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            You cannot buy the revolution.

            You cannot make the revolution.

            You can only be the revolution.

            It is in your spirit, or it is nowhere.

            ursula k. le guin
The Dispossessed
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            End

         

         ‘Shirts?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Socks?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Pants!’

         I look up and see Chloe grinning next to Mum.

         ‘Well, you’ll need pants,’ she adds.

         I try to glare but end up smiling.

         It’s hard to glare at Chloe. Also, this time tomorrow I will be gone. I turn back to the wooden trunk, my possessions piled within, including pants.

         No one else will have a trunk like mine. There is an entire section of room devoted to school kit. Especially luggage. Luggage which weighs itself, keeps itself cool, keeps warm, transports itself. I am almost relieved that I have no choice in the matter. 12

         Mine opens and closes. That’s it. I lower the heavy lid. It doesn’t quite match up with the rest of the trunk, so I put my foot on top and press down. It still doesn’t close. I guess it just opens then.

         ‘That’s an heirloom,’ Chloe reminds me.

         ‘I thought you had to be dead before your things became heirlooms. Dad is in the kitchen making pancakes.’

         On cue, a disembodied voice calls, ‘Does someone need me?’

         I sigh. ‘I just wish this trunk wasn’t so—big. Or grey.’

         ‘We could paint it!’ Chloe cries. ‘Purple! With yellow stars.’

         Mum is watching me. She puts down the list. ‘Come on, Chloe, let’s go out and pick some lettuce for lunch.’

         Chloe hops up and grabs Mum’s outstretched hand. ‘Rainbow stripes?’ she shouts from the kitchen.

         I take the list from the arm of the chair where Mum left it. We’ve been through it a thousand times. Once was enough. I know there’s nothing missing. Even so, I scan through one last time, then sit in the chair and stare at the trunk. I should be making the most of every last second with my family. For some reason I want to be on my own.

         I’ve looked forward to this day for fourteen years. Now that it’s here, the butterflies in my stomach 13have gone, leaving behind a strange, empty feeling. Instead of wondering who I’ll make friends with first, I find myself thinking about Chloe. About whispering goodnight from the top bunk. About crating up the apples and harvesting the honeycomb. About herding the goats to their pen in the low evening sun. Mum brushing my hair from my eyes. Dad brushing his hair from his eyes when we play chess. About Finn.

         It’s annoying.
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            Shock

         

         ‘Jess?’

         The voice startles me. I drop my toothbrush in the sink. In the mirror a pale face with grey smudges beneath the eyes, hovers behind my right shoulder. Most of the time, you would never guess Chloe was ill. Sometimes, like now, the reality seems closer to the surface.

         ‘Sorry, I thought you heard me get up.’

         I shake my head and pick up my toothbrush.

         ‘Will we have time to go down to the treehouse before you leave?’

         We don’t have time, but I nod my head anyway. I finish brushing then grab my portal watch and try connecting to Finn. Seconds later a sleepy face topped with messy brown hair appears on the small screen. Chloe leans in to look. 16

         ‘I am so glad you called,’ he says sleepily. ‘Mum’s working and I didn’t hear my alarm. I could have missed my first day completely.’

         ‘Treehouse in ten?’

         Finn rubs his left eye with his free hand. ‘What? I haven’t even finished packing.’

         ‘If it wasn’t for me you’d still be asleep. Come on. I’ll bring breakfast.’

         Before he can argue I disconnect.

         Chloe squeals with excitement.

         ‘Grab your hoodie,’ I say, ‘it’s cold outside.’

         We creep downstairs. Soft morning light blooms around the edge of the kitchen door. As I push it open, warm cooking aromas waft out.

         ‘I was just coming to check you were ready.’ Dad looks up from the hob. ‘Scrambled egg?’

         Dad is always up early, just normally outside with the animals. He’ll say there’s no time for the treehouse.

         ‘Chlo and I were going to let the goats out.’

         ‘Scrambled egg in a bun?’

         ‘Yeah!’ says Chloe.

         ‘Can I have two? I’m really hungry.’

         Dad slices three buns and stuffs them to bursting, before wrapping a piece of beeswax paper round the outside. 17

         I pull on a pair of wellies and Chloe lifts the latch on the door.

         The morning air smells like cut grass. Pale blue sky is tinged with a sunrise glow where it meets the hills.

         The cockerel calls nearby as Chloe marches ahead past neat rows of winter vegetable seedlings, and the rich brown soil from which we harvested peas, beans and carrots. Beyond is a meadow, with a miniature village of beehives.

         I take a bite from the soft roll with its warm filling. As we cross the meadow, there is another scent in the air—of damp leaves. Of summer turning to autumn.

         The field dips to meet a line of oak trees. As we approach, I spot a figure running down the hill opposite, arms spread like the sails of a wind turbine.

         At the base of the largest oak dangles a rope. Chloe gives a tug, and a ladder tumbles down, parallel to the trunk. She climbs up, disappearing beyond the leaves of a low branch. I wait at the bottom, clutching a scrambled-egg roll.

         Footsteps thud across the nearby ground. Moments later a boy lurches into the clearing.

         He sees me and grins, then bends forwards, hands on knees, trying to catch his breath. After a few seconds, he pants, ‘Breakfast?’ 18

         I pass him the roll, now only a few centimetres thick, with a large dip where my thumb pressed down.

         He wolfs it in a couple of bites.

         ‘Thanks. Any more?’ He looks hopefully at my hands.

         ‘Sorry, the chef doesn’t take bulk orders.’

         ‘Are you coming?’ A voice floats down from the canopy.

         I steady the rope ladder with my right hand and begin to climb. Once I’m above the lowest branches, the ladder sways as Finn follows.

         The top rung marks the entrance to a small wooden shelter, nestled in the ‘v’ where the massive trunk diverges. Each plank has been shaped so perfectly, it looks as if the tree was bored one day and instead of branches, grew a hut.

         I climb inside and wait as my eyes adjust to the gloom. Light filters through two canopied windows.

         There are bean bags, a low bench, and at the back a few wooden boxes with snacks and any other stuff we might need. Finn squeezes in behind me.

         ‘Hey, Chlo!’

         She grins at him, eyes shining in the dim light.

         ‘What’s that?’ she asks.

         Finn is clutching a small bundle which I hadn’t noticed until now. He passes it to her. 19

         ‘For you.’

         She takes the bundle with two hands.

         ‘Should I open it?’

         ‘Definitely not.’

         ‘Then what should I do with it?’ she frowns.

         ‘Open it after we’ve gone. I don’t want you moping around, so I’ve made a few things to keep you busy.’

         A smile creeps slowly towards the dimples in her cheeks.

         ‘There’s a treasure hunt, and some puzzles. There’s also a secret code. Only you, me and Jess will have the cypher.’

         ‘The what?’

         ‘The cypher—the way to work out what it means. That way we can send messages to each other and no one will be able to read them. By no one, I mean your mum and dad.’

         As Chloe turns the package over in her hands, hot tears well in the corners of my eyes. I blink them away.

         ‘She’ll be too busy to miss us,’ I add. ‘Mum and Dad are going to need extra help for my jobs, and then she’ll have to look after Kit, too.’

         ‘Kit?’ asks Finn.

         Chloe and I exchange a look.

         ‘It’s all right, Chlo, I think you can tell him. He won’t share.’ 20

         ‘Kit’s a kitten. Mum and Dad found her near the composter. I waited nearby for the mother to return. After two days, there was no sign, and Kit was starving. We couldn’t just let her die.’

         Finn sucks air in over his teeth. ‘Keeping a pet. That’s an offence, Miss Chloe. I hope you like prison food.’

         Chloe giggles.

         ‘Mum says when she was little everyone had pets.’

         ‘I guess one more animal round your house isn’t exactly going to stand out,’ adds Finn, grinning, ‘even if pets are illegal.’

         He glances at his port-watch, then leaps up, banging his head on the roof.

         ‘I really really have to pack, or else I’ll be turning up in the clothes I’m wearing and nothing else,’ he says, rubbing the top of his head.

         ‘Look after everyone, Chloe.’ He bends to give her a hug. ‘Bye, Jess.’ He puts his arms around me and squeezes. His messy brown hair is the last thing I see as he climbs down the ladder. ‘Send me messages!’ he calls up.

         ‘I will!’ Chloe stares at the hole through which Finn disappeared moments before. She lifts the lid from the largest wooden box and places the package gently inside, then turns towards the rope ladder and follows Finn down. 21

         My port-watch vibrates. The word mum flashes on the screen.

         ‘We’re coming!’ I say to my wrist, before Mum can speak.

         I clamber down as fast as I can in oversized wellies, then tug the rope, raising the ladder above the canopy, out of sight.

         When I turn round, Chloe is already ten metres away, running through the field.

         ‘Chloe, slow down!’ I shout. I feel a thrill of fear in my stomach.

         Morning sun slices through the trees, scattering sparkles across the dewy grass. I stomp after her, running as fast as my wellies allow.

         ‘Let me catch you up!’ I call, trying to think of a way to make her stop.

         Finn’s parcel or the sunshine or both seem to have filled her with a new kind of energy.

         She reaches the brow of the hill, and begins to slow. I run alongside and reach for her hand.

         ‘Walk with me for a bit?’ I pant. ‘I accidentally put Mum’s wellies on and they’re way too big for running.’

         We walk side by side. My breathing gradually slows, but Chloe’s does not. I glance over. Her face is white, her lips pale. We are only halfway to the house. I try not to panic. 22

         ‘How about a piggyback? You won’t have the chance again for a while.’

         She doesn’t answer. Her breath is catching in her throat with a wheezy rattle.

         I bend down and she clambers onto my back. She feels much lighter than she looks. Her arms drape over my shoulders and I feel her head resting near the back of my neck. I start to jog, not caring about the wellies.

         As I reach the edge of the meadow, my muscles are beginning to burn. I pin Chloe’s legs against me so that she doesn’t slip. I pass the beehives, and when the house comes into view, there is a figure by the back door.

         ‘Mum!’ I try to shout, but it comes out like a loud gasp. ‘Mum!’ I try again. She lifts her head and walks slowly towards me. When she spots Chloe on my back, she stops in her tracks, then runs back to the house. She leans through the door, shouting something to Dad.

         I stagger in behind her, feeling Dad lift Chloe from my shoulders. He takes her to the sofa and props her upright on the cushions. She cannot speak; her eyes are wide with fear. She watches Dad as he pulls something from a box by the sofa. Her breathing is fast and shallow, and there is a soft wheezing sound every time her chest moves up and down. Her lips are bluish. Dad places a see-through plastic mask over Chloe’s nose 23and mouth and presses a pump at the side. The mask fills with cloudy vapour.

         Mum sits down next to Chloe. We wait.

         Dad looks at his port-watch. After a minute or so, Chloe’s breathing hasn’t slowed. There is a low hiss as he presses the pump again.

         I kneel on the floor next to Chloe and take her hand. I draw shapes on the back of it, like I do when she can’t get to sleep.

         Chloe’s shoulders move up and down more slowly. Her face is pale, but the fear has left her eyes.

         ‘What happened?’ Dad asks gently, as we sit.

         ‘We went down to the treehouse.’ I hesitate. ‘I knew there wasn’t time. We met Finn there. He had some things for Chloe. We ran back up the hill. It’s my fault.’

         Dad puts his arm round me. ‘Chloe’s going to be OK. That’s more important than whose fault it was.’ I feel tears rising again and blink them away. I don’t want to upset Chloe. ‘We’ll just have to take it easy for a few days.’ Dad looks at Chloe. Her eyes are closed now.

         ‘Jess,’ Mum says quietly, ‘I’m sorry, but we need to go. The transport is charged. Dad’s put your trunk in the trailer.

         ‘Chloe and I will have to stay here,’ says Dad, even though it’s obvious they can’t go anywhere. 24

         I nod. I know how much Chloe was looking forward to coming. How much I wanted her to see my home for the next five years.

         I lean over to give her a kiss on the forehead. She stirs and opens her eyes.

         ‘Make sure Mum and Dad behave,’ I whisper. ‘Let me know if they cause any trouble.’

         She nods.

         I feel like a magnet pulled in two directions. Hovering in between makes my head spin. I have to go; I need to go, but I don’t want to leave Chloe. Especially not now.

         As I reach the doorway, Dad says softly, ‘Remember, Jess. The other children will have led very different lives to you. Be careful what you share with them. Until you know them a little better.’

         I nod, not quite trusting my voice to work properly. He wraps his arms around me and I breathe in the baking bread smell from his jumper. Tomorrow everything will still be here. Our house will be the same, only I won’t be in it.
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            Beginning

         

         ‘I can see it!’

         I lean over to peer through Mum’s window.

         ‘No, other side,’ she adds.

         A large wooden structure emerges through the trees to our left, solar panels glinting on the roof.

         The knot of excitement in my stomach twists a little tighter.

         We turn down a narrow road, the building growing larger, its true size obscured by trees and bushes planted either side. As we approach, I see a row of transports parked opposite. All with trailers attached. No transport has space for luggage—big transports waste electricity. But for special trips, there are trailers. Families used to have massive cars which could carry everything. Transports only have room for seats, to save energy. 26

         People are piling luggage on the ground, hugging each other goodbye. There must be at least ten groups, maybe more. By the entrance, a similar number of children filter slowly through the enormous doors. I’ve never seen so many people in my life. Not real people.

         ‘Right, let’s get your trunk out!’

         I realize that our transport has stopped.

         ‘Do you have your violin?’

         Mum’s voice is too bright. Too happy for unloading a trunk or locating a violin. But I’m glad, because I suddenly feel shaky, and her bright voice makes it seem as if everything will be OK.

         We heave the trunk on to the gravel, from where someone is supposed to collect it. Mum hugs me.

         ‘Be bold. Question everything. Don’t forget to brush your teeth.’

         ‘I won’t have any trouble with the middle one,’ I say.

         ‘You won’t have any trouble at all,’ says Mum.

         She turns back to the transport. Parents aren’t supposed to come as far as the entrance. Mum gives a little wave, even though she’s only a few metres away, then climbs inside.

         I crunch slowly across the gravel towards the enormous doors. The sun feels warm on the back of my head, casting an orange glow on the huge wood-panelled walls. 27

         Halfway, I turn to watch our silver transport glide along the winding road. Every second, a little smaller. Until I am the furthest I have ever been from my family in my entire life. It will be one whole week before I’m even allowed to speak to them again.

         At the door, there are still three children making their way in. I can’t believe we will be sharing rooms. Sharing lessons. Sitting next to each other.

         After fourteen years of waiting, I am at school.
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            Real

         

         ‘Move to the front! There’s plenty of space.’

         Instinctively, I search for a screen, but the voice belongs to an actual person. A woman standing on a small stage at the far end of the hall. She is smiling warmly and waving her arms to beckon people in. I seem to be among the last to arrive. At least fifty students are already seated. I hurry forwards, then sidle along one of the rows towards a girl with short black hair. She looks at me, eyes wide with fright. I leave several seats between us. Mum warned me that some students will never have met another child before. Despite all the preparation exercises, they might be nervous.

         Apart from the sound of footsteps and people shifting in their seats, the room is quiet.

         ‘Welcome, everyone, I am your principal,’ says the 30woman. She’s wearing a dark blue jumper, the same shade as our chicken house. Chloe would like that.

         ‘I know you’ve been waiting a long time for this day. Many of you will feel excited, many of you will feel nervous, too. However strange things might seem now, I promise that in a few weeks, this will feel like home.’

         No one murmurs.

         The lady explains that first, we will go to our dormitories. There are three for the boys and three for the girls. Our luggage will be next to our beds. Then, once we’ve met our roommates, there will be lunch followed by a tour of the school.

         ‘When your name is called, please exit via the door through which you entered.’

         Another woman appears, clutching a small device from which she reads out names. One by one, students get to their feet and walk down the central aisle. They snatch glances. No one makes eye contact.

         Their clothes look brand new; exciting. Some change colour to match the surroundings, others have muscle-activator pads, which keep you fit while you’re sitting still. I’m wearing my favourite jumper and trousers. They have changed colour, but only because they’ve been washed so much. The girl with short dark hair stands up. She has the same wide-eyed expression 31as when I arrived. I think she might be working out how to leave without walking past me. I turn sideways, allowing as much space as possible for her to pass.

         I’m wondering whether I will be last, when finally my name is called. I sidle along the chairs, arriving in the central aisle at the same time as a girl with wavy auburn hair. Instead of looking away, she stares right at me. Her hazel-green eyes flit around my face. I realize that I am staring at her in the same way, and we both smile.

         ‘Follow the purple arrows,’ calls the lady with the list. She walks briskly towards us, along with the final few students.

         The corridor glows with light from solar magnifiers overhead. Footsteps tap along the smooth floor. We follow purple arrows right then left, across a courtyard, and into what looks like an enormous sitting room, although the sign on the door says Common Room.

         I keep walking, up a wide flight of stairs, towards another door labelled Dormitory. The facial recognition scanner blinks and it slides open to reveal a huge L-shaped room, stretching away towards a large window. Ten beds line the walls, wardrobes and comfy-looking chairs scattered between.

         Several girls hover near the door, as if the room might bite. I see my trunk over by the window. It’s 32easy to spot. Beside every other bed are sleek-looking bags and brand-new cases.

         As I head towards my things, the other girls disperse in search of their beds, too.

         ‘Where’s the screen?’ someone asks in a shaky voice. It belongs to the girl with black hair, the one I’d sat next to in the hall.

         It’s true, there doesn’t seem to be a screen of any kind, but then I wasn’t expecting one. After eight years of virtual live-learning, I thought school was where we came to have real lessons with real teachers. Dad’s words echo in my head. The other children will have led very different lives to you.

         ‘I wish they could give us a virtual tour instead of a real tour,’ she adds, perching on a chair near the middle of the room. Her voice is no longer shaky. She sounds slightly annoyed.

         There is a sniff from the bed next to me. A girl with curly blonde hair wipes a tear from her cheek and stares at her shiny turquoise case; the name Ana sparkles in silvery letters near the handle. I think about what I might say to Chloe, if she was feeling sad. I’m about to open my mouth when Ana holds up her port-watch and scans the case, then lifts her wrist higher, moving it left to right as she takes a panoramic of the dormitory. I know she will be adding it to room, the 3D virtual 33reality space where you can show off what’s in your wardrobe, or new make-up, or anything you want to share. It has to be new though, so that you can link it to the store where you bought it. Curating your room includes decorating or choosing themes too. You can spend hours on it. Everyone uses room and collects roommates. Well, almost everyone.

         A voice from across the dormitory breaks the awkward silence which has fallen.

         ‘It looks like we’re going to be sleeping next to each other. I hope you don’t snore. I’m Mae, by the way.’

         It’s the girl with auburn hair. Her neighbour lowers her port-watch. She was also scanning her luggage. Now she shrinks back, as if Mae might be dangerous.

         Everyone in the room has stopped what they are doing to watch.

         ‘I was only joking about the snoring,’ says Mae, who must have noticed the girl’s reaction. ‘What’s your name?’

         ‘It’s Eve,’ she whispers, looking studiously at her bedspread. She’s at least a head taller than Mae, but seems to have retreated into a more compact version of herself.

         Mae appears encouraged by the response. ‘I’m so hungry,’ she adds. ‘Is anyone else ready for lunch?’ This comment seems to be directed to the whole room. 34

         ‘Yes!’ I hear myself say. Nine pairs of eyes swivel my way.

         Eve whispers something I can’t hear.

         ‘Sorry, what’s that?’ says Mae.

         I can’t help leaning forwards to catch the reply.

         ‘Do you think we should take our healthplan supplements to lunch?’ she repeats, even more quietly.

         ‘Errr,’ says Mae, looking over at me, for some reason.

         But I don’t need to say anything, because at that moment the door slides open and list-lady enters.

         ‘I’m sure you’re all very hungry after such a long morning,’ she says, beaming. ‘Follow me to the dining hall. Today you will eat with the other S1 dormitories. From tomorrow, you will eat with the rest of the school.’

         I feel relieved it’s just us. I’m not ready to meet the entire school. Not yet.
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