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				LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

				THE MONUMENT 14

				How I escaped from the epicentre of the Four Corners Area Disaster with my friends.

				

				To the Editor:

				I’ve read some amazing stories in your paper about survivors of the Megatsunami. Up here in the Quilchena refugee camp in Vancouver, Canada, they sometimes read the letters aloud after lunch. Sometimes people cheer. But I’ve noticed that almost all the letters you run are from people on the East Coast.

				Maybe that is because your readers are more interested in people from their own area. Or maybe it is because the mail is messed up and you are not receiving the letters from out here.

				Nevertheless, I am sending you our story, in the hopes that after you print it our parents will be able to find us.

				On the morning of September 28, 2024, I was on the bus to school when a monster hailstorm came up. Our driver, Mrs Wooly, drove the bus through the front doors of our local Greenway superstore, to get us out of harm’s way. All together, there were 14 of us.

				Mrs Wooly went to get help, and while we were waiting, the riot gates came down, trapping us inside. It was only then that we found an old-fashioned TV set in the store and found out about the megatsunami. When the earthquake hit the next morning, and the chemicals spilled out into the air, we sealed off the door and holed up in the store.

				We stayed in the store for two weeks, and would have stayed there longer, only to die in the air strikes, but one kid in our group, Brayden, was shot. We had fixed up the school bus, so some of us decided to leave to try to make it to Denver International Airport.

				My brother, Dean Grieder, stayed behind along with a pregnant girl named Astrid Heyman and three of the little kids, Chloe Frasier and the twins, Caroline and Henry McKinley. Dean and Astrid are both O and were scared they would be exposed again and attack us, as they had done before.

				We set out into the pitch black and it was terrifying. Niko Mills, our leader, was driving. There were eight of us on board, ranging in age from 17 to 8 years old. [See complete list below.] We saw bodies on the road and terrible things.

				We were more than halfway there when our bus was ambushed by Air Force cadets. They threw us off the bus and didn’t let us take any of our supplies, except for one backpack Niko was wearing.

				On the way, we lost one of our group. Josie Miller took off her air mask and went O on purpose, when we were being chased by a deranged soldier. She gave her life to protect us.

				Another man helped us, Mario Scietto. We fell into a pit trap that a father and son had arranged. They were trying to steal our air masks and water. Mario helped us get out and let us rest in his bomb shelter.

				We walked until we came to the DIA collection point. At the airport, we found Mrs Wooly, who is in the National Guard and had been called to serve. Niko and I told Mrs Wooly about my brother and the rest of the kids back at the Greenway.

				When we learned about Operation Phoenix (the Air Force strike that destroyed the MORS compound and the RAVEN blackout cloud and also leveled the Four Corners area), we tried to help Mrs Wooly find a pilot willing to go on a rescue mission. We were begging one pilot to help us when another one came up and said he’d take us. He was the father of the twins who had stayed behind with Dean and Astrid.

				We went racing back to Monument in Captain McKinley’s Wildcat helicopter. As we were landing on the roof, we saw the first bombs drop over NORAD.

				At first, we panicked. Dean and the rest weren’t in the store! They had left to try to make it to DIA just before we’d landed. But Dean, my brother, saw us up on the roof. He came running back and we rescued all of them.

				Scorching hot winds from the air strike almost blew us down and we could see bombs punching holes in the black sky on all sides of us, but we made it out.

				Of the fourteen of us, twelve made it out alive. Eleven are here at Quilchena, but out of all of us, only five have found our parents, or have had any news about them at all.

				We are:

				Alex and Dean Grieder, ages 13 and 16

				Jake Simonsen, age 18

				Astrid Heyman, age 17

				Niko Mills, age 16

				Sahalia Wenner, age 13

				Chloe Frasier, age 10

				Batiste Harrison, age 9

				Max Skolnik, age 8

				Ulysses Dominguez, age 8

				Caroline and Henry McKinley, age 5

				and

				Josie Miller, age 15, presumed dead.

				Brayden Cutlass, age 17, deceased.

				Please, if you have any information about our parents or family members, call the Quilchena Refugee Camp Relocation Coordinator.

				Sincerely,
Alex Grieder

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1 DEAN

				NIKO’S EYES FLASHED TO our faces, one by one.

				‘Josie’s alive!’ he repeated. ‘She’s being held against her will in Missouri!’

				We all boggled at the newspaper he was holding out. It was Josie. He’s right.

				‘I’m going to get her. Who’s coming with me?’

				I didn’t know what to say. I’m sure my mouth was gaping open like a beached fish.

				‘Let us see the thing, Niko. Are you sure?’ Jake said. Ever the politician, he took the paper from Niko.

				‘Is it really Josie? Are you sure?’ Caroline asked. All the kids swarmed to Jake.

				‘Hold on, hold on. Let me set it down.’

				Jake put the paper down on the bedsheet that Mrs McKinley had laid down as a picnic blanket. We were out on the green, celebrating the twins’ sixth birthday.

				‘It’s Josie! It’s Josie, it really is!’ Max crowed. ‘I thought for sure she got blowed up!’

				‘Careful with the paper!’ Niko said. The kids were pushing and jostling for a better look. Luna, our fluffy white mascot, was up in Chloe’s arms, yipping and licking anyone’s face she could reach. She was just as excited as the rest of us.

				‘Somebody read it out loud, already!’ Chloe complained. ‘Now, Chloe. How would you ask in a polite way?’ Mrs McKinley reprimanded her.

				‘Somebody read it out loud already, PLEASE!’

				Good luck, Mrs McKinley.

				Mrs McKinley started to read the article. It said that the conditions at the type O containment camp were negligent and prisoners were being abused. It said that there was limited medical aid reaching the refugees inside. It said that if Booker hadn’t given the power to govern these containment camps to individual states, none of this would have happened.

				But I was just watching Niko.

				He was bouncing on the soles of his feet.

				Action. That’s what he’d been missing, I realized.

				Niko was a kid who thrived on structure and being productive. Here at the Quilchena luxury golf club turned refugee containment camp, there was plenty of structure, but almost nothing to do besides watch the twenty-four-hour cycle of depressing news from around the country and wait in lines.

				Niko’d been wasting away – consumed with grief and guilt about losing Josie on the road from Monument to the Denver International Airport evacuation site. And he’d been starving for something to do.

				And now he thought he was going to rescue Josie.

				Which, of course, was completely absurd.

				Niko started to pace as Mrs McKinley finished the article.

				The kids had a lot of questions. Where is Missouri? Why is Josie being hit by that guard? Can they see her soon? Can they see her today?

				But Niko cut through the chatter with a question of his own.

				‘Do you think Captain McKinley can get us to her?’ he asked Mrs M. ‘I mean, if he got permission, he could fly us, right?’

				‘I think if we go through proper channels, we should be able to get her transferred here. I mean, obviously you children cannot go down there and get her yourselves,’ Mrs McKinley said.

				I shared a look with Alex – she didn’t know Niko.

				He’d already packed a backpack in his mind.

				He turned to me.

				‘I think if you, and me and Alex go, we’d have the best chances,’ Niko told me.

				Astrid looked at me sideways. Don’t worry, I told her with my eyes.

				‘Niko, we need to think this through,’ I said.

				‘What’s there to think through? She needs us! Look, look at this picture. There’s a man hitting her! We have to get there NOW. Like, tonight!’

				He was ranting, a bit.

				Mrs Dominguez edged in.

				‘Come, kids. We play more football.’ Her English was a mite better than Ulysses’s. She led the kids away, out on to the green. Her older sons helped, drawing the little ones and Luna out on to the field.

				Mrs McKinley joined them, leaving us ‘big kids’ – me, Astrid, Niko, Jake, Alex, and Sahalia – standing next to the picnic blanket and the remains of the twins’ birthday feast. (It featured a package of chocolate-covered doughnuts and a bag of Cheez Doodles.) There had also been some rolls and apples from the ‘Clubhouse’ – that was what everyone called the main building of the resort. It housed the dining hall, the offices, and the rec room.

				Astrid, who seemed more pregnant by the minute, had eaten her share, my share and Jake’s share. I loved watching her eat. She could really put it away.

				Her stomach looked like it was getting bigger every day. She had definitely ‘popped’, as they say. Even her belly button had popped. It stood out, springy and cheerful, always bouncing back.

				When Astrid would let them, the little kids took turns playing with her belly button. I sort of wanted to play with it too, but couldn’t bring myself to ask.

				Anyway, the little kids didn’t need to hear us fight, so I was glad they herded them away. Mrs McKinley worked hard to arrange this little party and the twins should enjoy it.

				Niko’s eyes were snapping and there was a little flush of colour on his tan face. That only happened when he was really mad – otherwise he’s kind of monotone. Straight brown hair, brown eyes, light brown skin.

				‘I can’t believe none of you care,’ Niko said. ‘Josie’s alive. She should be with us. Instead, she’s locked up in that hellhole. We have to go get her.’

				‘Niko, she’s thousands of miles from here, across the border,’ I said.

				‘What about your uncle?’ Alex asked. ‘Once we get in touch with your uncle, maybe he can go get her himself. Missouri’s not so far from Pennsylvania, compared with Vancouver.’

				‘It won’t work,’ Niko interrupted. ‘We’ve got to go get her now. She’s in danger!’

				‘Niko,’ Astrid said. ‘You’re upset—’

				‘You don’t even know what she did for us!’

				‘We do, Niko,’ Alex said. He put a hand on Niko’s shoulder. ‘If she hadn’t gone O, we’d be dead. We know that. If she hadn’t killed those people, we’d be dead.’

				‘Yeah,’ Sahalia added. She was wearing a set of painter’s coveralls rolled up to the knee, with a red bandanna around her waist. She looked utterly, shockingly cool, as usual. ‘Whatever we have to do to get her back, we’ll do it.’

				‘Fine,’ Niko spat. He waved us away with his hands, as if to dismiss us. ‘I’ll go alone. It’s better that way.’

				‘Niko, we all want Josie free,’ Astrid said. ‘But you have to be reasonable!’

				‘I think Niko’s right. He should go get her,’ Jake announced. ‘If there’s anyone on this black-stained, effed-up earth who can get to her, it’s Niko Mills.’

				I looked at him: Jake Simonsen, all cleaned up. On antidepressants. Working out. Getting tan again. He and his dad were always tossing a football around.

				Astrid was so happy about how well he’s doing.

				My teeth were clenched and I wanted so badly to punch him.

				‘Come on, Jake!’ I said. ‘Don’t do that. Don’t make Niko think this is possible. He can’t cross the border and get to Missouri and break her out of jail!’ I continued. ‘It’s crazy!’

				‘Says Mr Safe. Says Mr Conservative!’ Jake countered.

				‘Don’t make this about you and me!’ I shouted. ‘This is about Niko’s safety!’

				‘Guys, you have to stop fighting!’ Sahalia yelled.

				‘Yeah, watch it, Dean. You’ll go O on us.’

				I took two steps and was up in his face.

				‘Don’t you ever, EVER talk about me going O again,’ I growled. His sunny grin was gone now and I saw he wanted the fight as bad as I did.

				‘You guys are a-holes,’ Astrid said. She pushed us apart. ‘This is about NIKO and JOSIE. Not you two and your territorial idiot wars.’

				‘Actually, this is supposed to be a party for the twins,’ Sahalia reminded us. ‘And we’re ruining it.’

				I saw the little kids were watching us. Caroline and Henry were holding hands, their eyes wide and scared.

				‘Real mature, you guys,’ Sahalia said. ‘You two had better get it together. You’re going to be dads, for God’s sake!’

				I stalked away.

				Maybe Astrid would think I was being childish, but it was either walk away or take Jake’s head off.

				Niko’s uncle’s farm was the common daydream that kept Niko, Alex and Sahalia going. And me and Astrid, too, to a degree.

				Niko’s uncle lived in a big, broken-down farmhouse on a large but defunct fruit tree farm in rural Pennsylvania. Niko and Alex had schemes for fixing up the farmhouse, reinvigorating the crops. Somehow they thought the farm could house all of us and our families when and not if we found them.

				It was a good dream anyway. Unless the farm was overrun with refugees.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2 JOSIE

				I KEEP TO MYSELF.

				The Josie who took care of everyone – that girl’s dead.

				She was killed in an aspen grove off the highway somewhere between Monument and Denver.

				She was killed along with a deranged soldier.

				(I killed her when I killed the solider.)

				I am a girl with a rage inside that threatens to boil over every minute of the day.

				All of us here are O types who were exposed. Some of us have been tipped into madness by the compounds.

				It depends on how long you were exposed.

				I was out there for more than two days, best we can piece together.

				Myself, I work on self-control every moment of the waking day. I have to be on guard against my own blood.

				I see others allow it to take over. Fights erupt. Tempers ﬂare over an unfriendly glance, a stubbed toe, a bad dream.

				If someone gets really out of control, the guards lock them in the study rooms at Hawthorn.

				If someone really, really loses it, sometimes the guards take them and they don’t come back.

				It makes it worse that we’re just a little stronger than we were before. Tougher. The cycle of healing, a bit speeded-up. Not so much you notice, but old ladies not using their canes. Pierced-ear holes closing up.

				More energy in the cells, is what the inmates say.

				They call it the O advantage.

				It’s our only one.

				The Type O Containment Camp at Old Mizzou is a prison, not a shelter.

				The blisterers (type A), the paranoid freaks (type AB), and the people who’ve been made sterile (type B) are at refugee camps where there’s more freedom. More food. Clean clothes. TV.

				But all of the people here at Mizzou have type O blood and were exposed to the compounds. So the authorities decided we are all murderers (probably true – certainly is for me) and penned us in together. Even the little kids.

				‘Yes, Mario,’ I say when he starts to grumble about how wrong it all is. ‘It’s unjust. Goes against our rights.’

				But every time my ﬁngers itch to bash some idiot’s nose in, I suspect they were right to do it.

				I remember my Gram talking about fevers. I remember her sitting on the edge of my bed, putting a clammy washcloth on my forehead.

				‘Gram,’ I cried. ‘My head hurts.’

				I didn’t say it aloud, but I was begging for Tylenol and she knew it.

				‘I could give you something, my baby girl, but then your fever would die, and fever’s what makes you strong.’

				I would cry, and the tears themselves seemed boiling hot.

				‘A fever comes in and burns up your baby fat. It burns up the waste in your tissue. It moves you along in your development. Fevers are very good, darlin’. They make you invincible.’

				Did I feel stronger, afterward? I did. I felt clean. I felt tough.

				Gram made me feel like I was good through and through and I would never do wrong.

				I’m glad Gram is long dead. I wouldn’t want her to know me now. Because the O rage comes on like a fever but it burns your soul up. Your body it makes strong and your mind it lulls to sleep with bloodlust and you can recover from that. But after you kill, your soul buckles. It won’t lie ﬂat; like a warped frying pan, it sits on the burner and rattles, uneven.

				You can never breathe the same way again because every breath is one you stole from corpses rotting, unburied, where you left them to bleed out.

				It’s my fault that Mario is here in ‘the Virtues’ with me. The Virtues are a quad of buildings with inspiring names: Excellence, Responsibility, Discovery and Respect, as well as a dining hall and two other dorms, all contained by not one but two chain-link fences, each topped with razor wire. Welcome to the University of Missouri at Columbia, post-apocalypse edition.

				I remember when Mario and I ﬁrst passed through the gates. I wondered what the gates were protecting us from. Stupid.

				At the screening and sorting, we had placidly submitted to the mandatory blood typing. We had told our story. Mario could have gone to a different camp – he’s AB. But he wouldn’t leave me.

				A tall guard with bright blue eyes and not much hair signed off on us.

				He looked at Mario’s paperwork.

				‘You’re in the wrong place, old-timer,’ he told Mario.

				‘This girl here is my responsibility. We prefer to stay together.’

				The guard looked us over, nodding his head in a way I did not like.

				‘You “prefer”, do you?’ he said, pronouncing the words slowly. ‘Little girl found herself a “sugar daddy”?’

				‘Come on now, there’s no need to be crass,’ Mario grouched in his way. ‘She’s ﬁfteen years old. She’s a child.’

				The smile slipped off the guard’s face.

				‘Not in here,’ he said. ‘In here she’s a threat. I’m going to give you one last chance – you need to go. You think you’re being high and mighty, protecting the girl. But this camp ain’t place for an old man like you. You should go.’

				‘I appreciate your concern, but I’ll stay with my friend.’

				I didn’t like this. A six-foot-tall bully looking down on frail, elderly Mario like he meant to ﬂatten him, and Mario looking back with undisguised contempt.

				I got antsy, started making ﬁsts and releasing them. Maybe I shifted from foot to foot.

				The guard took hold of my jaw and forced me to look up into his face.

				‘How long were you out there?’ he asked.

				‘She was out for just a short while,’ Mario said.

				‘I DIDN’T ASK YOU, OLD MAN!’ the guard shouted.

				He tightened his grip on my jaw, gave my head a shake.

				‘My name’s Ezekiel Venger, and I’m one of the head guards here. Now, how long?’

				‘I don’t remember,’ I said.

				He let me go.

				‘I know you’re trouble, Miss Fifteen. I can tell which ones are dangerous. That’s why they put me in charge. You better watch yourself. I’m not gonna give you an inch of wiggle room. Not one sorry inch.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

				I know when to call someone sir.

				You call someone sir if you respect him. If he’s older than you. If he’s in a position of authority. Or if he’s got a nightstick and a chip on his shoulder.

				Mario is my only friend.

				He thinks I am a good person. He’s wrong, but I don’t argue with him. He tells me he believes in me.

				We share a two-person suite with four others. I am not the only one Mario is protecting. He volunteered to sponsor four kids, and this is why they allowed him to be with us up on the second ﬂoor of Excellence. All the other suites on the second ﬂoor are just women and children.

				It’s only men on the ﬁrst ﬂoor and it’s rough down there.

				I share a bed with Lori. She’s fourteen. She has brown hair and white skin and huge brown eyes that look so sad sometimes I want to punch her in the face.

				She’s told me her story. She’s from Denver and she and her folks were hiding out in their apartment but they ran out of food. By the time they made it to the airport the evacuations had begun. They were among the last of the people there so when the rioting began – with people clawing and trampling one another as the sky over Colorado Springs lit up – her mother was killed. Then her father fell between the Jetway and the door of the plane as he shoved her in.

				I didn’t want to hear her story. I wanted it to fall away from my ears, like beads of water on wax paper, but the words stuck in. Water, water, water. Lori is all water.

				Lori lies against me at night and weeps and gets the pillow wet.

				I know, I know I should comfort her. It wouldn’t take much. What? A pat on the back. A hug.

				But there is no compassion left in me.

				Like I said, that Josie is dead.

				What do I give to her? I give her the warmth of my sleeping body. That’s all she can have. Escaping heat.

				I should tell you about the other three. Yes, I should name them. Tell you about them and tell you what they look like and their sweet, scared smiles and how Heather looks like Batiste, her oval face very sincere and serious. Half Asian. How one of the boys is always getting words wrong. Nemolade for lemonade. Callerpitter for caterpillar. Bob wire for barbed wire. Cute, innocent, annoying, traumatized. Sweet, demanding, lost and present. There is nothing I can do for them and I want nothing to do with them.

				Every day I wish Mario had not taken them in. The orphan Os.

				They were fending for themselves and getting roughed up. I know it was the right thing to do.

				There should never have been kids in here in the ﬁrst place.

				As I understand it, the national government brought us here, but the state of Missouri is running the camp. The locals don’t want us released, but don’t care to pay for us to be properly cared for, either. And the national government has been slow to provide for us.

				The result: not enough guards, not enough food, not enough space, not enough medical care. And they won’t let us out.

				There were petitions circulating, when we ﬁrst arrived. People trying to get the stable Os separated from the criminal ones. But the guards made life hard for the signature gatherers.

				Now we’re all just waiting it out.

				Every week a rumour drifts through the camp that we’re to be released.

				The hope is dangerous. Makes you care.

				I have to watch out for the men. Some of them are handsy.

				I’m not so worried about what they could do to me – I’m worried about what I could do to them.

				You do not want to get in trouble.

				There was a scufﬂe a few days ago near the fence. Some reporters got the idea to talk to us about life inside the compound. Were shouting questions to us.

				I begged Mario to stay away. But he insisted. He gets all red in the face when he talks about the conditions here. He wants justice and he wants his rights and all I want is to get out of here.

				I went over with him, to the gates, because I knew there’d be trouble and there was.

				There were maybe twenty inmates standing there, shouting to the dozen or so reporters who were yelling things like ‘Do you feel your rights have been violated?’

				‘Are the rumours of gang violence true?’

				‘Are you in danger?’

				Some of the prisoners shouted answers. Others yelled, ‘Get us out of here!’ and ‘Contact my uncle so and so! He’ll give you a reward!’ and ‘In God’s name, help us!’

				Then a couple of humvees came to herd the press away and out came two guards, with their semiautomatic tranquilizer dart guns.

				Venger was one of the guards.

				I saw delight ﬂash across Venger’s face when he saw me and Mario at the fence. The guards waded into the throng of people, pulling them from the fence and pushing them toward the dorms.

				‘I knew it!’ he shouted. ‘I knew you two were trouble! Nobody chooses to be in here!’

				Venger pushed through the crowd and grabbed Mario’s frail arm.

				And VRAAAH, my rage amped up. Like a car getting on the highway, zooming up to speed.

				‘Don’t touch him!’ I spat.

				He poked me, hard, in the centre of my chest with his nightstick.

				I grabbed it.

				‘You little black poodle skank!’ he snarled.

				Then he raised up his stick to hit Mario. Not me, Mario.

				I raised my arm and took the blow to my forearm.

				I shoved myself between them and felt Venger’s body warm and tall and powerful up against me. And I caught his eye.

				I saw euphoria there. The delight of using your body to hurt others. Swinging an arm, breaking a skull.

				Venger may be O or he may not be. But he knows the joy of the kill.

				Of course, it was a huge mistake, to defy Venger.

				I don’t know what bothers him most, that I’m young, that I’m a girl, or that I’m black.

				But I kept him from cracking the skull of an eighty-year-old man.

				Now I’m his favourite target.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3 DEAN

				I STORMED UP TOWARD THE housing tents.

				The leaves on the trees that bordered the golf course were in the final stages of falling. Red, gold and many browns, from ochre to chocolate.

				It was hard to stay mad in the presence of that kind of boastful, exuberant natural beauty. But I managed.

				‘Dean!’ Alex called. ‘Wait up!’

				I turned and watched him sprint up the incline to me.

				‘Jake was really laying it on,’ he said. ‘It seems like it’s getting worse between you two.’

				‘He’s such a jerk!’ I said. ‘He acts like he’s still her boyfriend! It’s insane.’

				‘I agree,’ Alex said. He had to walk double-time to match my strides.

				‘Jake always acts so entitled. Like he deserves her – like I don’t.’

				‘But she’s really into you, right?’ Alex asked me. ‘Astrid?’

				I nodded.

				Trust Alex to cut to the chase.

				‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I think so. I mean, I’m her boyfriend. That’s clear. But . . . sometimes I feel like she holds me at a distance.’

				‘That’s just her personality though. She’s not a real showy kind of person,’ Alex offered.

				‘She’s not showy at all,’ I said. And I probably sounded as miserable as I felt.

				‘Jake’s just messing with you. You know that. He sees that you’re worried about Astrid and he’s playing you.’

				I shrugged.

				‘I heard him telling Astrid that he and his dad are going to go back to Texas soon, and saying she should go with them,’ I told Alex.

				‘That’s harsh.’

				We walked.

				‘Look,’ Alex said. ‘Remember what Mom always used to say? About, like, manifesting reality?’

				I looked at him.

				His face was changing, it seemed to me. Growing leaner.

				‘Yeah,’ I said.

				‘Well, think about what you’re manifesting with all this fighting and the self-doubt.’

				‘You mean if I spend time worrying about Astrid turning to Jake, she will?’ I asked.

				‘I mean, if you spend a lot of time being afraid of it, you could make it happen.’

				I took that in.

				‘Because who wants to be with a guy who’s afraid all the time, you know what I mean?’ he continued.

				‘Yes,’ I sighed. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’

				‘Cheer up,’ Alex said. ‘There could be some good surprises headed your way.’

				He had a kind of a cat-that-ate-the-canary smile lurking around the side of his mouth.

				‘That’d be a change,’ I said.

				It was good to be alone in Tent J for a while. Well, alone in our five-person cubicle bedroom. The massive tent was divided down its long centre by a corridor. Off the corridor were little ‘rooms’ made by low, dividing screens. Two bunk beds stood on either side against the screens, and one single bed was set under the plastic window.

				That bed, we had all decided, was Astrid’s.

				Other orphaned teens were messing around in their rooms, but I had ours to myself – this was the refugee camp definition of alone time.

				I wrote in my journal. Always helped.

				Maybe a half hour later, Astrid came in, trailed by Jake.

				They seemed to be fighting. Good.

				‘I just want to rest,’ she told Jake.

				Astrid was holding her round belly. Her face was twisted in a grimace of pain.

				‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. I sat up too fast and bonked my head on Alex’s bunk above me. Jake rolled his eyes.

				‘It’s a pain. Down low. Feels like cramps. I just want to rest,’ Astrid said.

				‘I told her she’s gotta hustle over to the clinic. They probably have a pill made just for crap like this,’ Jake said.

				‘And I told him I’m not going!’ Astrid said. ‘They’re taking pregnant women away, Jake. I know they are.’

				‘Astrid, I know you’re not supposed to say this to a pregnant lady, but sweetie, you’re acting nuts!’

				‘Jake, I think Astrid just wants to rest,’ I said. I had my hands out, trying to get them both to calm down.

				‘How do you explain Lisa?’ Astrid fumed.

				Astrid had met a few other pregnant women at the camp. They would all get together and talk about swollen ankles, stretch marks, I don’t know. Two of them had left suddenly, in the last few weeks. Both of them had been exposed to the compounds back home and now some of the pregnant women had a theory that the government was taking them away for testing.

				Conspiracy theories were one thing we had an unlimited supply of in the camp.

				‘She probably found her relatives and left! People are leaving all the time,’ Jake said.

				‘Lisa was my friend. She would have said goodbye,’ Astrid maintained. ‘Dean thinks so, too.’

				‘What’s important is how you’re feeling,’ I said. I was trying to sidestep the whole issue.

				‘Exactly,’ Jake agreed. ‘You’re feeling crampy, so we gotta go over to the clinic.’

				‘I’m not going, Jake. I just need to lay down,’ Astrid insisted and dropped down on to her cot.

				‘If they’re taking pregnant women who were exposed, why haven’t they come for you already?’ Jake asked.

				‘Let it go, Jake,’ I said.

				‘Maybe because two thousand people came on the same day as we did,’ Astrid continued. ‘Maybe they lost my file. Maybe it’s sitting at the bottom of a stack, but I don’t want to call attention to myself.’

				‘So, you’re not going to see the doctors here?’ Jake asked. ‘Like ever? What, is Dean going to deliver the baby out on the eighteenth hole?’

				He was right. I hated him for being right.

				‘The baby’s not due for another three months,’ Astrid said. ‘We’ll be somewhere else by then.’

				Astrid had received a sonogram the first day we arrived. The ultrasound technician had told her that the baby looked really healthy and big for four-and-a-half months old. He said the baby’s so developed, he thought that Planned Parenthood was wrong when they told Astrid the date of conception and she was more like six-and-a-half months pregnant.

				He said the baby would come in January. We had thought it would be in March.

				Jake turned to me. ‘Dean, tell her. She has to go. I mean, come on. You don’t buy this “army taking people away” nonsense, do you?’

				Astrid looked at me, her mouth set in a hard line.

				‘Well . . .’ I said. ‘I met Lisa. She seemed really nice. I think it is a little weird she didn’t say goodbye to Astrid. She kept saying she had some maternity clothes she wanted to give her—’

				Jake rolled his eyes, scowling in a way that let me know he thought I was whipped.

				‘And it’s Astrid’s body.’ I continued. ‘I’m not going to put pressure on her to do something she doesn’t want to do.’

				‘Geraldine, tell me, do you have any actual opinions of your own?’ Jake asked.

				‘Just because I’m sensitive to Astrid’s feelings doesn’t make me a woman, Jake!’

				‘Go away, you two,’ Astrid growled. ‘Sometimes, I think I’d be better off without the both of you!’

				‘Fine. Catch you later,’ Jake said. He walked away.

				Astrid shifted on her side, stuffing a pillow under her belly to prop it up.

				Seeing the hurt on my face, her steely gaze softened. A little.

				‘I didn’t really mean that,’ she apologized. ‘I just . . . I need a nap.’

				‘OK,’ I said. I turned to leave.

				‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Number one: please don’t go away mad, and number two: would you get me a sandwich at dinner?’

				I smiled. She smiled back.

				‘OK and you bet,’ I said. I bent down and kissed her on the top of her head.

				I had found Alex and Niko strategizing in front of the Clubhouse. I joined in, figuring that the more support I could give to Niko to use diplomatic channels, the better.

				At Quilchena, there was a whole office filled with bilingual signage and mild-mannered Canadian social workers who spent the day placing calls and taking calls and scrambling to help us refugees connect with family outside the camp.

				I heard a joke here, Q: ‘How do you get a hundred Canadians out of a pool?’ A: ‘Would everyone please exit the swimming pool?’

				Funny, because it’s true. I’d never seen one of them lose their temper.

				But Niko gave the woman we ended up talking to a run for her money. She was a pasty lady named Helene with short hair that was grey at the temples.

				‘I thought Josie was dead,’ Niko told Helene. ‘She was O, and she was off in the woods and I hoped that our friend, Mario, would somehow be able to get her into his shelter, but I didn’t really hope.’

				Niko laid out the newspaper on Helene’s desk and pointed to Josie’s photograph. ‘And look, there she is. She’s alive and she’s trapped in one of those concentration camps!’

				‘Oh, now, whoa there,’ Helene said. ‘concentration camp? That’s just not right.’

				‘They rounded up all the Type Os who had been exposed to the compounds and put them in a camp. They’re treating them like criminals! We have Os here in Quilchena who’ve been exposed and you’re not segregating them, locking them up.’

				‘Well, that’s true.’

				It was true, but it was also true that they had been forced to take some Os away. People who flew into a rage at the slightest insult, who couldn’t stop getting in fights, who couldn’t handle the crowds, the lines, the waiting.

				‘Look at my friend Dean, here. He’s O and he was exposed. He’s fine.’

				This made me kind of nervous. It wasn’t that I was afraid of them knowing about my past, exactly, but I didn’t want to be singled out, either.

				Helene gave me a weak smile and a little nod.

				She thought for a moment.

				‘It is certainly not the policy here in Canada to contain people this way, but listen, I will take your case to the review board and I will personally make a case for a transfer for your friend,’ she told Niko.

				‘Hey! That’s great!’ I said. I clapped Niko on the shoulder.

				‘We just need to fill out some forms, and I’ll also need to get a petition slot,’ Helene told us. ‘There’s a bit of a waiting list for new requests.’

				‘How long?’ Niko asked.

				‘Probably a week or two,’ Helene said.

				‘And after that?’

				‘After that?’

				‘How long would the transfer take?’ Niko asked. He was very quiet then, very calm.

				‘Another week to ten days to process the transfer.’

				‘Thank you,’ Niko said. His voice was cold, almost robotic.

				‘Oh, good,’ she said. ‘I was worried that wouldn’t be fast enough for you. But it is?’

				Niko gave an indistinct nod, ‘If that’s the fastest way . . .’

				‘It is, short of you and me driving down there and getting her out ourselves!’ she joked.

				Alex and I exchanged a look.

				‘Let me get you the forms,’ Helene said and she scurried out of the room.

				Niko looked at us.

				‘Captain McKinley,’ he said.

				As it happened, the shuttle to the Air Force base was done for the day.

				‘Sleep on it, Niko,’ Alex advised him as we walked toward the dining hall. ‘That’s what you always tell me. You need to make a careful plan. Don’t go rushing off.’

				‘She’s alive, Alex. All this time I thought she was dead. I want to see her. I want to tell her—’

				Niko choked up, then corrected his course, getting back to the issue at hand: ‘Here’s my plan – I’m going to go see Captain McKinley and I’m not going to leave his side until he says he’ll fly me out of here. When I get to the States, I’ll hitchhike.’

				The hitchhiking was actually the only good part of the plan. It wasn’t as dangerous as it used to be. With the gas shortages, it was actually against the law to drive your car with less than three people in it.

				Not that we knew, since we were only allowed off the camp in the shuttle bus, but from what I’d read in the papers, it was making for some very weird car rides stateside.

				‘I’m going to need an air mask,’ Niko said, thinking. ‘Do you guys know anyone who has one for barter?’

				‘Why? For the drifts?’ Alex asked, shocked. ‘Niko, do you think they’re real?’

				This was the biggest source of gossip and rumour in the camp.

				In the last weekly radio address from whatever undisclosed secure location the government of the United States of America was operating out of, President Booker had assured us that as far as he knew, the drifts were just rumours. He said that the military had assured him that the clean-up of the compounds was completed and the Four Corners area was safe. (Burned and bombed into a giant, black desert, but safe.) He promised that if he ever comes to find out there’s been some sort of cover-up, he will take swift action.

				But then he went back to talking about the efforts to house and feed and clothe the seven million displaced victims of the megatsunami up and down the East Coast, and I got the feeling he just wished the Four Corners would disappear.

				‘I can’t afford to gamble,’ Niko told Alex. ‘I don’t know what route I’m going to take. I could get close to the area.’

				‘You don’t need to get anywhere near the Four Corners,’ I broke in. ‘You stay north, way north, and then dip down to Missouri. They put the camps in those mid-western cities to keep them far away from the Four Corners. There’s no reason for you to—’

				‘If the drifts are real, and if I run into them, I’m dead meat.’ Niko said. ‘So, I’m going to find a mask. It’s part of the careful plan I’m making.’

				Niko cast Alex a pointed look and walked away.

				‘He’s not the same,’ Alex said. ‘He never used to be like that. Sarcastic?’

				I shrugged. ‘A lot of us are different now.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				4 JOSIE

				AS HUNGRY AS THEY are, the kids are skittish at meal times. They’re scared to go to the dining hall for breakfast. It’s called Plaza 900. I don’t know why it has the fancy name of Plaza 900. Maybe it’s a Missouri in-joke. I’m not from here. I don’t know.

				‘Quiet! Quiet down now!’ Mario shouts today. It’s Freddy who gets them riled up. Always Freddy, who is sort of unhinged and shrill. Can’t settle down. He’s like a ﬂea, always jumping and even biting sometimes.

				‘Settle down, here we go,’ Mario tells the kids.

				Once, of course, Excellence had been a nice dorm. Colour scheme of cream and aqua. Flecked carpet and artful paintings on the walls. Like a nice hotel chain.

				Now everything that could be pried off the walls has been. There are stains on the walls and the ﬂoor – coffee, blood, tobacco spit, urine, who knows.

				The men are out already. Now we pass through their hall on the way to the front door.

				Design ﬂaw.

				We have to go through the ﬁrst-ﬂoor Men’s hall to get into the front hall and get outside. The Men’s hall is a zoo, these men being more animal now than they ever thought they’d be.

				We walk, single ﬁle, down the Men’s hall, along with the seventy other women, children and old people from the second ﬂoor.

				‘Stick together now,’ Mario says, more to offer reassurance to Heather and Aidan than instruction.

				‘Sssstick together,’ says a wild-eyed creep, lurching from his room.

				Heather screams and the man laughs.

				He’s smelly and skinny with just a few wisps of hair.

				‘Back off,’ I growl.

				He sticks his tongue out at me and I can smell his stanky breath. God-awful.

				‘All right, all right,’ Mario says. ‘Out we go.’

				We step out into the cold, clean morning air and cross the courtyard.

				Autumn’s in effect and it’s getting cold. I feel it as we walk across the deadland stretch of dried grass and cement that is the courtyard.
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