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      For Chris Marrs and my beautiful children, 

      whose love is my daily bread
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          We walk on two legs not on four.

          To walk on four legs breaks the law.

          
            — Oingo Boingo, “No Spill Blood,” Good for Your Soul (1983)
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      On the principal’s desk, a copy of Time. A fourteen-year-old girl smiled on the cover. Pigtails tied in blue ribbon. Freckles and big white teeth. Rubbery, barbed appendages extending from her eye sockets.

      Under that, a single word: WHY?

      Why did this happen?

      Or, maybe, why did the world allow a child like this to live?

      What Dog wanted to know was why she smiled.

      Maybe it was just reflex, seeing somebody pointing a camera at her. Maybe she liked the attention, even if it wasn’t the nice kind.

      Maybe, if only for a few seconds, she felt special.

      The Georgia sun glared through filmy barred windows. A steel fan whirred in the corner, barely moving the warm, thick air. Out the window, Dog spied the old rusted pickup sunk in a riot of wildflowers. Somebody loved it once then parked it here and left it to die. If Dog owned it, he would have kept driving and never stopped.

      The door opened. The government man came in wearing a black suit, white shirt, and blue-and-yellow tie. His shiny shoes clicked across the grimy floor. He sat in Principal Willard’s creaking chair and lit a cigarette. Dropped a file folder on the desk and studied Dog through a blue haze.

      “They call you Dog,” he said.

      “Yes, sir, they do. The other kids, I mean.”

      Dog growled when he talked but took care to form each word right. The teachers made sure he spoke good and proper. Brain once told him these signs of humanity were the only thing keeping the children alive.

      “Your Christian name is Enoch. Enoch Davis Bryant.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Enoch was the name the teachers at the Home used. Brain said it was his slave name. Dog liked hearing it, though. He felt lucky to have one. His mama had loved him enough to at least do that for him. Many parents had named their kids XYZ before abandoning them to the Homes.

      “I’m Agent Shackleton,” the government man said through another cloud of smoke. “Bureau of Teratological Affairs. You know the drill, don’t you, by now?”

      Every year, the government sent somebody to ask the kids questions. Trying to find out if they were still human. Did they want to hurt people, ever have carnal thoughts about normal girls and boys, that sort of thing.

      “I know the drill,” Dog said.

      “Not this year,” the man told him. “This year is different. I’m here to find out if you’re special.”

      “I don’t quite follow, sir.”

      Agent Shackleton planted his elbows on the desk. “You’re a ward of the state. More than a million of you. Living high on the hog for the past fourteen years in the Homes. Some of you are beginning to show certain capabilities.”

      “Like what kind?”

      “I saw a kid once who had gills and could breathe underwater. Another who could hear somebody talking a mile away.”

      “No kidding,” Dog said.

      “That’s right.”

      “You mean like a superhero.”

      “Yeah. Like Spider-Man, if Spider-Man half looked like a real spider.”

      “I never heard of such a thing,” Dog said.

      “If you, Enoch, have capabilities, you could prove you’re worth the food you eat. This is your opportunity to pay it back. Do you follow me?”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      Satisfied, Shackleton sat back in the chair and planted his feet on the desk. He set the file folder on his thighs, licked his finger, and flipped it open. 

      “Pretty good grades,” the man said. “You got your math and spelling. You stay out of trouble. All right. Tell me what you can do. Better yet, show me something.”

      “What I can do, sir?”

      “You do for me, I can do plenty for you. Take you to a special place.”

      Dog glanced at the red door at the side of the room before returning his gaze to Shackleton. Even looking at it was bad luck. The red door led downstairs to a basement room called Discipline, where the problem kids went.

      He’d never been inside it, but he knew the stories. All the kids knew them. Principal Willard wanted them to know. It was part of their education.

      He said, “What kind of place would that be?”

      “A place with lots of food and TV. A place nobody can ever bother you.”

      Brain always said to play along with the normals so you didn’t get caught up in their system. They wrote the rules in such a way to trick you into Discipline. More than that, though, Dog wanted to prove himself. He wanted to be special.

      “Well, I’m a real fast runner. Ask anybody.”

      “That’s your special talent. You can run fast.”

      “Real fast. Does that count?”

      The agent smiled. “Running fast isn’t special. It isn’t special at all.”

      “Ask anybody how fast I run. Ask the —”

      “You’re not special. You’ll never be special, Dog.”

      “I don’t know what you want from me, sir.”

      Shackleton’s smile disappeared along with Dog’s file. “I want you to get the hell out of my sight. Send the next monster in on your way out.”
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      Pollution. Infections. Drugs. Radiation. All these things, Mr. Benson said from the chalkboard, can produce mutations in embryos.

      A bacterium caused the plague generation. The other kids, the plague kids, who lived in the Homes.

      Amy Green shifted in her desk chair. The top of her head was itching again. Mama said she’d worry it bald if she kept scratching at it. She settled on twirling her long, dark hair around her finger and tugging. Savored the needles of pain along her scalp.

      “The plague is a sexually transmitted disease,” Mr. Benson told the class.

      She already knew part of the story from American History and from what Mama told her. The plague started in 1968, two years before she was born, back when love was still free. Then the disease named teratogenesis raced around the world, and the plague children came.

      One out of ten thousand babies born in 1968 were monsters, and most died. One in six in 1969, and half of these died. One in three in 1970, the year scientists came up with a test to see if you had it. Most of them lived. After a neonatal nurse got arrested for killing thirty babies in Texas, the survival rate jumped.

      More than a million monster babies screaming to be fed. By then, Congress had already funded the Home system.

      Fourteen years later, and still no cure. If you caught the germ, the only surefire way to stop spreading it was abstinence, which they taught right here in health class. If you got pregnant with it, abortion was mandatory.

      Amy flipped her textbook open and bent to sniff its cheesy new-book smell. Books, sharpened pencils, lined paper; she associated their bitter scents with school. The page showed a drawing of a woman’s reproductive system. The baby comes out there. Sitting next to her, her boyfriend Jake glanced at the page and smiled, his face reddening. Like her, fascinated and embarrassed by it all.

      In junior high, sex ed was mandatory, no ifs or buts. Amy and her friends were stumbling through puberty. Tampons, budding breasts, aching midnight thoughts, long conversations about what boys liked and what they wanted.

      She already had a good idea what they wanted. Girls always complimented her about how pretty she was. Boys stared at her when she walked down the hall. Everybody so nice to her all the time. She didn’t trust any of it. 

      When she stood naked in the mirror, she only saw flaws. Amy spotted a zit last week and stared at it for an hour, hating her ugliness. It took her over an hour every morning to get ready for school. She didn’t leave the house until she looked perfect.

      She flipped the page again. A monster grinned up at her. She slammed the book shut.

      Mr. Benson asked if anybody in the class had actually seen a plague child. Not on TV or in a magazine, but up close and personal.

      A few kids raised their hands. Amy kept hers planted on her desk.

      “I have two big goals for you kids this year,” the teacher said. “The main thing is teach you how to avoid spreading the disease. We’ll be talking a lot about safe sex and all the regulations about whether and how you do it. How to get tested and how to access a safe abortion. I also aim to help you become accustomed to the plague children already born and who are now the same age as you.”

      For Amy’s entire life, the plague children had lived in group homes out in the country, away from people. One was located just eight miles from Huntsville, though it might as well have been on the moon. The monsters never came to town. Out of sight meant out of mind, though one could never entirely forget them.

      “Let’s start with the plague kids,” Mr. Benson said. “What do all y’all think about them? Tell the truth.”

      Rob Rowland raised his hand. “They ain’t human. They’re just animals.”

      “Is that right? Would you shoot one and eat it? Mount its head on your wall?”

      The kids laughed as they pictured Rob so hungry he would eat a monster. Rob was obese, smart, and sweated a lot, one of the unpopular kids.

      Amy shuddered with sudden loathing. “I hate them something awful.”

      The laughter died. Which was good, because the plague wasn’t funny.

      The teacher crossed his arms. “Go ahead, Amy. No need to holler, though. Why do you hate them?”

      “They’re monsters. I hate them because they’re monsters.”

      Mr. Benson turned and hacked at the blackboard with a piece of chalk: MONSTRUM, a VIOLATION OF NATURE. From MONEO, which means TO WARN. In this case, a warning God is angry. Punishment for taboo.

      “Teratogenesis is nature out of whack,” he said. “It rewrote the body. Changed the rules. Monsters, maybe. But does a monster have to be evil? Is a human being what you look like, or what you do? What makes a man a man?”

      Bonnie Fields raised her hand. “I saw one once. I couldn’t even tell if it was a boy or girl. I didn’t stick around to get to know it.”

      “But did you see it as evil?”

      “I don’t know about that, but looking the way some of them do, I can’t imagine why the doctors let them all live. It would have been a mercy to let them die.”

      “Mercy on us,” somebody behind Amy muttered.

      The kids laughed again.

      Sally Albod’s hand shot up. “I’m surprised at all y’all being so scared. I see the kids all the time at my daddy’s farm. They’re weird, but there ain’t nothing to them. They work hard and don’t make trouble. They’re fine.”

      “That’s good, Sally,” the teacher said. “I’d like to show all y’all something.”

      He opened a cabinet and pulled out a big glass jar. He set it on his desk. Inside, a baby floated in yellowish fluid. A tiny penis jutted between its legs. Its little arms grasped at nothing. It had a single slitted eye over a cleft where its nose should be.

      The class sucked in its breath as one. Half the kids recoiled as the rest leaned forward for a better look. Fascination and revulsion. Amy alone didn’t move. She sat frozen, shot through with the horror of it.

      She hated the little thing. Even dead, she hated it.

      “This is Tony,” Mr. Benson said. “And guess what, he isn’t one of the plague kids. Just some poor boy born with a birth defect. About three percent of newborns are born this way every year. It causes one out of five infant deaths.”

      Tony, some of the kids chuckled. They thought it weird it had a name.

      “We used to believe embryos developed in isolation in the uterus,” the teacher said. “Then back in the Sixties, a company sold thalidomide to pregnant women in Germany to help them with morning sickness. Ten thousand kids born with deformed limbs. Half died. What did scientists learn from that? Anybody?”

      “A medicine a lady takes can hurt her baby even if it don’t hurt her,” Jake said.

      “Bingo,” Mr. Benson said. “Medicine, toxins, viruses, we call these things environmental factors. Most times, though, doctors have no idea why a baby like Tony is born. It just happens, like a dice roll. So is Tony a monster? What about a kid who’s retarded, or born with legs that don’t work? Is a kid in a wheelchair a monster too? A baby born deaf or blind?”

      He got no takers. The class sat quiet and thoughtful. Satisfied, Mr. Benson carried the jar back to the cabinet. More gasps as baby Tony bobbed in the fluid, like he was trying to get out.

      The teacher frowned as he returned the jar to its shelf. “I’m surprised just this upsets you. If this gets you so worked up, how will you live with the plague children? When they’re adults, they’ll have the same rights as you. They’ll live among you.”

      Amy stiffened at her desk, neck clenched with tension at the idea. A question formed in her mind. “What if we don’t want to live with them?”

      Mr. Benson pointed at the jar. “This baby is you. And something not you. If Tony had survived, he would be different, yes. But he would be you.”

      “I think we have a responsibility to them,” Jake said.

      “Who’s we?” Amy said.

      His contradicting her had stung a little, but she knew how Jake had his own mind and liked to argue. He wore leather jackets, black T-shirts advertising obscure bands, ripped jeans. Troy and Michelle, his best friends, were Black.

      He was popular because being unpopular didn’t scare him. Amy liked him for that, the way he flouted junior high’s iron rules. The way he refused to suck up to her like the other boys all did.

      “You know who I mean,” he said. “The human race. We made them, and that gives us responsibility. It’s that simple.”

      “I didn’t make anything. The older generation did. Why are they my problem?”

      “Because they have it bad. We all know they do. Imagine being one of them.”

      “I don’t want things to be bad for them,” Amy said. “I really don’t. I just don’t want them around me. Why does that make me a bad person?”

      “I never said it makes you a bad person,” Jake said.

      Archie Gaines raised his hand. “Amy has a good point, Mr. Benson. They’re a mess to stomach, looking at them. I mean, I can live with it, I guess. But all this love and understanding is a lot to ask.”

      “Fair enough,” Mr. Benson said.

      Archie turned to look back at Amy. She nodded her thanks. His face lit up with a leering smile. He believed he’d rescued her and now she owed him. 

      She gave him a practiced frown to shut down his hopes. He turned away as if slapped.

      “I’m just curious about them,” Jake said. “More curious than scared. It’s like you said, Mr. Benson. However they look, they’re still our brothers. I wouldn’t refuse help to a blind man, I guess I wouldn’t to a plague kid neither.”

      The teacher nodded. “Okay. Good. That’s enough discussion for today. We’re getting somewhere, don’t you think? Again, my goal for you kids this year is two things. One is to get used to the plague children. Distinguishing between a book and its cover. The other is to learn how to avoid making more of them.”

      Jake turned to Amy and winked. Her cheeks burned, all her annoyance with him forgotten.

      She hoped there was a lot more sex ed and a lot less monster talk in her future. While Mr. Benson droned on, she glanced through the first few pages of her book. A chapter headline caught her eye: KISSING.

      She already knew the law regarding sex. Germ or no germ, the legal age of consent was still fourteen in the State of Georgia. But another law said if you wanted to have sex, you had to get tested for the germ first. If you were under eighteen, your parents had to give written consent for the testing.

      Kissing, though, that you could do without any fuss. It said so right here in black and white. You could do it all you wanted. Her scalp tingled at the thought. She tugged at her hair and savored the stabbing needles.

      She risked a hungering glance at Jake’s handsome profile. Though she hoped one day to go further than that, she could never do more than kissing. She could never know what it’d be like to scratch the real itch.

      Nobody but her mama knew Amy was a plague child.
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      Goof saw comedy in everything. He liked to look on the sunny side. He enjoyed seeing the world differently than other people, which wasn’t hard considering his face was upside-down. When he smiled, people asked him what was wrong. When he was sad, they thought he was laughing at them.

      He raised his toothbrush in front of the bunkhouse mirrors. The gesture looked like a salute. “Ready to brush, sir.”

      He commenced brushing.

      “Hurry up,” the other kids growled, waiting their turn.

      Goof clenched his teeth and brushed faster but for twice as long. “’ook at me, I am b’ushing my ’eet’ ’eal ’ast.”

      His antics had earned him his nickname and gained him some status in a community sorely lacking in entertainment. He liked to make the kids laugh. When that failed, annoying them to make himself laugh.

      Then Tiny, the biggest kid at the Home, stomped into the bathroom. He elbowed one of the smaller kids aside and took his place at the mirrors.

      Goof shut up and tilted his head to gargle and spit. He could only annoy so far, particularly around kids like Tiny. The Home forbade violence, but the teachers looked the other way as long as nobody disrupted its workings. If you went to a teacher to complain about a kid punching you, you were liable to get a smack and be told it was part of your education.

      No matter. He’d done enough for one day. Today had been fun. The Bureau had sent out an agent for the annual interviews. Goof had tried a self-deprecating creeper joke that fell on deaf ears, the agent being the earnest type. Having failed to make him laugh, Goof decided to be annoying the best way he knew how.

      “I’m Agent Shackleton,” the government man had said while lighting a cigarette. “Bureau of Teratological Affairs. You —”

      “Know the drill, don’t you by now,” Goof finished. “I sure do, sir.”

      The man scowled. “All right, that’s good. This year’s different, Jeff. I’m here to find out —”

      “If you’re special,” Goof said. “No, I ain’t, I’m sorry to say.”

      The man’s frown deepened. “How do you keep —”

      “Doing that? I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You keep —”

      “Finishing my sentences.”

      “Are you aware —”

      “You keep doing that? Doing what, sir?”

      Then he’d howled with laughter, a grating sound the teachers once told him sounded like a mule getting screwed where the sun don’t shine.

      Agent Shackleton had smiled like he was in on the joke. “Thank you, Jeff. We’re done here.”

      Goof had discovered his gift about six months ago. He’d finished Ms. Oliver’s sentences all through history class. Her jaw practically hit the floor. Everybody was cracking up. They couldn’t believe it.

      Just wait until they all heard he’d stuck it to a Bureau man. He was about to become a hero of legend around here.

      He undressed and climbed into his bunk with a satisfied sigh. Around him, the kids chattered as they got ready for bed. The old frame creaked as he settled on the grimy mattress. The lights clicked off minutes later.

      Hero of legend, he thought as he drifted into sleep.

      A hand shook him awake. “Rise and shine.”

      The room was dark. It was still night.

      “What’s that? What’s going on?”

      He recognized Mr. Gaines standing at one side of bed, Mr. Bowie on the other. Teachers from the Home school.

      “Get your duds on,” Mr. Gaines told him. “We’re taking a walk.”

      Goof hopped down and pulled a T-shirt and overalls onto his skinny frame. He laced up his weathered boots. “If this is about the whatever, I’m sorry.”

      The men didn’t laugh. There was nothing funny about this. When teachers woke you up at night, you were headed to Discipline. The other kids either kept snoring or lay rigid in their bunks, pretending to be asleep.

      “Let’s go,” Mr. Gaines said.

      “I didn’t do anything, honest.”

      “That’s what they all say.”

      The problem kids went to Discipline. The wild ones who broke the rules. No windows. A single chair bolted to the concrete floor, under a bare light bulb.

      “I was just kidding around with the Bureau man,” Goof pleaded. “I didn’t mean nothing by it. Come on, Mr. Gaines. You know I ain’t one of the bad ones.”

      Mr. Bowie placed a gentle hand on his shoulder and shoved, knocking him off balance. “Move it, shitbird.”

      Goof stumbled outside on trembling legs. He was rarely outside at this hour and couldn’t help looking up. The sky was filled with stars. A great big world out there that didn’t care about his fate.

      Lights blazed in the big house. Another world, a world of pain, awaited him. Brain had warned him to keep his special talent to himself. He’d said it would get him into the kind of trouble he couldn’t get out of. Lots of kids had talents now, and it was important to keep them a secret from the normals. Why didn’t he listen?

      “Look at him,” Mr. Gaines said. “Shaking like a fifty-cent ladder.”

      “He’s sweatin’ like a whore in church,” Mr. Bowie said.

      Goof had heard kids in Discipline sat in the chair facing a big ol’ rebel flag. A giant blue X on an angry red field. As if to tell you that you were no longer in the USA but had entered a different country. A secret place with its own rules and customs. A place in history where they could do anything they wanted.

      “No,” he begged. “Please don’t take me there.”

      “Man up, boy,” Mr. Bowie said and gave him another shove.

      A black van stood in the driveway in front of the house. Mr. Gaines walked over to it and opened the back doors.

      “Your chariot awaits,” the teacher said.

      “Wait,” Goof said. “I ain’t going to Discipline?”

      “It’s your lucky day.”

      Mr. Gaines waited for him to climb inside and take a seat in the back. Then he reached up and cuffed one of Goof’s hands to a steel bar running along the ceiling. “So long, Jeff. Don’t forget to send us a postcard.”

      Mr. Bowie laughed as the doors slammed shut.

      A man in gray overalls started the van. The headlights flashed on, illuminating rusted oil drums stacked by the utility shed.

      “Hello, Jeff,” said a familiar voice from the passenger seat.

      “Mr. Shackleton?”

      “We’re going to take a long drive. You might as well sleep.”

      “A drive? Just a drive? Is that true?”

      A part of him thought this was all a big joke. The van’s doors would click open again, and Mr. Bowie would yank him out and drag him to the big house.

      The van pulled away from the Home and started up the dirt track that led to the county road. Goof took a ragged breath and expelled it as a laugh.

      As the Home disappeared in the dark, his relief slid headlong into another kind of panic. The Home wasn’t a nice place, but it was, well, home.

      “Where are we going, sir?”

      “Someplace nice,” Shackleton said. “You’ll like it.”

      The agent leaned his seat back as far as it went and laid a fedora over his face.

      Goof had rode in the back of one of the Home’s pickups during farm days, but never inside a van like this. He tried to imagine he was being chauffeured. He was a secret agent on his way to catch a plane to Paris.

      The fantasy didn’t last. He was still shaking like that fifty-cent ladder.

      “What’s your name?” he asked the driver.

      The man didn’t answer. A bug splatted against the windshield.

      “Mister, I hope we’re stopping soon. I got to pee already.”

      Still no answer.

      “Now I can’t quit thinking about it,” Goof said. “I’m gonna pee my pants soon.”

      “We’ll stop when we stop,” Shackleton said from under his hat. “Until then, Jeff, shut your trap and try to get some shut-eye.”

      Goof fidgeted in his seat. He didn’t know how the agent expected him to sleep after the scare he’d just had. He wondered if he’d ever sleep again.

      Then his eyes fixed on the agent’s fedora, and he fell in love. He’d never seen one like it before except in old movies. He wanted one for himself. Goof pictured walking into the mess hall wearing it, the kids all going nuts.

      That’s when it hit him.

      Goof was on his way to a different world, and he’d probably never again see his friends or home.
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      Breakfast, the usual slop eaten around wooden tables in the Home’s mess hall. Dog picked at his porridge and waited for his friends to show up. Today, they were learning ag science, which meant a day working out at the farm. His favorite thing about school besides Sundays off to spend with his friends.

      He wasn’t happy about it today, though. He wasn’t happy about anything. He hadn’t slept well, his mind wild with disappointing thoughts. Birdsong had woken him up early. A family of thrushes outside the window.

      The Bureau man had said he wasn’t special and never would be. Said he lived high on the hog in the Home. Told him to get the hell out of his sight.

      None of it was fair in the least.

      Dog’s mama had abandoned him when he was just a little baby. Other normals had taken care of him since. Sure, they fed him and kept a roof over his head. But high on the hog it wasn’t. Anybody with eyes could see. The Home was run-down and overcrowded, the beds infested. The roof leaked brown water on the floor.

      He never asked for any of it. He was unlucky to be born.

      The bench groaned as Brain settled his bulk on it. The teachers said Brain looked like a lion fucked a gorilla. His bestial appearance contrasted with his small, delicate hands and eyes glittering with surprising intelligence.

      But not special, it seemed. The government didn’t take Brain, who was the smartest person he knew. Dog could run fast, faster than Brain, maybe faster than anybody alive, but the Bureau set the bar too high for them all.

      Wallee and Mary showed up next and took their seats with their breakfast trays. No surprise they were still here. Wallee was a big sac of blubber that could barely talk. Mary, a stunted and homely girl with an imbecilic face. She was the only kid who didn’t have a nickname.

      Dog sometimes wondered if she wasn’t a plague kid but instead just plain retarded. Brain said maybe the normals stuck anybody they didn’t want in the Homes. Everybody they rejected ended up here, from the kids to the teachers. Brain and Dog watched out for her and kept her safe.

      “You seen Goof this morning?” Dog said.

      “They took him last night after lights out,” Brain said.

      “Where did they take him?”

      “I can’t say, Dog.”

      “The Bureau man said something about a special place.”

      “I warned him to keep his mouth shut,” Brain said.

      “You’re gonna be next,” Dog said, angry that Brain had faked his way out of being taken. “You always talking the way you do. You think you’re so —”

      He stopped. He didn’t know why he was attacking Brain. He was just mad. He was afraid the government would take all his friends, and he would be alone. Left behind. Stuck in the Home the rest of his days, the only one who wasn’t special.

      Brain’s gentle face hardened with shock and hurt.

      “Sorry,” Dog said. “I don’t mean any of that.”

      “I’m smart enough to shut up when I have to. Goof wasn’t.”

      One of Dog’s earliest memories was Brain quizzing him after the Bureau sent out somebody to question the kids. Tell me what happened, Brain said at four years old. What the man asked, what you answered. It’s important you tell me exactly what you remember. Even back then, Brain talked like an adult. Every year since, the same: Brain wanting to know the questions, how they answered. That way, he could blend right in, and they could never single him out.

      Which also wasn’t fair. Brain was special, but he hid it.

      “At least he’s going somewhere other than here,” Dog said.

      “Careful what you wish for,” Brain said. “For all we know, they kill the special ones. Throw them in a gas chamber. Fear motivates everything they do.”

      Dog remembered jumping to his feet after the Bureau man told him to get the hell out of his sight. The man’s rudeness was like a whip cracking. When he’d jumped, Shackleton went stiff in his chair. The man had been afraid of him, if only for a second. Dog could smell it. It got his dander up.

      You don’t get to be scared, he’d wanted to shout.

      But he’d liked it. Some deep part of him fed on it. He felt strong. A little taste of power for a boy who had none. You want to be afraid of me, sir? Would you think I was special if I showed you some fear?

      “I just wish I could get out of here,” Dog said. “Be a grown-up allowed to do what I want. Work for a living. Watch TV at night. Go to bed when I want.”

      “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Brain said.

      “I’d like to own my own farm like Pa Albod. Grow my own crops. Make an honest living.”

      Dog planned to work for Pa Albod long enough to buy a plot and become a sharecropper. Then expand his holdings until he had his own farmstead.

      Wallee slurped his food. “Want to be sher-iff.”

      Mary said nothing. She stared off into the blank space where her mind lived most of the time.

      “What about you, Mary?” Dog said. “What do you want to be, you can do or be anything.”

      “Pretty,” she said.

      “I’d like to be a doctor,” Brain said. “But that will never happen. Do you know why they teach us agricultural science four days a week? So we can serve the masters as cheap farm labor the rest of our lives. The only future they’ll let us have. Men with no rights, no future. They’ll put us on reservations like they did the Creek Indians who used to live in these parts. It’ll be just like the Home.”

      Wallee grimaced. “Not sher-iff?”

      “Maybe. Sure, they’ll let us police ourselves. Like at Auschwitz.”

      Wallee’s face ballooned into a smug smile. “Sher-iff.”

      Dog moved the porridge around his bowl as he considered Brain’s gloomy prophecy. He didn’t want to believe it, though he’d always known it to be true. The only way out was to be special, but he wasn’t special. The government man said he wasn’t and never would be.

       

      Brain watched Dog eat and wished his friend could understand. But Brain lived in a lonely world in which nobody truly understood him.

      Dog would never see the truth until the system crushed him. Chipped away at his humanity until only a monster was left. A monster with nothing to lose.

      As for Brain, he’d understood everything within minutes of his birth.

      In photographic detail, he remembered the terror of being born. The first thing he heard was his mother’s screams. The world bursting in lurid dream colors. Confusing, horrible, wonderful.

      A man’s blanching face. Wide, watery eyes. The world spun as the doctor presented him to his mother lying in the hospital bed. He stared at her through a blurry squint. She screamed again, saying something he didn’t understand. A bolt of love shot through him. He reached out with his little arms to comfort her. 

      Then the world spun again, and she disappeared forever.

      They took him away and put him in the Home. He’d ached with worry. What had they done to his mama? Was she okay? Why couldn’t he see her? Later on, the teachers taught him language. That was when he learned what she’d been screaming when the doctor held him squirming in his big hands.

      Brain got all the education he ever needed during these first moments of his life. He learned what he was, what they were, and that monsters and men were not meant to exist in the same world. If your own mother hates you and drives you away, why should total strangers love you? From the beginning, the masters understood this fundamental truth. They created separate worlds, one for themselves, another for monsters. The system would not end when the mutagenic reached adulthood. The children would grow up to become free folk living in an invisible cage, with no rights or opportunities. Which meant no real freedom at all.

      Dog couldn’t understand this now because he thought more with his heart than his mind, and he still had hope. Dog saw the Home as a purgatory to be endured before reaching some promised land. The system would crush that hope out of him. Brain could tell him the truth of their world until he was blue in the face, but some truths people just had to find themselves through experience. And when all Dog’s hope had fled, when it was finally dead and gone, only then would he understand. Only then would he know he had nothing and that having nothing meant you had nothing to lose and everything to fight for. A Spartacus will call to them all, and they will rise up to shatter the walls between the worlds.

      “What are you smiling about?” Dog said.

      “We’re all special,” Brain said.

      “Do you really think so?”

      “We don’t need them to tell us we are or we aren’t.”

      Now Brain remembered Ms. Oliver showing him a book that had produced another great leap in his understanding of the world. Ms. Oliver had a soft spot for the kids. Black, Yankee, and citified to boot, she knew what it was like to be left outside. Maybe she saw him as Black too because of the color of his skin and curly fur, though his mother was White, and such distinctions didn’t matter to monsters. Only one distinction mattered.

      He played dumb in class. Being smart got you singled out by the teachers. Talking educated seemed to infuriate them – a bit of irony. Biggity, they called it. Ms. Oliver saw right through the act but kept his secret. She brought him contraband books to nourish his intellect. History, political theory, physics, philosophy. He went from fascination to frustration as his mind developed and was able to go even further than the books did. By the age of ten, he’d invented a new branch of mathematics. At eleven, he was toying with advanced theoretical physics.

      Then Ms. Oliver brought him the book that changed his life. Myths and Monsters, Volume I, by Adam Nowak, hardcover, published in 1967. The Home system didn’t allow the mutagenic to read books like this. It banned texts like Beauty and the Beast, The Island of Dr. Moreau. Instead, it showed them films like The Creature from the Black Lagoon. Anything with plucky normal boys rescuing girls from evil, rampaging beasts. Not for entertainment but education, more social conditioning. Brainwashing. Know your place, children. Mess with the normals, and you will lose. 

      It took Brain only a few minutes to read and store Myths and Monsters in his photographic memory.

      Then he’d sat satisfied and full, his eyes glazing as he studied the pictures in his mind. A lion with the head and wings of an eagle. An Egyptian with a jackal’s head. A woman with snakes for hair, whose very glance turned men to stone.

      “You were here before,” Ms. Oliver had said. “Do you see that, George?”

      George, his slave name. George Hurst.

      “Yes, I see,” Brain said.

      “I think the old stories might be real. Based on things that actually happened.”

      “We were gods.”

      “The bacterium that caused you must be old,” Ms. Oliver said. “Don’t you think?”

      “Very old,” he agreed. “Perhaps it has always been with us. An evolutionary wild card waiting for its moment to awake.”

      “There’s so much we still don’t know about it. Maybe when you grow up, you’ll study it and tell us all what it is.”

      Ms. Oliver was trying to inspire him, convince him to reveal his intellect to the world and put it to good use.

      He was inspired. Just not in the way she’d intended.

      “Maybe I will,” he said to satisfy her.

      You worshipped us, he thought. And you will again.

      From that day, Brain started planning an uprising.

      When he grew up, he wanted to be free.
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      Long, deep kisses under the old dogwood tree at the edge of the school football field.

      Their mouths parted with a gasp. Jake took a breath and plunged into her neck. He worked his way along the base of her throat, nibble by nibble.

      “Motherogod,” Amy said.

      His touch, smell, taste. The blood rushing in her ears.

      “Thank you, Mr. Benson,” he murmured.

      “Why are you thinking about him all of a sudden?”

      She wondered how he could think at all. Her mind had blanked out with excitement, going away to some special sensory place. She didn’t even know what day it was.

      “Pa always said you could get the germ by kissing,” Jake told her. “Thanks to Mr. Benson, now I know that ain’t true.”

      She smiled. “Now you know. Good Lord. Well. I better get on home.”

      They couldn’t go any further, they knew that, and even kissing had its limit. A fuzzy border through which one crossed from fun to frustration. He hugged her once more and let go. For all his renegade charm, he was a gentleman.

      She picked up her schoolbooks and hugged them against her chest. “I don’t know if I can even walk. My legs have gone all to rubber, sir. You have turned me to jelly.”

      “Hold my hand then, miss.”

      “You’re a fine kisser, Jake Coombs.”

      “You ain’t like any other girl, Amy Green.”

      “How do you mean? That I ain’t like the other girls?”

      “Because you’re perfect,” he said. “Perfect for me.”

      She liked the sound of that. Perfect. She thought of him as perfect too. Her scalp itched like ants crawled along it. Her old nervous habit wanted its attention. She didn’t scratch. Instead, she squeezed his hand as they walked along the road past telephone poles wrapped in kudzu vines.

      “You know all that already,” she said. “Going out with me just one week.”

      “I’m a fast learner. Hey, what are you doing Friday night?”

      “What I do every night, I guess. Why are you asking?”

      “Me and Troy found a clearing in the woods by a deer trail,” he said. “Somebody set rocks in a circle to make a fire pit. We’re gonna build a fire and listen to music. Talk about life.”

      “You ain’t scared of the monsters?”

      “You know I ain’t scared of any monsters.”

      He hadn’t been playing the renegade today. He meant what he said about the plague kids being people.

      “What about the wild ones?” she said.

      Some of the plague kids ran away from the Homes and lived in the woods, where they went feral. The farmers shot at them if they came around.

      “That’s just another story they tell to scare us,” he said.

      “Maybe. So who all is going out there?”

      “Like I said, me and Troy. Sally and Michelle too. Michelle and Troy are fixin’ to steal some beer or liquor from their folks. We’ll make a party of it.”

      She’d gone to school with them for years but had never really known them. For as long as she could remember, it was just her and Mama. Her whole life spent going through the motions of being a normal girl while living in fear of people. This summer, she’d decided to reach outside her shell. She’d befriended Sally, who went to the same church as her. The one where Jake’s daddy preached.

      When school started, she’d decided to take an even bigger risk by having a boyfriend. She’d chosen Jake, who offered just the right mix of danger and kindness. She’d started hanging out with Michelle and Troy because of him.

      Amy paused at the juncture of two cracked roads. Yellow jasmine grew along the side. “A party under the stars. Sounds like fun. I wish I could go.”

      “You could if you really wanted,” Jake said. “Think about all the kissing we could get into.”

      Amy considered. The mischief appealed to her. A little danger. “Well, I might could sneak out just once. You better be careful with your daddy, though.”

      Reverend Coombs’s Methodist church stood outside of town on a lonely stretch of County Road 20. Every Sunday, he warned the townsfolk about the apocalypse. The plague was a sign, he said. Punishment for man’s sins. God is coming soon, and boy, is He angry about it. Amy wondered why Mama wanted to go every Sunday to hear such talk.

      “Pa don’t scare me,” Jake said. “He’s mostly bark, not bite.”

      “He must be. You dress like that. The music you listen to and the things you say.”

      Jake laughed. Amy tilted her head back. He leaned in. Their teeth clicked together. Then their lips found each other again. They stood in the weeds along the side of the road and kissed until a truck rattled past honking its horn.

      “I might be in love with you,” he said in a cloud of dust.

      She smiled and walked off toward her home. She threw one last look over her shoulder and noted with satisfaction he hadn’t moved an inch. He stood in the yellow jasmine in his Black Flag T-shirt and army surplus boots.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Jake Coombs.”

      “Do you love me back or not?”

      “You know the answer to that.”

      He grinned. “Friday night. You think on it, okay?”

      “I promise I will.”

      Jake waved. Amy bounded off with a skip in her step. She couldn’t wait to tell Sally she’d kissed him. She felt ready to burst with the news. Special, like she’d joined an exclusive club. Experienced now at something that for most of the girls in her class was still a delicious mystery. Becoming an adult was not so much a road as a ladder, and she’d just climbed one of its rungs.

      She walked alone on the dirt road the way she always did during the school year, but she didn’t feel alone. Jake Coombs was going home with her in her heart and mind. The big house emerged past a stand of yellow poplars, surrounded by rolling green farmland that smelled like wet earth.

      Going home to her hot, run-down house didn’t seem so bad now. She would read her health textbook cover to cover tonight. Learn everything. Kissing had proved a whole lot of fun. If she could kiss, maybe there were other things she could do.

      She’d taken some big risks this year, and they’d shown her a much bigger world. Amy was ready to climb the next rung and see how high she might go.

       

      Linda Green sat on the couch in her darkened living room and waited for her baby girl to come home while she watched the end of her soaps. Cigarette smoke hung in drifts pushed along by a humming fan. She stabbed her Virginia Slim in the overflowing ashtray on the side table and flicked ash from her housecoat. Then she sipped her sour mash whiskey to numb her brain some more.

      What a life, she thought. Goddamnit all.

      Things hadn’t always been like they were. She hadn’t minded growing up in a small town. Plenty to do for a pretty young thing with a mind for trouble, slim waist, and bust that could stop traffic. Boys once fought with their fists over the chance to take Linda Brazell out on a Saturday night. Grown men gave her the eye and winked while they offered her babysitting jobs. 

      When school ended, she’d picked Billy Ray Green, who had a good-paying job at the cotton mill, and became Mrs. Green. Billy Ray never drank or hit her. He gave her this house, which he’d inherited from his dearly departed mama. That was in 1968, the year the tabloids started printing stories about monster babies along with all the dismal news from Vietnam. Portents and signs. Important people reassuring the terrified public. It all had nothing to do with her. She had plenty on her mind starting her life as an adult.

      A big adventure, but after a while the excitement wore thin. She began to miss her glory days when the boys fought over her. Men still gave her the eye, and she grew bored enough to revisit old tricks. She found plenty to occupy her during the long hours Billy Ray labored at the mill. Out-of-towners, traveling salesmen and the like, which was her rule on how to play it safe. That was how she caught the germ, which she found out about when she made Amy.

      She’d accused Billy Ray of giving it to her. Got herself so worked up she almost believed it. He called her a no-good whore and thanks a lot for ruining his life. He left soon after and good riddance to that son of a bitch, leaving her with a baby like that.

      The kitchen door slammed. Amy walked into the room. “Hi, Mama.”

      Linda lit a fresh Virginia Slim, her eyes on her soap. “There’s a TV dinner in the Frigidaire for you. You want to watch a program with me while you eat your supper?”

      “I got homework first.”

      “Suit yourself, baby girl.”

      “Hey, Mama.”

      Linda wrenched her eyes from the screen. “Hey, what?”

      “That thing we talked about? How I’m different and all.”

      “You ain’t different. You’re perfect. Look at you.”

      “Mama.”

      She sighed. “What do you want to know?”

      “What you told me before. About who I am. Was it the honest truth?”

      Linda wanted to laugh but coughed into her fist instead. Goodness gracious, would she be sitting here on her sweet ass wasting away if it weren’t the plain truth? Would she be spending her time watching TV and reading romance novels all day long? Going to a hellfire church that judged the infected as sinners?

      “I wish it weren’t,” she said.

      “Some mamas make up stories to keep their kids from doing bad things,” Amy said.

      “I ain’t them, sugar.”

      “I don’t look any different than normal people, Mama.”

      Linda finished her whiskey and winced at the burn. “Thank the good Lord for that.”

      “I kissed a boy today. You can’t get it from kissing. I learned that in health class.”

      “You be careful anyways,” Linda said. “You got the plague in you. Do you want to make a monster baby? Then that boy will leave you as sure as your daddy left me. He’ll never be able to love a girl again. He’ll be an untouchable. If you love him, don’t make him hate you.”

      “We’re just kissing is all. We ain’t stupid.”

      “You’re young. Stupid goes with the landscape.”

      “But how do you know?”

      “How do I know what?”

      “How do you know I’m one of them if I don’t look it?”

      Linda remembered pushing Amy out of her. Covered in sweat, legs in the air, her big tits leaking milk. The doctor handed her a perfect child. Everybody relieved. Mrs. Green, you have a daughter, he said. Give her here, Linda said. I want to hold my little angel. The doctor and nurses left to do other things while Amy fed at her breast. The most natural thing in the world. A fierce love overtook her, a love that felt brand-new and ancient at the same time, a love that started as deep as her atoms and eclipsed everything. Then Linda saw. She saw what her little girl really was. She swallowed her scream and let the baby feed.

      She couldn’t hide it from Billy Ray, but she could from everybody else. Her Amy wasn’t going to grow up in no freak house, end of story. Billy Ray, the men she’d played around with, a free life, everything she wanted – none of it added up to a hill of beans compared to her daughter’s welfare. Linda would do whatever it took to protect her. Her baby girl would grow up in the real world and have a normal life, as long as she wasn’t stupid.

      “I just know,” Linda said. “Never mind how. I been hard on you, you have the answer why. You play along, you got your whole life ahead of you.”

      “I just wish,” Amy said.

      “I know. You get to your books. I’ll bring you a nice glass of ice water and syrup in a bit. TV dinner in the Frigidaire. Dynasty is on tonight.”

      Linda would rather watch The Cosby Show, a wholesome new program. A doctor and lawyer and their family enjoying a life she could never have. A show about Blacks, but that was all right. She had nothing against Blacks if they acted like proper folks. Amy didn’t like the show. She was at the age where seeing people act proper was boring instead of comforting. Amy liked Dynasty, glamorous and beautiful people fighting to see who came out on top.

      Tonight, they’d watch Dynasty.

      “All right, Mama,” Amy said. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too, sugar,” Linda said as she watched her daughter disappear upstairs.

      After Dynasty, she will drink some more whiskey and fall asleep right here where she’s sitting. Tomorrow morning, she will remember almost none of it.
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      Reggie Albod ate a heaping breakfast of bacon, cornbread with syrup, and biscuits smothered in rich brown gravy. Washed it down with sweet, hot coffee while his daughters crowded and fussed about the kitchen. Judy, who’d been a fine woman, passed on some years ago. The boys in town were always asking when he was gonna get himself hitched again. He always laughed and shot back, With four growing girls under my roof, where in hell would I put her?

      Plus the plague still going around. People getting tested before they shared a bed. Courtship wasn’t what it used to be. He was done with all that nonsense. With four daughters, he had enough women in his life. At his age, he had just one mission: take care of himself and what was his.

      He walked out onto his porch and leaned against a paint-flecked column to roll a cigarette. He licked it closed and smoked it while he watched the sun come up. He tossed the remains of his smoke, coughed, and spat a gob of phlegm. Then he stomped into the yard ready to start the day’s work.
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