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To all those who hold fast to the spirit of the American Dream Labs; the storytellers like Harriet who seek the hard facts and then find new ways to expose, enlighten, inspire and spread courage across the entire world.




Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We are confronted with a perpetuation of disparities between and within nations, a worsening of poverty, hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration of the ecosystems on which we depend for our well-being.


The developmental and environmental objectives of Agenda 21 will require a substantial flow of new and additional financial resources to developing countries . . . . Financial resources are also required for strengthening the capacity of international institutions for the implementation of Agenda 21.


This process marks the beginning of a new global partnership for sustainable development.


—PREAMBLE, AGENDA 21,
UNITED NATIONS CONFERENCE, RIO DE JANEIRO, JUNE 1992


[The purpose of Agenda 21 is] to promote patterns of consumption and production that reduce environmental stress and meet the basic needs of society.


—AGENDA 21, CHAPTER 4, OBJECTIVE 7.A




CHAPTER ONE
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They took Mother away today.


I was on my energy board when they came. They didn’t knock. They just came in, men in black uniforms. Enforcers. I shut off my board and stumbled, hitting my hip against the metal sidebar. They didn’t say anything but held up their hands in a way that told me to stop and not come any closer. My meter was only halfway to the finish point. Mother had gotten off her sleeping mat when she heard them at the door and stood there, head down. How tangled her hair looked, gray and lifeless.


They asked which sleeping mat was hers. She pointed to mine. I started to say, “No that’s mine,” but she gave a little shake of her head so I kept quiet. One of them rolled up the mat and put it under his arm. The other one tied short, dirty ropes to Mother’s wrists. I knew not to cry in front of the Enforcers but tears burned hot behind my eyes.


Mother hadn’t done her duty walking since I was paired with Jeremy two days ago. She had stayed curled up on her sleeping mat, her face to the wall, her back a row of bony knobs. I had walked both my board and hers those two days so our meters would register at Central Authority for two people. That was the only way to get food for both of us.


Maybe they could tell one person was doing two different meters because the meters registered at different times. Who knows? I’ve seen too many things over the almost eighteen years I’ve spent on this Earth to ever doubt the Authority’s power.


Mother went quietly, shuffling her feet across the rough concrete floor. She looked back at me and said, “I’m sorry I didn’t teach you enough . . . . I love you.” There was a scratchy sound to her voice as though the words were stuck inside her. “I’m sorry, Emmeline.” I didn’t know what she meant and I didn’t have time to ask. The Enforcers, one on each side of her, tugged on the ropes. She looked weak and shrunken between them.


I watched through the window slit as they pulled Mother up the steps of the bus-box. How trapped she looked sitting between them. Six other men, large and muscular in orange uniforms, stood in their harnesses. The Transport Team. The bus-box lurched forward as the men began walking in unison. I watched until it disappeared around the curve past our Compound.


Then I ran after her. The Gatekeeper didn’t see me; he was making rounds at the far end. I ran as fast and as hard as I could along the ridge between the ruts in the dirt road, the muscles in my legs clenching and unclenching like fists, until I could see the bus-box.


I slipped to the side of the road, crouching down, creeping closer. The bus-box turned onto a narrower road, hidden by trees. I never knew that road was there.


The green flag marking the area was barely visible. Beyond it was a building I had never seen before. Bigger than any Living Space and a deeper, darker gray than the other buildings. No window slits, just blank, forbidding walls.


The bus-box stopped in front of the building’s only door. Through the trees I could see the Enforcers walk Mother to the door. Dust swirled around her ankles as she shuffled. The odor here seemed familiar but was much more potent.


Mother still had the ropes on her wrists and the Enforcers were holding them tightly. She turned, looked at me as though she knew I’d been following her the whole time, and somehow was able to raise one hand to touch her chest, her heart. That motion lasted only a second. I’ll remember it for a lifetime.


A hand reached out and pulled Mother inside. The door slammed shut.


While the Enforcers got back on the bus-box, I hid behind a tree and watched until they disappeared. Then I leaned my head against the tree and beat my fists against the rough bark until they bled.


*   *   *


Alone.


I had never been alone before. Mother never allowed that. Never. Jeremy was not yet back from work. Around me was only gray. Gray walls, gray floor. A cold concrete square. One window slit on each of the four walls and the single wooden door that led outside to the Compound’s common area, a packed dirt space with a gate, guarded by a Gatekeeper. Inside, the space was divided into three areas. To one side of the door was the eating space with a counter to place our nourishment cubes and water bottles on. On the other side, the washing-up room with its limp privacy curtain. In the back was the sleeping area, with our mats on the floor and hooks on the wall to hang our uniforms. Along the wall on the right was the energy output area. This is where our boards stood, side by side.


These were all the spaces where Mother used to be.


I walked into the sleeping area. Mother’s mat, just long enough and wide enough for one person, covered with the same frayed fabric as the privacy curtain, was stretched over a foam mattress four inches thick on the cold concrete floor. Her blanket had fallen onto the floor. I picked it up and held it to my face, breathing deeply. The fabric was rough and cold, but it smelled of Mother, her skin, her hair. I could see the imprint of her body on the mat. Where her head had been, her shoulders, her hips. I ran my fingertips over the mat, feeling those spaces. Then I curled up in the imprint and pulled her blanket over me. It was safe to cry now.


*   *   *


There was nothing to do but get back on my board and walk. Create energy. Create energy. Create energy. Get my meter to finish. The sound of my feet pounding on the board and another sound, a low hiss, as the friction and heat of the board is siphoned away through a small hose connected to an outlet in the wall and then into the energy download bar in front of our space. Every Space has a download bar like ours, but the bars belong to the Central Authority. They own everything. They use the energy to supply our needs. Our nourishment cubes, our clothing, everything. They call it the Energy Neutral Policy. I hate their big titles.


Mother once told me that producing energy was one of the two things the Republic cared about most. The other thing was producing healthy babies. Being productive and being reproductive. The most valuable Citizens were both. Mother said I was one of the most valuable. I didn’t know what she meant at the time.


The half-hour-till-dusk bell tolled. Jeremy would be home after dusk. We’d eat our nourishment cubes together, drink our water rations. I didn’t think I’d be hungry, but I was already thirsty. I noticed that the needle of my energy meter had moved past halfway.


When they had paired me with Jeremy, Mother refused to get off her sleeping mat to meet him. Men with mustaches from Central Authority got off the bus-box first and walked in lockstep to our door, legs moving straight and stiff as though they had no knees. They had a new headscarf for me, white trimmed in black, and they turned their backs as I removed my black headscarf, my widow scarf, and put this one on. Then Jeremy, escorted by an Enforcer, got off the bus-box. He was thin, scrawny, and his skin was pale.


They did the pairing ceremony, the exchange of vows, in front of our Living Space: I will honor the Republic. I will produce energy for the Republic. I will produce Citizens for the Republic. Praise be to the Republic. Then we all made the circle sign, with our thumb and forefinger held against our foreheads, to salute the Republic.


The men went back to the bus-box and left. Jeremy and I were officially paired. We went into our Living Space. He looked around as though he had never seen one before. He pulled the privacy curtain aside and glanced into the washing-up area. He looked out of the window slits, going from one to the other, pacing back and forth with nervous little steps. Finally he stopped pacing and leaned against the counter.


“I wanted a virgin. And what did I get?” He glanced at me. “You. And an old lady.” He glanced at Mother.


She sat up slowly and pointed her finger at him. I noticed for the first time how old her hands looked, how her finger curved like a claw. She looked sad and started to say something but didn’t.


Jeremy said nothing else, but his eyes narrowed and his lips pinched together. Mother lay back down and never did speak to him.


That was two days ago.


I didn’t teach you enough. What did she mean? What didn’t I know?


Sometimes she talked a lot. Her voice had been like a metronome. Tick, talk, tick, talk. It filled our space. She scratched at her skin as she talked. Fingernails digging into her arms, her ankles. Making little sore spots bigger, crusted with blood.


“It wasn’t always like this,” she would say.


“Tell me.”


“We had our own farm once. Land. Rolling hills. Green fields. We raised animals, crops. We owned property. It was ours.”


“What happened to it? Where was it?”


“Far away. It was far away. Laws changed. The Authority owns all the property now.”


Why, I wanted to ask, did the laws change? But I didn’t ask her, didn’t interrupt the stories. If I did, she would shut down and turn her face to the wall. That would be the end of her talking.


“We kept animals on the farm,” she said.


Imagine that! Keeping animals! At every Social Update Meeting they remind us that animals are sacred and belong to the Earth, not to people. Animals are protected. We have to recite, in unison, the Pledge of Animals.


I pledge allegiance to the Earth and to the sacred rights of the Earth and to the Animals of the Earth.


Just last month a man was dragged by the Enforcers to the front of the Social Update Meeting and made to kneel before the Authorities. They accused him of running over a snake with his energy bicycle. I think he tried to say it was an accident, but his voice was shaking and hard to hear. His head was down, his chin almost on his chest. He looked small and old, kneeling that way. They put the ropes on his wrists and led him away.


Everyone at the meeting kept their eyes on their shoes. They looked tired and pale and wilted. I think every single person watching knew that could just as well have been them on any given day, for any given reason.


Mother said taking him away was wrong, just wrong. But she didn’t say it very loudly.




CHAPTER TWO
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Just past dusk.


Jeremy was home. I could hear him attaching his energy bicycle to the download bar, the low hiss becoming steady as energy transferred from his bicycle into the storage cell. Then I heard the metallic squeak of the nourishment box lid as he got our rations.


He came in and sat the rations down in the eating space. Didn’t look at me. Didn’t say hello. Just went into the washing-up area. I could smell the sanitizing solution and hear the splash of it on his skin. But there was another smell hanging in the air, something unpleasant.


“They took your mother away today,” he said when he came back to the eating space.


I nodded and felt the tears behind my eyes again.


“I knew they would,” he said.


“How did you know that?”


He smiled unkindly but didn’t answer.


The unpleasant smell was stronger as he stood near me. It was the smell of the Recycle Center where he worked. We stood in silence, there in the eating space, facing the window slit, not looking at each other. The day had faded into dusky gray.


I drank my water rations first. The wetness felt good on my lips and tongue. Mother used to share her water with me when I was really thirsty. Would Jeremy do the same?


I wasn’t really hungry but I had to eat. You can’t recycle or save your nourishment cubes and you aren’t allowed to waste them. I unwrapped the perfectly square, three-by-three-inch cube and ate the wrapper first. This one was fish-flavored soy, rice, and parsley.


Mother told me she used to go fishing when she was a little girl. Went with her father to a stream on the farm. They caught real fish together. She described it so vividly: running water, tumbling over stones. Other times they fished in a big round lake with crystal blue water. I loved when she talked about the past.


After we ate our cubes Jeremy went to his sleeping mat, stretched out, and immediately fell asleep. He looked tired and faded, the color of dusty stone. Even his lips were pale. He was too skinny and scrawny to do hard work.


I still felt alone, even though Jeremy was here. The Living Space was so quiet without Mother’s voice. She said it was wrong how they just assigned people to each other. She said in her day, when she was young, boys and girls did something called going out on dates. I can’t remember her exact words, but the whole time she talked, she scratched. Every time I had a chance, I would place my hand over hers and ask her to stop scratching at her skin.


What else had Mother said?


“We lived in the middle of the nation.” That’s one of the things she told me. She didn’t say Republic. She said nation.


“A new law started on the East Coast,” she said, “because that’s where laws were made. They gave it a fancy-sounding name. Agenda 21.” She walked a while on her board before going on. The rubber mat on her board and mine moved at the same speed as we stepped in unison.


“The West Coast people were the first to be moved into the Planned Communities. We found out later that there were a lot more of these communities than anyone expected. No one seems to know the exact number, or where they are all located, but we do know that each of them contains a cluster of Compounds, just like ours. Oh, such perfect organization by the Authorities!” She gave a little laugh. “Some really believed all the stuff about this new law being for the good of everyone. Life would be easy because the Authority would take care of all of us. Give us food, houses. Money would not be necessary. There would be no more poverty. They promised Paradise.”


Mother said that things from that point went so fast that most of the people in the middle of the nation didn’t even know what was happening. She told me that they were the last to be relocated to Planned Communities.


“We used to be able to listen to the radio, the televisions. Comedy shows. Sitcoms. News programs. Talk radio shows. We had so much to choose from.


“For a while after the new laws took hold the only thing on the radio or television were speeches by the Authority or music, patriotic music. Marching band music. But eventually even the marching band music stopped. It wasn’t my favorite music but at least it was something,” she said. “Something is better than nothing. Most times.”


“What’s a marching band?” I had asked her.


“We are. You and me, marching along on our boards.”


“But there’s no music. What made the music?”


“Drums and tubas and trumpets. We’ll be different. We’ll be a marching band without music.”


We walked in silence for a while, our feet moving in matching rhythm. Then she started talking again.


“Everyone thought it changed in a blink of an eye. But not in a blink of my eye,” she went on. “I knew.”


*   *   *


I was just a baby when we were relocated and I don’t remember much of what she was talking about. Everybody has that black hole at the beginning of their life. That time you can’t remember. Your first step. Your first taste of table food. My real memories begin in our assigned living area in Compound 14. I learned the color gray from the color of our Living Space. I learned the other colors by the uniforms that people wore for their different duties. Orange uniforms for the Transport Team. Dull green for Recycle. Gray for Gatekeepers. Pink and blue for Children’s Village workers. Yellow for Nourishment Cube makers. White for Chaperones. Vibrant green for Managers of Nature. Black for Enforcers. And, most important, black with gold trim for the Authorities. The all-powerful Authorities.


Our Living Space was a square building, small and squat, on a path used by bus-boxes and bicycles, in Compound 14, the Transport Compound. Men in our Compound spent their day providing transportation by pulling wooden bus-boxes. These boxes could transport up to six people at a time, one in the forward seat, one in the back, and two on each side. These existed because all transportation had to be approved by the Authority. No Citizen could walk freely because that was an expense of energy that could not be afforded. Our daily energy was, of course, to be used walking our boards or performing our assigned tasks for the betterment of the Community.


The Transporters worked in teams of six. Father had muscles on his back that bulged, hard and round, under his orange uniform. Mother said the only good thing about Compound 14 was that everybody assigned there came from the middle part of the old nation. Common, hardworking folks.


“They’re just like us,” she said. “And that gives me comfort.”


Mother stayed at home with me and walked the energy board. Back then I had a toy energy board I had to walk every day. Not as many hours as Mother, of course, because I was a child. Children had some privileges then, but they still had to be trained. Sometimes Mother would get off her board long enough to give me a hug or teach me a song. “I’m a little teapot, short and stout” and she showed me how to pretend someone was going to “tip me over and pour me out.” Other times she taught me “The itsy bitsy spider crawled up the waterspout . . . .” but I had to stop her and ask what a waterspout was.


“A waterspout is a pipe that allows rain to drain from a roof of a building into a container. There are no more waterspouts anymore. No more collecting rain.”


I thought about this for a minute then asked her: “Why can’t we collect rain? Why can’t we drink the rain?” Rain was water, after all, wasn’t it?


“Rain,” she said, “belongs to the Earth, and the Authority controls everything that belongs to the Earth.” She stopped singing and talking for the rest of that day.


I am one of the last children to have been allowed to stay at home with parents. That was my biggest privilege. Mother told me so. She said it was her biggest privilege, too. She explained to me what happened at one of the Social Update Meetings. The only thing I remember about going to those meetings when I was little was that I had to stand very quietly in the row with Mother and Father and not fidget or Mother would pinch me on the arm. It’s hard for a four-year-old to stand still for so long, but she didn’t want anyone to notice me. At the end of this particular meeting, when we were outside on the bicycle path, she bent down and hugged me hard and tight. And she was crying. I felt her wet cheek and touched it with my hand. When I put my fingers in my mouth, they tasted salty.


“I’m allowed to keep you,” she said. “I’m allowed to keep you.” I didn’t know why that would make her cry or why she thought she couldn’t keep me. I was her daughter. Father hugged me, too, but he kept looking around nervously, and shuffling his feet as though he wanted to run somewhere.


“Let’s go home, Elsa,” he’d said to Mother. “Let’s go now. Not everyone is as lucky.”




CHAPTER THREE
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About four years ago I reached reproductive age. It was scary to see blood on my underwear. I thought I was dying. I tried to hide the underwear by rolling them up in a ball and shoving them under my clean clothes, but I couldn’t fool Mother. She found them. She gave me a folded cloth to catch the blood and said it was time we had a talk.


By then I had a real energy board with a rolling black mat, metal side arms, and the little, round meter with a red needle. Mother and I walked side by side on our boards. I’ve forgotten lots of things Mother told me, but I will never forget what she said about the Children’s Enhancement Laws.


“The Authority,” she said, her words in rhythm with her steps, “decided they could do a better job of raising the children than us. Make them more productive. Train them better than their parents could.”


As she talked, I put my fingers in my mouth, tasting the salt in my sweat. I needed her to explain the blood on my underwear. Why was she talking about this? But I knew she would just shut down if I tried to change the topic.


She gave me a sideways look, as if trying to figure out how much information I could hold, like I was an empty cup that needed to be filled a little bit at a time, and only with what she wanted to tell me.


“I don’t know how long they had been planning this. They never announce plans. Or ideas. They just proclaim.” She scratched at her left forearm with her right hand without breaking the rhythm of her walking. When she talked about the Authority, her words came out like spit.


“Quit scratching,” I said.


“Quit sucking your fingers,” she answered. “You’re not a child anymore, you’re fourteen and a half.”


We walked for a few minutes in silence, with just the low rumble of our rotating mats and the occasional hiss of the energy being sucked into the download bar.


“Your father saw them putting up some buildings. I think he knew what was going on. The Transport Team always knows at least a little bit—”


“What buildings?”


“The Children’s Village. A new Compound. New flags. Pink and blue.”


Everything, it seemed, had an assigned color. Colors to define rank. Colors to define purpose. Citizens could only wear their assigned colors. You could tell at a glance what someone did or if someone was important. Mother and I wore the same orange as Father. Our colors marked the boundaries of where we could go.


“But he didn’t tell you?” I asked. “He didn’t tell you about the new buildings?”


“No. He didn’t.” Mother pursed her lips.


“Why not?” Mother and Father must have had secrets from each other as well as secrets from me. And those secrets must be about bad things. Why else wouldn’t Father have mentioned the new buildings?


She glanced at me again. “He had his reasons.”


Through the window slit, we could hear the rumble of a bus-box going past and the shuffling footsteps of the Gatekeeper making rounds. We didn’t talk until he passed our space.


Then, in her metronome voice, she told me what the Authority had announced at that Social Update meeting over a decade ago. They were concerned about the decreasing birthrates in various Compounds as well as the way the older kids were maturing. They said children didn’t reach their full potential because parents were not properly raising their children. They said that they could do it better.


“I told your father that maybe they should consider blaming the decreasing birthrate on the increasing demands for all Citizens to create energy. There’s no energy left to create babies.” She actually gave a little laugh when she told me that. She could be sarcastic, almost funny, on the days she felt good. Other days she was just quiet, her voice flat.


But the most important thing she told me that day, important as anything I ever heard, important enough to make breathing hurt all the way from my ribs to my feet, was that I had had my fourth birthday a week before that meeting. It was there that it was announced that all future babies and all existing children under the age of four were being assigned to a new Compound. Compound 2. The Children’s Village. As a result, I am one of only a few Citizens to actually be raised by a natural parent.


We were about halfway done on our boards. I had already drunk my morning ration of water and my lips were dry, my tongue furry. The folded cloth in my underwear felt sticky and wet. I thought she had forgotten about my bloody underwear. But she hadn’t.


“You’re old enough now to have to undergo testing. To get your reproductive-ability score. They’ll schedule it when your father tells them about it.”


“About what?”


“You got your first monthly. The bleeding. It’s normal. Your father will tell them, they’ll schedule the test, and the Transport Team will take you to the Human Health Services.”


“It’s normal?”


“It’s normal. It means you’re old enough to be paired with a man. It means you may be moved to a different Compound.” Her voice was sad but, at the same time, had the abruptness of a door slamming shut. She was done talking.




CHAPTER FOUR
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Jeremy was still sleeping, but he was moving restlessly from one side to another. Even though he had done his washing up, I could still smell that rank odor. My heart began to race, fluttering like bird wings in my chest and high in my throat. That smell! The smell from the building I saw this morning, the one they took Mother to. The Recycle building.


Feeling dizzy, I sat on my sleeping mat and held Mother’s blanket against my face. I don’t know how long I sat there, breathing in the smell of Mother from her blanket, trying to shut out that other odor, trying not to remember seeing Mother pulled into that building, hearing the door slam behind her. I heard Jeremy whimpering in his sleep. A whiny, childlike whimpering. I wanted to escape his smell and that sound. I wanted to run away from him but there was no place to go.


Useless to try to sleep. My mind was racing with questions, with memories. Images and conversations as vivid as if they had just happened.


Like the day I heard my parents talking while I was in the washing-up area. Father’s whisper had come slow and deep out of his throat like the growl of a crouching animal, while Mother’s was higher, faster, like a bird, chirping and swirling.


They were arguing about something being scheduled, and Father was angry that Mother hadn’t told me about something else. She said she just wanted to keep me safe. And then Mother said something strange. “If I tell her everything she’ll never feel safe again.”


Jeremy moaned, sat up, then went to the washing-up area, interrupting my thoughts. As he walked past me, the smell got stronger. I wondered what he did at Re-Cy. I wondered if he had seen Mother with those ropes on her wrists. I sat still and small when he went back to his mat. When I could hear him snore, I went back to thinking, back to that day Mother and Father had argued.


I remembered rubbing sanitizing solution on my hands. It burned around the places where I bit my fingernails. Mother was always after me about putting my fingers in my mouth. I pulled aside the privacy curtain and they immediately stopped talking. I remember the dead silence. It seemed to last forever.


Then Father told me I was scheduled for reproductive-ability testing the next day. He said they would examine me all over. I didn’t like the sound of that. He didn’t look at me when he said it. Mother didn’t say anything. I said I didn’t want to go because I didn’t know what it meant to be examined. He told me the Authority required it, and I shouted that I didn’t care.


That’s when he grabbed both of my shoulders. His fingers were so strong that they dug in. He seemed like he was about to shake me, but instead he just looked straight into my eyes. How dark his eyes were, the whites tracked with little red veins. I had never seen him so angry.


“Whatever you do, Emmeline, whatever you do, don’t fight them. Do you hear me? Don’t ever fight them.”


I pulled away and stared at him. “I’m not going!”


He let his hands drop to his sides, his fingers still curled into a grip.


“Yes, Emmeline, you are. I mean it. Promise me you won’t fight them. Do whatever they ask. Promise me.” He sounded like he might cry. I had never seen my father cry.


“Emmeline,” Mother said, her voice thick, “listen to your father. Promise.”


Sitting here now in the dark, I realized Father wasn’t angry that day, he was frightened. I dug through my memories, trying to remember every detail for any clue I might have missed. Every conversation, the way people looked and talked and what they did. The night dragged on while Jeremy slept. It was long, and my memories pressed in on me like the walls of our tiny Living Space.


I remembered the morning after Mother and Father had argued; Mother gave me a headscarf. She brought it in with the nourishment cubes. The Gatekeeper must have left it. It was white. How did the Gatekeeper know to leave it? So many mysteries.


Her fingers were shaking as she helped me tie the scarf. “You only have to wear this when you’re outside of our Living Space. Inside you don’t have to.”


I reached up and felt the smooth coolness of the fabric.


“Why is my scarf white but yours is white with black around the edges?”


“Because.”


“Because why?”


She clicked her tongue, and a little puff of air pushed through her lips. That meant she didn’t want to answer. But I asked again, pushing against the wall of her nonanswers. “Because why?”


“White means you’re of reproductive age. They add a black band when you’re paired. Enough with the questions.”


We both heard the rumble of the bus-box at the gate.


Mother looked at me with a sadness that made her appear older. “Go now,” she said, nodding toward the door.


“Come with me.”


“I can’t. You’ll have a chaperone.”


“Just to the gate, then?” I asked.


“All right. Just to the gate.”


She stood at the gate as I got on the bus-box. As we pulled away, she put her hand on her chest, on her heart.


The Gatekeeper made a notation on his clipboard. The bus-box was a square wooden thing with wooden bench seats. I don’t know what the wheels were made of, but they were big and the bus-box was high enough off the ground that I had to use a step to get on. When the Transport Team started pulling, it lurched forward and I almost fell over. There were no backrests on the side benches.


A woman was already on the bus-box. The chaperone. And she was paired. Her headscarf was like Mother’s, white with a black band. It felt good, figuring that out by myself. She sat on a bench in the front of the box, facing me. Her bench had a backrest. We left Compound 14. Past the great flag, the same orange as Father’s uniform. The same orange as Mother’s and my clothes. It hung limp and lifeless.


The trees grew close to the bicycle path, the branches arching overhead so that as we moved, the sun and shadows flickered over my face. I pulled my headscarf back to feel the sun on my head. The chaperone frowned and shook her head. Her headscarf was wrapped so that even her forehead was covered. I wasn’t used to a headscarf. I fumbled with it until I made it look like hers.


The bus-box was wider than the bicycle path and lurched over the uneven ground. I held on to the side and swayed with the movement. I could hear the Transport Team breathing hard, grunting. Father was not on this team. I heard him tell Mother last night that he hoped he would not be one of the men who took me for testing.


We entered another gate. Here, two flags were hanging side by side from one pole. A pink flag and a blue flag. This had to be the Children’s Village. We turned toward the largest building. I didn’t see individual Living Spaces. Instead there was a fenced-in play yard with practice energy boards lined up very neatly and evenly spaced against the fence.


The work of children is play. Mother told me that a famous person had said that. There was nothing else in the play yard, not even grass. Just hard dirt. Most of the window slits on this building were lower than the ones in our home.


Waiting by the main doorway were two girls about my age, both in pink uniforms. Pink is such a pretty color. The tall woman standing with them was gently adjusting their headscarves, tucking their hair under the fabric, but the girls looked bored, scuffing their shoes against the dirt and sending little poofs of dust into the breeze.


When the girls got on the bus-box, they sat together across from me.


“Ever been on a bus-box before?” one of them asked. She had thick eyebrows, like caterpillars that grew almost across her nose.


“You got your monthlies?” the other one asked me. “How old are you anyhow?”


“Fourteen and a half.”


“Fourteen and a half?” the girl with the eyebrows said. “We’re thirteen and a half and we already got our monthlies. And not a day too soon. I can’t wait to be paired.” I was pretty sure the chaperone couldn’t hear her.


We passed an animal feeding station where wooden boxes were filled with some kind of grain. And something else. Lumpy things, maybe nuts. Fat gray animals with furry, curled tails jumped from tray to tray, eating the grain and the nuts. Squirrels. I had never seen so many in one place. Hundreds of them, a swirling mass of gray fur and curled tails. So many it seemed like a great gray thunderstorm, right there by the bus-box. They chattered and scolded each other, and the bigger ones chased the smaller ones off the trays.


“Why are there so many squirrels?” I asked.


“What are you, stupid? Don’t you know anything?” said the girl with the eyebrows. She turned to the other girl. “I pity the man she gets paired with.”


There was that word again. Paired.


“Praise the squirrels,” one girl said.


“Praise those who feed the squirrels,” said the other one. Each formed the circle sign with the thumb and forefinger of her right hand and held it to her forehead as they gave their praises. They said it loud enough for the chaperone to hear. She nodded her head and gave them a tight smile. As if her face might break if her smile was too big.


It seemed strange to me that the squirrels were so free, free to go anywhere. Why didn’t I feel free?


“Never saw you in the Village. You must be one of them,” the girl with the eyebrows said.


“One of what?” I didn’t like the way she said “them.” It was like a snarl.


“One of the home-raised. Homeschooled. You know. Not one of us. If you were one of us, you’d know there are so many squirrels because the Authority makes sure they get lots of food. That’s what the Managers of Nature do. They take care of nature. You would know that if you were one of us.”


She said “us” like it was special. They smiled at each other. The second girl was small and pale like the waxy paper on nourishment cubes. Her lips and fingernails were kind of blue, and she worked hard at breathing. I could see her shoulders pulling up with each breath like she needed more air.


I didn’t answer her. I didn’t know much about the Managers of Nature. I didn’t want to talk about being different. We turned off the main bicycle path at a gate with a white flag and stopped in front of another large cement building.


The chaperone stood up. “We’re here, girls. Human Health Services. I’ll walk you one by one to the intake officer. I’ll take you first”—she looked down at one of the folders she was holding—“Remy.” The girl with the thick eyebrows stood up. “You two wait here until I come back. Don’t get off the bus-box.”


They looked clumsy as they dismounted. Remy almost fell but caught herself at the last minute.


The Transport Team stood silently in their harnesses. The leather straps were tight across their shoulders, with a wet line of sweat along the edges. They didn’t look at each other or talk, but stood strong and still.


As Remy and the chaperone stepped into the building, the waxy pale girl turned to me.


“So what’s it like having a mother? I don’t even remember mine.”


I looked at the Human Health Services building, so gray and square, and the quiet, sweaty Transport Team. I glanced up at the deep green of the tree branches against the sky. White clouds, faraway blueness. I looked at the pale girl. She didn’t even remember her mother? I fought the urge to put my finger in my mouth, like a child. Instead, I put my hand to my chest, my heart, remembering how Mother did that while she stood at the gate and watched the bus-box pull away.


What’s it like having a mother? I thought about how to answer such a question. Mother is always there for me. If I wake with a bad dream, she wakes, too, and sits with her arm around me until I’m not afraid anymore. She doesn’t go back to sleep until after I go back to sleep. She shares her water when I’m thirsty. On good days, she laughs and sings and tells funny stories. She smiles at me. Even on bad days, quiet days, she’s still with me. I am never alone. That’s what it’s like. I didn’t say all that. I didn’t want to cry thinking about what it would be like to not remember your mother.


Instead, I just said: “I guess it’s normal. It’s normal for me.” I didn’t know what else to say that she might understand. What can you say to someone who doesn’t remember her mother?


She just looked at me blankly, then said, “Here comes the chaperone. I’m sorry you were home-raised. But I’m glad you got your monthlies. The Republic is depending on you.” She made the circle with her thumb and forefinger and held it to her forehead.


I did the same. It made me feel closer to her.


She stood up. “We could have been friends, you know. If you were raised in the Village. My name is Marina.”


“Mine is Emmeline,” I replied.


She got off the bus-box and smiled at me over her shoulder before she went into the big building with the chaperone.


I sat alone. It was the first time I almost had a friend. It felt good to be out of my Compound and to meet someone. An almost-friend named Marina.




CHAPTER FIVE


[image: Images]


The intake officer was a thin man with a narrow, rough-looking black mustache. A crumb of soy from his breakfast was trapped in the bristles.


“No folder?” he asked the chaperone.


“No.”


“Not many no-folder kids left, are there?” He picked up an empty folder on his desk.


“No, not many. Her name is Emmeline. Compound 14. Over fourteen years old. Confirmed monthlies.”


He wrote in the folder as she talked. I stared at his pencil and papers. I must have been about six years old when the Enforcers took everybody’s books and pencils and paper away. I wanted to hold that pencil, touch that paper.


“What else?”


“Her father’s Transport. Her mother has antagonistic tendencies but, so far, has not violated any rules or regulations.”


The way she said that sounded bad. Mother wasn’t bad. Why did she say that about Mother? I turned the word antagonistic over in my head, trying to feel out its meaning.


“But her monthlies are definitely confirmed?”


“Yes.”


He kept writing. “Too bad the other two weren’t actually fertile,” he mumbled. “Waste of time and resources. Using precious medication to jump-start them but not getting results.”


The woman looked at him with a frown. “It wasn’t my idea to bring them in for testing. I only do what I’m told. I’m just a chaperone.” She sniffed loudly and looked away.


“I’m not blaming you. Waste of time and resources is a specialty of . . .” His voice faded away, as if he was afraid to say any more.


“I know, I know. It’s just that there don’t seem to be many reproductive females. So they push, you know, push the limits, push for testing. But what do I know? I’m just a chaperone.”


“And I’m just an intake officer. We all have our titles, don’t we?” They nodded at each other as though agreeing they were no more than their titles.


“Odd, though, don’t you think, that we aren’t having more babies, healthier babies?” she said.


“Why odd?” He looked puzzled.


“Well, one of the reasons for all of this—the whole relocation, everything—was that there were supposedly too many people for the Earth. But now they’re pushing for more babies. There aren’t enough. And so few are healthy.”
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