
 CHAPTER 20
  

          June waited until the flood of petitioners ebbed to a trickle, before she 

  took her turn to talk to the Firstling. She had to keep her patience for three 

  days  and  nights,  hardly  daring  to  snatch  a few moments of sleep,  lest he 

  would depart once more and she would miss the opportunity. She woke in the 

  early hours of the fourth morning and berated herself for sleeping, dreading 

  that she might be too late. It was dark, the moon had set and it was still a 

  hour to the dawn. 

        She clutched a sleepy Daniel to her and hurried to the square. In the 

  light  of the stars, she could see the motionless, shadowy figure under the 

  tree.  He was alone,  his  last  petitioners  straggled  away to  their  beds.  She 

  came to an abrupt halt a few paces from him, suddenly aware of her anxiety 

  and haste.

        "Come closer, my sister."

        She  knelt   before   him.  It   was less   a   gesture   of  respect   and   more  a 

  sudden weakness in her legs. She trembled violently.

          "Peace, sister - have peace in your heart. What you must say to me 

  and what I must say to you, should not cause you distress!"

        She stumbled over the words.

        "Lord, I thought you had gone - "

        "I waited for you - "

        For a reason she couldn't explain, she started to weep quietly.

        "Ah! June, my sister - you have had to carry much and be the strong 

  one. You have longed to lay down the responsibility but you  could find no 



  shoulders to carry it. You grieve for a child who was separated from you and 

  you   grieve   for   the   spiritual  circumstances that  forced  that   separation.   You 

  grieve for the mistake of turning aside from the Lord's Apostles in the Time of 

  Grace. And yet, you wonder why I call you sister. Are we not both Children of 

  God? Did you not receive the Holy Spirit at the hand of a living apostle, just 

  as I did? Has anyone removed that Divine Childhood from you? Wasn't that 

  act irrevocable  and for all  eternity?  Doesn't it create  a special  relationship 

  between us? I love all of those in my care, but I have a special love for those 

  who are my brothers and sisters. You carry too much, dear sister. It is time to 

  lay those burdens aside - Now tell me what is on your heart."

        She stammered.

          "You know it, Lord."

        "Tell me - "

        She poured out her anguish, telling again the story of her separation 

  from   Darren   and   her   expulsion   from   the   Complex   governed   by   the 

    Councilman and Martha. She told of the coming of the three men from the 

  south   and   her   desire   to   seek   out   her   son   -   if   he   still   lived.   She   stopped 

  abruptly. Of course, he knew all this - how could it be otherwise?

          "Your son lives, June!"

        The tears started again.

        "He lives, but you will not find him in the community to the south."

        She waited, sure that he would tell her where Darren could be found. 

        "I have a task for you here!"

        It was unexpected, she blinked away her tears. He had to realise how 

  much she wanted to find her son, but now, he was telling her to stay. She felt 

  a welling up of despair. He was watching her, waiting for the emotions to die 

  down.



          "Must I stay with David, then?"

          "Would   that   cause   you   so   much   anguish?   You   loved   him   once   - 

  enough to create the child you clasp to you. Do you now want to walk apart 

  from him?"

        She shook her head wearily.

          "David has walked away from me. You can read my heart. You know 

  that I'm not jealous - rather, I wish him well. I don't want to hold him to me out 

  of a sense of duty, or because we once made a child in our loneliness."

        "That is a good answer. He will not remain with you. I once sought to 

  use him and it was you  who counselled  him and tried to pacify a troubled 

  heart. At that time, you thought of him as another child for whom you had to 

  care!"

          June stared at him. He smiled gently 

        "Do you imagine that your thoughts and your heart are not known to 

  me?"

        She shook her head.

          "You know everything."

          "And you understand more than most. For this reason, I have a task for 

  you in this town. The town which you have named. Do you remember how 

  Taggert accepted your suggestion for the name? He has a great respect and 

  regard for you. You could be a wonderful helpmate for him. And you know 

  that he has deep feelings for you."

          June swallowed, the interview wasn't going the way she had expected.

        "Are you telling me to - to marry him?"

          "Would you do so, if it was his wish?"   

        "I hadn't thought about it very much."

          "You knew he had something on his heart, though?"



        "Yes   -   he   spoke   of   changes   the   other   day   -   and   I   stopped   him.   I 

  wanted to go south - "

        "I will not stop you, if you insist on going. There is no coercion in the 

  Kingdom  of   Peace   -   but   I   have   a   task   for   you   here.   The   choice   must  be 

  yours!"

        He reached out and touched her forehead and then brushed the head 

  of the boy with the same hand.

        "Go in peace, sister."

        He moved back, deeper into the shadow of the tree and when she tried 

  to see his shape again, he was gone. She got to her feet and brushed the 

  residue of tears from her cheeks. The first light of the dawn was painting the 

  eastern sky. There were traces of cloud, wisps of vapour that caught the first 

  fiery rays. Today, she would go back to the fields and help to plant the seed 

  for the next harvest. A new beginning for the earth.

        She   also   had   a   new   beginning   to   consider.   The   future   had   been 

  shaped by the Firstling. She was surprised to find that she had no residue of 

  regret about her aborted plans to go south. There was no longer a purpose in 

  doing  so. Darren  lived,  but he wasn't to  be found  there  and  there  was no 

  longer an excuse to make the journey. She didn't dare to think about Taggert 

  and the future complexities of her life. She went back to her home to prepare 

  for the new day.

        A few days later, when the seeding of the fields was nearly complete, 

  she  took  her  midday rest  in  the  shade  of  one  of the  great  trees  that  had 

  defied the nuclear winter and the preceding fires. It had a luxuriant growth 

  and gave a welcome respite from the dazzling sevenfold light of the sun. It 

  was time to return to the fields, the other women had already done so, but 

  Daniel   needed   attention.   She   was   alone,   when   Taggert   stepped   into   the 



  shadows. As always, he seemed  tied.

        "Mr. Taggert, you startled me."

        "I'm sorry - June. I wanted to ask you when you intended to go south."

        The question came out in a rush.tongue

        "I won't be going south, Mr. Taggert - "

          "You won't! - I - I'm very pleased!"

          There  was another  awkward  silence. It  gave  her  a chance  to  really 

  look at him. He had always been a shambling bear of a man, rather untidy 

  and unkempt - although he had made an effort with his appearance during 

  the previous months. His beard and hair were shaggy and roughly cut, she 

  suspected, with a knife rather than scissors. Like the rest of them, he was 

  wearing a linen smock and trousers, cut inexpertly from cloth that had been 

  woven from the cotton of their own fields.

        He  was a   powerful   man, but   he   was  now  flushing  like   a  schoolboy 

  under her gaze. She dropped her eyes.

          "You - you told me you wanted a change - you wanted to go south."

        "We can't always do what we want, Mr. Taggert."

          "Can't you call me, Sam?"

        "If you wish - "

        "Did the Firstling tell you that you couldn't go?"

        "He told me to make my own decision. I decided to stay in Bethany."

        "With David?"

        "No - David has other plans."

          There was another long silence. June looked out at her workmates on 

  the field. They were doing her task as well as their own.

        "I should get back to work - "

        "No! - No, please - hear me out!"



        The request seemed to explode from him. Again, there was a wrestling 

  for words.

          "You heard what the Firstling said on the first night of the harvest?"

        She nodded.

        "I'm a lonely man, June - "

        "I know what it is to be lonely - Sam."

        It   was   the   first   time   she   had   used   his   name.   It   seemed   to   inspire 

  eloquence.

        "Why should we both be lonely, June? You said you wanted a change 

  - I want a change! I'll take care of you and your boy - he's a fine lad - I know I 

  can't expect you to love me - I'm not asking for that - but perhaps, in time - "

        He faltered helplessly and stared at her.

        "What about David - Daniel is his son?"

        "It   can   be   arranged,   there's   no   need   for   argument  -   after   all,   we're 

  civilised people!"

        She laughed. For the first time in years, she really laughed. He looked 

  shocked,   then   he   saw  the   humour   of   it   and   joined   in.   Those   on   the   field 

  paused and looked at the couple under the tree. They saw him open his arms 

  and after a moment's hesitation, saw her move into the circle of them. Work 

  came to an end for the day, as they gathered round the embracing couple. 

  Taggert roared into their wondering faces.

        "We are to be wed! " 

        He led the way back into the town, with his arm still firmly held around 

  her   shoulders,   as   if   he   didn't   dare   to   let   her   go.   June   was   swept   along, 

  clasping Daniel who had to trot to keep up the pace. By the time they reached 

  the main square, it looked as if all the towns people had been drawn to the 

  uproar. There was no need for another announcement, the news spread and 



  there was a spontaneous explosion of festivity. Sam and June stood in the 

  middle of a dancing, singing throng, who somehow managed to sustain their 

  energy   until   well   into   the   evening,   until   the   time   of   the   doling   out   of   the 

  rations.

          Taggert  brought three   portions  and set them down at her feet.  She 

  looked into the face of this laughing stranger, to whom she was promised in 

  marriage and felt a moment of panic. She knew nothing about him, his nature, 

  his habits. She knew only what she and the rest of the town had seen. He 

  was a man who had always been surrounded by his faithful  lieutenants. A 

  man   who   gave   the   orders   and   made   things   happen   for   the   good   of   the 

  community.  She knew the  public  man but she knew nothing  of the private 

  man.

        She looked beyond the stooped figure and into the shocked face of 

  David. He was in line for his portion and he appeared to have no partner. As 

  usual, he seemed part of a group of young people. She waited for an outburst 

  but   nothing   came   and   he   disappeared   into   the   crowd   with   his   supplies. 

  Taggert   looked   up   suddenly   and   saw  her   eyes   following   David's   exit.   He 

  handed her some bread.

          "You're not having second thoughts?"

        He kept his voice low but the old wariness had come back.

        "I have no second thoughts, Sam - but I have to talk to him - about us 

  and about Daniel."

          Taggert nodded and took some of his own food.

          "You will want to do that by yourself."

        It was a statement. June nodded.

        "It would be best - I know how to handle David."

          Taggert toyed with his food.



        "I suppose that means that you will want to stay in your shack until you 

  talk to him?"

        "I thought I would do that until we are married."

          Taggert cleared his throat.

          "Plenty of the others have just moved in with each other - especially 

  since the new people came into the town - There isn't any one to perform 

  marriages."

          "There is now."

          Taggert looked at her over the food.

          "You mean to wait until the Firstling comes?"

        She held his gaze.

        "I want it that way, Sam. The Firstling told me to be a helpmate to you. 

  I told him, I would wait to see if you asked me. He wants us together - and I 

  want him to bind us in marriage!"

          Taggert cleared his throat and looked down.

        "So be it."

        The festivities picked up again, after the crowd had eaten and it was 

  well into the night when June rose and carried her sleeping son back to her 

  shack. She saw the looks of surprise on the faces of the revellers. She knew 

  that they expected her to move in with Taggert immediately.

        She   half   expected   David   to   be   waiting   for   her   within   the   darkened 

  shack but it was empty. It was probable that he also thought she would take 

  up   residence   with   Taggert.   It   gave   her   the   time   she   needed   to   get   her 

  thoughts together. She had had no opportunity to think, since the moment 

  when she had agreed to the new arrangement. Sleep refused to come that 

  night and she lay awake, to watch the dawn explode into her shelter.

        The   news   of   her   peculiar   arrangements   with   Taggert   must   have 



  reached David's ears during the course of that day. He was waiting for her at 

  the end of the morning shift in the fields. She had spent the morning fending 

  off the inquisitive probing of her workmates. It had all been good humoured 

  and she had received a great deal of unsolicited advice on how to keep a 

  husband happy. The subject of David had been avoided amongst the women 

  and she was glad for that sensitivity. She was still smiling over some of the 

  parting remarks her friends had made, when she straightened up within her 

  shack. David stood in the light of the window - he wasn't smiling.

          "You look very pleased with yourself."

          "Hello, David - nice of you to pay a visit. Daniel's missed you."

        The boy ran to his father and June watched them together. They were 

  very alike physically but she hoped Daniel wouldn't inherit any of his father's 

  petulance. David rose up from the boy's level.

        "I haven't been far away, June."

        "I didn't know that - or where I could find you, if you were needed."

        "But I wasn't needed."

        "No - I didn't need you, David."

          "You've made that very clear - this - betrothal, or whatever you want to 

  call it - to Taggert."

          June gestured wearily.

        "Let's stop this fencing, David. You've always made it very clear that I 

  was good to have around to pick up after you and generally be your mother. 

  I'm not complaining about that. We cared for each other during the time of the 

  Destruction and you always made sure we didn't starve and for that I was and 

  still  remain, very grateful. We made a few promises on the first day of the 

  Kingdom  and   I'm  sure   we   meant   them  but   in   the   time   that's   gone   by,   its 

  become very clear that we are staying together out of habit - and I can see 



  you want to live in some other way, in which I can't share. That's why you are 

  never here. I want to do the same. For this reason, I accepted Sam's proposal 

  to move in with him and we will marry when the Firstling comes again."

          David flushed. 

        "We could have married when the Firstling came - if that was what you 

  wanted. There just didn't seem to be much point."

          "There's always a point, David. It's always good to have a set of rules 

  to follow. We made a child when there was no one to unite us in marriage. 

  Now  we   have   a   King   and   a   Priest   and   I   am  sure   he   will   unite   Sam  and 

  myself."

          David went down to his son's level again.

          "And what about Daniel, June. Doesn't the fact that he is our son count 

  for anything?"

        "He will always be your son, David - nothing can alter that. He will be 

  raised in Sam's house and you will always be welcome to sit at our table."

          "And if that arrangement doesn't suit me?"

          June stared into his angry face.

          "David, I sometimes wonder about the effect these hard emotions must 

  be having on us. Do you want your lifespan to be shortened? I will answer 

  your   question   -   If   the   arrangement   doesn't   suit   you,   then   we   will   ask   the 

  Firstling for his ruling. He is the King and he has decreed that Sam and I shall 

  marry. I was going to leave Bethany with Daniel  and go south. You would 

  never have seen either of us again. He told me to think again. This way, you 

  will still have your son!"

          David glared out of the window, knowing that he was not going to win 

  this battle. It was infuriating, she always had the answers to counter whatever 

  he wanted. She watched him quietly and she felt a welling up of relief that 



  she would no longer have to carry the responsibility for him as well as for 

  their   child.   She   had   a   sudden   longing   that   surprised   her.   It   was   to   be 

  enfolded in the security of the arms that had embraced her on the previous 

  day.

          David scooped up his son suddenly and kissed him as if he was never 

  going to see him again. It was a theatrical gesture which left her unmoved. It 

  was pure David, as were his parting words as he stooped to go out of the 

  door.

          "Goodbye, June. I won't bother you again!"

        The sunlight flooded back into the room, replacing  his shadow. She 

  felt a twinge of regret and doubt. She had relinquished something known for 

  something   unknown   -   like   an   old   appliance,   with   many   faults   and 

  weaknesses,   being   replaced   with   something   new,   needing   special 

    concentration and adjustment, until it became comfortable as well. That was 

  how it would be with Sam Taggert - special  concentration  and adjustment, 

  until their relationship became comfortable.

          Another   shadow   filled   the   door   space,   a   familiar   shadow.   Taggert 

  stood erect and stared at her. 

        "I saw him leave - "

        "He didn't take it very well."

        "But he won't make any trouble?"

        "I doubt it - David is full of words but not much action!"

          Taggert laughed.

        "Ah! June, June - we'll make a marvellous team!"

        He sounded so joyful, almost triumphant. It was easy to find herself 

  encircled by his arms and for the first time in so many days that she couldn't 

  measure   them,   she   felt   secure.   Muffled   against   his   chest,   her   curiosity 



  couldn't be contained.

          "Sam   -   I   wondered   -   Were   you   ever   -   married.   Before   the   war,   I 

  mean?"

        He held her at arm's length and grinned slowly.

        "I was a bigamist - No! I tell you a lie - a trigamist!"

          "Seriously, you great bear!"

        The grin widened.

        "Is that how you see me?"

        She eyed him critically.

        "The hair and the beard could do with some attention."

        "The same old story! You women catch a man because he's the ideal 

  one for you - and then you spend the rest of your life trying to change him!"

          "You didn't answer my question, Sam."

        The smile faded.

        "Like you, June, I was married. I had three children - a son and two 

  girls. I left them in the city when I was posted here - I've no way of knowing 

  whether they're still alive. But - Can you be sure that your husband is dead 

  to?"   

          June shook her head.

        "I don't know - I  saw him swept away  by the  water  and  there  were 

  bodies   everywhere   afterwards.   David   and   I   had   to   feel   under   them  in   the 

  dark.”

        She stopped and shuddered.

          "These are new times, June. The Firstling  won't make any mistakes 

  and we know what he wants with us. I said it before and I'll say it again - we'll 

  make a good pair - and we'll get things done. I've got so many plans for this 

  town. We've only just started to get things right - and you will help me to do 



  the rest!

        He   took   her   out   into   the   sunlight   and   lifted   Daniel   high   on   to   his 

  shoulders. They walked through the town and were greeted by the gangs of 

  men who were busy demolishing and rebuilding the ruins that still remained. 

  It was true, so much had been done in the short months since the setting up 

  of the Kingdom, but there was still more. 

        He told her that the greatest limitations were in trying  to restore the 

  utilities that had once fed the town. The water supply, sanitation, power - all 

  the things that had been taken for granted in earlier times. For the time being, 

  water was drawn manually from the river, but that couldn't expect to continue 

  and it was time consuming and backbreaking for those who had to carry a 

  supply back to the town. The next step would be to create a pipeline to a 

  central pumping point in the town centre.   

        And   so   it   went   on,   his   ideas   pouring   out.   The   shambling   bear   was 

  gone, as was the tongue tied swain. This was a powerful man who knew what 

  had   to   be   done   and   whose   only   frustration   was   lack   of   materials   and 

  technology.   After   the   tour,   he   took  her   back  to  her  own  shack.   There,   he 

  gravely deposited her and went on his way. There was no farewell embrace 

  and those who watched from the shadowy doorways of neighbouring  huts, 

  were disappointed if they expected a display of affection.

          June   lay   down   with   her   son   and   realised   how   completely   changed 

  were her feelings for Sam Taggert. Today she had seen the real man, as if 

  her agreement to marry, had unlocked something in his nature, something he 

  had striven to hid. She was more than a little surprised to find how impatient 

  she was for the return of the Firstling and the marriage blessing they would 

  seek from him, but it would be many days before it could be expected. She 

  drifted into sleep and woke again, only when the sun had already set.




