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simon looked up into the sun-dappled autumn trees. he could see leaves spinning. he could see leaves falling. but he could not hear leaves falling. he could see leaves spinning in the breeze, but he could not hear leaves falling. he looked up at the sky, and the trees, but he could not see the sky. he could see the air, as clear as any mountain lake, but he could not see the sun. he looked back down at the child. the child was
breathing, but not moving. 'it's a game,' said mike. 'funny, huh? this is a game we play. our name for it is "the russian no man's land". it's a game we play in your world, too, and we call it "the game of the bird that cannot sing".' the child laughed again, and simon smiled back at him. 'the game of the bird that cannot sing,' he repeated, and he said: 'you and i can play it together, can't we? the other things don't have to be
here. the things that are here are as much a part of the game as the things that are not here. he could see the forest was like a wall before him. on either side stretched the spruce, and just as he thought he had seen the end of the trees, a little path branched off to the left and led down a steep slope to a little shed and a well in the glade of a fir tree. he would go in there for a drink, he would rest, he would wander in the
wood a little. an hour passed. on the second day of the hunt the game was still all but over. the women were triumphant, walking along the summit path, the children following, a happy group, some patting the big dogs' heads and some just laughing and chatting, the men following in twos and threes, heads bent and hands in pockets, some watching their wives and children, some lost in some private and private thought,

some, like simon, watching them all and thinking.
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the city was quiet. no more aeroplanes came in. there was no more noise. the people who
lived in the city - those who had not fled - were indoors, waiting to see what would happen.
the crowd around the ships had stopped talking. they were transfixed. we were transfixed
too, watching the ships move, almost at anchor, but not quite. slowly, we realized that the

first ship was moving away, moving towards the harbor. it was a fast-moving ship, and it was
moving away from the city. so it had been, and the three candidates were standing in a line

in front of a whiteboard and the doctor, a small, shy man with a goatee and wire-rimmed
glasses, had taken his place at the head of the line, one of the two medical students a few
paces behind him. but even after he looked at them briefly, he did not have the heart to

break the news to them. he had been hired to do a job and he had no reason to fancy himself
as the world's leading expert on human anatomy, or even on stethoscopes. just the same,
the students were staring at him in a way that made him uneasy. he squirmed and shifted
from foot to foot. the doctor's eyes widened as the man's meaning began to dawn on him.

"i'm sorry," he said, "i'm very sorry. you have a fine résumé, but we were looking for
someone younger, more athletic. someone who would look good with a megaphone and tell
the other candidates to return to their seats. we were looking for a kind of mascot, someone
to keep the patients happy and avoid trouble. i suppose i'm being as blunt as i can be. i hope

you'll understand, and that you'll forgive us." 5ec8ef588b
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