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For Abbey
On a Friday morning, a month before the great revolt, Richard Doroschenko was awakened by a soft tap on the window. Being a light sleeper, he was instantly alert, out of his bed, and across the small bedroom he shared with Gramma and Grampa, both of whom remained asleep. He pulled the curtain aside and saw Juju, one of the male residents, standing naked in the bushes. He had a small bundle in his hands.
Richard cracked the window open, stuck his head outside. “Juju? What’s going on?”
“Quick!” Juju whispered, beckoning. “They’ll be here soon! We should hustle!”
Perplexed, Richard nodded, started to reach for his coveralls—
“Leave them,” Juju hissed. He’d stuck his head in the window. “No doggie tag either. Just you. Now, come!”
Richard glanced momentarily at his grandparents, still in bed, still asleep. Then he tiptoed back to the window and crawled outside.
Juju nodded approvingly, started away from the worker dormitories and towards the gated perimeter of the Steel Garden campus.
“Rats, Juju,” Richard said after several minutes of silence. “You’re looking for trouble again, aren’t you?”
“Indeed I am.”
Richard sighed. Juju was new to Steel Garden, and, as such, was one of the more ornery residents. A transplanted thirty-something of African stock, he seemed to have a hard time coping with a good many aspects of his life; he was always ranting and raving and philosophizing about grand things, things that were as out of reach as the stars. The men of Steel Garden found Juju annoying, the women found him distantly amusing, and the younger children, why, they stayed as far away from him as possible.
“I’m making a run for it,” Juju said once they’d reached the campus perimeter and taken up post behind a gathering of creosotes. Every so often a patrol bot whizzed by, but none of them oriented on Juju or Richard. “I figured it out, see? They only give us one set of clothes because they know it’s demeaning, because it’s cheaper that way—and because they know it keeps tracking simpler. The bots’ cameras are only activated when they detect a person’s tags—the cheap bastards!”
“You mean the RFID tags?” asked Richard.
“Yes, the RFID tags. Each one is finer than a grain of sand and woven right into the fabric of our—wait, you know about them already?”
Richard shrugged. “Of course. Everyone knows. You’ve only found out about them now?”
Juju’s expression turned awestruck. “So . . . everyone knows, and not one of you could have let me in on the secret?”
“You never asked.”
“God almighty, I’m surrounded by imbeciles!” Juju ran his hands through his hair. “If this sort of thing is common knowledge, then why the hell haven’t any of you taken for the hills?”
“There aren’t any hills around here, Juju.”
“You know bloody well what I mean!”
Richard sighed. “You do this every month, Juju, and they catch you every time.”
“This time’s different.”
“Yeah,” said Richard. “This time you’ll be in your bedtime clothes when they haul your ass back on campus.”
Juju glared at him. “Look, kiddo. I didn’t bring you here to bust my balls. If I wanted that I’d still be in bed, counting the minutes until the goddamned work bell. I talk to you because you’re the only person in this godforsaken hole who truly has the ability to listen. Others hear, but you actually record the words and ideas in your head in a somewhat coherent fashion. We all know you’re the storyteller—so, I’ve got a story for you. Get the facts straight and maybe it’ll inspire your grunt friends to stand up for themselves.”
Richard gripped the chainlink and squinted into the burgeoning dawn. “So, the bots can’t track you. You’ll have a couple hours’ head start before Parsons realizes you haven’t shown up for work—still, there’s nothing out there but flatlands. Tumbleweeds, dust, and sand.”
“There’s a lot more out there than there is in here, if you make it far enough. Money, clothes, food—a decent Rob Roy, for Christ’s sake. You forget: I wasn’t born in-house. The outside world isn’t just something I hear about from friends.”
“What about when the sun comes up?” Even now, with dawn merely a hint of color welling behind the eastern horizon, it was more than warm enough to be strutting around unclad. By noon it would be in the 100s. There was shade on campus, but out in the wild, and with no clothes . . .
“I’ve been saving the ol’ zinc oxide,” Juju said. “And besides, a fellow like me”—he slapped one broad shoulder—“can take a little sun if it means I’ll have a chance at rocking the boat.”
“But where are you going to go?”
“Pacifica—or one of the coastal villages. There’s actually a sea breeze once you get over the levee range.”
“You’re a grunt. You’ll get busted. They’ll know you’re not one of them—if you even make it out of the desert.” Richard bit his lip, trying to choose the best method of placating his friend. His heart sank when he realized all the reasons had to do with his own preferences, and not Juju’s. Out of desperation, he said: “Why don’t you just stay? Mrs. Foster’s making her famous lemonade tonight for the Union address.”
“Unbelievable,” Juju muttered. “You’re the perfect citizen, you know that? Born and bred right here in the belly of the beast. You’ve got no experience. How can I explain to you the concept of freedom? The taste of a smooth merlot? The love of a good woman?”
“I work for freedom,” Richard said, the old pledges he’d learned as a child suddenly piping up in his mind. “We all do. Earth is a member of the Sol Union—the Kiengiri have agreed to offer us protection as long as we provide whatever aid is necessary for them to treat their soldiers and maintain their ships. It’s war, Juju. Galactic war. They need workers, not guys running around the outback looking for booze and sex. If we all did that, the Kur would have put us in a zoo or blown us to pieces decades ago.”
Juju spat. “You’ve seen your share of videobox programs. Explain to me why it’s okay for those high-class movie stars to parade around in front of a camera by day, to fill up on Hollywood glitz and glamor by night, to drive their fancy cars and live in their giant estates with private swimming pools the size of our dormitory—and yet here we are, slapping shuttle parts together, day in and day out. The ten-percent get off easy because the remaining ninety-percent are doing all the work for the Union—where’s the freedom in that?”
“I have my home,” Richard said. “My family’s here. So’s yours.”
“This isn’t family. It’s famine. Oppression. I was in jail once, did you know that?”
Richard shook his head.
“Oh, yes. Back before this whole Sol Union fiasco came to fruition. I was only a couple years older than you are now. I got drunk, went joyriding in a stolen car and trashed up some private property. Didn’t kill anyone, but I was set up for a nice little stay behind bars—but, you know, at least there they told you to your face you were a prisoner. It wasn’t pretty, but you knew the score, eye to eye. Here . . . here you’ve got the poor and the stupid—anyone who’s not a family member of a big corporation or the government—providing cheap labor for how long now? Twenty years? And all this time under the guise of community housing. Steel Garden my sweet ass. The campus system is nothing more than a chain of slave labor camps.”
Richard couldn’t think of anything to say, so he merely continued to listen—to Juju, and to the steadily-growing low hum emanating from the west.
“What do you have to look forward to when you get old, when you’re tired and wrinkled and Klug, that turd of a foreman, retires you like an old shuttle? You want to be like your grandparents, with no rations, totally dependent on ‘community support?’ You better hope by the time you turn old and gray there’ll be someone there as benevolent as yourself, someone who’s willing to take care of you as well as you take care of your grandma and grandpa.”
Juju looked as if he wanted to go on talking forever, and very well might have if the bots hadn’t caught his attention. Four of them shot out from the perimeter and converged upon a pair of medical vans (two per van) moving up the road towards the Steel Garden entrance. There were no people in sight.
“Okay, kiddo,” Juju whispered, pressing himself to the ground and slinking snakelike through the sand. “Follow my lead. A sleepy campus guard will open the gate to let the procession in. He’ll need a minute to upload the bots’ task information, but I want you to catch him before that. As soon as he opens the gate, I want you to jump out of the bushes and create a diversion.”
Richard, amazed at how horizontal Juju was able to make himself, tried to follow suit, and only half succeeded. “What kind of diversion?”
“Anything will do.”
“But he’s got a gun,” Richard hissed, craning his neck to see the guard’s booth.
“He won’t shoot you.”
“But what if—”
“Goddamnit, he won’t shoot you. You’re a kid, for Christ’s sake!”
Richard stopped beside Juju; they were now adjacent to the main road. “I’m almost fourteen.”
“Close enough. Now, are you going to help me or not?”
Richard sighed. He’d already come this far; there was no point in turning back now. Shifting into a crouch, ready to spring into action, he said, “I guess, but I don’t know you if you get caught.”
The gate rattled and started sliding open.
“Deal—now go!” Juju ordered, and shoved Richard forward, almost knocking the boy onto his face. He recovered quickly enough, though, and stumbled out into the open, where the procession came to a grinding halt. The guard, having just stepped out of his booth, blinked twice and regarded Richard with an expression of bewilderment; there was an utterly awkward moment of silence before Richard forced himself to start talking.
“You’re new here, right?” He called up a memory of the man’s face in his mind, cross-referenced it with a story one of the Peeping Hags had told him. “Got in the week before last?”
The guard frowned, cleared his throat and started forward. “The day shift doesn’t start until eight. What are you—”
“Listen. This is important.” Richard stepped forward as well; when he was close enough, he put his hand on the guard’s shoulder, persuading him to lean in close. Then, emulating Juju: “They’ve got electronic tags in the clothes, see? Did you know that?”
The guard blinked—Richard couldn’t tell if it was because he didn’t know about the tags or if it was merely the audacity of the situation he’d been unceremoniously thrust into. “Kid, you shouldn’t be here—”
“Do you know what RFID is?”
“Where’s your tag? Where are your clothes?”
“I don’t mean to be ill-mannered—I’m only bringing this up because I hate it when the big boys cross the line, but . . . have you ever been with a woman named Lips?”
The guard started, and a royal blush consumed his face as he looked to and fro, over his shoulder. “Hey, what is this? Some kind of prank? How did you know—”
Richard held his finger to his lips, signaling silence. He tapped the front of the guard’s uniform and whispered, “Radio . . . frequency . . . identification. Miniature computer chips. Each one is finer than a grain of sand and woven right into the fabric of our clothes!” Glancing over his shoulder, then back again: “That turd Klug likes to keep his finger on the pulse. We’re assets to him, see? He’s got us on his little screen. He knows how many of us there are, where we are at all times, and all from the comfort of his watch room. It’s a twenty-four hour a day thing. But honestly, I ask you, is it so necessary to monitor us during our rec hours? When we’re watching the videobox? When we eat? When sleep?”
“Well, I’m sure for security purposes—”
“Is it so darned necessary to monitor what you and Lips do in the privacy of your bedroom?”
“You’re fucking with me—”
“My advice,” said Richard, “is to keep your eyes and ears open at all times. You never know who’s watching.”
With that, Richard turned and started to stroll casually away, whistling a tune as he went and hoping he’d performed above and beyond Juju’s expectations.
“Hey—stop right there,” the guard called, running after him.
Richard felt his gut clench as the guard grabbed his shoulder, turned him so that they were face to face again. Surely the game was up, surely he was going to get it—
“Are you serious?” the guard asked.
Richard blinked. He glanced toward the entrance. Juju was nowhere to be seen; if he’d escaped, he’d done so with impeccable stealth . . . and if not, well, Richard couldn’t say he was totally averse to hearing his cop-out story during lunch break. Juju would certainly be amused by Richard’s experience with the Newbie Watchman.
He cleared his throat. “Sure, I’m serious. I mean, why else would I go bare-assed for a pee break? I don’t want anyone watching—I can’t piss under pressure, can you?”
The guard’s face oscillated between a variety of distasteful expressions. With one last nervous look over his shoulder, he stepped back and said, “All right then. You just . . . just get on back home before I call security.”
Amazed he wasn’t being handcuffed, Richard nodded and left the road. As soon as he was out of sight, he stuck his fist into his mouth and giggled fiendishly. Truth to tell, it hadn’t been Klug’s surveillance that had turned up Newbie’s carnal folly but that of the Peeper Hags, who’d employed a young boy named Squirt in lieu of proper tags and hidden cameras. If only the guard had known!
With the predawn shadows dying slow and painful deaths, Richard bounded between the creosotes and felt the promise of another scorching hot afternoon with each drop of sweat that escaped his pores—yet he could hardly wait for the sun to rise and the day to begin so he could get to work and tell the others the story of Juju’s daring early morning escape.
Richard got home just as Gramma was getting up to close the bedroom window.
“Watching the medical bots with Juju, were you?” she asked as he slid noiselessly inside.
“Juju’s gone,” he replied, stifling his surprise at her having noticed his absence. He’d assumed she’d been asleep, unaware.
“Gone?” asked Gramma. “What do you mean?”
“He left. Through the gate, when it was open.”
Gramma rolled her eyes, put her hand to her forehead. “Oh, my lord. What on Earth does he hope to accomplish this time? He’s going to get himself killed, torn to pieces by coyotes. He’s going to get us all in trouble again—why didn’t you stop him?”
Richard shrugged. “You know Juju. Once he gets worked up over something, there’s little you can do to stop him.”
With a disapproving snort, Gramma turned away, fumbled in the darkness for her coveralls.
“Did I wake you and Grampa?” Richard asked, grabbing his dog tag and coveralls and getting dressed as well.
“You know he doesn’t wake up for anything less than an air attack,” Gramma said, glancing at her bed, where Grampa snored fitfully. “I, of course, am the complete opposite. I was watching you sleep, remembering the days when I could just come home from work and plop down like that. But I suppose now that we’re both up we can have breakfast together—”
“And I can tell you my story.”
Gramma zipped up her coverall and, after taking a moment to catch her breath, started towards the bedroom door. “Breakfast first.”
Richard sighed, reeled in his excitement as, tucking his hair into a ponytail, he followed Gramma out into the living room, which was the ideal example of modesty. All of the Garden’s dormitories were of similarly “efficient” dimensions, and comprised of two major compartments: bedroom and living space. No internal plumbing meant no bathroom, no kitchen, though Richard had helped Gramma set a small cutting board and eating table beside the curtained window.
He sat with her at the table, and they shared a grapefruit from the icebox, some water from the keg. Through the window Richard could see the bots quietly monitoring the medical setup in the plaza, and he was glad he’d showered before going to bed last night. It was going to be another torrid day; even now he was perspiring lightly under his clothes. In a few short hours the plaza would be mobbed, filled with doctors and nurses and Steel Garden workers waiting to get their monthly physical examinations.
It was going to be hot.
As was her custom, Gramma kept quiet for the first half of breakfast and only spoke to say grace and to routinely remind Richard not to eat with his mouth open. She was, as Juju lovingly liked to put it, a “proud bitch,” someone who struggled to maintain an air of respect and dignity despite her age and envi-ronment. Garden workers were retired at sixty-five, oftentimes earlier if there was an incidence of chronic injury; in the two years since Gramma’s being retired, she’d (understandably) honed her pride as a means of survival. The Doroschenkos’ rations had been cut twice now, once when Grampa had been deemed mentally unfit for work, and again when Gramma had turned sixty-five—she was a community burden, and she was painfully aware of it, though Richard often reminded her that he didn’t mind taking care of her and Grampa one bit.
“They say there’s a new extraterrestrial bug going around,” Gramma said after a while. “Supposed to be real nasty. The Ferrera sisters have heard that the doctors are bringing a vaccine today.”
Richard grunted. “The docs are always finding excuses to poke us with needles.”
“Better them than the Kur.”
“I guess.” It was still uncomfortable.
Gramma cleared the table, fetched one of the sandwiches she’d made last night from the icebox. She handed it to Richard—his lunch. “You know, not one of us has gotten sick since coming here. Not that I’m praising the campus system or anything, but it’s not like this in the big cities. I remember. Air so thick with smog you could go for days without seeing the sun. Apartments piled sky-high. Someone sneezes in the next room over and suddenly you’ve got the flu. People fighting like animals over who gets the next taxi ride.”
“Animals don’t fight over taxis,” Richard said.
“You know what I mean.”
Richard chuckled, fetched his lunchbox from the dish rack, and placed his sandwich inside. “Think you and Grampa will manage okay with your physicals? You can wait until I get off—we can go together, if it’s too much trouble by yourselves.”
Gramma looked flustered, the poise she’d carefully constructed during breakfast now unraveling fast. “If there’s time, we’ll go. If not . . . one month off won’t hurt.”
“But what about your meds? And Grampa’s?”
“Silly little pills, that’s all they are—”
“Gramma, it’s important—”
“—and you know how your grandfather has trouble in big crowds, especially strangers. He gets upset—people stare.”
Richard folded his arms and fixed Gramma with a stern look. “You’re going.”
Gramma sighed, made an exasperated noise that might have passed for a swear word in disguise as she went over to the window and gazed outside. Somewhere behind her tempered visage was a wall of tears just aching to burst forth—but she kept herself in check. “Richard, you must understand. Your grandfather and I aren’t young anymore. We were on our way out when they first brought us here. The law says they can’t outright dispose of us, but, well, they won’t let us work, won’t let us contribute, so we get less food, no medical—every month we have to cook up a new story to convince the doctors to slip us what we need under the table. We’re only putting off the inevitable. And you . . . you’ve been an absolute angel to share your take, and I know you get what you need from that Foster lady . . . but you’re a young man now, old enough to take care of yourself. You need to keep those muscles bulked up so you can work, help the Union. You don’t need a pair of old fogies like us stealing from your icebox like common thieves.”
A cacophony of emotions roared through Richard—he countered them all with a firm, well-practiced clench of his gut. “You’ve known Mrs. Foster ever since the beginning. Why do you still call her ‘that Foster lady?’”
“All right, enough,” Gramma said, no doubt countering her own inner qualms. She sat once again at the table and motioned for Richard to sit as well. “There’s still time before the work bell. Tell me your story.”
Richard smiled and took his seat, and though dawn had by now delivered sunlight into the plaza, into the Doroschenkos’ living room, it was quickly banished as Richard began his tale. Gramma’s eyes, once reflecting the golden-tinged minimalistic planes of the breakfast nook, now reflected chainlink and creosotes and two pitifully unclad Garden grunts crouching conspiratorially between the security phosphors. There wasn’t much time for elaboration, but Richard recounted the details of Juju’s daring early morning escape with impeccable accuracy. Truthfully, the experience hadn’t been all that dramatic, but he made it dramatic, made the small and insignificant into something meaningful. He was very visual, and he made good use of his body to illustrate certain plot points: When (in his narrative) he followed Juju along the Steel Garden perimeter, he crawled along the living room floor, even took a moment, at one point, to remove an imaginary insect from his backside. When he faced down Newbie, he held his hands protectively over his crotch and summoned a genuine blush as if his coveralls had suddenly dissolved into thin air.
“Juju was a man of the wild,” Richard said, doing a little monkey dance and earning a genuine chuckle from Gramma. “He was a bird riding the wind—a free spirit shackled by a fate unceremoniously unloaded on all of mankind. He was a prime example of what we’ve lost as a race because of the war. No one seems to remember human individuality anymore, but Juju did. He knew because he was human, living a human life in a world that’s no longer humane, there was nothing for him here, and so he left, charging through the gates with a swagger in his step and a sparkle in his eye.”
The story ended; boy and woman were released back into the light, into the newborn day sure to be as monotonous as every other except for one small detail: a drift of sand, snatched from out of thin air and scattered across the breakfast table.
Gramma reached out, brushed her fingers over the sparkling grains. “I don’t know how you do it, Richard. I really don’t.”
The work bell sounded. Richard took a bow, then fetched his boots from beside the door, slipped them on. He grabbed his lunchbox and was heading out the door when Gramma caught him by the shoulder.
“Richard,” she said.
He stopped, one foot out, one foot in. “Yeah?”
“Your grandfather and I will see the doctors.”
Richard smiled. “Good.”
The Steel Garden campus was a crisscrossing patchwork of sand and concrete, with the six dormitory buildings (A through F, respectively) spaced evenly around the domed hub of the central warehouse. Richard fell into step with a stream of other workers, male and female. All were dressed similarly in beige-colored coveralls and wielding early-morning grimaces as well as lunchboxes and knapsacks. On a normal morning, Richard might have struck up a hearty conversation with Juju, but as it was, he merely filed along with everyone else, silent and sullen.
In the locker room, as everyone was storing away their lunches and donning their hardhats, he was approached by Grabs (who was seventeen, and whose real name was Simon, but who’d earned the nickname “Grabs” due to his rather blunt way with women).
“Where’s Juju?” Grabs asked.
“Gone,” replied Richard. “Skipped out this morning.”
“Oh, geez.”
“Want to hear the story?”
Grabs held up his hand, shook his head. “No, no. I heard a rumor that you and him were running around this morning and causing trouble—I want no part of it, just in case Parsons decides to grill everybody.”
Disappointed, Richard slumped his shoulders and quietly followed Grabs out into the assembly sector, where everyone lined up for roll call and the daily pep talk.
Klug, the warehouse foreman, was a distracted-looking man in his thirties who lived off-campus, and who did little else than sit in his office all day and shuffle papers around. This was evidenced by his slightly pudgy frame and ultra-soft hands—Richard knew because he’d shaken the man’s hand once and it had been indistinguishable from a baby’s bottom. Always behind schedule, he very rarely looked directly at you while he was speaking, and he very rarely spoke to you while he was busy trying to conquer whatever bureaucratic malady threatened to run Steel Garden into the ground.
After the obligatory pledge recital, Klug took up post at the head of the gathering.
“Okay,” he said, clearing his throat and skimming over his clipboard through a pair of gigantic eyeglasses. “Just a few items of business . . .” His gaze darted to and fro, back and forth, from his clipboard to the amassed workers, counting, checking— “Does anyone know where Mr. Ngungu has gotten himself to this morning?”
Heads turned, shoulders shrugged; Richard looked squarely at the floor, perfectly willing to let the mystery go unsolved until time eventually revealed the truth. Grabs, however, seemed to have other plans, and shoved Richard forward with enough force that he nearly flew right into Klug’s arms.
It was the second time that morning he’d been unexpectedly thrust into an uncomfortable situation.
Klug regarded him with a bug-eyed expression. Awestruck and exasperated. “Hm. Mr. Doroschenko. I don’t suppose you could enlighten us as to the whereabouts of our dearly departed Juju?”
Richard shook his head. “I’m afraid not, Mr. Klug.”
“Because I certainly don’t want a repeat of last month.”
“No repeat, sir.”
“Are you certain?”
Richard bit his lip, hoped he was sweating heat-sweat and not nervous-sweat. “Sir, with each passing second, your productivity slips down another notch.”
Klug’s expression became ashen, and he quickly hustled Richard back into his line as, once again addressing the group as a whole, he reiterated the necessity of a ten-percent increase in the plant’s output. When he was done, he clapped his hands twice—his own little nonverbal expression of Go!—and disappeared into his office.
Laughter filled the room, and several of the men slapped Richard on the back.
“Productivity!” one of them boomed.
“Now that was rich, kid!” said another.
There was a brief moment of exchanged quips before everyone was off to their various stations, and the work day officially began. Because of his age, Richard wasn’t allowed to operate any of the more intricate machinery (though he was certain he could handle any piece of Garden equipment without issue), and so was made to do more of the basic grunt work, packing this, unpacking that, loading and unloading and jogging back and forth between stations at the whim of anyone who needed something extraneous taken care of (thankfully, Richard had, from an early age, been blessed with an exceptionally sound muscle build). All the while, the adult workers got to actually drive the lifts, maneuver the cranes, assemble the various shuttle components, and so forth. Not that they were doing anything of great intricacy anyway; all the parts were manufactured to Kiengiri specs, and Richard’s coworkers merely followed the downloaded guidelines with their visors and assembly gauntlets—but still, even though the manual labor didn’t bother Richard as much as the monotony, he frequently had to stave off the boredom by telling himself soon, soon enough he would be a man. He was just over a week away from turning fourteen, at which point he would be nice and legal and allowed to play with the big boys’ toys.
As Juju would have put it, he thought, woeful.
* * *
At ten after five:
Richard wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead, hefted his clothing bundle in his arms. The late afternoon sun broiled mercilessly in the sky—he wondered if the zinc oxide cream was doing him any good. Behind him, Gramma was helping Grampa out of his clothes and was talking to him in slow, steady tones, trying to help him adjust to a nearly out-of-control situation that had arisen from a computer mishap. Nearly a hundred residents’ medical files had been lost in a computer crash, and so everyone in building A had to be tested all over again.
Needless to say, Richard was exasperated. Most Friday evenings weren’t like this. Most Fridays Steel Garden’s residents could do whatever they wanted during off-time—and even if it was one of those weird days when the power went out or the water system stalled . . . most Fridays Richard had someone to talk to.
Nine hours. Somehow Juju had gone nine hours and not been recaptured—and Richard had gone that long without a single meaningful conversation.
It was madness.
“Next.”
Snapping out of his reverie, Richard realized he was up. He stepped forward, and a tired-looking nurse in white took hold of his dog tag, scanned it with her reader.
“Richard, is it?” the nurse said, feigning a smile.
“It sure is,” replied Richard, nodding, hoping for the nurse’s name in return—
“Right here, Richard.” The nurse motioned for him to step onto a weight scale that had been placed beside the examination table.
Richard complied, setting his things down on the ground and stepping onto the scale. “Is it true there’s a new bug going around?”
“Well,” said the nurse, “these things, er . . . these things come and go . . . four foot ten. Over here, please.” She gestured at the height rod. “Yeah . . . there’s always something new going around . . . one-hundred pounds. On the table, please.”
Richard complied, asking again about pathogens, and then trying (unsuccessfully) to strike up a decent give and take. However, he soon discovered that the nurse didn’t talk to him so much as she mumbled various strings of semi-relevant words. She paid more attention to her collection of utensils for poking and prodding, lifting and looking; when she gave him his shot, she stared past his shoulder, as if looking for someone in the crowd (she might have been a female Klug!). When she was through, she hustled him off to one side, handed him his clothes and a printout of his medical results. Before he could say goodbye, she’d turned away and was assisting the next person in line.
As much as he wanted to have a shower, wash his clothes, Richard knew such amenities would be out of the question until later in the evening, after the medical staff cleared out. He pulled on his coveralls and boots; then, standing at the periphery of the plaza, he looked over his printout, only recognizing half of the words (Gramma could read him the rest later, though he was sure it contained the usual random, meaningless statistics regarding his height, weight, body fat, mineral levels, and so forth).
He looked up, spotted his grandparents sitting together on the examination table. Gramma had a look of utter embarrassment on her face, and kept her hands over her crotch until it was absolutely necessary to remove them; Grampa merely stared straight ahead, and could have been watching the videobox for all intensive purposes. He did show signs of awareness when Gramma got into her usual argument with the doctor. Richard couldn’t make out the exact words over the ambient noise, but after several minutes of haggling, he saw her looking his way, and he knew it was time for an intervention. He started across the plaza, the noises of the crowd growing louder, suddenly urgent—someone was yelling from the direction of the south entrance.
“You heard me, you lugs! Hands off!”
In unison, a hundred or so heads turned towards the entrance as a path was cleared into the center of the plaza. Two gruff-looking soldiers were leading a handcuffed African man to the front of the line—
—Juju. He was covered from head to toe in dust and debris, but looking none the worse for wear.
“They insisted I make my physical on time,” he chuckled when he passed close to Richard, who nearly whooped for joy. “How kind of them, eh?” Then, leaning in close, he whispered into Richard’s ear: “Have I got a story for you, kiddo.”
If the plaza had been on the verge of disorder before Juju’s arrival, it was now very nearly a full-fledged riot scene as building A’s residents waved their arms in the air, cheered, whooped, and whistled in celebration of their man-on-the-run’s return to the fold. Guards who had been inconspicuously placed throughout now stepped forward, demanded order through their megaphones, lest they start making arrests.
Richard’s neighbors were a rambunctious bunch, but not so maniacal that they couldn’t control themselves when necessary. Besides, it was hot—if everyone got into trouble, they would be spending needless days squeezed together in a stuffy prison cell. They poked their fun at the authority figures, but eventually reverted to their previous semi-chaotic state.
All but Juju, that is. He continuously released a steady stream of exclamations concerning community policy and human rights as he was led to the front of one of the lines.
Richard followed, caught up with the guards as one of them was addressing the doctor:
“The security chief would like an immediate physical examination for resident 82.”
“Hear that, everyone?” Juju shouted, half-heartedly struggling against his bonds. “Resident 82—I’ve been reduced to a number!”
The crowd booed.
“Pipe down, Juju,” said the other guard, smiling.
In response, Juju flicked him off and, at the doctor’s request, opened his mouth, squeezed his fist, turned his head and coughed, made a derogatory comment when he was handed the cup for his urine sample. In short, he was responsible for no less than five total blushes spanning the doctor and several nurses.
Richard stood off to one side, viewing the proceedings with amusement. He supposed there was some sort of underlying anti-establishment motive to Juju’s display, but none of it seemed more serious than business as usual in the Garden. Juju would get a stern talking-to by the security chief, would spend the weekend behind bars, and then be released into the warehouse on Monday so the cycle could begin again.
(On the plus side, Richard noticed out of the corner of his eye that Gramma had intercepted one of the more familiar nurses and was apparently negotiating successfully for her meds.)
“They treat us like cattle,” Juju said, reclaiming Richard’s attention. Red as a lobster and obviously about ready to explode, he winced as the doctor gave him his shot. “They come in here on our time—late, mind you—and have the nerve to tell us we’re not cooperating, we’re not going far enough out of our way to make their little visit here to Steel Garden a goddamned summer retreat—I should have pissed on the doctor’s shoes, not in the cup.”
Richard laughed, picturing such a feat.
Juju’s face got even redder. “You think this is funny?” He swatted at Richard (who dodged deftly out of the way) and flashed a devious smile—a reminder that though he often lost his temper, he was not unkind.
The doctors, however, weren’t aware Juju was anything besides a major handful; subsequently, they made it their top priority to complete their tasks in record time so they could turn Juju over to the authorities and have him on his merry way. The instant they were through, the doctor nodded at the guards, who bound Juju’s wrists again and hustled him out of the plaza.
Before leaving, he made a point of swooping his head close to Richard’s and whispering, “The usual time, okay?”
Richard nodded and stopped at the plaza edge, watched as Juju—flesh shackled, but spirit soaring—and his captors receded down the walk.
* * *
The apartment was stifling.
Richard helped Grampa into his recliner by the rear window; Gramma went straight for the keg, fetched herself a glass of water.
“Did you get your meds?” Richard asked her.
Depositing herself in a chair, Gramma responded by holding up a pair of prescription bottles. With her hair matted and her cheeks flushed bright red, she looked absolutely beaten by the heat. “Bless Marion—that’s the nurse’s name—for keeping her promise. If it had been up to the doctor, my chart—your grandpa’s too—would have been deleted long ago.”
Richard felt Grampa tugging at his sleeve. He faced the man, saw, surprisingly, a glimmer of coherence behind his eyes.
“Some water, boy,” Grampa whispered, focusing his gaze somewhere between Richard’s head and the ceiling. “If it’s not too much trouble.”
Richard shook his head. “Of course not, Grampa.”
He crossed the room, passing Gramma a hopeful glance as he fetched a glass from the dish rack, filled it with water from the keg, and then delivered it to Grampa.
“Good boy,” Grampa said, drinking thirstily.
Richard watched him intently, wondered just how much of this moment of clarity he could capture before it receded. Sometimes it was weeks between such lapses, sometimes less; the dementia was a slow, corrosive process—too much aluminum in the system, the doctors had said—that produced bumps and hiccups in Grampa’s mental state. All city-born folks had various levels of toxins in their bloodstreams, though Grampa had had the misfortune of being one of the unlucky ones whose symptoms had proved devastating. He rarely spoke to anyone, rarely did anything besides sit and stare out the window, mumbling to himself in short gasps. It was easy to imagine his body as a mere shell, a flesh coverall encasing the real George Doroschenko—and on days like today, days when the man inside could be caught peeking out through the coverall peepholes, blinking around the room and trying to remember how he’d gotten there . . . Richard couldn’t help but hope that maybe his grandfather would find the strength to finally burst free.
“I had a dream,” Grampa said once he’d emptied his glass. “Seemed to go on for ever and ever. We were at the beach. All of us. You and Robert and Jana and me and Elda. I don’t . . . I don’t know which beach, but it was clean. No warning signs, no alien acids in the water. There were people everywhere . . . spread out on towels, sitting under umbrellas, kids playing with volleyballs and Frisbees, on the sand, in the water . . .”
“Wow,” said Richard, kneeling beside the recliner and taking Grampa’s hand in his own. “What else do you remember?”
Grampa seemed to think for a moment—perhaps tried to grasp something that didn’t want to be grasped, for the light in his eyes shifted, the man within the man suddenly recoiling a step. “When are you going to cut your hair? Army’ll never take you that way—”
“No, Grampa,” Richard said, squeezing harder. “The beach, remember? We were all at the beach—you were telling me about it.”
“Oh, yes . . . the beach . . .” Grampa smiled pleasantly, though it was obvious the memory was rapidly slipping away—
—Richard made a mental lunge. “I remember the beach too.”
“You do?”
“Yes,” continued Richard, catching that tiny bit of light behind Grampa’s eyes and drawing it out, building upon it. “We went on vacation when I was little. At first you didn’t want to go because you don’t like the beach, but mom and dad begged and begged, and you finally gave in and went with us. You wore flannel over your Speedos, remember? Everyone kept making fun of you because it looked like you weren’t wearing anything at all under your shirt.”
The smell of sand and surf filled the room, and the window, instead of framing the Steel Garden perimeter fence, now revealed an uncertain mesh, a wavering hint of a sprawling coastline that may or may not have ever existed.
Grampa’s head turned slowly, and his eyes widened as he looked through the window, seeing, Richard knew . . . remembering. He started to work his jaw, the words trying to escape; Richard held tight, thought of what to say next, where to take the story—
“Richard . . . don’t.”
Richard flinched, his concentration fractured. Gramma was standing behind him, and had put her hand on his shoulder. “Let him be.”
It was only a moment’s lapse, but it was enough to evaporate the ocean, dust away the sand. Richard jumped to his feet, facing Gramma. He wanted to swear out loud, to demand an explanation as to why his work had been trampled so, but he never got out more than an exasperated sigh. Not when he saw Gramma’s face, saw the tears streaking her cheek. She’d spent the last handful of years trying to adjust, to accept her husband’s condition; every time Richard tried to cheat the circumstances, it was like opening a half-healed wound. He didn’t understand it completely, but he knew it wasn’t his place to play doctor—at least, not now.
“I’m going up to the roof,” he said at last. “Maybe you and Grampa want to come get some fresh air?”
Gramma shook her head. “No thank you.”
“But you’ve been cooped up in here all day.”
“Yes, but I haven’t been physically exerting myself like you have. I can manage.” She wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead.
Richard kicked off his boots and shimmied out of his coveralls. “I’ll bring your laundry, then.”
“I washed our things this morning.”
Catching a pattern to Gramma’s hesitance, Richard sighed inwardly and let the matter drop. He used to think it was merely the nakedness, the abundant unfamiliar faces that kept Gramma from partaking in what she often referred to as “that Foster lady’s naturist raves”, but as of late he’d come to realize it was pride—Gramma didn’t want the other residents to see the burden placed squarely on her grandson’s shoulders. Pride or prejudice, it was one of those hot and humid evenings when the simple act of walking across a room felt like crawling across a ten-mile strip of desert at noon; all the world’s oceans and jungles and microbes-gone-wild couldn’t produce enough oxygen to seep its way into the Doroschenkos’ apartment—and yet Gramma was adamant about sticking it out, keeping herself hidden away like an ill-favored tool on the back shelf of some storage shed.
“Okay, then,” Richard said, heading for the door. “I’ll bring some oranges back, and whatever else looks good.”
Gramma nodded wordlessly.
Stepping out into the plaza (which was still bustling with doctors and nurses and overheated residents), Richard sneaked a quick shower and then made his way around to the back of building A, where the stairs were. He ascended them two at a time, rising above the sizzling pavement and sun-bleached sand and entering into Mrs. Foster’s rooftop sanctuary—a canopied oasis that could be spotted from a mile away because it was the only building on campus that was covered edge to edge with abundant foliage.
Mrs. Foster, an extroverted gardener in her mid-forties, was building A’s self-appointed stewardess. She managed everyone’s affairs, made sure everything that needed to be done got done, made sure everyone was properly taken care of. Officially, she was merely a Steel Garden resident; unofficially, she was building A’s go-between, dealing directly with the landlord and making sure her fellow workers were allowed certain amenities on a regular basis—and as long as the landlord kept her happy, she kept the residents of building A happy.
When she spotted Richard stepping onto the roof, she glided over to him, welcomed him with a flamboyant hug and a kiss on the forehead.
“TGIF, dearie,” she said, and took his coveralls, his boots. “Hottest day of the summer, today. Heard it on the news. They say it’s those Kur martyrs messing with lava fissures in our oceans—as if the Pacific tsunamis weren’t enough!” She placed his clothes into a plastic bin and walked over to where a large table had been set between potted palms. The Peterson twins (both blond-haired and blue-eyed, both eight years old) were dropping ice cubes into three-dozen eight-ounce glasses. “There’s always some new catastrophe happening in the world—but never you mind all that. The work day is over, the videobox battery is fully charged, and the girls here have just finished pouring the lemonade—Richard, would you be a dear and help pass out refreshments to everyone?”
Richard nodded and accompanied the twins—Jenna and Megan, respectively—as they made the rounds distributing watermelon slices and lemonade to a total of twenty-seven people. The numbers often fluctuated, but Richard could always count on seeing the core handful: Chad, the Peterson twins’ father, and a musician as well (who could always be found sitting in his own corner with a decrepit acoustic guitar and a small stack of wrinkled sheet music); Nina, Karla, Miranda, and Lily (the laundry women, all of whom were in their late twenties or early thirties and who were quite fetching); Squirt (six years old, Karla’s son; his campus name had been tastelessly derived from a certain specific biological function resulting in his conception); Magda, Eudora, and Welma—the Peeping Hags.
The Hags were old—the oldest residents on campus. Mrs. Foster was related to them in some way, though she’d never divulged exactly how. Physically in their seventies (but mentally still in their teens), they could always be found perched at the rooftop edge, where they processed the day’s gossip and whistled at the men showering in the plaza down below. (Richard, who was the oldest of the children in the A building, had only recently been declared mature enough that the Peeping Hags felt it appropriate to titter at him as they did the full-grown men whenever they caught him bending over or washing a delicate area.)
The Hags’ table was the last stop on Richard’s circuit, because as foul-mouthed as they were, they always had the latest news—and that’s what Richard wanted.
“How is my little big man?” asked Magda, the oldest.
“Fine as can be,” Richard replied, serving her lemonade and watermelon.
“Getting bigger every week, from the looks of him,” Eudora, the skinny one, said, staring fixedly at his crotch.
Richard squatted so that his head was level with hers and handed her a glass. Of the three Hags, she was probably the most provocative, often outright proclaiming her affinity for Richard’s form . . . though, for the most part, he didn’t mind, as he was male, and so naturally was predisposed to have a certain amount of pride concerning certain bodily features—and besides, she was an elder, a survivor of three failed marriages and four thankless children; she’d earned the right to be as crotchety as she liked.
Smiling, he said, “Easy there, garlic-breath. You’ll give yourself a heart attack—then who’ll give me my news?”
Eudora reached out and brushed her hand against his cheek. “Oh, honey. If only you were a few decades older and I a few decades younger. The things I could teach you.”
The Hags burst out laughing as Richard’s cheeks flamed crimson. Behind him, the Peterson twins, holding their empty trays, giggled as well. They almost certainly had no idea what was going on, and yet Richard often suspected there was some psychic link between them and the Hags, them and all women—a genetic obligation to toy with the male mind whenever possible.
He stood, handed Welma (who was the quietest of the Hags) her refreshments. “Have you girls been waiting around all day just to corrupt my mind?”
“I wasn’t talking about your mind, sweetheart,” Eudora said, earning more laughter from her sisters.
“I know,” said Richard, scowling. He handed his tray to Jenna, sent her and her sister off to Mrs. Foster. Then, sitting cross-legged on the ground: “The news, please.”
Magda and Eudora both leaned back in their chairs. Their forte was gossip and matters of prurience; Welma’s was current events.
“Young minds,” she said, sipping her lemonade and exchanging amused glances with her sisters. “Always on task.” She faced Richard. “We have a new campus guard on night watch. Fresh from boot camp.”
Richard nodded. “Newbie, right?”
“Newbie. How appropriate.” Welma chuckled. “Anyhow, it seems he has the integrity of a tumbleweed when pumped for information by, shall we say, the right pair of hands? Lips was working him over the night before last and she got him to tell her about a little military blunder. Do you remember the Red Rain last month?”
Richard nodded again. “It rained blood. They told everyone to stay inside.”
“Not blood. Microbes. Nano soldiers built like viruses, except they do exactly what the scientists want them to do, and then they expire. You find them in everything these days, from clothes to toys to medical utensils, but according to Newbie, our Kiengiri friends were supposed to use a particularly nasty batch of nano soldiers during an attack on the Kur. Wouldn’t you know, though, the ship carrying the malaise was shot down—in our area, no less—and the little nano buggers were set free over our heads. We were all vaccinated that night, and the campus was cleaned up—but remember those three residents who came down with a cold a few days after?”
“Yeah,” said Richard. “That woman and her kid from building C, and a man from building D. They transferred to another campus.”
“Bah!” Magda spat, setting her glass down and slapping the table with her hand. “If that were true, we’d have heard about it beforehand.”
“Indeed,” Eudora agreed, nodding.
Welma continued: “They’re dead, Richard. They caught the bug and it made them really sick. It wasn’t supposed to happen, but you know those military types can’t be trusted to handle their own secrets, much less a vat full of voracious germs.”
Richard frowned. “Their shots must have been bad.”
“Heh,” Eudora grunted. “Must have.”
The Hags shared a group scowl.
Momentarily, Mrs. Foster made an appearance. She’d brought a pair of large buckets, both of which she handed to Richard.
“Our laundry girls need water,” she said. “If you ladies don’t mind, I’d like to borrow this lug for a little while. I promise I’ll have him back to you in pristine condition.”
The Hags shrugged and turned their attention elsewhere—namely the plaza below—as they waited for their next male victim to brave the shower.
Satisfied with Welma’s report, Richard, along with Chad and several of the other men, helped fetch water from the plaza. (There was a coin-operated laundry room at the south end of the building, though since Steel Garden’s monetary system had been canceled a good many years ago, it was now merely a boarded up memory.)
Afterward, he sat with Jenna and Megan and played the obligatory game of cards as evening settled over the Garden. A dozen or so workers had gathered on the west side of the roof, and were casually chatting, sipping lemonade or iced tea as they watched the sunset and waited for the Sol Union address to finish downloading on the videobox. When the program was ready, Mrs. Foster waved her arms in the air and shushed her guests, who assumed their various viewing positions—all except Chad, who remained in his corner and continued to strum his guitar (it was common knowledge that he didn’t like politics, and that he despised politicians even more).
Richard faced forward and watched as the President of Earth, with his pressed black suit and stately gray hair, came to life on the screen:
“My fellow humans, Sol is under attack. Our home is under attack. The Kur have come to our system on a mission of conquest, with every intention of taking our world for their own—but we have made it perfectly clear Earth is not merely a gem to be cleaned, cut, and polished for the auction block. With assistance from the Kiengiri, we have shored up our defensive forces. Thanks to the hard work and dedication of our young men and women, our military fleet is second to none—but our worker fleet is every bit as integral. The campus system is the backbone of our economic livelihood. You are our most precious resource in this monumental effort to rid ourselves once and for all from the scourge of the Kur. Were it not for your many hours of faithful service, we would have no Army support, and the Kiengiri, our closest allies in this time of need, would have no sanctuary.
“Let us be honest: These are trying times, and the road ahead is difficult. The concept of family has never been as important as it is now and in the coming years. As humans, and as citizens of Sol, we must band together or risk being eradicated by an alien race that cares nothing for our way of life. Our children, our elders, our husbands and our wives, the wounded, and the ill—our loved ones: it is these people we must keep in our hearts and souls as we rise to meet each new day. The blood, sweat, and tears we spill, whether in a factory or on a battlefield, is our pledge of freedom, our promise of victory.
“These are indeed trying times. Bureaucracy often seems a trivial matter in comparison to the big picture, but it is crucial that the campus system function properly, lest the foundation of our great society crumble into ruins. I have spoken to various heads of state, and have made it my top priority to reinforce the backbone of our community. That means a call for more state and national funding so that we can improve our dedicated worker campuses. This includes a more efficient allocation of resources, and quicker medical response times.
“It won’t happen overnight—but with patience, with perseverance, we will emerge triumphant. Thank you, and God bless.”
The videobox screen faded to black.
“Well,” said Mrs. Foster, rising to her feet and moving to light several of the lanterns that hung along the roof’s periphery. “If that wasn’t the shortest pep talk I’ve ever heard . . .”
“Hear that?” asked Lily. “He called us resources.”
“Smooth politician talk—” said Welma.
“—tailored specifically for clueless grunts like us,” added Eudora.
“Waste of a download,” confirmed Magda.
Richard stood, brushed off his bottom. “Probably never even been to a terra campus.”
Mrs. Foster snorted disdainfully, turned and faced the group. “Probably never even been to Sol—but come now, everyone. Let’s not bicker over our elected dunderheads. It’s story time.”
A light round of applause went up as, glasses in hand, everyone gathered in a small circle.
Richard remained standing, and assumed a thoughtful pose as he tapped his foot on the ground, shifting his gaze from one face to the next, searching for the right inspiration—
“My story,” he began, smiling suddenly, “is about . . . a guitar . . .”
Chad, still in his corner, looked up—
“. . . and a woman—”
—stopped playing—
“—two of Earth’s most delectable blessings.”
—and, leaning his guitar against the wall, beamed brightly as he joined the group.
Richard paced slowly, delicately, back and forth before his audience as he lit the embers of his tale, as the rooftop came alive with the colors and smells of a land long ago and far away:
“Many, many years ago, back before the Sol Union and the Kur and the rising oceans, back when the desert was all rolling hillsides as far as the eye could see, there lived a farmer named Jacob, who was also a musician—a guitar player.
“One day, after selling all his cabbage, he went for a stroll through the marketplace. There’s wasn’t much to look at, as the afternoon was winding down, and most of the merchants had already packed away their wares for the day, but one little old man—a luthier—sat at his booth as dutifully as if the sun had just risen. He had a variety of stringed instruments for sale, but what interested Jacob most was an old guitar.” Richard scanned Chad’s eyes. “It was a French steel-string, solid rosewood. Vintage. Jacob strummed a few chords and fell in love at once. He negotiated for nearly an hour with the merchant before agreeing to hand over his entire day’s earnings in exchange for the guitar. He played it all the way home.
“The next morning, he brought the guitar with him to the marketplace and serenaded many a customer—one of whom was a beautiful woman named Lena. She told him his music had roused her from a long sleep, and that she was grateful for his song.
“Jacob took a liking to her right away, so much so that he invited her to have lunch with him. They sat in the meadow for hours, talking, laughing, and basking in the steel-string’s bright and percussive sound. Long after the marketplace had closed and the sun had set, they shared their first kiss . . . and Jacob asked Lena to marry him. Lena accepted, but on one condition: they had to spend the night together. No scandal, no sex—just the two of them, overnight.
“Jacob brought her to his home and shared his bed with her, and, as per their agreement, did nothing more than kiss her goodnight and tell her he loved her before turning off the light and going to sleep.
“He awoke the next morning with Lena still in his arms. Not wanting to rouse her prematurely, he quietly left the bed and went to make breakfast. He set the table, laid out fruit, bread, cheese—and then he waited . . . waited . . . waited for Lena to wake up. When noon came and went and she still hadn’t come out to eat, he got worried and returned to the bedroom. There she slept, peaceful—too peaceful, for she did not budge in the slightest when Jacob gently brushed her cheek, whispered her name. He tried opening the window, letting the sun in; he tried talking a little louder; he tried nudging her a little harder . . . but she would not wake.
“By now deeply alarmed, Jacob fetched the doctor, who performed a number of tests, all of which were inconclusive. Lena simply would not wake up.
“Heartbroken, devastated, Jacob collapsed onto the floor beside the bed and wept until he had no more tears at all.
“He reached for his guitar—and, quite unexpectedly, found a note tucked between the strings. ‘My love,’ it read. ‘It is morning and you have discovered my secret. I will not wake unless it is by your song. When you played in the marketplace, your abundance of heart and soul broke the spell—but I cannot take from you unless you are willing to give. I must hear a new song every morning for as long as we are married. If the songs run out, then I will sleep . . . indefinitely. So, you see why I wanted you to spend the night with me. If you can bear this burden, then I will be your wife. If you cannot, then all I ask is that you wake me this once so that I may say goodbye.’
“Jacob set the note on the table and thought for a while . . . really thought. He was a young man, in his twenties—Lena was just as young. Could he sustain her throughout her youth, into middle age and beyond? And if he ever stumbled? If his muse one day refused to cooperate?
“It was a difficult decision to make. Picking up his guitar, Jacob plucked a gentle tune, and Lena stirred, opened her eyes.” Richard stepped forward, knelt before Nina and took her hand. “Jacob held her hand, helping her to sit up. ‘Is this hello or goodbye?’ Lena asked him.
“He said . . .”
Richard trailed off, his listeners gasping in surprise as a loud boom! sounded from the west. There was a moment of disorientation, a dozen minds suddenly trying to orient themselves between fantasy cottage and rooftop abode—then the second explosion sounded, closer, and the night was split wide open as a flurry of bots suddenly encircled the roof, their emergency lights flashing—
“It’s a skirmish!” cried Mrs. Foster, jumping to her feet and waving everyone towards the stairs. “Everyone to the shelter! Now!”
There was no time to think, no time to process what was happening except as a very distant side thought. Richard grabbed the Peterson twins, who were closest to him, and, hefting one girl under each arm, made a beeline for the stairs. It took an enormous effort not to step on anyone’s toes, not to push or shove or simply jump over the railing in an attempt to reach the ground faster as all around the sounds of war closed in. At the bottom of the stairs, he couldn’t help but pause momentarily to sneak a glimpse over his shoulder—this is what he saw: cobalt sky aglow with dozens of frantic pinpoints, soaring, swooping, diving towards the black horizon, some veering back up again, others spearing the Earth in fantastic plumes of light.
“Get to the shelter, Richard!” yelled someone behind him. He felt a pair of hands on his back, shoving him along, moving him forward through a sea of bodies, a symphony of screams and prayers.
It was dark in the plaza. The security phosphors had been switched off. Several people (the guards, most likely) had flashlights, and were no doubt trying to light the way to the shelter entrance, but to Richard it was all chaotic shards of light filtering in between a vast tangle of arms and legs. He was carried forward by the flow, Jenna and Megan crying openly, and almost fell face-forward through the shelter’s trapdoor, which didn’t become obvious until he was very nearly standing on top of it. He set the girls on their feet, followed them down into an even blacker darkness just as a deafening explosion reverberated against the plaza walls.
The shelter was dark and dusty—and cramped. There wasn’t the slightest bit of light. The twins clung to Richard and cried for their parents. Everyone else was dead quiet as they listened to the foreboding exchange above. Most of the explosions were distant, but every so often a craft or projectile could be heard whizzing by overhead, causing the walls, the ceiling to shake. Steel Garden itself may not have been under direct attack, but right here, right now, with the quivering, trembling flesh of nearly a hundred frightened residents pressed against him, Richard knew he was utterly helpless, completely vulnerable—
—one more Union resource at risk of early expiration.
The skirmish only lasted a handful of minutes, though to many it was more like hours. When everyone was at last allowed to unpack themselves from the congested depths of the shelter, Richard climbed out into the plaza, took several deep breaths. There was smoke in the air, sirens were buzzing—people were distraught, children crying; no one seemed to remember where they lived as the guards shouted instructions over their megaphones.
Richard reunited Chad with his daughters, then pushed and shoved his way back to the shelter entrance, where he waited for his grandparents to emerge. When they did, a well-armed soldier in fatigues reiterated the guards’ earlier instructions for all residents to return home at once.
Understandably, Grampa was in bad shape. He rambled, half-crying, and flinched this way and that as Richard helped Gramma guide him back to their apartment.
In the bedroom, Gramma said to Richard, “I think you should probably sleep out in the living room tonight.”
“Maybe if I helped—”
Gramma shook her head. “No stories. Not tonight.”
“But—”
“Richard.”
Frustrated, on the verge of blowing his lid, Richard grabbed his blanket, his pillow, and set himself up on the living room floor. There, he lay listening to the aftermath of a Friday evening gone terribly wrong: Grampa’s whimpering, Gramma’s desperate pleas for serenity, the neighbors’ choked-up survival stories drifting in through the open window—Richard wanted to gather everyone in his arms and tell them it was all right, tell them the worst was past. Anything but to have the moment prolonged as such.
Closing his eyes, he slept for a few hours—but it was a feverish, fitful sleep, in and out. He woke up glittering with sweat, his heart hammering in his chest—
—he’d almost forgotten about Juju.
It was a few minutes past midnight. Standing and slicking back his hair, he listened carefully and, hearing the sound of his grandparents’ steady snoring emanating from the bedroom, tiptoed over to the rear window. He slipped outside, bare feet hitting the concrete without the slightest sound. He pondered making a quick trip up to the roof for his clothes, just to have them on hand in the morning, but thought better of it as a patrol bot whizzed by.
Once again, shame was to provide better cover than modesty.
Though there was still the smell of flaming wreckage in the air, the immediate area surrounding building A seemed to have sustained very little damage, if any at all. Richard suspected a fighter craft or two had gone down outside the perimeter fence, but other than that, it was just another blistering night in the Garden. No warning lights flashing, no legions of soldiers patrolling the shadows for anomalous intruders.
The guardhouse was south of the dormitory building, and was only moderately secure, as most Steel Garden residents behaved themselves relatively well. A squat building that resembled a storage plot more than it did a jail, it had locked doors and barred windows, but was otherwise completely accessible.
Richard crouched beside the first in a row of ground-level windows and peered inside. Not seeing anyone, he crept to the next window, peered inside, crept to the next, and so forth until he found Juju, who was pacing back and forth in his cell. He’d been cleaned up, given a new set of coveralls.
Richard squatted down low, gripping the bars with his hands. “Psst! Juju!”
Juju turned; when he saw Richard, he assaulted the window (and Richard) with a scowl and a hoard of seething whispers: “They left me in here, goddamnit! I watched the whole thing from right here! Fighters rolling into each other, the sky lit up with an unholy fireworks display, and not a single guard came to bring me to the shelter! Guards indeed—protecting their own assets at all costs!”
Richard caught himself giggling and clamped his hand over his mouth. The severity of the situation had indeed dawned on him, but it somehow still seemed distant, unreal. (Perhaps, he thought, it was his brain’s way of dealing with the trauma he’d come close to realizing earlier while waiting for Gramma and Grampa to fall asleep.)
“Well, there was a lot going on,” he said. “People were running all over the place—the security team had to keep things in order.”
Juju spat. “Oh, stop making excuses for them, Richard! They simply don’t care. They put their soldiers through rigorous training programs. They know how to infiltrate enemy lines, how to survive in the field—they certainly know how to react during a time of crisis. Now, imagine enduring six months at boot camp only to be shipped off to a worker campus out in the middle of the desert. Being here isn’t a privilege, it’s a chore. Babysitters in a glorified nursery.”
“There were guards in the plaza,” Richard pointed out, “and they seemed to be taking care of things pretty well.”
“Bah! Appearances only. A crowd like that, and they had to do something—again, protect the campus assets at all costs! But someone like me, someone who has a habit of bitching once too often . . . I’ll bet my foreskin they can’t get rid of me soon enough, put some mindless drone in my place. Maximum efficiency, you see.”
Richard frowned and glanced over his shoulder. The area was well-lit; it wouldn’t be long before one of the night guards spotted him and sent him packing. Looking at Juju once again, he scrunched himself lower and pressed his face against the bars. “You said you have a story for me?”
“Indeed I do,” Juju sighed.
“It’s a good thing they caught you, then,” Richard jested.
“Firstly, I let them catch me. I needed an excuse to get back here and tell you what I saw . . . that, and I was out of water.”
Richard laughed, though it was a nervous laugh. What if they hadn’t found Juju? What if he’d gone for days without water, without food—
“They really put us out here in the middle of nowhere,” Juju continued. “I passed a couple of unmanned communication towers. Other than that it’s all sand and tumbleweeds, a few shrubs or trees if you’re lucky. I didn’t expect to make it all the way to Pacifica, but . . . they don’t give us maps here, so I kept going west until I saw something of interest.”
“Really? What?”
“Activity. Shuttles buzzing, bodies bustling about. It looked like an army unit was setting something up, and it was obvious they hadn’t planned on having a spectator waiting on the fringe.”
“What were they setting up?” Richard asked, his curiosity piqued.
Juju chuckled. “Well, that’s when they caught me, bare-assed and covered in desert dust. They asked me the same thing as they were slapping me in irons. I, of course, merely launched into an indecipherable oratory about taxpayer dollars being used to fund covert military orgies—insanity is a wonderful defense—but I knew what they were doing.”
When Juju paused for effect, Richard shook his arms and whispered, “Well?”
“They planned it, Richard,” said Juju. “The skirmish—it was a stage show.”
Richard’s jaw dropped. “How do you know?”
“I saw them setting up. There was a portable launchpad, two fighters, and a cargo shuttle—but that was it. You could tell it was a temporary camp that wouldn’t last overnight. And you know what? During the skirmish, there were two explosions. Two fighters.”
Richard tried to wrap his brain around the concept. “So . . . what, then? They faked the skirmish?”
“They faked it, or they did a damned good job of coordinating the two fighter crashes with an actual military strike.”
“But . . . why?”
“Politics. Patriotism. The Sol War has taken twenty years from us, money and muscle. The various human administrations are no doubt looking for ways to bolster support from their citizens and workers alike—and all this time I’ve never seen a single alien, good or bad. Have you?”
Richard hadn’t.
“Oh, they talk about the human brain being hardwired for a specific feature set, how most of us would go blind or insane if we stared a Kiengiri in the face, but come now. I used to watch horror movies as a kid. Blood, guts, gore, zombies waltzing around the screen with lesions the size of mail slots—you name it—and I never had any nightmares, never had to have my head looked at by a psychiatrist. You’re telling me I’d lose it if I so much as peeked at a Kiengiri or a Kur?”
“You think they’re fake too?”
“No . . . no. We all saw the footage of the Kiengiri ships during first contact—and there were tens of thousands of amateur videos taken of the various landings. However, I get the feeling that our government has struck a deal with the aliens behind our backs and kept the best parts for themselves, given the rest of us the shaft.”
Richard thought for a moment. “You know, those horror movies you watched when you were little . . . you knew the movies were fake. Real life would be different. Mrs. Foster read me a book once. It was about war and how the soldiers who came back from fighting had their minds all messed up. It was too real for them.”
“Well, I can sympathize—it’s war. Violence. Inhumanity. The videobox reporters aren’t differentiating, however. They say that the Kur are our enemies, but that they’re too ugly to look at. I admit it may be a bit of a stretch, but, well, I’m at least sure about the skirmish. Extraterrestrial soldiers or movie effect creatures, last night’s shenanigans weren’t an accident, and they weren’t caused by a Kur attack. Something’s going on, Richard, and it’s not what the babysitters would have us believe.”
Juju fell silent, giving Richard a moment to digest what he‘d just heard. He was feeling the aftereffects of the day; the skirmish was past, Juju was back . . . and yet things somehow weren’t normal. There was a hesitation in the breeze, an underlying shifting of the sand, an unidentifiable taste at the back of Richard’s throat.
“How about you?” Juju asked after a time. “You have anything for me?”
“News from the Peeping Hags,” Richard said.
“Go on.”
“You know the Red Rain?”
“God almighty. Yes.”
“Well, I guess it was our fault and not the Kur’s. Our soldiers were supposed to be helping the Kiengiri with a germ attack against the Kur, but the ship carrying the bugs was shot down—”
“—over our heads.” Juju nodded, his eyes glistening with something monumental. “I have my own theory about that, you know it. They needed to test their plague before it was deployed, and so they tested it on us.”
“Really, Juju,” said Richard, shaking his head. “We’re workers. They need us. The night of the Rain the doctors came out and gave everyone their shots. We’re members of the Sol Union.”
“Well, where’s my fucking membership card?” Juju snorted, folding his arms. “Jesus, look at us. Utterly clueless. I’d like to think I still have a good decade or two before the gray hairs come a’knockin’. And you, you’re fourteen, almost! You should be out partying and meeting girls and smoking cigarettes, not fretting over whether or not your government is giving you a reach-around as it screws your asshole.”
“I have a girlfriend,” Richard said.
Juju smiled. “Really, now?”
“Her name’s Alix. She lives over in building B.”
“‘Alix,’ is it?” Juju knocked knuckles with Richard. “Tell me, has this lovely lass helped uncoil the knot?”
Richard blinked, recoiled a bit. “No—of course not!”
Juju laughed. “The perfect gentleman, I see.” Switching topics, he tapped Richard’s hand and asked, “Have you been practicing your letters?”
“I don’t need to,” Richard replied. “I can remember all my stories.”
“Assuming you’re alive.”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
Throwing his hands up in the air, Juju said, “Oh, I don’t know—air raids, spilled germs, inevitable old age. God, man, were you out taking a piss during the skirmish? Did you not realize how little we mean to our benefactors?”
“The campus wasn’t hit.”
“It doesn’t matter! We were in the crossfire!”
That may have been true, but once again Richard’s brain refused to process the information properly. Or maybe he’d merely reached the limit of how many of Juju’s epiphanies he could absorb in a single sitting. There had been other skirmishes, few and far between, and, of course, the Red Rain, but Steel Garden itself had never inhered any damage—it just didn’t make any sense to attack a resident campus. The warehouse, maybe, but not the workers’ homes . . . unless the Kur really were truly and utterly heartless . . . .
“You’ve got that look again,” said Juju. “Like a puppy dog trying to grasp an algebraic equation. But I guess it’s just as well we have this night to twiddle our thumbs. The day is coming when we’re all going to have to reckon with ourselves. The enemy within, and not some cosmic collection of quarreling aliens. I’m afraid that by the time the truth comes out, there’s a good chance none of us will be around to hear it.” He fixed Richard with a deadpan stare. “You practice your letters, you hear?”
Richard sighed. “I will.”
“Good. Now . . .” Juju left the window and spread himself out on his bunk. “. . . tell me a story. Something to put me to sleep.”
Nodding, Richard sat by the window a few minutes more and strung together words of rest and relaxation, calm and quiet. When he was done, Juju was snoring soundly, and Richard was reminded of his own exhaustion.
He left the guardhouse that wasn’t being guarded and made his way back home.
* * *
Shortly after dawn, a notice was slipped under the door of every apartment in building A. Richard found the Doroschenkos’ on his way to the keg for a glass of water.
It read:
Dear Steel Garden resident:
Due to recent circumstances beyond our control, the perimeter fence will now be live ’round the clock. As such, areas behind the dormitory buildings will be off-limits until further notice. We apologize for the inconvenience and hope to have a resolution shortly.
Setting the note on the table, Richard filled his glass, downed everything in three breaths, and promptly went back to sleep.
The weekend wound itself down. With Juju locked away there wasn’t much for Richard to do except putter about. He tidied the apartment with Gramma, watched videobox programs on the roof with Mrs. Foster’s crew, and while the girls were washing his clothes, he went to Steel Garden’s western perimeter and tossed pebbles at the fence (which responded by eliciting a series of vicious sparks and sizzles). He studied the terrain beyond the fence, looking for pockets of scorched earth, heaps of blackened metal, signs of Juju’s conspiracy. There was, however, nothing but ordinary dirt and sand.
If the desert had its secrets, it wasn’t giving them up.
And so the Garden fell silent, its residents moving to and fro, doing this, doing that, talking to one another in short clips, but not really talking. The skirmish seemed to have knocked the words right off everyone’s tongues.
Bad things had happened before: previous skirmishes, wind storms, the Red Rain; though Richard hungered for meaningful discussion concerning the topic, he had learned over the years that not asking questions was the only socially acceptable course of action following any great catastrophe. So he put Friday night out of his mind, told himself he would have to wait until he next saw Juju to indulge his conversational muse. Juju being Juju and all, there was no doubt they would have much to keep themselves busy.
The only problem was, on Monday morning, during the walk to work, Juju wasn’t Juju.
Not entirely.
“So, they let you go free after all,” Richard said as they fell into step together.
“Wipe that smile off your face,” Juju grunted. “Good cheer has no privileges at this ungodly hour.”
“And it’s not even eight o’clock yet.”
Juju’s face reinforced the fact: There were puffy circles around his eyes, and his normally whippet-quick clip had an uncommon drawl to it. “Don’t remind me. Those guardhouse bunks are a layer of linen away from being cutting boards—I got maybe three hours of sleep before I had to up and face the warden’s review panel. Bunch of cronies.”
Richard nodded, fiddled with his ponytail, gave Juju a moment’s reprieve. Then: “You really think the military staged the skirmish?”
A snort from Juju. “Now there’s an idea. I wouldn’t put it past them.”
“You seemed pretty sure the other night.”
Juju blinked, stopped in his tracks. “Pardon?”
Richard stopped too. “You know, what we talked about when I visited you in jail.”
Juju looked as if someone had thrown a handful of sand at his face.
“Saturday morning,” Richard specified, rolling his eyes. “You were telling me about your desert trip—you said there were Army men up to no good.”
There was a moment of delayed reaction as the total spectrum of human emotion washed over Juju’s face. Settling on awed outrage, he swore under his breath and grabbed Richard by the shirt collar, pulled him off the sidewalk, from concrete to sand—as if doing so would render the two of them invisible to the other workers passing by.
“Unbelievable!” he hissed. “Tell me you’re not yanking my chain!”
“Your chain?”
Juju rattled him. “A joke, a prank, boy!”
“I promise,” said Richard. “I’m not joking.”
Juju let him go and glared to and fro, over his shoulder.
“Juju, what’s wrong?”
“Everything,” Juju replied, his expression turning grave. “This whole situation. I thought it was strange, sitting and staring at the wall all day Sunday—that’s what they put in my head, see?” He leaned in close again. “What did I tell you?”
Richard recounted Juju’s late night tale in condensed form.
“God almighty!” Juju hissed, and slammed his foot into the sand. “That’s too much to attribute to heatstroke! They did it! They erased my memory, the bastards! Why didn’t I realize it before? An entire Sunday sitting and staring at the wall? Impossible!”
Richard bit his lip, tried to find a logical explanation, an answer where all answers, however viable, were unacceptable—
“No one gets wind of this,” Juju said. “You understand? For my safety and for yours. Our benefactors may happen to be half-asses most of the time, they may not realize or care you were there with me that morning, but even so, you should watch your back. Don’t trust anyone!”
Richard frowned. “Not even Mrs. Foster?”
“Well, she’s all right.”
“And what about the Hags?”
“Well—”
“And the laundry girls—”
“Enough, Richard,” Juju said, exasperated. “You know who I mean. The guards, the security chief—anyone wearing fatigues. You follow me?”
“Sure.”
“Good.”
Juju stepped back onto the sidewalk and resumed his walk to the warehouse, Richard following along and trying to sort out a Checklist of Those Who Are Trustworthy in his head.
The workday, at least, progressed in a typically mediocre fashion. Richard loaded, unloaded, packed, and unpacked boxes; he ran messages back and forth between Klug’s office and the various workstations; he helped to fix a broken forklift; he talked with the other men and women about minor matters: gossip, the weather, sports scores—anything but displays of great military force sent flaming from the sky.
When noontime came, Richard fetched his lunchbox from the locker room and exited the southern end of the warehouse. Here, there was a small yard sprinkled with canopied benches; since Juju was evidently late, Richard settled for the alternative: sharing a bench with Grabs and Lucas (who was a year behind Grabs, and who seemed to glue himself to his partner solely for the purpose of maintaining a constant exchange of sex jokes).
“Rich,” said Grabs, making room for Richard. “You got here just in time—I was about to deliver last night’s report.”
“Let me guess,” said Richard. “You and a random girl met out behind our building, you touched her once and”—he threw his arms up in the air, rolled his eyes back in his head—“she was like, ‘Oh-God-oh-God-oh-God!’ Then”—he stood up, made a ridiculous face and hunched himself over slightly, as if assaulting an imaginary lover from behind—“you stuck it in her and you were like, ‘oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit!’ And then you came and it was over.”
Grabs blinked, his eyes somewhat distant, opaque, as the slightest hint of a familiar, intimate smell tickled his nostrils. He raised his hand to his nose and sniffed—and his face turned red. “How did you . . . ?”
“I heard you,” said Richard, giggling as he sat back down. “Half the building did, probably—it’s so dirty, what you do. You’re going to get one of those girls pregnant, if you haven’t already.”
“The kid knows his stuff,” Lucas chuckled, patting Richard on the back. “Maybe I should start going to him for the inside scoop.”
Grabs looked pissed. “Maybe Rich should start using his storytelling talent to his own advantage for a change.”
Richard spread his hands. “Don’t kill the messenger.”
“He doesn’t get it,” Lucas said, still laughing (though the target of his amusement had changed).
“I don’t get what?” asked Richard.
“You spend all your time talking to Juju,” Grabs said, “when you could be talking that sweet little fox, what’s her name? Alix?”
“Alix,” confirmed Richard, nodding.
“Right. Alix. If I was thirteen again—”
“Fourteen—almost.”
“Thirteen, fourteen—whatever. If I had a girl like her, and a gift like you, I’d be whipping up some major poontang of my own.”
Richard raised an eyebrow.
Lucas nudged Grabs in the ribs. “He doesn’t get it, man.”
“I don’t get what, exactly?” Richard asked again.
“The poo-say,” said Lucas.
Richard didn’t understand the word. “Who says I don’t?”
“Jerking off doesn’t count,” said Grabs.
Richard fumed, but not necessarily because he wasn’t getting any poo-say, and not because masturbation didn’t count. “You guys don’t think about anything other than that, do you?”
“Nope,” said Grabs.
“In fact,” said Lucas, examining his sandwich, “doesn’t this look sort of like a . . . ?” He trailed off, spread the bread apart, and started tonguing the meat in a scandalous manner.
Coincidentally, this was the very moment that Juju happened to walk up to the bench. When he saw what Lucas was doing, he frowned disapprovingly.
He said to Richard, “Are we having lunch together today, or should I leave you to your brachiating?”
Glad for an excuse to leave, Richard said goodbye to the other boys and followed Juju to another bench.
“Were it not for your chronological proximity,” Juju said, settling himself beside Richard and opening his lunchbox, “you and those boys would have nothing in common at all.”
Richard glanced over at Grabs’ bench again, watched him mimic the motions of an experienced lover. No doubt he was performing a retell of last night and pouring on all the standard inconsistencies in the process.
“So tell me,” Juju said, “everything about everything. Spill it.”
Richard gave a detailed report, recounting Saturday morning’s guardhouse conversation as Juju chewed thoughtfully.
When he was through, Juju nodded and said, “That bolsters my theories tenfold. By erasing my memory, those jackasses are trying to cover up their own cover-up.” Juju spat, threw the remainder of his lunch to the ground.
“There’s no littering,” Richard reminded him.
“Bah! Let them clean it up! Treat their workers with disrespect, and their workers will treat them with disrespect!”
Richard fell silent; there was a piece of lettuce hanging from Juju’s lip, but he told himself not to laugh. “Have you forgotten anything else?”
“Firstly,” said Juju, “I haven’t forgotten anything. I’ve been robbed, got it?”
Richard nodded.
“Good. To answer your question, then, no, I don’t think anything else has been stolen from me. Mind you, it’s no easy task taking inventory of thirty-eight years’ worth of memories—but what else are they going to get from my head? Old girlfriends’ phone numbers? That launchpad scene was the only piece of concrete evidence I had. Now it’s gone.”
Juju’s heartache was evident. Richard kept himself quiet for several minutes, feigning enthusiasm for his lunch. When he was done eating, when his water bottle was empty, he asked, “Do you really think they would do that to you?”
“Kiddo,” Juju said, putting his hand on Richard’s shoulder. “When are you going to get it through your thick skull? This is war, and not just between the Kiengiri and the Kur. You, me, and the rest of Steel Garden’s residents, we’re the absolute bottom-feeders, you understand? We’re tolerated because the machines are too stupid to operate themselves—but if our employers aren’t careful, there’s going to be civil unrest.”
“A revolt?” Richard asked.
“Maybe. You never know. They tighten the noose any more and there’ll be no other choice. Too much pressure built up. Fight or die.”
Richard thought about it for a moment, trying to imagine his neighbors running amok. “No one talks about the skirmish,” he said.
Juju laughed. “That’s because it’s too much to talk about. You see, the way people’s minds work, it’s all or nothing. If you keep the lid on tight, then everything stays inside the pressure cooker, but you crack it just a bit, and you’re in trouble. A word or two about what happened Friday night and all of the sudden you have tears, nervous breakdowns, post-traumatic stress disorders.”
The work bell sounded.
“Speaking of stress . . . .” Juju sighed and cleaned up his mess, headed back into the warehouse.
Richard followed suit, and wondered if perhaps his own mind wasn’t invulnerable to living a pressure cooker life, if his constant attempts at allaying Juju’s conspiracy theories and social concerns wasn’t his own way of keeping the pressure cooker lid capped tight so as to avoid a blowout.
Monday afternoons and evenings, the food truck graced Steel Garden with its presence—and there was always a line. On most occasions, Richard would wait a good hour or so after work before picking up his allotment, first having a shower, checking in with Gramma and Grampa, and then approaching the distribution area well after the mob had thinned to a manageable level. Today, however, he was a bit more tired than usual, and so went straight there, immersing himself in the swarms of irritable, sweaty workers, and fingering his dog tag as he waited for the line to move. Something was wrong, though—he picked up on it instantly, the irregular ebb and flow of ambient conversation, the intensity of the residents’ voices increasing, someone shouting, arguing.
Pushing his way through the crowd, Richard reached the distribution table and discovered the source of the argument: Mrs. Foster. She was taking on one of the delivery men.
“I told you,” she said, “there’s been a mistake. This is the wrong shipment.”
Richard glanced at what the delivery people had unloaded, saw boxes and crates filled with perfectly symmetrical stacks of vitamin bars and protein drinks (instead of the usual fruits, vegetables, meats, flour, and the like).
“Ma’am, please,” said the delivery man. “This is standard campus issue. There’s been no mistake.”
“You’re new here,” said Mrs. Foster, “so I won’t hold it against you, but we have a system. I ensure the landlord that I will keep everyone in check—no vandalism, no tomfoolery, everyone on schedule. In return, my building is guaranteed a moderate selection of whole foods. I’ve upheld my end of the bargain for nearly twenty years now—surely you must have a record of our agreement on file somewhere!”
The delivery man put on a sympathetic look. “Ma’am, please—it’s not my responsibility, and even if it was, there’s nothing I can do about it because I just deal with the deliveries. They pack the trucks back at the base, and we drive them out. If there’s been a mistake, you’ll have to take it up with your landlord. I’m sorry.”
Mrs. Foster let out an exasperated sigh and looked at the second delivery man, looked at Richard; someone at the rear of the crowd shouted, “This is bullshit!”
Others started in as well:
“Give us our food!”
“We don’t have to take this!”
“Come on, everyone, let’s send a message back to the base!”
The crowd pushed forward, and before Richard knew it, he was swept up in a wave of agitated bodies, lifted off his feet as the teeming masses screamed and shouted and rushed the distribution table. He was literally tossed onto the tabletop and had to roll between the very surprised-looking delivery men to avoid bowling them over. The men called for order, but it was no use, for the mob’s momentum had already carried it too far, no turning back—Richard knew if he didn’t get out quick, he might not get out at all.
Dodging, climbing, and crawling his way out of the mess, he found Mrs. Foster standing at the periphery and holding herself as she witnessed the chaos.
“Are you okay?” he asked, jogging up to her.
“No, Richard,” she said, quietly. “No I’m not.”
Richard looked her over, saw that she was physically sound, then glanced over his shoulder. “We should go. The guards will be here any second—there might be trouble.”
Mrs. Foster nodded and followed him back to the plaza, which, empty, reverberated with the sounds of the riot.
“Juju was right,” Richard said, something ominous tugging at the fringes of his subconscious. “He was talking about too much pressure earlier, and now it’s happened.” It was terrible to think of what was going through the minds of his neighbors—but at least now it had happened, it was done. People would go to jail for a while, there would be a scolding tomorrow, but the pressure had been released.
Things could at last return to normal.
“Looks like you’ve come away with a souvenir or two,” Mrs. Foster said, trying unsuccessfully to muster a smile.
Richard looked down at his hands, only now realizing that he’d somehow snagged a handful of energy bars during his escape from the riot scene.
“Go on home,” Mrs. Foster said. “If they ask you where you were when this happened, say you were in bed.”
Richard nodded, and returned to his apartment.
“What’s that?” Gramma asked as he deposited his stash on the kitchen table.
“Dinner,” said Richard.
The rooftop was somewhat barren that evening. Chad and Karla were missing in action—which meant Jenna, Megan, and Squirt were without parents (though not without accommodations for the night, as Mrs. Foster had already announced that she’d set up makeshift beds for them in her apartment). Additionally, there were bots everywhere. The guards hadn’t locked down the dormitory area, but it was obvious security had been bolstered.
Nevertheless, laundry had to be washed, videobox programs downloaded, and gossip distributed accordingly, lest the severity of it all sink in too hard and too fast.
As such, it was almost a normal Monday evening. Richard sat with Mrs. Foster, the remaining three laundry girls, Juju (who, amazingly enough, had missed the food truck riot due to an uncannily-timed bowel movement), and the Hags. The usual, nameless regulars were present as well, but they stuck to their own corners, speaking amongst themselves in hushed, clipped voices, and only interacting with Richard’s group to hand over their dirty clothes or help fetch water for the wash.
The food truck riot had been ugly. Tables had been overturned, blows exchanged, arrests made. This was reported dutifully by Squirt, who sat on Welma’s lap and munched homemade oatmeal cookies (given the right circumstances, the Hags could easily replace their adolescent libidos with an untainted motherly sensibility).
“Twenty-two in all,” Squirt said between chewy mouthfuls. “I counted. Lots of people had black eyes and bloody noses, and they were yelling and crying a lot.”
“They wouldn’t let me see anyone,” said Miranda, running a pair of coveralls over the washboard. “I’d never seen so many guards in one place. I asked what they were doing concerning medical attention, but they told me I had to leave.”
Mrs. Foster shook her head. “Even after the skirmish there hadn’t been this much attention from the security people. There’s never been an upset like this. I mean, we’ve had our share of bumps in the road, little arguments, misunderstandings—but never anything this big.”
Jenna, who was half-heartedly playing the obligatory game of rummy with Richard, set her cards down and climbed into his lap. “I miss daddy,” she whimpered.
Richard smoothed her hair. “It’s okay. The worst is over. You’ll see him soon.”
“I beg to differ,” said Juju, who was sitting with his back against the roof wall. “Tomorrow there will be twenty-two fewer workers at Klug’s disposal, which means the rest of us will have to pick up the slack. I wouldn’t be surprised if lunch is cut out entirely. Tempers will be short, egos aflame. And there will most certainly be a delay as whatever asinine landlord they appoint to us this time around tries to muddle his way through the food truck error. In the meantime, we’re going to have to ration what we have from the previous week’s allotment, all while Parsons’ precious bots record our every move, our every breath.”
Mrs. Foster gave Juju a sarcastic scowl. “Aren’t we the optimist. I’m beginning to understand why you never had children.”
“Optimism is for fools,” Juju said. “Our kids should learn from an early age not to expect the world’s attention to be lavished upon them. ‘Somehow it will all work out’ doesn’t cut it. You can’t let things happen. You have to push your way through to the source of the problem and fix it.”
Jenna sobbed some more and said that Juju was making her sad.
“Juju.” Mrs. Foster stepped up the intensity of her scowl.
“Fine,” Juju sighed, throwing his hands up in the air. Putting on a ridiculous smile-face, he faced Jenna and said, “I was wrong, sweetheart. Tomorrow the ice cream man is coming to Steel Garden and he’s going to make you the most delicious banana fudge sundae you ever had and it’s going to fix every-thing.”
“I didn’t mean you should lie,” Mrs. Foster said.
“Optimism, lies—there’s a broad gray area between the two, now isn’t there?”
Mrs. Foster shook her head and turned to Richard. “I think we’d do well to put the worst out of our minds. At least, for the time being. Do you have anything for us tonight, Richard?”
Richard thought for a moment. Then: “Close your eyes, everyone,” he said, getting to his feet. “You too, Juju.”
Juju scowled. “You know I hate this hypnotic crap—”
“Don’t be a baby about it,” said Richard.
“Yes,” added Magda. “Put some manhood behind those delightful muscles of yours—unless you’re to let us believe you’re, shall we say, all cock and no balls?”
Eudora tittered; Welma nodded appraisingly.
“Unbelievable!” Juju exclaimed. “I get a reprimand for spreading a little honesty, but the cronies here can ogle me openly and everyone gets a laugh for it!” He closed his eyes.
Richard stepped between his listeners. He considered telling something outlandish, something to take everyone away from the immediate, the present—but then he realized he would be defeating his own purpose. Regardless of the recent upheavals to have stricken Steel Garden, he wanted his fellow workers to feel comfortable.
At home.
“Does anyone recall,” he began, “the last day of the astrologer?”
Laughter and groans of remembrance reverberated across the rooftop. Through Richard’s effortless ministrations, perceptions shifted, eyes flashed open, and Mrs. Foster’s abode became flooded with remembered sunlight as trees, plants, and people grew backwards a full year.
“Sylvania Trinity,” Mrs. Foster said, chuckling.
“Yes,” said Richard. “Sylvania Trinity. Makeup like the tackiest circus clown you ever saw.” He cupped his pectorals and winked at Juju. “Breasts so big and round you’d swear they could be seen from outer space.” He looked at the Hags and tapped his finger against the side of his head. “Predictions about as useful as a raincoat in the summertime.”
“I’ll say,” Welma muttered under her breath.
“For the longest time,” Richard continued, “the landlord was touting the importance of regular ‘counseling’ during wartime, and was always telling us that we should go and see Ms. Trinity, but no one ever did—so she came up here, this last day before she decided Steel Garden couldn’t be saved.” Richard put his hand to his ear, listening. “Shh! What’s that?” He took a step back suddenly—at which point the air in front of him shimmered, and, in a puff of red smoke fringed with purple sparks, Sylvania Trinity herself stepped out of nothingness, bringing with her a barrage of hugs and kisses for everyone.
(Of course, since she was Richard’s caricature, her breasts were twice as ominous, her colored robes a dozen shades too colorful, and her demeanor more righteous than it should have been—but the effect seemed to work.)
When she was through, she stood at the head of the group and gestured for everyone to line up.
“Come! Come!” she said. “Don’t be shy! There’s something for everyone!”
The Hags, stoking a collective scowl, remained seated; everyone else (Juju grudgingly) complied.
Sylvania moved from person to person in quick succession.
To the laundry girls she said, “Nina! Miranda! Lily! True love awaits you in the vicinity of building C! I see a trio of soiled coveralls belonging to three eligible bachelors—but only while Mercury is in retrograde!”
To Mrs. Foster: “Lose the eyeliner, honey! Middle age is to be celebrated, showcased! You are the stateswoman—you will find that as you accept the advancement of your latter years, so will your fellow residents accept you.”
To Juju: “Mr. Ngungu!” She placed her hands on his shoulders. “When will you learn that the key to a healthy relationship is fidelity? Just because you have the goods doesn’t mean you can let the little head think for the big one. Oh! How many lovely ladies have willingly shared themselves with you only to waken the following morning to an empty bed?”
Everyone cooed.
“The curse of the well-endowed black man!” Eudora proclaimed.
Partly serious, mostly not, Juju said, “Racist bitch.”
Sylvania moved in front of Richard, placed her hand against his chest and smiled. “Oh, Richard, with a heart of gold. The flesh is sound, but the mind soft. Your thoughts tend to wander—during your next school lesson you will be presented with a choice: study or squander. Good things await if you choose the former.”
Richard made an incredulous face. Of course, every one of Sylvania’s prospects was bunk. The laundry girls were all married, Mrs. Foster didn’t wear makeup, and Juju was one of the least promiscuous residents Steel Garden had ever seen (and was, quite possibly, the only single adult male who didn’t pay regular visits to Lips’ apartment). As for Richard himself, he’d never considered his mind to be soft at all. He liked studying with Gramma or Mrs. Foster, and though he wasn’t entirely keen on refining his writing skills, he remembered each and every bit of history or literature he was taught.
Reaching up and placing his hands on either side of Sylvania’s head, Richard smiled and said, “I think I’m having a premonition! Yes . . . you will quit your day job and join the circus as a card shark. Much illegitimate money will be made.”
Sylvania’s expression turned aghast. “Such impudence!”
“I was only joking,” Richard said.
“Children who know not the value of respecting their elders!”
“I apologize,” said Richard, and made to kiss Sylvania’s hand—but she would have none of it. Lifting her chin high up into the air, she stalked purposefully towards the stairs. However, a handful of steps along the way, the heel of her left shoe snapped off and she stumbled, collapsed in a fluttering, panting kaleidoscope of fashion gone wrong.
Mrs. Foster rushed forward to help her up. Richard followed, found Sylvania’s heel and handed it to her—at which point she huffed some more and sped off across the roof, down the stairs.
“Not that I’m wishing her any ill will,” Nina said when Mrs. Foster and Richard rejoined the group, “but, being part psychic and all, couldn’t she have seen that coming?”
“Another wasted bit of campus funds,” said Magda.
Juju snorted. “Makes me glad we don’t work for money.”
“Hear, hear!” cheered Eudora.
“‘Lose the eyeliner,’” Mrs. Foster said. “Hmf! She’s one to talk, what with her face layered like that! And as for middle age . . . .”
Everyone laughed, raised their glasses and finished off their drinks as the here and now sank back in. Richard watched his neighbors’ faces as time fast-forwarded, as wrinkles deepened ever so slightly and gray hairs became grayer. He saw Mrs. Foster watching him, and he imagined his metamorphosis through her eyes, his hair becoming longer, his jawline sharper, his eyebrows darker.
The others must have been taken aback as well, for they fell silent, looking at each other, catching up.
“Well,” said Mrs. Foster, rising. “I think we’ve all had enough for one day—and I’m sure the children are just about ready to conk out for the night.”
She looked wistful. Richard knew it was more than just leaving old memories behind—the food truck riot had scarred her—but he kept quiet as he helped gather up everyone’s glasses, helped the women tidy the rooftop. When he was done, Lily hugged him goodnight and handed him his coveralls and boots.
Juju was waiting for him in the plaza.
“What is that?” Juju asked, pointing at Richard’s head.
Richard wiped his hand across his brow. “What’s what?”
“Those parlor tricks you do when you tell stories. I don’t think I’ve ever asked you about it. One minute I’m up on the roof, naked as a baboon and leaving sweaty butt-prints wherever I sit, the next I’m somewhere else, cruising the coast in my Mercedes, or sipping champagne on the beach, or, like tonight, watching a reincarnated version of Sylvania Know-It-All parade around looking like the hooker from hell.”
“They’re just memories,” Richard said, shrugging. “I only make up the little things.”
“But how did you learn such tricks? How does it work?”
Another shrug. “I don’t know. Gramma says she used to tell me stories when I was little, and when I learned them and started telling them back . . . she said she’d never seen anything like it. She says I must be part psychic.”
Juju snickered. “And no one’s ever offered to cut you up into little pieces for research?”
“No.”
“Theater, then.”
“No—”
“Imagine the audiences! They’d be spellbound—literally! None of the landlords ever offered to sell you off for a pretty penny?”
“I’m no actor, Juju.”
“Still! You’d find a niche.”
“What for?”
“A life!”
“I already have a life,” Richard said.
Juju rolled his eyes. “But don’t you feel the slightest bit put off that you’ve been relegated to using your gift for personal propaganda only?”
“Propaganda?”
“I know what you were doing up there during story time,” Juju said. “People were having their doubts, and you tried to dash them all away. Keep everyone’s minds off the thousand little inhumanities dumped on us at the government’s whim—but you ever stop and think that maybe things would be better off if people were upset, disgruntled?”
Richard bit his lip and brushed his foot over the warm concrete. “How could that be?”
Juju waved his hand in the air. “Because things get done when people are upset! I know it’s hard for you to understand—you were born here. The other children probably feel the same way, but us old fogies . . . this isn’t our home. It’s never been home. It never will be. They erased my memory, Richard. Who’s to say what else they do when we’re asleep or not paying attention? And the riot . . . instead of putting their workers’ needs first, they stick to bureaucratic fluff—the right hand doesn’t know what the left is doing. Play it off as a mistake when really they’ve been planning to screw us all along, one amenity at a time.”
“Juju, we have this conversation all the time,” Richard said.
“Yeah, well, I’m going to keep repeating myself until my point hits home.”
“What point, exactly?”
“Let’s say there’s an assembly tomorrow, and that tyrant of a security chief Parsons mandates that we’ll all be given shackles—for our own protection, of course. So we can’t hurt each other, you see. What would you do then?”
“Parsons wouldn’t do that.”
“But if he did?”
“He wouldn’t—how would we be able to work?”
“It’s a hypothetical, Richard.”
“So?”
“What if,” Juju continued, now putting his arm around Richard, “you could have diverted today’s riot entirely with just a few well-executed words? You get my drift?”
Richard squirmed, the thoughts, the possibilities suddenly whirling around in his mind—a Juju-induced maelstrom. “You mean, by telling a story? But how—I’ve never . . .”
Juju chuckled, letting him go. “Relax, kiddo. I’m not talking about mass hypnosis or anything. An edge—for yourself, your family, of course, and maybe for your ol’ pal Juju too. I’m always reviewing my options, but I’m not going to take advantage of a little kid. I thought about this years ago, but you were too young. Now, though, you’re nearly a man. You can make your own decisions.”
“I still don’t understand what we’re talking about,” Richard said, truthfully enough.
“You took control of the situation on Friday morning. I needed a distraction to get away and you stepped right up to the challenge, didn’t miss a beat—I’ve seen you do it dozens of times without even realizing. You could do it again, and not just to a half-witted campus guard like Newbie.”
Richard blinked, Juju’s point suddenly resonating within.
“Goodnight, kiddo,” Juju said, winking as he turned away.
“Goodnight,” Richard heard himself saying.
But his mind was already miles away.
As expected, as predicted—as mandated by Klug and his megaphone—there was an assembly on Tuesday afternoon, just before the lunch bell. Everyone was wrangled around one of the loading docks, where a podium had been set up, and where Security Chief Parsons and his men (ten in all) had arranged themselves strategically around their nervous-looking foreman.
Richard pushed his way to the front of the crowd, saw Klug conferring with someone else of equal stature. After a moment, he stepped behind the podium and, looking like a mussel out of its shell, addressed his workers:
“You may have noticed that we have an abundance of guards here with us this afternoon. While this is no doubt an inconvenience to many of you, it’s nevertheless necessary. One, because there have been reports of renegade Kur soldiers in the area, and two, because yesterday’s riot has demonstrated the need for improved campus security.”
People groaned, uttered half-spoken insults. Richard felt the man standing next to him go rigid.
“People,” Klug said, raising his hands, his gaze darting to and fro, never touching the same face twice. “People . . . people. I don’t like it any more than you do, but I think we can all agree that our fellow workers’ behavior yesterday was totally and completely uncalled for. Protocol was broken, property was damaged, injuries sustained. Behavior like that just won’t stand. As such, there are going to be a few changes around here—for your protection, and for the protection of our fine campus.”
Richard held his breath. For our own protection, Juju had said—
“Tensions are high,” Klug continued. “Tempers are short. This is war, and the whole world is trying to keep on its feet, but like it or not, we’re here to do a job, to serve the Union. When a riot breaks out, I look bad, you look bad—the entire campus looks bad. Now, understandably, there’s been some miscommunication between the ranks, so our landlord, Mr. Sigler here, will outline some of the changes to be expected in the coming weeks and months.”
Klug stepped aside, and Sigler, the man with whom he’d been conversing earlier, assumed a post behind the podium. Richard could tell immediately that his fellow workers didn’t like Sigler any more than they liked Klug, for it took a whole minute and a half for the idle commentary to die down.
When at last Sigler’s voice could be heard, he cleared his throat, fingered through a small stack of index cards he’d brought with him, and said, “Good afternoon. First things first, allow me to express my appreciation for being able to work with the good folks here at Steel Garden. There’s a saying we have back at the office: If you want a good cup of coffee, go to Heenan’s off Route 203, but if you want the best shuttle components this side of the levees, make sure they’re grown in the Garden.”
Klug chuckled. The sound reverberated throughout the warehouse, which, save for some background noise created by the machinery, was utterly quiet. The workers, having wrangled themselves to give their speaker the benefit of the doubt, now waited for something meaningful to be said.
“Yes,” said Sigler, suddenly fiddling with his glasses. It seemed he was only now aware he hadn’t been called in to make smalltalk. “Anyhow, I know many of you have enjoyed certain privileges concerning food and amenities. Unfortunately, due to budget cutbacks, Steel Garden must adopt a more stringent nutritional program.”
“So it wasn’t a mistake,” said the man standing beside Richard. “This week’s food shipment.”
“Not at all,” Sigler replied. He produced a colorful chart, which he held up for everyone to see. “Though it might seem troublesome at first, there are actually a number of health benefits to the new program. Based on traditional meal plans, the human digestive process is woefully inefficient. There’s a lot of excess, a lot of extra heat created during sugar and fat conversion, and afterwards, most of what we eat gets excreted. Our Kiengiri friends realized this long ago and have since adapted their own diets to provide maximum efficiency. It was a natural progression for the technique to be expanded planet-wide. The Kiengiri have been working with Earth’s top scientists, dietitians, and the like to come up with a sort of ‘clean burning’ approach to meet our workers’ nutritional needs.” Sigler switched charts. “Proteins, carbohydrates, and fat are combined with specially engineered digestive pre-enzymes . . .”
Sigler went on in such fashion for a good ten minutes, spewing out scientific factoids and random statistics—but no one was listening. Bodies were rustling, voices bubbling with protest; Richard felt his palms grow slick with sweat, and he knew things were heading in the wrong direction. The situation was slipping out of hand—
—again.
He couldn’t help himself. Thinking of what Juju had said last night, he stepped forward slightly, raised his hand. “Excuse me?”
Sigler gave him a desperate look. “Yes?”
Richard swallowed, waited a moment for the more agitated voices to settle. Then he asked, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but what you’re saying is . . . we’re being put on a diet that’ll keep us from ever having to take a shit again?”
Sigler’s jaw dropped, and suddenly all was silent. Even the machinery seemed to sputter to a stop as the thirteen-almost-fourteen-year-old boy with the potty mouth squirmed against the heat of the attention he’d so eloquently invoked. Without looking, Richard knew everyone within visual range had their eyes on him, mouths hanging open, bodies frozen, souls poised on the cusp of two separate outcomes, one feasible, the other devastating—
—the man standing beside Richard started chuckling. It was a choked, poorly-contained sound, and it quickly snowballed into a full-blown bellow. He patted Richard on the back, and soon everyone in the room was following suit, giggling, tittering, laughing, and bawling, their hearts out, their various outrages temporarily forgotten as they shared a ridiculous moment together.
The only ones not breaking the slightest smile were Klug, Sigler—and Parsons, who assaulted the podium with his massive frame and hawk’s stare.
“Quiet!” he roared, displacing Sigler with a less-than-eloquent shove. “Let’s not forget that this is a serious matter, and that we must address it with dignity!” He pounded the podium with his fist.
The workers settled themselves, but not before they were good and ready (it was, Richard supposed, their only way of exerting control over the situation).
Parsons waited, stewed in his own juices as the merriment ran its course, as people dabbed at their eyes with their shirtsleeves and fell into each other’s arms for support. When at last he had a sufficient percentage of everyone’s attention, he stepped out from behind the podium and started pacing back and forth, scrutinizing the head of the crowd. “Steel Garden is not a playpen. It is a place of business. You are the employees—you are also in the unique position of being residents as well. I understand that having your home and your work intertwined as such can be a challenge, to say the least—but if something or someone bothers you, you come to me. You do not scream and shout and throw things.” Parsons stopped in front of Richard, leaned forward somewhat so that their faces were level. “What’s your name, son?”
“Richard.”
“Ah. Richard. Tell me . . . you’re a law-abiding resident, aren’t you?”
Richard nodded. “Yes.”
“A good hard worker?”
“Yes.”
“And if you saw someone doing something bad, or if you knew they were going to do something bad, you would know to tell your parents?”
“My parents are dead,” Richard said.
Foregoing any sympathy, Parsons frowned. “Your legal guardians, then.”
Richard bit his lip, searching Parsons’ eyes, which were opaque. Usually he could get a sense of what a person wanted by studying their eyes, but Parsons was all steel doors and concrete walls. As such, Richard could only offer a nod, a shake of the head—total agreement under any circumstances. “I would tell them, sir.”
Parsons nodded, smiling. “That’s good, because I don’t have time for wise-asses.”
“Wise-asses, sir?”
“I don’t appreciate vulgarity either.”
“I don’t understand, sir.” Which was true enough, for though Richard had perhaps used the word “shit” (and now “asses”) superfluously, he was genuinely curious as to why the Garden’s administration was risking worker apathy to spare the campus washroom toilet bowls a few hundred bare bottoms.
For a moment, Parsons looked as if he wanted to say something else to Richard, but instead he straightened again and, nostrils flaring, launched into a speech about protocol, accountability, and consequences—more guards, more stringent check-in times, and longer prison stays for those who disobeyed the rules.
Richard listened to the first five minutes or so before slipping away unnoticed and making his way to the washroom. He let himself into one of the stalls, closed the door, and sat on the bowl as he considered the ramifications of what had been set forth at the loading dock. Klug and his stooges had skirted the issue with bureaucratic talk and fancy presentations, but their message was clear: change was at hand. In the space of a single weekend, there had been a skirmish, the activation of the perimeter fence’s security system—and now there wasn’t going to be any food. Not real food, anyway.
Richard wasn’t sure how to take it all. Things were changing, that was for sure, but it was difficult to know what was what. Juju was almost certainly having a coronary over the whole situation. He would no doubt be running door-to-door after work and shouting, “I told you so!” to anyone who would listen—Richard couldn’t blame him. Certainly there was a war going on, and certainly there were Kur soldiers prowling about; the perimeter fence was necessary, sure, and budgets were tight—but he wondered why, if the campus moguls had been able to feed everyone for twenty years, they were suddenly stopping now? Was the situation really that bad? Was it really?
He closed his eyes and, willing his mind away from the present, felt the floor ripple beneath his feet, felt his boots dissolve, the fabric of his coveralls unravel and fall away like layers of dead skin. He imagined his body constricting itself, all his cells spiraling backwards one, two, three, four, five years. When he opened his eyes again, he was standing naked outside his grandparents’ apartment with his shorts, shirt, underwear, socks, and tennis shoes bundled in his arms. Gramma was beside him; a large garbage bag filled with the Doroschenkos’ laundry rested at her feet. Down the way, a pair of guards were tending to the neighbors, who were also unclad and who were exchanging their various bundles of clothing for campus issue. The guards moved quickly from person to person, collecting everyone’s laundry and tossing it into a large bin in the center of the plaza.
“Gramma?” Richard asked.
Gramma shifted ever so slightly, keeping her breasts and crotch strategically hidden. “Yes, Richard?”
“Why do we have to give the guards our clothes?”
“Because that’s the deal. That Foster lady has been talking with the other building liaisons, and they’ve all agreed that we don’t want the chips.”
“Chips?”
“Little grains of plastic,” Gramma said. “They go just under your skin, for tracking—but I don’t know a single soul on campus who wants one. So we’ve compromised. They’re putting the chips in a special set of clothes instead. Everyone gets a pair.”
Richard gazed down the walkway again. He saw a pair of soldiers trying to work with a woman who was obviously averse to being naked in public. She insisted on changing inside her apartment, but the guards were telling her there wasn’t time, they needed to get on with their work. There were other people who seemed distraught as well. Many simply stood and stared as their clothes were taken from them. Some cried.
Richard looked at Gramma again. She wasn’t crying, but she was close. “What are they going to do with everyone’s old clothes?”
“I suppose,” Gramma said, “they’ll give them to poor people in the city.”
Nodding, understanding, Richard stood straight and waited. When it was his turn to hand over his bundle, he smiled proudly and said, “I hope they fit.”
The soldier took his clothes, and with an efficient motion, reached out and scanned Richard’s dog tag. Then he grabbed a neatly-folder pair of coveralls from the cart, ran his instrument over the collar, and handed them to Richard (boots as well), before moving on to the next apartment.
Richard set his boots down on the concrete and lined them up with his feet. “They’re my size,” he said. He held up his coveralls, examining the inside; the underwear was sewn right in, sort of like a pair of swim shorts. He slipped into his new clothes. The coveralls were comfortable—snug, but not tight—and the boots fit perfectly. He didn’t understand why so many people seemed put off by the new dress code. Everyone had a uniform now, everyone was official. Richard too—he was a big boy now. A member of the team.
He took Gramma’s hand. “Don’t cry. See?” He spread his arms, did a few squats. “It fits real nice. You’ll like it.”
Gramma smiled sadly, reached out and brushed Richard’s cheek—and at that moment her features blurred, the wall behind her sliding sideways in a dizzying rush. The afternoon hiccuped and became early evening, the sunlight turning amber as Richard found himself standing at the southern end of building A. He’d insisted on following the soldiers as they’d hauled the laundry bin out of the plaza, and now he watched them dump everything into the trash compactor (it didn’t occur to him that this meant the campus workers’ clothes were most likely not going to be donated to the poor, for he was entranced by the way the machine worked, the noises it made as it compressed every last garment into a series of easily-manageable cubes).
Momentarily, Richard felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up and saw Mrs. Foster, now wearing her new coveralls, standing behind him.
“Staying out of trouble?” she asked.
Richard nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
Mrs. Foster massaged his shoulders. “It’s not right, is it? There used to be color here—they took away the grass and trees to conserve water . . . now even the people themselves have been stripped of their flare. Everything is sand and concrete.”
Richard heard her sniff, and he knew she was crying. Still, the meaning was above him. He knew it meant something, he knew he wanted to understand, but he didn’t know how.
So he retreated, blinked his eyes several times, forced his mind to focus on the world outside the world as the dusty interior of the washroom stall solidified around him and cut off his view of Steel Garden’s desert promenade.
He exited the stall, went to the sink and splashed some water onto his face. There was a small poster hanging on the wall beside the soap dispenser; it depicted an exuberant-looking cartoon man beaming with pride as he washed his hands. Beside his head, a text bubble containing large, cheerful letters, read: a happy worker is a germ-free worker!
Richard frowned and left the washroom.
Lunchtime was half over.
“I hear you diverted another catastrophe today.”
Richard looked up from his worksheet. He’d been sitting quietly (along with the Peterson girls) at Mrs. Foster’s kitchen table and working on his mathematics, though he’d known all along it had been a farce, an ulterior motive on Mrs. Foster’s part. She’d grabbed him right after work, insisted that he go with her to her apartment for a school lesson; there, she’d sat him down, shoved a pencil and some paper into his hands, and offhandedly instructed him with his exercises—but he could tell from the way she’d paced to and fro, saying not two words in a ten-minute space, that she had other matters on her mind.
“I asked a question,” Richard said. “Everyone seemed to think it was funny.”
Mrs. Foster nodded, pretending to be interested in how Megan was progressing on her worksheet—but Richard knew she was really a million miles away.
“You want to talk about something, don’t you?” he asked.
Mrs. Foster sighed. She looked tired, and a little scared. “It’s hard. You’re a boy. I shouldn’t burden you like this. I brought you here to study.”
“I’m almost fourteen.”
“Ah, yes, Saturday, I know.” Mrs. Foster smiled sadly. “But you’re not my son, nor are you my husband.”
Richard shrugged. “I’m your friend.”
“Yes, and you know what? You’re probably the only real gentleman in the entire building. I mean that.”
Richard smiled. “What’s on your mind?”
Taking a seat beside Richard, Mrs. Foster let out a long sigh. “Things are changing.”
“They are,” said Richard, nodding. (Taking Mrs. Foster’s cue for a break, one of the girls—Jenna, he realized, spotting a telltale mole on her forearm—scooted behind him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, resting her head beside his.)
“Not for the better. Not for the greater good. It’s not right, is it?”
“You said that once,” Richard said. “The day they enforced the new dress code. Remember?”
“Yes,” said Mrs. Foster, her gaze suddenly distant. “I remember there used to be a humanity here. It was always hard, yes—the Garden is where you get sent if the government has nowhere else to put you, so naturally I never expected Shangri-la, but there was a sense of purpose. You didn’t mind the sweat, the blood, the tears because you knew you were taking one for the team. I’m turning forty-seven this year, Richard. Forty-seven. They say wisdom comes with age, but you know how I feel these days? Like I’ve been the butt of a decades-long joke.”
Richard frowned and thought of Juju only recently discovering the RFID tags in his clothes.
“The worst part is, I know I’m putting my own desires first. I mean, I know it’s hard. People get out of hand—the security team has a job to do, I know that—but sometimes I feel like the Garden is nothing more than a badly-managed halfway house. A cheap labor camp in all but name. A prison, even. I mean, is it really necessary for the perimeter fence to be live? We’ve never had anyone attempt infiltration in twenty years. Too much desert all around us—and those bots are always scurrying around the outlying area. There’s security, and there’s excess. God forbid one of the children should wander off and get electrocuted.”
Mrs. Foster sighed, reached out and took hold of Jenna’s hands, swinging them back and forth playfully. Richard wanted to say something to make her feel better, but the uncertainty he’d picked up earlier in the washroom was still with him. Whenever he thought of a comment, a response, a story he could tell, he found his mind looping back to the present, the inevitability that no matter what he did, the effect would only be temporary. Mrs. Foster’s cluttered kitchen-classroom, crumpled worksheets, broken, worn-down pencils and nubbed erasers, Jenna’s hair piling in his face and making him sweatier than he already was as she clung to him in lieu of her father—this was the present-tense. All other avenues of possibility led right back here.
“Juju talks about those kinds of things all the time,” he said after a moment. “He says, ‘Steel Garden is a thinly-veiled cover for the Sol Union’s citizen babysitting program!’”
Mrs. Foster laughed in a serious sort of way. “I can imagine him saying that—and I’m inclined to agree. I do feel like I’m being babysat sometimes, like the whole of us are merely being kept here to do the Union’s busywork . . . but then, it’s nothing as bad as what our soldiers are going through on the front lines. They give them suicide pills, you know. Young men and women, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen years old, having to take their own lives for fear of winding up inside a Kur science lab—but there I go, upsetting the girls with my talk of gloom and doom. I really mustn’t download so many videobox programs. They’ll drive me to the brink.”
Megan had set her schoolwork down and attached herself to Richard’s free side; she was braiding his hair. “Mrs. Foster?” she asked.
“Yes, dearie?”
“Can I have some more lemonade?”
“Me too?” asked Jenna, also braiding Richard’s hair.
Mrs. Foster nodded and rose from her seat. “Of course—Richard? You too?”
“No thanks,” Richard replied. “I’m fine.”
Taking the girls’ glasses, Mrs. Foster went over to the counter, fetched more ice from the icebox. Richard watched her fill the glasses, and though she tried to be inconspicuous about it, he could tell she was taking inventory, counting the lemons, oranges, pineapples, and bananas that, come next week, would be gone.
“I’m going to talk to the landlord again,” she said, returning to the table with the girls’ drinks. “There’s got to be something we can do about the food situation—but in the meantime, we’re going to have to ration. The children need proper nutrition, you too, Richard. I’m going to insist upon it. I don’t want you going hungry, you hear?”
“I tried one of the candy bars at lunchtime,” Richard said, making a face. “I guess it filled me up pretty good—but it didn’t taste very good.”
“Hmf! And they expect us to throw a decent dinner party with candy bars and milkshakes?” Mrs. Foster shook her head. “I don’t know what to do, Richard. I really don’t.”
Richard thought for a moment. Then, his face brightening: “Are they making the other buildings switch over to the new food plan too?”
“I’m not sure,” said Mrs. Foster. “Everyone has their own deal. Ours is, for one reason or another, no longer valid. And now, with the riot, I’ll bet we’ve been flagged. Oh, what are we going to do about food?”
Detaching himself from the girls, Richard stood up and, though his schoolwork was only half finished, headed for the door.
“Where are you going?” asked Mrs. Foster.
“Over to building B,” Richard replied.
Travel between dormitories was unrestricted, though under present circumstances Richard found himself in the midst of more than a few wary-looking soldiers in fatigues as he followed the sizzling-hot concrete strip that connected building A to building B. Each guard he passed appraised him with either a quizzical or disdainful look on his or her face, but otherwise Richard was left alone—proof that Parsons’ idea of stepping up security had merely placed more bodies in uniform. Everyone was busy, but no one was really doing anything; the underlying sources for possible mayhem had been misaddressed, and more guards would only complicate, not deter.
Richard stepped along—his hands in his pockets, the sweat streaming down his face in large rivulets—and considered a good many things having to do with campus politics. He knew that building B’s liaison (whose name was Joanne, though Richard had never met her face to face) was a decade and a half younger than Mrs. Foster, and that she was far more willing to “cooperate” with her superiors for her fellow tenants’ amenities. Where Mrs. Foster offered clean habits, quiet, amiable residents, Joanne promised nothing more than “a good fuck,” in Juju’s words. There were quarrels, sometimes, noisy neighbors, people late for work, but it seemed as long as building B’s matriarch was willing to whore herself for food, there was no prob-lem.
Building B’s plaza was identical to building A’s, and though the residents had situated themselves differently, the basics were the same. There was a water pump in the center, showers, a washroom, and the obligatory group of women (Alix’s mother included) and girls handling the wash. Alix was there too; she squealed and jumped to her feet when she saw Richard.
Alix was small and sprightly, dark-haired, and one of the more forthright of Richard’s acquaintances, as was evidenced by the way she dropped her work, ran across the plaza, and hugged him ferociously. The women watched the two of them with careful expressions, unspoken reminders: If he were any other boy, he’d have been tossed out on his ear long ago. However, since he was polite, well-mannered, and had not attempted to deflower Alix or any of the other campus girls, he was deemed acceptable—meaning the adults still kept an eye on him, but let him interact with their young female charge so long as it was in an appropriate manner.
“I’m so happy to see you!” Alix cried, grinning from ear to ear.
Richard smiled, suppressing a grimace as the younger children came yipping at his heels, some of them trying to climb onto his shoulders.
“Can you give me a piggyback ride, Richard?” asked one.
“Did you see the spaceships, Richard?” asked another.
“Richard! Tell us a story!” demanded a third.
Alix sighed impatiently and stamped her foot on the ground. “Later, Bailey! Me and Richard have to talk right now.”
The children covered their mouths with their hands and nudged each other conspiratorially.
“Ooh!” said one. “They’re going to talk!”
“Kiss-kiss!”
Alix swatted the children out of the way and took Richard’s hand, started leading him from the plaza.
Alix’s mother called her by name and fixed her with a stern look. “We have work to do,” she said.
“This will only take a minute, mother.”
“Alix.”
“Yes, mother?”
“Your clothes.”
“Yes, yes,” Alix sighed, glaring at her mother, hugging Richard once more, and then letting him go as she went for her coveralls. She drew them on, still wet, and then resumed her lead.
Richard followed her to the old laundry room, which had been abandoned for quite some time (but which rarely went unused). He sat with her on one of the washing machines and had barely opened his mouth to say something when suddenly she was in his arms, her head pressed tightly against his chest.
“Aw,” he said, trying to lift her head gently. “I haven’t showered yet.”
“Just hold me,” Alix said, quivering slightly. “I don’t care how hot it is, and I don’t care if you smell or not.”
Richard held her, stroked her hair, and realized something that took him by surprise: Alix loved him. Not just friend to friend, but girl to boy, female to male . . . woman to man. They’d made an agreement earlier in the year, boyfriend and girlfriend, with privileges—he should have seen it coming, for it had been a year of change. Alix had gotten breasts, and he’d noticed certain specific changes of his own; certainly he’d noticed the increasing intensity of emotion Alix displayed whenever they got together like this, but it was only now that he seemed to feel it too.
Somehow, a secret switch inside him had been turned on.
“Sorry,” Alix said, lifting her head after a while. “You know I get like this whenever there’s trouble.”
“It’s okay,” Richard replied.
Alix fingered Richard’s half-braided locks. “What’s this?”
“The girls,” he replied. “They play with me when their dad’s not around. He’s in jail right now.”
“How sad!”
“Yeah. None of us is happy with how they’re handling things over there—you heard about the riot?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, they’re putting us on a no-shit diet.”
Alix giggled. “What’s that?”
“No meat, no fruits or vegetables or anything. They’re giving us Kiengiri vitamin bars and protein drinks instead. And they’ve got guards everywhere now—and the bots are always on. It’s supposed to make us feel safe.”
“How weird!”
“Dumb is more like it,” Richard snorted. “Everyone I know is against the changes.”
“At least they’re trying,” Alix said. “I was so worried. When the ships were flying overhead Friday night . . . you were all I could think about. The other girls said it was terrible for them too, not being able to check on their boyfriends.”
Richard blushed. Down in the shelter, he’d been thinking of Gramma, Grampa, Mrs. Foster, the Hags—he should have been thinking of Alix, he realized. She’d thought of him.
He pecked her on the cheek; she reciprocated by kissing him on the mouth. This led to the obligatory make-out session, which lasted for several minutes.
During their first breather, Richard remembered his ulterior motive and asked, “Is building B still on the old food plan?”
“Yeah,” Alix replied.
“Good, because I was wondering if maybe you could sneak me some veggies and fruits—for the little kids and for the old people.”
Alix pinched him. “Is this why you came here today? To seduce me for food?”
“Hey, you were the first one to use tongues!” Richard exclaimed.
Alix laughed. “I’m kidding, Richard. Of course I’ll give you something to bring back home.” She smiled, then, and took his hand. “But will you give me something in return?”
“What, exactly?”
“Privileges,” Alix said.
“Privileges.”
“Tell me a dirty story.”
Richard’s face reddened. He always felt guilty when Alix asked him that, and he shuddered to think what would happen if Gramma or Juju knew that his storytelling gift had, on numerous occasions, been used for masturbatory or amatory purposes—but Alix was his one and only girl. The way he figured it, telling her something naughty was a hundred times less scandalous than actual fornication, though Alix, having received numerous detailed reports from her peers, had approached Richard with contraception tablets every now and again. However, her interest (and his alike) had been tentative, more curiosity than passion. She was young, and so was Richard, and so sex was still something far-off and inconceivable, and while Richard was proud of the fact that he was very nearly fourteen and the object of an achingly pretty girl’s desire, he didn’t think it was prudent to be fucking just yet. Sex was what you did when you wanted a baby, and Richard didn’t want a baby.
So he compromised. There was a story that Alix liked, one that he’d first told her several months ago and that he’d worked on steadily, adding fresh details each time they met. In it, Richard and Alix were full-grown and were marooned on a tropical island conveniently devoid of insects and dangerous animals. As Richard told his story, the laundry room wavered and became overgrown with lush jungle leafage, wood and concrete splintering, swallowed whole by a botanical labyrinth. Holding Alix’s hand, Richard hopped off the washing machine, and the surrounding environment transformed completely. He lifted Alix onto the ground, her hips flared and her breasts full. Instead of small and sprightly, she was now tall and elegant.
There was a pond nearby, fed by a shallow waterfall and deep enough to swim in. Alix giggled and dove in first. Richard followed and surfaced beside her, slicking back his hair as he treaded cool, clear water.
“You always give me huge boobs in your stories!” Alix complained, hefting her breasts.
Richard embraced her. “They seem fine to me.”
Alix splashed him playfully, wriggling from his grasp and playing hard-to-get, swimming from bank to bank until at last Richard captured her in a mossy cove. There, they did the things lovers do, a quantum couple merely holding hands in one world, but meshing completely in another. Afterward, they cuddled together in the shade of an ample cycad.
“It’s so real,” Alix said, taking a handful of moistened grass in her hand. “Not like the dried-up weeds we have in the Garden. I think you get better every time we’re together.”
Richard held her for a while longer, letting his ego bask in her attention. Then he blew her a kiss, at which point the paradise-world crossfaded back into the hot, dusty laundry room where he was himself again (Alix too), young, awkward, slightly embarrassed, pulse still thundering, cheeks flushed.
“I should get back before my mother calls security,” Alix said, slipping from the washing machine.
“Yeah,” agreed Richard. He accompanied Alix to the entrance. “Will you meet me here again tonight? For the food?”
“Sure,” Alix said. “What do you want?”
“Whatever you think is good. Surprise me. One o’clock sound okay?”
“Of course.”
“Remember not to wear any clothes.”
“I thought this was going to be strictly business.”
“It is. I just don’t want you being tracked by the bots.”
“I was kidding. I know about the bots.”
“Good.” Richard pecked Alix on the cheek. “Don’t be late.”
“I won’t,” Alix said.
* * *
That night, while waiting for Gramma and Grampa to settle in, Richard lay in his bed and dreamed of the food truck riot, over and over. In every instance, he was forthright, daring enough that he would climb onto the distribution table and do a silly dance, tell a funny story, wave his hand at the crowd and have them laughing and cheering instead of screaming and shouting in a mad rush of pent-up frustration. Each time around he would wake up with a terrible feeling of missed opportunity. Shortly after midnight, he finally slipped from his cot and crept through his grandparents’ darkened apartment. He sneaked a peek out the front window and saw a fresh installment of guards pacing to and fro (six of them: two in the plaza, and the remaining four stepping along the walkways). It was such a ridiculous sight that Richard almost laughed out loud. What were the soldiers guarding? The washroom? The showers? Did they think the campus was susceptible to grungy Kur renegades in search of a good rinse-off?
Receding into the kitchen nook, Richard took a fresh garbage bag from the cupboard. Wadding it tightly in his hand, he padded across the living room and to the rear window. He climbed outside without a sound and crept through the early morning murk. He stuck close to the route he and Juju had taken Friday morning, beyond the reach of the perimeter fence security phosphors but far enough from the dormitory building that anyone peeking outside would hopefully miss Richard’s lithe form crawling between the bushes. If he thought he was in danger of being spotted by a flesh and blood sentry, he crouched behind a shrub or flattened himself against the ground—he pretended he was playing a game, and even kept score in his head. Richard, the Creepy Kur, infiltrating the Steel Garden campus in order to make a rendezvous with the human female known as Alix d’Capo.
He made it to building B’s laundry room without incident (though he was quite sweaty, and covered from head to toe with clumps of sand and dust). Alix was waiting for him inside, and she’d brought with her a sizable bag of goodies, which she’d propped on one of the machines.
“From my parents’ stash,” she said, helping to transfer the produce into Richard’s bag. “I’ll explain to them tomorrow, if they ask.”
“Thanks,” Richard said. “I can just imagine the looks on everyone’s face when they see all this!”
Alix nodded. “How are you going to distribute it?”
Richard thought for a moment. As attractive as it would be to go door to door, leaving care packages on everyone’s welcome mats, there were too many guards up and about—and besides, the summer heat would probably spoil the food before it had a chance to be properly stored. “I’ll keep it in my icebox. Then, tomorrow after work, I’ll bring it to Mrs. Foster’s roof. We always have get-togethers up there while we wash our clothes—it’ll be the perfect thing to cheer everyone up.”
Stuffing the last of the fruit into his bag, Richard cinched the drawstring, kissed Alix on the cheek, and started to leave. To his surprise, Alix stepped along with him and slipped her hand into his.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“I’m walking you home,” Alix replied.
“Why?”
“Because I’m awake. Because I want to have some fun.”
“This is serious business,” Richard said, though he had to admit it was just the slightest bit exciting to be up and about past his bedtime. “If your parents catch you missing from your bed—”
But it wasn’t as easy as that. Before he could voice any further concerns, Alix had pinched his bare bottom and run off, northward along building B’s outskirts. When he caught up to her, she was crouching at the southern edge of the sand field separating her building from Richard’s.
“This is something like what Robin Hood would do,” Alix whispered, slightly out of breath, smiling ear to ear.
“Who?” asked Richard.
“Robin Hood, silly. He steals from the rich and gives to the poor.”
Richard chuckled. “Except no one here is rich.” He looked out across the field; there were a pair of guards strolling along the walkway. They weren’t necessarily keen-looking, but they were there nonetheless, rifles and all. “You really should get back home.”
“No way,” Alix whispered, muscles tightened, legs braced and ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.
Richard reached for her, but she was once again dodging deftly out of the way, a little pixie, all wild-eyes and unbridled hair as she darted across the sandy divide. A quick glance in the direction of the walkway revealed the guards were looking the other way—but that didn’t mean that at any second they wouldn’t turn around and see two mischievous adolescents dancing around like heathens in their birthday suits.
Training his eyes on Alix once again, Richard saw that she’d made it safely to a large patch of creosotes about a third of the way across the field and was now beckoning for him to join her. As cautious as Richard was about the whole situation, there really wasn’t any other course of action to be taken, and so, hefting the bag of produce in his arms, he launched himself across the sand, step-step-step, through hot and humid shadows, summertime sweat matting his hair and stinging his eyes as he stumbled into the creosote haven. He fell into Alix’s arms, giggling and panting and so swept up in a rush of adrenaline and latent hormones that he allowed his attention to focus itself entirely on Alix’s various bits of alluring anatomy when he should have been watching for the two guards, who were suddenly shouting and shining their lights in Richard and Alix’s direction—
“Hey, you!” one of them called.
Alix exploded from Richard’s embrace, running at catch-me-if-you-can velocity across the sand field. Richard blinked and found himself running after her. He was so charged up that he couldn’t have stopped even if he’d wanted to; his legs flexed hard, his steps widening as he ran after Alix, laughing out loud even as he heard the sound of the guards’ pursuit, the shouts of warning, the click of a rifle being fired—
—the charge hit Richard square in the back. Hard. He went tumbling down onto the ground, face first, where he lay trembling and twitching and trying to work his jaw around a mouthful of sand. Somewhere nearby, Alix screamed as she too was incapacitated. Richard tried to move, but his limbs refused to cooperate. Bright lights, rough hands, sharp handcuffs; he was rolled onto his side by one of the guards, who, to Richard, was nothing more than a towering silhouette.
“Shit,” the soldier said. “He’s only a kid.”
Nearby, the other guard said, “So’s this one—a girl.”
“Damn. He’s bleeding.”
“We’ll take him to the infirmary first, then. Parsons won’t like blood on his office chairs.”
Richard groaned as he was hauled to his feet.
He was in deep trouble.
It took a good twenty minutes for Richard’s system to level itself. During the interim, both he and Alix were cleaned up, properly bandaged, dressed in fresh coveralls, and led to Chief Parsons’ office. The chief himself looked none too happy about being woke at such an hour. He sat at his desk and toyed with an orange (taken from Richard’s garbage bag), rolling it back and forth between his hands. He looked first at Alix, then at Richard.
“Mr. Doroschenko,” he said. “We meet again.”
Richard nodded, recalling the warehouse pep talk. “I’m really not like this,” he wanted to say. “I don’t usually go around causing trouble in the middle of the night—please don’t erase my memory.” In actuality, he merely sat still, stared fixedly at the desktop as he awaited his sentencing.
“You’re the lad who’s turning fourteen soon. This weekend, right?”
Richard nodded.
“Fourteen. You must be excited. The age of consent, the age of emancipation and of criminal responsibility. You’re an adult, nearly.” Parsons paused and paid Alix another glance. “I bring this up because more than one rule has been broken tonight. Out past curfew, without your tags—without your clothes—and, well, what sorts of possibilities are there for a pair of adolescents under such circumstances? Tell me, Richard, have your parents—wait, you live with your grandparents, correct?”
Richard nodded again.
“Ah, yes. And have your grandparents ever talked with you about what’s proper and what’s improper concerning a young man’s relationship with a young woman?”
Richard wrestled with his tongue, the wound on his forehead throbbing. Gramma had never instructed him as such; neither had Grampa. In fact, Richard hadn’t the slightest idea there was any sort instruction available for boys and girls who wanted to pursue an intimate relationship. Either a girl liked you and gave you privileges, or she didn’t. “No . . . sir.”
“Well,” said Parsons, “it’s not my place to instruct you in this area, but needless to say, you and your little girlfriend have caused a bit of trouble—and not just for yourselves, but for all the other residents of your respective dormitories. Do you know what a curfew is?”
“Yes,” said Richard.
Alix nodded, caught halfway between quiet devastation and uncontrollable tears.
Parsons went on: “It’s known and accepted that after sundown, residents should keep within the boundaries of their own buildings. The curfew has never been a hard, fast rule because people have always followed the rules, but now . . . now I’m afraid the landlord will want to make some changes to the way things are run around here.” He leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms. “There are Kur rodents scurrying about planetside. Did you know that?”
Richard shook his head, felt his pulse quicken. Oh, he’d heard stories, hearsay—but Earth was supposed to be safe, the Kur outside, humans and Kiengiri in—
“Oh, yes. Just because you haven’t seen the evidence with your own eyes doesn’t mean the Kur don’t exist and aren’t here right now, plotting and planning in the shadows. The Kiengiri may be our allies, our best friends in this galactic mess we’ve found ourselves in, but even they aren’t infallible. Enemy soldiers slip through the cracks, sometimes on purpose, sometimes not. Regardless, the Kur are psychologically fatal to humans. Their physical appearance is so grotesque that to gaze upon one in shadow is to go mad—and in broad daylight . . . well, far be it for me to dispense with the scary stories before bedtime, but we are at war. Did you know that almost half of the Garden’s supply transports never make it here? Our secluded location is our protection, but it’s also our bane, because any enemies who are hardy enough to survive in this desert wasteland are enemies we certainly don’t want launching coordinated attacks on our men and women, military and civilian.
“Security is serious business. It’s my job to make sure our campus is secure—but you must understand what that entails. My men have been trained for hand-to-hand combat with the Kur, and because they know what they’re up against, physically and psychologically, their adrenaline levels are exceedingly volatile.” Parsons leaned forward and tapped Richard’s bandage. “In a moment of split-second reaction, you might be torn to shreds before anyone realizes you’re just a human teenager, one of our own.”
Richard frowned and tried not to wince. His head wound ached (the nano medics hadn’t yet finished their work, and so he was still fairly tender). On the way to Parsons’ office, he’d imagined himself behaving in a more forthright fashion and taking on the situation with Juju-caliber wit and charm. Now, however, he was sore, tired—wilted like a dying plant. He wished he’d been firmer with Alix; he wished she’d simply stayed home and not run headlong into things as if it were all a game (but he had played his own game on the way to her dormitory, hadn’t he?). His hormones had overwhelmed his better judgment; he’d delighted in the naughtiness—Alix and himself hadn’t merely been huddled together in the laundry room during a make-out session, they’d been out in the open, like a pair of shameless exhibitionists.
It was going to cost them.
After a few minutes of silent suffering, there was a knock at the door, and Gramma was escorted into the office. She took a seat, paying Richard (and Alix) an unreadable glance, and Parsons launched into an encore lecture about campus rules, Sol Union politics, and proactive parenting methods.
Alix’s parents, who arrived halfway through the speech, were spared the full force of Parsons’ meticulous scolding. Half-listening, Mrs. d’Capo coddled Alix while Mr. d’Capo merely gazed straight and steady at Richard, who knew that Mr. d’Capo (though he didn’t show it) was fuming. He knew the man was thinking up all kinds of scandalous excuses a teenage boy would use to lure his daughter out into the night, and he knew he was no longer within the d’Capo family’s circle of trust.
Parsons eventually dismissed everyone. As Richard and Alix were technically still underage (and since they hadn’t done anything in the way of property damage), they were let off with a warning. Their produce was confiscated, however.
Gramma took Richard’s hand and led him from the office, out into the hot and humid night; together they walked in silence towards their dormitory, Richard only once glancing over his shoulder to see Alix and her parents, accompanied by a pair of guards, stepping along in the opposite direction, heading home.
Back in their apartment, Richard stood in the center of the living room and awaited his scolding. Gramma closed and locked the door; she looked tired—too tired, apparently, to do anything more than nod at him as she wiped a bit of perspiration from her forehead.
“You’ve grown up, haven’t you?” was all she said before turning away and disappearing through the bedroom doorway.
Richard stripped, peeled the bandage from his forehead and threw it in the trash. After a few minutes’ pacing back and forth in the darkened kitchen area, he went into the bedroom and slipped into bed. There, he lay staring up at the ceiling as he replayed the morning’s events in his mind. Embarking on his journey, his view of campus security had been whimsical, almost comical—that wasn’t the case now. Something had changed, externally and internally. The campus was no longer home, the darkness no longer safe.
He closed his eyes, tossed and turned, tried to sleep, but to no avail. Eventually dawn broke and it was time to go to work.
At lunchtime on Wednesday, Richard, operating on less than an hour of quality sleep, stumbled out into the lunch yard and deposited himself beside Juju on their usual bench.
“Jesus, kid,” said Juju, wiping a smear of vitamin paste from his upper lip. “You look like shit. Out drinking all night?”
“There’s no alcohol allowed on campus,” Richard replied in a flat monotone.
Juju scowled. “Nice to see last night’s fiasco hasn’t dulled your normally dry sense of humor.”
Richard grimaced. “Have the Hags already told everyone?”
“Their eyes see all—but it’s not them I’m worried about, it’s you.”
“I’m fine. A little tired.”
“Just please tell me you’ve been using protection.”
“Protection?” Richard asked, aghast.
“Contraception tablets, spermicidal cream—an old school condom, at the very least.”
Richard blushed. “Is that what everyone thinks we were doing?” He should have known. Even now, when he glanced over at Lucas and Grabs’ bench, they winked at him and made thrusting motions with their pelvises before giving him a thumbs up.
Juju shrugged. “Well?”
“We weren’t doing anything,” Richard insisted. “Well, we were, but it wasn’t that.”
“Do tell,” Juju said, noticeably relieved.
Richard sighed, related the details concerning his late-night excursion with Alix.
“Robin Hood, huh?” Juju chuckled afterward.
“That’s what Alix said.” Richard thought of her now, wondered how badly she’d been scolded once her parents had gotten her home.
“Well,” said Juju, “it was a noble thing of you to do, even if it’s had the unfortunate side-effect of the Hags embellishing your reputation as a sex god.”
“I never touched her,” Richard said. “Alix, I mean. We’ve, uh, kissed and stuff, but we’ve never done it. We don’t want to be irresponsible.”
“Smarter words have never been said.”
“I tell her stories instead.”
“Stories?” Juju raised an eyebrow.
“Yes. Me and Alix are older, and we—”
“That’s dirty, Richard.”
“But we never touch each other—at least, not down there, so there’s no way I can get her pregnant unless I—”
Juju groaned, cutting Richard off with a wave of his hand. “Okay. Enough. I’m very uncomfortable having this conversation prior to your adulthood.”
“Sorry,” Richard said, and sighed. He opened his lunchbox, took out his souped-up vitamin candy bar, his protein milkshake, and started eating. The meal was unsatisfying: the vitamin bar was too grainy, the faux-yogurt coating too sweet, the drink too rich. When he was through, he was actually thirstier than he’d been a moment ago.
Juju handed him his water bottle. “Water,” he said. “There’s no substitute, whatever Sigler’s nutritionists say.”
Richard drank deeply, wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, and handed the bottle back to Juju, who looked slightly perturbed at the amount of water Richard had consumed.
“Thanks for leaving me some,” he grumbled in a sarcastic tone. Richard apologized, offered to fetch him more water, but he merely waved his hand and scowled. “I’d probably sweat it all out, the way the temperature’s going today. I’ll get more on the way inside.”
With a nod, Richard leaned back slightly and squinted through the fence. It was hot enough that the ground wavered, almost liquid-like. Richard’s coveralls were mottled with patches of sweat; his deodorant was on the verge of expiring. It made him think of what Parsons had said earlier in his office, about hardy aliens surviving the elements and causing trouble.
“Juju?” Richard asked.
“Yes?”
“Is it true there are Kur hiding in the desert?”
“Of course,” said Juju. “There’s a war going on. Various races and species getting in each other’s business, and so forth.”
“But I thought they did all that out in space. I mean, we have a skirmish every now and then when the fighters accidentally fall into sub-orbit, but it’s not supposed to be a ground war, is it?”
Juju spat. “The President tells us we’re secure—but then, the President will say whatever he has to say to make us happy, to keep us quietly slaving away. Truth is, it’s a big universe—you can’t be one-hundred percent sure about anything.”
Richard felt himself shiver despite the heat. “You were lucky you didn’t see any Kur when you ran away, then.”
“I would have made a great example if I had run into a Kur or two!” Juju laughed. “The Kiengiri don’t need us. We’ve made ourselves useful, given every excuse for them to keep us around as the stewards of Earth, but beyond that we’re a nuisance, aren’t we? We’re a tolerated species—animals, pets. They certainly don’t need a planetary playpen full of foul-tempered humans arguing with one another. If we can’t take care of our own enough to keep ourselves out of the way, I’m sure they can wipe us out with the push of a button. And since our beloved President lives outside of Sol, what does he care if us poor lower-class slobs lose a head or two while running around in the desert like maniacs? We’re just so much real estate. Expendable. Replaceable.”
Richard glowered at Juju and reminded himself to talk to Mrs. Foster the next time he needed a comforting adult presence.
“What do you want me to say?” Juju asked, spreading his arms. “You know better than anyone else the futility in idle comforts—but if comfort’s what you want, then take heart: to date, I have never seen a Kur soldier face to face. So, I suppose the Kiengiri must care something for us. Unless it’s all a farce—then all bets are off.”
“A farce? You mean, just to keep us working here? Really?”
Juju put his hand on Richard’s shoulder. “You, my friend, are in serious need of a nap.”
“Answer the question, Juju,” Richard said, trying not to let the unexpected something that had crept into his thoughts spark his temper.
“I think,” said Juju, “there are many reasons to want cheap labor. Here or in the city, they’re not going to tell us the truth all the time. I’m almost certain we’re being lied to, but I don’t think our government is devious enough to have cooked up an entire alien mythology.” He let go of Richard. “What’s got you thinking things like this anyway?”
“I don’t know,” Richard replied. “I guess I’m just really, really tired. I think strange things when that happens.”
“Don’t we all.”
The work bell’s insistent drone reverberated across the yard.
Juju stood, stretched. “Did I mention you look like shit?”
“Yes, Juju.”
“You should take the rest of the day off. Feign heat stroke or something.”
“I’m fine,” Richard said. “Really.”
He closed his lunchbox and headed back inside.
* * *
At ten after five, Richard, face swollen, limbs leaden, stumbled into the plaza for his shower. There were more than three dozen workers waiting for the sprays; neighbors smiled wearily and said hello to him, but he hardly heard them as he slowly peeled off his clothes and appropriated the nearest spray, when it was free. The water was borderline hot; he soaped up, scrubbed the day’s sweat from his body, head to toe. As he rinsed his hair, he leaned back, cracked open his eyelids and gazed up into the sky, which the sun was just starting to set ablaze as it sank slowly in the west. The celestial plane was unmarred, unscratched; any signs of the battle being fought above were washed out by the sun’s incessant ministrations.
Shutting off the spray, Richard stepped out of the way and let the next person go. All around, the late afternoon heat radiated off everyone’s bodies. Richard grabbed his things and moved through the crowd, a slight breeze kicking up against his wet skin and cooling him off—but then the breeze was gone and it was all hot, still air, the smell of other people’s sweat, the sounds of their yawns. Showering in one of Steel Garden’s plazas made one wonder why the Kur were so adamant about acquiring the Earth in their collection of planets. Hot, tired, miserable Earth—if humanity had been wiped out, Richard wondered, would it be Kur men and women standing where he was and sweating their asses off, wishing it was night already?
The Doroschenkos’ apartment offered little respite. Richard’s intention was to check in on Gramma and Grampa before going up to the roof for a nap, but he’d gotten no further than fetching a glass of water from the keg when he suddenly heard a raucous in the plaza, voices agitated, booted feet shuffling about—
—a loud knock on the Doroschenkos’ front door.
Richard glanced questioningly at Gramma before answering it.
It was an armed soldier.
“Outside, son,” the soldier said, hauling him forward and setting him against the wall.
Glancing to and fro, Richard saw that the other residents (those who weren’t already in the plaza waiting for the showers) were being removed from their apartments as well and being made to stand in a line outside their front doors as a small fleet of soldiers rummaged about within. Sometimes in pairs or groups of three or four, they emerged from the dormitories bearing armfuls of personal belongings, which they deposited in plastic bins, ready to be trucked off.
“What’s going on, Richard?” Gramma asked, holding onto Grampa and trying to keep him sedate as a soldier set her beside Richard.
“I don’t know.” Richard shook his head, dazed by it all. There were soldiers everywhere, and they were armed to the teeth as they rounded up every last resident. A good many people were distraught, a few outraged.
Juju was one of the louder of those who’d been expelled from their apartments. He cursed and spat and presented his middle finger numerous times as a pair of guards told him to stand quietly against the wall with his arms and legs apart.
“Invasion of privacy!” he yelled. “Prison mentality!”
Mrs. Foster, several more doors down, was less resistant physically, but no less determined to find a resolution to the situation:
“I’ve spoken with Parsons’ office at great length about this sort of thing,” she said, “and whether or not it’s for our protection, you simply cannot go around ejecting everyone from their homes on a whim. This is not a prison camp!”
Much to Richard’s surprise, the guard Mrs. Foster was talking to placed a hand over her mouth and growled something like, “Keep your mouth shut, ma’am.” At least, that’s what Richard thought he said; there was so much noise now—neighbors talking, crying, yelling—he couldn’t discern any one conversation clearly.
In the center of the plaza, the garbage bins were adding up, and Richard was surprised by the sorts of items being confiscated from people’s homes: alcohol, cigarettes, pornographic magazines, little packages of white powder, canned food—the guards were clearing out everyone’s stashes.
The Doroschenkos appeared to be among the least offensive. After only a few minutes, a pair of soldiers exited their apartment and had nothing to toss into the garbage bins—well, almost nothing. Gramma and Grampa’s various medications seemed to have been deemed a no-no.
“Wait,” Richard said, seeing the pill bottles in the soldiers’ hands. He grabbed one of the men by the shoulder. “Those are for my grandparents.”
“Richard,” Gramma began, trying to hold him back. “Let it be—”
“They need those!” Richard insisted.
The soldier scowled at Richard, held up the medication bottles as his partner restrained Richard by the wrists. “These are on the list—no alcoholic items or drugs.”
Richard squirmed. “But they’re pharmaceuticals! My grandmother has a heart condition, and my grandfather—”
“Ma’am,” said the soldier, addressing Gramma, “Please restrain your child.”
“Richard,” Gramma repeated quietly. “Let it be.”
“No!” Richard exclaimed, borderline frantic. “They’re taking everything away—cigarettes and booze and pornography is one thing, but you and Grampa need your meds!”
The soldier grabbed Richard by the shoulders and threw him back against the wall. “Restrain your child, ma’am!”
“Hey, easy with the kid!” Juju called out.
Richard looked in Juju’s direction, saw one of the guards hitting him with his baton. Caught off-guard, Juju stumbled back a step, shot Richard a warning glance as he wiped a trickle of blood from his forehead.
Again, Gramma said, “Let it be, Richard.”
The plaza quieted. Now it was the soldiers’ noise that prevailed as they continued with their work—and they didn’t bother to camouflage their disdain for Steel Garden and its residents.
One particular conversation caught Richard’s attention as two guards carried one of the full garbage bins past the Doroschenkos’ doorstep:
“. . . they’re all the same, these campus grunts. Eat, drink, shit, and fuck when they’re not sleeping in a pile of their own filth. They can’t help themselves. It’s the slum mentalities they bring with them from the cities . . .”
A bitter taste collected at the back of Richard’s throat. He wanted to rush into the midst of the security brigade and shout out loud for the soldiers to leave his neighbors alone. He wanted to tell them that Steel Garden’s residents were good, kind, hardworking people—but his tongue was caught in his mouth, his body frozen in disbelief, for even he couldn’t deny what he saw filling the garbage bins. The sheer amount of illicit material was mind-boggling; he’d had no idea his fellow tenants had been hiding so much. Hallucinogenic drugs, erotic toys, sharp knives, personal firearms—in one corner of the plaza, a man and a preteen girl, their hair mussed, their cheeks ruddy with sex flush, held their heads in shame as they were handcuffed and led away (their nudity not so extraordinary as the fact that they’d been found together in the man’s apartment). They were Richard’s neighbors, his people, yes, but caught doing that . . . Richard found himself burning with resentment.
He hadn’t the slightest clue who his neighbors were.
“Don’t fret, Richard.”
Richard sighed, slumped his shoulders—almost didn’t realize it was his grandfather who’d spoken. He turned around to face the man, and saw the most incredibly coherent expression on his face.
“What, sir?” Richard rasped, his voice caught deep in his throat.
Grampa smiled. “I may be useless most of the time, but I can still listen. I hear the stories you tell, Richard. I remember them all.”
“I don’t think this is a good time for stories, Grampa.”
“Why not?” Grampa squatted slightly, broadened his smile. “After all, these military men are telling their own sort of story, aren’t they? But no one seems to like the way it’s being told—maybe you can do something about that.”
Richard got the message. Licking his lips, he thought for a moment, then, slowly shifting his gaze from Grampa to the plaza, he said, “It happened all of the sudden. One moment I was standing there with my grandparents, and the next . . . everything froze.”
The soldier who’d remained at the Doroschenkos’ side started to face Richard, but his motions were blurred, lagging; the rest of the plaza was slowing down too.
“Everything froze . . . everything froze,” Richard repeated under his breath, reminding himself that if he could wrap his neighbors in a virtual world during story time, he could create the same effect here and now.
If he tried.
He continued talking to no one in particular:
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