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        She whispered.
        "I've missed you so much, my darlings."
          John was looking behind her.
          "Where's my daddy?"
        He was forming his words very well. She groped for words to delay the 
  inevitable explanation.
        "I have a lot to tell you about daddy, John. We'll do it later."
        "He isn't here! Did you leave him behind?"
        "Yes, I had to leave him behind - I'll tell you all about it later - How, is 
  Aunt Rebecca?"
        The older woman had descended the steps. Leah looked up at her. 
  She was almost surprised to find an expression of compassion.
        "My dear, Leah! How are you?"
          "Rebecca - I am reasonably well - thank you for taking such good care 
  of the children." 
        "It is always my pleasure, Leah. Come inside - all of you come inside."
        As   always,   the   custodian   of   the   house.   Leah   had   only   ever   been 
  expected to fulfill the role of the dutiful, indolent wife. Leah fought down the 
  long suppressed resentment. For the sake of peace, she had learned to go 
  along   with   Marcus's   wishes.   Rebecca   had   been   Joel's   housekeeper   for 
  almost two centuries before Marcus took over the house. Marcus had once 
  said  that she was almost part of the furniture.  It was unthinkable  that she 
  should be asked to remove herself because Marcus Steinbecker had taken a 
  wife. It was old history - and under the current circumstances, a truce was 
  indicated.
        If she thought she had escaped the public view, she was mistaken. A 
  group of Marcus's closest advisers awaited her in solemn silence in the large 
  reception room. She knew them all, latterly, as Marcus's wife, but earlier,  on 
  a one to one basis, as his assistant. They approached her one after the other 
  and offered their condolences. She was glad when the mournful procession 
  ended.   Ambrose   hovered   nearby   -   she   liked   Ambrose   and   she   knew  that 
  Marcus had held him in high regard. He took her by the elbow and edged her 
  towards a corner of the room. He came to the point.
        "Quite apart from the personal tragedy and the loss of a fine man, a 
  good husband and father, and a loyal friend, we are beginning to suffer the 
  loss of the clear direction we have come to expect of Marcus."
        Leah looked at him sharply. Ambrose went on.
          "During the past week, I've received confirmation that what we have 
  feared would happen has started. The last report I made to Marcus was that 
  there   was  a   groundswell   of   movement  of   the   population   around   the   Lena 
  delta.  More  worrying  for  us is,  that  it  isn't  confined  to  the  Asia  Heartland. 
  Along the whole of the Arctic coastline, there is a mass movement southward. 
  I have lost contact with Georgi Malenski, it would seem that he's on the move 
  too. There have been unconfirmed reports of storage houses along the upper 
  Lena   being   overrun   and   stripped   of   their   supplies,   as   the   mob   moves 
  southward.



        I have organised reception camps for the evacuees from our area, and 
  so far, there  hasn't been any suggestion  of anarchy.  We  all  realise  that a 
  hungry mob recognises no boundary lines or authority. We are faced with a 
  very   critical   situation,   Leah   -   and   we   have   no   one   to   co-ordinate   our 
  response."
          "You have David - "
        "Ah! David! - "
        He left the response hanging in the air and there was no doubt of his 
  opinion.
          "You must wait for the Firstling to appoint someone."
          "And, when will that be? I asked the question of our Firstling - "
        "Do what he says - you can't go wrong."
        "He said we must wait - "
        "Then - you must wait, Ambrose!"
        He looked into her strained face.
        "I'm sorry, Leah. I shouldn't be troubling you at a time like this - What 
  will you do?"
        She held his arm.
        "In the short term, try to make my escape from you all and - and try to 
  tell my children that their father will not be coming back to them!” 
        He squeezed  her hand and blinked a few times, other than that his 
  Mongolian features showed no emotion. He called the gathering to attention.
          "Brothers and colleagues - I think it is time to allow our sister Leah to 
  rest after her journey."
        Before there was any attempt to form a procession to say farewell, he 
  led her to the door of the room. She whispered:
          "Thank you, Ambrose."
        Then louder:
          "Thank you all for coming - and for your kind words."
        It was strange to walk through the rooms of the house she had shared 
  with Marcus. For the first time, the full realisation of his absence hit her. She 
  closed the door panel of their bedroom behind her and leaned against it. She 
  closed  her eyes for  a moment. It  was very quiet, even  the  outside  noises 
  were shut out by closed windows. She opened her eyes and focused on the 
  large bed they had shared. It was enormous and it seemed ridiculous to think 
  that in future, only one person would use it.
        She   knew   she   would   have   to   get   away.   The   essence   of   Marcus 
  permeated the home in which he had lived for hundreds of years. There was 
  hardly any trace of herself. Her presence had made little impression. It was 
  partly her own fault, for she had brought few of her own possessions to the 
  marriage. The failure to close down her Jerusalem home, had meant that her 
  belongings   had   remained   there.   Now,   she   was   glad   that   she   still   had   a 
  familiar haven to which she could flee. There was a firm knock at the door, 
  even before she opened it, she knew it would be Rebecca. She was a little 
  surprised to find her standing there with a small tray.
        "I thought we might take tea together."
          "Thank you, Rebecca, that is most kind."
        The 'taking of tea' was one of Rebecca's idiosyncrasies. Marcus had 
  always indulged her and had arranged for a personal supply to be imported 



  from one of the more remote corners of his stewardship. The 'taking of tea' 
  had the connotations of a ritual and one which had been intimidating when 
  Leah had first entered Marcus's life. Rebecca would appear at a precise hour, 
  bearing   her   tray   of   refreshments,   and   everything   would   stop.   Leah   had 
  always   seen   it   as   the   stamp   of   the   older   woman's   dominance   in   the 
  household.
        On this occasion, as always, Rebecca performed her ritual and Leah 
  watched quietly. As well as the beverage, there was a variety of small cakes, 
  which   had   been   prepared   with   her   own   hands.   It   was   another   gesture   of 
  superiority, Leah freely acknowledged her own general incompetence in the 
  culinary   arts.   Rebecca   handed   across   a   cup   and   a   small   plate   and   Leah 
  inclined her head in thanks. The older woman broke the ensuing silence.
          "This is a very difficult time for you, my dear."
        It   sounded   like   an   invitation   for   confidences,   it   was   atypical   of   the 
  relationship   which   existed   between   them.   There   had   never   been   open 
  warfare, but they had never been close either.
          "Marcus and I were together for such a short time, Rebecca."
          "You can rejoice that you brought him such happiness over the past 
  few years - and gave him another family."
        Leah sipped her tea and watched her over the rim of the cup.
        "He loved John and Rachael very much."
          "And you too, Leah! You too!" 
        "I'm  so   glad   that   others   could   see   it.   I  know  what   we  shared   -   our 
  dream   was   to   await   the   Time   of   the   End   together.   The   Lord   has   seen 
  otherwise and we cannot question his decision."
        "Of course - we cannot question."
          Rebecca set down her cup. Leah tensed a little, the preamble was at 
  and end, now the real purpose of the visit was about to be revealed.
        "Have you had time to make any plans?"
          "Plans?"
          "Plans for the future."
        "I have a house in Jerusalem."
          Rebecca stared at her.
          "Surely,   you   are   not   seriously   considering   a   return   to   Jerusalem, 
  Leah!"
        "It is one option - amongst others."
          "Perhaps,  but this  is  Marcus's home - you  are  his  widow - and  our 
  family surrounds you here. The children will be raised in the environment they 
  know!"
          "You   may  well   have   a   point,   Rebecca.   I   shall   have   to   consider   my 
  options very carefully. I will need to decide what is best for the children - and 
  for me. None of us doubt that we have only a little time left. Conditions are 
  arising which confirm it. Millions of people are on the move - hungry people - 
  desperate people - and they will soon swarm down on those who have plenty 
  and take it from them. I'm sure that Salem will not be isolated from what is to 
  come - and neither will Jerusalem. Families will count for nothing, nor will our 
  pleasant   environment.   It   won't   matter   whether   I   am  known   as   the   Widow 
  Steinbecker, or if I am anonymous, when we face the Time of the End."
        Leah knew she had frightened her and she had not really intended to 



  do so. Rebecca should have been left to her 'taking of tea' and the running of 
  the ancient, rambling house, which was the Clan Steinbecker focal point. She 
  should   have   been   left   to   her   peaceful   thoughts   and   her   garden   and   left 
  unsuspecting of the hungry mob which would eventually find their way across 
  the mountain barrier. Leah wondered if she had suddenly been endowed with 
  the gift of prophecy, the vision had been so clear that it had even frightened 
  her. Rebecca rose, murmured a few more words, took up her tray and made 
  her exit. Leah watched her leave, leaned back in the chair and fought down 
  an hysterical urge to laugh.    
          There could be no Act of Committal for Marcus Steinbecker. His body 
  was   entombed   in   the   remains   of   the   wrecked   suborbiter,   which   was 
  describing an erratic orbit around the earth. There was more than an even 
  chance that the orbit  would decay,  in which  case, it would  burn up on re-
  entry. The alternative was  that the tenuous gravitational tether which held it 
  in its long ellipse, would be disturbed and the wreckage, together with the 
  bodies of Marcus and the others who had died, would begin a long drawn out, 
  ever decreasing spiral into the sun. The end result was equal. The words of 
  Committal would require amendment: Atoms to atoms.
          Instead of a Committal, there was to be a memorial gathering. It would 
  be   similar   to   that   which   had   preceded   Asher's   burial.   It   was   a   further 
  extension of the agony of parting for the wife and the children. Leah wished 
  the whole, long drawn out procedure was at an end. The untimely and bizarre 
  method of Marcus's dying, had created an aura of sensationalism. Leah felt 
  as if she and the children were being put on show. Something to be peered at  
  and even criticised if it was considered that she was either too emotional for 
  the status she was supposed to enjoy; or on the other hand, too remote and 
  controlled, with the implication that she was uncaring. 
        On the day following her homecoming, she had taken the children into 
  the garden, even though the day was cold, with the hint of more icy winds to 
  come. The trees were stripped of their leaves and it excited John's attention 
  to the degree that she was compelled to give him a nature lesson before she 
  could turn to breaking the news. In the end, she had managed to merge the 
  two subjects, comparing the apparent death of the trees and shrubs, to that of 
  humans. She had continued the metaphor, describing how life would return. 
  She touched on the life, death and resurrection of Jesus and explained that 
  soon, they would all journey to a realm where there was no such event as 
  winter, or the resurgence of life in the spring. It would be a new heaven and a 
  new   earth,   a   wonderful   new   creation.   Something   so   wonderful,   that   she 
  couldn't even describe what it would be like. Almost casually, she concluded.
          "Your daddy has been asked to make that journey separately from us, 
  because he has been given some important work to do to help in looking after 
  this old creation, before we all go to join him."   
          John had stared at her without blinking for a long moment.
        "Isn't he coming home to us?"
        Leah ensured her voice was steady.
        "No, John, he has so much to do. We will go to him instead."
          There was a further steady appraisal.
          "When do we go?"
        "The Lord Jesus and his Firstlings will tell us when to go!"



        "Will it be soon?"
        "I believe it will be very soon."
          John jumped to his feet.
        "Come on Rachael! I'm going to look in the pond!"
        Leah   watched   them   run   towards   the   small   depression   which   had 
  collected rainwater during the previous days. In it, there were a few tired or 
  half-dead fish, who seemed a little surprised to find themselves where they 
  were and who could hardly be bothered to flick their tails in the icy water. She 
  felt emotionally sapped, but also a little bewildered. She had expected grief 
  and   tantrums,   instead,   there   had   been   a   calm   acceptance.   Perhaps,   she 
  hadn't done a very good job, she had balked at the word 'dead'. John had 
  accepted  that  his  father had  gone  away  and would  not return, but he  still 
  didn't   know   that   he   was   dead.   Rachael   was   too   young   to   react,   barely 
  toddling around in pursuit of her adored older brother. With her it came down 
  to what John accepted, she accepted.
        Leah   had   no   one   with   whom  to   share   her   concerns.   Rebecca   was 
  within   call,   but   she   was   not   the   one   to   share   in   such   confidences.   Her 
  husband's friends and colleagues were hardly equipped  to give  her sound 
  advice - even Ambrose. He was rugged and dependable and a family man, 
  but she doubted if he was an expert when it came to counselling widows on 
  how they should break the news of a father's death to his children. Perhaps, 
  she had done all that was possible. John was not even three - they were both 
  so young.
        On the following day there were new arrivals - Gideon and Deborah. 
  They were the children  of Marcus's first marriage  to Judith. Leah had met 
  them   once   three   years   earlier,   when   they   had   arrived   to   witness   the 
  remarriage of their father to a woman younger than themselves. At that time, 
  there had been an undercurrent, which not even the excitement and festivity 
  of the  wedding  had  been  able  to  disguise.  Leah  had  recognised  it  as  the 
  classic disapproval of older children who did not believe that their father was 
  adult enough to know his own mind on the subject of matrimony. 
        On this occasion, apart from offering their condolences to their father's 
  widow,  they withdrew and  placed  themselves  under  the  protective  wing  of 
  their cousin Rebecca. Leah tried to tell herself that it was perfectly normal, 
  Rebecca had practically reared them from infancy.
        Dinner that evening, was a guarded and reticent occasion. So much 
  was left unsaid, however Gideon made sure she was aware that he was far 
  from  satisfied   about   the   circumstances   of   Marcus's   death.   He   was   almost 
  casual in his approach.
        "Of course, there is to be a full investigation into the accident - if we 
  can call it an accident!  Even in these times, suborbitors simply do not lose 
  integrity or go into random orbits!"
        Leah stared across the table at him. He was very like Marcus in looks, 
  but his attitude was domineering and self-assured.
        "I wasn't aware of any special investigation."
          Gideon toyed with his food.
        "I   would   assume   that   it   was   decided   not   to   trouble   you   with   such 
  details, cousin Leah."
        Leah   was   almost   certain   that   Gideon   had   initiated   the   investigation 



  himself   -   it   was   the   sort   of   thing   she   might   have   expected.   Deborah 
  interjected.
        "A time of grief and mourning should not be disturbed with this sort of 
  thing."
        Leah looked at her steadily. Deborah was, as always, carefully poised. 
  She was a small woman and had none of the physical characteristics of her 
  father.   From   the   very   beginning,   she   had   firmly   resisted   all   overtures   of 
  friendship from her stepmother. She continued smoothly.
        "I'm quite sure you would want to know what happened to my father, 
  Leah."
        "That   goes   without   saying,   Deborah   -   I   do   want   to   know   what 
  happened to my husband - and if it was anything other than an accident, I 
  would want the matter pursued!"
          Gideon looked up from his food.
        "We can all rest assured on that, cousin Leah."
        The   Memorial   Gathering   was   scheduled   for   the   evening   of   the 
  following day and Leah was left in peace to prepare for it. She had awakened 
  alone   and   cold   in   the   huge   bed.   In   the   place   where   Marcus   should   have 
  been, there was no depression of his head in the pillow and the bedding was 
  undisturbed. She looked at it for quite a while, reluctant to leave the cocoon 
  of security the bed clothes provided. 
        The sharing of the bed had become no more than a habit during the 
  previous months. Marcus had always risen early and had retired late. He was 
  constantly exhausted and irritable with his depleted energy. There had been 
  a number of occasions when he had failed as a husband and Leah had been 
  extremely careful not to apply pressure. She was a young and vital woman 
  and Marcus had increasingly become an old and tired man.
        Such thoughts didn't contribute to her peace. She shut them out and  
  rose to prepare herself for the day's events. She was left to imagine those 
  who would attend the Memorial. David had failed to inform her. He was one of 
  those people who seemed to spend most of his time flitting from one event to 
  the next, trying to salvage something from the preceding disaster. He looked 
  harassed and incompetent - and no doubt was. Leah knew it was an opinion 
  shared by anyone unsympathetic about his woes - and that probably included 
  everybody who had ever become impatient with him. It wasn't the first time 
  that Leah wondered what had made Marcus Steinbecker choose him as his 
  secretary in the first place.
        Leah   accepted   that   she   was   being   unfair.   David   had   the   almost 
  Herculean task of trying to keep their vast stewardship running at optimum 
  efficiency in the absence of an Administrator. She suspected that people like 
  Ambrose  and   Kurt   Weber   were  impatient   enough  to  withhold  their   full   co-
  operation. During the years of the Millennium, it would have been unheard of 
  for   them   to   adopt   such   an   attitude   -   but   this   was   not   the   years   of   the 
  Millennium.   Satan   worked   upon   the   weaknesses,   the   impatience,   the 
  intolerance in the face of incompetence. There was little sign of covering a 
  brother's weakness. The characters of men had coarsened, had become hard 
  and   unrelenting.   More   and   more,   there   was   a   disregard   for   the   warning, 
  'Beware of the Second Death'.
        She had  plenty of time to  think over the   conversation  at the  dinner 



  table. It was sickening to think that someone might have had a hand in the 
  disaster which had taken Marcus's life, but she knew it was a possibility. In 
  the afternoon, Rebecca failed to put in an appearance at the appointed hour 
  for 'the taking tea' and so, Leah was deprived of the dubious pleasure.
        In  the  evening  she   stood   with   her  children  in  the  Great   Hall  of  the 
    Administration   Building.   There   was   little   she   was   asked   to   do,   other   than 
  stand in her place with her children on her hand. There was a succession of 
  speakers who repeated much the same phrases as those used for Asher ben 
  Jacobi. She wasn't surprised to see most of the Administrators there - or their 
  immediate deputies. They included Joshua and Michael. It was like a replay 
  of the events which had taken place in Jerusalem, just a few days earlier. As 
  it had been on that occasion, their Kingly-Priest entered towards the end of 
  the ceremony. He had waited and listened to what man had had to say. Like 
  Asher ben Jacobi, Marcus also received a good report. Leah was glad. 
          There was one more task the Kingly-Priest chose to fulfil. 
          "Some have asked, 'Who is to occupy his stewardship?'"
        Where was a slight pause and his eyes looked from one to the next of 
  the obvious nominees. Ambrose stared at the floor, David seemed to shrink 
  down   further   on   his   knees,   whilst   Kurt   Weber   stared   back   fearlessly.   The 
  Firstling smiled.
        "I am reminded of the story in the First Book of Samuel. The prophet 
  was sent to anoint another king over Israel. The older sons of Jesse were led 
  before  him but he said:  'The  Lord  has not chosen any of these'.  Then  he 
  asked:   Are   these   all?'  You  know the   story  -   David   the  shepherd   boy  was 
  called and the Lord said to Samuel: 'Rise and anoint him: this is the man.' 
        I also look upon the heart and not the outward appearance. There are 
  many fine men who have loyally supported Marcus Steinbecker and shared 
  with him in the responsibility of his Administration, but I do not choose one of 
  them! I will give you another of the lineage of David. 
          Michael ben Levi, shall stand in the place of Marcus Steinbecker, as  
  he does in the place of Asher ben Jacobi!"

 


