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            “I'm probably talking over your head, laddie. What I mean to say is this:When you're small, you can choose which way to grow. If you're kind and decent, you grow into a kind and decent man. If you're like El PatrÃ³nÂ .Â .Â . Just think about it.” The bodyguard left the room. Matt heard him outside in the walled garden.

Tam Lin had energy to spare, and he didn't nearly use it up guarding Celia's apartment. He kept a rack of weights by the wall. Matt heard him grunt as he lifted them.

Matt didn't understand much of what Tam Lin had said. He'd never thought about growing up. Matt knewâ€”theoreticallyâ€”it was going to happen, but he couldn't imagine being bigger than he was now. The idea that if you were mean, you might stay mean forever had never occurred to him.

Celia said if you scowled all the time, your face would freeze that way. You'd never be able to smile, and if you looked into a mirror, it would fly into a thousand pieces. She also said if you swallowed watermelon seeds, they'd grow out your ears.

â€¢Â Â Â â€¢Â Â Â â€¢

MarÃa was gone, along with Emilia. Soon Steven and Tom left for boarding school, and Matt found himself the only child in
the Big House. If he was a child, that is. Tom said clones weren't the same as children. They weren't even close.

Matt looked at the mirror in Celia's bathroom. He couldn't see much difference between himself and Tom, but perhaps he was different inside. The doctor once told Rosa that clones went to pieces when they got older. What did that mean? Did they actually fall apart?

Matt hugged himself. His arms and legs might drop off his body. His head would roll around by itself, like in that monster movie he'd been watching before Celia ran in and turned off the TV. The idea filled him with terror.

“Time for school, laddie,” called Tam Lin.

Still hugging himself, Matt emerged from the bathroom. A strange woman stood in the living room. She was smiling at him, but the smile didn't look right to Matt. It stopped at the edge of her mouth, as though there were a wall keeping it from getting any farther. “Hi! I'm your new teacher,” said the woman. “You can call me Teacher, ha-ha. That makes it easy to remember.” The laugh was weird too.

Matt edged into the room. Tam Lin blocked the door leading to the rest of the house.

“Learning is fun!” said Teacher. “I'll bet you're a smart boy. I'll bet you learn all your lessons fast and make your mommy proud of you.”

Matt exchanged a startled look with Tam Lin.

“The lad's an orphan,” Tam Lin said.

Teacher paused as though she didn't quite understand.

“He doesn't talk,” the bodyguard explained. “That's why I have to answer for him. He can read a bit, though.”

“Reading is fun!” Teacher said in a hearty voice.

She took out paper, pencils, crayons, and a coloring book
from a canvas bag. Matt spent the morning copying letters and coloring in pictures. Every time he finished a lesson, Teacher cried, “Very good!” and printed a smiley face on his paper. After a while Matt wanted to leave the table, and Teacher firmly sat him back down again.

“No, no, no,” she cooed. “You won't get a gold star if you do that.”

“He needs a break,” growled Tam Lin. “So do I,” he said under his breath as he ferried Matt to the kitchen for a glass of milk and cookies. He brought Teacher coffee and watched intently while she drank it. He seemed as puzzled by the woman as Matt was.

The rest of the day was spent counting thingsâ€”beads, apples, and flowers. Matt was bored because he seemed to be doing the same thing over and over. He already knew how to count, even though he had to do it silently and write down the correct number instead of saying it.

Finally, in the late afternoon, Teacher said that Matt had been very good and he was going to make his mommy very proud.

Tam Lin presented a report of Matt's studies over dinner, when Celia returned. “You're my clever boy,” she said fondly, giving Matt an extra slice of apple pie. She gave Tam Lin an entire pie for himself.

“Aye, the lad's that,” the bodyguard agreed, his jaws full of food. “But there's something uncommonly strange about the teacher. She says the same thing over and over.”

“That's how you teach little kids,” said Celia.

“Perhaps,” said Tam Lin. “I'm not what you'd call an expert on education.”

The next day went exactly like the first. If Matt thought he'd been bored before, it was nothing compared to writing the
same letters, coloring the same pictures, and counting the same wretched beads and flowers all over again. But he worked hard to make Celia proud of him. Days three, four, and five passed in exactly the same way.

Tam Lin went outside and juggled weights. He dug a vegetable bed for Celia in the walled garden. Matt wished he could escape that easily.

“Who can tell me how many apples I have here?” warbled Teacher on day six. “I'll bet it's my
good boy!
”

Matt suddenly snapped. “I'm not a good boy!” he screamed. “I'm a
bad clone!
And I hate counting and I hate you!” He grabbed Teacher's carefully arranged apples and hurled them every which way. He threw the crayons on the floor, and when she tried to pick them up, he shoved her as hard as he could. Then he sat on the floor and burst into tears.

“Someone isn't going to get a smiley face on his paper,” Teacher said with a gasp, leaning against a wall. She started to whimper like a frightened animal.

Tam Lin thundered through the door and gathered Teacher up in a bear hug. “Don't cry,” he said into her hair. “You've done very well. You've fixed something the rest of us hadn't a clue how to mend.” Gradually, Teacher's breathing slowed and the whimpering stopped.

Matt was so startled, he stopped crying. He realized something momentous had just happened.

“I can talk,” he murmured.

“You get two gold stars by your name today, lassie,” Tam Lin said into Teacher's hair. “You poor, sad creature. I didn't know what I was looking at until now.” He gently urged the woman out of the apartment, and Matt heard him talking to her all the way down the hall.

“My name is Matteo AlacrÃ¡n,” Matt said, testing his newly regained voice. “I'm a
good
boy.” He felt dizzy with happiness. Celia was going to be so proud of him now! He would read and color and count until he became the best student in the whole world, and then the children would like him and they wouldn't run away.

Tam Lin interrupted Matt's ecstatic thoughts. “I hope that wasn't a one-shot deal,” he said. “I mean, you really can talk?”

“I can, I can, I can!” Matt sang.

“Wonderful. I was going bonkers with counting beads. The poor thingâ€”it was all she knew how to do.”

“She was an eejit,” announced Matt, using MarÃa's worst insult.

“You don't even know what the word means,” Tam Lin said. “Tell you what, laddie. We've got something to celebrate. Let's go on a picnic.”

“A picnic?” echoed Matt, trying to remember the meaning of the word.

“I'll explain it to you on the way,” said Tam Lin.
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att was wildly excited. Not only were they going on a picnic, but they would travel by horseback. Matt had seen horses from the windows of the little house. And of course he'd seen them on TV. Cowboys and big, tough
bandidos
rode them. His favorite hero was El LÃ¡tigo Negro, the Black Whip. El LÃ¡tigo Negro was on TV every Saturday. He wore a black mask and rescued poor people from evil capitalists. His favorite weapon was a long whip with which he could peel an apple while it was still on the tree.

Matt was more than a little disappointed when Tam Lin brought out a sleepy gray horse instead of the spirited steed El LÃ¡tigo Negro rode. “Be reasonable, lad,” said the bodyguard, tightening the girths on the saddle. “We're after reliability, not speed. El PatrÃ³n wouldn't take it at all well if you were dumped on your head.”

Once Matt was perched on the saddle in front of Tam
Lin, he forgot all about his disappointment. He was riding! He was high in the air, swaying along with the smell of horse all around him. He felt the coarse hair of the mane and pressed his ankles against the warm coat of the animal.

After all those months without talking, Matt couldn't wait to catch up. He chattered about everything he sawâ€”the blue sky, the birds, the flies buzzing around the horse's ears.

Tam Lin didn't stop him. He grunted occasionally to show he was listening and directed the horse along a dirt path. They plodded through the poppy fields and gradually moved away from the Big House toward the gray-brown hills that lay on the horizon.

The first fields they encountered were covered with a mist of new leaves. These were the seedlings. Matt had watched the growing cycle from the window of the little house, and he knew what to expect. The older plants were larger and rounderâ€”like small cabbagesâ€”and the leaves were tinged with blue. As they rode, the plants became larger until they were as high as the belly of the horse. Buds opened into crinkled petals in a glory of white under the hot sun. A faint perfume hung in the air.

They came to fields where the petals had fallen. These lay in drifts all over the ground while the seedpods they left behind stuck up like green thumbs. The pods had swelled until they were the size of hen's eggs and ready for harvest.

Matt saw the first Farm laborers. He'd observed them before, but Celia had warned him to hide from strangers, so he hadn't watched them closely. Now he saw that both men and women wore tan uniforms and wide, straw hats. They walked slowly, bending down with tiny knives to slash the pods. “Why are they doing that?” Matt asked.

“To release the opium,” replied Tam Lin. “The sap oozes out and hardens overnight. In the morning the workers scrape it off. They can collect from the same plant four or five times.”

On and on the horse plodded. The fields shimmered with heat, and a sweet odor with something rotten at its core filled the air. The workers bent and slashed, bent and slashed in a hypnotic rhythm. They didn't speak. They didn't even wipe the sweat off their faces.

“Don't they get tired?” Matt asked.

“Oh, aye. They do,” said Tam Lin.

At last the horse came to a deserted field. The plants were beginning to dry. A hot breeze rattled the leaves. “Look! There's a man lying on the ground,” cried Matt.

Tam Lin halted the horse and got down. “Stay,” he ordered the animal. Matt clung tightly to the mane. He didn't feel at all safe so far off the ground. Tam Lin strode over to the man, bent down, and felt his neck. He shook his head and returned.

“Can't weâ€”can't we help him?” faltered Matt.

“It's too late for that poor soul,” grunted the bodyguard.

“What about the doctor?”

“I told you it's too late! You want to get your ears cleaned!” Tam Lin hoisted himself back into the saddle and ordered the horse to go on. Matt looked back, tears stinging his eyes. The man was quickly hidden by the poppy plants.

Why was it too late? Matt wondered. The man must be terribly hot, lying as he was in the full sun. Why couldn't they stop and give him water? Matt knew they had water. He could hear it sloshing in Tam Lin's backpack.

“We could go backâ€”” Matt began again.

“Damn it!” roared the bodyguard. He halted the horse and sat for a moment, breathing hard. Matt looked at the ground
and wondered whether he had the nerve to jump off if Tam Lin really lost his temper.

“I forget. Kids your age don't know anything,” said Tam Lin at last. “The man is dead. Heat or lack of water killed him. The cleanup crews at the end of the day will find him.”

The horse moved on. Matt had even more questions now, but he was too unsure of Tam Lin's temper to ask them. Why hadn't the man gone home when he got sick? Why hadn't the other workers helped him?
Why was he being left out there like a piece of trash?

All the while, they were riding along a range of hills that bordered the fields. Now they turned off into a dry streambed that led into the hills. Tam Lin got down and led the horse under a cliff, where it would have shade. Nearby was a trough and a pump, which he worked vigorously to bring up the water. The horse was sweating. Its eyes watched the trough, but it didn't move.

“Drink,” said Tam Lin. The horse trotted forward and dipped its muzzle. It blew noisy bubbles as it drank ravenously. “We'll walk the rest of the way.”

“Can't we take the horse?” said Matt, looking doubtfully at the streambed snaking into the hills.

“It wouldn't obey. It's programmed to stay on the Farm.”

“I don't understand.”

“It's a Safe Horse, which means it has an implant in its head. It won't bolt or jump. It won't even drink unless you tell it to.”
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