
  CHAPTER 19

        In Bethany, something similar was happening. Taggert organised the 

  cultivation of the fields and waited. He would have been the last to admit that 

  it was an act of faith, but he had seen what the Firstling could do. 

        He watched David closely, morning and evening, on each occasion of 

  the doling out of the bread. It was clear that their former intruder and enemy 

  was   uncomfortable   with   his   task.   Taggert   watched   the   sack   also,   it   never 

  grew less. It was a marvel  that needed  explanation,  but he had a healthy 

  respect for the unknown and restrained himself and any of the others who 

  might have been inclined to interfere, or to ask too many questions.

        It was also clear that June remained the strength of the two who had 

  come   down   from   the   hillside.   Taggert   respected   strength   and   he   was 

  confident that she would reveal many of the answers to their problems. He 

  wasn't blind to the fact that David was often absent and that June was left to 

  fend for herself and her son.

        At the end of the first month, the cultivated fields were lush and dense 

  with  the  harvest.  They carried  the  produce  back into  the  town, staggering 

  under the loads. When David took the sack on the first day of the harvest, it 

  was   slack   and   empty   and   when   he   looked   within,   it   was   sour   and   evil 

  smelling.

        In the first days of the Kingdom, there had been a steady addition to 

  the population  in Bethany.  The newcomers were made up from those who 

  had tried  to keep out of the way of the Town Clan  during  the days of the 

  nuclear winter. During that time, they had harassed them in much the same 



  way as had David, preferring to pilfer and scavenge for whatever scraps they 

  could find.  

        After the coming of the Firstling on the first occasion, the numbers had 

  swollen, for news of the healings and miraculous feeding from a bottomless 

  sack, had spread. After the first flood, the inflow eased down to a trickle and 

  then to nothing. 

        At the end of the first year, a group of three strangers arrived. They 

  brought  electrifying   news  to  a  community  who   thought   they were   the   sole 

  survivors of the horrors of the nuclear winter.

        Town gatherings in the cleared central square had become a common 

  occurrence, especially on those nights when the moon was in the dark phase 

  and   the   stars   blazed   in   the   clean   atmosphere.   It   was   to   one   of   these 

  gatherings that the strangers told their story. June and David had joined the 

  gathering. June was conscious of Taggert's eyes on her. She returned his 

  gaze with a little nod of acknowledgement. His attentions didn't make her feel 

  uneasy   and   she   realised   that   it   reflected   the   situation   that   still   existed 

  between David and herself. On the surface nothing had changed, they were 

  still   a   family   group,   but   in   reality,   they   walked   separate   paths.   It   was   an 

  outward   show   that   they   sat   on   the   ground   close   together,   with   a   drowsy 

  Daniel between them, but it emphasised the division rather than the unity.

        They concentrated on the story the three strangers were telling  and 

  their excitement grew. Familiar names and characters for whom they didn't 

  have a name, began to emerge. They knew there could be no mistake, when 

  one of the strangers gave their reason for their wanderings.    

        "At first, the submarine commander ran the town and then a group of 

  bible thumpers led by a domineering old woman, began to take control. This 

  Martha wouldn't allow us to sneeze without quoting a good reason why we 



  shouldn't!"

        Even allowing for exaggeration, there could be no mistaking the hand 

  of  Martha  and  the  Councilman. However,  it  was another  name that  jerked 

  them into a wide eyed exchange of glances. - Carl!

          June touched David's arm and gestured that it was time for them to exit 

  the meeting. They returned to the house they had first occupied and which 

  had since been repaired.

          "David! It can't be possible - Carl Steinbecker?"

        "It doesn't sound very likely - but then, maybe he didn't get very far 

  from the city after all."

        "It's like the return of a nightmare to hear the old names again - and 

  the old complaints - The Councilman, Martha - then there's the submarine 

  captain."

        "Well - you would have expected them to survive."

          "We've  got to talk to them again, David. We've  got to know the full 

  story - They might even have news of Darren!"

          David shifted uneasily.

        "I   wouldn't   let   your   hopes   get   too   high,   June.   There's   no   way  they 

  would know what happened to Darren."

        "But he must still be alive! Don't you see? I can find him again!"

          "Perhaps - "

          "Perhaps! Why perhaps? The Councilman and Martha will know if he's 

  alive or not."

        "I say it again, June! Don't let your hopes get up too high. There's no 

  knowing   what   the   Councilman   and   Martha   might   have   done   after   we   left. 

  They wouldn't have had any problem justifying the pushing of Darren out into 

  the tunnels. They did it to us and they could do it to him."



        "I won't believe it until I hear it from them!"

        He jerked warily.

          "And how do you propose to manage that?"

        "I'll go there!"

        "Be realistic, June - it's over a hundred kilometres - nearer a hundred 

  and fifty."

          "Those men walked here."

          "And you  intend  to walk off into  the  wilderness - you  wouldn't  even 

  know what direction to take!"

          June surveyed  the dark silhouette of his head, blocking the starlight 

  from the window opening.

        "I had thought we might go together."

        His reply was a little hasty.

        "I don't know the way either."

        The silence was heavy. After a while, he spoke again and somehow 

  managed to make it sound like an accusation.

        "I thought you were happy in Bethany."

        "It isn't a question of being happy or unhappy. I've been quite content 

  in Bethany and we're accepted."

          "And you're happy with Daniel?"

        "That isn't in question. Why are you raising these things? I've told you 

  what's on my mind."

          "Look - June - Darren isn't a child anymore. What would he be now? 

  Sixteen, seventeen? He's a man and he might not be too pleased to find a 

  mother breathing down his neck - you might even be a grandmother!"

        He tried to make it sound like a joke

        "Does that alter things?"



          David had grown wise enough to know when it was useless to continue 

  a discussion with June. They fell silent and he soon excused himself to go off 

  into the night. June no longer wondered where he went, or with whom. She 

  found it impossible to feel anger or jealousy about the arrangements. Ever 

  since the episode with the sack, there had been a division between them. It 

  was as if he associated her with the burden it had placed upon him and the 

  aftermath of weakness he had experienced.

        It was late evening and she looked out into the sky, diamond hard with 

  stars. Her decision was also diamond hard, she decided that she would leave 

  the community at Bethany as soon as she was able. She knew there would 

  be great objections, not the least being the strong bond that existed between 

  David and his son. It might be a bond that would persuade a reluctant David 

  to go with her. It wasn't an outcome she could predict. Another factor was 

  Taggert. He was on the brink of opening up to her. She could guess what the 

  conversation would be and it was something she wanted to avoid. He was a 

  good man and he didn't deserve to be hurt by any refusal on her part. 

          Changes were being forced upon her and they had all arisen from the 

  advent of three strangers from the city. She made up her mind to seek them 

  out on the following day. Sleep didn't come easily to her, memories flooded 

  back and circulated in her dreams. Memories of Martha and the Councilman, 

  both smiling sweetly but nevertheless, enforcing their will. She had a dream 

  about   Darren   and   the   last   time   she   had   seen   him  on   the   platform  of   the 

  underground rail system, just before he was thrust over to the side of the men 

  and   into   the   care   of   David.   He   was   a   small   boy   and   in   her   dreams,   he 

  suddenly became larger - but still  a boy, and yet, he was surrounded by a 

  brood   of   children   who   were   crying   for   their   mother.   Her   son   looked 

  beseechingly   at   her   and   she   became  another   version   of   Martha,   clucking 



  over her grandchildren like a broody hen.    

        For once, she awoke before Daniel. It was still dark and she listened to 

  the deep breathing of the child. She wondered what would happen if David 

  refused   to   go   with   her   and   also   refused   to   give   up   his   son.   She   faced   a 

  dilemma as old as the ages. Did she love Darren more than Daniel? If it was 

  to   come   to   a   choice,   who   would   she   relinquish?   It   was   a   disturbing 

  proposition and with it came the thought that it ought never to arise in the 

  time of the Kingdom.

        The dawn blazed into her room and flooded it with light. Gone were the 

  days   when   the   dawn   was  a   soft   infusion   of   light   which   woke   the   creation 

  gently.  The radiant sun seemed to explode at the beginning of each day - 

  excepting, of course, when it rained.

        On the first occasion when it had done so, it had been a surprise but it 

  had not raised any fears in the way that it had done at Pringle's Head. No one 

  had even thought to   suggest that it might have heralded the return of the 

  nuclear winter, or to radiation.

        She savoured  the  name of  the  town  from which  the  three  men had 

  come - Pringle's Head. She remembered it as it had been. It was one of those 

  places   that   had   gone   out   of   fashion   many   years   before   the   Destruction. 

  During her childhood, it had been a place for outings and excursions. She 

  suddenly thought of her parents and the times they had spent as a carefree 

  family   -   that   was   before   she   had   married   Bob   Meredith.   They   were   days 

  which seemed so remote that they could have happened in another lifetime. 

  Perhaps that was really what they were - days  from another lifetime when 

  everything had been much less complicated. - She wondered suddenly, why 

  she   had   never   seen   her   parents   on   this   side   of   the   First   Resurrection   - 

  perhaps it was not permitted or even desirable. There was so much she didn't 



  know.

        She made up her mind that she wouldn't hurry the process of leaving 

  Bethany, she would approach the Firstling when he next came to them. He 

  would then give the agreement or disagreement concerning her leaving - and 

  even David would be obliged to agree, if the Firstling made a ruling. That left 

  the problem of Taggert and it was to come to a head quicker than she had 

  hoped.

        She spent the following morning in the fields tending to the community 

  crops. It was a task she enjoyed, working together in a team of women, who 

  had eventually thawed out in their reserve towards her. Daniel played nearby 

  with some of the other children. The women were occupied with keeping the 

  soil loose around the plants. It was one of the few actions needed during the 

  growing cycle. 

          Soon it would be harvest time again and then she knew, the Firstling 

  would visit them and they would join in the ceremony of Blessing, like the one 

  he  led  on  the  first  night  of  the  bringing  in  of the  crops. It was not only a 

  ceremony to offer thankfulness for the harvest, but it was a time of renewal 

  for the entire population, when he never failed to cleans them of the sins of 

  their   own   hearts   and   to   encourage   them   to   absorb   the   benefits   of   the 

  Kingdom,   both   naturally   and   spiritually.   He   had   taught   them   many  things 

  during his visits, sitting under a particular tree which seemed to respond to 

  his presence, bursting with life, much more than those around it.  

        During these prolonged visitations he would be a listener and adviser, 

  as one or the other of the community came to him with their problems. June 

  had   never   seen   him   sleep   or   take   refreshment,   refusing   that   which   was 

  offered with a gentle smile and explanation that he had no need for earthly 

  nourishment and with equal gentleness, declining the     well meant offers of 



  a place to sleep.

        She made up her mind that this would be the chance to place before 

  him her desire to leave Bethany and journey to the distant town by the sea.

        She returned home through tidy streets. The fallen debris had been 

  cleared away, as had the refuse that had accumulated during the days when 

  the town was bound under the blanket of cloud. Most of the buildings had 

  been restored and there was no doubt that Taggert had done a masterful job 

  in   organising   the   restructuring   and   repairs.   It   was   true   that   elementary 

  services were still missing. Sanitation was the greatest problem, but Taggert 

  had fallen back on army field procedures and one of the tasks that the men 

  had to attend to, was the digging of latrines outside of the town. The men had 

  also   been   responsible   for   the   rebuilding   and   heavy   tasks   that   required   a 

  combination of brute strength rather than skill.

        It could only have been a coincidence that her mind was on Taggert 

  and the accomplishments for which he could take credit, that led him to her 

  door   in   the   early   part   of   the   afternoon.   She   was   still   moist   from  washing 

  herself   and   Daniel   from   the   residual   dirt   of   the   fields.   She   looked   up 

  expectantly, as his shadow blocked out the light.

        "Mr. Taggert - please come in."

        He stooped under the low portal  and stood erect and awkward, just 

  inside the doorway. She was always so formal. He was quite sure she knew 

  his name - Sam. It took some time for him to get together the reason for his 

  visit. It was always the same with him. He would come to speak to her and 

  then become tongue tied. He cleared his throat and she waited expectantly.

        "I was passing by - and I thought I would say hello."

        "That was very nice of you, Mr. Taggert - you're always welcome."

        It sounded incongruous in the setting of a bare floored room with no 



  windows or furnishings other than the pile of bedding upon which she and 

  Daniel slept. Taggert nodded and looked around the room.

          "You're comfortable here?"

          June laughed.

        "I have all the comforts of home, Mr. Taggert!"

        He nodded again.

          "David isn't with you?"

          June answered carefully.

          "David comes and goes - at the moment, he has other quarters."

          Taggert cleared his throat again.

          "And that suits you?"

          June shrugged.

          "David is a free agent - Daniel is our child. We were together for three 

  and a half years in the Bunker. We  are cousins by blood. Once, we were 

  related   in   a   spiritual   way   -   and   I   suppose   we   still   are.   To   answer   your 

  question   -   it   neither   suits   me   or   otherwise.   I   think   you   should   know,   I'm 

  thinking of making a change!"

          Taggert looked startled.

        "A change? - I was going to suggest a change!"

          June stared at him without blinking.

        "The change I had in mind was to take a journey to the south. I want to 

  find the town the three strangers came from. I think I might find my son there. 

  Did you know I had another son, Mr. Taggert?"

          Taggert shuffled.

        "I didn't - "

        "I want to talk to the Firstling when next he comes."

          Taggert shuffled again and bade her farewell. She watched him stoop 



  and go out into the sunlight. She went to the door and watched the solidly 

  built   man  walk   slowly   towards   the   town   square.   He   didn't   look   back.   She 

  turned away into the room and half listened to Daniel as he told some story 

  about the morning's adventures. She knew that she could have had a future 

  with   Taggert   and   that   many   would   think   her   stupid   not   to   accept   the 

  opportunity   he   had   been   on   the   point   of   offering.   She   shook   her   head,   it 

  would have created too many complications, with David firstly and then, with 

  the possible conflict that could have arisen between David and Taggert, over 

  Daniel. Her way was the better way, but for all that, she wondered what the 

  future would bring.

        She had no problem in finding the three men who had come from the 

  south. It was strange for her to think of them in that way. In another time, she 

  might have   thought  of  them as coming  from  her  home  city  -  but  that   was 

  another time - It was when a city still existed and when she still had a house 

  and furnishings. When she still had a husband who ill treated her and the son 

  she   was  determined   to   find.   Now,   everything   was  gone,   blown   away  in   a 

  moment of terror, when a fireball had consumed everything excepting those 

  who had sought shelter under the earth. These men didn't come from out of 

  that city, they came from a new beginning, from a new community, similar to 

  their own.

        They   listened   to   her   carefully,   as   she   explained   her   mission.   They 

  shook their head - one explained.

        "We had nothing to do with the groups who came into Pringle's Head 

  after the cloud went away. We had always lived there - or better said, tried to 

  survive. We were invaded on the day that the cloud lifted. In one day, they 

  arrived - from the submarine and from below the city. The submarine captain 

  took over - he fed us, so we gave him no trouble. Then, not long after, this 



  Carl Steinbecker arrived from the clear blue sky - or so we have to believe 

  from all the stories they tell. He was the one who put Martha and the crazy 

  old man in charge - and then he went and hid himself in some ruin on the 

  headland."

          June looked from one to the other, prompting a little more information.

        "The   boy   you   talk   about   could   be   one   of   a   thousand.   We   can't   be 

  expected to know every kid running around the town without parents!"

        The man was defensive, he felt sorry for her but there was nothing he 

  could do to make his story more palatable. June nodded and thanked them. 

  She   had   hoped   that   they  might  be   returning   to   the   other   community.   The 

  response had been emphatic.

        "Not while  Martha rules the roost!  It used to be a good town and a 

  good life - she's ruined it!"

        She led  Daniel  back to  her  shack and  wondered  what had  induced 

  Carl to recommend Martha for the position of such authority. She put it down 

  to   sheer   ignorance   on   his   part.   Whatever   the   reason,   the   Firstling   hadn't 

  altered   the   arrangement   -   and   surely,   Martha   couldn't   have   the   same 

    manipulative nature that she possessed before the Kingdom Of Peace. She 

  caught   herself   up   short.   Had   she   changed   for   the   better   during   the   short 

  months  of  the   Kingdom?  Wouldn't  it  take   her   extended   lifetime  to   change 

  totally?

          David didn't come to her lodgings that night, or for any of the following 

  seven.   She   collected   her   rations,   morning   and   evening   and   on   each 

  occasion, saw him go off with a group of young people. Without passion, she 

  tried to work out who was his new partner. If he had one, she wasn't able to 

  tell   from   the   brief   glimpse   she   had.   Taggert   treated   her   with   sustained 

  politeness,   it   was   as   if   their   conversation   had   never   occurred.   She   knew 



  doors were closing and she awaited others to open.

        At the end of another seven days, they started to bring in the monthly 

  harvest. Once again, she marvelled at the abundance - the sheer size and 

  quality of each of its components. The fruits were enormous - one a meal in 

  itself.  The  men literally  staggered  under the  weight of some of what   was 

  carried in. Taggert and his lieutenants carefully stored it away, but ensured 

  that the first and best was reserved for that which was to come.

        The anticipation and excitement in the community intensified for each 

  hour  that  they awaited  the  Firstling.  He had  never  failed  to  come, to  lead 

  them in Thanksgiving for the bounty of the Father. The town people gathered 

  and sat patiently in the square, packing it to the walls of the buildings that 

  flanked it. It was a time for festivity, for mingling, for consuming the evening 

  rations together, in the presence of that which was to feed them for another 

  month and in the knowledge that they were still under the care of their Kingly 

  Priest.

        The sun settled behind the horizon and for a while, it grew dark and 

  the  stars began  to spangle  the clear  sky and then, it  was as if  they were 

  experiencing another dawn. The moon rose, full and so bright that it became 

  as daylight had once been. It was something that never ceased to create a 

  feeling  of awe. The crowd grew quiet and as the square flooded with light 

  once more, the Firstling arrived. He did so quietly, gently, walking through the 

  assembled ranks and touching one or the other as he passed.  

          David   had   once   remarked   on   that   quiet   approach.   He   had   said   to 

  June:

        "He could create quite an impression if he really showed his powers - if 

  for instance, he was to suddenly appear and coalesce in front of us all."

          June had stared at him until he had shuffled uncomfortably.



        "Well!   What   are   you   looking   at?   I   just   think   it's   a   good   idea   to 

  advertise!"

        "Just as the Lord Jesus did, do you mean? Perhaps Jesus should have 

  turned the stones into bread, or jumped off the pinnacle of the temple - or 

  even   bowed   down   so  that   He  could   had  received   all   the   kingdoms  of  the 

  world!"

        It had been one of those moments when another tie between them had 

  been severed. June wondered what had make her think of it at that moment.

        The Firstling looked around and over them. It was a general sweep of 

  his eyes but everyone felt as if he had looked at them individually and had 

  peered deep into their souls. He smiled and each felt he had singled them out 

  for a special recognition of love. June knew then, that when she would talk to 

  him about her thoughts and her plans, they would already be known. She 

  reminded herself that it had always been so, for the many prayers that had 

  risen  to  the  Throne  of  God,  were  upon  matters well  known  to  the  Father. 

  What   was   it   that   someone   had   once   said?   'He   waits   to   hear   from   His 

  Children, because He loves to hear their voices. Doesn't a mother know when 

  her child is hungry and yet she waits for the child to ask for bread?' 

        The   crowd   was   very   quiet,   even   the   children   were   hushed.   The 

  Firstling surveyed the first fruits that had been set down in the centre of the 

  square.   June   could   see   Taggert   leaning   forward   anxiously.   The   Firstling 

  turned and smiled at him, nodding.

        "I greet you in Love and in Peace. You have placed the offering here 

  with the attitude of an Abel and an Abraham and for this you will be enriched, 

  for the Father will look upon your heart and will bless you abundantly. You 

  need   no   longer   to   be   concerned   that   you   walk   a   lonely   path,   it   will   not 

  continue."



 


