime you're here?!

The question didn't faze Lonnie. "Kegp on watching them," he answered. "When will | have another
chance?'

"Well, you've got me there," Mr. Brooks admitted.

They stayed in quarantine for three weeks. Once aweek, a computerized |ab system drew blood from
their fingers and ana-lyzed it for any trace of genetic materia from the plague virus. The system did the
same for breath they exhaed into plagtic bags. After three negative readingsin arow, the powersthat be
were. . . dmogt satisfied. More bars of the disinfectant soap and tubes of the disinfectant shampoo
appeared, with ingructions to use them as on the first day in quarantine.

As Justin washed, he wondered again if he was under surveillance. He went on washing. What else
could he do? Maybe, when he got back to the home timeline, he would ask some questions. Or maybe
he wouldn't. Maybe those weren't smart questions to ask.

The transposition chamber appeared in the hole in the ground the next morning. Justin and his mother
and Mr. Brooks and Lonnie hurried down to it. Lonnie had color prints of some of the birds he'd seen.
Birdersin the hometimeline would turn green when they saw them.

Going back to the home timeline seemed to take about aslong astraveling from the dternate to the
quarantine station had. But when the chamber's door did open, it was dtill the sametime asit had been
when the machine set out. It was asif what happened ingde the chamber while it was traveling between
dternates didn't count.

When the doors opened, there was the room from which Justin and his mother had left the home
timeline, bound for Mr. Brooks coin and stamp shop in the aternate where the Congtitution never
became the law of theland.

"Welcome back," said awoman who had to be a Crosstime Traffic honcho. "Y ou had quite atime,



didn't you?'

Justin wondered if she was wearing nose filtersto block any viruses quarantine didn't catch. Then he
wondered how para-noid he was getting. Of course, you probably weren't fit to live in the home timeline
if you werent alittle bit paranoid.

"I had quite atime." Lonnie gestured with his camera. "Pigeons and parakeets and woodpeckers
and—"

"That's not what | meant." The way the woman cut him off said shewasawhed, al right.
"Just before we came back, | saw that Virginiaand Ohio findly called atruce," Justin said.

She nodded briskly. "That's right. And maybeit will give usachanceto help Virginiachange alittle bit.
A few people there are smart enough to see that midtreating their African-American minority only putsa
KICK ME! Sign on their own backs."

"Not many. Not nearly enough,” Randolph Brooks said. Justin and his mother both nodded. The only
person Justin had seen who was redlly appalled by the way Virginiatrested African Americanswas
Beckie, and she was from Cdlifornia

"No, not enough, not yet," the woman executive agreed. "But some. And an el ection to the House of
Burgessesis coming up soon. Well put money into the moderates campaigns. Even if they win—and not
al of them will—thisisn't something we can change overnight. It1l be agtart, though. Well keep working
on it, there and in some other states.

"Areyou working in Missssppi in that aternate?' Justin asked.

The executive gave him asharp look. "Not as hard as we are some other places,” she admitted.
"Therésafeding that the white minority thereis getting what's coming toit."

"Why?' he said. "The revolt there happened more than a hundred years ago. There aren't any whitesin
Mississippi old enough to have oppressed African Americans. And they get it just as bad as blacks do
other placesin the South in that dternate. Fair'sfair.”

"Logicaly, | supposeyoureright,” she said. "Logic doesn't dways have anything to do with fedings,
though, and fedlings are important, too. We've only got limited resourcesin any one dternate. We have
to decide where the best place to usethemis.”

"Fedings are afunny thing to base policy on," Mr. Brooks remarked.

"Not necessarily,” the executive said. "We back groups that think and feel closer to the way we do.
We want to see them succeed. If wewere il racists oursalves, weld back the hardlinersin Virginia, not
the moderates. And we'd fed we wereright to do it, because they'd be like us. We do alot of the things
we do just because we do them, not because they'relogical. One thing the dternates have taught usis
that there arelots and lots and lots of different waysto do things, and most of them work al right in their
own context."

"Mm, you've got something there, but only something,” Mr. Brooks said. "Virginiawouldn't bein such
amessif blackstheredidn't want equality.”

"And wethink they ought to haveit,” the executive said. "' A racist would say they ought to be educated



s0 they don't even want it. That'slogicd, too—it just starts from adifferent premise. It could work. There
are dternateswhere that kind of thing doeswork."

She seemed to think she had all the answers. Justin doubted that. People who were always sure often
outsmarted themsdlves. But she did find interesting questions. He found an interesting question of hisown:
"Canwego now?'

"Yes," the executive said. "I you're not healthy, we need to do alot more work with our quarantine
dternate." Maybe she wasn't wearing nose filters, then. She went on, "It was an interesting discussion, |
thought. But remember, freedom of speech isjust acustom, too. It'sagood one, but it's not alaw of
nature."

Right then, Justin wasn't thinking about laws of nature. After three weeks of bland quarantinerations,
he was thinking about the biggest double burger in the world, with French fries—no, onion rings—on the
sde, and a chocolate shake to wash everything down. He headed for the stairs. Somewhere within a
block or two, he'd be able to find just what he wanted.

Home. Beckie had started to wonder if she would ever seeit again. She and Gran went through
quarantinein Virginia. Then they went through quarantinein Ohio. And then they went through
quarantinein Cdifornia. It would have been bad enough if she were cooped up dl by hersdlf. Going
through quarantine with her grandmother really made her want to stay away from Gran for the rest of her
life

But she didn't quite go looking for blunt instruments. It was over now. She had her own room, and she
didn't fed likeaguineapig going in and out of it.

No plagues. No guns going off. No bodies stinking in the streets. No humidity. Back with her family
and friends. It dl seemed like heaven.

And everybody made afuss over her, too. "We're so glad to have you back," her mother said over
and over again. "We were so worried about you, and we couldn't find any way to get through. E-mail
didn't work, phones didn't work, even |etters came back. UNDELIVERABLE—WAR ZONE, they said."

Gran sniffed. "'l don't suppose anybody worried about me."

"Of coursewedid," Beckiesfather said loyally. Beckie didn't know how he put up with Mom's
mother so well. Mom described it as the patience of Job. Beckie didn't know exactly what that meant till
shefound it in the Bible one day. When shewasin agood mood, she thought her mother was
exaggeraing. When she wasin abad mood, she didn't. After going through quarantine with Gran, she
was convinced Job didn't have it so bad.

"Well, you could have cdled and said so, then,” Gran said.

"l just explained why we couldn't. The phonesweren't working." Mom had been putting up with Gran
much longer than Dad and Beckie had. If that wasn't heroism above and beyond the call of duty, Beckie
didn't know what would be. And Mom, growing up with Gran for amother, turned out nice, probably in
reaction. If it wasn't in reaction, what wasit? A miracle? Knowing Gran wouldn't pay attention, Mom just
kept repeating hersdlf till something eventudly sank in.

"What was being in awar like?' Dad asked.



"Scary like you wouldn't believe," Beckie answered. "Y ou didn't have any control over wherethe
shdlscame down. If they hit you, even if you werein atrench, that wasit. Just luck. Same with bullets.
She shivered, remembering some of the things she/d heard and seen and smelled.

Gran went off to call some of her friends. Beckie's mother said, "It must have been awful, stuck with
your grandmother and stuck in that little town with nothing to do. Virginia" Sherolled her eyes. "'l
shouldn't havelet you go.”

"It . .. could have been better." Beckielet it go there. Some of the things that had happened to her,
shewondered if shewould ever tell anybody. She doubted it.

"Did you make any friends at al while you were there?" her mother asked.

"There was aguy named Justin. He was up there from Charleston. He was nice," Beckie said. "He
was. . . interesting, too. He could get things. When we went down to Charleston, he got Gran the
medicine for when she came down sick. | swear that was before the Virginiahospitals had it.”

"l wonder how,” Mom said.
"So do—" Beckie stopped. She snapped her fingers. Then sheran for her bedroom.
"What'sgoing on?" her mother called after her.

She didn't answer. "1 amost forgot!" she said when she picked up her purse, but she'd closed the door
by then. Her family—except Gran some of the time—respected that as a privacy sgnd. She'd kept her
promiseto Justin: kept it so well, she nearly forgot about it. But she was home at last. She could findly
find out what held given her.

She had to rummage to find the fol ded-up envel ope. When she opened it, abrass-yelow coin fell into
her hand. There werelots of different coinsin North America, but she knew she'd never seen onelike
this before. Benjamin Franklin looked up at her—she recognized him right away. LIBERTY waswritten
above his head. On one side of his bust were the words IN GOD WE TRUST, on the other the date 2091
and asmdl capita P.

Marveling, sheflipped the coin over. The design on the reverse was an eagle with thirteen arrowsin
one claw and a branch—an olive branch?—with thirteen leavesin the other. Ice walked up her back
when she read the words aboveit: UNITED STATESOF AMERICA . Below that, in smaller |etters, were the
words E PLURIBUSUNUM, which didn't mean anything to her right awvay. Under the eagle, the coin said,
ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS.

"United States of America," she whispered, and turned the coin back to Franklin's portrait. Yes, it till
sad 2091 there. It wasredl. It felt red, not like some fake Justin had had made up. Why would he do
that, anyway, and how could he? She'd asked him to explain, and he did. And if she spent the rest of her
life wondering about the explanation . . . Well, waan't that better than going through life never wondering
about anything & dl?



