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  For Christie


  
INTRODUCTION


  John Joseph Adams


  Nineteen Eighty-Four, Fahrenheit 451, and, of course, the book this anthology is named for—Brave New World—are the cornerstones of dystopian literature in novel form, but there has never, to my knowledge, been an anthology collecting all the best, classic works of dystopian short fiction in one volume. This book aims to do exactly that, spanning from 1948 to the present day, from what is perhaps the classic dystopian short story—“The Lottery” by Shirley Jackson—to stories just published in the last two years but which will surely stand the test of time.


  The roots of the word dystopia—dys- and -topia—are from the Ancient Greek for “bad” and “place,” and so we use the term to describe an unfavorable society in which to live. “Dystopia” is not a synonym for “post-apocalyptic”; it also is not a synonym for a bleak, or darkly imagined future. In a dystopian story, society itself is typically the antagonist; it is society that is actively working against the protagonist’s aims and desires. This oppression frequently is enacted by a totalitarian or authoritarian government, resulting in the loss of civil liberties and untenable living conditions, caused by any number of circumstances, such as world overpopulation, laws controlling a person’s sexual or reproductive freedom, and living under constant surveillance.


  Whether or not a society is perceived as a dystopia is usually determined by one’s point of view; what one person may consider to be a horrible dystopia, another may find completely acceptable or even nigh-utopian. For instance, if you don’t care about procreating, then living in a world in which the birth rate is strictly regulated wouldn’t seem very dystopic to you; to someone who values that very much, however, having society tell you how, when (or how often) you can procreate would seem like something out of a nightmare. Or a person who doesn’t enjoy reading or intellectual thinking might not care if books are banned… or even hunted down and destroyed, as in Fahrenheit 451, whereas you, dear reader, would probably care very much.


  Many societies in fiction are depicted as utopias when in fact they are dystopias; like angels and demons, the two are sides of the same coin. This seemingly paradoxical situation can arise because, in a dystopia, the society often gives up A in exchange for B, but the benefit of B blinds the society to the loss of A; it is often not until many years later that the loss of A is truly felt, and the citizens come to realize that the world they once thought acceptable (or even ideal) is not the world they thought it was. That’s part of what is so compelling—and insidious—about dystopian fiction: the idea that you could be living in a dystopia and not even know it.


  Dystopias are often seen as “cautionary tales,” but the best dystopias are not didactic screeds, and the best dystopias do not draw their power from whatever political/societal point they might be making; the best dystopias speak to the deeper meanings of what it is to be one small part of a teeming civilization… and of what it is to be human.


  And so here are twenty-nine such stories, representing the best of what dystopian fiction has to offer. So read them, and be glad that doing so won’t bring firemen to your door to burn all your books—and your house with them.


  
THE LOTTERY


  Shirley Jackson


  
    Shirley Jackson, best known for penning this classic story, was the author of several novels, such as We Have Always Lived in the Castle and The Haunting of Hill House, the latter of which has been adapted to film twice (both times as The Haunting). She is also the author of dozens of short stories, which appeared in magazines including The New Yorker, Collier’s, Good Housekeeping, Harper’s, Mademoiselle, The New Republic, and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction.

  


  
    Frequently anthologized and taught in classrooms around the world, “The Lottery” is a masterwork of dystopian fiction, and is a story whose influence can be felt in several of the other stories in this anthology.

  


  
    Literature of the early twentieth-century is rich with characters struggling to understand the dwindling importance of rural life. Whether the small towns and agrarian communities were rejected by the characters or if their loss left them pining, there could be no doubt that rural communities were drying up. From Sherwood Anderson to John Steinbeck to the stage of Thornton Wilder, writer after writer tried to capture the end of era.

  


  Science fiction and fantasy writers tackled the topic, too. Many of Ray Brad-bury’s greatest pieces are saturated with nostalgia for lost times in little country towns. In our first story, we offer you one of those small towns, a place not so different from Bradbury’s beloved Green Town, Illinois. Like Green Town, it’s full of ordinary people working hard to get by, who are drawn together by an annual ritual.


  The morning of June 27th was clear and sunny, with the fresh warmth of a full-summer day; the flowers were blossoming profusely and the grass was richly green. The people of the village began to gather in the square, between the post office and the bank, around ten o’clock; in some towns there were so many people that the lottery took two days and had to be started on June 26th, but in this village, where there were only about three hundred people, the whole lottery took less than two hours, so it could begin at ten o’clock in the morning and still be through in time to allow the villagers to get home for noon dinner.


  The children assembled first, of course. School was recently over for the summer, and the feeling of liberty sat uneasily on most of them; they tended to gather together quietly for a while before they broke into boisterous play, and their talk was still of the classroom and the teacher, of books and reprimands. Bobby Martin had already stuffed his pockets full of stones, and the other boys soon followed his example, selecting the smoothest and roundest stones; Bobby and Harry Jones and Dickie Delacroix—the villagers pronounced this name “Dellacroy”—eventually made a great pile of stones in one corner of the square and guarded it against the raids of the other boys. The girls stood aside, talking among themselves, looking over their shoulders at the boys, and the very small children rolled in the dust or clung to the hands of their older brothers or sisters.


  Soon the men began to gather, surveying their own children, speaking of planting and rain, tractors and taxes. They stood together, away from the pile of stones in the corner, and their jokes were quiet and they smiled rather than laughed. The women, wearing faded house dresses and sweaters, came shortly after their menfolk. They greeted one another and exchanged bits of gossip as they went to join their husbands. Soon the women, standing by their husbands, began to call to their children, and the children came reluctantly, having to be called four or five times. Bobby Martin ducked under his mother’s grasping hand and ran, laughing, back to the pile of stones. His father spoke up sharply, and Bobby came quickly and took his place between his father and his oldest brother.


  The lottery was conducted—as were the square dances, the teenage club, the Halloween program—by Mr. Summers, who had time and energy to devote to civic activities. He was a round-faced, jovial man and he ran the coal business, and people were sorry for him, because he had no children and his wife was a scold. When he arrived in the square, carrying the black wooden box, there was a murmur of conversation among the villagers, and he waved and called, “Little late today, folks.” The postmaster, Mr. Graves, followed him, carrying a three-legged stool, and the stool was put in the center of the square and Mr. Summers set the black box down on it. The villagers kept their distance, leaving a space between themselves and the stool, and when Mr. Summers said, “Some of you fellows want to give me a hand?” there was a hesitation before two men, Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, came forward to hold the box steady on the stool while Mr. Summers stirred up the papers inside it.


  The original paraphernalia for the lottery had been lost long ago, and the black box now resting on the stool had been put into use even before Old Man Warner, the oldest man in town, was born.


  Mr. Summers spoke frequently to the villagers about making a new box, but no one liked to upset even as much tradition as was represented by the black box. There was a story that the present box had been made with some pieces of the box that had preceded it, the one that had been constructed when the first people settled down to make a village here. Every year, after the lottery, Mr. Summers began talking again about a new box, but every year the subject was allowed to fade off without anything’s being done. The black box grew shabbier each year; by now it was no longer completely black but splintered badly along one side to show the original wood color, and in some places faded or stained.


  Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, held the black box securely on the stool until Mr. Summers had stirred the papers thoroughly with his hand. Because so much of the ritual had been forgotten or discarded, Mr. Summers had been successful in having slips of paper substituted for the chips of wood that had been used for generations. Chips of wood, Mr. Summers had argued, had been all very well when the village was tiny, but now that the population was more than three hundred and likely to keep on growing, it was necessary to use something that would fit more easily into the black box. The night before the lottery, Mr. Summers and Mr. Graves made up the slips of paper and put them in the box, and it was then taken to the safe of Mr. Summers’s coal company and locked up until Mr. Summers was ready to take it to the square next morning. The rest of the year, the box was put away, sometimes one place, sometimes another; it had spent one year in Mr. Graves’s barn and another year underfoot in the post office, and sometimes it was set on a shelf in the Martin grocery and left there.


  There was a great deal of fussing to be done before Mr. Summers declared the lottery open. There were the lists to make up—of heads of families, heads of households in each family, members of each household in each family. There was the proper swearing-in of Mr. Summers by the postmaster, as the official of the lottery; at one time, some people remembered, there had been a recital of some sort, performed by the official of the lottery, a perfunctory, tuneless chant that had been rattled off duly each year; some people believed that the official of the lottery used to stand just so when he said or sang it, others believed that he was supposed to walk among the people, but years and years ago this part of the ritual had been allowed to lapse. There had been, also, a ritual salute, which the official of the lottery had had to use in addressing each person who came up to draw from the box, but this also had changed with time, until now it was felt necessary only for the official to speak to each person approaching. Mr. Summers was very good at all this; in his clean white shirt and blue jeans, with one hand resting carelessly on the black box, he seemed very proper and important as he talked interminably to Mr. Graves and the Martins.


  Just as Mr. Summers finally left off talking and turned to the assembled villagers, Mrs. Hutchinson came hurriedly along the path to the square, her sweater thrown over her shoulders, and slid into place in the back of the crowd. “Clean forgot what day it was,” she said to Mrs. Delacroix, who stood next to her, and they both laughed softly. “Thought my old man was out back stacking wood,” Mrs. Hutchinson went on, “and then I looked out the window and the kids was gone, and then I remembered it was the twenty-seventh and came a-running.” She dried her hands on her apron, and Mrs. Delacroix said, “You’re in time, though. They’re still talking away up there.”


  Mrs. Hutchinson craned her neck to see through the crowd and found her husband and children standing near the front. She tapped Mrs. Delacroix on the arm as a farewell and began to make her way through the crowd. The people separated good-humoredly to let her through; two or three people said, in voices just loud enough to be heard across the crowd, “Here comes your Missus, Hutchinson,” and “Bill, she made it after all.” Mrs. Hutchinson reached her husband, and Mr. Summers, who had been waiting, said cheerfully, “Thought we were going to have to get on without you, Tessie.” Mrs. Hutchinson said, grinning, ‘Wouldn’t have me leave m’dishes in the sink, now, would you, Joe?” and soft laughter ran through the crowd as the people stirred back into position after Mrs. Hutchinson’s arrival.


  “Well, now,” Mr. Summers said soberly, “guess we better get started, get this over with, so’s we can go back to work. Anybody ain’t here?”


  “Dunbar,” several people said. “Dunbar, Dunbar.”


  Mr. Summers consulted his list. “Clyde Dunbar,” he said. “That’s right. He’s broke his leg, hasn’t he? Who’s drawing for him?”


  “Me, I guess,” a woman said, and Mr. Summers turned to look at her. “Wife draws for her husband,” Mr. Summers said. “Don’t you have a grown boy to do it for you, Janey?” Although Mr. Summers and everyone else in the village knew the answer perfectly well, it was the business of the official of the lottery to ask such questions formally. Mr. Summers waited with an expression of polite interest while Mrs. Dunbar answered.


  “Horace’s not but sixteen yet,” Mrs. Dunbar said regretfully. “Guess I gotta fill in for the old man this year.”


  “Right,” Mr. Summers said. He made a note on the list he was holding. Then he asked, “Watson boy drawing this year?”


  A tall boy in the crowd raised his hand. “Here,” he said. “I’m drawing for m’mother and me.” He blinked his eyes nervously and ducked his head as several voices in the crowd said things like “Good fellow, Jack,” and “Glad to see your mother’s got a man to do it.”


  “Well,” Mr. Summers said, “guess that’s everyone. Old Man Warner make it?”


  “Here,” a voice said, and Mr. Summers nodded.


  A sudden hush fell on the crowd as Mr. Summers cleared his throat and looked at the list. “All ready?” he called. “Now, I’ll read the names—heads of families first—and the men come up and take a paper out of the box. Keep the paper folded in your hand without looking at it until everyone has had a turn. Everything clear?”


  The people had done it so many times that they only half listened to the directions; most of them were quiet, wetting their lips, not looking around. Then Mr. Summers raised one hand high and said, “Adams.” A man disengaged himself from the crowd and came forward. “Hi, Steve,” Mr. Summers said, and Mr. Adams said, “Hi, Joe.” They grinned at one another humorlessly and nervously. Then Mr. Adams reached into the black box and took out a folded paper. He held it firmly by one corner as he turned and went hastily back to his place in the crowd, where he stood a little apart from his family, not looking down at his hand.


  “Allen,” Mr. Summers said. “Anderson…. Bentham.”


  “Seems like there’s no time at all between lotteries any more,” Mrs. Delacroix said to Mrs. Graves in the back row. “Seems like we got through with the last one only last week.”


  “Time sure goes fast,” Mrs. Graves said.


  “Clark…. Delacroix.”


  “There goes my old man,” Mrs. Delacroix said. She held her breath while her husband went forward.


  “Dunbar,” Mr. Summers said, and Mrs. Dunbar went steadily to the box while one of the women said, “Go on, Janey,” and another said, “There she goes.”


  “We’re next,” Mrs. Graves said. She watched while Mr. Graves came around from the side of the box, greeted Mr. Summers gravely, and selected a slip of paper from the box. By now, all through the crowd there were men holding the small folded papers in their large hands, turning them over and over nervously. Mrs. Dunbar and her two sons stood together, Mrs. Dunbar holding the slip of paper.


  “Harburt…. Hutchinson.”


  “Get up there, Bill,” Mrs. Hutchinson said, and the people near her laughed.


  “Jones.”


  “They do say,” Mr. Adams said to Old Man Warner, who stood next to him, “that over in the north village they’re talking of giving up the lottery.”


  Old Man Warner snorted. “Pack of crazy fools,” he said. “Listening to the young folks, nothing’s good enough for them. Next thing you know, they’ll be wanting to go back to living in caves, nobody work any more, live that way for a while. Used to be a saying about ‘Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.’ First thing you know, we’d all be eating stewed chickweed and acorns. There’s always been a lottery,” he added petulantly. “Bad enough to see young Joe Summers up there joking with everybody.”


  “Some places have already quit lotteries,” Mrs. Adams said. “Nothing but trouble in that,” Old Man Warner said stoutly. “Pack of young fools.”


  “Martin.” And Bobby Martin watched his father go forward. “Over-dyke…. Percy.”


  “I wish they’d hurry,” Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son. “I wish they’d hurry.”


  “They’re almost through,” her son said.


  “You get ready to run tell Dad,” Mrs. Dunbar said.


  Mr. Summers called his own name and then stepped forward precisely and selected a slip from the box. Then he called, “Warner.”


  “Seventy-seventh year I been in the lottery,” Old Man Warner said as he went through the crowd. “Seventy-seventh time.”


  “Watson.” The tall boy came awkwardly through the crowd. Someone said, “Don’t be nervous, Jack,” and Mr. Summers said, “Take your time, son.”


  “Zanini.”


  After that, there was a long pause, a breathless pause, until Mr. Summers, holding his slip of paper in the air, said, “All right, fellows.” For a minute, no one moved, and then all the slips of paper were opened. Suddenly, all the women began to speak at once, saying, “Who is it?,” “Who’s got it?,” “Is it the Dunbars?,” “Is it the Watsons?” Then the voices began to say, “It’s Hutchinson. It’s Bill,” “Bill Hutchinson’s got it.”


  “Go tell your father,” Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son.


  People began to look around to see the Hutchinsons. Bill Hutchinson was standing quiet, staring down at the paper in his hand. Suddenly, Tessie Hutchinson shouted to Mr. Summers, “You didn’t give him time enough to take any paper he wanted. I saw you. It wasn’t fair!”


  “Be a good sport, Tessie,” Mrs. Delacroix called, and Mrs. Graves said, “All of us took the same chance.”


  “Shut up, Tessie,” Bill Hutchinson said.


  “Well, everyone,” Mr. Summers said, “that was done pretty fast, and now we’ve got to be hurrying a little more to get done in time.” He consulted his next list. “Bill,” he said, “you draw for the Hutchinson family. You got any other house-holds in the Hutchinsons?”


  “There’s Don and Eva,” Mrs. Hutchinson yelled. “Make them take their chance!”


  “Daughters draw with their husbands’ families, Tessie,” Mr. Summers said gently. “You know that as well as anyone else.”


  “It wasn’t fair,” Tessie said.


  “I guess not, Joe,” Bill Hutchinson said regretfully. “My daughter draws with her husband’s family, that’s only fair. And I’ve got no other family except the kids.”


  “Then, as far as drawing for families is concerned, it’s you,” Mr. Summers said in explanation, “and as far as drawing for households is concerned, that’s you, too. Right?”


  “Right,” Bill Hutchinson said.


  “How many kids, Bill?” Mr. Summers asked formally.


  “Three,” Bill Hutchinson said. “There’s Bill, Jr., and Nancy, and little Dave. And Tessie and me.”


  “All right, then,” Mr. Summers said. “Harry, you got their tickets back?”


  Mr. Graves nodded and held up the slips of paper. “Put them in the box, then,” Mr. Summers directed. “Take Bill’s and put it in.”


  “I think we ought to start over,” Mrs. Hutchinson said, as quietly as she could. “I tell you it wasn’t fair. You didn’t give him time enough to choose. Everybody saw that.”


  Mr. Graves had selected the five slips and put them in the box, and he dropped all the papers but those onto the ground, where the breeze caught them and lifted them off.


  “Listen, everybody,” Mrs. Hutchinson was saying to the people around her.


  “Ready, Bill?” Mr. Summers asked, and Bill Hutchinson, with one quick glance around at his wife and children, nodded.


  “Remember,” Mr. Summers said, “take the slips and keep them folded until each person has taken one. Harry, you help little Dave.” Mr. Graves took the hand of the little boy, who came willingly with him up to the box. “Take a paper out of the box, Davy,” Mr. Summers said. Davy put his hand into the box and laughed. “Take just one paper,” Mr. Summers said. “Harry, you hold it for him.” Mr. Graves took the child’s hand and removed the folded paper from the tight fist and held it while little Dave stood next to him and looked up at him wonderingly.


  “Nancy next,” Mr. Summers said. Nancy was twelve, and her school friends breathed heavily as she went forward, switching her skirt, and took a slip daintily from the box. “Bill, Jr.,” Mr. Summers said, and Billy, his face red and his feet overlarge, nearly knocked the box over as he got a paper out. “Tessie,” Mr. Summers said. She hesitated for a minute, looking around defiantly, and then set her lips and went up to the box. She snatched a paper out and held it behind her.


  “Bill,” Mr. Summers said, and Bill Hutchinson reached into the box and felt around, bringing his hand out at last with the slip of paper in it.


  The crowd was quiet. A girl whispered, “I hope it’s not Nancy,” and the sound of the whisper reached the edges of the crowd.


  “It’s not the way it used to be,” Old Man Warner said clearly. “People ain’t the way they used to be.”


  “All right,” Mr. Summers said. “Open the papers. Harry, you open little Dave’s.”


  Mr. Graves opened the slip of paper and there was a general sigh through the crowd as he held it up and everyone could see that it was blank. Nancy and Bill, Jr., opened theirs at the same time, and both beamed and laughed, turning around to the crowd and holding their slips of paper above their heads.


  “Tessie,” Mr. Summers said. There was a pause, and then Mr. Summers looked at Bill Hutchinson, and Bill unfolded his paper and showed it. It was blank.


  “It’s Tessie,” Mr. Summers said, and his voice was hushed. “Show us her paper, Bill.”


  Bill Hutchinson went over to his wife and forced the slip of paper out of her hand. It had a black spot on it, the black spot Mr. Summers had made the night before with the heavy pencil in the coal-company office. Bill Hutchinson held it up, and there was a stir in the crowd.


  “All right, folks,” Mr. Summers said. “Let’s finish quickly.”


  Although the villagers had forgotten the ritual and lost the original black box, they still remembered to use stones. The pile of stones the boys had made earlier was ready; there were stones on the ground with the blowing scraps of paper that had come out of the box. Mrs. Delacroix selected a stone so large she had to pick it up with both hands and turned to Mrs. Dunbar. “Come on,” she said. “Hurry up.”


  Mrs. Dunbar had small stones in both hands, and she said, gasping for breath, “I can’t run at all. You’ll have to go ahead and I’ll catch up with you.”


  The children had stones already, and someone gave little Davy Hutchinson a few pebbles.


  Tessie Hutchinson was in the center of a cleared space by now, and she held her hands out desperately as the villagers moved in on her. “It isn’t fair,” she said. A stone hit her on the side of the head.


  Old Man Warner was saying, “Come on, come on, everyone.” Steve Adams was in the front of the crowd of villagers, with Mrs. Graves beside him.


  “It isn’t fair, it isn’t right,” Mrs. Hutchinson screamed, and then they were upon her.


  
RED CARD


  S. L. Gilbow


  
    S. L. Gilbow is a relatively new writer, with five stories published to date, four in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction and one in my anthology Federations. Gilbow served twenty-six years in the Air Force, and has been on dozens of deployments, and has flown more than 2000 hours as a B-52 navigator. He currently makes his living by teaching English at a public high school in Norfolk, Virginia.

  


  
    Everyone knows that James Bond has a “license to kill.” As an international spy, he must sometimes fight for his life. But he’s a trained government employee, specially selected for Her Majesty’s Service. But could you trust just anyone with a license to kill?

  


  
    What about your neighbor?

  


  
    Or your boss?

  


  
    In fact, what if the government gave everybody one free pass to shoot one person, any person, for whatever reason?

  


  
    That’s the premise of our next story. S. L. Gilbow says that the idea for “Red Card” actually came from a conversation he had with his daughter, Mandy. “One day after a driver cut me off in heavy traffic, I… turned to my daughter and said, ‘Everyone should be allowed to shoot one person without going to prison.’ My daughter thought for a second then turned to me and said, ‘Dad, if that were true you would have been dead a long time ago.’”

  


  Mr. Gilbow might have lived to write this story. But in the world he’s imagined, not everyone is so lucky.


  Late one April evening, Linda Jackson pulled a revolver from her purse and shot her husband through a large mustard stain in the center of his T-shirt. The official after incident survey concluded that almost all of Merry Valley approved of the shooting. Sixty-four percent of the townspeople even rated her target selection as “excellent.” A few, however, criticized her, pointing out that shooting your husband is “a little too obvious” and “not very creative.”


  Dick Andrews, who had farmed the fertile soil around Merry Valley for over thirty years, believed that Larry Jackson, more than anyone else in town, needed to be killed. “I never liked him much,” he wrote in the additional comments section of the incident survey. “He never seemed to have a good word to say about anybody.”


  “Excellent use of a bullet,” scrawled Jimmy Blanchard. Born and raised in Merry Valley, he had known Larry for years and had even graduated from high school with him. “Most overbearing person I’ve ever met. He deserved what he got. I’m just not sure why it took so long.”


  Of course, a few people made waves. Jenny Collins seemed appalled. “I can hardly believe it,” she wrote. “We used to be much more discerning about who we killed, and we certainly didn’t go around flaunting it the way Linda does.” Jenny was the old-fashioned kind.


  Linda would never have called her actions “flaunting it.” Of course she knew what to do after shooting Larry. She had read The Enforcement Handbook from cover to cover six times, poring over it to see if she had missed anything, scrutinizing every nuance. She had even committed some of the more important passages to memory: Call the police immediately after executing an enforcement—Always keep your red card in a safe, dry place—Never reveal to anyone that you have a red card—Be proud; your’e performing an important civic duty.


  But flaunting it? No, Linda blended in better than anyone in town, rarely talked and never called attention to herself. She spent most of her days at the Merry Valley Public Library, tucked between rows of antique shelves, alone, organizing a modest collection of old books. In the evening she fixed dinner. After Larry had eaten, cleaned up and left the house for “some time alone,” Linda would lie in bed reading Jane Austen. No, Linda never flaunted anything—never had much to flaunt.


  After she shot her husband, Linda returned the revolver to her purse and collapsed onto her oversized couch. She then picked up the telephone, set it in her lap, and tugged at her long, pale bangs—a nervous habit that drove Larry crazy. She had once considered cutting them to make him happy, but Sarah Hall from across the street had commented on how nice they looked. “They really bring out your eyes,” Sarah had said. “They make you look as pretty as a princess.”


  Linda would never have called herself pretty, but she always looked as nice as she could. Her makeup—tasteful and modest—came straight off of page twenty-seven of the current issue of Truly Beautiful. She applied her eyeliner, mascara, lipstick and blush precisely according to the instructions, copying every detail of the model’s face, framing each eye with two delicate, taupe lines. But she realized she could do no better than pass as the model’s homely cousin.


  Linda let go of her bangs, lifted the receiver and dialed a number from a yellow sticker plastered across the phone; the sticker doubled as an ad for Bob’s Pizza Heaven, so she dialed carefully.


  “Merry Valley Police Department.”


  “I’d like to report an enforcement,” said Linda.


  “Linda?”


  “Yes,” she replied, trying to recognize the voice.


  “This is Officer Hamilton.”


  “Oh, thank goodness,” she said, unable to hide her relief. She admired Officer Hamilton. Once, while making his usual patrol through Merry Valley, he had pulled over to help her carry two bags of groceries, heavy with the dead weight of frozen meat and canned vegetables. He was probably just fighting boredom, but she still appreciated the help. You rarely found that kind of service anymore.


  ‘Linda paused, wondered what tone to strike, and settled on matter-of-fact. “I’ve just shot someone. The Enforcement Handbook says I’m supposed to call you.”


  “That’s right,” said Officer Hamilton. “Chapter three, I think. Who did you shoot?”


  “My husband.”


  “Is he dead?” he asked.


  Linda studied Larry, sensitive to any movement, the slightest twitch. “He’s not moving.” she said. “He hasn’t moved since I shot him.”


  “How many times did you shoot him?”


  “Once,” she said.


  “I’d recommend you shoot him one more time just to be sure,” said Officer Hamilton.


  “No,” said Linda, “I’m sure he’s dead enough.” The Enforcement Handbook recommended at least two shots, but the thought of shooting Larry again bothered Linda. The first shot hadn’t been easy, in spite of what the handbook said.


  “Fine then, but you’ll need to come down to the station to fill out the paper-work.”


  “Of course,” she said. “Do I need to call someone to pick him up?” The handbook hadn’t mentioned how to remove the body.


  “We’ll take care of that,” said Officer Hamilton. “Just come down to the station and don’t forget to bring your red card. You do have a red card, don’t you?”


  “I do,” she said.


  “Wonderful,” said Officer Hamilton.


  “And I’ll bring the revolver,” she said, paraphrasing a portion from chapter two of the handbook.


  “And any spare ammunition you didn’t use,” said Officer Hamilton. “We can reissue it with the card.”


  Linda hung up, set the phone on the floor, and rose from the couch. She looked at Larry, and the longer she looked at him the more she expected him to move; it seemed so unnatural for him to be so still, so silent—he had always been in motion. Early in their courtship she pictured him as a hummingbird—a large, gawky hummingbird—but lately she saw him as something else—perhaps a mongoose.


  “Larry,” she said without taking her eyes off him. She wondered if she should follow Officer Hamilton’s advice and shoot him again. But there was no movement, no sound. She thought he looked like he was asleep, but then she remembered the constant rolling and snoring that marked his nights. No second shot would be needed.


  Linda felt an urge to wash. She stepped around Larry’s body, crossed the living room and passed through the spare bedroom into the bathroom. Linda filled the sink with warm water, adding a delightful mixture of strawberry and watermelon soap. The crimson color had never bothered her before, but now she braced herself as she plunged her hands into the water. She scrubbed her hands for more than minute; it seemed like the right thing to do.


  After she dried her hands on a monogrammed towel, Linda went to her bedroom. Larry and Linda referred to it as the “spare bedroom,” but it was the one room Linda had all to herself, her refuge from Larry when he got wild—even wilder than usual. The room became her sanctuary, and Larry rarely entered it. Not that Linda forbid him to do so. It’s just that Linda had filled it with things that made him uncomfortable. A large four-poster bed dominated the center of the room. On top of the bed were a handmade quilt, a pile of embroidered throw pillows, and a stuffed animal Larry had given to Linda years ago. Linda called the animal “Sally Cat” but lately had considered the possibility that it might be a ferret. Beside the bed stood an antique vanity bordered by two windows, each framed with lace curtains adorned with a delicate tea rose pattern. The room radiated Linda; there was nothing about Larry in it.


  Linda scanned her closet and filtered through a row of clothes she had worn only once—a wedding dress, a pink prom dress, and an evening gown. She finally settled on a gathered lavender dress. She had once worn it to The Merry Valley Bistro, the one restaurant in town Linda looked forward to. Larry criticized her for being overdressed, and she hadn’t worn the dress since. But tonight it seemed right—the lavender dress and a matching pair of high heeled shoes. Linda wasn’t sure who might be at the police station, but crowds had a way of forming in Merry Valley, and she wanted to be presentable. “Besides,” she thought, “there’s no chance of Larry objecting.”


  When she finished dressing, Linda gathered the red card, the government revolver, and the last two rounds of ammunition, and dropped them into her purse. She checked her makeup in the vanity mirror and then, deciding she was in no mood to drive, called a taxi.


  She opened the front door, paused, and surveyed the living room one last time. “Damn it, Larry,” she said. “I gave you fair warning.”


  Linda stepped into the dark night of a new moon. Her outdoor light had burned out weeks ago, but the porch light on Sarah Hall’s house across the street blazed like a beacon, allowing Linda to navigate her steps safely. Sarah, swaying in time to a big band tune coming from her living room, deadheaded flowers that grew in large pots that framed her house. She was a large, nocturnal woman with a strong jaw and an unmistakable silhouette.


  As Linda neared the street, Sarah was attracted by the unexpected movement and gave a friendly wave. Linda wished she hadn’t been noticed, but if she had to deal with anyone tonight, besides the police—which at this point seemed in-evitable—it might as well be Sarah. Linda liked Sarah and believed Sarah liked her too. She liked the way she complimented her bangs; she liked the cheesecakes she occasionally brought over; she liked her sisterly advice. Often Linda would call Sarah when Larry acted up. “You should get help,” Sarah would say. Linda would agree and then tell her how she was starting to get things under control, how she and Larry were going to work things out with just a little more time, but Linda knew that the time needed to work things out with Larry was most aptly measured in geological terms.


  Linda stopped between two small pear trees to wait for the taxi. She stooped under one and felt the soil—she would need to water it tomorrow. Larry had purchased the trees on the way back from their honeymoon five years ago. The trees were the only fond memory she had of that week.


  Larry had surprised her with a Caribbean cruise, although Linda thought they had decided to go to New York. They spent two days in the Bahamas, but Linda refused to count it as one of the places she had actually visited since she never left the ship.


  “You ever been on a cruise before?” Larry asked as they entered their suite.


  The question surprised Linda. Surely they had discussed cruises in the five months they had known each other. She thought for a moment, but no such conversation came to mind. “No,” she said, “this will be my first time.”


  “You’re going to love it here,” he said.


  But she didn’t. Within two hours she was heaving into the toilet.


  “You should give it more of a chance,” Larry said.


  “I’ll try,” she said.


  “It’s all in your attitude.”


  “I think I’m feeling a little better,” she whispered, trying to prove him right. Then she grabbed the rim of the toilet and vomited again.


  Larry spent the rest of their honeymoon pacing the ship’s deck. Occasionally, between doses of Dramamine, Linda would look out the cabin window. She had never seen so much water. Larry refused to join her, refused to eat with her, refused to talk to her. He had decided to boycott any activity that included Linda.


  Linda stood under the pear tree until the taxi arrived. As it pulled over, Sarah dropped her pruning sheers and dashed across the street.


  “Sarah, I would to love talk but I need to go.”


  “I would say so.” Sarah opened the taxi door and slid into the back seat; she waved for Linda to join her. Linda crawled in.


  “Just tell me, dear,” said Sarah, “why did you shoot him?”


  “Where to?” asked the driver.


  “The police station,” said Linda.


  The taxi sped into the night.


  Linda stared out the window as the simple homes of Merry Valley slipped by. She felt Sarah’s strong hands grab her arm and pull her close. “Now don’t you worry,” said Sarah. “You’re not worried, are you?”


  “A little,” admitted Linda.


  “There’s nothing to it. Really. I had a cousin once who used a red card, and he said it was the easiest thing he ever did.”


  “Who’d he use it on?” asked Linda.


  “I don’t remember. It’s been years. At least five and it wasn’t around here.”


  “He said it was easy?”


  “I think he shot a speeder. He always hated careless drivers.”


  Linda buried her face into the fat flesh of Sarah’s right arm. She wanted to cry. The handbook had mentioned this—Shooter’s Regret. It will pass, the handbook stated, just trust your decision, trust your instincts.


  “When I was young, I used to drive around with my cousin,” said Sarah. “He would yell at people all the time. Yell at them for going too slow, for going too fast, for cutting him off. I wasn’t surprised when I heard he had used a red card.”


  “It wasn’t easy,” said Linda.


  “Think he got an award for it. Used the card the same week he got it. A lot of people like to see the cards circulate. Lets more people take part in the system.”


  “How’d you know I used a red card?”


  “Why, dear, I heard it on the radio. They broke into ‘Phil’s Follies.’ There’s nothing as exciting as one of the cards being used.”


  “I guess,” said Linda. She didn’t mind excitement; she just didn’t want the excitement to revolve around her.


  By the time Linda and Sarah arrived at the police station, a small crowd had already gathered. Sarah wrapped an arm around Linda and pulled her close. “OK, dear, you ready for this?”


  Linda nodded.


  “You stay by me,” she snapped with authority. Linda pulled in close for protection.


  Linda recognized several faces in the crowd—Jerry Miles, Freddy Nevers, and Ann Davidson. She knew them well enough to carry on casual conversation at The Happy Druggist—Jerry’s store—or Mel’s Fill ’em Up where Freddy and Ann worked. There were also half a dozen people not quite as familiar to her, but she had seen them all around town at one time or another.


  Freddy Nevers called her name, and Jerry Miles even shouted a little encouragement: “Way to go!”


  Deputy Williams met Linda and Sarah at the entrance to the police station and escorted them to the reception counter. At one point, Jerry, excited at having his monotonous evening livened up a little, dashed toward Linda to congratulate her, but Deputy Williams reached out and shoved him back. Linda gave the deputy an appreciative glance. “Where were you when I needed you?” she thought.


  Barry Giles, lead reporter for Channel Seven, moved as close to Linda as he could, microphone in hand, ready to broadcast the details to all of Merry Valley. “How did it happen, Mrs. Jackson?” he called out.


  Linda started to answer, but the deputy interrupted in a low forceful voice he saved for his most serious duties. “There’ll be time for that later.”


  Officer Hamilton was waiting for Linda behind a mahogany reception desk. Linda pulled a revolver out of her purse and laid it gently in front of him. After Officer Hamilton confirmed the revolver to be official government property, the crowd, giving Linda some space out of politeness while inching forward out of curiosity, waited for the inevitable. Linda reached into her purse and pulled out the red card. The card didn’t seem special. It was small, only half the size of a postcard, with rounded corners and a smooth edge. The one mark on it was an ordinary bar code.


  “Son of a gun,” said Barry.


  “Killed by a librarian with a red card,” said Jerry. “That’s got to be embarrassing.”


  “I knew she had it,” said a voice Linda didn’t recognize.


  “Like hell you did,” came a muffled response.


  Officer Hamilton slid the card under an electronic reader and, with a nod, confirmed its authenticity.


  “How long you been holding it?” asked someone from the crowd.


  Officer Hamilton checked the reading. “Four years,” he said, impressed at Linda’s self-restraint. The crowd nodded its approval.


  “My goodness,” said Barry. “Most of the other tickets have been circulating a lot faster than that.”


  “Sure have,” said Officer Hamilton.


  “How long have they been out?” Barry asked.


  “A couple have been out for almost a year and one for about nine months. I’m not sure about the other two. I’d have to look it up.”


  “Looks like another one’s going back into circulation,” someone said. The crowd hummed with excitement.


  Officer Hamilton led Linda away from the crowd. Linda glanced back at Sarah who signaled that she would be in the waiting room, an unimpressive area set off by grey partitions. It contained little more than four chairs, a television dangling from the ceiling, and two ash trays. “Thanks,” mouthed Linda.


  They ended up in a small, secluded room in the back of the station. Linda took her place in a wooden chair behind an aging table. On a corner shelf stood a drip coffeepot containing the last few drops after a long day.


  Officer Hamilton held up a Styrofoam cup. “Coffee? Looks like there’s enough for one more cup.”


  “No thanks,” said Linda. She could have actually used a cup of coffee, but not from that pot.


  Officer Hamilton sat in the chair across from Linda. “Well,” he said, “The enforcement isn’t over…”


  “Until the paperwork’s done,” finished Linda, quoting the handbook. “This is the hard part, isn’t it?”


  “There’s no hard part,” he said. “It’s all easy.” He smiled, placed an official looking form on the table and put on a pair of bifocals. He read the form quickly to himself, vocalizing a few key phrases, orienting himself on how to proceed.


  “Are you ready?” he finally asked. Linda nodded.


  “What is your name?”


  Linda gave him a “you’ve got to be kidding me” look.


  “These are standard questions, Linda. Just humor me.”


  “Linda Jackson.”


  “Gender?”


  Linda didn’t even answer. “Female,” said Officer Hamilton in response to his own question. “Marital Status?”


  “Widowed,” said Linda.


  “Oh yes,” he said. “That’s kind of why we’re here, isn’t it.”


  “It is.”


  “Where did you execute the enforcement?”


  “In my living room.”


  “Why did you execute the enforcement?”


  “Is that important?” asked Linda.


  “We track these things for statistical purposes.”


  “I think the real question should be why didn’t I do it sooner.”


  “Why didn’t you? You’ve had the red card for almost four years.”


  “I don’t know. At first I didn’t want to use it because then I wouldn’t have one. But later it just became a challenge.”


  “A challenge?”


  “Sometimes he would egg me on, dare me to use it.”


  “He knew you had a red card?”


  Linda wasn’t sure how to answer this. She knew she wasn’t supposed to tell Larry about the red card.


  “Just answer honestly,” said Officer Hamilton. “You have nothing to worry about. You performed an enforcement while in possession of a valid red card. That’s it. It’s that simple. These questions are just to help us improve the program.”


  “He knew,” said Linda. “He’s known for years. It was a mistake to tell him because then he would test me. It was like Russian roulette.”


  Officer Hamilton made a quick note.


  “Is that alright? Am I in trouble?”


  “Well some people view it as having an unfair advantage over other citizens. But in this case it doesn’t seem to have made a difference.”


  “But it should have made a difference.” Linda looked at Officer Hamilton and wondered if she was getting through to him. She wanted to tell him how things were supposed to be different, how they were supposed to get better, slowly, incrementally, but better. Her plans were never to kill Larry but to keep him alive, to keep him alive forever. “It should have made a big difference,” she said. “He knew I had a card.”


  “Had he been drinking?”


  “He’d been out messing around. He always seemed to be going someplace.”


  “Why did you shoot him?” asked Officer Hamilton, trying the question one more time.


  “I really don’t know,” said Linda. “I think I just snapped.”


  “Linda,” he said. His eyes narrowed. “People with red cards are allowed to snap. It’s their duty to snap.”


  Officer Hamilton pressed on with questions for almost half an hour. How did you feel? Where did you keep your card? Did the handbook prepare you for your role as an enforcer? Linda answered as best she could, but she was ready for it all to end.


  Finally, Officer Hamilton put down his pencil. “That’s it,” he said.


  “Really?”


  “That wasn’t so bad was it?”


  “Not too bad. Anything else?”


  “Just a word of advice,” said Officer Hamilton. “If you ever get another red card, don’t tell anyone. I don’t even know who has them. The program is random and anonymous. That’s what makes it work. If you start taking those factors out, the program loses its effectiveness.”


  “Of course,” she said, a little embarrassed at having made such a careless mistake.


  Officer Hamilton released Linda and led her to the hallway out. “Do you need a ride?” he asked.


  “I’ll go back with Sarah,” she said. “I could use a restroom though.”


  In the restroom, Linda checked herself in the mirror. Her lipstick had faded from the right side of her upper lip, and black mascara crept up towards her eyebrow. Her blush had cracked except for the glow on her nose. The night had been hard on her face; she looked old and tired. She freshened her lipstick, brushed her hair, and killed the shine on her nose. It seemed futile. She would need to check Truly Beautiful for a look that could hold up better.


  Linda left the restroom and walked down the long hall to join Sarah in the waiting area. She paused at the end of the hall, dwarfed by the grey partitions that separated the waiting area from the rest of the police station. She could hear voices, several of them, mingling, Sarah’s dominant among them.


  Linda looked above the partition and saw a small television, muted and pathetic, hanging from the ceiling. The television’s color had shifted long ago, and a bald, blue man in a sweater dispensed advice. She thought she might have seen him before. He seemed vaguely familiar. Was his name Richard? She wasn’t sure, but he seemed like a Richard to her. Maybe it wasn’t advice; he could be warning her about something, some disaster, some great flood.


  “Well I know what “I’ll do if I get the card next,” she heard Jerry Miles say.


  “Shoot yourself?” asked Freddy Nevers.


  “Never mind, I just changed my plan,” cackled Jerry.


  “Well, if either of you get a card, let me know,” said Sarah. “You tend to live a lot longer if you know who has the cards.”


  Richard now held a green spray bottle. He was selling something. Of course. Why advise or warn when you can sell. Linda decided to wait until the conversation settled down a little more before joining Sarah. Conversations tended to die once Linda entered into them.


  “I never know who has the cards,” said Jerry.


  “I try to make it my business,” said Sarah. “I try to make everything my business.” She spit out the words as if they were rehearsed.


  Richard, energetic and passionate now, waved the bottle about in his left hand. He held up a shirt and sprayed it. Linda moved closer to the television, but she couldn’t tell if the spray had any effect. Richard sprayed the bottle on the floor and then on himself. He was obviously proud of its versatility. He looked straight at Linda and urged her to buy his product. She needed it. She needed to have what he was selling.


  “What about Linda?” asked Jerry.


  “I’ve known Linda for years,” said Sarah. “Her husband too.”


  “I knew her,” said Freddy.


  “But not like I knew her, dear.”


  Linda hated to interrupt; Sarah seemed to be enjoying herself. She wondered what it would be like to enjoy yourself. Linda continued to watch the commercial, one of those long ones, one of those that could go on for five minutes. Richard had toned down the sell and appeared to be whispering, enunciating every word. He had two bottles now, one cradled under each arm, and he was talking to Linda, directly to Linda, only to Linda.


  “Well, she shops at my store,” said Jerry. “Buys a lot of makeup. Careful shopper. Always did like her.”


  “Sweetheart, you have to like someone who has a red card,” said Sarah. “Kind of dangerous not to.”


  “How would I have known she had a red card?” asked Jerry.


  “I knew,” said Sarah.


  “You knew she had a red card?”


  “Of course she had the card.”


  “I suspected, but I was never sure,” said a voice Linda didn’t recognize. He seemed to be acting more important than he actually was.


  “I’ve known it for years. I’m surprised you all didn’t know.” Sarah paused for effect. “Oh, I forgot, you all weren’t sleeping with her husband?” The crowd laughed. “Well, I guess I won’t have to like her anymore,” said Sarah.


  Richard made his final plea. Under him flashed a phone number, barely legible, followed by the words, “Miracle Madness, for when clean isn’t clean enough.” Linda listened for the conversation to continue, but it had stalled. Even Sarah was silent.


  Linda pulled back into the hall, found a phone near the ladies’ restroom, and called the toll free number.


  “I want to place an order,” said Linda.


  “Which product?”


  “Miracle Madness.”


  “Oh, you are going to love it. And with that you get Miracle Madness Plus.”


  After Linda had provided her billing information, she joined Sarah and the others in the waiting room. “Sarah,” she said as she rounded the partition, “I’m all done now.”


  “Wonderful,” said Sarah. “You’ve had a hard day and it’s time to get you home.”


  When the taxi dropped them off at Linda’s place well after midnight, Sarah was in full motion, feeding off the energy of the evening. Linda had been quiet during the drive home, but she didn’t need to speak since Sarah had rambled on without stopping. Sarah had pretty well resolved most of Linda’s problems. She had told her how to improve her career—after all you can’t stay a librarian your entire life. She had told her how to improve her looks—those bangs just have to go; they do absolutely nothing for you. She had told her how to improve her general disposition—you have got to stop moping about.


  Finally Linda asked, “What do I do now?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The handbook never talked about this part. I don’t know what to do next.”


  “Well,” said Sarah, “tomorrow we need to plan Mr. Jackson’s funeral. I guess that would be next.”


  “Of course,” said Linda.


  “Then we bury him, and then you get on with your life.”


  “We need to plan a funeral,” said Linda.


  “Now don’t be afraid to call if you need anything,” said Sarah as they entered the house. “Really. Anything at all.”


  “Anything?”


  “Absolutely. Whatever you need.”


  “Can I stay with you?” asked Linda.


  “Stay with me?”


  Linda nodded.


  “At my house?”


  “For a while. At least a day or two. Longer if I could.”


  “You really need to get back on your feet,” said Sarah. “This is your home and it doesn’t do any good to run from it. This is your place.”


  “My place,” said Linda. She stood over the spot where Larry had lain. Now that he was gone, the room seemed much more open, almost cavernous.


  Sarah joined her. “Is this it?” she asked.


  “He fell right here next to the coffee table,” replied Linda.


  “They really are quite efficient. The enforcement program is run so well.”


  “It is,” agreed Linda, noticing that even the blood had been cleaned up. All that remained was a small stain, barely noticeable, no worse than the tea spill on the other side of the room. But Linda would get all the stains out, the blood, the tea, everything. After all, Miracle Madness was on its way.


  “I can stay for a bit,” said Sarah, turning on the television. She folded onto the couch, pried her shoes off, and clicked through channels looking for the television version of “Phil’s Follies.”


  “Stay for as long you can,” said Linda. “I’ll be with you in a moment. After I change.” The lavender dress was beginning to weigh on her.


  In her bedroom, Linda slipped off her high heels and set them in her closet. She then pulled off her dress and hung it neatly on a padded hanger. She lay down on her bed, closed her eyes, and folded her hands over her face. She exhaled, bathing her eyes and nose in the warmth of her own breath. She opened her mouth and made a guttural sound that echoed off her cupped hands.


  She rolled onto her stomach, grabbed her stuffed cat, Sally, and pulled her close. She wanted to be a cat. No, a ferret, she would rather be a ferret. Linda slid off the bed and crouched on her hands and knees, almost feral. She could sleep here. She could sleep on the carpet once it was clean. That would be soon; Miracle Madness was coming.


  “When clean isn’t clean enough,” she moaned.


  Linda reached under the bed and felt around blindly. She pulled out a shoe box adorned with a lavender bow—a beautiful bow she had tied nine months earlier. She loved tying bows and she was proud of this one, bold and perfectly proportioned. Lavender—she loved lavender. Linda untied the bow and carefully slid the ribbon off the box. She opened the box, pulled out a red card and a small revolver, and finally cried for the first time that night.
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    Newly pregnant women face a great deal of difficult decisions, and modern medical procedures have only made those decisions more complex. Once, women expected to struggle through forty uncomfortable weeks, drive to the hospital, and go through the rigors of labor with their babies’ entire future being a mystery. Boy or girl, no one knew. Healthy or ailing, no one could guess.

  


  
    But today, a woman is confronted with medical technology almost from her first obstetric appointment. Should she have an ultrasound? What kinds of blood tests should she take? Should she ask for maternal serum screening? Is amniocentesis in order?

  


  
    These are the questions facing today’s pregnant woman. What about the mothers of the future? What kind of tests will be offered to them? What kind of choices will they need to make?

  


  Our next story takes us into that future. Here is a world where it is possible to know too much about your baby’s potential—or at least, a place where the government knows too much.


  Johnnie didn’t talk while he was driving. Normally it would drive me a little crazy, sitting there in traffic and not saying a word, but this time it didn’t bother me. There was too much on my mind. Truth was, I hoped he wouldn’t talk so that I could have some time to think. But when he pulled onto the freeway, I knew I wasn’t going to get that lucky.


  It only took him a couple of seconds to connect to the traffic web. Johnnie didn’t like being out of control, it was one of the things I’d found endearing in him; quaint even. This time though, he didn’t even double check the connection. The steering wheel folded and collapsed into the dash, and he turned to face me. “What does that mean, exactly?” he asked. “Did the doctor say anything else?”


  I shook my head. “He said he’d have to check, but he’d never heard of the combination coming up before.”


  “He’d have to check?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did he say anything else?”


  “I told you, he said he’d have to check.” I didn’t know what to say. It was still sinking in.


  Johnnie leaned back in his seat and stared out his window. I could tell he was getting ready to turn around and go back. We’d only been married three years, but I could read some of his expressions like a book. “How’s that even possible?” he asked. “I mean, is the baby okay?”


  “The baby is fine.”


  “Now I wish we didn’t know.”


  I turned away from him. “You agreed we should get the test done.”


  “I know, but…damn.”


  “Don’t you think it’s better knowing?”


  “How do you get a ten and a flag?” he asked.


  “He said he’d have to check,” I repeated.


  “But the baby’s fine?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure he said ten?”


  I nodded. “Ten.”


  Johnnie crossed his arms and chewed on his bottom lip. I think he mumbled something, but at that point I didn’t want to hear it.


  We didn’t talk for a while after that. I was contented to sit and watch the other transports as we cut in and out of traffic. It was like watching a school of fish swimming together, weaving at the same time. We rushed along at speeds of over two hundred kilometers with no more than a meter separating our vehicles, our safety in the control of the central traffic computer. Sometimes it was easier to let something bigger than yourself take control. It had a plan, and although you couldn’t always see it, you knew you’d never wreck.


  It wasn’t until we sped past our off-ramp that I began to get concerned.


  “Where we going?” I asked.


  Johnnie didn’t answer. He punched up the navigation screen and sighed. “What the hell?”


  “What?”


  “We’ve been redirected. We have an appointment with Human Services. Now.”


  “Now?”


  “Yeah, they’ve even rescheduled my work-shift for this afternoon and notified the office.”


  “Do you think it’s about the test results?” I had expected some reaction from Human Services, just not this quick. I folded my hands in my lap to keep from tapping my fingers. Johnnie didn’t like to see me get nervous.


  “It doesn’t say.”


  “Great.” There was nothing else to do but sit back and enjoy the ride. We were just passengers.


  Central had control.


  “I understand you must be apprehensive,” the agent said. He was a small man, this Mr. White, and the huge, empty desk he sat behind made him look even smaller. “Results like these can cause a great deal of confusion.”


  Johnnie started to say something. I squeezed his hand before he could. The last thing we needed was to anger a government official, particularly one as high up as Mr. White seemed to be. It was best to remain compliant until he finished.


  “The important thing to remember is that your baby rated a ten. Your child will be an asset to the Nation. Only one in fifty thousand couples who go through the procedure come up with these results. It’s a credit to the two of you as citizens.


  “As such, the state has raised both your rating to eight, effective immediately. Congratulations.”


  Johnnie and I stared at each other. Eights? That was two levels higher than our current rating. Eight meant ten hours of work as opposed to forty. Eight meant no more scraping by between allowance periods. Eight meant a much bigger apartment. Eight meant no more late nights while Johnnie stayed at work to improve his production numbers.


  Eight meant no more looking over our shoulders.


  “Thank you, Mr. White.” But of course, Johnnie couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “I’ve just one question, though. The flag? How can there be a flag with a rating of ten?”


  Mr. White pursed his lips. It was quite an odd gesture, almost feminine and I had to keep myself from giggling.


  Eight didn’t mean you could just randomly disrespect government officials.


  “Well,” he said, “there is that question. To be perfectly honest, I’ve never seen it come up before. But in your case, I don’t think it’s something to worry about. Your child rated a ten and you are now eights. I don’t see how there could be a problem. The government won’t, of course, stand in the way if you decide to invoke your option.”


  “What if we do?” Johnnie asked. I squeezed his hand tighter but he just pulled his away from my grasp and continued, “What would happen to us?”


  Mr. White smiled. There was little humor in it. “Happen, sir?”


  “If we use the option to terminate the pregnancy, what would happen to us?”


  “Why would you do that, sir? Your child is a ten. He or she will be a great credit to the nation and improve life for all of the citizenry. What citizen would even consider that?”


  Johnnie shook his head. “Well, the flag. I’m worried about it.”


  “Worried about it?” Mr. White picked up his pen and scribbled something on his tablet.


  “Yes,” Johnnie answered.


  “Your child is a ten, sir,” Mr. White repeated. “That should be enough to make you forget about the flag.”


  “Well, it doesn’t. It certainly didn’t keep Central from issuing the flag. Why would they have issued a flag unless there was some concern?”


  Mr. White tapped his pen on his desk a few times, and leaned forward. “How much do you know about the CDP test?”


  “Central looks into the future and determines the baby’s community viability,” Johnnie said. “That’s really all there is to it, right?”


  Mr. White chuckled. “Well, that’s not really accurate. Central can’t look into the future. That’s impossible,” he said, chuckling. “What it does do is predict the future based off of the child’s cellular past, the parent’s cellular past and other environmental factors. You see, once you can witness the cellular history of an individual, you can predict future activity through sheer computational power. Central has an over ninety-nine percent success rate with this test. We don’t question the results.”


  I knew Johnnie wasn’t going to take the hint so I cut him off before he could do more damage. “It’s just so confusing, Mr. White,” I said, smiling as wide as I could. “Aren’t flags usually reserved for children with… well, problems?”


  “Actually,” he said, “the flag is just an indication that the parents will have to make a sacrifice. Sometimes it means that the child will be handicapped, and the parents will have to work additional hours to make up for the extra burden on the State. All we know is that when a flag comes up, the sacrifice necessary from the parents is sufficient to warrant giving them the option to terminate the pregnancy. It’s how we protect your freedoms as individuals.


  “The State values that highly.” He smiled.


  “But our child is a ten,” I said. “Tens can’t be a burden on the State by definition. They are the ones that make the State better.”


  “That’s true. Which is why I’m not overly concerned with the flag. And neither should you. Your child will be an asset to the State. You’ll have to make a sacrifice, but what parent doesn’t?”


  I knew I had to phrase my next question carefully. “And there’s no indication as to what form that sacrifice might take?”


  “You know I can’t answer that,” Mr. White said. “And you know you shouldn’t even be asking. Knowledge of the results can affect their outcome.”


  “I see. Well, thank you—”


  “You didn’t answer my question,” Johnnie said. “What happens if we take the flag option?”


  Mr. White fidgeted in his chair. “Well, your promotion will be cancelled, for one thing.” He grabbed a folder from the stack of papers and flipped it open.


  “You’re a six now, correct?”


  Johnnie nodded.


  “Hmm,” Mr. White said, flipping through pages. “Did you know that your boss had put in for a rate reduction?”


  “Excuse me?” Johnnie leaned forward in his seat. I could see his cheeks turning red. “I work harder than—”


  “Says here,” Mr. White interjected, “that your boss seems to think that although you spend fifty hours a week on the job, your production levels only account for thirty hours worth of work. He recommended you be downgraded to a five so that you can actually accomplish forty hours worth of work in sixty hours time.”


  “That’s not right. I work harder than—”


  “But you don’t have to worry about that anymore,” Mr. White said, smiling wider. “You’ve been promoted to an eight.”


  Johnnie’s mouth hung open. It was time to get out of there. “Thank you, Mr. White. We both appreciate your time.”


  Johnnie was still dazed by the time we got back to the transport. It didn’t help matters any that it wasn’t the same one we had left in the parking garage. It was bigger. Longer. It was a transport belonging to a couple of eights. There was no driver’s seat.


  Central had control.


  “A demotion?” Johnnie said. “I can’t believe that—”


  “No,” I said, nodding toward the speaker panel on the dashboard. “A promotion. What great luck.” Doubt gnawed at my insides, but this wasn’t the place to discuss it.


  We sat quietly while Central directed the car onto the freeway. Once again, we passed our off-ramp without slowing.


  “Central,” Johnnie said. “List destination.”


  The soft voice of Central command filled the cabin, “Your new residence, sir.”


  “New residence, of course.”


  “You have eighteen voice messages, sir, all offering congratulations on your promotion and the impending boon to the Nation that your son’s birth will deliver. Would you like to hear them?”


  So it was a boy.


  Neither of us felt much like celebrating. “Not now, Central,” I said. “Just take us home.”


  We’d managed to go a full week without appearing in public. The raise meant Johnnie could work from home, so we didn’t have to go out if we didn’t want but we both knew we’d stayed hidden as long as we could. I’d convinced Johnnie to show our faces at the opera—I’d never been to the opera; it was one of the perks of the promotion and I was looking forward to the evening—but even that had been a struggle. Since we’d come home from Human Services, he’d spent all his free time in front of the computer. He wouldn’t even discuss the test results with me.


  My wardrobe had picked out a deep-blue chiffon evening gown for me. I dressed in front of the full length mirror and once I was ready, the lights dimmed while the environmental controls chose the scent of roses to fill the room. It was the first time in weeks I’d felt relaxed. A night out would do us good. I only hoped Johnnie would be in a similar mood.


  Instead, I found Johnnie still sitting in front of the computer. He hadn’t yet started to get ready. “We’ll be late,” I said.


  He glanced my direction and did a double-take. “You look beautiful.”


  I crossed one ankle over the other, dipped my chin and looked up at him. “Then get up, get dressed and take me on a date.”


  He sighed, took a deep breath and said, “I do so very love you, you know.”


  “Then get dressed.”


  He pushed himself away from the desk and walked toward his dressing room.


  “And don’t even try,” I called after him, “to pick something out yourself. Just wear what your wardrobe chooses. You’d never match this color if you had all night.”


  “I’m not completely useless.”


  “Oh honey, I know that,” I said, smiling as sweetly as possible. “You’re only useless when trying to dress yourself. Now hurry up!”


  We made it out the door on time.


  Our new transport was no where to be seen. An older model pulled up in front of our building.


  “I requested a downgrade for the evening,” Johnnie said. “I felt like driving.”


  I shook my head. “As long as you get us there on time.”


  He held my door open and closed it behind me. I waited until we left the parking lot and slid my hand onto his leg. It was good to be out again. Even though the new apartment had plenty of room, it just felt great to get out from behind the walls, to get back into the world again.


  Once we’d turned onto the surface streets, Johnnie engaged the auto-drive and leaned back in his seat. “I thought you said you wanted to drive?”


  “I lied. I just wanted to talk to you without a speaker.”


  My good mood evaporated. “Do we have to do this now?”


  “Did you know,” he asked without acknowledging my question, “that in the four cases where a mother has died in childbirth over the last ten years, the flag option had been available in every case?”


  My stomach turned. “So? That doesn’t mean—”


  “No, no, it doesn’t mean—”


  “So why are you bringing this up?” I asked. “Don’t you think I’m frightened enough already?”


  Johnnie leaned closer to me. “But it doesn’t mean it isn’t possible, either. We’ve got to consider it.”


  “It could also mean that our son will have a learning disability, and we’ll have to work particularly hard to get him through it.” My cheeks were burning. I understood his concern, but I couldn’t believe he was going to ruin our first night out together in ages.


  He crossed his arms. “And it could mean you’re in danger. How are we supposed to know? Who’s to say the child actually needs us to be a ten?”


  “We can’t know. Knowledge of future events can change the outcome. He’s a ten. That’s all that’s important.”


  “Bullshit.”


  My jaw dropped.


  “That’s not all that’s important by a long-shot.”


  “Of course it is.” Instinct made me look around to see that no one was in the car with us. “You don’t interfere with something like that. It’s almost treasonous.”


  “Of course it isn’t treasonous. The State wouldn’t have given us the flag otherwise. It’s our right.”


  My eyes filled with tears. “But he’s going to be a ten. He’s going to be a perfect little boy.”


  “Yes, he will,” Johnnie replied, taking my hand in his. He brushed a tear from my cheek and added, “But perfect for who?”


  I knew we weren’t going to the opera even before we sped past the turn-off to the Cultural District, but it didn’t get any easier once we were sitting inside Dr. Jones’ office, waiting for him to finish his examination. “Well,” he said, looking down at me from over the edge of his bifocals, “there’s no genetic contra indicators, no signs of pretoxemia, no anemia, nothing that would give me even a moment’s hesitation about your health or that of your child.” He seemed tired and his thin, grey hair puffed up more on one side of his head than the other.


  Johnnie ran his fingers through his hair. “I just don’t get it.”


  “Maybe it’s not for us to get,” I offered. “But there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m not in any danger so we can stop worrying—”


  “That doesn’t mean that something couldn’t show up later though, right?”


  “Johnnie, I—”


  “Nothing is certain, sir,” Dr. Jones replied.


  “Johnnie!” I grabbed his wrist and clamped down. He whipped his head around to look at me, and that’s when I finally saw it: He was terrified. Sweat beaded his upper lip and he couldn’t keep his eyes on any one thing.


  “But it’s still your choice,” Dr. Jones said. “No one is going to stop you from choosing to exercise your option. The flag is there for a purpose.”


  I stared Johnnie in the eye, hoping he’d notice the slight side-to-side shake I was giving him.


  “I think we should use the flag,” he said.


  My skin froze. “No,” I whispered.


  “There will be other babies,” he said. “Ones without a flag. We don’t need the raises. I can’t stand the thought of losing you. Tell her she can have other babies, Doctor.”


  “Of course you can have other babies,” Dr. Jones said, “but let’s not overlook—”


  “Why should we have to make a sacrifice?” Johnnie asked, kneeling down in front of me. “We’ve been given the option. There wouldn’t be a flag if there wasn’t a problem. You know that.”


  I tried to speak, but nothing came out of my mouth. He was right. There was something wrong; some kind of difficulty we’d have to face if we had this baby. Difficulties we most likely wouldn’t have to face with another baby. But this one was a ten! He could be a great composer or an artist. He could discover medicine that cured the last remaining diseases. He could do anything! I knew that, felt it with every beat of my heart.


  The State knew that too.


  But what was the cost?


  I looked at Johnnie and felt very cold.


  “I can’t make this decision,” I said. I pulled him in close and rested my cheek against his and whispered in his ear. “You make it. Make it for both of us.”


  He kissed my temple, then my cheek, then my ear. His warm breath caught in his throat. He pulled away, turned to Dr. Jones and said, “We’ll take the option.”


  What little air remained in my chest rushed out of me. The room spun.


  “Very well,” Dr. Jones said. He removed a gown from a drawer beneath the examination table and handed it me. “I’ll give you a moment to get ready,” he said, and left the room.


  We didn’t talk. I changed into the dressing gown and sat back up on the table. The longer we sat, waiting, the smaller the room seemed to get. I wanted Johnnie to say something; anything, but he just sat there, trying his best to smile when I looked at him.


  After a few minutes, Dr. Jones re-joined us. He wasn’t alone.


  Mr. White from Human Services stood in the doorway, flanked by a half dozen Constables. “That will be all, Doctor.”


  Johnnie stepped in front of me. “What are you doing? This is our decision.”


  “And you made it,” Mr. White said. He appeared even smaller out from behind his desk.


  Johnnie shook his head and held his arms to the side, trying in vain to shield me from the Constables. “You said you wouldn’t interfere.”


  Mr. White smiled. “We didn’t. We allowed you to make your decision of your own free will.” He stepped inside the door and removed a stun-gun from behind his back. “No one ever said we’d let you go through with it, though. The flag is an option, not a right. Arrest him.”


  The Constables fell on him them. Johnnie tried to resist, but one kick in the stomach was all it took to end that. Within ten seconds they had him out of the room, leaving only myself and Mr. White. “Go ahead and get changed,” he said. “I’ll wait for you outside.”


  I dressed slowly. It was as if every memory I had of Johnnie came back to me right then. The dates, our wedding, the fights, the make-ups; all of it. I’d just stood there and let them take him. I wanted to cry, but held it back. Whatever happened to us, I’d be strong. I pulled my shoulders back and opened the door.


  Mr. White was waiting for me. He was still alone. “We understand this wasn’t your choice. That’s correct, isn’t it?”


  My flesh raised with a sudden chill. “That’s right.”


  “Good,” he said, lips drawn tight and thin with his smile.


  “What’s going to happen to Johnnie?”


  Mr. White offered me his hand and helped me step down from the examination table. “He’ll be reduced to a one or two, of course. Put to manual labor. If he keeps himself clean, he could even work back up to a four or five.”


  I knew Johnnie wouldn’t want me to live that way.


  “Of course your marriage is annulled. You’re free to choose whomever you’d like to replace him from the other eights or nines.”


  “Replace him?”


  Mr. White grimaced. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I’m not terribly good with certain social graces. Please forgive me. Of course you’ll want to take some time to yourself. But when you’re ready, choose who you will.”


  By the time we walked outside, the Constables had Johnnie packed into a separate transport and were pulling out into traffic. I watched them drive away, wondering if I’d ever see him again. Either way, I knew he’d want me to take care of our baby. “Mr. White?” I asked, my senses beginning to return. “Can you tell me anything about the flag? It seems like I deserve to know something.”


  “What flag, dear?”


  “The flag on my baby, of course.”


  “There is no flag on your baby. You made your sacrifice, just as Central predicted you would.”


  “You mean…”


  Mr. White chuckled. “Of course we knew what your husband would do. Central is over ninety-nine percent accurate, remember. We don’t question its results.” My transport pulled up to the curb and Mr. White helped me inside. “Central,” he said, “take the lady home. She’s had a hard night.”


  “Mr. White?” I asked. “One last thing?”


  He folded his hands in front of him. “Yes?”


  “My baby? Can you give me any hint about what makes him so important?” Mr. White glanced over his shoulder, then leaned into the car. “I can’t be specific, you know that, right?”


  “Of course.”


  “Let’s just say that I wouldn’t be surprised to see him in Human Services.”


  That I hadn’t expected. “Human Services?”


  “Well, look at it this way, dear. He’s already uncovered one traitor to the State, and he hasn’t even been born yet.” He then leaned back, with that tight, thin smile still stretched across his face, and slammed shut the door.


  The transport sped away, whisking me home.


  There was no driver.


  Central was in control.
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    Omelas—which, if you’re curious, is derived from Salem spelled backwards (Le Guin is a longtime Oregonian and has a self-proclaimed quirk of reading road signs backward)—is a city of joy and beauty, and the tale is careful to unfold each of its splendors. There has never been such a resoundingly happy place to live. There is no crime, no war, and even the drugs are harmless.

  


  
    But how is it possible for any place to achieve this level of easy delight? And at what price does it come?

  


  Or more importantly: if you lived in Omelas, would you be willing to pay it?


  With a clamor of bells that set the swallows soaring, the Festival of Summer came to the city Omelas, bright-towered by the sea. The rigging of the boats in harbor sparkled with flags. In the streets between houses with red roofs and painted walls, between old moss-grown gardens and under avenues of trees, past great parks and public buildings, processions moved. Some were decorous: old people in long stiff robes of mauve and grey, grave master workmen, quiet, merry women carrying their babies and chatting as they walked. In other streets the music beat faster, a shimmering of gong and tambourine, and the people went dancing, the procession was a dance. Children dodged in and out, their high calls rising like the swallows’ crossing flights over the music and the singing. All the processions wound towards the north side of the city, where on the great water-meadow called the Green Fields boys and girls, naked in the bright air, with mud-stained feet and ankles and long, lithe arms, exercised their restive horses before the race. The horses wore no gear at all but a halter without bit. Their manes were braided with streamers of silver, gold, and green. They flared their nostrils and pranced and boasted to one another; they were vastly excited, the horse being the only animal who has adopted our ceremonies as his own. Far off to the north and west the mountains stood up half encircling Omelas on her bay. The air of morning was so clear that the snow still crowning the Eighteen Peaks burned with white-gold fire across the miles of sunlit air, under the dark blue of the sky. There was just enough wind to make the banners that marked the racecourse snap and flutter now and then. In the silence of the broad green meadows one could hear the music winding through the city streets, farther and nearer and ever approaching, a cheerful faint sweetness of the air that from time to time trembled and gathered together and broke out into the great joyous clanging of the bells.


  Joyous! How is one to tell about joy? How describe the citizens of Omelas?


  They were not simple folk, you see, though they were happy. But we do not say the words of cheer much any more. All smiles have become archaic. Given a description such as this one tends to make certain assumptions. Given a description such as this one tends to look next for the King, mounted on a splendid stallion and surrounded by his noble knights, or perhaps in a golden litter borne by great-muscled slaves. But there was no king. They did not use swords, or keep slaves. They were not barbarians. I do not know the rules and laws of their society, but I suspect that they were singularly few. As they did without monarchy and slavery, so they also got on without the stock exchange, the advertisement, the secret police, and the bomb. Yet I repeat that these were not simple folk, not dulcet shepherds, noble savages, bland utopians. They were not less complex than us. The trouble is that we have a bad habit, encouraged by pedants and sophisticates, of considering happiness as something rather stupid. Only pain is intellectual, only evil interesting. This is the treason of the artist: a refusal to admit the banality of evil and the terrible boredom of pain. If you can’t lick ’em, join ’em. If it hurts, repeat it. But to praise despair is to condemn delight, to embrace violence is to lose hold of everything else. We have almost lost hold; we can no longer describe a happy man, nor make any celebration of joy. How can I tell you about the people of Omelas? They were not naive and happy children—though their children were, in fact, happy. They were mature, intelligent, passionate adults whose lives were not wretched. O miracle! but I wish I could describe it better. I wish I could convince you. Omelas sounds in my words like a city in a fairy tale, long ago and far away, once upon a time. Perhaps it would be best if you imagined it as your own fancy bids, assuming it will rise to the occasion, for certainly I cannot suit you all. For instance, how about technology? I think that there would be no cars or helicopters in and above the streets; this follows from the fact that the people of Omelas are happy people. Happiness is based on a just discrimination of what is necessary, what is neither necessary nor destructive, and what is destructive. In the middle category, however—that of the unnecessary but undestructive, that of comfort, luxury, exuberance, etc.—they could perfectly well have central heating, subway trains, washing machines, and all kinds of marvelous devices not yet invented here, floating light-sources, fuelless power, a cure for the common cold. Or they could have none of that: it doesn’t matter. As you like it. I incline to think that people from towns up and down the coast have been coming in to Omelas during the last days before the Festival on very fast little trains and double-decked trams, and that the train station of Omelas is actually the handsomest building in town, though plainer than the magnificent Farmers’ Market. But even granted trains, I fear that Omelas so far strikes some of you as goody-goody. Smiles, bells, parades, horses, bleh. If so, please add an orgy. If an orgy would help, don’t hesitate. Let us not, however, have temples from which issue beautiful nude priests and priestesses already half in ecstasy and ready to copulate with any man or woman, lover or stranger, who desires union with the deep godhead of the blood, although that was my first idea. But really it would be better not to have any temples in Omelas—at least, not manned temples. Religion yes, clergy no. Surely the beautiful nudes can just wander about, offering themselves like divine soufflés to the hunger of the needy and the rapture of the flesh. Let them join the processions. Let tambourines be struck above the copulations, and the glory of desire be proclaimed upon the gongs, and (a not unimportant point) let the offspring of these delightful rituals be beloved and looked after by all. One thing I know there is none of in Omelas is guilt. But what else should there be? I thought at first there were no drugs, but that is puritanical. For those who like it, the faint insistent sweetness of drooz may perfume the ways of the city, drooz which first brings a great lightness and brilliance to the mind and limbs, and then after some hours a dreamy languor, and wonderful visions at last of the very arcana and inmost secrets of the Universe, as well as exciting the pleasure of sex beyond all belief; and it is not habit-forming. For more modest tastes I think there ought to be beer. What else, what else belongs in the joyous city? The sense of victory, surely, the celebration of courage. But as we did without clergy, let us do without soldiers. The joy built upon successful slaughter is not the right kind of joy; it will not do; it is fearful and it is trivial. A boundless and generous contentment, a magnanimous triumph felt not against some outer enemy but in communion with the finest and fairest in the souls of all men everywhere and the splendor of the world’s summer: this is what swells the hearts of the people of Omelas, and the victory they celebrate is that of life. I really don’t think many of them need to take drooz.


  Most of the processions have reached the Green Fields by now. A marvelous smell of cooking goes forth from the red and blue tents of the provisioners. The faces of small children are amiably sticky; in the benign grey beard of a man a couple of crumbs of rich pastry are entangled. The youths and girls have mounted their horses and are beginning to group around the starting line of the course. An old woman, small, fat, and laughing, is passing out flowers from a basket, and tall young men wear her flowers in their shining hair. A child of nine or ten sits at the edge of the crowd, alone, playing on a wooden flute. People pause to listen, and they smile, but they do not speak to him, for he never ceases playing and never sees them, his dark eyes wholly rapt in the sweet, thin magic of the tune.


  He finishes, and slowly lowers his hands holding the wooden flute.


  As if that little private silence were the signal, all at once a trumpet sounds from the pavilion near the starting line: imperious, melancholy, piercing. The horses rear on their slender legs, and some of them neigh in answer. Sober-faced, the young riders stroke the horses’ necks and soothe them, whispering, “Quiet, quiet, there my beauty, my hope….” They begin to form in rank along the starting line. The crowds along the racecourse are like a field of grass and flowers in the wind. The Festival of Summer has begun.


  Do you believe? Do you accept the festival, the city, the joy? No? Then let me describe one more thing.


  In a basement under one of the beautiful public buildings of Omelas, or perhaps in the cellar of one of its spacious private homes, there is a room. It has one locked door, and no window. A little light seeps in dustily between cracks in the boards, secondhand from a cobwebbed window somewhere across the cellar. In one corner of the little room a couple of mops, with stiff, clotted, foul-smelling heads, stand near a rusty bucket. The floor is dirt, a little damp to the touch, as cellar dirt usually is. The room is about three paces long and two wide: a mere broom closet or disused tool room. In the room a child is sitting. It could be a boy or a girl. It looks about six, but actually is nearly ten. It is feeble-minded. Perhaps it was born defective, or perhaps it has become imbecile through fear, malnutrition, and neglect. It picks its nose and occasionally fumbles vaguely with its toes or genitals, as it sits hunched in the corner farthest from the bucket and the two mops. It is afraid of the mops. It finds them horrible. It shuts its eyes, but it knows the mops are still standing there; and the door is locked; and nobody will come. The door is always locked; and nobody ever comes, except that sometimes—the child has no understanding of time or interval—sometimes the door rattles terribly and opens, and a person, or several people, are there. One of them may come in and kick the child to make it stand up. The others never come close, but peer in at it with frightened, disgusted eyes. The food bowl and the water jug are hastily filled, the door is locked, the eyes disappear. The people at the door never say anything, but the child, who has not always lived in the tool room, and can remember sunlight and its mother’s voice, sometimes speaks. “I will be good,” it says. “Please let me out. I will be good!” They never answer. The child used to scream for help at night, and cry a good deal, but now it only makes a kind of whining, “eh-haa, eh-haa,” and it speaks less and less often. It is so thin there are no calves to its legs; its belly protrudes; it lives on a half-bowl of corn meal and grease a day. It is naked. Its buttocks and thighs are a mass of festered sores, as it sits in its own excrement continually.


  They all know it is there, all the people of Omelas. Some of them have come to see it, others are content merely to know it is there. They all know that it has to be there. Some of them understand why, and some do not, but they all understand that their happiness, the beauty of their city, the tenderness of their friendships, the health of their children, the wisdom of their scholars, the skill of their makers, even the abundance of their harvest and the kindly weathers of their skies, depend wholly on this child’s abominable misery.


  This is usually explained to children when they are between eight and twelve, whenever they seem capable of understanding; and most of those who come to see the child are young people, though often enough an adult comes, or comes back, to see the child. No matter how well the matter has been explained to them, these young spectators are always shocked and sickened at the sight. They feel disgust, which they had thought themselves superior to. They feel anger, outrage, impotence, despite all the explanations. They would like to do something for the child. But there is nothing they can do. If the child were brought up into the sunlight out of that vile place, if it were cleaned and fed and comforted, that would be a good thing, indeed; but if it were done, in that day and hour all the prosperity and beauty and delight of Omelas would wither and be destroyed. Those are the terms. To exchange all the goodness and grace of every life in Omelas for that single, small improvement: to throw away the happiness of thousands for the chance of the happiness of one: that would be to let guilt within the walls indeed.


  The terms are strict and absolute; there may not even be a kind word spoken to the child.


  Often the young people go home in tears, or in a tearless rage, when they have seen the child and faced this terrible paradox. They may brood over it for weeks or years. But as time goes on they begin to realize that even if the child could be released, it would not get much good of its freedom: a little vague pleasure of warmth and food, no doubt, but little more. It is too degraded and imbecile to know any real joy. It has been afraid too long ever to be free of fear. Its habits are too uncouth for it to respond to humane treatment. Indeed, after so long it would probably be wretched without walls about it to protect it, and darkness for its eyes, and its own excrement to sit in. Their tears at the bitter injustice dry when they begin to perceive the terrible justice of reality, and to accept it. Yet it is their tears and anger, the trying of their generosity and the acceptance of their helplessness, which are perhaps the true source of the splendor of their lives. Theirs is no vapid, irresponsible happiness. They know that they, like the child, are not free. They know compassion. It is the existence of the child, and their knowledge of its existence, that makes possible the nobility of their architecture, the poignancy of their music, the profundity of their science. It is because of the child that they are so gentle with children. They know that if the wretched one were not there sniveling in the dark, the other one, the flute-player, could make no joyful music as the young riders line up in their beauty for the race in the sunlight of the first morning of summer.


  Now do you believe in them? Are they not more credible? But there is one more thing to tell, and this is quite incredible.


  At times one of the adolescent girls or boys who go to see the child does not go home to weep or rage, does not, in fact, go home at all. Sometimes also a man or woman much older falls silent for a day or two, and then leaves home. These people go out into the street, and walk down the street alone. They keep walking, and walk straight out of the city of Omelas, through the beautiful gates. They keep walking across the farmlands of Omelas. Each one goes alone, youth or girl, man or woman. Night falls; the traveler must pass down village streets, between the houses with yellow-lit windows, and on out into the darkness of the fields. Each alone, they go west or north, towards the mountains. They go on. They leave Omelas, they walk ahead into the darkness, and they do not come back. The place they go towards is a place even less imaginable to most of us than the city of happiness. I cannot describe it at all. It is possible that it does not exist. But they seem to know where they are going, the ones who walk away from Omelas.


  
EVIDENCE OF LOVE IN A CASE OF

  ABANDONMENT:


  ONE DAUGHTER’S PERSONAL ACCOUNT

  by M. Rickert


  
    M. Rickert’s stories have been appearing regularly in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction for several years, starting in 1999 with her first publication, “The Girl Who Ate Butterflies.” Her work has also appeared in SCI FICTION and the anthologies Wastelands, Poe, and Feeling Very Strange. A new collection of her short fiction, Holiday, came out in November. Her first collection, Map of Dreams, won the World Fantasy Award and the William L. Crawford Award for best first book-length work of fantasy, and her story, “Journey to the Kingdom” won her another World Fantasy Award and was a finalist for the Nebula Award. This story was a finalist for the Stoker, British SF, and Shirley Jackson awards.

  


  
    In 1979, Ruhollah Khomeini—Islamic scholar and fundamentalist—became the Supreme Leader of Iran. In this position, Khomeini served as the highest political and religious figure of the nation. Under his leadership, a revolution swept across the country, brushing aside years of Western influences. Women with college educations stepped down from their work as doctors, educators, and business associates, and returned to their traditional place in the home. They put on their veils and scarves and became invisible to everyone except their closest family members.

  


  
    Rickert says that our next story was meant to take a sort of sideways look at what has already happened to women in countries where their freedom is denied. It’s a story set in an America that has made its own conservative revolution. It’s a world with harsh rules for women, and a strict delineation of acceptable behavior.

  


  
    In a such a place, where women have given up their reproductive freedoms, there are only two choices: be a good girl—or die.

  


  “When I, or people like me, are running the country, you’d better flee, because we will find you, we will try you, and we’ll execute you. I mean every word of it. I will make it part of my mission to see to it that they are tried and executed.”


  —Randall Terry, founder of Operation Rescue


  It took a long time to deduce that many of the missing women could not be accounted for. Executions were a matter of public record then and it was still fairly easy to keep track of them. They were on every night at seven o’clock, filmed from the various execution centers. It was policy back then to name the criminal as the camera lingered over her face. Yet women went missing who never appeared on execution. Rumors started. Right around then some of the policies changed. The criminals were no longer named, and execution centers sprung up all over the country so it was no longer possible to account for the missing. The rumors persisted though, and generally took one of two courses; Agents were using the criminals for their own nefarious purposes, or women were sneaking away and assembling an army.


  When my mother didn’t come home, my father kept saying she must have had a meeting he’d forgotten about, after all, she volunteered for Homeland Security’s Mothers in Schools program, as well as did work for the church, and the library. That’s my mom. She always has to keep busy. When my father started calling hospitals, his freckles all popped out against his white skin the way they get when he’s upset, and I realized he was hoping she’d had an accident, I knew. The next morning, when I found him sitting in the rocker, staring out the picture window, their wedding album in his lap, I really knew.


  Of course I am not the only abandoned daughter. Even here, there are a few of us. We are not marked in any way a stranger could see, but we are known in our community. Things are better for those whose mothers are executed. They are a separate group from those of us whose mothers are unaccounted for, who may be so evil as to escape reparation for their crimes, so sick as to plan to attack the innocent ones left behind.


  I am obsessed with executions, though there are too many to keep track of, hard as I try to flip through the screens and have them all going on at once. I search for her face. There are many faces. Some weeping, some screaming, some with lips trembling, or nostrils flaring but I never see her face. Jenna Offeren says her mother was executed in Albany but she’s lying. Jenna Offeren is a weak, annoying person but I can’t completely blame her. Even my own father tried it. One morning he comes into my room, sits at the edge of my bed and says, “Lisle, I’m sorry. I saw her last night. Your mother. They got her.” I just shook my head. “Don’t try to make me feel better,” I said, “I know she’s still alive.”


  My mother and I, we have that thing some twins have. That’s how close we’ve always been. Once, when I was still a little kid, I fell from a tree at Sarah T.’s house and my mom came running into the backyard, her hair a mess, her lipstick smeared, before Mrs. T. had even finished dialing the cell. “I just knew,” mom said, “I was washing the windows and all of a sudden I had this pain in my stomach and I knew you needed me. I came right over.” My wrist was broke (and to this day hurts when it’s going to rain) and I couldn’t do my sewing or synchronized swimming for weeks, but I almost didn’t mind because, back then I thought me and mom had something special between us, and what happened with my wrist proved it. Now I’m not so sure. Everything changes when your mother goes missing.


  I look for her face all the time. Not just on the screens but on the heads of other women, not here, of course, but if we go to Milwaukee, or on the school trip to Chicago, I look at every women’s face, searching for hers. I’m not the only one either. I caught Jenna Offeren doing the same thing, though she denied it. (Not mine, of course. Hers.)


  Before she left us, Mom was not exactly a happy person, but what normal American girl goes around assuming that her own mother is a murderer? She even helped me with my project in seventh year, cutting out advertisements that used that model, Heidi Eagle, who was executed the year before, and I remember, so clearly, mom saying that Heidi’s children would have been beautiful, so how was I to know that my own mother was one of the evil doers?


  But then what did I think was going on with all that crying? My mother cried all the time. She cried when she was doing the dishes, she cried when she cleaned the toilets, she even cried in the middle of laughing, like the time I told her about Mr. Saunders demonstrating to us girls what it’s like to be pregnant with a basketball. The only time I can ever remember my mom saying anything traceable, anything that could be linked from our perfect life to the one I’m stuck in now, was when she found a list of boys names on my T.S.O. and asked if they were boys I had crushes on. I don’t know what she was thinking to say such a thing because there were seven names on that list and I am not a slut, but anyhow, I explained that they were baby names I was considering for when my time came and she got this look on her face like maybe she’d been a hologram all along and was just going to fade away and then she said, “When I was your age, I planned on being an astronaut.”


  My cheeks turned bright red, of course. I was embarrassed for her to talk like that. She tried to make light of it by looking over the list, letting me know which names she liked (Liam and Jack) and which she didn’t (Paul and Luke.) If the time ever comes (and I am beginning to have my doubts that it will) I’m going to choose one of the names she hated. It’s not much, but it’s all I have. There’s only so much you can do to a mother who is missing.


  My father says I’m spending too much time watching screens so he has insisted that we do something fun together, “as a family” he said, trying to make it sound cheerful like we aren’t the lamest excuse for family you’ve ever seen, just me and him.


  There’s plenty of families without mothers, of course. Apparently this was initially a surprise to Homeland Security, it was generally assumed that those women who had abortions during the dark times never had any children, but a lot of women of my mother’s generation were swayed by the evil propaganda of their youth, had abortions and careers even, before coming back to the light of righteous behavior. So having an executed mother is not necessarily that bad. There’s a whole extra shame in being associated with a mother who is missing however, out there somewhere, in a militia or something. (With the vague possibility that she is not stockpiling weapons and learning about car bombs, but captured by one of the less ethical Agents, but what’s the real chance of that? Isn’t that just a fantasy kids like Jenna Offeren came up with because they can’t cope?) At any rate, to counteract the less palatable rumor, and the one that puts the Agents in the worse light, Homeland Security has recently begun the locks of hair program. Now they send strands of criminal’s hair to the family and it’s become a real trend for the children to wear it in see-through lockets. None of this makes sense, of course. The whole reason the executions became anonymous in the first place was to put to rest the anarchist notion that some women had escaped their fate, but Homeland Security is not the department of consistency (I think I can say that) and seems to lean more towards a policy of confusion. The locks of hair project has been very successful and has even made some money as families are now paying to have executed women’s corpses dug up for their hair. At any rate, you guessed it, Jenna shows up at execution with a lock of hair necklace that she says comes from her mother but I know it’s Jenna’s own hair, which is blonde and curly while her mom’s was brownish gray. “That’s ’cause she dyed it,” Jenna says. I give up. Nobody dyes their hair brownish gray. Jenna has just gone completely nuts.


  It seems like the whole town is at execution and I realize my father’s right, I’ve been missing a lot by watching them on screen all the time. “Besides, it’s starting to not look right, never going. It was different when your mother was still with us,” he said. So I agreed, though I didn’t expect much. I mean no way would they execute my mom right here in her home town. Sure, it happens but it would be highly unlikely, so what’s the point? I expected it to be incredibly boring like church, or the meetings of The Young Americans, or Home Ec class but it wasn’t anything like any of that. Screens really give you no idea of the excitement of an execution and if you, like me, think that you’ve seen it all because you’ve been watching it on screen for years, I recommend you attend your own hometown event. It just might surprise you. Besides, it’s important to stay active in your community.


  We don’t have a stadium, of course, not in a town of a population of eight thousand and dwindling, so executions are held on the football field the first Wednesday of every month. I was surprised by the screens displayed around the field but my father said that was the only way you could get a real good look at the faces, and he was right. It was fascinating to look at the figure in the center of the field, how small she looked, to the face on the screen, freakishly large. Just like on screen at home, the women were all ages from grandmothers to women my mother’s age and a few probably younger. The problem is under control now. No one would think of getting an abortion. There’s already talk about cutting back the program in a few years and I feel kind of sentimental about it. I’ve grown up with executions and can’t imagine what kids will watch instead. Not that I would wish this on anyone. It’s a miserable thing to be in my situation. Maybe no one will even want me now. I ask my dad about this on the way to execution, what happens to girls like me and for a while he pretends he doesn’t know what I’m talking about until I spell it out and he can’t act all Homeland Security. He shakes his head and sighs. “It’s too soon to say, Lisle. Daughters of executed moms, they’ve done all right, maybe you know, not judges’ wives, or Agents’, or anyone like that, but they’ve had a decent time of it for the most part. Daughters of missing moms, well, it’s just too soon to tell. Hey, maybe you’ll get to be a breeder.” He says it like it’s a good thing, giving up my babies every nine or ten months.


  “I hate mom,” I say. He doesn’t scold me. After all, what she did, she did to both of us.


  It seems like the whole town is here, though I know this can’t be right because it’s the first time I’ve come since I was a kid, and that would be statistically improbable if we were the only ones who never came back, but, even though I am certain it’s not the whole town, I’d have to say it’s pretty close to it. Funny how in all these faces and noise and excitement I can see who’s wearing locks of hair lockets as if they are made of shining light, which of course they are not. I could forgive her, I think—and I’m surprised by the tears in my eyes—if she’d just do the right thing and turn herself in. Maybe I’m not being fair. After all, maybe she’s trapped somewhere, held prisoner by some Agent and there’s nothing she can do about it. I, too, take comfort in this little fantasy from time to time.


  Each execution is done individually. She walks across the entire field in a hood. The walk takes a long time ‘cause of the shackles. I can think of no reasonable explanation for the hood, beyond suspense. It is very effective. The beginning of the walk is a good time to take a bathroom break or get a snack, that’s how long it takes. No one wants to be away from his seat when the criminal gets close to the red circle at the center of the field. The closer she gets to the circle (led by one of the Junior Agents, or, as is the case tonight, by one of the children from the town’s various civic programs) the more quiet it gets until eventually the only noise is the sound of chains. I’ve heard this on screen a million times but then there is neighborhood noise going on, cars, maybe someone talking on a cell, dogs barking, that sort of thing, but when the event is live there’s no sound other than maybe a cough or a baby crying. I have to tell you all those people in the same space being quiet, the only sound the chains rattling around the criminal’s ankles and wrists, well it’s way more powerful than how it seems on screen. She always stands for a few seconds in the center of the circle but she rarely stands still. Once placed in position, hands and feet shackled, she displays her fear by wavering, or the shoulders go up, sometimes she is shaking so bad you can see it even if you’re not looking on screen.


  The child escort walks away to polite applause and the Executioner comes to position. He unties the hood, pauses for dramatic effect (and it is dramatic!) then plucks the hood off, which almost always causes some of her hair to stand out from her head, as though she’s been electrocuted, or taken off a knit cap on a snowy day, and at that moment we turn to the screen to get a closer look. I never get bored of it. The horror on their faces, the dripping nostrils, the spit bubbling from lips, the eyes wet with tears, wide with terror. Occasionally there is a stoic one, but there aren’t many of these, and when there is, it’s easy enough to look away from the screen and focus on the big picture. What had she been thinking? How could she murder someone so tiny, so innocent and not know she’d have to pay? When I think of what the time from before was like I shudder and thank God for being born in the Holy times. In spite of my mother, I am blessed. I know this, even though I sometimes forget. Right there, in the football field bleachers I fold my hands and bow my head. When I am finished my father is giving me a strange look. “If this is too upsetting we can leave,” he says. He constantly makes mistakes like this. Sometimes I just ignore him, but this time I try to explain. “I just realized how lucky I am.” I can’t think of what else to say, how to make him understand so I simply smile. Right then the stoic woman is shot. When I look I see the gaping maul that was her head, right where that evil thought was first conceived to destroy the innocent life that grew inside her. Now she is neither stoic nor alive. She lies in a heap, twitching for a while, but those are just nerves.


  It’s getting late. Some people use this time to usher their young children home. When we came, all those years ago, my mom letting me play with her gold chain while I sat in her lap, we were one of the first to leave, though I was not the youngest child in attendance. My mother was always strict that way. “Time for bed,” she said cheerfully, first to me, and then by way of explanation, pressing my head tight against her shoulder, trying to make me look tired, pressing so hard that I started crying, which, I now realize, served her purpose.


  My father says he has to use the bathroom. There is a pocket of space around me when he leaves. My father is gone a long time. This is unusual for the men’s bathroom and I must admit I get a little worried about him, especially as the woman approaches the target circle but right when I am starting to think he’s going to be too late, he comes, his head bent low so as not to obstruct the view. He sits beside me at what is the last possible second. He shrugs and looks like he’s about to say something. Horrified, I turn away. It would be just like him to talk at a time like this.


  The girl (from the Young and Beautiful club) dressed all in white with a flower wreathe on her head (and a locks of hair locket glimmering on her chest) walks away from the woman. The tenor of applause grows louder as the Executioner approaches. We are trying to show how much we’ve appreciated his work tonight. The Executioners are never named. They travel in some kind of secret rotation so no one can ever figure it out, but over time they get reputations. They wear masks, of course, or they would always be hounded for autographs, but are recognized, when they are working, by the insignia on their uniforms. This one is known as Red Dragon for the elaborate dragon on his chest. The applause can be registered on the criminal who shakes like Jell-o. She shakes so much that it is not unreasonable to wonder if she will be one of the fainters. I hate the fainters. They mess with the dramatic arc, all that build up of the long walk, the rattling chains, the Executioner’s arrival, only to have the woman fall in a large heap on the ground. Sometimes it takes forever to revive her, and some effort to get her to stand, at which point the execution is anti-climatic.


  The Executioner, perhaps sensing this very scenario, says something to Jell-o woman that none of us can hear but she suddenly goes still. There is scattered applause for Red Dragon’s skill. He turns towards the audience, and, though he wears his mask, there is something in his demeanor which hushes the crowd. We are watching a master at work. Next, he steps in front of the woman, reaches with both hands around her neck, creating the effect of a man about to give a kiss. We are all as still as if we are waiting for that kiss. With one gesture, he unties the string, and in the same breath reaches up and pulls off the hood. We gasp.


  Mrs. Offeren’s face fills the screen. Someone screams. I think it is Jenna. I am torn between looking for her in the crowd, and keeping my attention on her mother, whose head turns at the sound so there is only a view of her giant ear but the Executioner says something sharp and she snaps her head back to attention. The screen betrays that her eyes peer past the Executioner, first narrow than wide, and her lips part at the moment she realizes she is home. Her eyes just keep moving after that, searching the crowd, looking for Jenna, I figure, until suddenly, how can it be suddenly when it happens like this every time, but it is suddenly, her head jerks back with the firecracker sound of the shot, she falls from the screen. She lies on the ground, twitching, the red puddle blossoming around her head. Jenna screams and screams. It is my impression that no one does anything to stop her. Nor does anyone use this break to go to the snack shop, or the bathroom, or home. I don’t know when my father’s hand has reached across the space between us but at some point I realize it rests, gently, on my thigh, when I look at him, he squeezes, lightly, almost like a woman would, as though there is no strength left inside him. They quickly cut some of Mrs. Offeren’s hair before it gets too bloody, and bag it, lift her up, clumsily so that at first her arm and then her head falls towards the ground (the assistants are tired by this time of night) load her into the cart. We listen to the sound of the wheels that need to be oiled and the faint rattle of chains as the cart lumbers across the field. Jenna weeps audibly. The center of the red circle is coated in blood. I pretend it is a Rorschach and decide it looks exactly like a pterodactyl. The cleaning crew comes and hoses it down. That’s when people start moving about, talk, rush to the bathroom, take sleeping children home, but it goes mostly silent again when the Offeren family stands up. The seven of them sidle down the bleacher and walk along the side of the field.
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