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It was no gentle tapping, soft slip of feather or brush of wing. At the sudden scrabbling, she lurched forward in the balsa and dug her hands into her belly, hoping to hook an elbow or knee, offer an indent to a blind bite of gums.
Mua looked at her fingers crawling down the tight curl of her abdomen. She knotted her thighs, and he turned away to paddle quick infinities back to shore.
He opened his eyes but they were already open and burning, grit rolling under his lids when he blinked them shut, catching and tugging at the dry skin of his corneas when he scrubbed at them with the flat of his palms.
He breathed, a shocked, desperate inhale. His chest constricted around a heavy gush that was not air, he forced it out and gobbled in more. Sinking to his knees, he pawed at his mouth to clear it, slumped onto his side and drew his knees close. His eyes bulged open, seeing no form or color or shape, and abruptly, there was air. It rode in on one agonal hitch, and then he unfolded his legs to drink at it fully with his mouth stinging. It was rank with smoke and a tattered ribbon of something terrible riding along its underside, but it was air.
Color burst at him by the third breath, a tumult of knuckled, yellowish green legs punching up from a hash of brown floor, a flurry of deep green tongues wagging beneath heads of honey and purple hair. He cringed as they bent over him, licking dry scrapes up his arm, and then they retreated to an agitated huddle above. A single blue eye, almost completely shaded by tangles of hair, took no notice.
He was surrounded. They bent again and rubbed at him, then drew back. The eye did not focus. He turned, muscle by breath, until he was on his stomach. Once more they touched him and lifted, undecided, and he slithered forward an inch, another, and froze when they bent over him and fell away. He slid his arms in front, fingers digging into the loose, crumbly floor until he found traction, and dragged himself.
More legs. More tongues. More tousles of hair. Occasional eyes. He moved down a channel between two rows of legs, and he could see many more rows behind them. After a while he got onto his knees and crawled. The tongues only questioned at his skin, the eyes never focused or the legs moved, and eventually he stood. Reaching out to a faceless head, jutting out like the others at a strange angle, he ran his fingers down cool, papery skin. Part of the skin was missing just under a thatching of purple hair, and a small copper bulge gleamed in its absence.
He tore at the light green peelings and shoved the end of the ear of corn into his mouth, biting and swallowing, not chewing. He ate the filaments when he could not scuff them away fast enough. He gnawed at the skeleton when it was all that was left, threw it aside, and ripped another from the stalk. Acid churned up into his mouth from a stomach too ravenous to wait. He stripped it of its sheath and realized the smell was still there, a suggestion of rancid in a declaration of smoke.
After eating the raw, unripe meat from the cob, he dropped it with a flick of his wrist. His watch was gone. He looked at his wrist in disbelief, but it was gone, even the tan line. Kicking at the piling he had made on the ground, looking back the way he had come, he did not spot it.
He was in a cornfield, and he did not know what time it was.
He had to get out now, right now before dusk fell, and find cover! But there were no signs to an exit. He had never been in the fields, in any field, he had only seen them once on a career video Farming…Is It For You?, in which stultifying pan-sweeps over the fields and the droning voiceover of an agricultural worker convinced him that it wasn’t.
Every direction trailed into a smear of green. The corn reached high over his head, and the sun was not in view. In the east and he would not have a problem. But the day felt old, used up, the spent blue of the sky where it was not white or gray meaning it was afternoon, possibly late afternoon, and he was in the fields.
Shore I been stung, the gnarled agricultural worker said, a hunnerd times. It was the only part of the video that lifted them from fifth period stupor, amidst freeze shots of tractors and flow charts of innovations in Earth irrigation. Their eyelids lifted in sleepy mockery of hunnerd and were settling back to quarter-inch noddings when the agricultural worker rolled up his sleeve.
“Take it off, baby!” Yushua cheered, to giggling and a warning rumble, as the camera moved in. Everyone fell silent at the knobbed scars protruding all over from his bicep like heads of nails.
Just gotta be in before dusk, he said. Don’t be eager at dawn.
The air changed from rancid to a thicker, soupier texture, and his lungs gave a warning heave. It was coming from behind, so he wouldn’t head that way. Breaking into a jog, he ran down the channel and pushed into another row to see if the vantage was better. The air lightened, returned to the manageable recoil of smoke and that other, undefined smell. It was growing stronger, but he could deal with it, just as long as it wasn’t that poison, and then he saw the hand. “Hello?”
He felt the word go out of him, the thrust of air around the syllables, the burn on his palate. But he could not hear his voice. Until then, this had had the telescopic focus of a bad dream, but the hand did not jerk at his unheard voice. It should have flickered up, attached itself to the arm of a figure saying something nonsensical. He would fly away over a gibberish of images and wake up in bed. But the hand stayed, splayed in the dirt, a thick gold band on the fourth finger. A parenthesis of dirt opened under each blanched nail to a scattering of large red freckles along the flesh on the back of the hand, bracketed by shredded dark material of a sleeve over the wrist.
“Mister?” he asked, feeling the vibration along his tongue and in his ears. There was the slightest trembling at the pad of the thumb, and he pushed into the next row to the form huddled there.
Sometime later, sound came back with the same dizzying explosion as color. The cornfield had scooped up into a hill toward a cooling sky, and he climbed step after step, leaving stickiness of sick on the plants he grasped for support. Just as he stepped onto an impression of road in the dirt, two parallel ruts leading each way, and noticed the first flank of yet another cornfield on the other side, a detonation went off behind him. He whirled around and saw the pockmarked, mountainous jeekes behind him (east, he was headed east) and screamed at the blasting in his ears, the hot gale that nearly whipped him from his feet, the jeekes falling in. The thud of one cliff layer falling into the next, the heavier thud of both layers piling onto the third, the reverberation as they nose dived in on the next. Smoke and dust flew up over the setting sun, just above where the top layer of the jeekes had once been. He could still hear it, behind the brown congestion of the air, the jigsaw of the jeekes collapsing.
He also heard the humming after the smoke blotted the sun from view. They were waking up. He bolted down the road, his skin tingling with the hum all around.
Yushua had pierced his ear with a serrate during Basic Composition. The acquisition of the serrate had resulted in his permanent dismissal from lab section, and the perforation of his lobe had finished him for the only other class in which he was still enrolled. Residual poison in the serrate, which he had not removed from his ear after poking all the way through it, numbed the left side of his face to a drooling slackness, the right side drawn up in lopsided cheer at the screaming, the blood, and the strong-arm the teacher used to push him out the door.
A small figure shot out of the corn and across the road to the other field. Avan ran.
Fong had wanted to be a flopper for Costume Day, and Avan made the serrate out of cardboard covered in gray tape, a foot long and rippled with nasty looking serra. It kept falling off the headpiece, the faceted eyes nudging it loose, faceted, one of Zoo’s words, until he cut a hole in the plastic and wedged it through. The wings were easier, the flying gray lengths made of sheets stretched over his shoulders by a thin wire frame, and the breeding set (red, Fong always picked red) dangling free to his knees. Avan had been a flopper himself years before, but his costume was store bought, with a wind up noise pack that would hum. He’d done the best he could with what was in the house, and Fong was content to do the humming himself.
“We’ll save it for Sadie,” he told Zoo, tucking the costume into a box with a picture of Fong wearing it, smile stained orange with the candy he vomited all over himself in bed that night.
The humming of the floppers resonated down to the recoiling marrow in his bones, rattled at his teeth. It was growing louder, and soon the swarms would lift over the corn and drop on him. They had watched Flopper Attacks during one of those endless nights when he was bottling fussy Sadie, and witnessed the hapless secondary characters being taken down while the muscled main character and her strategically-undressed male companion had thrust their way through the buzzing hell unscathed.
“Follow them, I hear they live,” Avan stage-whispered to Zoo. It wasn’t funny now, that dumb made-for-telly movie, because he wasn’t the main character of anything, even less someone’s sexy consort, just a boy in a field who was going to die if he didn’t find cover. Avan had nothing that an inch-and-a-half long serrate could not pierce straight through with a quick and evil efficiency.
A second and third figure jumped into the air, and he could see them now, bodies crowded on flapping leaves, warming up their wings to join the humming roar. In the darkened light, spangles of half-grown amber, turquoise, and red breeding wings refracted off the blue eyes on the corn. He hurtled down the road as it sloped down to a building.
The hum reached a new pitch, sending electric shocks into the balls of his feet, up his legs and trunk, the hairs of his body standing straight up. He reached a new speed when the road rounded to the side and the cornfield there fell away to a cut of strata going straight down with the road curving under it, and there was the building, there was the building, there was the building!
Floppers jumped into the air, lifting from the rusted tractor, a piling of tires, the span of dirt and wizened grass that spread out in a skirt of neglect around the building. The road became so steep that his legs were pinwheeling, his chest leaning forward dangerously, but he could not fall, he didn’t care if he fell at his wedding or holding the baby or with a tray of sandwiches in front of a conference of 1s, he could not fall now. His mind fixed on the details of the door, the knob, no window, one step up to a porch covered in a rubber mud catcher, the kickings of dried dirt on the bottom third of the pale green paint. The humming changed to buzzing, and the airborne floppers began to swirl. He leapt up the step and fell heavily on the door, his fingers sliding, finding purchase, turning the knob.
It was locked.
He turned it once more in disbelief and then threw himself at the door, screaming, shaking, the sound lost not because he couldn’t hear again, but the buzzing had grown that loud. Jumping off the step, he ran around the back of the building but there was only a garage door with a heavy metal cover, and that was locked too. He whirled around to a sky black with insects and gray with smoky dusk, and almost missed the trailer in his panic.
He was going to be like that man in the field.
No. An old cream-and-dirt ‘Yago was there, wheels stuck in muddy ruts, an empty laundry line stretched from an antenna to a pole. The floppers dived down. He went into the trailer and rolled hysterically on the tiny space of the floor, beating at his face and arms, slamming the door shut, the slap-slap of floppers striking the other side.
Carcasses rained down when he stood. There were more floppers in the dark of the trailer, he could hear them, and he ran his hands over the walls for a light switch. They dove and he fought silently so that they would not fly back into his mouth, his tongue numbing as he swatted and crushed and backed into a cabinet to kill one gouging his back. The fingers of his left hand were cold and still, and he whacked flaccidly at a flopper sawing at his ear. He banged his ear into his shoulder and heard a crunch. They left him to regroup.
He found a switch, but no light dazzled the floppers into sleep. No electricity, and there was that smell again. The trailer was almost black but he could make out a form on the bed, a settled heap in the kitchen area. The smell couldn’t matter, because there was nowhere else to go.
Attached to the wall was a familiar shape, cubed plastic with a ribbed nozzle. As they covered him with the dry pullings of their legs and began to pierce, he ripped the safety key. The discharge knocked him flat against the cabinets and temporarily lit the inside of the trailer. The can jerked from his hands and fell, spinning on a table and plunging to the floor, where it smacked into a chair and careened to the bed. The floppers dropped and died. He jumped to his feet and stomped on them, spraying spit from his slackening mouth. Light and gas fizzed with one last eruption from the can, and then there was silence. The floppers outside backed away. Avan stood there, shaking. The smell!
In the flash of light, he’d seen a round tube on the table. It was a flashlight. He guided the bright yellow light to the bed and the outthrust of leg was just a twist of blanket, the bulge of head only a lumpy puff pillow. His feet broke the backs of floppers before the huddle by a small food cooler.
“Momma,” Avan said from fear. Magazines. Only magazines. The smell was from the food cooler, but there was no electricity. It was just the smell of rotten meat, nothing more. He pressed his arms around him like an answering hug and sobbed, too thirsty to make tears. Turning on the faucet, no water gushed out. There were crackers in a cabinet, but only water would do.
The toilet. Thin skids disappeared into the bend. As he reached out in disgust and despairing, the light fell on the tank. The water there was clean, or was for a toilet. Unbelievingly, he watched his hand go into the cold water and he drew it up to his lips. It tasted so good that it hurt. Then he fell on the bed, with the flashlight clutched to his side like a stuffed boar teddy. The flashlight was solid and friendly. He breathed lightly of the foul air.
The bed had a musty smell when he buried his nose in it, but better than the smell of perished tuna, milk curdled with cheesy white droppings. He thought of that popped man in the field, seething with the larval bodies of insects. No. He would leave after the dawn scurrup, find a road, and get home. Zoo had Sadie and Fong, Becky and Thecha, and Becky would be no help with the little ones. He had no idea how he had gotten here, in this cornfield, but he had to get home.
Every time he closed his eyes, the darkness wiggled.
But he had to get to work in the morning! The movers and shakers of Grayson Limited needed their sandwich boy. They were blimps, with stuccoes of sticky notes in melted layers all over their cubes, their computers vanished under with heavy, spilling files, and chairs groaning at the thick seal of posture comfort seat pillows pushing at the slats. Some called down to Mr. Grocer for his ‘Wichin Chips, number one, two, or three; others called for one and two, or two and three, (usually not one and three), and the rest ordered the Sampler, which was one, two, and three all together, a mass of a meal.
Mr. Grocer was tired of them calling down one, two, then three times in a morning to make a single order each time, so that the uniformly fat people in nearby cubes would not hear them ordering three meals all at once, even though many others were doing the same. So he added the Sampler to the menu. The movers oooh’ed over the Sampler’s print ‘three finger sandwiches, tuna on rye, peanut butter on whole wheat, boar strips on white with mustard, a square of buttered cornbread with thinly-sliced Earth ham on the side and a full-size neighbor bag of chips, large soda and bottled water included.’ The shakers picked up their phones right away to call downstairs.
Avan always did the “trash included!” service as well, and he knew not one of them shared the neighbor size bags of chips. Trash was included because movers and shakers felt bad at the mountain of wrappings that crested over their trashcans, slowly pickling in the afternoon hours, it made them feel like they had gorged. The three “finger” sandwiches were almost the same size as the single-orders, not just-for-taste servings. Water didn’t dilute soda; corn in the bread didn’t make cornbread healthy.
When a mover or shaker told him off at the wait, saying his metabolism would change too or pondering with jealousy that it must be his genes, he fantasized in the service elevator about telling them that he did not have a political or economic or social opinion worth two cents, he did not tap at a computer or make important phone calls, and he did not have a crucial business meeting with the Bureau-Elect at four-thirty sharp. He didn’t even have a high school diploma. But his pants weren’t stretch, his shirt buttoned cleanly, and that it had nothing to do with metabolism or genes, it had to do with the fact that he didn’t stuff himself with starch and sugar for hours. If they didn’t like the wait, then they could waddle down the staircase to the counter and get immediate service instead of giving Avan the workout for them. Maybe they figured it was exercise by proxy, but you’d think people with plaques and commendations in their cubicles could figure out their weight loss plan had hit a plateau.
It was sad, but they were 2s. When he was Becky’s age, Avan resented seeing their school buses go by on another field trip to the jeekes or the Capitol. Now when he saw them, he felt sorry for the kids inside, because those blue Promise buses led to nowhere but posture comfort pillows and Avan’s laden food tray. It was funny, through the eyes of a kid and then the eyes of a workingman, how different the same things looked. When Becky sneered that one day he would be serving her sandwiches, he could only smile at her gently.
A man on the fifth floor one day ordered two Samplers, and told Mr. Grocer they were for a meeting. Avan had learned the gentle smile from Mr. Grocer. “Of course, they’re very popular for meetings,” Mr. Grocer said, so that the man could feel enormously clever, and then he had that smile as he hung up. Avan never had a father, but in the eleven months he worked there, Mr. Grocer had become one. When Avan dropped out of school and went to the Skyline seeking a job, most places blew him off for being too young. But Mr. Grocer gave him a chance three days a week from nine to four-thirty, paid under the table. He did food prep from the start of his shift to eleven, he delivered meals until three, and after that he cleaned up. Other workers complained about their tasks, but Avan wasn’t being paid to enjoy mopping the floor, he didn’t filch supplies, and he stayed employed while the others were fired for absences or making themselves sandwiches for free.
“I need this job,” he said when they offered chips. “I got a baby.”
“I count on that boy,” Mr. Grocer said. Avan never forgot it, that Mr. Grocer counted on him, a commendation better than any 2 had framed in a cubicle. He hadn’t explained it right to Zoo, she wasn’t as impressed, but Avan kept that plaque in his heart and looked at it on the rail home, his money folded in his wallet and his hand in his pocket to protect it. He loved handing money to Zoo, knowing their next food emergency wouldn’t be an emergency. That made him feel like a man.
His friend Neddy dropped out of school days after Avan, who got him a job with Mr. Grocer, too. The money Neddy made went to vid games and down bi-boarding flumes, but Avan used his to take care of his family, he could buy Fong a bounce ball or Sadie a little outfit, he could give Zoo a fake/real rose allowed in city lines since it was synthetic enough to not attract mites but real enough to pulse and slowly die. When the money ran out before Jean’s next payday, Zoo removed the bills tucked into a pair of her old maternity pants and they shopped for groceries to tide them over. So Avan wasn’t going to blow his job stealing chips. He had to get to work tomorrow!
But his body was swelling. There were lumps on his chest that didn’t hurt yet. His left hand was so numb he couldn’t move his fingers; they itched, coldly. Lying down was making the bulges on his back throb, and his right shoulder was freezing into paralysis. And his face, he’d been stung in the eye. He couldn’t remember it, but he shivered when he forced his right arm up, heavily, and ran his fingers over the pulpy slop. No flopper bites on his throat, a relief, since he didn’t have antihistamines.
The humming dropped to a murmuring, then to a whisper, and it died. He clambered out of the bed, drank more from the toilet tank, and opened the door. In ungainly loads, he carried the spoiled food from the cooler and dumped it outside. A crescent moon sailed across the deep blue of the sky, dodging trenches of smoke in unbroken lines from the jeekes.
On the third trip, his thighs warmed with wet. He’d peed himself. Dumping slippery plastic wrappings of stinking meat by the garage door, he returned to the trailer. There had to be a change of clothes in the cupboards under the bed, and he was in too much discomfort from flopper bites to be angry with himself over pissing his pants. Hair swung in front of his face. His hair was longer.
The clothes may have belonged to the man in the field. No. Fresh liquid spilled. Something wasn’t right with his body and he went to the mirror above the sink. His reflection wavered in the cracked glass, and he squinted with his one good eye. Light splintered in the broken bits and made it hard to see himself. A jumble of bottles and tubes edged the circle of sink when he lowered the light. Some he recognized, a hydro-based cort cream that he could rub on the bites, disinfectants. He let the dead weight of his right shoulder pin the flashlight to his side, and carefully scooped up what he needed. Shuffling to the bed, he dropped it to the mattress and worked on his clothes.
The shirt was buttoned, it wasn’t his, and impossible to remove with the fingers of a hand now numbed past the elbow. He fumbled at the buttons, and then yanked at one side. The exertion let loose yet another stream from his bladder, which headed down both legs. He worked at the button on the pants with no more success than the shirt, but he could at least do the zipper. Shambling to the toilet, he thought better of it and went to the door. Just because he wasn’t thirsty enough now to drink skid water didn’t mean he wouldn’t be later.
Reaching into the yawn of the undone zipper, he couldn’t find the y-front. Frustrated, his nails scratched over the skin of his underwear. He tugged at the top of the elastic, and forced his fingers under the thigh band. His penis was gone. In alarm, he groped at himself, sifted through the hair, popped open the button of the pants. He yanked the pants and underwear down, ground his stiff muscles out of the clothes, toward the bed and flashlight. It made a yellow circle on his skin, empty.
He screamed.
Fong had a dollar tucked into his Maktyl Pterodactyl wallet with the bubble wing clips tied to his belt loop. He opened his wallet again to make sure the dollar was still there, and Mama said, “Fongie, stop, you’re going to lose it.”
They had a lot to do today, starting with the rail since Mama couldn’t drive any more. Mama missed her car. Fong had never ridden the rail and he was excited, bouncing in his wheelchair. “Out of Earth’s primordial ooze, DINOSAURAE!”
“Ssshhh!” she said into her purse. At cartoon time, the TV went green, and then a tremble, a ripple, a bubble, a froth, and then . . .
“DINOSAURAE!” he shrieked. Mama put down her purse.
“People are looking,” she said. “If you can’t calm down, I will take you back to Half-Light.”
“Can I hold my token?”
Two gold coins disappeared snap into her palm. “You can hold the map.” The map! There was a screeching and Fong kept the delighted scream inside as a giant silver lead car barreled past the waiting area and slowed so the cars behind lined up perfectly with yellow stepping squares at the doors. There was a red car. He pointed.
“We’ll see,” Mama said. A steamy hiss whistled the doors open, and people boiled out, boiled in, and Mama put her hands on the prongs of Fong’s wheelchair and started running. People were punted aside right and left like balloons at a party. Then they were in the green car, and Fong didn’t complain. It was the color of primordial ooze. There was a time he would have cried over red, but not today. Green could be primordial ooze, and blue could be the pterodactyl’s sky he flew in.
Mama panted in her seat and he said, “We’re in the ooze! That was fun.”
“See here, old man,” she warned, but she wasn’t mad since they were onboard.
“Little lady.” It had taken a while to like Mama in her mix-up. But today she was going to buy him a swimsuit, and he liked that fine. That reminded him of the dollar, and frantically he felt for his wallet. For a crazed moment, he thought someone stole it, but it just slipped down between his pants and the side of the chair. He had written FONG on the dollar. You weren’t supposed to write on money, Aggath said. She was like him, like Mama, mixed up, and when he told her he wasn’t going to be anywhere without a dollar, she understood. Sometimes he had more than one dollar, but only one said FONG, and that was the one he wasn’t going to spend until the next bad time.
It was very important to have a dollar. He hadn’t known how important once, and Avan hadn’t told him. Avan should have given him a dollar, so the bad time wouldn’t have happened. The next time he saw Avan, he was going to run his foot over with his wheelchair. He would make Avan cry.
“I need the map, Fong,” Mama said. “Watch for the token man.”
The first three rows of seats were taken, the backs of brown suits, hats, hair hanging over. Passengers hung on straps in the aisle between those rows even though the rail wasn’t moving yet. A woman let go of her strap to fix a baby blanket, and when she reached back to the strap, someone else had taken it. She cursed. Fong wasn’t supposed to say that word, so he hummed as the man stared back at the woman with the baby, and then the woman grabbed a pole. When the baby fussed, throwing its hand out at her face, she ignored it.
He craned his neck to look behind him. There was Mama, moving her finger over the map. Next to her was a man looking at the map out of the corner of his eye. Big girls giggled. They stopped when they saw he was staring, so he moved over them. People didn’t like him staring. The crowd swished one way and then the other, clinking, and then a man in a blue jacket stopped at Fong’s wheelchair. He held out a silver box with a slit in the top. “Token!”
“Mama’s got it,” Fong said. The girls burst into laughter. Fong could tell who was mixed up and who wasn’t. The man next to Mama was mixed up, because he looked away. Aggath was mixed up, and often she looked at the tattoos like sleeves down her arms when she was cleaning Fong’s apartment and just said, “Oh my!” She was surprised, because she forgot that she was mixed up.
The car lurched and Mama grabbed the arm of Fong’s wheelchair. “Put the brake on!” she exclaimed, and he reached down to the catch on the left wheel while she snapped the right. Then there was a grinding that shook his teeth out of his skull, so he pushed them back in and they were flying.
The dark of the tunnel burst into sunlight. The rail climbed up and up and then dropped his stomach to his toes. He squealed at the window, a flash of gray and blue, the sky, the arch of buildings toward the sun. Then a person shifted in front of the window, and the rail curved, dropped, lurched forward. In only minutes, a voice from an intercom box snapped crisply, “Damascus Center!”
The brakes uncurled such a noise that his hearing aid bellowed with static. Mama released his brakes and they swept out onto a platform high above the ground. Most people were going to an escalator, but Mama swung him over to an elevator. He hadn’t wanted the wheelchair. It got in the way of everything. They had to take it, because he got tired so fast, and it wasn’t like she could carry him anymore. He was too big. Avan could have carried him, but Avan was a big boy.
The elevator took them down to a sparkling circular sidewalk, flecks of silver and blue pressed into the white concrete. There was a covered fountain in the middle, three tiers like a cake with a veil so no one could touch the water. Mama wheeled him past to a walk going off the circle.
“I woke up just about here,” she said, and waited. She did that. Mama fought with the social workers, saying that he was bonded to her and she wanted his foster check like before, even if she was mixed-up. She was still his mama. The social workers talked about fraud and monitoring her to make sure that she spent time with Fong. They asked Fong who his Mama was and he said Mama, and who he would go to if he were hurt. He would go to Avan, like he always had. He would go to Aggath, like he did now. Mama laughed tightly. Since then, Mama asked questions like she never had before, and then told his answers to the social workers to prove they were bonded. But Fong wouldn’t tell anybody but Aggath. He hadn’t woken up in a nice place by a fountain. Mama said, “Don’t sulk. We’re here.” They passed under an archway into a store.
“Welcome, shoppers!” greeted a floor screen with a burst of fireworks. People pushed by.
“Daddy! Daddy! Let’s go there!”
“Where are you and Grandpa going, little girl?”
He had to get up, had to see. Mama shook her head but he was out of his chair, unsteady for a moment, and then racing away. Vid screens smart on the shelves, cases of twinkling jewelry, a glory of toys, then he giggled nervously through women’s underwear and saw BOYS. “Fong, wait!”
Shirts, shorts, wrinkled packs of socks. Then his heart stopped at the flood of Teeder TeeRex floaties, Abbey Apatosaur caps, and nasty Sucky Suchomimus and Kodar Corythosaurus with his stupid helmet teamed up and glaring from towels. And there was Maktyl Pterodactyl and his super fleet flying squad, circling swim trunks! He grabbed a pair and waved them at Mama, coming up the aisle with his wheelchair. “Maktyl! They have Maktyl!”
“Fong, these aren’t your size.”
“They have more! Check!” He took her to the rack and she flipped down waistbands.
“No, honey. Your size is over here.” She took him to another part of the store, no plastic spill of water crashing down to a sandy box piled with buckets and shovels. He sniffled as she pressed plain shorts to the front of his pants. He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Look, there’s green,” she said. “Remember? Primordial ooze!” And then he cried, because the trunks were a flat, moldy green, not the bright soup of life. He cried and reached out for her, but she was so much smaller now and he just rested on the top of her head while she patted his back. “Fongie, people are looking. Calm down.”
He didn’t know what to do. It was like the other time, when he’d woken up in the bed with tubes up his nose and in his arms and in a place where it really hurt to pull it out. He’d been shouting for something like forever and Zoo wasn’t coming to help. Where was Zoo? She’d been right behind him. And he was so thirsty! There was a water bottle by the bed and he drank it all in this strange bed with bars. The room had no toys and his clothes rustled because they were paper and didn’t close in back. He staggered out into the hall and he was on stilts, he was stretched too high, he held onto a railing to make his legs work. Outside, people were running and screaming all around, and buildings were glowing orange on the inside. He shouted for Zoo, for Avan or Mama, twice for Thecha before he remembered the man had killed her, once even for Becky.
“What the hell? What the hell?” a man screamed. Fong went into the road because the cars were stopped, doors open, crumpled hoods. Avan told him to go in crosswalks, always hold someone’s hand, but Fong didn’t know whose hand to hold. Everyone was a stranger tearing off their clothes like they had poison itch spray. The bad people should have said sorry for what they had done, making people mixed-up. Aggath told him that they were in jail.
Jail meant dungeon, so the bad people hung on chains from their wrists. The only light came from a window high up, and outside there was a dragon! That was what happened to people who made your body mixed-up. It was against the law, and the bad people were in big trouble. Their name was Nasanche. Mama said, “Are you better?”
He pulled away and refused to look at the green trunks. “I don’t like them.”
“You still need a kickboard. Okay? I saw kickboards with dinosaurae.”
A kickboard! He ran like the wind, gasping. A woman was in the aisle with a boy and baby. The baby cried and Fong thought of Sadie, of Avan saying, “We’re family, me and you, Zoo and Sadie.” He’d left out Mama and Thecha and Becky, although it was fine if he left Becky out. Avan called Mama Jean and a foster mother, but Fong called her Mama.
“You need a kickboard, too?” Fong asked shyly. The boy sidled up behind his mother, and she glared. Fong submerged himself, flinging Sucky and Kodar behind him, looking for Maktyl.
A long time ago, there were dinosaurae. They ruled Earth, doing whatever they pleased until they had a bad time of their own, and then a little boy dug up their bones and zow! They came to life! But Fong never found dinosaurae when he dug through the rock garden, and Zoo said that he wouldn’t, not here. She yawned, “File: Earth: Animal: Dinosaur: Extinct. Link. File: 3 Vocabulary: Nasa never had dinosaurs, Fong.” Zoo talked silly when she was tired, file this file that. She was always tired.
Whenever dinosaurae got hurt, they dipped into the pool of primordial ooze to heal them. Fong and Mama and Aggath, they needed primordial ooze. Momma paid for the trunks and kickboard. On the rail, they got the red car. The gray-on-blue, blue-on-gray out the window made his eyes heavy. When he woke up, Mama was arguing at a table. “It says right here, five to seven.”
“Yes,” said a bearded man. They were in an entryway with boys and girls holding towels.
“The pool!” Fong shouted.
“He’s between the ages of five and seven,” Mama insisted.
“I’m SIX!” Two boys were going through a door to the right, already in swim trunks. He snapped the shopping bag off the prong of his wheelchair. “Mama, we got to go!”
“Fong!” she exclaimed, but he had to go now! He slipped through the door before it shut and there was a room with lockers and benches. Boys were everywhere, snapping towels, laughing. He ripped at his clothes and put on his new trunks. Then he let the bag fall away and there it was, Maktyl Pterodactyl flying straight into his face from the kickboard!
“Wow,” he whispered, and there was a very full feeling in his stomach. Then he followed boys out another door to the pool. It had high dives and a slide and way behind it was the beach full of sand and castles and children. Mama grabbed his hand. The wheelchair rolled away from her.
“Don’t leave me like that! I’ll get in trouble if I lose you!”
“Mama? Which is my class?”
“Do you hear me?” People were looking, so Mama smiled politely and said, “This way.”
He was a Spritzer. The swim teacher had a roll sheet, and Fong said, “Here!” at his name.
“Hey, wait a minute!” said a big man in the bleachers.
“Hoffstrum, Lugar!”
“I’m here,” said a woman with big breasts in a purple swimsuit. Fong didn’t laugh like the other children, because Lugar was mixed up. He could see the man inside the woman, and that made him a man, and he was in this class so he was a boy like Fong.
“Lugar’s a boy’s name!” jeered a boy who was not mixed-up. The man named Lugar looked down at his bare feet.
“Come on!” shouted the man in the bleachers. “I don’t want these freaks around my kid.”
Another man stepped behind Lugar and put his hands on his shoulders. “This is my son.”
The teacher rocked back and forth on his feet. “I don’t know about . . . I’ll have to talk to-”
“He is five years old and ready for class,” said Lugar’s father. The teacher began to nod.
The mean man got off the bleachers. “I don’t care who you say is in there, this is a swim class for kids!” He came up to Fong and shouted, “Get out of here!”
Mama said, “I was told to bring him here, and he just turned six!”
The man was calling to other people, and Fong knew they weren’t going to let him be in the class, him or the boy Lugar. So he turned to the pool, held Maktyl out in front, and jumped. For a moment he was weightless, suspended, and he looked down at the water and thought of the pool, him and Maktyl going into the pool, and he wanted to tell Mama it was okay. The pool would make him better, would put things back.
It worked! The boy said, rising from the green. It was Fong’s favorite episode, when Trent the boy got stampeded because Kodar and Sucky told a lie, and Maktyl carried the boy to the primordial ooze to be healed. Trent slumped into it, his hand trailing along the surface before dipping under with a sizzle, like oil skipping in a hot pan. Abbey cried and worried. But Maktyl didn’t worry, and when the boy lifted into the air, he looked to his body with wonder and Maktyl said, you just have to believe.
Fong believed. The water rushed up to cover him.
Far to the west, the jeekes guffawed to the sky, jagged teeth jutting into a cavernous collapsing. Once they had been an unbroken sweep, a thick line of red pencil drawn end-to-end against a ruler’s precision. The sunset jeekes, miles of pitted cliff, mountains without peaks, a grass-rope webbing flat against the crags, connecting pit to hole to home. Ridiculous when people lived there, beetling over the ropes, the teegra, ridiculous in its ruin, an empty black pitch drinking down the sky.
Nasanche learned quickly upon arrival to burn their dead, as cadavers unburied themselves. It was a nightmare of corpses clawing, crawling, firing glassy-eyed and stiff-limbed from their graves, refusing to be Earthly remains. They tired of grandmothers shooting back inside for one last chide, mothers screeched at babies wanting a cold suck at a weeping teat. So they buried them in tall plumes, and Nasa’s subterranean bacteria had nothing to burst from the ground.
The jeekes spilled their glowing people into the camp after the Dammerung, and that was where Shelayla found the wise woman after one of their dead was set to pyre. Their camp was many miles of wild land between fences, but the huts were near the front gate. The Nasanche wise woman was so old her irises had turned white, leaving gray pupils to swim unprotected. Disgusting. Hypnotic. Her white hair swept the ground when she limped toward the hut in the center, and her skirt was alive with color from yursui tree scales sewn into the fabric. Within the tent, she busied herself at a table mixing ingredients. On each shoulder, a bouquet of pink cancerous blossoms threatened to drop petals to her hands in the water, insect crush bobbing on its surface.
Shelayla had brought money to pay for the cure, as well as a case of medications watered down to tarty disinfectants. Sterus would be beside himself if he knew, but as he’d spent the last five years beside himself, it was time he registered this shadow as a corporeal twin. An outraged line grooved itself indelibly in the last five years, running from the left side of his nose up into the first worried stripe on his forehead. It was unofficially recognized as the wrinkle she had put there.
The flip side of the coin was the Dammerung, officially unrecognized last week by the Bureau at the Capitol. It gave Kristabella more ammunition. “See? I told everyone you’re lying!” she said in her insect whine. Oh, did Shelayla detest Kristabella! Zake, she hated Zake, she hated Zake, stuck out his tongue, brave because Kristabella was slouched on the sofa. In light-hearted calculation at dinner, Kristabella said, “Hear the news today, Dad? The Bureau-Elect said the Dammerung never happened after all! Just delusional people trying to defraud the government for welfare checks-” Hand flying to mouth, she looked at Shelayla in horror.
Thankfully, Grant was late at practice that day. Prompt as a bill, Sterus reregistered her for therapy, and she was dodging the same old questions. Name, Shelayla Hauser, 2, age 46. Husband Sterus Hauser, stepchildren Grant and Kristabella. Bioson Zake. Ages 17, 15, 4. This time, though, she knew the answers. Crossing his legs, the entry therapist said, “What are your hobbies?”
“Cooking. I love cooking. I can make a mean boar chili.”
“Who are your friends?”
“I did have a friend, Cloatha, but we’ve drifted apart. It’s sad.”
“Why is it sad?”
She pretended to ponder. “Maybe I should send her a note. It’s important to have friends.”
He sighed, as bored with her as she was with him. “What did you dream last night?”
“Actually, I had a horrible dream.”
“Do you want to tell me about it?”
“Zake ran away.”
“I see you’ve had some negative feelings towards Zake. Said he didn’t feel like your child.”
He’s not. “In the dream, I couldn’t find him. I was shaking when I woke up.”
He said pleasantly, “Are you still seeing Becky?” She looked at him sharply, realizing she had misjudged. He noted the look as well.
She loved the therapy game. In an asylum right after the Dammerung, she’d amused herself in group art by sketching the patients drawing pictures of smiley-faces on their easels, instead of recapturing their dark whorlings, disjointed bodies, apartment buildings with a single spill of light in a corner window. She enjoyed circle time waiting her turn through laments of lost years, missing families, and transformed bodies to share how she’d won the slot machine of the Dammerung. They looked at her incredulously while she chattered about getting on with a new life and a fresh start. Then she would console to make them feel inferior that they could not achieve this.
After months of expansive dancing around the jerky shuffling in movement therapy, Sterus found her in the asylum and turned down the recommendation of private, individual counsel. He took her home. After a week of the kitchen and Kristabella and the bedroom, of learning the podginess in her belly was not asylum food but the liquid stuffing around Zake, she’d been taken back as a day-in.
Before the Dammerung, she’d been an overnight patient on occasion, but at a different asylum, one for children. When she needed a permanent rest from her father, or didn’t care for the fosterage, she would make sure fire engulfed something important, like a wallet or a vid com or a pet, and as sure as chech ore under the sunrise jeekes, she’d be back cataloguing new urine stains on a squishy, well-trafficked mattress. It had worked until Jean, who locked everything important in her room behind a lock that Becky couldn’t crack, and didn’t care about what she did to Thecha.
Six months after the Dammerung, Zake shredded her, gutted her, split her open like a watermelon. She’d torn, Sterus cried, and an overripe purple squash took a fist of her spilled intestines and yanked, tearing away something inside her when the midwife lifted him away. She’d been getting back at him ever since. Sterus shelled out for a wealth of therapies, bonding, family, rebirthing, music, attachment, breathing, dream, exertion, holding, trust, grief, relationship, hug, aversive, subversive, play, conflict resolution, desensitization, anything to help her fall in love with their son, and by extension, himself and his family. She wrote poems and played the piano and kept a journal and drew pictures, she wore a wrist-zap for negative thoughts, she peeled at residue left from electrodes, she told stories about blobs and had sessions sitting up, laying down, hanging from her feet in circulation therapy. She took tests and tongued pills of all types and moved dye through her system for brain scans. There wasn’t a therapy she attended that she could not find something redeeming about, even individual couples sex therapy, just her and Sterus with some pervert of a counselor in khakis.
All the while she had to be careful, to not seem as if she were enjoying the attention. She could not let on that it gave her pleasure to not feed Zake, to tell the midwife bottle, please, after many dewy-eyed appointments before the birth extolling her plumping breasts. To let the autonanny take care of him and let the milk trickle to waste down her stomach as she ordered fripperies on Sterus’s credit, perfumes and cosmetics and hats, things Kristabella would want, would happily wear without question when post arrived, and eventually be blamed for ordering. To moan over Sterus’s pistoning shoulder and wink at the counselor, mouthing her name in an ecstatic rictus.
“I worry,” she said to the entry therapist, “that people might think I’m not a nice person.”
“Really? Why is that?”
“I get angry.”
“What do you get angry about?”
“About people . . . needing things.”
“What sorts of things?”
“Kristabella makes fun of my cooking. Sterus wants the house perfect but won’t pay for maid ‘bots. Zake just needs everything. It’s like he’s clawing at me.”
“And what about Grant?”
Damn. He kept throwing curves. “What about him?”
“Why don’t you mention Grant? Doesn’t he need something from you?”
“I wouldn’t call him needy.”
“What do you need from them?”
She considered this. “Peace.”
“What is peace to you?” Answering with a shrug, she looked pensive until he said, “What was peace before the Dammerung?”
Who was this man? What the Dammerung had done was discussed in the asylum immediately after the event, but within two years, it vanished. Bring it up and a therapist changed the subject; she brought it up on purpose to see how many alternate subjects a therapist could find. Most returned the conversation to the present, to the future, never mind that past. What was important was where they were going, not where they had been. One guy in a group wept I was a woman made into a young man, and I don’t know how to control these erections! He was removed to speak privately, and when he returned, he had been given vid sites on male puberty and no more of it was said.
A chime of flute and birds twinkled above them. “What is it today? Pills, class?” He rifled through his clipboard, through the chits of possibility. “I can’t take Nutronica, it gives me terrible gas.”
“I don’t care about your terrible gas,” he said pleasantly. “Sit down, Mrs. Hauser.”
“Not massage, please, I don’t really like strangers touching me.” She loved massage.
“I’m giving you a name, Becky.”
Blood froze in her veins deliciously at this unexpected taboo. “You aren’t supposed to call me that, Doctor. My name is Shelayla Hauser, but you can call me Layla, age 46-”
“Your name is Rebecca Scree, nicknamed Becky: ten and in a Blacksprings foster care at the time of the Dammerung; a budding psychopath with an extensive history of psychiatric treatment. You have found your first body, and I’m giving you a name of a Nasanche wise woman who is rumored to sell a cure. Then we’ll see what happens.”
The theft of a password told her all she needed to know about the therapist, Fredrick Shickes, and his son/daughter in med/psych. He was no entry therapist but the head of the department, and he’d flagged her file for assignment to him. Unwilling to risk his reputation by going to the Nasanche for a cure to their poison, he would risk hers. The bottle from the wise woman went into her closet, and the next time she saw Becky at Kristabella’s school, she regarded her in a new light.
She thought of how pest control against the floppers led to the Nasanche’s gassing of the Wavers, which turned to the destruction of the jeekes. A tweak of one strand could unravel a garment. A drop of food dye could stain an ocean. Something that shouldn’t have mattered shook Nasa so hard that even Earth should have felt the vibrations. The oscillations of the Dammerung only increased in the amplitude of time, the pendulum sweeping so wildly that no true measure of the shaking could ever be fully recorded. Nasa had almost fallen in its quake.
But it would end. A note trembled to a close. A tree narrowed to a trunk.
“Please let me go,” the girl in her body begged. She had been preparing for five years for this moment. For this grace note to end, for her real life to begin again.
“I’m going to let us both go,” Shelayla told the girl bound to the board. “Trust me.”
A minor celebrity had once come out of Rohnert Park, California, and described it to an interviewer with a flip of sophisticated hair, a roll of tinted eyes, and the word shithole. Though timeless, the escape cry of the young and mobile, the city council publicly deplored the image she tarred them with, and feathered her name from a large-font public interest pamphlet before the ink had a chance to dry.
Privately, the council did not disagree. It wasn’t so much that the charge was inaccurate. It was simply unfair. Rohnert Park was no worse than any other chain-linked suburban drowning in the states in 2025. No, it didn’t have 19th century shop fronts, or a gushing wine industry, and it had never supplied background scenery for an Oscar-winning film. It didn’t have a bootstrap history to instill local pride, or a quaint tradition to reenact, or a public forum in which to display either of the former. But the city did put up lights for the holidays on the trees of the main strip.
The idea was floated that the city’s public statement should include not putting weight into the inarticulate opinion of a cocaine-addicted, D-list actress, but as that implicated their own schools, both educationally and somewhat criminally, the suggestion was only enjoyed in closed session. Rohnert Park wasn’t a shithole. It just wasn’t anywhere worth a postcard home, but if the spoiled, drug-addled bitch thought growing up in Rohnert Park was some dirt-scratching, third-world background to overcome, she should have tried Biloxi 4, the country of Chad, or what was left of Florida.
In a way, hating the celebrity gave Rohnert Park a cohesion it had never had before, and someone made a postcard that said Rohnert Park! Home of Fine Dining, Lovely Parks, and Marietta Rhys, with the last crossed out.
But she would prove merely prescient.
Whitlough Jeekes grew up not caring about middle-aged actresses with stalled careers and cheating boyfriends, but she did like the lights on the strip, and that was the one thing left to like about Rohnert Park. It was also the only thing she thought she would miss after she won the lottery.
She lived in an apartment complex owned by the pet supply store she worked in. That was common now, the seedy chain rises, and it was a step up from the rotting bathroom wall she’d lived with during her career stint at a fast food drive-thru window. Free housing was too expensive and far away, it was what one dreamt about but never really hoped to attain. As long as she didn’t quit or get fired, she and her mother could keep their three rooms above the guy who wore a kilt as he stocked birdseed and brayed to customers in what he thought was a Scottish accent.
She had a high school diploma from three years before, but hadn’t gone to junior college for long because she couldn’t see the point. She could start work immediately at ten dollars an hour serving fast food, or she could go into tremendous debt for two years of college to get a degree that would allow her to earn eleven dollars an hour scraping fast food off teeth. Her mother badgered her into one loathsome, debt-accumulating semester. She hounded Whitlough out of bed every morning, dressed in her white orthopedic nursing shoes. Then during Whitlough’s finals she had her motorcycle accident, which damaged her more than insurance would cover. Whitlough dropped out to work.
“You’re supposed to be doing better than me,” Mom said from her recliner. “Children are supposed to do better than their parents.”
Most people her age were addicted to ezavra. It took years off your life by drilling holes in your brain, but what a way to go. Whitlough loved ezavra, and if it weren’t for the scolds from the recliner, she would have been content to fly through space on ezavra all the time like everyone else. Getting a prescription was as easy as breathing. Doctors doled out pads’ worth of it since the spine surgery for Mom was beyond the scope of five years of paychecks. Mom wouldn’t take it, so Whitlough filled prescriptions for herself and sold the rest at work.
“You’re missing out on your life,” Mom said when she could see the whistling in Whitlough’s eyes. But who cared, oh who cared, when you could spend the day at work hardly knowing you were there because you were in a private dreamland where everything did your bidding. Whitlough could work double shifts while content on the porch of her oceanside home, clinks of cooking in the kitchen, scufflings of a man’s socks on a clean hardwood floor, a nice man, not the Scottish stockboy. She sipped raspberry margaritas as she applied price stickers to chew toys, paged through magazines as she recorded infestations in the damaged goods log, waved to cheerful neighbors sitting on their own porches as she clocked in after lunch, directed lost customers, clipped the nails of a biting poodle. Heaven was here on earth, and could be reached through the gentle direction of legal pharmaceuticals.
They didn’t vote or volunteer or go to church or care. No one had the long work of an opus to write when you could imagine the lines outside the store for a signing, the television interviews in which you were always charming and witty and beautiful, the bubble of spines stocked high on the shelves. No one sucked honey drops to smooth the voice for singing when a shrieking crowd and spinning lights was only a moment away. No one cursed at expensive paint supplies when the gallery openings were just around the corner. Ezavra! They barely dated, and it was always surprising when a few managed to have children, dreamy, wispy things high through their infancies on unfiltered breast milk ezavra, eventually gazing with soft eyes out the windows of stunted yellow buses.
An article had called ezavra the death of true dreaming. Politicians screamed for its removal, but they were always bought off or tried it too. Really, ezavra was the death of failure, the death of trying and coming up short. It took away the sting of embarrassment, the regret of not accomplishing. It smoothed you down, stoked you up, put you on a raft in a golden-blue river and let you lazily spin away to the tropical island of your design.
They didn’t watch the news. Whitlough only heard about the unmanned drone returning from Nasa when the Scottish stockboy was telling her about his ezavra-inspired astronautical wanderings. She was between doses, in that disagreeable space that felt like she’d been plugged into an electric socket, and was annoyed at his hints that she played a role in his fantasy as a horny alien temptress. So the drone was back with environmental clippings, and it was a habitable planet with a population count of zero. Scientists around the world were ballistic with excitement to sniff air samples, fondle grass, feel up rocks, and ejaculate Nasa’s water into test tubes. Whitlough excused herself, saying she had a headache, and he knew what that meant.
Two years passed, punctuated by an election and social turmoil and weather shifts. She noticed none of it, and the next she heard, really heard about Nasa, was when the new manager of the pet store announced he’d added lottery tickets to the register display of last minute impulse purchase items. Everyone groaned, since no one liked to rattle, “How would you like to add on a jerky bite/cat dinger/lottery ticket to your total shopping adventure today?”
“Why can’t they just buy lottery tickets next door at Big Midge’s?” Whitlough complained, because Ted was out and she was on register today instead of skimming dead fish from aquariums. The manager gave her the same look her mother gave her, and it sucked her away from her private beach and made her feel like she was back in kindergarten having trouble with her Velcro sandal strap.
“These are not ordinary lottery tickets,” he said, enunciating between loud and dramatic pauses. “These are for the Nasa lottery. They can get them at Big Midge’s too, but see, we want to make money, Ms. Jeekes, we’re a business.”
“Go fuck yourself,” she said. It was worth the write-up. She could drift on a canoe with her nice man, not listen to this wiry weasel on a swivel chair in his particleboard office.
But the spiel at the register, until it became perfunctory, would intrude on her luncheon, on a bridge over the water. “Try this,” her man said, offering a spoonful of strawberry sorbet, achingly cold and sweet, and as she licked it down, she could hear overhead her own voice mumbling, “How-would-you-like-to-buy-a-lottery-ticket-today?” Ezavra worked best when going through the motions of a task she had performed a thousand times. These tickets were a new experience, and when the first man in line said, “Wow, of course! What do you think of that, living on Nasa! It’s like sci-fi for real!” she struggled to come up with a reply that, if not totally coherent, would not condemn her to a lousy report if he were a secret shopper. By the end of the day, no less than three-dozen shoppers had forked over twenty dollars for a ticket. She dutifully tapped their names and addresses into the computer, and formulated a response that would not break in on her evening bedroom tryst.
“Wouldn’t that be cool?” she said to one and all. Her man drew her beneath him, his lips hot on her neck, the calluses on his hands giving a deliciously rough edge to his strokes of her thighs, and she pressed her face into his dark hair. He had no name; a name wasn’t necessary. She was the only focus in his world, the only lover he’d ever taken to his bed. Although she had taken plenty of lovers to her pharmaceutical bed, she’d never taken an actual one. Why bother? All of the pleasure and none of the mess, no hurt feelings or fumbles, and her man always satisfied her.
When her relief showed up as she finished helping a customer, he said, “So, you buying one yourself, Whitty? You seem really into it.”
“Wouldn’t that be cool?” she said, high on the fresh pill she’d just inserted under her tongue. During the interview six months later, stunned and sober, she fumbled when asked how she felt the day she bought the ticket.
“Like something was special?” the interviewer hinted, when her pause overstepped. She had no memory of buying it. From the congratulations party’s first shout, all of them squashed into the break room with her mother (how had her mother gotten there?), and the black wink of cameras, her life had become an uproar that she could not escape. She took extra pills to cope. Her man sat across from her, both of them befuddled when someone asked for her autograph, pressed for her life story, invited her to a soiree in Los Angeles. She could feel his sense of unreality at the giant sign Whitlough Jeekes Day hanging between apartment railings. He shook his head at the city’s toast to her when they hung up the holiday lights, ducking at the drum-tap of distant gunfire, and he helped her hide in the aisles of the pet store from curious people who were not there for cat crunchies, but to meet her.
She was whisked to a famous propulsion center that she had never heard of, where the spaceship being built was nearly complete. The man followed, calming her with a back rub as she waited behind the curtain in the auditorium to be announced with the other lottery winners. There was a dizzying week of curtain calls and set sofas, articles printed and a book proposed and a movie planned, and it went on and on while she and the man looked at each other around the crowds and journalists and cameramen for encouragement neither knew how to give. At night she felt like she was spinning in the bed, and gripped the sheets for support.
“You’ve got to stop doing ezavra,” Mom called when Whitlough threw up in the bathroom. “It makes you sound like an idiot on TV.” Her mother was ecstatic, and Whitlough felt betrayed.
“You must really want to be rid of me,” she gargled, flushing the toilet.
“I do.”
“I won’t be back,” she said, because her mother’s health was only worsening, and it was five years to get there and five years on Nasa and five years to return.
“Good.”
A bus ferried her to a three-month testing spree. Her brain showed mild abnormalities, and her next prescription for ezavra went unfilled by the training ground’s pharmacist. Thankfully, she had backups. She needed the man beside her, to get her through the crash courses on all things space, on camping equipment. Neither could figure out how she was apprenticed to one of the botanists. The old woman was too excited about grass, and she waved her arms over trays of yellow and green and blue and gray cuttings and set Whitlough to work watering hybrid Earth-Nasa plants.
Stores were crammed with stuffed boar teddies, the largest life form caught on the drone camera. They were ugly, frightening creatures, hairy but armored, pig-like with tusks. Extra-strong insecticide was being developed, because the whirrings of film showed a profusion of winged life. The new president, who’d won her campaign by arguing against an anemic roll call on the spaceship (for safety of our world’s greatest minds, the loser decreed, but no one ever won a presidency by urging caution), designed a medal for these pioneers of the future. The spaceship was splashed with champagne and named Hope.
Whitlough was tested for her reaction to the Hibernator, which would let her sleep for long periods during travel. The man crammed into the ribbed tube with her, but it grew too uncomfortable, and he left. She was also alone during her botany periods, where the information was new and bewildering, and the woman moved too unpredictably to let Whitlough sink into a much-needed fugue. Seeing her diminishing cache of pills, Whitlough put them away for the present.
Many lottery winners dropped out. They were instantly replaced by runners-up, some of whom also dropped out as the reality of fifteen years became stark. Whitlough was the only one of the original group, aside from a man determined to bring the Bible to Nasa, to stick with it. She couldn’t imagine leaving, but increasingly, she couldn’t imagine staying. On a clear morning in June, it was time. The whirlwind stopped long enough for her to say goodbye to her proud mother (how had she gotten there, either?) in a carpeted conference room. “I wish you had liked me before this.”
“How do you like someone who’s given up on life before she’s even lived it?”
“I hadn’t given up.”
Mom took out a bottle of ezavra and shook it. “Being awake isn’t living, Whitlough. These are just dreams, for the old or broken. I’ll be ready for them soon. But they’re not for you.” She gave the bottle to Whitlough before turning away. Whitlough tore off the plastic cap, intent on calming her nerves no matter the dose it took, and dumped chocolate candies and a paper into her palm.
“You bitch,” she whispered to the receding motor hum of the wheelchair. She crumpled the note, which said GO LIVE in her palm.
The botanist took her arm when she appeared on the tarmac. “Those are your people on the monitor.” To her surprise, Whitlough teared up at the crappy sign WE LOVE YOU WHITLOUGH, ALL OF RP! held high by a screaming mass of people.
And they were off, roaring to the dark.
She was conscious for half the travel, in two months on, two months off rotations. The botanist orchestrated their waking times to overlap some, and Whitlough poked and watered and memorized. Only sporadically did she use a pill, desperate at how few were there to last years. She and the man had a garden to tend, full of strange plantings from striped, air-light seeds.
The head count was well over a thousand when they closed in on Nasa, and instantly began reducing when they entered the atmosphere and all hell broke loose. A terrible shuddering and the sound of metal ripping from its joists shrieked through the ship, and they were diving down, through the darkest blue to the lightest crease of white and then yellow and gold while Whitlough fought with her stabilizing straps to do their damn job.
In fire and screaming and smoke, they baptized the new world. The botanist was dead, her crumpled body finally on Nasa’s grasses. The return fuel was burning and what supplies could be salvaged were passed down the line of survivors. The man with the Bible began to read instead of help, and another man threw the Bible away and told him to fucking be useful. Then there was blood on legs and everyone looked at Whitlough. She looked blankly back.
“Weren’t you the botanist’s apprentice?”
“Sort of.” The scientists and researchers looked at her expectantly and she said, “Some of the grass is serrated.” She pointed to the fleshy fullness of a desiccated cutting she had seen on Earth.
Knife grass, it was called, and someone wondered if language drift had just begun.
Insecticide was applied. Tents went up. Food rations were stored. Supplies were catalogued. Fire pits were begun. Dead were removed. Pockmark eyes in nearby cliffs squinted down on their encampment, on swells of grass rising from the flat land to illusory hills. The ground was not quite ground, brown as dirt but slithery as sand, allowing grass crushed from feet to regain itself, shift position and reach back to the light. Silent creatures perched on twists of leafless trees, and within the black bark were scales of gold and green. The grass rustled before the wind, and with the wind came the smell of water, somewhere close, but unseen. Perhaps from a river, or farther west where survey maps showed lakes like dropped coins, or the sea beyond that.
The grass grew brilliant as the setting sun became more intense, with blue dazzles of mites on the blades. They hung about outside, watching with dazed interest as a fur of humming insects rose to coat every plant in sight.
Those who survived the dusk and the following dawn did so only by a frantic run to the still-burning wreckage of Hope. The tents were lacerated beyond recognition, and those too injured to walk from the crashing of the ship were now dead. Whitlough helped stack bodies like lasagna, and the next dusk, every last one of the living was huddled behind the smoking metal walls as the insects threw themselves at it. The reek of burnt fuel kept them from sleeping. The next morning, after the dawn scurrup, they dismantled the salvageable parts of the ship to construct a shelter.
“Worse than infancy,” fumed a scientist as he fumbled with a drill, “this learning curve.”
They hid within it at dusk, not bothering with the useless insecticide. The insects broke in. They stuffed the corners with an improvisation of mud and grass. The insects broke in. They leaned a heavy stake against the door and nearly tipped the whole structure. The insects broke in, and in, and in, until it was night, and the legions died down to prepare for their next assault. Whitlough rubbed at her numb cheek and thought of the bodies they’d burned that day, because the ground unearthed them in puffs of dust for the boar teddies to drag about like children with dressed kittens.
This planet was hell, not the home-away-from-home summer camp that Whitlough imagined whiling away some hours of her life. A year from now, a drone was scheduled to arrive for them to fill up with pictures and samples and post. Whitlough could not imagine there would be anyone left. When she dragged the bodies out every day, she began to wish she were one of their drained forms, that someone else was dragging her by heavy ankles, her future bludgeoned down to this trudging last track through the grass. She wanted to die, to wake up from this nightmare, to enroll herself in the growing population of Nasa’s afterworld. It was as easy as an evening stroll.
The next afternoon she left the vicinity, ostensibly to collect samples. None of the analyzing equipment had survived, but many scientists were doing that, collecting and sorting and cataloguing, letting others worry about the food that was not replacing itself. She headed east toward the cliffs, higher than a kite on the combined force of her last handful of ezavra pills. The man was ahead of her, running his fingers through his hair, beckoning flirtatiously. She heard the first hum as the serenade of a dance, and her man wore a tuxedo with gold cufflinks on a black starry floor. They whirled together slowly, farther and farther from the structure, his hand steadying her back, and she rested her head on his broad shoulder and closed her eyes.
A serrate sliced through her thumb. She shrieked and sprayed blood over the dulling grass. The sky teemed with insects, swirling their waking loops like eddies of a tempestuous sea, and she was running when they fell upon her. Stabbing through her shirt, splitting open her nipple, piercing her ears, burying blades into her knees, and the man said lay down, darling. It will end soon.
“No!” she screamed, knowing it was too late with her mind but not with her body, suddenly furious to do anything to survive until she was home stocking kibble and lifting her mother onto the toilet. Her body told her it wanted to slow, to let the venom ready her for a long winter’s nap. Stab upon stab, and it no longer hurt as much, and that was bad since she was going to live through this, goddammit, she would live.
She hit a scrabbling of rock and went up because she could neither dig nor go around; there was no other possibility but hands over toes into shallow, pebbled grooves. The skin of her fingers tore and bled and left the crumbs of their layers in every handhold she could push into the wall she could barely see. The man was above, reaching down. She lifted her arm, covered in a bustle of insects, and he teased, dangling his hand an inch too high. He wanted her to fall back into the cushion of the swarm and she hated the man but not as much as she hated these ugly bugs!
The man wrested her hand from its hold. A shower of rock slid down with her, and she fought back up through the tumbling and climbed higher. The sticky sweet of their poison pooled up through her in jellied bubbles and her eyes stopped seeing, her mind softened, stilled. She began to slip. Then one of those loathsome little beasts flew up her nose, stinging her in the one place of her body that still had full sensation. She shot up like a cannonball, and it was over.
In a dark rock bed, she waited to die. The buzzing reached its full fury and the pain was terrible. Stars came out, and the pain was still terrible in the silence. The rock bed melded to her body and fed heat into her, a hard mattress but not an uncomfortable one. In her mind, she saw her mother hunched in her bed, smiling at a calendar circled with the landing date as her breath rasped like a saw.
Whitlough sat up in a shallow cliff pocket at the first stirring of a dirty yellow dawn. Below the edge was a churning of insects. The humming became frenzied as they smelled her blood, but they could not lift to the lip. They tried, how they tried, on their weak wings that could not carry them up. She stood, alive, she was alive, and the blood boiled in her veins and pattered down the pincushion of her body, over the edge of the cave to the dark stirring earth.
After the scurrup, those who survived this last pounding left the battered, bending structure and looked about for some newly fallen crying their names. The wind shifted, the sound warped away to the cloud drifts in the sky, and they looked up to see Whitlough Jeekes, alive, and screaming to them from the very halls of God.
In her youth, in which she appropriated an aggrieved posture over her com slate with the pointer dangling from slack and sullen fingers, she decried to her grandmother that water rights were boring, the government and their agencies were boring, and that she would rather die than read one more word about damming the river.
“That’s what we have legislative officials for,” she finished, “so someone else will care.”
Gamma said nothing, and Sadie returned to drooling over the thick legal prose. After a weak and sorry scurrup, when she went to the stream to fill the night bucket, Mua blocked her way. She tried to go around and he said, “I’m sorry. The auluna told me to stop you.”
Two days later, Gamma bent over her with the full, sensual drippings of a ladle. She fed it to Sadie, each honeyed drop, and nursed her back to health. When she had recovered and was sitting at her com slate, Gamma said, “Still bored?”
Sadie could only laugh dryly. A week later, she declared food distribution was boring, and when Gamma raised her head, she saw that Sadie had stuffed her clothing with all of the food in the hut. To make sure she had the last word, she waited a month to call the manufacture of clothing also boring, and was already naked when she said it. Gamma swatted her brown behind before she could make it out the door. Sadie loved aggravating Gamma, and Gamma loved being aggravated by Sadie.
They would have drowned in the catchings of the proposed reservoir except for Gamma taking her pulse-monitoring camp-leave pass and the rail to the Capitol. Sadie was embarrassed by her mid-teenage years, helping her dress in the Nasanche gown. “Maybe they would take you more seriously if you wore their clothes.”
As a child, Sadie would not have said anything against the yellow dress striped with green, blue, and mauve yursui scales, the fringe of dried purple petals, the cross sections across the chest making a red diamond of grass cord. At times, Nasanche brought Gamma another scale when she saved someone ill, when she hastened the death of someone who could not be saved, and Sadie wove each into the skirt to increase its glory. Gamma had more scales than anybody, since she was the auluna of their people. Sadie saw her first as Gamma, someone who fed and dressed and slapped her, but she was someone different altogether, and the only auluna to survive the falling of the jeekes.
When Sadie grew older, she gained sight through others’ eyes. She spent one term in a 3 Waver school, which was where she had picked up the word boring and the idea of how they looked to the Wavers, like the North American native people must have appeared to the conquering Europeans. Six months of stares at her skirt and long hair, of boys calling her exotic and girls hating them for it, of teachers annoyed at her hand. But her grades were stellar, and that bothered the administration, this underprivileged child from a camp who made their homegrown darlings shine less brightly. They invited her not to return at the end of the semester. She had had enough by then anyway.
It was so different from her true schooling, muddy in the river or deep in the grass or up in the jeekes, traveling through the camp from hut to tent so Plano could show mathematics and astronomy, Zacallia the basics of engineering, Nuuf the soar of poetry. She moved in the pack of Mua and Squen, Thula and Abigail and Ulanda, all same-years by body if not same-souls inside. The boys were the same, Thula and Ulanda too, but Sadie was a switch-soul called a varapsuche, and likewise Abigail had a Waver soul in a Nasanche child’s body. Her soul was a year older than they, and years younger in mind. She was always a step behind in any study, just as Mua and Sadie were a step ahead, the others rounding out the middle.
There were no grades. She learned or she didn’t. The hut she built stood or fell; her cooking gave nutrition or diarrhea; practice her pida or offer her blood to floppers. She could skip history and look like a fool when people referenced a piece in conversation. She could reread a verse to remind herself of the universality of pain, or believe herself special and unique, a chosen victim in its hold. She could learn math or lose her money.
Waver children had hard chairs and blurry fingermarks on their screens. Her com slate was heavy with recorded tomes, the dull homework weight of Talking Points after each slice of literature, spoiling what should have been savored, discussed, shouted aloud. Who could understand Achilles in a classroom, when his words should have been railed to the wind? Why did the teacher skip the section listing the boats to Troy? She and Mua built them out of reeds and set the miniature fleet down the river and into history. For days they considered every woman in camp to determine which one could be worth a ten years’ war, and found her in old Ulalae the fisher, who would not rest until everyone had a wriggling meal in her net. Yes, they would war over Ulalae, and found Briseis in the wary eyes of Hallo, and sculpted a fat waving of clay baby for Astyanax over the wall.
That was learning, not the deadening recitation in her slate: in 2050, settlers arrived on a New Earth of Nasa, not knowing North America had fallen to the Eastern forces early in 2046. There was so much in that one passage, of pain and discovery, war and isolation. If ever a person desired history to seem really, truly dead, all they had to do was read a book about it.
It was the aulunas who kept the stories about a ruined ship of stunned people, waiting for a post drone that never came. How cold and impossible, the distance to home that they could not travel! How terrifying this new world, where they didn’t know which fruits could be eaten and when, what could be grain, how to trap meat. They did not know to throw the bark of the yursui into the river to stun the clear tumbling cubes without fins, which they did not recognize as fish. They did not know about the blue borealis mites, and what the smoke of their burning could provide them. They were like toddlers without parents to keep them out of the fire, who couldn’t comprehend that heat meant pain.
Always, always, they waited to go home. Some relegated the past to a place in their minds of which they would not or could not speak. Others composed poetry for their Nasa-born children about a world that increasingly was a dream. They had children who would never meet their grandparents or eat a hamburger, who never decorated a Christmas tree. Their children did not know money, and why recreate a system of commerce on this lonely, empty planet, without a market or blue-light special?
Think of them, Gamma said after a funeral, because that was when stories were lived, after deaths or accidents of fortune or its reverse. She blew the borealis and they could visit those people long ago. That was history, those moments Sadie had the weight in her heart of a world lost, or felt the fierce running of blood in a famished hunter at her first kill. That was learning, how others once saw the world, and what they made of it. Abigail did not like to travel in their minds, and sly Squen said once that that was because first one had to travel in their own. They laughed, their dark heads crowded together at the river, and passed Abigail the best of their meals that night to make peace. Her Waver’s soul still longed after TV, playing a game called Pageant and threading grass tiaras into their hair. Sadie played along, one had to after teasing Abigail so hard, and as she shook her hips, she saw Mua watching and was embarrassed.
One long brown sinew, that was Mua. Her mark was on Mua, his mark was on her; Gamma could see their roots growing to each other. Mua saw people plainly and that was why he never teased Abigail as much. When a pimpled Waver guard catcalled her body trading lines for curves, she went to him with a traitorous smile that enraged Sadie and the others. Mua chuckled, and Abigail slapped the guard across the face! He beat her back and the six of them descended upon him like a flopper swarm. That night Abigail got the best of their meals, but not for the reason she usually did. Gamma gave Sadie a slap for fighting the Waver guard, and then a kiss for the same reason.
“The Wavers would call that a mixed message,” Sadie said.
“But a Nasanche knows that it is not, monstrous monster child,” Gamma said. “Now their eyes are hard on us again and that is your doing. Now they know our eyes are hard on them, and that is your doing. The next time that guard might think before he lets his words feel up a Nasanche girl.”
“He wanted to use more than his words.”
“Pity him. Our girls will gouge his eyes and rip out his tongue; they will chew off his fingers and then hand him to our men to do what they will with the rest. I would not wish to be that guard in the grip of our men, lit by an outraged Nasanche girl.”
“Isn’t that sexist? The girls can kill him.”
“They can, but he has not outraged only the girl. Sex by force creates damage in the body that most often heals; sex by force creates damage in the mind that often does not. She carries it, and one day her Nasanche man will carry it, and he will be angry and helpless before this shadow man in her mind. He cannot kill a shadow man to protect his woman. So you blind the man, you mute him, desex him, you take every finger and toe and hair, and then let the Nasanche men show what is left that they will not allow his filth to harbor in the bodies and minds of the women they love.”
“Savages, monster Gamma.”
“The savage was the Waver guard. To think a Nasanche woman his plaything! The only men who touch your body are those you wish to do so. One who welcomes himself deserves his fate. Our men learn respect for women at the disedre, just as you learn respect for men. A man who could not learn in the past was sent to the sunrise jeekes without a tent and told to run fast. A woman pretending to be outraged by a man to settle a dispute, and the sunrise jeekes gained another ghost.”
“I didn’t expect it of Abigail.”
“You expected her to kiss him? A fool, yes; a wise woman, yes. She knows that her body is an aratru bei. Do you know that old word, Sadieme? Her body is the armored egg of a boar teddy. It cannot be broken into; it can only be broken out of; Abigail treats her body as precious and to be protected. One day the Nasanche man who lays the grass of her bed will feel honored, because she has not sullied herself losing pride to the taunts of a Waver man.”
Sadie found Mua and recited Gamma’s words before demanding, “Is that true?”
“I would not have a girl who met the eyes of that Waver guard with interest,” Mua said. “I would not have a girl who lowered her eyes to him either. I would have the girl who pounded on his back and called him a stinking pile of perverted shit.”
Blood stained Sadie’s cheeks. “I would have the boy who kicked the crotch of his family tree and punched his flabby belly without a word.”
“Would you have a Nasanche boy dropping his eyes to that woman guard asking the length of his male organ, because she hears rumors that natives are beastly in their measurements?”
“What did you do?”
“She asked of Squen and I. The latter met her eyes until she dropped her own. Squen doubled his inches to make her sweat, and apologized for reserving its pleasures only to Nasanche girls.”
“Are you sure he did not triple its inches?”
“Nature made him as tiny as a flopper larva. I am gargantuan. One day we will be old, Sadie, my manhood and your breasts dragging on the ground between our legs as we walk.”
As they grew older, more and more interest was shown in handsome Mua, but he would not sully his body with the cheap pleasure of eager Waver hands thinking him an animal. That made him attractive to every girl in the camp. Only Nasanche women would ever nightdance with him, and when Squen said off-handedly that one guard was pretty, the Nasanche girls turned their backs until he offered his blood in apology. They made him cut deeply, and from then on he turned the Waver guards invisible to his eyes in protection of his future sex life.
Sadie was eighteen when that pimpled guard slapped her backside and called her unspoiled meat. She beat him nine-tenths for the aratru bei of herself, and one-tenth to make Mua’s eyes flare. They did. Shifting in pain as he stitched, Sadie said, “I would have you the night that I’m healed.”
“I will gather the grass,” Mua said in ritual.
“If you do not mind the scars.” The guard had beaten Sadie back.
“He will bear scars. You bear pride.” After they had lain together, his hands stroking music into her skin, Sadie wanted to beat the guard a second time for treating her body with such crudity. Mua restrained her.
“I thought you liked a proud girl.”
“I like this proud woman,” he said. “Tonight it is your turn to put stitches in my skin.”
That night, Gamma took in Sadie’s sewing. “I wish to slap you both, and Nasa stays my hand.” They bowed in respect to Nasa’s will. “In five days, She would have you beat him a third time and give him to those waiting at the water. He has bothered his last Nasanche girl.”
Then the guard was gone, and his vid com thrown over the fence showed the address of a bar in town. One of the Waver guards hid a Nasanche soul, and he verified to his superiors that that pimpled guard had spoken about settling a score with another patron of that same bar. Sadie was an accessory to murder by Waver law; by Nasanche, she guarded her body and the bodies of the other women in the camp, and for this she and Mua feasted at dinner. Abigail put a grass tiara in her hair as the Nasanche severed the best of their food and offered the forkful to their plates. In tears, wispy Pida came with a knife and cut her arm before them. Thula jumped to see her sister bleeding.
“Why?” Sadie exclaimed at the youngest Nasanche in the camp.
“He called me sweet cheeks, and I looked down!” Pida wailed. “I shamed myself where you did yourself glory. I should have switched the cheeks of his ass until they blistered.”
As her blood pattered at their feet, Mua took the knife and sliced his knuckle. He struck a bloody spot hard to Pida’s cheek. “That is the blow I gave his temple, and now it is yours.”
“Share with us,” Sadie said, and gave her the best of the best. Pida sat between their chairs and rested her head on Sadie’s knee, because she was in love with Mua, and Gamma said that they would share him over their lives. To Wavers this would be a disgrace, but two men would share Thula’s bed while Abigail grew roots only to one man, Ulanda a man and a woman. Pida also grew roots to Fannish; they would belong to each other through the brey of each month, but on the five days of Sadie’s chai, Pida had claim to Mua. On her chai, Sadie would sleep alone and let her body bleed its cycle, and each morning, Pida would bring her tea to ease its discomfort and brush her hair in respect. This was as divorced from jealousy as ocean from air, and Sadie loved Pida as a little sister.
How bittersweet that she was the last Nasanche! Their youngest child, their burgeoning historian, was losing her form to become their youngest woman. Born within the scurrup stirred by the missile to the jeekes as the Nasanche fled up them south of the strike, her laboring mother had not been able to climb. Pida’s father stayed on the ground as the floppers swarmed, playing his pida flute fiercely and swinging his long hair soaked in ambrosia since the floppers did not like the sound or the scent. Those up in the jeekes cut their arms and bled over the sides to distract from those on the ground. Her father sung the floppers away from his woman and crowning babe, and they emerged alive. Pida as a young child kissed every scar left by her birth because she was sweet-tempered; Sadie would not go without her tea or respect when it was time.
“Will he still love me?” Pida whispered.
“You gave true blood of apology in front of everyone, and he has given you one of his blows to the guard for your honor. We trust that the next man who diminishes you will suffer,” Sadie said.
“I will bleed the pig. I will force his dirty words back into his mouth so hard that I shatter his teeth,” Pida promised, “and hand what still breathes to Mua and my father.”
On the return to the tents, a guard said, “What are they celebrating now?”
“Who knows?” said another. “It’s just not a Nasanche Christmas unless they’re bleeding, laughing, crying, and passing around their food.”
The Waver guard who was truly Nasanche said indifferently, “They’re a passionate people.”
Yes, they were. By the river, Sadie and her best friend Thula practiced their flutes with the swirling dance of Pida’s birth; desperate to save mother and child, they played to their last breath and kept on playing until the scurrup in their minds was deemed at a close. To be Nasanche meant that their games were practice for life and death, not Abigail’s Pageant. Had one man not played and danced, three would have been lost, and this was more terrible and more exciting than any Waver game! Who cared to chase after a ball? The ball did not feed; the score did not have meaning. Their game was of weaving nets for fish, trying this knot or that, these reeds or those, finding fishing holes and learning currents, and the number of fish caught equaled the number of people fed on proper food, not Waver food. They could not wait to cut their first smoke spears, to run their first hunt, and they practiced scouting boar dens and learning the mixture of plants to smoke them unconscious.
After the day of their first kill, Sadie went to her Waver school with boar blood on her cheek. The other students did not see this as honorable and one girl said that hunting was for boys. They were not worthy of the explanation that everybody had bellies. In Nasanche tradition, the only excuses for not hunting were broken legs and late pregnancy. Mua, Squen, Abigail, Thula, Ulanda, and Sadie would hunt together all their lives, and the night of their first kill, they had the honor of presenting the best piece of meat to Gamma in her ceremonial dress.
“Why don’t you wash your face?” a Waver girl asked Thula.
“I was given this mark by our auluna!” Thula cried. “Today I am an adult.”
“That’s when you have kids.”
“That is not the mark of an adult!” Thula said angrily. “A child is one who is fed; an adult is one who feeds. I fed our people meat last night, and I received the mark of adulthood.”
Thula lasted less than a month in the school; she could neither stand the desks nor the lines demarcating sports. It reminded her of the fences around their camp, and she played the Song of the Jeekes to Sadie from her tent during the scurrup. Then she wrote a note by hand instead of vid com to give her words more gravity. One day I will live in a place where only Nasa draws the lines!
Sadie railed against invisible fences, the ones she found in Waver minds. In her late teens she began to assist Gamma in fighting with the government, sure that a Waver business suit speaking the same words would do what Gamma could not. Her arrogance was brought to chasten; the Committee of Water Allocation found Sadie tiresome in her passion, and told her not to get excited during the meetings as she was wont to do, banging her fist onto a table. “At least it’s not a shoe!” she exclaimed, and they blinked, all of them around the table caught in surprise at a shared cultural understanding.
They had no more respect for her in Waver garb than for Gamma in Nasanche, and soon Sadie returned to her skirt, her hair tied at the sides to keep it from her eyes and the rest running down her back and smelling of ambrosia. Cameramen turned to watch them climb the steps at public meetings, Sadie assisting Gamma, her brown hair flowing with the breeze into Gamma’s white, their skirts radiant with yursui scales. She’d scraped the scales by season from the stream of black yursui running through their land, and Mua gifted her with six cerulean he sneaked from the camp to take from a special yursui. The guards beat him upon his return and only four remained unbroken; Sadie wove three into the front for prominence and gave Mua the best of her meal that evening, and the best of her body afterwards. The last scale she gave back, asking that he give it to Pida for her skirt. Sadie was his woman of the long brey and Pida would be only of the short chai when she was older; Fannish should risk his skin for her cerulean scales as he would be her man for the larger part of her brey, but for Mua and Sadie to give one in honor of Sadie’s chai met with Fannish’s satisfaction and Pida’s thrill. Fannish was good if slow, strong if not handsome, and Pida rested in his peace yet would have a little of Mua every month for heat.
Having attended a semester of Waver school herself and familiar with their history and customs, Pida said upon embracing Sadie for the scale, “They would call me his woman-on-the-side.”
“In their world,” Sadie said. “But I know with whom he lies on my chai. If ever it be possible for me to have children, I know that should I die, you will take them as yours. We have torn no bond but built one through him. I am pleased to see you wear his scale.”
“Your children will be mine forever,” Pida said wistfully. “If.” Because she was the last.
Thula would have many cerulean scales as she rooted to two men, neither of brey nor chai time but switching place month to month as happened in those circumstances. One also had a woman like Pita, only for Thula’s chai. It was a complicated system. Wavers did not understand; they would see Mua as oversexed, Sadie as scorned, and Pida as a jailbait tramp. They could not conceive of the tramp bringing tea to the scorned, that Mua could love Sadie with all of his heart and still have a piece for Pida, that Pida could love Mua and Fannish and that Fannish would allow it! But why would he not? As Pida showed respect to Sadie, Mua would show respect to Fannish by cutting a new smoke spear for him every month to hunt boar teddies. Should Fannish desire another lover while Pida was with Mua, or while she was in chai, Nasa would grow a lover to him.
It was like Nasa saw them as plants, but Gamma said that Nasa did not know how to see them since they were not of this world’s creation. Nasa did not control them like it did its plants; Fannish was free to be jealous of Mua, but acting on it would make him a ghost to the sunrise jeekes. Pida could try to steal Mua for more time, but that would dishonor all four of them, and Mua would drop her as his woman for Sadie’s chai. Gamma found in Mua a true son of Nasa; she approved of his gathering of the scales; lazier Squen just asked for the location of the tree to ease his passage while Mua did the work of the hunt in full honor of Sadie. There was still a little Earth in Squen.
In the meetings when she needed strength, when Gamma stopped coming because the trip wearied a very old woman, Sadie would look to her cerulean scales. To dig a scale from a yursui took patience; to sit in these meetings took the same. She pressed her hand to them when she was tempted to bang her shoe; on those nights she asked Mua to love her with all of his strength and pound the Waver idiocy from her mind.
The latest environmental impact report came in at midnight, and a closed session was scheduled. Sadie was tipped off by an unknown friend in the Bureau, who sent a shielded message on her vid com. Looking ruefully at the business suit she’d once worn with confidence, she slipped into her true clothing that morning. Over breakfast, Thula and Pida braided the sides of her hair in gratitude for her battle for their wild if fenced home; Mua embraced her before the guards to remind them that a Nasanche man and woman would not take kindly to a wandering Waver hand or word.
“Tonight you receive the best of my meal,” Mua said. Then Gamma gave her a slap-kiss, the first light to check Sadie’s arrogance, the second firm because Sadie was her beloved monster child.
“If you please, why do you call her a monster, auluna?” Pida asked with a bow.
“After the Dammerung, she growled at us,” Gamma said. “As well she thought an auluna was a monster, and I thought this little girl must be one. So I became the first auluna to have a child.”
Up the steps of the Water Commission and through a foray of doors, Sadie entered the meeting room. The members were irritated around the table, heads and subheads of various departments, 2s who turned over results to 1s and resented that a 3 Nasanche acted above her level.
“Forty-two times sixty-one divided by thirteen,” said Reginald, who represented Land Trust. It was a habit of his at every meeting to show how her mind could not keep pace.
“Reginald,” Sadie said. “How is your wife? Oh, excuse me, your ‘bot.”
It was normal for a 1 to have a personal ‘bot for sex and companionship; many could not form a relationship with a flesh-and-blood person or see why they should. The insane level of intelligence! But it came at a cost. 1s seemed cut off in essential ways. They spoke by page and quote to make abstract conclusions on philosophy where she and Mua could not recall the exact page or quote but argued meanings as they had taken root in their own lives. A 1 grasped friendship, but there remained a distance that Sadie thought upon when she observed them. The difference was hard to express. She and Abigail spent hours picking scales from yursui and talking about boys; she and Thula developed a language with their pidas; Ulanda and Sadie competed with their keen eyes in the hunt. Squen was not Sadie’s favorite but he’d been first to reach the guard who struck Abigail, and though he was lazy, he rushed to do his mother’s bidding. They were friends always in the thick of each other’s lives, the good and the bad drawing them closer, but 1s . . . maybe the difference was that their lives had so little but intelligence, like a palette holding shades of only one color.
Those with lovers hugged and kissed, but Sadie would brush by Mua to interest him, bare herself by the river at night to sit in his lap, he would pin her against the yursui and let it scratch her back and then clean her blood with his tongue. A 1 did not have that heat.
Many 1s preferred a ‘bot programmed to do only what the 1 wished. If a 1 was processing nano news, the ‘bot was silent. A real person might have spoken. If a 1 decided he preferred blue eyes to green on his ‘bot, he changed the color. A real person might have been happy with green. If a 1 wanted to run her speech, the ‘bot did not squirm or get distracted in thoughts of its own. To a 1, the love of a ‘bot was acceptable. After all, they were raised by autonannies. Autonannies were more human than the humans themselves, and they still weren’t human: they never told a child to stop talking; they never took their eyes from the child to let him explore. Their mouths were frozen in smiles. People programmed the autonannies who raised their babies, who grew up to program personal ‘bots to provide them with love, and how could there be heat in this? Select Missionary Position. Press enter. Engage.
But Sadie did not know if Mua might flip her into a new position. The yursui happened only once, fun but done, yet it never would have happened if Mua had been a ‘bot unless Sadie selected random. Press enter. Engage. Her discoveries of likes and dislikes would not be shared or compared since a ‘bot had none but hers. Mua and Sadie were entwined but not the same, and a ‘bot was always the same. Unless you programmed it to be different, which defeated the whole purpose of a lover, and with the thought always in mind that if you didn’t like different, you could adjust the setting.
To be so in control of the person you loved! Sadie was enraged when Mua threatened in jest to cut his long hair; she did not control him but she would not allow it. But the worry that he might, that he did not have to listen or obey, how possessive and unreasonable that made her! She grabbed it when they made love, hers hers hers, she and Pida ganged up on him with ashes smeared on their faces, to show that they mourned the lonely nights in his future should he dare come to them with the short hair of a Waver. However, they would not want a Mua ‘bot programmed to keep his hair!
A hyperintelligent 1 often needed a ‘bot. They were no longer capable of having a human. But a merely bright 2 having a ‘bot told Sadie that Reginald had a problem, he preferred total control over a fake woman to negotiation with a real one. It explained why their exchanges involved him needing to dominate by showing up her lack of enhancements. Instead of being single and renting a sex ‘bot for a relax room in their gymnasiums, he’d saved for years to buy a personal ‘bot. That was the level of his psychological dysfunction.
“Can’t answer the math problem?” Reginald said.
“Is it relevant to today’s matter?” Sadie asked. “A copy, please, Assistant Director.”
“This is a closed session,” the impact manager said. The report blipped onto the vid screen rising from the table at the last empty seat. She sat and pulled it closer. Much of the report was technical jargon she had to weed through to find the relevant bits, clinging to the taproots of formulas. Anticipating her displeasure, the impact manager said, “Oh, here we go. She’s not qualified!”
“We agreed to use Grace Thalmun as a co-consultant to the revised draft in our last meeting.”
“We didn’t agree,” the Assistant Director said. “We said we would take it under consideration.”
“We agreed,” Sadie said. “I have it recorded, and I can play it back. The field data has still not been analyzed! My people aside, a dam will have an irreversible impact on the flora and fauna that depend on the Losara River. Erosion, climate change. Flooding is necessary, it carries nutrients to the fields that grow the food we eat. The dam will keep in the sediment and silt that should be flowing east, making a lot of the water a lot less useful to you. All the plant life under the reservoir will stagnate, creating disease.”
“Aw, she’s so smart,” Reginald cooed.
The impact manager said tightly, “That’s why we have treatments to clean it.”
“You have also not completed your catalogue of Nasa bacteria. We have no idea how the bacteria in the soil will react to long-term submerging. There could be disastrous consequences, to which you promised there would be an initial study. I’m not seeing it today. And still the border of the reservoir has not been moved!” She poked at a diagram of the area hard enough to send it to the other screens at the table. “This area is settled by the Nasanche. Here are our fields and hunting grounds. We agreed that the border would be moved back.”
“We said we would take it under-” the Assistant Director started.
“We did agree,” overrode Reginald lazily, “until our next session, when we concluded that we couldn’t.” There was silence, like the space between scurrups.
“There was no next meeting,” Sadie said. “Until today.”
“And since we don’t want all of you to drown, we invite you to relocate inland.”
“Fine. We’ll take the sunrise jeekes.”
“You know that’s not possible,” said the Assistant Director. “We’re mining them for chech ore, gorosite, calcanecite, and streng oil. Industries depend on these materials. Our space program-”
“As the sunset jeekes are currently uninhabitable due to their level of radiation, we refuse.”
Blood reddened the knuckles of the impact manager. “The Nasanche settled there? It’s their detainment camp! I don’t care if we marked out the land and signed it to their ownership under duress. They move, or they get a hundred-foot wall of water over their heads, and to hell with them!”
“Then we’ll move, under one condition.” Over her vid com, she sent the list given to her by a Nasanche soul stuck in a Waver body who worked for the civil force. “It wasn’t just a missile, was it? It was loaded with an array of experimental poisons. Most were absorbed into the jeekes before they did us damage, and most were ineffective as our wise woman states. But there was one that we believe responsible for the mass infertility of the Nasanche since then. Answer this: what is compound 54?”
Security escorted her out.
He found an old sol-scooter behind the ‘Yago. In the battered black backpack on his shoulders, he’d stowed money, a bottle of water, medication, and a box of biscuits. The reflection in the broken mirror had not been much improved by daylight, but Avan could see that he was wrong. His hair was not the same shade of brown and it was almost to his shoulders. Was flopper venom hallucinogenic?
The man who lived in the ‘Yago must be picking up a replacement part for a tractor or visiting a friend. There was no man in the field. Avan would send money to replace the cost of what he had taken; he would return the sol-scooter and backpack. Mr. Grocer trusted Avan so much that he let him run the money to the bank. He wasn’t stealing the man’s things.
The ancient vid com hung over the bed by a cord didn’t work, so he didn’t know what direction or how far away the nearest city was. The dusk scurrup wouldn’t be for a long time, but it had to be planned for now. Until the sun was directly overhead he would grind the sol-scooter, and then he’d turn back if there was nothing. A dirt road bumped into the green away from the ‘Yago. He put his feet on the pads, compressed the hand levers, and jounced over the rutted soil.
The sol-scooter had no absorption pads. Cort cream numbed the surface of his bites, but he could feel swollen layers beneath buckling at the poison, spongy at each site of stab and hard in protest around them. His left eye ran its sight down his face like a faucet. He imagined Zoo’s gasp when she opened the door, ready to drop from exhaustion at the children, and then the horror of Avan. He would make a doctor’s appointment immediately. Zoo would not have to tend him, just settle him on the couch, and he could cradle Sadie so Zoo could shower and relax, get a snack for herself.
Maybe Jean was home. She might be helping. If only they had an autonanny like before! He hadn’t had to do so much when Fong was a baby. Zoo didn’t come naturally to children; she could not play dinosaurae with Fong and Thecha, she could not coo at Sadie. They tired her, they bored her; she was not mean but uncomfortable, clearly out of her element. Without an autonanny, she and Avan did the baby care, Sadie passed between them like a football. Before the enhancements, Zoo almost cried when Avan left for work. File: Emotion: Desperation. The days swallowed her whole, she said, and she set her chronometer to count down the hours until Avan’s return. Sadie was in his arms within seconds of returning home, Zoo whispering I can’t take one more minute.
But Jean would help in a crisis. Jean liked to be a hero; it gave her something to talk about in her social groups. How stressful it was to have kids, how you pick up one thing only to have a child drop another . . . the kids gave her stories, so she would gladly step in for a while to gain another one. Sadie was rich ground, learning her enhancements, and Jean could brag about her smartness and bewail her fussiness both.
How in hell had Avan gotten here, he thought at the abrupt jerk of a furrow. This beginning or middle or end of nowhere, miles of corn, white streamers of smoke and the early slip of sun above. He’d woken the morning before when Fong grunted in his trundle, lay there listening to Zoo in her bedroom testing the baby on algebra. The TV was on downstairs to the chatter of cartoons. He got up to pee, lowered his sweats before the toilet and . . .
The front tire bent hard right in a trough. The handles shucked themselves under his fingers and the motor screeched with dismay when he landed heavily against the bar, blocking the solar scoop. The sol-scooter tried to spill him off, but he forced his weight off the bar and the tire behind him lowered back onto the ground. The motor huffed.
Zoo had had a good test with the baby, though 98.5% accuracy was not 100%. But Sadie was doing algebra just shy of her first birthday! She solved problems that Avan couldn’t figure out heads or tails. But it was not enough. Zoo had despaired to draw upon the earlier side of the first birthday exams than the later, but test dates were assigned randomly and inflexible. The baby fretted on her hip as they entered the kitchen while Avan made pancakes. He flipped one extra high and caught it on the spatula, showing off, and smiled at Sadie holding a fistful of Zoo’s hair. She hadn’t been the same since the enhancements at six months; sometimes she cried and thumped her head on Avan’s chest in a hopelessness that he could not quell. It was normal; her mind was busy organizing, and that made her tired. Like teething, it went on regardless of feelings. But the pain of teething could be soothed with a spritz of Gum-Num.
But what did Avan know about brain enhancements? He certainly didn’t have any! The baby might test well today and qualify for even more enhancements, but she seemed to him to be having a hard time with what she already had. “What time do you have to be at the Center?”
Sadie grabbed at the flashcards in the front pocket of Zoo’s overalls, scattering them. After months, the scar from her glutamate enhancer was still only slowly sinking back into the flesh of her skull. Grunting to retrieve the cards, Zoo said, “Ten. My mother’s meeting us there. Sadie, stop.”
“I’ll trade if you want to make breakfast.”
“File: Social Interactions: Gratitude,” she said, and they switched Sadie for spatula. He went to his room where it was quiet and Sadie pressed against him. The television aggravated her; the voices of the others did the same; he’d noticed even his voice seemed to increase her agitation. So they stood at the window, her eyes closed and his arms still around her, until Zoo called.
“Are you hungry?” Avan whispered.
“Hhhon-gray,” Sadie whispered, her pale hair threaded with gold. “H.”
“Pancakes.”
“P. Drag ffff-ile. P-A-N-C-A-K-E-S. Plural.” She whined and thumped her head.
Half an hour later, he’d kissed Sadie at her math cube, and then Fong and Thecha, both sticky with syrup and still in front of the television, and helped Zoo pick the right outfit. She was so nervous, having not seen her mother in more than a year. It was only through the machinations of one of her sisters that she would be seeing her today. The black dress was too sober. The green was too childish. They settled on cotton trousers with a button down blue shirt and a white top beneath. “Sadie’s going to burp up on me ten minutes out the door, no matter what I wear.”
She fussed with her hair, up or down. He cut the tag from Sadie’s new jumper. “Down.”
“Up. Will you hand me that clip? What if she fails?”
“Then she’s a 2. It’s okay. We’ll talk about it tonight.”
“Talking won’t change the results.”
“We’ll talk about how you feel about the results,” Avan said. Zoo did not know what to do with emotions; it was like talking to a child to sort them out, but she was older than Avan.
“How I feel doesn’t matter. That’s irrelevant to the issue.”
Checking his watch, Avan said, “I- I’ll think of you today.” He wanted to say I love you, but he was too shy for that. She did not say it either, but many nights she slipped into his room and tucked herself into his arms, or she pulled him into her room. She did not have the language and he did not have the courage, but he held her as tightly as she wanted in the night.
“If you kiss me, you’ll smudge my makeup,” Zoo said. He kissed her carefully.
Back downstairs again and Thecha was gone from the television. Giving Fong a farewell pat, Avan closed the front door as the blue bus rounded the corner. Becky had a new truant officer; the guy’s head was in the window. Whether she was truant or not, Avan didn’t care, just as long as she left Fong alone. Many nights he got up to make sure that she was not bothering Thecha, and once he found Becky slipping from her own room at the same time. He knew what kind of kid she was, she didn’t respond to reason or niceness, and he’d dealt with her that way.
The yellow bus would be by soon to take Fong and Thecha to preschool, and Zoo would load Sadie into Jean’s car and go to the test. Jean was at work but she carpooled in, and this week the car was Zoo’s to drive. Jean adored having a car; it was an extravagance above most 3s. But she made a lot of money from having foster kids, especially with medical issues like Thecha or emotional like Becky, and more from her jobs. She loved to shop in stores that 2s more often patronized, buying their luxuries, and Avan couldn’t complain since his clothes came from those stores. Jean wasn’t stingy with the money; she shopped for all of them. He just wished that she would budget so that they wouldn’t run out before the end of the month. But it didn’t matter now that he was working.
The rail was packed with lunch deliverers, package carriers, basic maintenance and filers, the hands that kept the world turning. Shiftless Nasanche slumped in the back row, their hair long down their backs and ready for a busy day of panhandling. Neddy found Avan in the throng and they stood together, sharing a strap and watching each other’s pockets in case Nasanche fingers wandered. Avan didn’t like them but didn’t want trouble, and as long as they didn’t provoke it, there wouldn’t be any. They’d been in school, draped the wrong way over chairs eyeing everyone with disdain.
At work, Mr. Grocer sent Neddy for a butter tub while Avan folded napkins. The phone was ringing with orders and Mr. Grocer said, “Avan, remind me to train you up on taking orders. I think you can handle it.” He smoothed his shock-white hair. “Where’s the butter? Neddy should be back.”
“You want me to go get it?”
“Find him playing on his vid com and you tell him not to come back. Run to Braza Pizza across the street, basement floor of Hotwater Center. I’ll call Gary to give you an extra butter and we’ll send Neddy’s to him when he gets back.” Avan left at a fast clip to get the butter, and then . . . he was in the field.
The jeekes were smoking so much that they were hard to see. The sol-scooter sputtered like it swallowed liquid the wrong way. What if it broke down? Avan would have to run for the ‘Yago and he needed a doctor to fix him up. His depth perception was off-kilter and he hit potholes before he could swerve. The jolts were so hard that he could feel himself peeing, but he’d stuffed a hand-towel into his underpants to catch it. Clenching unfamiliar muscles to exhaustion, then he’d relax and hit a pothole and piss himself.
What had Zoo told Fong last night, when Avan hadn’t come home? File: Avan: Location: Unknown. Fong hadn’t spent a night away from Avan since he was born, all purple flesh and outraged cries, and Mom had said, “Look at this noisy little eggplant!” every time the nurses brought him before she died. Her infection was not clearing, and she grew weaker and weaker until she couldn’t sit up. When she wouldn’t sign adoption forms for the baby, it made the social worker mad as a flopper.
“I know you want to do the best thing,” she kept saying, “for both your boys.”
“You’ll adopt out the baby and put Avan in a boys’ home, when what’s good for them is to be together. That’s all of me they’re going to have left.” And she was right. Fong had Mom’s eyes and lips and hands, Avan had her hair and ears, and between the two of them, they could piece their mother back together most of the way.
The cornfield ended. A stretch of plain opened up, and he could see a glint of gray. A city! The road evened out to a smooth muscle beneath the tires. Grass grew wild beside him, tangled yellow and feathered at the tips. He knew grass up close from a pot a teacher kept illegally at school. The hairy thatch sat on her desk inviting mites. Those blue eyes on the corn were borealis mites, he realized. Floppers preferred the blood of mites as their main food source, the slight luminescence of the mites’ shells shining out in the dusk and dawn. But they’d take human blood just as easily. Crops attracted mites and mites attracted floppers; a grass pot was just as bad as a teacher swearing to seem cool. Plants belonged in labs or sprawled out here where people didn’t live. This wild grass was snarled yellow, kinked gray beyond it, a splash of pink mixed in. It was a bedlam of color and form, and Avan didn’t like it.
Floppers thwarted regulation. One could eliminate every plant and put sound deflectors at every corner, and still floppers would be spotted. Only at certain stages of their life cycle were they deterred by the noise; others they rode on right past. So it was important to not attract mites, and to step inside at dawn and dusk. It was illegal for a business to close at those times, even though few floppers appeared in Blacksprings. You still wore a watch in case your vid com went down and the warning bells didn’t ring. And you didn’t lure mites with real plants! Floppers could follow their pheromones and if they found a human first, they’d chomp down.
The sol-scooter carried Avan over an hour, weaving in the wind, to where the cement met the plain. With a bump-BUMP, he was on a suburban street, passing the border cans for anyone caught out at scurrups. He recognized them from TV, when a frantic person would make out the white light shining out in a circle from the can. Floppers wouldn’t fly close to the light if they could help it. The person hit the can and it opened, let him fall in, sprayed him with insecticide, closed him in. A weight sensor alerted the nearest hospital that someone was in the cans, and a medical team would come after the scurrup had ended. A can would have been helpful in the field.
He thought about triggering the sensor in the cans, get an ambulance to come pick him up, but something didn’t seem right. Through the rows of small houses and rock lawns there were no cars or voices, but then, everyone must be at work. Nothing wrong there. He should be at work himself. But the roads were absent of people! He didn’t know the street names, Wisconsin or Tibet or Belize, but Belize took him out to a shopping center. It was dark. He leaned into a ramp onto the shuttler. There were no cars on the highway beside him.
Neddy hadn’t come back with the butter, and he’d gone for it himself. He took the elevator to the ground floor and gone out the service door. There was a sound, not unlike the whining of the sol-scooter. Cars, a cloaking of morning fog, Avan saw nothing that would whine. A man stopped in the crosswalk and cars brayed at him. Something was approaching through the fog, lifting from vents, dropping from windows, blue of the sky and gray of the concrete and turning to an ivory lattice that twisted into a helix, righted itself, and thickened with the joining of another stream. Though it had no eyes, Avan felt like he had been spotted as a thread separated again. Tumbling his direction, this strange formation of air shot forward to his face and he opened his eyes in the cornfield.
Why had he been so hungry, so thirsty? He’d eaten a big meal just that morning and where had the day gone? Right Skellery; left Granada. Granada was northeast of the Skyline and Blacksprings would be beyond it. The shuttler rose above the highway, and when it dipped, he slammed the brakes to avoid the accident blocking his left turn. Cars had crumpled into a single welding of metal, crushing the concrete slab separating the shuttler from the highway. He whipped the sol-scooter around to not see the blackened form poured half-out a window, its stubby fingers an inch from the road. No.
Going reluctantly to the shuttler leading straight south, it was going to take him a lot longer to get home. Zoo would be worried and she wouldn’t know what to do with it, like the time someone knocked into him at work and he’d fallen with a tray. Arriving home late and banged up, she asked what he needed and how he could have prevented it; she passed him the baby and quickly took her back, saying that he was hurt. That night he’d gone to her room, surprising her, and when she rested her head on his chest, she said accusingly, “You went past your time on the chronometer.”
“You were worried and tired of taking care of the baby,” Avan said.
“My feelings are irrelevant. The baby is not yours. You should not be taking care of her.”
“Maybe you were angry. The chronometer went over and I didn’t come.”
“I- I was angry? File: Emotion: Anger. Sadie wouldn’t nap. She swallows the day. She swallows me. She will not stay on a schedule. I have to reroute my schedule every time she changes it. Every schedule I make, she tears apart. I needed clean clothes and the ‘bots aren’t coming for another week, but every time I stepped to the machine, she vomited or screamed or needed to be changed. Then you didn’t come, and I still need clean clothes. You broke that schedule. But it was an accident. Sadie is not even your biological child.”
“I’m home tomorrow. Make a schedule.”
“Open file, date tomorrow,” she whispered. The next day she had her schedule, washing clothes and tidying, time to read the news, and though he was bruised from his fall, she pulled him into her bed that night and her hands were frantic on his clothes. He was so in awe of her intelligence and beauty that had she not possessed the emotional finesse of a toddler, he never would have worked up the bravery to touch her. He let her make the first move, and this was the first since the birth more than two months before. She wanted him that night because she’d cleaned her clothes uninterrupted; she’d had a break from the baby, and in her relief to be organized she uncovered a need to be touched. Avan could see how one emotion led to another; Zoo understood only that her files for Sexual Attraction and Arousal and Male Physiology and Affection kept pushing to the forefront.
“Primary caregivers of young children often experience a reduction in sexual feelings for their partner/partners as a result of physical and emotional overstimulation,” she recited afterwards.
“Apply it to yourself. It’s not just an internal file.”
“I- I am overstimulated,” Zoo said awkwardly. “She swallows me up, so I don’t want to be swallowed up more by you. I want space to be disgorged. Does that make sense?”
“I got tired of taking care of Fong. And that was with me having an autonanny. The nights made me tired, the feeding, taking him back and forth to Dota for changing or rocking.”
“I never spoke to a 3 before you. I thought that I would have to do it slowly.”
“I’m not dumb.”
“I have an IQ more than twice yours. I shrank my Applied Vocabulary to communicate with you and made a file for it. But the comparative retardation does not permeate every aspect of your mind. Splinter skills. Short-term storage, reroute to Debate. Arousal: close file. Affection: remains open.” She did that when sleepy, name the files opening and closing in her mind like they were cartoon butterflies, and he hugged her more tightly so that she could sleep in the vise.
The sol-scooter was slow, and Avan needed to get all the way to Blacksprings. There had to be a rail station in the Skellery. He would look for a sign. It wasn’t a place to ask for directions. The right-hand slab of the shuttler was low enough to see over and people were knotted around a market. Maybe there was a super-sale, but the windows were broken. He came upon the second accident and looked away from the sprayed matter. By the fifth, which had pushed up against the barrier but not broken through, he was reminded of crushed melon, and he chugged down a hill shuddering as the shuttler dropped him into the Skellery and into a slick. His left foot flew into space. Going down and there wasn’t even time to close his good eye at the sickening wheel of light.
Sadie would do well, and Zoo’s mother would be pleased, and they would be gone from him. His dream about getting a home for them would stay just that, he and Fong, Zoo and Sadie, and one day maybe a child of their own, a bond that could never be broken between them. He had not always done the flashcards correctly, to mess Sadie up a little, but as she got the hang of the enhancements, she shook her head at the blue swathe he labeled brown. Fong hadn’t known blue from brown at eight months old. He hadn’t known them reliably at four. The glutamate memory storage enhancer and I-maturer were doing their work. She watched news and educational programming with a set expression and a concerned furry pinch of her blonde eyebrows. Zoo worried that Sadie’s chubby little body would reject the implant, as Becky’s had, but that was rare and Sadie was no exception.
God almighty, Avan was hoping for a 2.
The ground under his face was wet. He took it in, one sensation at a time. It was wet because there was a hydrant spewing water onto the road twenty feet away. Oil shone iridescently. Beyond was a sidewalk, covered in glass from a broken window above. The shards were frosted with snapped letters, and within the store were empty wire shelves popped from their corkboard backing.
Indistinct mumblings. He lifted his head, causing his neck to crack painfully. A man lifted the sol-scooter and rode away. Avan crawled a pace after him before collapsing on the curb.
“Got any money, girlie?”
“I’m not . . .” Avan whispered. There was a fumbling at his backpack. He pushed against the hands and rolled on his back. The hands forced him back over to his stomach. Kicking out, he shouted, “Leave me alone!” Something smashed into his face. Darkness spread slowly, like an ink stain on paper, staying a step behind the pain.
Whenever he looked in the mirror, this old man kept getting in the way.
“You’re in a different costume,” said Aggath. “But I see you in there, Fongie-Wongie.” She was standing behind a punk guy with the tattoo of a skull on his meaty shoulder. Fong had super sight, like Kugar the Magnificent. But that was a show for babies. Aggath was dark and fat and had her hair in a bun, and she’d spanked four children into this world and watched two go out of it. Now she took care of Fong. She’d been there since he’d burned himself on the stove trying to toast marshmallows.
Mr. Rogers was very mad about that. He found Fong hiding in the closet, waiting for the fire to go away. “Any fool knows how to toast a marshmallow!” He called the ambulance and the fire truck, and had to close the apartment for repairs. Fong went to the hospital to have his hand wrapped, and then a clipboard lady arrived. She took a look at his dog tags and dialed the number on her vid com.
Maria came then, walking in just as a nurse handed him a vanilla cone. Anxiously, Fong said, “I don’t have money! You’ll yell at me!”
“It’s okay, honey,” the nurse said. “It’s free.”
There was no one behind the clipboard lady but wall. Maria gave her what-for, shaking her finger at the lady and at Fong, like she was playing paddleboard. “I know his tag says Gregor Spiros. But this is not him, there is the spirit of a very little boy inside, and he cannot live by himself.”
“Five is big!” Fong said. “Sadie’s the baby.”
“This would be a lot easier if you would just take your uncle in,” the clipboard lady said.
“I’m already caring for my mother transferred to a toddler, my son is a ten-year-old in a twenty-year-old’s body, and my daughter is still missing! I cannot also take him in. This would be easier if you would put him in the Half-Light Tenements where he belongs!”
“I have no record of his application. He must not have sent it in.”
Maria rounded on Fong. “Did you get any mail, paper mail?”
“Yes.” He’d put it on his counter. It looked boring.
“You were supposed to call me!”
“There’s nothing we can do without his paperwork.”
“I requested to have his mail rerouted to me.”
“You’ll have to take that up with Postal.”
“I’ve taken it up with Postal! They told me to tell your office, which I did, and was assured it would be taken care of! Give me your clipboard.” Maria filled out the application right there while the lady fumed about the waiting list. He’d moved to Half-Light the next day and there was no stove in his room. Every morning, Aggath helped him dress and took him to the breakfast room. She was there five-days-of-seven, and two-days-of-seven was Freddy. Fong cried for Aggath those two-days-of-seven and Freddy said man, that dude’s not your mommy.
But Aggath knew the schedule. After breakfast Fong went to play! There was a room with toys and Aggath read stories. Then it was lunch and quiet time, and cartoons before dinner. Freddy would not read stories, and he protested be cool when Fong crashed dinosaurae together. Freddy wanted to watch sports on the television. So Fong did not like Freddy, and when Aggath came back he would not talk to her until she tickled him and sang The Fong Song.
“You’re mean! You are not my friend!” he shouted.
“I am so your friend, Fongie,” Aggath said. “I have to take care of my children, too. Tickle!”
And he giggled and rolled around his bed and made her sing The Long Fong Song and they were friends again until two-days-of-seven. Once he had a nightmare about bad people and Thecha, and he stood in the hall and screamed until the night nurse got Aggath on the vid com. She sang The Fong Song over the vid com while the nurse tucked him back in bed. The nurse did not want to kiss his forehead, and Aggath said, “Nina, you have to treat him like he’s five, no matter how he looks.”
Five made him bigger than Thecha. He wanted to play with Thecha because she always let him be Maktyl, and when they played hide-and-seek, he just had to listen for her air tank. Fong was good at hide-and-seek, but he liked to play with Aggath, too. She was very bad at hide-and-seek, putting herself behind a pole. So all she hid was a stripe of Aggath down her face and body, but Fong could see everything else. Freddy would not play hide-and-seek like Aggath and Thecha.
On a visit, Maria said it was a load off her mind to not worry. She’d worried since she heard Fong crying with her uncle’s voice in a store right after the Dammerung. Aggath said, “You were born under a lucky star how she found you.”
“That man grabbed my arm. He said I was stealing. Then Maria was there with yells.”
“Don’t worry about what happened when you woke up. I’m going to run you down the hall and win, that’s how slow you are. Go!” But she was pushing his wheelchair, so he always was in front and beat her. Aggath was bad at hide-and-seek and Aggath was bad at racing. She let him be Maktyl, too, like Thecha did. Thecha liked underwater monsters, so she would go bloop-bloop-bloop and swim through the living room at home while Fong leaped off the couch to fly! But now he could not leap off the couch. He tried once and fell down in the toy room, and Aggath kissed his knees with primordial ooze chapstick. Freddy was with Hunter that day, and he said, “Sick, I’m not kissing some old dude’s knees!” No one was behind him.
“Fong, show how old you are,” Aggath said.
He held up five fingers. “Almost two hands.”
“Fucking crazy,” Freddy said. Then he was in trouble!
Fong and the other children were stunned, and Aggath said sternly, “In here, young man, you use your nice language.”
“Potty words belong in the potty,” said Valeri. She was ninety years old and three years old.
One day, Aggath washed behind Fong’s ears and a van came to take them to something called a reunion in a square. He had to sit in his wheelchair, but then it was hard to see. When he looked up, there were so many balloons they blotted out the sky. “I want a balloon!” he cried, and the baby-woman they just called Baby, tied into the wheelchair beside him, clapped her hands and said, “Boon!”
He couldn’t spend his FONG dollar, and they were special balloons with names of people who had had the bad time. There was a stage to go on and talk into a microphone to the crowd below. They waited in line and Aggath said, “Don’t say your own name. There might be bad people here. Say Avan, Zoo, and Blacksprings.” His mouth was so dry at bad people that Aggath had to do it for him into a fuzzy microphone. Then she brought Baby forward. “Found in the Skellery, approximate internal age now eighteen months. Likes spinach and carrots. Favorite word is light. Send a claim to the main office of Half-Light if you recognize the descriptions of any of the children here today.”
There were so many people, crying and waving and calling, and balloons and signs and paper pictures posted on anything that stood still long enough. Someone was screaming, “Momma!” and he was reminded again of the red foil package of cookies in the store. He was so hungry, like he had been punched in the stomach. His stomach made him take the cookies, and things got very bad. The man grabbed his arm and yelled, grabbed the cookies and hit Fong in the stomach for not having a dollar. Then Maria was there, yelling at the man, yelling the name Uncle Gregor at Fong.
“Hens-ley, Haver? Are you Hens-ley, Haver?” A woman in a blue suit clambered onto the stage. She bent down and said very slowly in Fong’s face, “Haver?” He shook his head. A card whistled from her fingers to his hand. “I’m the investigator for the Hensley family. If you find Haver, call this number.” She leaned over Baby. “Hensley, Haver?” Fong dropped the card to the stage with all the others. They rolled down a ramp and turned into a building, which had a room with a ceiling-high wire cage. He balked, gripping his wheels so Aggath couldn’t roll him in.
“I’m coming with you. It’s to keep out bad people,” she said. Now he wanted to go in the cage! Aggath took him in, Kelsey took Baby, and Nardi brought in Hunter and Valeri by the hand.
Freddy was mad that he had to hold Ronald’s hand. “Dude, people will think I’m gay.”
“I’ve had it up to here with him,” Kelsey whispered to Aggath. She sat next to Ronald since he was crying for his daddy. Fong thought Freddy was mean to not hold Ronald’s hand just because he was in a big body. Ronald was three like Thecha, and Fong would hold Thecha’s hand if she was scared because that made it better.
“I’ll hold your hand if you’re scared,” he said to Aggath.
“That’s because you’re my sweet boy,” Aggath said. “Someone raised you right, Fongie.”
They sang The Ronald Song, all but Baby and Freddy, guessing his favorite color until he said blue, singing blue and asking his favorite food until he said pizza. They sang about blue pizzas to make him laugh and Baby clapped. The doorman clicked the cage shut. “People are going to take a look at you. Attendants, say the names yourselves if they’re too young. Safer to say family names.”
“What’s that say?” Fong asked about a poster.
“Zero to five,” Aggath said. “Six to ten is in the next room over.”
“Avan’s fourteen. Where’s Avan’s room?”
“Sibling groups are upstairs,” someone offered.
Fong thought about Avan and Thecha and the others upstairs waiting for him. “We gotta go! Aggath, what if they’re upstairs?”
“We’ll check after the showing.”
The door opened to a group of people fighting to see in the cage. They pressed up against the metal squares, heads bobbing up and down around each other. “What’s his name?” “What’s her name?” “Izzy, are you here? It’s your dad!” “Joey, it’s Auntie Portia!”
Aggath said in her loud, deep voice with her hand over Fong’s head, “Five. Avan, Thecha. Blacksprings.” She put her hand over Baby. “Baby, less than two years.”
“Joey! Age four! Lived in South Pratch!” “Minerva, three! It’s your big sister, Marie! Don’t be scared, it’s really me! I brought your doll!”
“Zoo, Blacksprings!” Aggath roared. “Zoo, Blacksprings!” But the crowd kept moving. Fong wanted to cry because Avan wasn’t there, and he wanted to go home and see his toys.
“Time’s up!” the doorman shouted. A few still lingered at the cage.
“What’s that one’s name?” a tall man yelled. “I’m looking for Joey!”
“Aggath, I want to go,” Fong whined.
“There’s another showing at Western Insurance!” the doorman said.
“What, I didn’t see that posted!” The tall man flew out with the others.
A girl forced the door open when the doorman tried to close it, and he said, “You’re too late.”
She strode in, her hair in blonde pigtails, her blue and white dress neatly ironed. Two adults came in behind her, apologizing to the man, and wheedling to the girl to come back. Fong burst into tears. “Aggath, I want to go back now!”
The doorman put his hand on the girl’s shoulder. She kicked him in the shin with a buckled black shoe and ran at the cage. “Heather!” said one of the adults, a woman, in a shocked voice.
“Come back here right now and apologize!” the other, a man, demanded.
Fong could hear over his sobs the sound of a body hitting the cage with a clang. “ZOO!” the girl screamed, and Fong felt the room go quiet, even though it wasn’t. “Zoo! Avan!”
“You little shit, get out of here!”
“Thecha!”
Aggath ripped herself from Fong’s grasping hands. She grabbed the metal poles of the cage around the girl’s head, but the man and woman were tugging on her, and the girl’s fingers stretched out like taffy. “BLACKSPRINGS,” Aggath said in a voice that cut right through the commotion.
“Avan!” Fong wailed. “I want Avan, I want Avan!”
“Blacksprings, 4th Main.” The girl wrenched her shoulder free. She looked to him. “Fong? Fong, oh my God, is that you?”
The man’s fingers curled over both her arms. He dragged her to the door while the woman apologized again and again. “It’s our daughter, she’s very disturbed.”
“I’m not your daughter, I’m forty years old!”
Aggath ripped the cage door from its hinges and threw it behind her. Fong stopped crying in shock as she grabbed the girl right from her father’s hands. He couldn’t see her then, not his Aggath, he could only see the heaving chest of an enormous, angry man. She was going to let the bad people in, leaving the door open like that! He rolled himself to the opening but could go no further, unable to get his wheels over the bar by himself. “Aggath!”
“Put her down!” they shouted, her mother and father, but she was bringing the girl to the cage.
“Thank you,” the girl said, when Aggath put her down and blocked the way out with her bulk.
The girl put her hands on either side of Fong’s face. “Fongie?”
He remembered what Aggath said. “Zoo, Avan, Thecha, Becky.”
“And the baby.”
“Sadie.”
Aggath’s body hunched forward. They were pummeling her back.
“Avan?” he said. He couldn’t see the figure behind her, the shadow moving, its face hidden.
“Her name is Heather Ann Elroy, and if you don’t move straightaway I’m going to have you arrested!” Her father pried at Aggath’s arm with toothpick fingers. When Fong looked away, the girl guided his face back to hers.
“No, honey, I’m not Heather anything.” The girl’s pigtails fell over her elbows and tickled his arms. “I’m Jean de Galo, Fongie. Remember? I’m your mama.”
Sterus had a lot of money and that was good, because Becky needed a lot of work. The worst was her collective dentition, its deepening pockets exuding gaseous expulsions of decay, the twisted cuspids and the single tooth gouging through her mid-palate capped only by the thin rotted juts of melted calcium in front, browned to an iridescent sheen by a furnace of bacterial abundance. It was a mouth that could make an owner cry from shame and an under-funded dental office weep with happiness. Secondary teeth roosted alongside over-retained primaries in a wild, burgeoning flora that burst from a peeling gum-line. A childhood of daily deposits compressed over it layers of sedimentary strata, necessitating a careful excavation of its vast assemblage to tectonostratigraphic proportions. It couldn’t be cleaned. It needed to be dredged.
Occasionally, Becky complained that something would break away in the festering canyon of her mouth, and she would spit out one of her stalactites into the sink. She said this with her hand over her mouth and tears in her eyes from the backwash of odor, and Shelayla pretended not to notice the tears or the smell, which had never bothered her.
“Meet me here tomorrow, at ten o’clock,” she said.
“But what about school?” the girl asked. Shelayla raised an eyebrow. Becky was there the next morning, and the cab took them to the dentist, who threw her hands up in the air and said they might as well just knock it all out and go with a set of falsies.
“I’m paying you to fix it, not to embarrass the girl about something that is not her fault,” Shelayla said. “Don’t cry; the woman sees this all the time.” The dentist’s sense of business proved greater than her need to announce that she had never, in her practice or studies or nightmares, seen such orthodontial devastation. She gassed Becky, slipped a clip to her nose, and got to work.
Then there was the hair. Shelayla met her with a stack of magazines, and as they paged through them, she fussed over this celebrity or that until Becky sighed, “I’ll never have hair like that.”
“What, this?” Shelayla flicked the page. “No one has hair like this. You’re not born with it. You buy it! Come on, I’ll show you.”
The woman behind the counter squeezed Becky in since her three o’clock hadn’t shown. Shelayla had reserved that appointment earlier in the week, and they laughed over “Ms. Binn’s” absent-mindedness while she tapped Sterus’s black card on the counter. The stylist balked at the delousing necessary, but Shelayla kept the card visible. After two hours of washing, combing, and picking, Shelayla fluffed the kinked tresses trying to frizz. “Let’s straighten it.”
Becky protested and Shelayla placed one of the magazines into her hand, turned to a picture of a woman with her head tilted up and hair a flawless tumble. She gestured to the airbrushed perfection. “This could be you. Don’t you think you’re worth the chance?”
After her hair had also been colored to mitigate its dreary fug, Shelayla demanded a micro-sparkle. Becky’s head went in the shooter, and tiny particles of glitter were blasted into the protein fabric of her hair. Then the stylist set her down and turned her to the mirror.
“It’s beautiful!” the girl enthused, lifting her hand to touch it, but stopping an inch away.
Shelayla looked at her reflection. The nose next.
Once the major renovations were complete, they tackled Becky’s weight with sensible meals and Tarizan, obtained by the shady man behind a pharmaceutical counter at the mall. Shelayla told her they were daily vitamins. They jogged and swam and danced and went to the obstacle course on the first Saturday of every month. Becky cringed at this, but she was easy enough to win over with a visit to a toy store afterwards. Shelayla was very patient in the stuffed animal aisle, and she petted and cuddled the probables until Becky at last made a decision. What the girl’s fosterage made of this, she had no idea. It didn’t seem that they cared, and when one of the other girls punched Becky and took a bear for her own, Shelayla arranged for an unpleasantness to happen. Becky knew nothing about it. It would have disturbed her, and that was another thing they would have to work on.
Through similar measures, Shelayla obtained a position on the pep squad for Becky. It would give her an easy step to cheerleading the next year in high school. Shelayla made sure Becky had the latest cosmetics, the most adorable tops, the sweetest sandals, the most popular vid com attachments. Still the girl persisted in not slipping into her rightful position as leader of the pack, preferring to toady around the favored and wait for crumbs to fall. In that way, Shelayla wished the girl was more like Kristabella, a princess who knew just how to break others down with her scepter to claim the throne.
Clearly, something would have to be done about the girl’s self-esteem, so Shelayla took her gambling. Only at bocchi ball, of course, it wouldn’t do to get arrested, but Shelayla could guide her to pick the winners more often than not, and heaped effusions of praise when it happened.
“You’ve a golden eye, kiddo,” she said, and it was a joke, because Becky had chosen gold eye drops to dye her irises. Becky puffed up in her tight pink sweater and proclaimed that she just knew. Shelayla agreed that some people had the touch, not the mental kind, thank you, but a psychic touch.
Becky’s face fell on the drive back. “Don’t you think using my powers like that, you know, would be cheating?”
Shelayla resisted the urge to push her out into moving traffic. “Was it cheating that that boy Hoover had a higher lactate threshold and quicker eye-hand coordination? Should we take his bocchi ribbon away because he just has more ability, and practiced so he knows how to use it?” Lactate threshold. Oh, the irony that she’d been transferred to a 2.
“What did you do today?” Sterus asked at dinner, and she answered with meditative walk. He had no idea how much she was spending, that Zake’s savings account at its current state wouldn’t cover a low-grade vid com screen pointer. He was busy at work leering at test tubes, his favorite form of life being microbial, and the less he had to be involved at home the happier he was. She was kind enough to Zake to not arouse his suspicions, even extending herself to Kristabella in Sterus’s hearing, and she’d always been nice to Grant.
“What are you up to?” Kristabella hissed as Shelayla was brushing her teeth.
“Honey, go check your toothbrush, see if it’s still good. I’m going to buy a new one at the store tomorrow for myself and I can pick one up for you, too.”
Kristabella wailed, thinking Sterus was down the hall. “Daddy! She’s calling me names-” Sterus stepped into the bathroom and looked at Kristabella with such disappointment that the brat went right to her room. Oh, Shelayla won that round, and it gave a kick to her step to feel Sterus’s noose of concern slacken. That was good. She had work to do.
For ages now, Shelayla researched indefatigably for articles and pseudoscientific studies about counteracting the effects of the Dammerung. Not on mainstream news, she had to hunt, and the sites were shut down as rapidly as they popped up. She read every word, even the anecdotal; she gobbled down the Switch Sisters middle reader series and attended the author’s signings. Zake’s money funded her personal scholarship to collect every scrap about what had happened, no matter how useless, like the Switch Sisters books. Molly and Dolly, the nice sister and the naughty, switched! Published after the Dammerung and never once mentioning it as the cause of the switch, they were stories told in exclamations, unbearable little ditties that folded to their finish in a most predictable literary origami. Shelayla read to the last chapter, when all seemed lost with Molly in trouble with Dolly’s rule-breaking friends, and Dolly bored out of her mind in etiquette class.
Etiquette. Becky needed etiquette.
She skimmed the epilogue when it all got sorted, lessons were learned and hugs were shared, and wait for the next installment from P. Quin, an egotistic author that believed her works a canon belonging on the same shelf as other childhood masterpieces. Shelayla cultivated a fawning friendship with P. Quin, because of the standing-room only audience. They were searching for an antidote as well, and someone might know something that Shelayla would need. It was about connections.
But all that was known was that the Nasanche had done something. Nobody agreed on what. The Nasanche weren’t telling, squatting in their camp, and Shelayla thought less comfort could prove motivational. The missile, the Nasanche claimed, took out those who had done whatever it was that they had done. Shelayla remembered the rolling gas, the gibbering people coming out of the fog. It was impossible to believe that the Nasanche manufactured a poison themselves, so it must have been something stolen from a Waver lab that the Nasanche let loose. Shelayla didn’t have the solution yet, but meanwhile, she was having a lot of fun. Becky was a project, at least until Shelayla got caught.
For weeks, she schemed to escort Becky out to the resort next to the bocchi lake. The girl was fresh from etiquette and a round of cotillion, and Shelayla intended to allow her a whirl at the pep squad’s end-of-year celebration tournament. Under her supervision as a parent guide, (no one had ever seen Becky’s foster parents, so who could say she wasn’t?), she could subtly steer Becky into top position, playing a cool mom for Becky to rail against and her little friends to find a fascinating alternative to their own dumpy mothers in stained sweat pants.
“I need a new wardrobe,” she told the dresser at the mall. The man gathered pastel striped shirts, cupped, chic white trousers, and strapped sandals. Clothes for a woman who could serve pizza to a posing tableful of young teenagers, flirt lightly with other parents, or climb into a bocchi ball herself for a ride on an easy court. She decided to forgo the swimsuits, no matter how tasteful, and selected a thin tanning skin for poolside. The micro-sparkle was gorgeous, but not a look for a woman in her forties. She caved to a slender mood vine tattooed up her left arm. It would last for one short-sleeved weekend, the coil bursting blue and orange blooms when she was happy, dropping shrunken petals when her energy lagged. The ink would evanescence on the drive home.
Sterus was overjoyed when she offered to take Zake on a mother-son weekend. Zake cried when they announced it, and Sterus wondered if she shouldn’t take Kristabella along, but Shelayla shot that down with the word bonding. She stayed up especially late at her vid com perusing bocchi wear for boys because Sterus was amorous in his loving triumph. Zake wore his red-and-white team shirt and shorts when they left, dribbling a teary drool onto the cab’s armrest. She had the driver pick up Becky, who fell in love with Zake and tickled his feet for the duration of the ride.
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