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PLANET DATE: YEAR 3

Part One-Pioneers: Zelda
 The journey, even with FLJ, (Fast Light Jump) took over three months. 
 But the ship was okay. Lots of places to roam around, a huge game room with everything from fly- ball to Computace, a movie theater, and a solar garden that, if you didn’t think too much about it, did just about resemble someone’s really wonderful backyard. 
 Then they landed. 
 Zelda looked at the spaceport-bleak and windswept, with cold-eyed buildings. 
 The sky was green. 
 Oh, God. 
 “Tell me again why you wanted to come?” 
 “Oh, Zelda.” Moth and Dad, exasperated. 
 The transport raced over rolling hills too fast to see a thing. 
 “When’ll we get there?” sang Joe. 
 “Soon, honey.” 
 “No, but when?” 
 Joe grinned secretly at Zelda. He was eight now. He only acted up to be annoying. 
 “One hour exactly. In fact”-Dad checked the speed monitor-“fifty-seven minutes.” 
 Joe went back to his laptop game. 
 Zelda, who was fourteen, repeated her own unanswered question: “Why are we here?” 
 “It’s an opportunity, the chance of a lifetime, Zel,” said Dad. “We explained, didn’t we? A whole new world to open up. Aren’t you the least bit excited?” 
 “I’m excited!” sang Joe noisily. 
 Zelda thought of home, the whitewashed house on Anchor Street, of the sunny town, of saying good-bye to her friends at school, who had looked at her with a mixture of awe, jealousy, and sorrow. Zelda-off to another planet. Amazing Zelda, lucky Zelda, Zelda-who-was-doomed. Zelda thought of a blue sky. 
 “It’ll be great,” said Moth. 
 “Try to enjoy yourself,” said Dad. 
 “Are we there yet?” added Joe. 
 They lived, ate and slept in the transport while the machines built the house. (The transport, unlike the ship, was cramped.) Their robot, Plod, oversaw the building, now and then coming to Dad with a query-where the yard trees should go, how many windows in the kitchen, and so on. 
 Joe liked Plod. He tagged along with the seven-foot, gray, two-headed, four-handed metal man, asking endless questions. Plod never grew tired of Joe. Well. Plod was a robot. 
 Zelda, when not engaged in chores, sat on the stoop of the transport, looking narrowly at the view. 
 “Isn’t it beautiful,  Zelda?” 
 “Yes, Moth. I suppose.” Was it? Or ugly? 
 “Oh,  Zelda.” 
 The hills were behind the house. Machines were already out front, marking out the plan of fields and orchards, fencing in the herd animals that had arrived one day by helejet. The animals were planet animals. Dad thought they were terrific, Moth thought they were very big, Joe thought they were fascinating. Zelda stood at the neat white fence and stared. 
 “What are they? Are they supposed to be cows?” 
 “Tappuls. A type of bovine animal, yes.” 
 The tappuls, one hundred in number, were each about the size of a small adult Earth elephant. They were brown, with large brown eyes, and long yellow horns. They could be machine-milked, and the milk was both calcium-rich and thick with benign amino acids. The tappuls had a heavy smell, not nasty but-weird. 
 “They’re very docile, Zelda.” 

I’m docile, Zelda thought morosely. I’m spineless. I let you
bring me here against my will. 
 There were other planet animals. The newly planted fields were soon full of plays, which looked like rabbits with one single upright ear. Unlike rabbits, they did little damage to the crops. In fact, their droppings gave useful natural fertilizer. 
 Joe liked the plays. He kept trying to catch one as a pet. 
 “Suppose it bites you?” Zelda snapped at him. 
 
 
 “Wouldn’t matter. They’re not poisonous.” 
 “How do you know? Everything here could be. Even the air could be full of some poison the machines just don’t recognize. We may all get sick, or evaporate, or turn into mush.” 
 Having said that, watching his bright face crunch up, she felt sorry in case she’d really scared him. 
 But then he poked out his tongue at her. “Balls,” said Joe, as he was never allowed to. 
 Day followed day, and night followed night. Same old thing. 
 They moved into the new house with its wide, airy rooms and brilliant self-cleaning, shockproof glass windows. Moth and Dad hung up the new white drapes. 
 “Doesn’t it look fine?” 
 Chilly evenings, they lit the self-renewing pine logs on the big stone hearth. 
 “It’s really getting to be homey now.” 
 Outside in the darkness, strange things whiffled and chattered, just as they did by day. But here, the birds sang all night. 
 There were no dangerous animals in the region. Even if there had been, the fences and the house area walls had infallible devices for keeping any bad problems out. 
 In every window, the rolling blue hills, the rolling blue plain dotted with fields of white or red alien grain, with trees that would make pink and orange fruits and were already covered with pink and staring purple blossom. Machines roved, walking the land. Above, the green sky, lit by a sun that was not the sun of Earth. And at night, a green-black sky, lit by two tiny moons. Even the stars were wrong. 
 
 
 One night, Zelda dreamed she flew out over the hills. In the dream she didn’t mind them so much. When she woke, the dream disgusted her. 
 “You’ll be at school soon,” said Dad, riding in on the cultivator machine, so cheerful Zelda wanted to hit him. 
 “That’ll be so nice.” 
 “Now, why be sarcastic? Lots of new friends to make.” 
 “I liked my old friends.” 
 Dad frowned and swung off the machine. He came over and stroked her hair. “It takes a while for the Ipsi-mail* to come through. You’ll have some letters soon.” 
 “It’s been over a month, Dad.” 
 “Well . . . I guess maybe . . . ” 
 “They don’t know what to say to me. I don’t either, Dad.” 
 He sat beside her on the porch. She could smell the three Earth trees that had been planted in the yard, especially the pine-if she shut her eyes she could pretend. But what was the use? If she opened them, the truly blue hills reached to the truly green sky. The sun was sinking in the front, over the fields, turning the hills to a mauve as raucous as a loud noise. 
 “Honey, look. You know how tight money was. We tried to tell you. We couldn’t have kept going-we’d have had to move-take some tiny apartment in the city-my firm folded, I’d lost my job, Zelda, remember? And then this opportunity-government sponsored-perfect . . .” 
 “Yeah, Dad. It’s okay.” 
 “I know it isn’t, honey. Not for you. Not yet.” 
 * Interplanetary Satellite Intercommunication
 
 
 “I’ll get used to it,” said Zelda grimly. 
 Dad sighed, and went into the house, and again, seeing his bowed head, she was sorry. Till she heard him laughing with Moth at the stove. 

In two years I’ll be sixteen. I’ll take some kind of job-who needs
college? I’ll save. I’ll catch the first ship out I can. I’ll go home. 
 If only the night birds would shut up. They sat on the trees along the wall, even came in and sat on the Earth trees in the yard below Zelda’s window. Twindle-twindle tweety trrr, they went. “Our own nightingales,” Moth had said, pleased. But their song was thin, like wires in Zelda’s ears. 
 She put in her music plugs not to hear the birds. 
 Tomorrow the house transport would run her to the school in the nearby town. It was, by Earth measurement, miles and miles away, but the transport would get her there in twenty minutes. She dreaded it
 The planet had no human life other than the human life that, for the past three years, had come here from Earth. 
 Moth and Dad were two of the last batch of “settlers” who had taken up the government’s offer to help develop the land. 
 Everyone else at school would have been here a long time. 

Aliens. Like everything else. 

I’d run away, but where’d I go? There’s only here now. 
 In sleep, one of the music plugs was dislodged. In sleep, she began to hear the twindle-twindle birds. In sleep, she threw stones at them, which, awake, she never would have done. In sleep, anyhow, she missed. 
 
 
 
 Joe dissolved in tears when Zelda started to leave for school. 
 Astonished, they all stood gawping at him. 
 “What’s wrong, baby?” cried Moth, trying to resist gathering him into her arms. 
 “Zelda!” wailed Joe. “Don’t wan’ Zelda go!” 
 “But, honey-she has to-” 
 “She don’ wanna!” yodeled Joe, absurd, funny, heartbreak-ing. “Don’ make ’er-” 
 Zelda stepped forward. She just knew how ashamed he would be of this in ten minutes’ time. She grabbed him by the shoulders. 
 “I do want to, you pest. Do you think I want to hang around here all day with you? And where’s that stupid play rabbit thing you promised to catch for us? When I get back tonight you’d better have caught one-or two, that’d be better. Get two, Joey. If you think you can.” 
 Joe stared at her. The tears dried on his face in the heat of his fury. “What ya bet, huh?” 
 “Ten Earth bucks.” 
 “Zelda!” shrieked Moth. Dad restrained her, grinning. 
 “You are on, ” snarled Joe. 
 Zelda swept into the house transport and was whisked away. 
 She thought of Dad, his face so pale when he’d first told them he’d lost his job. She thought of Moth, being so determined to make the best of it. And Joey, always ready for something new. And herself, Zelda, sticking tight, refusing to move an inch. 
 She had never felt so alone. She couldn’t even talk about her feelings now, in case she upset Joe. She just hated it when he cried. She would have to pretend from now on everything was fine, just fine. 
 Zelda pretended. 
 She pretended she hadn’t dreaded the school, had been looking forward to it. She marched in, looking coolly pleased. 
 When spoken to, she was friendly. She absorbed all the new instructions, the new schedule, gazed at the subjects of the classes, pinned on her grade badge, did what everyone else did. 
 At lunchtime she went into the school yard, which was absolutely an alien garden. On the soft blue grass court, she played flyball with a girl called Patty. They were both pretty good. 
 “What color would you say this grass is?” Patty asked as they ate their food under a tree like a giant zucchini. 
 “Blue?” 
 “What shade of blue?” 
 “Well-kind of dark blue-” 
 “I’d say,” said Patty, “it’s the shade of Todd Ariano’s eyes.” 
 “Who?” 
 “Look. Over there.” 
 Zelda looked. Just then Todd Ariano looked back at them and smiled. 
 Patty was totally right. 
 The planet grass was Todd-Ariano’s-eyes blue. 
 Zelda kept on pretending. She pretended very hard. She pretended to Dad and Moth and Joe. At school and at home. 
 Indoors and out. Even to Plod, she pretended. “Listen, Plod! 
 Those birds are really singing today!” 
 
 
 It grew easier. Like something she’d wear on her wrist, at first too tight, loosening up over time. 
 She joined the chess club and the drama club at school and the flyball team. Patty did, too. So, for that matter, did Todd Ariano. Why not? It was okay. 
 She thought about home-that was, the house on Anchor Street, which they would have had to leave anyhow. And about the town and the big city they’d have to have moved to, crowded, often dangerous, alarms going off and sirens every place, and police cordons. She thought of the blue sky of Earth that could also turn gray or yellow with heat and pollution. 
 She thought of Dad, tired and sullen, Moth looking angry or sad. Joey had always been the happiest there, maybe-but Joey hadn’t made any fuss at all. He’d just said, “When are we going?” and gone to pack his games and toys. 
 Zelda had started to notice some things, almost as if she hadn’t seen them before. 
 How not only was the grass the color of Todd Ariano’s eyes but the purple blossom was like raspberry Jell-O, or sometimes violets. 
 The new town was clean and painted in different colors, too, hot colors and refrigerated colors. 
 Here and there Earth plants, which had been put in a year or so ago, were beginning to grow to great height, glossy-leaved, liking the soil, and the sun that was always warm, never too hot. 
 “This place is like heaven, my mother says,” admitted Todd as a group of them walked to the transport bay. 
 
 

“Heaven?” 
 “Yeah, I know. Mom uses words like that. But I like it here.” 
 “Me, too,” said Zelda, pretending, since now she must never say, except to her own heart, that she didn’t like the planet. 
 “Wait till you see the wild roses in the spring,” said Todd, truly surprising her. “But, you know, there’s something even better.” 
 “What?” 
 “The new ice-cream place on the corner of Foundation.” 
 Zelda sat and thought in the window of her room, too. 
 She wondered why there was no humanlike life, no so-called Higher Intelligent life here. 
 This, so far, had been common to all the planets discovered, which was why, apparently, it was all right to colonize them. Earth had gotten so small, so crammed with people. 
 There had to be somewhere else to go. 

Earth. 
 The sunset touched the hills. Mauve. 
 Zelda glared at the color. Outside, the twindle-twindle birds twittered and trilled. 
 A couple of plays were actually playing in the backyard, closely watched by Joe. He crept toward them. Zelda could see from the angle of the two single upright ears that they knew exactly what he was doing, but they let him get way close before they darted off under the gap in the fence Joe had made to lure them in. There they went, along the outer wall and through the gate-Zelda laughed. She guessed her ten bucks were still safe. 
 
 
 A few months more, she’d be fifteen. 

I can wait.  Fifteen, sixteen-then she could start to get ready to go-home. 
 The rains came, and high winds, and Zelda stayed at the house, doing schoolwork through the compulink. 
 In the evenings she saw how the twindle birds sat out, soaking and beak-dripping, in the cover of the stout planet trees by the wall. They still bravely sang, through wind and rain, twindle-twindle tweety trrr. 
 “Moth-do you think we should put out some food for 
 them? They look so- wet. ” 
 They put out food for the twindle birds. (Their real name was auxicaps-“twindle” was much better.) The birds fed, and fluttered around the yard. They never left droppings. Apparently they only ever had to-er- drop stuff about once every five or six days, so you were unlucky if it fell on you or the lawn. 
 It was that day when Zelda stopped hearing them. Worried, she glanced out the window. Then she could see-and hear- they still sang. She had simply stopped hearing it, unless she listened. 
 An Ipsi-mail torrent of letters to Zelda fell into the home computer as the torrents of rain drummed down. She answered them slowly, carefully. Everyone wanted to know everything-
 the way the planet was, the animals, the people. Zelda sat for hours, telling them, telling them all about it. Describing the colors, the moons, the sky. 
 Outside in the sheets of rain, the huge forms of the tap-puls grazed and slowly moved, unconcerned, calm. Several had new calves. 
 Joe, unable to hunt plays in the weather, sat drawing up battle plans of capture. He and Plod-or, rather, Plod with Joe jumping around him-had already constructed a large, luxurious enclosure for the one-eared rabbits. 
 Seeing Joe hunched over his plans, just after she and Todd had read through their parts for the drama club on the voice-view link, Zelda said, “Joey-thanks.” 
 “What? Thanks ’cause I didn’t catch a play yet and cost ya ten bucks? Just wait.” 
 “No. Thanks for caring about me.” 

“You?”  he asked with utter scorn. 
 The wind and rain faded back up into the sky. The world was glassy and clear, smelling of salad and flowers. 
 Zelda walked between the fields, the wet, Todd’s-eyes-blue grass tinkling with a few last cascades, the grain heavy in the head, tall now as any corn in the fields of Earth. 
 That night, her ears unstoppered by the music plugs, sleeping, Zelda heard the twindle birds singing again. She was glad they sang. Why shouldn’t they? 
 She thought, in her sleep, See, there  is  a poison in the air. It
makes you like this place even when you hate it. 
 In the dream, she flew up above the plain once more, gazing at the house below, lit not by moonlight but by the sunset. How- beautiful it was after all, the light of the sun on the faces of the house and the hills, not lurid, but a color like lavender. 
 
 
 Zelda flew over the dream hills. She watched the dream moons rise, one, two. She looked at the clever pattern of the stars. 

Next week I’ll be fifteen. 
 Only one more year then before she could begin to think about leaving the planet. She could get through it. Just a year. 
 Down in the dream she swooped, to peer into the house. 
 She saw Moth and Dad and Joe sitting watching an old classic movie, Pirates of the Caribbean. Joe nearly had caught a play today. Better save her money. 
 She thought, I’m dreaming this. It’s so real. It’s like-home. 

Something in the air, she thought. 
 In her sleep, she smiled, and turned over. 
 Outside the twindle birds sang solemnly on through the night. 
 
 

PLANET DATE: YEAR 31

Part Two-Present Tense: Harrington
 In the end the farmers on the plains made their money and moved away. Some went back to Earth, but most went to the great cities that now stood proudly up on the planet. 
 Meanwhile, the little towns swelled. New streets bloomed and ran like vines. Stretching out over the plains and hills, they closed around the solitary houses of the first pioneers, turned their farmlands to parks and neat backyards, enclosed everything in neighborhoods. 
 The house stood on Pine Street now. On either side were other houses, and across the street Pioneer Park, with a fine view of the overhead train. 
 A nice area. Good to bring up kids. 
 Their mother had thought that, Harrington guessed, when she and Pop bought the house eight years ago. Mom usually went by “Annie,” now that Harrington had turned fifteen. 
 Pop, though, had ceased to have a name or to be Pop. He’d left them one month after they’d moved in. 
 Then eventually there had been Annie’s other guy. 
 Harrington-thirteen back then-hadn’t liked the Guy 
 much. But he was soon gone, though he’d left behind a souvenir. 
 Harrington looked at it now, this keepsake of Annie’s sudden short love affair. 
 It was crawling along the rug, looking adorable. Harrington wanted to throw up. 

Its real name was Jasselly. It couldn’t speak even, not properly, not yet. A girl who was almost two, Annie’s second daughter, Harrington’s sister. 
 “Oh, Harry-couldn’t you have kept an eye on her?” 
 “I have to practice piano, don’t I?” 
 “Yes-but-oh-come here, baby baa-baa,” cooed Annie, scooping the crawling atrocity off the floor. 
 Annie didn’t- couldn’t- see, apparently, that Harrington did not care about It, that frankly, if It had crawled right out the front door and away down the block, Harrington would not have been exactly upset. She knew she should be. But why tell yourself lies? 

It was a pain. 
 “When I think,” said Annie, rocking the object, “buying this house-do you remember?” 
 “Not much. I was seven.” 
 “And their daughter was married-I remember the liveview showing it-what was her name? She’s a writer-Zelda, that’s it. Zelda Ariano-she married the male flyball cham-pion . . . And the son, what was he doing? A naturalist with Government Survey. No wonder they all moved away to someplace more fancy. But it was so lucky for us. The house going so cheap and all-” 
 “Yeah, we were really lucky. We moved in, Pop moved out, you got together with that Guy and we ended up with It-” All this was under Harrington’s breath as she began to let loose rills of Chopin from the piano. 
 Annie put It back in the enclosure. 
 Really, the enclosure was like the ones the plays had, Harrington thought. 
 They had two plays, mostly to amuse It, though Harrington 
 
 was quite fond of them, too. They were very affectionate and intelligent for one-eared rabbits, and you could let them roam free outside when they wanted, like cats. Unlike cats, they did no damage, though the people next door always seemed to think they would. 
 Not It,  though. It must not roam free. It had to be protected. 
 Which was why the Hedge was coming today. 
 “It’s so clever,” said Annie. She didn’t mean the baby, but the Hedge, or what the Hedge could do. 
 “Sure, Annie.” 
 “What are you playing so loud?” cried Annie as Jasselly started to wail. 
 “Chopin, Mom. ‘The Funeral March.’” 
 “You’d never know it wasn’t real, would you, Mrs. Riveras?” 
 Mrs. Riveras stared through the eyehole in the Hedge. 
 “No, Annie. It sure blocks out the sun like it’s real. I’d a thought you had enough big things growing in there already with that pine tree.” 
 “Well, the Hedge is only for one hour in the morning and one in the late afternoon.” 
 “I guess that’ll have to be okay, then.” 
 “What we agreed, Mrs. Riveras.” 
 Mrs. Riveras frowned. She was a thin old woman with a bitter face. She didn’t think much of Annie, and she lived right next door. On the other side were Mr. and Mrs. 
 Oplough. When Annie had explained to them about getting the Hedge, they had both peered at her as if she were crazy. 
 “It ain’t allowed,” said Mr. Oplough. “No way on Earth.” 
 
 
 He had cackled at his joke. He had been an engineer ten years back; now he was retired and he knew his rights. 
 “Twelve meters high, you say?” quavered Mrs. Oplough. 
 “Virgil, that’s thirty-nine feet, isn’t it?” 
 “Yes,” said Virgil Oplough, scowling. 
 “Just from nine till ten in the morning,” pleaded Annie. 
 “Then just four till five. It’s to keep the baby safe.” 
 “Babies!” snorted Virgil. “Some folks don’t know when to call it a day with babies.” 
 But it was nearly impossible to insult Annie when she was trying to be sweet. 
 Harrington had watched from the back door. She’d wanted to shout at Mr. Oplough. Yes, even though all this fuss was for It. 
 Now the Hedge had been put in. That had taken all morning, with the soft but intrusive buzz of subsaws and whine of electrasonics. The neighbors hadn’t liked that, and the Oploughs had come out to squawk How long would this racket
go on? 
 When the Hedge was installed, Annie hit the button to bring it alive. 
 The Hedge stayed invisible, and in fact actually not there, when it was switched off. Switched on, it leaped instantly into being. Thirty-nine feet of darkest green-blue foliage, so dense there were the preordered peepholes to see through. Among the mat wove the appearance of wild planet roses the color of strawberries, and Earth-type ivy. Then Mrs. Riveras’s face had appeared, unroselike, in the little hole nearest the house. 
 (At the same moment Harrington heard, on the Oplough side, a door open, a gasp gasped, and a door slammed.)
 “Only two hours a day,” sweet-talked Annie. “Mrs. Riveras-there’ll even be days it won’t be on at all.” 
 “I’m timing you, Annie,” said Mrs. Riveras, worryingly. “I’ll keep track of your hours. If you go over time-” 
 “I won’t. I promise.” 
 Harrington wanted to throw something at Mrs. Riveras, too. Yes, even though, again, it was all for It. 
 The Hedge was a molecule construct, one of the latest things, and had cost two thousand IPU dollars,* which they couldn’t afford. But what the heck. 
 Harrington had to admit she was quite impressed. 
 There was really nothing there but airwaves, and the original low fence, just reinforced slightly to stop the plays straying into the neighbors’ yards, and the plays preferred to go to the park anyhow. Yet when that button was pressed, the Hedge towered, casting a rich green shadow, cool and safe, for the baby to crawl out of the direct sunlight, and with no apparent way for her to get out. Or anything else to get in. The Hedge felt of hedge, too. If you touched it, it felt real-leaves, roses. 
 They even had a scent. The Hedge felt as if you couldn’t push through it-it resisted, held you back. It seemed to do that with the sun, too-though in fact there was only a shadow because of something to do with the activated molecules “bending light.” 
 Annie was as strict as Mrs. Riveras. On a corner of the home computer she faithfully marked off the two hours, nine till ten, sixteen (four) till seventeen (five) in the afternoon-
 * Interplanetary Union 
 except every tenth day when she left the Hedge completely switched off, and Jasselly had to stay inside. 
 The plays didn’t bother with the Hedge at all. Ignored it. 
 But Harrington noticed that birds had started to fly over. 
 A lot of the birds and animals had been driven out of the area as the town grew. There wasn’t enough space for them and human disturbance wasn’t what they liked. People didn’t seem to care. They had their pets. Sometimes in the parks you spotted wild plays or foxiles, a lizard or two. 
 Birds, though . . . there weren’t many birds at all. 
 Harrington, gazing up at the birds dark on the pale green young summer sky, realized abruptly that she had only ever really seen birds in books or on a screen. 
 “Mom?” 
 Annie looked around. Being called “Mom” by Harrington usually meant something was going on-good or bad. 
 “What, Harry?” 
 “Come see.” 
 Annie, despite her major faults of () losing Pop, () liking the Guy, and () producing It, still had some plus points. If you said something like “Come see” in the right kind of “come see” voice, she went with you to look. 
 They stood in the yard. 
 The Hedge was on, and Jasselly was lying asleep on a big cushion. Harrington, sitting outside to draw, had been 
 “keeping an eye” on her. Sort of. Touching, really, how Annie
trusts me . . . 
 
 
 “Up there.” 
 They both gazed upward. 
 On top of the Hedge a large bird had perched, balancing on the joined-up molecules that felt like solid twigs and leaves, fanning its feathers in blissful ignorance. 
 “Wow,” said Annie. 
 “It’s been there fifteen minutes. Why ‘wow’?” 
 “Well, when did we last see a bird that close?” 
 “It’s forty feet up!” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You’re not scared it’ll pounce and peck Jass’s eyes out?” 
 “Oh no, honey,” said Annie. “I recall these birds from years back when your pop-when I lived more outside the town. 
 They’re called-what are they called?” 
 The bird pecked at the Hedge, and though nothing came off it into the bird’s beak, it seemed convinced and pecked a bit more. Another bird just like it flew down and settled by the first bird. They began to make a noise. What a noise. 
 “Like rusty nails on a glass,” exclaimed Harrington. 
 “No, it’s more like-like tuning a guitar-” 

Twindle-twindle, went the birds, tweety trrr. 
 “Auxicaps!” cried Annie. 
 “Gesundheit!” Harrington laughed. 
 Annie laughed, too. They stood laughing, looking up at the birds singing their twindle song on the Hedge above the sleeping baby. 
 Mr. Oplough stood the other side of the right-hand boundary, looming over the low fence. Demonstrating without meaning to how excellent it was when the Hedge was there and they didn’t have to see him. 
 “I’d like a word with you, Annie.” 
 “Yes, Mr. Oplough.” 
 “I have a vegetable patch just along here.” 
 “Yes, Mr. Oplough? That’s great.” 
 “No, it ain’t. Your damned Hedge is cutting off my sun.” 
 “Only for two hours a-” 
 “And my planet tomatoes are going blue.” 
 “But-they do, don’t they, Mr. Oplough?” 
 “Nah. I bred it outta the darn things, till you started with that Hedge.” Mr. Oplough glowered. “And besides, it ain’t hardly two hours now, is it?” 
 Annie all innocence, Harrington all astonished. 
 “No, I been countin’ them hours, Annie. Three hours yesterday. And two this morning.” 
 “It’s because of the birds, Mr. Oplough,” said Annie, beaming at him. 
 “What birds? What’re you talking about? And who wants birds anyhow, dropping their dirt all over my yard-” 
 “Oh, they hardly ever do, Mr. Oplough-only every six days. No need for you to get all tense.” 
 Annie pointed. 
 Twelve meters up, two birds flew over and over where the Hedge had been, circling like moving paintings of birds on a green plate of sky. 
 “You’re nuts!” declared Mr. Oplough. “You’re a darn nui-sance. Why don’t you get back to Earth where you belong, causin’ all this trouble for proper folks, litterin’ this clean new world with fatherless kids-” 
 Speechless, they watched him tramp away, and the door slammed loud as thunder. 
 “I guess the gloves are off,” said Annie thoughtfully. “Mrs. Riveras told me yesterday-after we had the Hedge on too long-she’s going to L-mail* the Town Authority. She says she plans for us to be thrown out of the house. It seems we’ve ruined the neighborhood.” 
 “She can’t!” 
 “Maybe she can.” 
 They too went back-into what was still their house. 
 Annie set the stove to fix tea and the Ice-it to ice it. 
 They sat on the living room floor while Jasselly played quietly with her fur bear. Annie and Harrington drank their tea and watched the birds circle over the lawn, through the wide window. 
 Annie put down her glass. 
 “Yes?” 

“Yes,”  said Harrington. 
 Jasselly looked up at the excited voices of these people she had come to live among. She smiled. “Yeff,” agreed Jasselly, nodding both her head and the toy bear’s. 
 Annie rose in her graceful way. She had been a dancer in live theater before Pop and Harrington. She strode to the button panel on the wall and pressed the brand-new button. 
 Outside, the two walls of Hedge sprang gloriously sunward, and after about five minutes more, the auxicaps floated down. 
 “I’ve always liked my tomatoes blue,” said Harrington. 
 * Local Mail
 
 
 “Boo,” said Jass with approval. “Thom- aif-oos.” 
 Three persons united against the world. 
 They were building a nest. They thought the Hedge was completely there, but maybe not quite, because they brought in the nesting material from elsewhere-twigs and leaves from the park, hair from Mr. Brand’s dog four doors down. The nest was a huge unwieldy thing, big enough for a legendary roc’s egg, Annie remarked. The birds sat on the nest in turns by day. In the evening they groomed each other with their beaks and snuggled up. They sang all night-if singing was what you could call it. 
 “It says in this book that they nest for ten to fourteen days, and then the eggs will be laid.” 
 “Is that quick?” 
 “I don’t really know, Harry. I don’t know anything about birds, just that I like them.” 
 “How many eggs?” 
 “Between two and six.” 
 “Hey!” 
 By night, as the birds sang, the stars and moons shone down, and the Hedge gleamed as if moon-polished and star-gemmed, unseen (they had closed the eyeholes), they heard Mrs. Riveras’s silent purse-mouthed rage and Mr. Oplough’s trumpetings of fury. The birds sang louder and louder. 
 “You know, it’s not so bad, the way they sing.” 
 “Like badly tuned nightingales.” 
 “What’s a nightingale, Mom?” 
 “A bird that sings.” 
 “Come on!” 
 “I said. I don’t know a thing about birds.” 
 “Look,” said Harrington, “she’s asleep with the rabbits.” 
 “Yes. Real rabbits-I don’t know that I’d risk a baby around them. But plays are fine. Gentle. Careful.” 
 “Was I ever that small?” asked Harrington, staring at Jasselly in her molecule-guarded sleep. 
 “Was I?” said Annie. Harrington stared at her mother. 
 Once Annie had been a kid, too. As if she read thoughts, Annie added, “Hated my younger sister and all. I used to plan to kill her. Never did. Decided she was okay in the end. She’s on Earth-I’d love to see her again . . . Maybe one day.” 
 The tall man walked into the house and looked about him. His name was Dennis Rooney. He was very good-looking, but he came from Town Authority. Mrs. Riveras and Mr. Oplough had summoned him. 
 “Is that the Hedge? Yes, it’s high. You can get slightly shorter models, though not by much. The shortest is, I understand, eight meters. And the cost’s the same. It would cause the same problem, too. Block out neighbors’ view and sunlight. Not everyone wants to know everybody else’s business, of course, or get fried.” 
 “I didn’t mean to upset them,” Annie said. “But those are living things up there. They’ve produced seven eggs-that’s unusual.” 
 “How’d you know there are seven?” He smiled at Annie. 
 “I hired a tiny elevcam and sent it up. They didn’t notice-I mean the birds.” 
 
 
 “Seven,” Dennis repeated. “That is impressive.” 
 Harrington broke in. “You sound like you don’t think we did anything wrong.” 
 “Harry, sshh. Wait.” 
 “No, it’s okay, Annie-may I call you Annie?” 
 “Yes, Dennis,” said Annie, and blushed. 
 “You see, I’m less interested in the neighbors’ gripes than in someone who’s gotten these birds to breed again. They seemed to be dying out. As for Oplough and Riveras, they’ve already told me they want to move. They don’t like children or animals so close. We can always pay them compensation and buy them out-then we can locate people who’ll be happy to live in the two houses with a big Hedge on one side and some rare birds.” 
 “What about,” said Annie, “the other neighbors-Mr. 
 Brand and the rest of them?” 
 “Oh, they’re fine. Mr. Brand actually asked me to ask you if he could drop by sometime, take a closer look at the auxies. 
 Won’t bring the dog, he swore to me. Or his robot.” 
 “The dog is welcome,” said Annie. “And Mr. Brand, too.” 
 “So there’s just this form on the carry-com to sign, if that’s okay? Read it all first.” 
 Annie began to read. She looked up, very pale where she had been pink. “You’re paying us to look after the birds?” 
 “Sure thing. Government grant concession Number X, Rare and Endangered Indigenes, subclause .” 
 Harrington saw her mother was gazing at Dennis from Town Authority spouting jargon and numbers as if he were reading her an ancient love lyric from Lord Byron. Ever the 
 
 soul of tact she knew herself to be, Harrington led Jasselly into the Hedge-safe yard, where they sat in the cool and watched the birds nesting and twindling high above. 
 “How many do you think will hatch, Jass?” 
 “Eighfs,” announced Jass. 
 “Don’t be crazy-eight? There are only seven eggs.” 
 “Eighfs,” insisted Jass, who, having found speech, wasn’t going to have it challenged. 
 In any case, she was right. When the eggs did hatch, out tottered eight balls of fluff with beaks, who solidified enough inside a few hours to fly down with their parents to the lawn, for the bird food TA had supplied. One egg had been a double. 
 It made the planetwide NewsNet. 
 
 

PLANET DATE: YEAR 103 

Part Three-Thinking Future: Lute
 Riding there in her single-person hoverjet, Lute heard the melody and words of old songs running through her brain. 
 The jet didn’t go so fast she couldn’t take in the rolling prairie, dotted with ripening fruit trees and untended stands of grain, the wild herds of tappuls grazing, and whitehawks idling over the sky. 
 It had been government policy since the fiftieth year on-planet to let certain areas go back to the wild, let the land renew itself and give the local animal life a chance to regain habitat. 
 The town of Pioneer Pines was the first of these projects. 
 And by now, according to the information site, most of the town was gone, smothered in mutating trees and rioting vines, with creatures lairing in the remains of the houses. There were even some dangerous critters now, the site overview had told her-felinxes, for example, the nearest thing to bobcats the planet had. Lute had brought a Planet League Approved stunner along with her bag, her rob, and her guitar. 
 “Why in hell do you want to go there?” 
 That had been the question one or two had asked her, in the city. 

Because, she thought, it’s about as far away as I can get from here. 
 She was seventeen, adult status. Nobody could stop her. 
 To be polite, she said some of the truth: “It’s where Harrington Rooney lived, before she moved south.” 
 
 
 Harrington Rooney was the movie actress who had been the star of so many of the early planet-made movies. Lute had always admired her. 
 “Wasn’t her sister a mathematician, Lute?” inquired one of the “bright” girls. 
 Lute didn’t answer, but someone else did. “Jasselly? She still is.” 
 “She must be old . . . They both must be-” 
 “Kicking eighty or ninety, I guess,” said the someone else. 
 “But Zelda Ariano lived in that house, too, didn’t she-different time, same place, right, Lute?” 
 Once more Lute said nothing. 
 Inside she said this: I just want to get away so bad. 
 To get away-
 But you couldn’t. Not really. For wherever Lute went, the memory went with her. The memory of Cholan. 
 The rob was the first out of the jet. It trundled lightly down Main Street, navigating between arching tree roots, clumps of huge flowers, and heaps of metallic rubble. The houses and stores had been designed to break down over a period of years if unmaintained. But enough of them were still standing to get in the rob’s way. 
 The town looked weird. Hollow, yet choked with growing stuff. 
 Having parked the jet, Lute toted her bag and the guitar, the stunner slung over her other shoulder. 
 The morning was peaceful. Nothing moved. 
 Then- Out of the tunnel of trees shot the rob, its metal box shape whirring with dials and lights. It raced toward her in robotic panic. Lute dropped her bag and pulled the stunner around. 

“What is it?” 
 A scarlet light lit: unfriendly life form-that’s what the light meant. 
 The rob was flinging itself for shelter against her ankles. 
 Lute braced herself for the biggest felinx on-world to burst from the trees. 
 Next moment the unfriendly life did erupt out of there. 
 “Oh, rob. That’s only-it’s only plays, that’s all.” 
 The three one-eared rabbits dashed up, turned a couple of somersaults over one another, and darted away again into the undergrowth. 
 The rob made ticking complaining noises. Embarrassed? 
 Lute raised her eyebrow. “It looked like they were teasing you, pal!” 
 Guided by the old street plan, Lute found the Ariano-Rooney house just after noon. Like everything else, it was tented in by vines. One wall had crumbled down, and most of the strong, unbreakable window glass had given way, as it always did without mechanical care. 
 In what had once been a pretty backyard, now part of the neighborhood jungle, a single tall Earth pine, slightly tinged with blue, lifted its dark pagoda to the sun. 
 Lute made her camp in the house. She was not without company. Pale-furred rodents lived in various holes, and a foxile kept a single-fox apartment on the top floor-she soon grew used to its slim orange shape padding to and fro. She would try not to disturb them all, but they might not mind her too much. It had been noted that the planetary animals had a great tolerance for small groups of people, only shying away from the vast sprawls of populated towns and cities. 
 Even there, though, you sometimes found them, and they seemed prepared to adopt Earth humans. So many of them had become companionable pets, rivaling the cats, monkeys, mice, and dogs the settlers had first introduced. 
 This house had even been the site of a breeding pair of auxicaps, who had built their nest in a molecular Hedge for six years running, producing a whole flock of new birds that bred in turn. 
 The auxicaps had been thought to be an endangered species. They were the most selective, and would never go just anyplace. They avoided most fully built-up areas. But they had always seemed to like Pioneer Pines. It was now quite a center for them-another reason why people had been encouraged to move away. So far Lute, always a city girl, had never seen an auxicap, except in a book or on a screen. 
 In the fading light, Lute sat by her little portofire, cooking her hamburger in a responsible way, the prewashed salad in its bowl, the glass of sparkling Plancola to hand. 
 Now and then she touched the guitar. She didn’t play it. 

Not yet. One day. When I can. 
 She had been promising that for months. 
 The rob scuttled around. It had taken a dislike to the harmless white rats now. Whenever one appeared, the rob would launch itself off its resting pad and trundle toward the rat over the roots and broken floor. She would have to reprogram it in the morning. A city machine. It had clearly gotten hysterical out here. 
 Machines did have personalities, robs definitely, especially if they were with you a long time. She had argued about that such a lot with-
 Such a lot with-
 With Cholan. 
 Lute thought about Cholan. Let herself do it. The memories poured in like a sea gushing from a giant faucet, drowning her. Before Cholan, despite her many friends-none of whom had been close-she had been alone. Her parents had left her college in loco parentis and had “gone home” to Earth. 
 Then, a year ago . . . 
 He’d come to see her at the stadium, one more fan of double-line soccer, with a program for her to sign. She was the Green Tigers’ main striker, and she’d spun three balls in the net. She always tried to be decent to any fan. Happy with her score, she was laughing and joking with all of them. Then Cholan was in front of her. Lute had fallen silent. 
 He held out the program in his long, dark-fingered hand. 
 She signed, and glanced up into his face, and he smiled. Lute smiled back. At first she wasn’t sure she’d be able to. It was as if she recognized him- knew him. But they’d never met before. Their fingers brushed as he took the program back from her, and they both started. “Electric,” he said. Lute nodded. That was it. 
 Few things had been so simple. So good. 
 
 
 That year. That perfect almost-year. With Cholan. 
 She saw him nearly every day, and in the evenings they went dancing at the rinks, or drank sodas, or sat listening to music in the clubs. Cholan taught her how to really play a guitar. He would move her hands, and where he placed them on the instrument, she could suddenly make music-music that shone.  He, too, could play guitar, and asera, drums, sax, and seventeenth-century mandolin. They sang together. His voice-velvet, dark as coffee. 
 The ones who knew about them figured that, once Cholan and she were seventeen-their birthdays were only five days apart, hers first-they’d marry. 
 Simple. 
 They even talked about it sometimes, but it didn’t seem to matter. Being together mattered. But the strange thing was, Lute felt she was with him even when they were apart. 
 Somehow. 
 They seldom argued, except about things like robots, or soccer tactics. 
 Once he said to her, standing in daylight under the city clock, “You’re like a part of me, Lute.” And she replied, “Me, too.” 
 She’d left him only two hours before. She was sitting up in her bed, reading a novel that never after would she remember, when something happened inside her head. 
 It scared her stupid. It was like a light going out. A kind of blindness. 
 She jumped out of bed, ran halfway across the floor, wishing that her parents had not left her on-planet without them, wishing that someone in the sorority house was someone she could really confide in. She thought of her friends. They all seemed like cardboard cutouts. All but Cholan. But where she looked for him in her mind, she couldn’t see him anymore. He had vanished. 
 That was when she knew he was dead. 
 An automated door on the city’s overhead train had given way. 
 Such an accident had never happened before, was thought impossible. Two or three people had been slightly hurt. 
 Cholan was killed. 
 It was that simple. 
 Lute wrapped herself in steel. She was cool and hard and distant. No one could get in. She didn’t want them in. 
 She wanted Cholan, and he was gone. Forever. 
 Her friends, teachers, teammates, all the people she knew, they were concerned about her, tried to help, grew tired with trying and with her new steel surface. They gave up. 
 On her own, Lute seldom cried, and then only quietly, not wanting to be heard. 
 She began to hate the city. The city had killed him. She would leave, go somewhere she could cry really loud if she wanted, somewhere she could scream, and no one would hear. 
 Odd, though, now she was here in Pioneer Pines, she couldn’t cry at all. She had held it back so long, the pain, too, had changed to steel. 
 For several days Lute camped in the house on Pine Street that had had such famous people grow up in it. 
 She explored the town, striding up into the hills, which were going back to grass now, blue as Todd Ariano’s famous eyes. 
 She was okay if she kept busy. 
 At night, worn out from her long treks, she let the rob run her a bath in the portable unfolding tub, cooked supper, ate it. Reprogrammed, the rob was now sulky. It knew it had been stopped from doing what it wanted, which was to have hysterics every time a rat walked past or the foxile trotted up the stairs. 
 Once Lute saw two felinxes down among the crumbled stores on Main Street. They paid her no attention. 
 It wasn’t till twelve days had gone by that Lute saw her first auxi. 
 The bird flew in out of the green sky and landed in the pine tree. But the needles weren’t to its liking, obviously. After a moment it sailed down to the back porch. 
 Strange birds, the auxies. Weird. 
 And then the song began. 

Twindle-twindle tweety trrr. 
 Lute stared at the auxi. Her eyes bulged. She stood up, her mug falling to the floor, spilling the hot tea. 

Twindle-twindle-
 “No,” said Lute. “I’m not going out of my mind. No. I’m just-imagining-” 
 “You’re not,” said the auxicap, poised in the open doorway. 
 “You can hear me perfectly plainly. I said, ‘Hi, there.’” 
 Lute shook her head. She turned in horror to stumble away. 
 That was when she felt the edge of the auxicap’s wing brush, gentle and smooth, over the surface of her brain. 
 Immediately Lute grew calm. Her eyes cleared. 
 She gazed back at the bird. 

Twindle, it said. 
 No. It said, “That’s more comfortable, I hope.” 
 “I don’t-” 
 “Most humans we talk to don’t hear the words. They just pick up the ideas. But we can help them to feel a little better, if they’re receptive. You, though, Lute, are very receptive. You have the musician’s ear. Maybe that’s why.” 
 Lute sat down. 
 The bird hopped slowly through the room. Meeting the rob-which had frozen to the spot just as Lute had-the auxi tapped it with its beak. The rob let out a little twitter, went to its resting pad, and sat still. 
 “Machines sometimes respond, too,” said the auxi. 
 “Uh-good . . .” 
 The auxi perched beside her. It began to tell her of many things about the past of the planet. And of its own kind. Higher Intelligent life existed here. It was the animals who were intelligent, all of them to varying degrees. But the strongest minds existed among the auxicaps. “That isn’t our name, of course. 
 Would you care to know the real name of my kind?” 
 “Y-es-” 
 “Naturally it’s in a different language from those of your own planet, but I think you do hear me in your own language? 
 Good, then. The real name for the auxicaps, what we call ourselves, is the Human Race. Shall I tell you,” it added, gentle and somehow smiling there in her ears and her mind, “what we call this planet?” 
 “What?” whispered Lute. 
 “Earth,” said the human auxicap. “It’s what most species call their own home place, you know.” 
 When the bird went away, flying off into the sky, Lute still felt calm. But she told herself she’d been dreaming. 
 That night she did dream. She dreamed she and Cholan were flying together on broad wings over the sky. When she woke, she cried for hours. It was like rain after a dry season. 
 She saw the auxi-the human-only once more. It perched neatly on the top of the unprotesting rob, and told her that, along with the ability to help, its kind-the human kind of this planet-could often bring out the talents of the other humans, the colonists who had settled here. It told Lute she already had a major talent for music. 
 “I can’t play anymore,” said Lute. 
 She thought, Here I sit, confiding in a bird. 

It’s all right. 
 The human auxi said, “Is that since Cholan died?” 
 “Yes. I should forget-I should get over it-but I can’t- how can I?” 
 “You will never forget Cholan, or loving him,” said the auxi softly. “So your job now is to make all the world know and love and remember him, with you. Even all those he never met.” 
 “How?” she asked. 
 “Through your talent. How else? Through songs you’ll write and sing. Through the music of your guitar. Your love can’t die, even though Cholan died. Let it live, then. Tell it to the world. That’s your future-think! Even your name is a musical instrument of your Earth-isn’t it? A lute. Play it, then. Play all your music for him.” 
 As she rode back toward the city, new shiny songs ran through Lute’s mind. 
 She saw the rolling hills and plains, the prairies starred with fire-colored flowers under the wide green sky. 
 Pioneer Pines was full of humans again- auxi humans. 
 Who would ever believe it? No one. Don’t try to tell. 
 The rob stirred in the back of the hoverjet. 

Twindle,  said the rob. Twindle tweety trrr. 

Are we there yet?  the rob had asked her, like a child. And she had understood. 
 “Soon, rob. Only a few hours. Go to sleep now.” 

See, Cholan, see, they’re kind of alive, too. And maybe you’re
alive? Someplace else? 
 He was with her again. She could feel he was, there in her brain that the auxicap had brushed with its wing and opened up like a planet to new songs and new dreams. Cholan was with her. She wasn’t alone. 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 The idea for this story came, like about half of what I write, out of “nowhere.” First I got the image of the place-green sky, small township growing and then going back to the wild. Then the three heroines arrived, complete with their names and characters. Zelda is named for the wife of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Lute for her music . . . Harrington, I’m not sure. I think I just liked the sound of a girl with a guy’s name! I wrote the story in a few days. But I really want to go back to that planet. So sometime it will feature in a longer work. 
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