VERSI ON 1.0 dtd 032900

URSULA LE GUIN
The Day Before the Revol ution

"The Day Before the Revol ution" won the Nebula Award for the best

sci ence-fiction short story of 1974. Ursula's The D spossessed won the Nebul a
Award and the Hugo Award for the best novel of 1974. The Le @uin award-w nni ng
spree began with her 1969 novel The Left Hand of Darkness, which won both the
Nebul a and Hugo awards and to ny mind did nore to exploit the potential of the
sci ence-fiction novel than anything published to that time; and it continued
wi th her Hugo novella of 1971, "The Wrd for Wrld Is Forest,"” her Hugo short
story of 1973, "The Ones Who WAl k Away from Orel as, and the 1973 National Book
Award in children's literature for her novel The Farthest Shore. Ursula cones
naturally to witing and science: her nother was an author, her father an

ant hr opol ogi st; her husband is a Portland State Col |l ege professor of French

hi story, and she herself, besides her fanmly of three children, possesses an
advanced degree in French and Italian Renaissance literature. The story that
follows is cut fromthe same fictional tapestry as The D spossessed.

The speaker's voice was |loud as enpty beer-trucks in a stone street, and the
peopl e at the nmeeting were janmmed up cl ose, cobbl estones, that great voice
boom ng over them Taviri was sonewhere on the other side of the hall. She had
to get to him She worned and pushed her way anong the dark-cl ot hed, close
packed people. She did not hear the words, nor see the faces: only the

boom ng, and the bodi es pressed one behind the other. She could not see
Taviri, she was too short. A broad black vested belly and chest |oomed up

bl ocki ng her way. She nmust get through to Taviri. Sweating, she jabbed
fiercely with her fist. It was like hitting stones, he did not nove at all

but the huge lungs let out right over her head a prodigi ous noise, a bellow
She cowered. Then she understood that the bell ow had not been at her. Qthers
were shouting. The speaker had said sonething, sonething fine about taxes or
shadows. Thrilled, she joined the shouting-"Yes! Yes! "-and shoving on, cane
out easily into the open expanse of the Reginental Drill Field in Parheo
Overhead the evening sky |lay deep and colorless, and all around her nodded the
tall weeds with dry, white, close-floreted heads. She had never known what
they were called. The fl owers nodded above her head, swaying in the wind that
al ways bl ew across the fields in the dusk. She ran anong them and they

whi pped |ithe aside and stood up again swaying, silent. Taviri stood anong the
tall weeds in his good suit, the dark gray one that nade himl ook like a

prof essor or a playact or, harshly el egant.

He did not | ook happy, but he was |aughing, and saying sonme-:: thing to her
The sound of his voice made her cry, and she reached out to catch hold of his
hand, but she did not stop, quite. She could not stop. "Ch, Taviri," she said,
"it's just on there!". The queer sweet smell of the white weeds was heavy as
she went”™ on. There were thorns, tangles underfoot, there were slopes.' pits.
She feared to fall . . . she stopped.

Sun, bright norning-glare, straight in the eyes, relentless.

She had forgotten to pull the blind last night. She turned her back. on the
sun, but the right side wasn't confortable. No use. Day.

She sighed twi ce, sat up, got her |egs over the edge of the bed,; and sat
hunched in her nightdress |ooking down at her feet.

The toes, conpressed by a lifetime of cheap shoes, we al nost square where they



touched each other, and bul ged out' above in corns; the nails were discol ored
and shapel ess. Between the knoblike ankl e bones ran fine, dry winkles. The
brief little plain at the base of the toes had kept its delicacy, but the skin
was the col or of mud, and knotted veins crossed the instep. Disgusting. Sad,
depressing. Mean. Pitiful. She tried on all the' words, and they all fit, Iike
hi deous little hats. Hi deous: yes, that one too. To |l ook at oneself and find
it hideous, what a job! But" then, when she hadn't been hi deous, had she sat
around and-, stared at herself like this? Not rmuch! A proper body's not an
object, not an inplenent, not a belonging to be adnmired, it's just you,
yourself. Only when it's no | onger you, but yours, a thing owned, do you worry
about it- Is it in good shape? WIIl it do?: WII it last?

"Who cares?" said Laia fiercely, and stood up

It nade her giddy to stand up suddenly. She had to put out her hand to the bed
table, for she dreaded falling. At that she thought™ of reaching out to
Taviri, in the dream

What had he sai d? She could not remenber. She was not sure if she had even
touched his hand. She frowned, trying to force' nmenmory. It had been so I ong
since she had dreanmed about Taviri; and now not even to renenber what he had
sai d!

It was gone, it was gone. She stood there hunched in her nightdress, frowning,
one hand on the bed table. How | ong was it since she had thought of himl et

al one dreaned of himeven,. thought of him as "Taviri"? How | ong since she
had sai d his name?

Asi eo said. Wien Asieo and | were in prison in the North. Before | net Asieo.
Asieo's theory of reciprocity. Oh yes, she tal ked about him tal ked about him
too much no doubt, maundered, dragged himin. But as "Asieo," the last nane,
the public man. The private man was gone, utterly gone. There were so few left
who had even known him They had all used to be in jail. One | aughed about it
on those days, all the friends in all the jails. But they weren't even there,
t hese days. They were in the prison ceneteries. O in the conmon graves.

"Ch, oh mnmy dear," Laia said out |oud, and she sank down onto the bed again
because she could not stand up under the remenbrance of those first weeks in
the Fort, in the cell, those first weeks of the nine years in the Fort in
Drio, in the cell, those first weeks after they told her that Asieo had been
killed in the fighting in Capitol Square and had been buried with the Fourteen
Hundred in the lime-ditches behind Oing Gate. In the cell. Her hands fel

into the old position on her lap, the left clenched and | ocked inside the grip
of the right, the right thunmb working back and forth a little pressing and
rubbi ng on the knuckle of the left first finger. Hours, days, nights. She had
t hought of themall, each one, each one of the fourteen hundred, how they | ay,
how t he qui cklinme worked on the flesh, how the bones touched in the burning
dark. Who touched hin? How did the slender bones of the hand Iie now? Hours,
years.

"Taviri, | have never forgotten you!" she whispered, and the stupidity of it
brought her back to nmorning-light and the runpled bed. O course she hadn't
forgotten him These things go w thout saying between husband and wi fe. There
were her ugly old feet flat on the fl oor again, just as before. She had got
nowhere at all, she had gone in a circle. She stood up with a grunt of effort
and di sapproval, and went to the closet for her dressing gown.

The young peopl e went about the halls of the House in becom ng i modesty, but
she was too old for that. She didn't want to spoil some young man's breakf ast
with the sight of her. Besides, they had grown up in the principle of freedom
of dress and sex and all the rest, and she hadn't. Al she had done was invent



it. It's not the sane.

Li ke speaking of Asieo as "ny husband." They wi nced. The word she shoul d use
as a good Odoni an, of course, was "partner. " But why the hell did she have to
be a good (doni an?

She shuffled down the hall to the bathrooms. Miiro was there, washing her
hair in a lavatory. Laia |ooked at the long, sleek, wet hank with admiration
She got out of the House so sel dom now that she didn't know when she had | ast
seen a respectably shaven scalp, but still the sight of a full head of hair
gave her pleasure, vigorous pleasure. How many tinmes had she been jeered at,
Longhai r, Longhair, had her hair pulled by policenmen or young y toughs, had
her hair shaved off down to the scalp by a grinning soldier at each new
prison? And then had grown it all over again, through the fuzz, to the frizz,
to the curls, tothe mane . . . In the old days. For God's love, couldn't she
t hi nk of anything today but the old days?

Dressed, her bed made, she went down to commons. It was a good breakfast, but
she had never got her appetite back since the ;j damed stroke. She drank two
cups of herb tea, but couldn't finish the piece of fruit she had taken. How
she had craved fruit as a child, badly enough to steal it; and in the Forth
for God's love stop it! She smiled and replied to the greetings and friendly
.j inquiries of the other breakfasters and big Aevi who was serving the
counter this morning. It was he who had tenpted her with the peach, "Look at
this, I've been saving it for you," and how could she refuse? Anyway she had
al ways loved fruit, and never got enough; once when she was six or seven she
had stolen a j piece off a vendor's cart in River Street. But it was hard to
eat when everyone was tal king so excitedly. There was news from Thu, rea

news. She was inclined to discount it at first, being j wary of enthusiasns,
but after she had read the article in the paper, and read between the |ines of
it, she thought, with a strange kind of certainty, deep but cold, Wy, this is
it; it has cone. And in Thu, not here. Thu will break before this country
does; the Revolution will first prevail there. As if that nattered! There will
be no nore nations. And yet it did matter sonehow, it made her a little cold
and sad-envious, in fact. O all the infinite stupidities. She did not join
the tal k nuch, and soon got up to go back to her roomfeeling sorry for
hersel f. She could not share their excitement. She was out of it, really out
of it. It's not easy, she said to herself in justification, |aboriously
climbing the 7 stairs, to accept being out of it when you ve been in it, in
the center of it, for fifty years. Oh for God's | ove. Whining!

She got the stairs and the self-pity behind her, entering her

room It was a good room and it was good to be by herself. It was a great
relief. Bven if it wasn't strictly fair. Some of the kids in the attics were
living five to a roomno bigger than this. There were always nore people
wanting to live in an Odoni an House than coul d be properly accommodat ed. She
had this big roomall to herself only because she was an ol d womman who had had
a stroke. And maybe because she was Odo. |If she hadn't been Odo, but nerely
the old woman with a stroke, would she have had it? Very Rely. After all who
the hell wanted to roomwith a drooling old wonan? But it was hard to be sure.
Favoritism elitism |eader-worship, they crept back and cropped out
everywhere. But she had never hoped to see themeradicated in her lifetinme, in
one generation; only Tine works the great changes. Meanwhile this was a nice,

| arge, sunny room proper for a drooling old woman who had started a world
revol ution.

Her secretary would be coming in an hour to hel p her dispatch the day's work.
She shuffled over to the desk, a beautiful, big piece, a present fromthe N o
Cabi net makers' Syndi cate because sonebody had heard her remark once that the
only piece of furniture she had ever really longed for was a desk with drawers
and enough roomon top . . . damm, the top was practically covered with papers



with notes clipped to them nostly in Noi's small clear handwiting:
Urgent.-Northern Provinces.-Consult WRT.?

Her own handwiting had never been the same since Asieo's death. It was odd,
when you thought about it. After all, within five years after his death she
had witten the whol e Anal ogy. And there were those letters, which the tal
guard with the watery grey eyes, what was his name, never nind, had smuggl ed
out of the Fort for her for two years. The Prison Letters they called them
now, there were a dozen different editions of them Al that stuff, the
letters which people kept telling her were so full of "spiritua

strengt h"-whi ch probably neant she had been lying herself blue in the face
when she wote them trying to keep her spirits up-and the Anal ogy which was
certainly the solidest intellectual work she had ever done, all of that had
been witten in the Fort in Drio, in the cell, after Asieo's death. One had to
do something, and in the Fort they |let one have paper and pens . . . But it
had all been witten in the hasty, scribbling hand which she had never felt
was hers, not her own like the round, black scrollings of the manuscript of
Soci ety Wthout Govern

ment, forty-five years old. Taviri had taken not only her body's and her
heart's desire to the quickline with him but even her good cl ear handwiting.

But he had | eft her the revol ution.

How brave of you to go on, to work, to wite, in prison, after
such a defeat for the Movement, after your partner's death,
peopl e had used to say. Damm fools. Wiat el se had there been to
do? Bravery, courage-what was courage? She had never '°'
figured it out. Not fearing, sonme said. Fearing yet going on
others said. But what could one do but go on? Had one any real
choi ce, ever? r

To die was nmerely to go on in another direction.

If you wanted to cone hone you had to keep going on, that was what she neant
when she wote, "True journey is return,”, but it had never been nore than an
intuition, and she was farther than ever now frombring able to rationalise
it. She bent down,: too suddenly, so that she grunted a little at the creak in
her bones, and began to root in a bottomdrawer of the desk. Her hand cane to
an age-softened folder and drew it out, recognizing it by touch= before sight
confirmed: the manuscript of Syndical Oganization in Revol utionary
Transition. He had printed the title on the . folder and witten his nane
under it, Taviri Odo Asieo, |X 741. There was an el egant handwiting, every
letter well-formed, bold, and fluent. But he had preferred to use a voice
printer. The manuscript was all in voiceprint, and high quality too,

hesi tanci es adjusted and idi osyncrasi es of speech nornmalized. You couldn't see
there how he had said "o0" deep in his throat as they did on the North Coast.
There was not hing of himthere but his, mnd. She had nothing of himat al
except his name witten on. the folder. She hadn't kept his letters, it was
sentimental to keep letters. Besides, she never kept anything. She couldn't

t hi nk of anything that she had ever owned for nore than a few years,. except
this ramshackl e ol d body, of course, and she was stuck: with that

Dual i zi ng again. "She" and "it. " Age and illness nmade one dualist, nmade one
escapist; the mind insisted, It's not me, it's not ne. But it was. Maybe the
nmystics could detach nmind frombody, she had al ways rather wistfully envied
t hem t he chance, wi t hout hope of emul ating them Escape had never been her

7v game. She had sought for freedom here, now, body and soul

First self-pity, then self-praise, and here she still sat, for -1



God's love, holding Asieo's nanme in her hand, why? Didn't she know his nane

wi thout |ooking it up? Wiat was wong with her? She raised the folder to her
lips and kissed the handwitten nane firmy and squarely, replaced the folder
in the back of the bottom drawer, shut the drawer, and straightened up in the
chair. Her right hand tingled. She scratched it, and then shook it in the air,
spitefully. It had never quite got over the stroke. Neither had her right |eg,
or right eye, or the right corner of her mouth. They were sluggish, inept,
they tingled. They made her feel like a robot with a short circuit.

And. time was getting on, Noi would be com ng, what had she been doi ng ever
si nce breakfast?

She got up so hastily that she lurched, and grabbed at the chair back to make
sure she did not fall. She went down the hall to the bathroom and | ooked in
the big mirror there. Her grey knot was | oose and droopy, she hadn't done it
up well before breakfast. She struggled with it awhile. It was hard to keep
her arms up in the air. Amai, running in to piss, stopped and said, "Let nme do
it!"™ and knotted it up tight and neat in no tinme, with her round, strong,
pretty fingers, snmling and silent. Amai was twenty, less than a third of
Laia's age. Her parents had both been nenbers of the Mywvenent, one killed in
the insurrection of '60, the other still recruiting in the South Provinces.
Amai had grown up in Odoni an Houses, born to the Revol ution, a true daughter
of anarchy. And so quiet and free and beautiful a child, enough to rmake you
cry when you thought: this is what we worked for, this is what we neant, this
isit, here she is, alive, the kindly, lovely future.

Laia Osaieo (do's right eye wept several little tears as she stood between the
| avatories and the |l atrines having her hair done up by the daughter she had
not borne; but her left eye, the strong one, did not weep, nor did it know
what the right eye did.

She thanked Amai and hurried back to her room She had noticed, in the mrror
a stain on her collar. Peach juice, probably. Damed old dribbler. She didn't
want Noi to conme in and find her with drool on the collar

As the clean shirt went on over her head, she thought, Wat's so special about
Noi ?

She fastened the collar-frogs with her left hand, slowy.

Noi was thirty or so, a slight, nuscular fellowwith a soft voice and alert
dark eyes. That's what was special about Noi. It was

that simple. Good old sex. She had never been drawn to a fair man or a fat
one, or the tall fellows with big biceps, never, not even when she was
fourteen and fell in love with every passing fart. Dark, spare, and fiery,
that was the recipe. Taviri, of course. This boy wasn't a patch on Taviri for
brains, nor even for |ooks, but there it was: She didn't want himto see her
with dribble on her collar and her hair com ng undone.

Her thin, grey hair.
Noi canme in, just pausing in the open doorway-ny God, she hadn't even shut the
door whil e changi ng her shirt!-She | ooked at himand saw herself. The old

woiman.

You coul d brush your hair and change your shirt, or you could wear |ast week's
shirt and last night's braids, or you could put on cloth of gold and dust your



shaven scalp with di anond powder. None of it would make the slightest
di fference. The old woman would ook a little less, or alittle nore,
gr ot esque.

One keeps onesel f neat out of mere decency, nere sanity, awareness of other
peopl e.

And finally even that goes, and one dribbl es unashaned.

"Good norning," the young man said in his gentle voice.

"Hello, Noi. "

No, by God, it was not out of nere decency. Decency be dammed. Because the man
she had | oved, and to whom her age woul d not have mattered-because he was
dead, must she pretend she had no sex? Mist she suppress the truth, like a
dammed puritan authoritarian? Even six nonths ago, before the stroke, she had
made nen | ook at her and like to | ook at her; and now, though she could give
no pl easure, by God she coul d pl ease herself.

When she was six years old, and Papa's friend Gadeo used to conme by to talk
politics with Papa after dinner, she would put on the gol d-col ored neckl ace
that Mama had found on a trash-heap and brought home for her. It was so short
that it always got hidden under her collar where nobody could see it. She
liked it that way. She knew she had it on. She sat on the" doorstep and
listened to themtal k, and knew that she | ooked nice for Gadeo. He was dark

with white teeth that flashed. Sometinmes he called her "pretty Laia." "There's
my pretty Laia!" Sixty-six years ago.
"What? My head's dull. | had a terrible night." It was true. She had sl ept

even | ess than usual
"I was asking if you'd seen the papers this norning."

She nodded.
"Pl eased about Soi nehe?"

Soi nehe was the province in Thu which had declared its secession fromthe
Thuvian State |ast night.

He was pl eased about it. His white teeth flashed in his dark, alert face
Pretty Lai a.

"Yes. And apprehensive."

"I know. But it's the real thing, this time. It's the beginning of the end of
the Government in Thu. They haven't even tried to order troops into Soi nehe,
you know. It would nerely provoke the soldiers into rebellion sooner, and they
know it. "

She agreed with him She herself had felt that certainty. But she could not
share his delight. After a lifetine of |iving on hope because there is nothing
but hope, one loses the taste for victory. A real sense of triunph nust be
preceded by real despair. She had unl earned despair a long tinme ago. There
were no nore triunphs. One went on.

"Shall we do those letters today?"

"All right. Which letters?"



"To the people in the North," he said w thout inpatience.
"I'n the North?"
"Par heo, Gaidun. "

She had been born in Parheo, the dirty city on the dirty river. She had not
cone here to the capital till she was twenty-two and ready to bring the

Revol ution. Though in those days, before she and the others had thought it
through, it had been a very green and puerile revolution. Strikes for better
wages, representation for wonmen. Votes and wages- Power and Miney, for the |ove
of God! Well, one does learn a little, after all, in fifty years.

But then one must forget it all

"Start with Gaidun," she said, sitting down in the arnchair. Noi was at the

desk ready to work. He read out excerpts fromthe letters she was to answer.

She tried to pay attention, and succeeded well enough that she dictated one

whol e letter and started on another. "Renenber that at this stage your

brot herhood is vulnerable to the threat of . . . no, to the danger . . . to .
" She groped till Noi suggested, "The danger of |eader worship?"

"Al'l right. And that nothing is so soon corrupted by power-seeking as
altruism No. And that nothing corrupts altruism

no. Ch for God's |love you know what I'mtrying to say, Noi, you wite it. They
know it too, it's just the sane old stuff, why can't they read ny books!"

"Touch," Noi said gently, smiling, citing one of the central Odoni an thenes.

"All right, but I'mtired of being touched. If you'll wite the letter I'lI
sign it, but I can't bothered with it this nmorning." He was | ooking at her
with a little question or concern. She said, irritable, "There is sonething
else | have to do!"

When Noi had gone she sat down at the desk and noved the papers about,
pretending to be doi ng sonething, because she had been startled, frightened,
by the words she had said. She had nothing else to do. She never had had
anything el se to do. This was her work: her |ifework. The speaking tours and
the neetings and the streets were out of reach for her now, but she could

still wite, and that was her work. And anyhow if she had had anything else to
do, Noi would have known it; he kept her schedule, and tactfully rem nded her
of things, like the visit fromthe foreign students this afternoon

Oh, dam. She liked the young, and there was always sonething to learn froma
foreigner, but she was tired of new faces, and tired of being on view She

| earned fromthem but they didn't learn fromher; they had learnt all she had
to teach long ago, from her books, fromthe Myvenent. They just canme to | ook
as if she were the Great Tower in Rodarred, or the Canyon of the Tul aevea. A
phenonenon, a nmonunent. They were awed, adoring. She snarled at them Think
your own thoughts! That's not anarchism that's mere obscuranti sm-You don't
think liberty and discipline are inconpatible, do you?-They accepted their
tongue | ashing nmeekly as children, gratefully, as if she were sonme kind of

Al -Mther, the idol of the Big Sheltering Wnmb. She! She who had mined the
shi pyards of Seissero, and had cursed Prenmier Inoilte to his face in front of
a crowd of seven thousand, telling himhe would have cut off his own balls and
had t hem bronzed and sold as souvenirs, if he thought there was any profit in
it-she who had screeched, and swom and ki cked' policenen, and spat at

priests, and pissed in public on the big brass plaque in Capitol Square that
sai d HERE WAS FOUNDED TP SOVEREI GN NATI ON STATE OF A-1 O ETC Em pssssssss to



all that!:. And now she was everybody's grandmana, the dear ol d;

| ady, the sweet old nmonunent, cone worship at the wonb. The fire's out, boys,
it's safe to conme up cl ose

"No, | won't," Lama said out loud. "I will not." She was not self-conscious
about talking to herself, because she always had talked to herself. "Laia's
i nvi sible audience," Taviri had used to say, as she went through the room
muttering. "You needn't cone, | won't be here," she told the invisible

audi ence now. She had just decided what it was she had to do. She had to go
out. To go into the streets.

It was inconsiderate to disappoint the foreign students. It was erratic,
typically senile. It was un-Cdonian. Pssssss to all that. Wat was the good
working for freedomall your life and ending up wi thout any freedomat all?
She woul d go out for a wal k.

"What is an anarchist? One who, choosing, accepts the responsibility of
choice. "

On the way downstairs she decided, scowing, to stay and see the foreign
students. But then she would go out.

They were very young students, very earnest: doe-eyed, shaggy, charm ng
creatures fromthe Western Hem sphere, Benbili and the Kingdom of Mand, the
girls in white trousers, the boys in long kilts, warlike and archaic. They
spoke of their hopes. "We in Mand are so very far fromthe Revolution that
maybe we are near it," said one of the girls, wistful and snmling: "The Circle
of Life!" and she showed the extrenes neeting, in the circle of her slender
dar k- ski nned fingers. Amai and Aevi served them white wi ne and brown bread,
the hospitality of the House. But the visitors, unpresunptuous, all rose to
take their | eave after barely half an hour. "No, no,-no," Laia said, "stay
here, talk with Aevi and Amai. It's just that | get stiff sitting down, you
see, | have to change about. It has been so good to neet you, will you cone
back to see me, ny little brothers and sisters, soon?" For her heart went out
to them and theirs to her, and she exchanged ki sses all round, |aughing,
delighted by the dark young cheeks, the affectionate eyes, the scented hair,
bef ore she shuffled off. She was really a little tired, but to go up and take
a nap would be a defeat. She had wanted to go out. She would go out. She had
not been al one outdoors since when? Since winter! before the stroke. No wonder
she was getting norbid. It had been a regular jail sentence. Qutside, the
streets, that's where she |ived.

She went quietly out the side door of the House, past the

vegetabl e patch, to the street. The narrow strip of sour city dirt had been
beautifully gardened and was producing a fine crop of beans and ceea, but
Laia's eye for farm ng was unenlightened. O course it had been clear that
anarchi st communities, even in the time of transition, nust work towards
optimal self-support, but how that was to be managed in the way of actual dirt
and plants wasn't her business. There were farmers and agronomi sts for that.
Her job was the streets, the noisy, stinking streets of stone, where she had
grown up and lived all her life, except for the fifteen years in prison

She | ooked up fondly at the facade of the House. That it had been built as a
bank gave peculiar satisfaction to its present occupants. They kept their
sacks of neal in the bonmbproof npbney vault, and aged their cider in kegs in
saf e-deposit boxes. Over the fussy colums that faced the street, carved
letters still read, "NATIONAL | NVESTORS AND GRAI N FACTORS BANKI NG
ASSCCI ATI ON. " The Movenent was not strong on nanes. They had no flag. Slogans
cane and -went as the need did. There was always the Crcle of Life to scratch



on walls and pavenents where Authority would have to see it. But when it cane
to names they were indifferent, accepting and ignoring whatever they got
called, afraid of being pinned down and pinned in, unafraid of being absurd.
So this best known and second ol dest of all the cooperative Houses had no nane
except The Bank.

It faced on a wide and quiet street, but only a block away began the Teneba,
an open market, once fanobus as a center for blackmarket psychogenics and

t er at ogeni cs, now reduced to vegetables, secondhand cl ot hes, and m serable
sideshows. Its crapulous vitality was gone, |eaving only half-paral ysed

al coholics, addicts, cripples, hucksters, and fifth-rate whores, pawnshops,
ganbl i ng dens, fortunetellers, body scul ptors, and cheap hotels. Laia turned
to the Teneba as water seeks its |evel

She had never feared or despised the city. It was her country. There woul d not
be slums like this, if the Revolution prevailed. But there would be msery.
There woul d al ways be m sery, waste, cruelty. She had never pretended to be
changi ng the human condition, to be Mama taking tragedy away fromthe children
so they won't hurt thenselves. Anything but. So long as people were free to
choose, if they chose to drink flybane and live in sewers, it was their

busi ness. Just so long as it wasn't the

busi ness of Business, the source of profit and the means of power for other
peopl e. She had felt all that before she knew anything; before she wote the
first pamphlet, before she |eft Parheo, before she knew what "capital" neant,
before she'd been farther than River Street where she played roll aggie
kneel i ng on scabby knees on the pavenment with the other six-year-olds. She had
known it: that she, and the other kids, and her parents, and their parents,
and the drunks and whores and all of River Street, was at the bottom of
somet hi ng-was the foundation, the reality, the source.

But will you drag civilization down into the mud? cried the shocked decent
peopl e, later on, and she had tried for years to explain to themthat if al
you had was mud, then if you were God you nmade it into human beings, and if
you were human you tried to make it into houses where human beings could I|ive.
But nobody who thought he was better than nmud woul d understand. Now, water
seeking its level, mud to mud, Laia shuffled through the foul, noisy street,
and all the ugly weakness of her old age was at hone. The sl eepy whores, their
| acquered hair-arrangenments dil api dated and askew, the one-eyed woman wearily
yelling her vegetables to sell, the halfwit beggar slapping flies, these were
her countrywonen. They | ooked |ike her, they were all sad, disgusting, mean,
pitiful, hideous. They were her sisters, her own people.

She did not feel very well. It had been a long tinme since she had wal ked so
far, four or five blocks, by herself, in the noise and push and stinking
sumer heat of the streets. She had wanted to get to Koly Park, the triangle
of scruffy grass at the end of the Temeba, and sit there, to see see what it
was like to sit there and be old; but it was too far. If she didn't turn back
now, she mght get a dizzy spell, and she had a dread of falling down, falling
down and having to lie there and | ook up at the people conme to stare at the
old worman in a fit. She turned and started hone, frowning with effort and

sel f-di sgust. She could feel her face very red, and a swinmng feeling cane
and went in her ears. It got a bit rmuch, she was really afraid she m ght kee
over. She saw a doorstep in the shade and nade for it, let herself down
cautiously, sat, sighed.

Nearby was a fruit-seller, sitting silent behind his dusty, wthered stock
Peopl e went by. Nobody bought from him Nobody | ooked at her. Gdo, who was
Qdo? Fanous revol utionary, author of Community, The Anal ogy, etc. etc. She,
who was she? An old woman with grey hair and a red face sitting on a dirty
doorstep in a slum nmnuttering to herself.



True? WAs that she? Certainly it was what anybody passing her saw. But was it
she, herself, any nore than the famous revol utionary, etc., was? No. It was
not. But who was she, then?

The one who | oved Taviri.
Yes. True enough. But not enough. That was gone; he had been dead so | ong.

"Who am | ?" Laia nuttered to her invisible audience, and they knew the answer
and told it to her with one voice. She was the little girl with scabby knees,
sitting on the doorstep staring down through the dirty gol den haze of River
Street in the heat of late sumrer, the six-year-old, the sixteen-year-old, the
fierce, cross, dreamridden girl, untouched, untouchable. She was herself.

I ndeed she had been the tirel ess worker and thinker, but a blood clot in a
vei n had taken that woman away from her. |Indeed she had been the Il over, the
swimer in the mdst of life, but Taviri, dying, had taken that woman away
with him There was nothing left, really, but the foundations. She had cone
hone; she had never |eft honme. "True voyage is return. " Dust and nmud and a
doorstep in the slunms. And beyond, at the far end of the street, the field
full of tall dry weeds blowing in the wind as night cane.

"Laia! What are you doing here? Are you all right?"

One of the people fromthe House, of course, a nice worman, a bit fanatical and
al ways tal king. Laia could not renenber her name though she had known her for
years. She let herself be taken home, the woman talking all the way. In the
bi g cool comron room (once occupied by tellers counting noney behind polished
counters supervised by arned guards) Laia sat down in a chair. She was unable
just as yet to face clinbing the stairs, though she would have |iked to be

al one. The woman kept on tal king, and other excited people cane in. It
appeared that a denonstration was bei ng pl anned. Events in Thu were noving so
fast that the nood here had caught fire, and sonething nust be done. Day after
tomorrow, no, tonmorrow, there was to be a march, a big one, fromdd Town to
Capitol Square-the old route. "Another Ninth Month Uprising," said a young
man, fiery and |aughing, glancing at Laia. He had not even been born at the
time of the Ninth Month Uprising, it was all history to him

Now he wanted to make sone history of his own. The roomhad filled up. A
general meeting would be held here, tonorrow, at eight in the nmorning. " You
nmust talk, Laia."

"Tormorrow? Ch, | won't be here tonmorrow, " she said brusquely. Woever had
asked her sniled, another one |aughed, though Amai gl anced round at her with a
puzzl ed | ook. They went on tal king and shouting. The Revolution. Wat on earth
had made her say that? What a thing to say on the eve of the Revolution, even
if it was true.

She waited her time, managed to get up and, for all her clumnsiness, to slip
away unnoticed anmong the people busy with their planning and excitenent. She
got to the hall, to the stairs, and began to clinb them one by one. "The
general strike," a voice, two voices, ten voices were saying in the room

bel ow, behind her. "The general strike," Laia muttered, resting for a nonent
on the | andi ng. Above, ahead, in her room what awaited her: The private
stroke. That was nildly funny. She started up the second flight of stairs, one
by one, one leg at atine, like a small child. She was dizzy, but she was no
longer afraid to fall. On ahead, on there, the dry white fl owers nodded and
whi spered in the open fields of evening. Seventy-two years and she had never
had time to |l earn what they were call ed.



