.~ Ina world séhténed to dle the future canbe
saved—only if the present is annihilated...
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THE WORLD IS FEAR...

The fear comes from the men in black. Daddy
says it again and again: “Never open a
window. Never move the downstairs shades.
Never talk, laugh, or cry loudly. Never answer
the door. Never answer the telephone. Never,
never go Outside. If anyone comes to the
house, hide in your room and be very, very
still. If you disobey, | will die. Your mommy
will die. And the men in black will come and
take you away forever...”
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And | saw as it were a sea of glass mingled with fire,
and those who had overcome the beast and its
image and the number of its name, standing on the
sea of glass, having the harps of God.

The Apocalypse 15,2
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My name is Tommy, and this is what I know:

Year is as long as it takes for Earth to travel around Sun. 365
days make up Year, except every fourth year when an extra day
is added. :

Day is sunrise to sunset. Night is sunset to sunrise. But
Night is also a part of Day.

Day is divided into hours.

Hours are divided into minutes.

Minutes are divided into seconds.

Daddy says this. I try so hard to look like I understand but
there is no Earth, there is no Sun. Because there is no Sun
Mommy makes me take pills. But Daddy says there is Sun and
it is Outside with Day, Night, and Moon.

Daddy says that this is the year Two Thousand and Twelve.
I wonder why Year has that, or any, number.

Sun, Day, and Night are Outside with the men in black.

Hours, minutes, and seconds are kept in a box on the wall.

I must remember to ask again about Moon.

In the time called winter the world smells like burning
wood. The world is both dark and light, full of love and fear.

The fear. ,

The windows are dark. Painted black and nailed shut. If
they weren’t, things from Outside might see us and get in. We
must never let the Thing from Outside see in.

The light is the fireplace. It is red. And the light is the

1
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electric lamp beside my bed, my mother’s face, my father’s
arms. There, too, is the warmth and the love.

The world is the house.

Daddy says that the house is in a city called Peterborough,
which is in a province called Ontario. Ontario belongs to a
national district called Canada, which belongs to the Compact
of Nations. They are curious words, but they are like Earth
and Sun: only words.

I only see the house, so the house is the world.

Daddy says that Peterborough is also called Petertown, but
not to call it Petertown because Mommy doesn’t like the
name.

““All the world will be your enemy, Prince with a Thousand
Enemies, and whenever they catch you, they will kill you. But
first they must catch you—'"

“Why?”

Mommy smiles as she looks up from the book and strokes
my cheek. “Frith isn’t mean. If he lets the rabbits multiply and
eat up all of the food in the world, all of the other animals will
starve. Frith must look out for all of the animals.”

“Why?”

“Because. Just because.”

“Is Frith God?”

“It’s just a story, Tommy.”

The world is fear.

The fear comes from the men in black. Daddy says it again
and again: “Tommy,

“Never open a window.

“Never move the downstairs shades.

“Never talk, laugh, or cry loudly.

“Never answer the door.

“Never answer the telephone.

“Never, never go Outside.

“If anyone comes to the house, hide in your attic room and
be very, very still. And you must obey this. If you disobey
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about this like you do sometimes when you should clean up
your room, and give me that little smile and that twinkle in
your eye, it won't be like when you should clean up your
room.

“l won't get cross for a moment and then laugh.

“1 will die.

“Your mommy will die.

“And the men in black will come and take you away
forever.”

I ask my daddy “Why?”

“Because. Just because.”

Because must be a terrible monster. | imagine Because as it
hovers over the world flapping its leathery wings, waiting with
its great hooked beak and sharp talons to fall in swift horror
upon those foolish children who venture Qutside.

Sometimes when Daddy is watching I am allowed to use the
telephone in the living room to call Mommy on the kitchen
unit. The numbered buttons are black. To begin a call I must
push the silver button. The black buttons are always cold, the
silver button warm.
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The world is made of black marks on yellowing paper. The
paper smells like dust and mildew.

Its a little girl in a red cloak being chased by a wolf.

It's a very special spider.

It's a wizard in an emerald city.

It's a circus that flies among the stars.

It’s a boy and a black man drifting lazily down a river called
the Mississippi. It’s a knight who rescues a king. It’s a lord who
becomes a forest bandit.

It's a young sailor who is imprisoned. The sailor digs
through the walls of his cell and finds a great teacher. The
teacher gives the sailor knowledge, wealth, and freedom.

The books are Daddy’s, and I am to take very good care of
them. They cannot be replaced.

Daddy says he has a surprise for me. It will be here this
afternoon. I love surprises, and I watch time in the box on the
wall for when Daddy gets home.

Daddy teaches at a school. He teaches different things about
theater. Theater is when some people get together to play
pretend a story for others instead of for themselves. Daddy is
just finishing up teaching History 227, which is about movies.

When | asked him what are movies, he said to wait for the
surprise. '

I wait.
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There is a window to the universe. It is a glittering colored
screen.

It calls itself the eye to the world. It calls itself the greatest
communication medium that has ever existed. It calls itself
mindless, a wasteland, corrupt, filthy, biased, immoral, and
antigod. Once in a while it calls itself television.

Daddy is finished teaching his history, and the school
doesn’t want the television anymore because it’s getting a new
one. That’s why it let Daddy buy this one.

It is wonderful.

We can make our own shows or bring in shows from
Qutside. I love movies. The stories, the worlds, the lives—the
places I can go, the people I can be, the worlds I can see.

And I see trees, flowers, animals, and people. People. A
world of people.

Children.

A world of children.

Boys and girls.

The children have other children to be with, to play with.
They have friends. I want to know why I can have no friends.

“Maybe the television was a bad idea.” Daddy’s voice
sounds very serious.

Mommy’s voice sounds impatient. “You know he’s differ-
ent. You should have thought of that.” She folds her arms.
“Well? What do we tell him now?”

“I guess we tell him the truth.”

The truth.

I can have no friends because the men in black will come
and take me away. _

“Why don't they come and take away the boys and girls on
the television?”

“You’ll understand when you get older. The things you see
on the television aren’t always true, Tommy. They’re like the
movies; not always true. Wait until you get older.”

It doesn’t seem fair, but I don’t want them to take away the
television because they think it upsets me so I nod. Still, it is
unfair. Somehow I sense I can lay the blame at the feet of
Because.
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Outside.

There is the something they call Outside on the TV. They
call it Outdoors, the Woods, Wilderness.

There is a part of Outside called the Grand Canyon. |
would trade my life to stand on its rim for an hour.

I see a part of Outside called Space: there is Moon, Sun,
Saturn, men in strange suits walking around on Mars, men in
strange black crawling machines on Venus, and Stars.

Stars.

I would trade my life and a thousand Grand Canyons to go
there. So would the men and women on the television. They
don't think that humans can ever reach the stars. We can't

travel fast enough. Our beginning, our ending, is here on
Earth.

Just where is Outside? What is it? Is it even real?

Above Wilderness is something called Sky. Blue and red
and black and orange and white and gray. Sometimes Sky will
‘carry the huge, blinding ball called Sun.

Sky at Night carries Stars, and now I know about Moon.

They write of Sky in the books I read. It is like Heaven or
Outside. It is nice to think about, but it is not something to
want. If you want what cannot exist you become unhappy.

Sky is just a nice thought that an author or television person
dreamed of, like the Mississippi, like Oz, like the Enterprise,
like Wonderland.

I am grateful that there are men and women who dream up
such thoughts for me to enjoy.

In the breaks between programs on the television, there is a
number, and it is always the same:

21:36-7AUG2033

Sometimes when [ see the news program at noon or in the
early morning | see the same number. Mommy says she
doesn’t want to know what the number is for.
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On the television they just call it “then” or “the date.”

One documentary calls it the “optimum war probability
projection date,” and they talk about it like it was a fairy tale
from ancient times.

Daddy says it's the Wardate. “It’s when the war happens.”

“Is it like the clock Marshal O’Niel looks at all the time in
Outlands to see when the bad men arrive on the shuttle?”

“No. Marshal O’'Niel’s clock tells how much time is left.
His clock is like a number called the Downlimit. The Wardate
tells what time it will be. The Downlimit tells how much time
is left, or something like that. And the Wardate is no movie.
It's real.”

“Marshal O'Niel is very real to me.”

My daddy laughs and plays another movie for me. It is
called High Noon. In it there is a Marshal Will Cain and a
clock and a train full of bad men arriving at a particular time.
Marshal O’Niel’s story is an old one, set in a different time.

“Just because it is an old story,” I ask Daddy, “does that
mean that it isn’t true?”

He thinks for a long time. Looking at me he says, “Being
old makes it truer, but a different kind of truth. Many times we
feel that to do right we must go against unfair odds, and we
must fight the bad guys all by ourselves—all alone. The
special kind of truth used by the two movies is that just about
everyone would like to believe that, faced with the same
challenge, they would do like Marshal O’Niel and Marshal
Cain.”

“Doesn’t the world have any Marshal Cains in it, or any
Marshal O’Niels?”

Daddy thinks again for a long time before answering. He
gets to his feet. “Maybe. But I never met one.”

Daddy says that he will get a copy of an even older story for
me to see. It will have a different kind of character and a
different kind of right. The character is a swordsman named
Cyrano de Bergerac.

Daddy smiles and says maybe we would just like to believe
that such characters can exist in the world. He says, “My
daddy used to say that movies are mental chewing gum—a
collection of impossibilities in a nonsense universe, massaging



8  Barry B. Longyear

the eyeballs of malcontents. Does that make any sense to
you?”

I shake my head.

Daddy makes a small laugh and he looks at the floor. “I
guess it doesn’t mean anything, except that my father
disapproved of me watching movies.”

He kneels in front of me and takes my shoulders in his
hands. “But if we can't believe in the possible existence of a
Marshal O’Niel, what happens to our desire to become better
persons? If we can't believe in THX’s escape, or Montag’s
defiance, or that we can someday reach Watership Down,
what is the point to any of it?”

He studies my eyes. His eyes glisten. He laughs and shakes
his head. “You don’t have any idea what I'm saying, do you?
Don't be frightened.”

“I'm not frightened, but I don’t understand. What's THX?
Where is Watership Down? Do you mean the story that
Mommy read to me?”

His lips repeat the question, where is Watership Down.
“Where, indeed?”

He pulls me to him and holds me tight. “I love my father,
Tommy. I really do. But he just won't listen. He just won't
listen.” He holds me out at arm’s length.

“Tomorrow. Tomorrow when [ come home we'll see if we
can find Watership Down.”
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“But after a time the rabbits wandered everywhere, multiply-
ing, and eating as they went.

“And the Great Frith told the Prince of Rabbits, ‘If you
cannot control your people, I shall find ways to control them.’”

Daddy laughs and tells Mommy that Frith must think he’s
Aubry Cummings. Mommy gets up and goes into the kitchen.

The small rabbit, Fiver, sees a vision of the fields bathed in
blood. It is coming, this horror, but only he can see it. He tries
to warn the rest of the rabbits, but only a few listen. Those few
leave the warren on a search for a safe place. It is a grassy hill
from the top of which the rabbits can see the world. A hill is
sometimes called a down, and this is Watership Down.

It’s like the old book Mommy read to me at night. But this is
an animated movie. Daddy is watching the story with a frown
on his face. With each minute that passes, the creases on his
forehead grow deeper.

I want to ask Daddy if he doesn't like the movie, but I don’t
ask right away. Soon | am caught up in the story, the
adventures of Hazel, Bigwig, Fiver, and the rest as they find
the down, get other rabbits to join them, and then fight to
protect the down against the General and the bad rabbits.

After Hazel grows old, dies, and joins the Black Rabbit, I
look again at Daddy. The screen is blank, yet it is as though he
sees something there.

“It’s over, Daddy.”

" He nods and repeats, “It’s over.” He pushes himself to his
feet and removes the disc from the player. Placing it on the

9
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palm of his hand, he studies it. “Funny. Like seeing it for the
first time. With a different set of eyes.”

He puts the disc back into the player.

“—the rabbits wandered everywhere, multiplying, and
eating as they went.

“And the Great Frith told the Prince of Rabbits, ‘If you
cannot control your people, I shall find ways to control them.””

Daddy removes the disc, slowly shaking his head.

I don't know what's bothering Daddy. My head is filled with
the images and ideas of the story. Frith. The Black Rabbit.
The terror of the General. The bloody battle in the run, with
Bigwig and the General fighting to the death.

In the dark in my bed, I think of the Great Frith, creator
and god of the rabbits. The Wizard of Oz turned out to be only
a man. The god of the tortured animal people on the Island of
Lost Souls, the hand that struck the gong, was only a mad
scientist.

But the old rabbit, Hazel, did die. And Hazel did see the
Black Rabbit, and the Black Rabbit does the will of Frith. If
Frith created all of the animals, then Frith created me.

Daddy climbs up the stairs and sits on the edge of my bed. I
ask him, “Daddy, is Frith real?”

“What?”

“The god of the rabbits. Is the Great Frith real?”

“No, no, no.” He shakes his head and smiles. “That’s just a
story. A cartoon.”

He still looks sad. “Daddy, is everything all right?”

It is almost as though I can see the answers to my question
being tested and discarded behind my father’s eyes. At last he
answers.

“Sure. Everything is fine. Go to sleep.”

I know Daddy is lying. He is still thinking about his daddy.
They hate each other. I think my daddy is trying to decide if he
wants to change that.
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I hope they become friends. It would be fun to know
another human.

That night I hear Daddy tell Mommy about special TV
discs for educating gifted children. Daddy would like to bring
some for me. Mommy forbids him.

“It would be stupid! Do you think the police are stupid?”

I am not going to get the special discs.
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At last Daddy finds a copy of THX 1138.

On the screen is a bald man in white clothing. He is with
another bald man, dressed the same, and they are running
away from men with steel faces dressed in black.

“Daddy, are those the men in black?”

“No, they’re only characters in a story. Not men at all, but
robots. Which is not to say that the Compact Police are not
robots.” He laughs.

“David, you're confusing him.” My mommy’s voice sounds
a little angry.

I watch this story. Daddy says it is forty-two years old. It is
about a man who has a number instead of a name. He lives
deep underground in a land without sunlight.

He has a wife that is bald and dresses the same as him.
Except that she is not really a wife and is taken away, or she
leaves. Another bald man, SEN, tries to take her place. Her
name is LUH. THX works remote arms and takes a lot of
drugs.

I don’t understand almost any of it.

The only thing I understand about the story is THX 1138.
He is confused. He feels lost, afraid, unbelonging, in black
despair. His world has no Outside, no Sun, no purpose, no
meaning.

He wants out. He wants out of everything. He wants to
climb out of the dark into a sun he has never seen.

THX 1138 touches a very strange part of me, deep inside.

12
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On the box that the old movie came in is pasted an old
printed opinion. The opinion says that the script is dull.
I am not sure why the opinion makes me angry.

The movies we see—the ones Daddy brings in—are all old.
Many years older than [ am. Some even older than Mommy
and Daddy. Daddy says it’s because the new movies are being
fed to us by the machine. The old movies are entertainment.

I ask him what the machine is and he says to wait until I get
older.

Daddy is alone in the living room watching the television.
The man who talks the evening news is on the screen. He is
talking about an Otherworld nation called the Soviet Union.
There are pictures of long lines of grim men and women, sad
hungry children.

I sit on the arm of Daddy’s chair and see the tears running
down into his beard.

“Daddy, why are you crying?”

“With God as my witness, I never thought it could happen.
No one thought it could happen.”

“What, Daddy?”

“The world. What it’s become.”

“What's wrong with the world, Daddy?”

Daddy hugs me, shakes his head, and cries. It frightens me
to see Daddy cry. I hope he never does it again.
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My eyes open to the darkness of my attic room. There are
voices and laughter from downstairs. Mommy and Daddy are
watching the television. I remember Daddy talking to Mom-
my about the program when he came home this afternoon.
Daddy doesn’t watch the television programs much, only
movies. But he wanted to watch tonight.

I climb out of my bed as ghostly music comes from below.
Again Mommy and Daddy laugh. It sounds good. They never
laugh much, and it sounds good. I want to share it.

Softly I creep down the attic stairs, feeling my way in the
dark. When I come to the head of the stairs on the second
floor the light from the living room below is red.

Music, laughter, a strange threatening voice. I inch my way
down the steps and look at the screen through the turned posts
supporting the banister.

With its left arm the horned creature on the screen lifts the
struggling baby by its feet and grins at the viewers as the
deafening music quiets to an ominous background roar.

The creature’s right hand points a clawed finger at the
viewers.

“People of Earth.” The clawed finger swings until it points
at the child. “Meet your enemy.”

The baby’s cries become hysterical, gasping screams. The
creature cradles the baby in its left arm. “Hush little baby,
don’t you cry.” The claws of the creature’s right hand dangle
tantalizingly over the child’s pulsating belly.

“Aubry will love you 'til you die.”

14
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I gasp and hold my breath as the claws plunge into the
child’s middle; a scream, silence, and the hand comes away
-dripping blood. I see the hand very close. The fingers slowly
open to reveal a tiny, still beating, heart.

Mommy holds her hand to her mouth and looks at Daddy.
“Isn’t that a bit much?”

“I just hope that bastard Cummings is watching.”

Daddy’s voice is mean. Bitter.

The creature’s grinning face again fills the screen. “Protein,
friends. Imagine, if you will, the inefficient utilization of scarce
resources your enemy employed to keep this insignificant scrap
of muscle twitching.”

The dead baby fills the screen. Blank eyes stare at nothing.

The horned creature flings the tiny corpse to his left. In slow
motion the body tumbles in a grisly arc, coming to rest at last
upon a mountain of dead babies.

The heap of infant flesh quivers from the impact.

I close my eyes. I think I am getting sick to my stomach.

“What are we to do?” The creature wants to know what we
Sre to do. I am about to go back to bed, is what [ am about to

0.

But I don't. I open my eyes and watch. I'm torn between
going to bed and watching this horror. The horror wins.

. The creature’s eyebrows go up in an expression of pained
patience. He holds out his clawed hands. “Humanity, if I've
told you once, I've told you a thousand times. There is only so
much to go around. If we are to have life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness, we must have death, detention, and
desolation! If we are ever to reach the stars, we must sacrifice
our future!”

The clawed fingers come together, palms touching, as the
creature prays reverently, “I, Aubry The Lord Thy Cummings,
have spoken.”

The creature lifts its arms and shrugs. “But you keep having
babies, don’t you?” It waves its arm at the mountain of dead
babies. “Do you have any idea how many turnips and soybeans
gave their lives to produce that?”

The creature lowers its arms in mock dejection. “Whatever

| am I to do with you people?”

1
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A clanking, chugging, beeping sound. The creature’s face
transforms into an expression of hope and joy as it looks toward
tube right.

“My son! Mac, my boy!”

A caricature of a robot wheels up to the creature, its lights
flashing, steam hissing from a whistle on the top of its head.
“Father,” it says, its mouth-lights flashing, “I have found the
answer!”

The creature places an arm around the machine and hugs
it. “I knew I could count on you, my boy. Tell me, Mac, how
will we save the human race this time? Poison, flame,
radiation, mass lobectomy?”

The comic face of the robot fills the screen. “Father, ladies
and gentlemen, may I present the Twenty Thirteen model of the
Perfect World Plan. No one will ever be hungry again, and
humanity may have all the children it wishes! Watch.” The
robot extends an appendage.

The beat picks up to jingle tempo as the image changes to
show a line of scantily-clad dancing gitls, their faces painted
with clown white, and wearing red noses, their black diamond
eyes peering from beneath orange fright wigs.

As the clown chorus line dances and kicks to the superam-
plified music it sings:

“Baby Burgers hit the spot,

Six big ounces, that’s a lot.

Pickles, fries and onions too,

Baby Burgers are the treat for you.”

As the jingle continues, the image switches to the mountain
of dead babies being fed by an endless belt into an enormous
hopper. The picture changes to show a belt lined with an
endless parade of triple-decker burgers issuing from the same
machine. :

On the screen appears a family of four, seated behind a
table—a mother, a father, a boy and a girl—happily munch-
ing their burgers, great gobs of red sauce oozing from between
the patties, dribbling over their fingers onto the table and
down the fronts of their shirts.

gt
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The point of view lifts a little to show a young child seated
and hidden between his parents. The child’s eyes are wide and
white with unspeakabie terror.

The music suddenly stops. A voice says, “Naughty, naugh-
ty! One child too many. Into the hopper with him!”

The chorus line repeats, “Into the hopper! Into the hopper!”

The screaming child is torn from the arms of his screaming
parents by brightly smiling, black-clad waitresses and tossed
over a railing into the huge hopper.

There is a whine, the crunch of bones grinding. A glup,
glup sound like when I flush the upstairs toilet.

The jingle resumes:

“Baby burgers hit the spot,

Six big ounces, that’s a lot.
Pickles—"

“Tommy!”

I see Mommy standing, looking back at me. “You go back
up to your bed this very instant!”

I run up to my attic room, jump into bed, and pull the
covers over my head. .

I can’t see what Mommy is angry at. It's a dumb show
anyway. Disgusting. Who would want to eat babies?

It’s not like when they made crackers out of the dead in
Soylent Green. Crackers aren’t anything like people. Those
burgers would squish when you bite them.

I don't think the show was funny, although the Devil was
kind of neat. I wonder why the Devil called himself Aubry
Cummings.

There is the smell of Mommy in the dark. I feel the covers
being tucked in. She leans over and kisses my hair.

“Mommy, what was the show about?”

“It was a satire, honey.”

“What's a satire?”

“We'll talk about it in the morning.”

“Mommy, who is Aubry Cummings?”
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“Shhh.”

“I want to know.”

“He’s an important man in the Compact government.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s the Secretary of Projections.”

“But what does he do?”

Mommy is silent for a long time, standing there in the dark
next to my bed. She bends over, kisses my hair again, and
leaves the room, closing the door behind her.
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Daddy is away teaching movies, and Mommy is down trying
to clean up the basement, sneezing at the dust, straggles of her
long black hair dangling in her face.

The television is on, and there is a man with a very deep
voice saying that Laura Wilson, you have been found guilty of
violating the provisions of the 1998 Citizenship Act. Under
the authority of the President-General of the Compact of
Nations to carry out the orders of the Sixth Compact Canadian
National District Court—

Oh, it sounds like the officer reading out the order to the
soldier at the beginning of The Dirty Dozen.

“Private Arthur James Gardner, you've been found guilty as
charged of the crime of murder. Your case has been appealed
three times, has been reviewed three times, yet the verdict of
each court-martial has been the same: guilty as charged. Do
you have anything to say before sentence is carried out?”

Private Arthur James Gardner only said that he didn’t mean
it and that he was sorry.

Then the man in the white helmet pulled a handle, and
Private Arthur James Gardner dropped through a hole in the
floor and was stopped by a rope around his neck.

But Daddy said that was just a movie.

Mommy said not to watch movies like that, even if they are
old. But how am I supposed to know that it is that kind of
movie unless [ watch it?

Now there is a woman sitting on a heavy white plastic
throne. Tiny wires are connected to her legs, arms and head.
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There are black plastic bands around her ankles and wrists and
around her waist and chest. Her eyes are wide and frightened.

Sound. Her mouth opens and she calls out a name. She is
calling her mother, saying, “Please, please!”

She screams and begins twitching, her face making funny
looks. She sounds funny, too, and I laugh at her. Mommy
turns off the television.

Mommy’s face is very pale and her teeth nibble at her lower
lip, her eyes wide and frightened like the woman in the chair.

“Mommy, what's wrong?”

“Why were you watching that?”

“It was just a show. What's wrong, Mommy?”

“Nothing. That’s enough television for today, Tommy. Go
play in your room.”

That night I hear Mommy crying and Daddy trying to
comfort her. 1 sit up in my bed and listen very hard. Mommy
is frightened. It makes me feel frightened.
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It is the day before my birthday.

The wood stove downstairs washes my face with heat every
time [ pass near it. The heat moves up the stairs and gathers in
my attic room. There are the smells of hot iron and smoke.

I don't find my usual comfort in the deep bed with the puffy
quilt, or from the many drawings [ made and pinned to the
rough wooden walls. 1 can hardly breathe. 1 have seen all of
the old movies a hundred times apiece.

Daddy will be home soon from work with two new movies.
Mommy is downstairs cooking, adding more heat to the attic.

With my eyes closed I sit and rock on my bed, my camel
lurching this way and that as Lawrence leads us across the
Devil's Anvil to attack a place called Agaba. The heat
shimmers from the desert floor, washing my face, making me
nod in my saddle—

It is so hot.

I get up and place my hands on one of the black-painted
panes of my attic window to feel on my palms the cold from
the other side.

I rest my forehead against the pane and feel the cold. I see a
crack of light. It is no thicker than a hair, but there is light
coming from beyond the black. I place my right eye very close
to the crack in the paint.

There are shapes and blobs, foggy colors, on the other side.
There is that blue color—the color of Sky.

I reach my right hand up, and with a fingernail I pick at the

21




22  Barry B. Longyear

scratch. A piece of black paint the size of my thumbnail pops
from the glass and falls to the floor.

In panic [ drop to my knees and search for the piece of
paint, to put it back. There are big cracks between the planks
of the floor, and I resign myself to the fact that the piece of
paint is gone forever.

I stand up, trying to think of something else with which to
cover the hole in the paint. As I stand there, I place my right
eye close to the hole.

Sky!

Endless stretches of clear blue Sky.

It is true!

I'm so excited, but there is a deep anger in my chest. I'm
confused. I had talked to Daddy about Sky. And Mommy, too.
The talk was always changed to something else.

My head comes up a little. Below Sky is Outside. Houses
like on the television, broad snow-covered fields, trees, like on
the television.

Very low there is a street, dirty snow heaped in ridges along
its sides. Across the street is a white house with many
windows. The snow and ice drip glittering jewels that sparkle
in the great light.

Light such as I have never seen before. Light so bright that it
hurts my eyes to look at it for long. Light like when THX 1138
climbed from the underground tunnel and was standing
Qutside.

I can't see the source of the light. I can’t even imagine what
the source would be. It could be Sun.

I move away from the hole and back up until I sit on my
bed. I am stunned I am so angry. I'm trembling.

It has always been on the other side of the black paint.

Daddy and Mommy said so, didn’t they?

Yes, but it was like it was something like I shouldn't really
believe. It was—

I know I shouldn't feel this way but I can't talk myself out of
my anger. Sky is real.

Sky.

Outside.

All of a sudden I hate my bed, my room with its wooden
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walls and black-painted windows. And my parents, who
withheld this great truth from me, this wonder.

Sky.

The room is even hotter. I return to the window and try to
pull it open. It jiggles and I can see the heads of the nails
move. The nails that are keeping me from Sky.

On the table at the foot of the bed are my birthiday presents.
The hammer is in the long red package. [ know that. I felt the
weight of the packages when no one was looking. [ begged
Daddy for one just like his. There it is.

I walk to the table and tear open the long red package. The
hammer gleams at me, its head of burnished and black-
painted steel, its tan handle of new wood. My name is burned
into the handle. Thomas Windom.

I pick up the hammer, go to the window, and work the claw
around one of the nail heads the way Daddy does. I pull down
on the handle and the nail slips easily from its hole. I drop the
curved nail to the floor and put the claw on the second nail. It,
too, pulls from its hole.

I put the hammer down upon the floor, put my hands
against the window, and push up. With a frightening slam it
opens all of the way, icy air rushing over the sill into the room.
The clean coldness of it startles me.

—Never open a window.

In panic I reach up, jump, trying to grab the bottom of the
window to close it. I only meant to open it a crack. I swear if |
can just get the window closed I will be good forever and will
never break another rule.

I stop jumping when I realize that if I move the table over
next to the window I can stand on it and reach. I start to turn,
then I see that the door on the house across the street is
opening.

I stop and look.

A figure appears in the doorway. It is a woman in a light
brown cape and hood. She carries a bundle in her arms, and
she pauses when she comes to the steps leading down from her
porch. She is very old and has a kind face with wisps of white
hair curling around the edge of her hood. Besides Mommy
and Daddy she is the only real person I have ever seen.
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Before she steps down she looks across the street. Her mouth
opens slightly as she sees me. I smile and wave my hand. The
woman nods her head just as Daddy comes riding up the street
on his bicycle. Daddy looks at the woman for a moment and
turns back to look up at me. There is a strange look on Daddy’s
face. He closes his eyes and hangs his head down inside the fur
collar of his coat like when he pretends to be angry with me.

The woman keeps standing on her porch, looking up at my
open window. Daddy gets off of his bicycle and takes a step
toward the woman. She shrieks, drops her bundle, and runs
into her house.

Why is she frightened of Daddy?

He pauses, turns about, and runs beneath the windowsill.
He shout’s Mommy’s real name, Beth.

Loud talking, shouting, coming from downstairs.

I hear my name and I quickly go to the foot of my bed and
pull the table over to the window. I climb up on the table and
pull down the window, cutting off the bright light from the
room. | turn and see Daddy standing in the doorway. He is
puffing, the wild eyes and the fierce brown beard making him
look like an angry bear.

“I'm sorry, Daddy. I'm sorry. It was only open for a very
little while.”

Daddy’s face changes from being angry to being very sad.
He is carrying a cardboard box in his left hand. “That doesn't
matter now, Tommy. We have to go. Now.”

“Go?”

Daddy tosses something small on my bed, opens a drawer,
and begins stuffing clothes into the box. On the bed are two
tiny golden discs. They contain the two movies Daddy brought
home.

“Can we bring the television?”

“No.”

I read them. The discs are Moby Dick and On The Beach.
“Please, Daddy. Can we watch—"

“Come here.” He finishes and hugs me with his right arm.
“You can take a book and a toy, but hurry. Come downstairs as
soon as you can. Hurry.”

“What about my birthday presents?”
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“Hurry!” Daddy rushes down the attic stairs without an-
swering. More urgent words.

I look at my tiny collection of books. I want to take all of
them. The voice comes from downstairs. “Hurry!”

I grab Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer, wrap them in an
old towel, and run for the stairs.

Mommy meets me on the stairs, picks me up, and bundles
me in a blanket. Her face is so contorted I hardly recognize
her. The blanket obscures my vision, and I feel myself jerked
about as Mommy runs.

Her arm beneath my ribcage hurts. I cry out but Mommy
isn’t listening.

The door slams. Daddy’s heavy footsteps running behind. I
feel myself seated on Mommy’s lap. Something crashes.
Distant footsteps and another slam.

A whine, then 1 feel myself lurch back against Mommy’s
breast. I work a hand up and push a corner of the blanket away
from my face. We are in a car, the scene outside swinging
crazily around.

Outside. 1 have never been Outside.

The woman in the brown cape and hood is watching us
through her front window.

“Can'’t you go any faster?”

“I'm going as fast—"" Daddy’s voice falls silent. The whine
grows rapidly in pitch, then falls sharply, a lurch toward the
door.

“Shit!”

The whine goes back up. There is an eerie, erratic whistle
sound. Another lurch. Daddy’s voice again, this time almost
crying. “C’'mon, dammit! Go, gol”

I hear Mommy gasp; feel her fingers digging into me.

The whine decreases slowly and I feel the car stop.

Again I push the blanket from my face. Through the
window I see a black aircar with flashing blue lights on its roof.
Two men are walking toward us. They wear black uniforms,
caps and boots. The door opens and | feel myself torn from
Mommy’s arms, her screams hurting my ears.

The men in black have come to take me away.
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Shut my eyes, cover my ears, hold my breath, and the
nightmare will go away. It always works.

“Don’t piss on the seat back there, caster. You're only
passing through; I live here.”

The man in black who drives is grinning at me from the
mirror. The man in black sitting on my right is a woman. “At
least this one doesn’t smell too bad.” I look at her. She doesn’t
look mean. Her hair is short and blond, her eyes brown. All of
a sudden she jumps at me and screams “Boo!”

I start screaming.

“Jesus Christ, McNally! Why'd you do that?”

“Aw, I was just fooling around.” She pushes at my shoulder.
“Shut up, kid.” She punches me in the arm. “Knock it off, or
I'll give you something to cry about.” She slaps me in the face,
but I cannot stop screaming. I am outside of my skin, off to
one side urging myself to be quiet and to stay out of trouble,
but she keeps on slapping and I keep on screaming. “Come
on, kid! I was just making a joke—aw, shit! Fleury, pull over!
He’s pissing in his pants.”

“Jesus, McNally, you got the brain of a fucking eggplant.
Quit hitting him! If you want him to stop crying, quit hitting
him.” The man driving shakes his head. I watch as the woman
in back slaps the little boy again, trying to get him to stop
screaming. The little boy screams and cries and pisses in his
pants some more.

“The brain of a fucking eggplant.”

26
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The world is a rapidly changing fog of images, angry voices,
and strange faces. Some of the faces are kind, some cruel.
Most are indifferent. Through the night it is a groggy,
terrifying flight to a huge city. The next morning there is
another screaming little boy clutching at my arm. It is a black
mask that chokes me, fingers probing me, girls and boys with
dazed eyes. Questions asked, buttons punched, machines
buzzing, the sting of a thousand needles in my upper left arm
leaving behind a string of black numbers oozing red.

13759995.

I think of a documentary I once saw about horrible things
that happened to a lot of people before there was color. |
remember this little girl pulling up the sleeve of her coat to
show the number tattooed there. The bad men tortured and
killed those people, and I remember the big machines that
pushed all the bodies into big pits in the ground to bury them.

I have a tattooed number now, but I can’t make room to
wonder about it. The tattooing didn't sting all that much, and
everywhere around me there are windows that are clear.

I can see endless Sky, and Sun.

And children. Whole rooms full of boys and girls of all ages.

Friends.

Now I can have friends.
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I am crammed into a highspeed that shrieks across a huge body
of water, depositing many of us at a station in another city on
the edge of the water. At the station we are moved into a trans.
The trans is fast and quiet, the things outside that are far away
still, the ones close moving so fast that I can’t make out what
they are. The trans speeds through countless towns and cities.
The images flash by like the short cuts in the movies when the
director is trying to confuse the audience on purpose. It is a
drug to my vision, this gift of Outside.

In another city we get off the trans and stand waiting in
another station. The two stations look the same. If it wasn’t for
the different views from the windows, I couldnt tell them
apart.

While we wait [ see a row of telephones next to me on the
wall. I reach up. The black buttons are still cold, the silver
buttons still warm. It is a link between me and home. I know
the number to call to reach Mommy in the kitchen. Is she
there? I still don’t understand why Mommy and Daddy let the
men in black take me.

“Get away from there, kid.”

The man in black sounds irritated, but not angry. He nods
with his head for me to go back with the other children.
Moments later an airbus arrives and we are told to board it.

The bus moves along a huge highway crowded with other
air vehicles and older wheeled vehicles. There is a girl sitting
behind me with a bloody face. The girl sitting across the aisle
from her is crying. She had gotten up to help the girl with the
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bloody face and had been slapped back into her place by the
guard. The guard orders the girl with the bloody face not to
bleed on the seats unless she wants a beating.

I hold my hands over my ears and look through my window
at the passing scenery. There is nothing I can do about the girl
with the bloody face, so I don’t want to see her, I don’t want to
hear her. If I see her or hear her [ will have to try and help her,
and I can’t do anything but get in trouble that way.

But she cries. So loud.

—1 lift my arms, the folds of my black cape forming the
wings of a huge bat.

“Cheeldren uff duh night,” I cry, “Shut up.”

We pass an illuminated sign with red letters and numbers
on a black background:

21:36 7AUG2033.

Will Cain’s clock tells what time it is; Marshal O’Niel’s
clock tells how much time is left; the Wardate tells what time it
will be. Every town, every city we pass through has one of
those numbers. I don’t want to look stupid, or get beaten, so I
don't ask why. Instead I look at people. Real people. More real
people than I really believe exist.

The bus turns off the highway and takes a small road that
twists and turns through stretches of farmland. The bus stops,
the whine of its fans dies.

The door opens and a man in black climbs up the stairs. He
stands at the front of the bus, his arms out to his sides, each
hand gripping a seat. He has a pleasant face and a harsh, cold
voice.

“Listen up. My name is Citizen Gammon. This is the New
York Orphanage at Ossining. Qutcasters Orphanage. Because
of the 1998 Citizenship Act, you are outcasters.” He nods
toward the windows. “This all used to be homes and buildings
here, and now it’s reclaimed farmland, and that’s what you do:
you farm.”

I remember a farm. When he was a boy, Superman lived on
a farm. It was in a very flat land with a beautiful blue sky.
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Planting and growing things’ll be fun, but all of those animals!
Lambs, cows, horses, a dog—

“Pay attention.”

With his left hand Citizen Gammon points toward a
building. “That is where you are going to live, and that is
where you are going to die.” He lowers his hand back to the
seat. “Make things easy on yourself. If you can’t remember
anything else, remember this: Do what you are told when you
are told to do it; keep your mouths shut unless you are asked a
question; address all guards and wardens by the title ‘Citi-
zen.”” He nods his head toward the door and speaks to the
second guard.

“Move them out.”

Outcasters Orphanage.

I look through the window down at the hard black pavement
and look up at the building. It is huge, gray, and dismal,
surrounded by a high wire fence. The coils of barbed wire on
top of the fence are ridged black laces against gray Sky. There
is more fence, enclosing fields and woodland, and it extends
from the building farther than I can see. There is a tight
feeling in my chest. This doesn’t look much like a farm.
Instead, it looks like where all of those men, women, and
children were gassed, burned, and buried before there was
color.

The girl with the bloody face, still in the bus, cries as
another girl tries to remove the glass splinters from her face.
“Why'd she do it?” asks the girl with the bloody face.

The bus had gone through the main right-of-way of a town
before getting on the highway. A woman in a pretty violet suit
and cape had thrown a rock at the airbus. After the glass had
shattered, I saw her stoop to pick up another stone. The black-
uniformed guards on the bus hurried the driver along.

“Why?” repeats the injured girl.

“Shut your face!” shouts the second guard. “If you knew
why, what could you do about it?” The guard laughs and pulls
the bleeding child up by her shoulder. It’s like any place else in
the world this man would be a human. Maybe even a father or
older brother. Here he has to be something evil.
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“Get on out of the bus. We got a doctor inside that'll take
care of that.” He looks at me. “Do you have the dumbs?”

I don’t know. I don’t know what he wants.

“Are you eating stupid pills? 1 said, move!”

I move, remembering Carl the floorwalker saying to Cool
Hand Luke: “I hope you ain’t gonna be a hard case.”

Luke shook his head to say no, but he was laughing when
he did it.

Luke turned out to be a hard case.

I'm not gonna be a hard case, like Luke, like the Birdman,
Bob Stroud. He was taking stupid pills. “You ain’t got much,
Stroud, but you keep subtracting from it.”

Stroud had the dumbs bad.

All I want to do is stay out of trouble and go home. [ must
learn to listen harder. Listen hard, understand quickly, and
move.

The air is wet. The chilly wind picks up, carrying a light
drizzle that makes me shiver. I hunch into my blanket and
make certain that the drizzle doesn’t get on my two books.

“Line it! Line it! Line it! Line it up and stand still, redshit,
so I can get a count.”

We stand in a line. It doesn’t seem to make any difference
what order we're in. The guard points at each of us as his lips
move, and then he shouts at Citizen Gammon. “Fourteen in,
fourteen out, fourteen on the asphalt.”

Gammon hands a slip of paper to the bus guard. The bus
guard takes the paper, climbs back on the bus, and flops into a
front seat as the bus fans up and glides away.

Citizen Gammon looks at us for a long moment like he has
a bad taste in his mouth. He shakes his head and speaks.
“From now on when you line it, you line it right-to-left facing
the guard in charge, tall to short. Keep your eyes to the front
and your mouths shut. Understand?”

We mumble and nod.

“Now, I don'’t want you cupcakes to hurt your vocal cords or
put a strain on my eardrums, but you are going to have to
speak up just a bit. Now, do you understand what I told you
just now?”

We mumble again.
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“You are supposed to say, ‘Yes, Citizen Gammon.” And you
are supposed to say it loud enough for me to hear. So let’s do it
again.”

Again.

Again.

“I can’t hear you!”

“YES SIR!”

“The man in the moon can’t hear you!”

“YES SIR!”

—]Jack Webb, Don Dubbins, The D.I., nineteen fifty-
seven, | am so scared—

“Up the stairs, move! Up the stairs, move! Climb it, climb
it, climb it!”

Gammon and another guard run us up a great set of
concrete stairs, through the main doors of the gray building,
into a large, wood-paneled hallway with a shiny concrete
floor. The smell of polishing wax is heavy in the air.

He orders us to halt. Fourteen of us. Six boys and eight
girls. The youngest is a little boy that looks to be three or four.
The oldest is a girl that might be fifteen or sixteen. A woman
in a black uniform meets us in the hallway. Her face is stern,
her light brown hair cut short and brushed back.

“l am Citizen Sayther, second floor dorm warden. I am
responsible for settling you in at Outcasters. Keep your mouths
shut and do as you are told as quickly as possible. All of you,
strip down to your skins.”

We look around at each other, hesitantly fumbling with a
button or zipper, no one wanting to be the first. I stand staring
at one of the older girls. She is shaking her head.

Citizen Sayther walks over to the girl and calmly slaps the
girl’s face. “Skin down, redshit.”

The girl continues to shake her head, tears streaking her
cheeks. The warden slaps the girl, first with one hand, then
the next, time and time again, until the girl begins to open her
jumpsuit.

We all skin down.

As we stand on the cold concrete trying to hide our
nakedness, a man in a white suit comes to each of us, enters
our shoulder numbers into a tiny blue box, and looks into our
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mouths, ears, between our legs, shines a light in our eyes, and
goes through our hair with his gloved fingers. He pokes around
my scrotum, but it doesn’t hurt the way the white suit did at
the Toronto Processing Station.

He has a round bald spot on the back of his head. His white
suit looks like THX’s, but with big pockets.

As he comes to the girl with the bleeding face the man in
the white coat stands and looks at Citizen Gammon. “What
happened?”

“Civvie tossed a rock at the bus going through Kisco. Damn
near got the bus guard.”

The man in the white coat snickers, orders a kit from
another guard, and quickly looks at the girl’s cuts.

Citizen Sather orders us to gather up our things and to put
them into a large paper barrel in the center of the hall. We try
not to look at or to touch each other as we gather around the
barrel, our arms full of clothing. I notice that all of the girls
have small pink bandages just below their navals, and I
wonder why as I put my clothing, blanket, and towel into the
barrel.

“You!”

I freeze and stare at Citizen Sayther. She motions at me
with her finger. I frown because I don’t know what she wants.

“The books. In the barrel. Everything goes in the barrel.”
She turns toward one of the guards. “I don’t know why they
don'’t confiscate that junk at the processing station.”

I look down at the two volumes beneath my left arm. Will |
get them back? Daddy won't like me losing his books. I can’t
find my voice to ask the warden. She has that Carl-the-
floorwalker, -am-I-gonna-be-a-hard-case look in her eye.

I put the two books in the barrel. They are quickly buried.

“At the window. Line it up.”

As we line it and move toward the window, Citizen Sayther
sees a little boy clutching a filthy rag doll to his chest. She
takes it and throws it into the barrel, brushing her hands
against-her trousers as though to remove contamination from
them.

The boy cries out, and one of the guards lays a short whip
across his back so hard that the boy sinks to his knees on the
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floor, eyes wide, his mouth open. I quickly look away, afraid to
attract atfention to myself with either my looks or my
thoughts. In line I keep my attention fixed on the back of the
person in front of me. A tall girl. She has pimples on her back.
Citizen Sayther pulls her out of line and moves her to the
front.

The guard at the window gives each one of us a pile of
things: underwear, red cloth shoes with rope soles, a bright red
one-piece jumpsuit. No socks. The girl with the pimples starts
putting her red uniform on, but the warden stops her.

“No dressing until after showers.”

Lined up with our bundles we march out of the hall down a
long, narrow flight of cold concrete stairs. At the bottom of the
stairs we enter a low-ceilinged, unpainted, musty-smelling
room, with shelves built along one side. Citizen Sayther’s
voice comes from right behind me.

“Put the gear on one of the shelves. Erase the old number
on the edge of the shelf and mark down the last four digits of
your number.”

I stuff my things into one of the openings and rub the old
number off of the shelf with my thumb. There is a marker
hanging from a string to my left. I check the number on my
shoulder again, remind myself that the sixes I see are upside
down nines, and mark 9995 on the edge of my shelf.

The little boy who had been lashed puts his bundle on the
shelf next to mine. The boy’s eyes are cloudy, a confused look
on his face. He isn't crying. I'm glad because crying makes the
guard angry. I can’t look at the horror of the boy’s back. I don't
want trouble. I just don’t want any trouble,

I think on remembering my shelf number. Nine nine nine
five. Do what I'm told; keep my mouth shut; don't give anyone
a bad look; do what I'm told.

Citizen Gammon taps five of us on our shoulders with his
short whip and points with it toward an opening in the wall.
We hurry into a dark, damp room that smells of ancient sweat
and mildew. Moments later icy needles of disinfectant shoot at
us from every direction. The boy with the cut back screams
and tries to get out, but the guard shoves him back.
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“Pick up some soap and use it. Kill all them little buggies!
Try and get it done before the war gets here!”

Citizen Sayther herds the next group into the shower, and
my group rinses off and leaves. I am so cold I can’t stop my
teeth from chattering. The guard orders us to wipe off the
water with our hands and to jump around to dry off. There are
no towels. I wipe off what I can and stand there shivering, my
arms wrapped around my chest.

I hear a sharp crack and something knocks me to the floor at
the same time. Fire cuts a path across my back.

“Run, redshit, run!”

The guard stands over me, tapping me on the top of my
head with his whip. [ jump up and wave my arms about while
running in place. I am so surprised at the pain in my back that
1 forget to cry.

As [ get warmer I run my hands over my arms and legs.
With everything dry but my hair, I turn to look for my shelf.
One of the girls is standing still next to the shelves. She has
little breasts and a tuft of blond hair just below her bandage.
She is trying hard not to cry. The guard is touching her
buttocks with his hand.

My red uniform fits very well, and as the others in the room
get dressed, all of us in red, [ feel closer to them and not quite
so alone. The crying girl helps me to tie my shoes. Her name
is Elana. She is pretty, except that her eyes are all red. When
all of us are dressed, we line up and march outside into the
gray, windy evening.

We go down some steps from the gray building, along a
crunchy gravel path, to a long, white frame building with
black smoke coming from a stack at one end. I smell food and
remember I am very hungry.
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Inside the building we are in a huge dining hall, tables
gleaming white, narrow, and placed in rows with benches only
on one side of each table. I remember this dining hall. The
Birdman ate in a dining hall like this when he was in the
Leavenworth prison.

Other children in red uniforms and white aprons stand
behind the serving line. I follow the file, pick up a battered
metal tray, a spoon with a cutting edge on one side and blunt
tines for stabbing at the tip of the bowl. The children behind
the serving line fill the compartments of the tray. I recognize
the peas. We sit at one of the tables, facing the front of the
room.

“Sit straight, keep your hands in your laps and your mouths
shut.” Citizen Sayther stands in front of us with her arms
folded. “You will be told when you may begin eating.”

In Leavenworth’s dining hall they had a band playing while
the prisoners ate. Here there is no band, no music.

Hundreds of other boys and girls begin filing into the dining
hall, all wearing red and guarded by men and women in black.
The children move quickly through the serving line and to the
tables. Not a word is spoken the entire time.

Citizen Sayther sits at a table at the front of the room, facing
us, and as other groups come in more wardens join her. The
guards stand at the back of the room.

When all the boys and girls have trays and are seated, the
room becomes very quiet again. The six wardens look like a
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row of statues. One of the wardens nods and [ see the others
begin to eat. I dig in.

“Don’ look back,” whispers a voice behind me. “Make sure
you eat everythin’ on your tray. If you don’, you get called
out.”

I start to turn around and catch a glimpse of a handsome
boy with black hair and dark eyes. “You got the dumbs? Face
front!” he whispers urgently. [ look at my tray and concentrate
on finishing my food, my face hot with embarrassment. Again
the voice from behind me: “The terminal dumbs; you got it
bad, chicky.”

Another voice: “Chickchickchick!”

There are a few chuckles, then Citizen Sayther looks up
from her dinner and deadly silence drops on the hall. She
returns to her meal and [ return to mine, not hungry at all.
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After the meal we form up and march back to the gray
building. Once there we are assigned to dormkeepers. Citizen
Sayther assigns me to an older girl wearing red. Her name is
Helen. She is plain and hard around the mouth and eyes. Her
brown hair is wrapped up in a tight bun, and she has a deep
scar on her right cheek.

A little blond girl is also assigned to Helen. We follow
Helen to the hallway window where we had earlier gotten our
uniforms. The guard gives me another set of underwear,
another red uniform, two sheets, a blanket, and a pillow case.
He leans over the sill of the window and looks down at me. His
hair is gray and cut very short. “You a pisser?”

I just look back. Not answering is bad, I can tell. But I am
certain a wrong answer would be worse. Helen jabs my right
arm. “Answer, redbird. Do you wet the bed at night?”

“No.” I shake my head. No, I don’t wet the bed. Not for a
long time, and that means that I don’t do it anymore—

The guard drops a thin mattress roll and pillow on top of the
burden in my arms. Staggering beneath the load, I follow
Helen and the little girl up the front staircase to “E” Dorm.

“E” Dorm is a long, high-ceilinged room with a row of
wire-mesh-covered windows along the top of one of the pale
green walls. A double row of light bars extends the length of
the room, casting everything in a harsh, white glare. The
room holds forty single cots, twenty on each side of the central
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aisle. Helen shows me to a cot along the solid wall opposite the
windows.

“Leave the rack traps and stick the rest in your home.” She
nods her head toward a shelf—an open-ended box—hanging
on the wall behind the cot.

I put my load on the cot frame. Leaving the mattress roll,
pillow, and bedding behind, I put my uniform and underwear
into the shelf at the head of my cot. My home. Helen takes my
mattress roll to show me and the little girl how to make up
racks. After making up mine, she shows me how to stow my
stuff in my home with everything neatly stacked and folded to
the exact width of two marks painted on the lower shelf.

Helen taps her finger against the marked shelf and looks at
me. “This is your south wall.” She points at the opposite shelf.
“North.” Right. “East.” Left. “West.”

“You.” She points at the little girl. “Pay attention. If
tomorrow when the blackshit shoots it to you, you act like you
got handful of dumbs between your ears, you'll get called
out.” She glances at me and looks back at the girl. “You don’t
want to get called out.”

Helen takes the little girl across the aisle and helps her to
make up her rack and put her reds and whites home. I watch,
standing by myself next to my rack, not knowing what to do
with myself.

I see the handsome boy with the black hair, who said I had
the dumbs back in the dining hall. He is on his rack, his hands
behind his head, talking to another boy.

The door at the hall end of the dorm opens. Citizen Sayther
leans in and nods at Helen. The dormkeeper walks quickly to
the door and the two of them talk. The warden leaves and
Helen faces the room, her face red.

“We got zipped at morning inspection for dirty floor.
Because of the zip, lights out in five minutes. Hit the racks,
and if you buy me a zip tomorrow, tomorrow night we're going
to get down and tongue-polish us some concrete.”

Helen walks up to me and the little girl and points to a door
at the other end of the dorm.

“My room is right there, so no talking and no fooling
around after lights out. Understand?”
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We both nod.

After she leaves I begin undressing, nervous again about
being naked in front of the others. Some of the boys and girls
don’t seem to mind. They simply skin down and climb under
their rack traps. Some of the others in the dorm get under their
traps first. The little girl and I climb under our covers to
undress. Everyone folds their uniforms and underwear—reds
and whites—and places them at the foot of their racks.

By the time everyone is quiet under their covers, Helen
stands in the doorway to her room and looks around. Reaching
to a switch beside her door, she turns off the lights.

I am on my back, the covers up to my chin, looking up into
the blackness. It is dead quiet interrupted here by a cough,
there by a squeak as someone rolls over.

Things emerge in the dark. Thoughts.

In the morning when they took me from Mommy and
Daddy I was terrified, then miserably sad. Sick for my home.
For my little dark room in the attic. My mind was soon filled,
however, with the bustle of the Toronto Processing Station and
the thrill of the highspeed across the lake to Buffalo, and then
to the processing center in New York. All day I rushed from
one station to another, getting papers initialed, getting shots,
being poked and probed and told to sit and wait until I was told
to rush someplace else, until I was finally herded onto the
airbus for Outcasters.

New things, loud noises, people, people, and more peo-
ple—I didn't have time to think. In the quiet and dark of “E”
Dorm, the things the day had chased from my mind come
back.

An eerie, blue luminescence fills the room, reflected off the
night air from the security lights on the wire fence. There are
light patterns on the ceiling. The racks on either side of me are
empty, and loneliness knots my stomach. The rack sags
uncomfortably.

At home [ sleep on a bed. A real bed. It is thick and I sink
into it when I go to sleep. Daddy carries me up to the attic and
Mommy tucks me in and kisses me goodnight. She tells me
stories. Sometimes she tells me the story of the bad little boy
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who liked to talk to strangers and all of the horrible things that
happen’ to him.

I wasn'’t bad. I never talked to strangers. I never even saw
any strangers. I never saw anyone except Mommy and Daddy.
All of my playmates were on television.

All 1 did was to open the window.

I think of the hammer Daddy gave me for my birthday. I
don'’t even know what my other presents are. Will Mommy
and Daddy save my presents for me? Why don’t they come for
me? Where are Mommy and Daddy?

The sound of sniffling comes from the other side of the
aisle. Crying. The little girl.

The light in Helen’s room goes on, and I bury my face in
my pillow to stifle my own sniffling. My back still hurts from
the guard’s little whip, and I remember the girl with the red
welts all over her cheeks because she wouldn'’t skin down fast
enough to suit Citizen Sayther. Helen told us not to make any
noise. I only want to stay out of trouble.

But there is this thing eating away at my heart: a thing of
horrible fear and abandonment. Alone.

Alone, alone, it just isn’t fair. It isn’t. I didn’t do anything. 1
didn't do any—

Helen comes into the dorm without turmng on the lights.
She walks to the little girl’s cot and bends over it. I hear her
talking to the little girl but I can’t understand anything she
says. I curl up under my pillow and covers, but the sniffles
grow into a flood.

Do Mommy and Dadddy know what’s happened to me?
Why don’t they come for me? Why was Mommy screaming?
When Daddy warns me about the men in black, he says he
and Mommy will die if the men in black—

Like a scab: if I don't pick at it, it won’t bleed. Like the paint
blister: if I don’t pick at it, it won't fall off. Like—

I wasn’t bad.

“What's the matter?”

I feel someone sit on the edge of my cot. It's Helen. I bite
my lip but I can't stop crying. Helen takes the pillow from my
face and sits me up. The light from her room lets me see only
a little of her face, and her hair is hanging loose. With a gentle
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touch she brushes the tears from my face. In the dark and with
my eyes blurred by the tears, she looks like Mommy.

“Get some rest, little redbird.”

“My name’s Thomas.”

“Go to sleep, Tommy. You're with us now. We're your
family.”

“I already have a family.”

“We're your new family.”

She leans over and kisses me on my cheek. I kiss her back
and taste the salt of her tears. She is crying. I do not
understand why.

She strokes my hair and face, humming softly. I close my
eyes and listen to her soft voice, the touch of her hand warm
and gentle.

I feel my head loll as my eyelids close.

I fight against the sleep. Helen will leave me alone if [ fall
asleep.

I can’t stay awake.

I don’t want to be alone, but I am seven years old today and
very, very tired.
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“Out of those racks!”

A whistle screams and the dorm lights go on. The glare
hurts my eyes and I squint against it. My hand shields my eyes
from the lights as I look up at the row of windows. Outside it is
still dark.

“You waiting on the war? Roll outta those racks! Let’s go!
Let’s go! Let’s go!”

The guard stands at the door until he sees us getting dressed
under our traps. He leaves. More shouting as he reaches the
next dorm down the hall.

The room is freezing cold. I put on my underpants under
the covers, hop out of my rack, and slip on my red uniform
and shoes. I look for someone to help me tie my shoes, but
Helen is checking the dorm for inspection. The others are
making up their racks, dressing or cleaning up. I sit on the
edge of my cot and try tying them myself.

“Don'’t you even know how to tie your own shoes?”

The new girl stands in the aisle, hands on her hipless hips,
looking at me with a stupid smirk on her face.

“Sure 1 do.” I go back to making a mess of my laces, now a
tangle of knots.

“Let me. You'll never get it right.”

She kneels on the floor, pushes my hands away, and
unknots the laces saying, “Tisk, tisk,” her blond pigtails
shaking back and forth. “There.” She gets to her feet, and I
look down at my neatly tied laces. My face feels a little hot.

“I could have done that.”
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She laughs.

“Anyway, thank you, I guess. 'm Thomas.”

“I'm Ann. I'm seven years old.”

“I'm seven too. My birthday was yesterday.”

“I'm older than you are.”

“So what?” Again she laughs at me. I decide that I don'’t like
her very much.

“My birthday is in December, Tommy. I'm only three
months older than you. Will you be my friend?” She smiles
but her eyes pull at me as though she would cry if I said no.

“I never had a friend.” I shrug and look down, embarrassed.
“Sure.” She laughs again and skips back to her rack to make it
up.
I smooth the wrinkles out of my cot and wait for Helen to
check it. On the way to the hall end of the dorm, Helen
straightens a wrinkle here, points something out there, getting
us all ready for inspection. As she passes by my cot she nods at
me and walks on.

A boy stands at the foot of my cot. He is in his teens and his
face looks very grim.

I frown back at him. The boy just keeps looking at me.

“Do you want something?”

He glances down, nods toward the little girl who tied my
shoelaces and looks back at me. “You don’t want to make any
friends here. Friends are expensive.” He snorts out a laugh
and shakes his head. “You aren’t going to listen to me any
more than [ listened to them.”

“Them?”

But the boy turns away, heading for the hall end of the
dorm. Helen stands near the door.

“Line it up. Prepare for inspection.”

The boys and girls form two rows down the center aisle close
to the hall door. Helen pushes Ann and [ into line and takes
her place in front of the formation. I wonder if I should ask
permission to go to the bathroom. I don’t know how long the
formation is going to take, and I am beginning to get
uncomfortable.

We wait.
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A moment after | hear footsteps coming down the hall, a
guard slams through the door, heads for the first line, and
begins inspecting us one by one with Helen following. I
recognize the guard as the one who turned on the lights. He is
a big man with a dark, scowling face. Instead of a whip he
carries a long thin stick pointed at one end.

I am in the front row at the end, and as the guard comes
closer, I am frightened. Towering over me, the guard looks
down at me forever while I try desperately not to wet myself. I
swear that the next time I will go to the bathroom before
inspection. The guard nods, turns, steps around the end of my
line, and comes to a halt in front of the person at the end of
the second row.

“Dirty uniform.”

I turn and see the guard standing in front of Ann, tapping
her knees with his stick. There are faint smudges on the knees
of her reds where she knelt to tie my laces.

“Have her fall out for punishment tonight.”

“She just got here last night, Citizen Lathrup.”

“That makes no difference, Helen. Have her fall out tonight
after evening chow.”

“Citizen Lathrup, she’s only seven.”

“Don’t argue with me! You know damned well that she’s old
enough to keep her uniform clean.”

“I just mean, be careful, Citizen Lathrup.” Helen’s voice
sounds curiously calm.

“Careful?”

The big guard storms halfway to the door and rushes back,
stopping with his face a short distance from Helen’s.

“Careful? Careful? You little puddle of piss, just how much
ass do you think you got to swing around here, Helen?
Threaten me?”

“Of course not, Cit—"

“Damn!” The guard taps her sharply on the shoulder with
his stick. “Damn you! Do you really think that I'm scared of
your silly little girls club?”

“No, Citizen—"

“Shut your face!” He marches to the door, throws it open
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and faces her. “I want that little piece of shit out for
punishment tonight! You copy that?”

“Yes, Citizen Lathrup.”

Turning his attention to the rest of the formation, his eyes
search us out one at a time. “You little shits think you own this
place.” He holds up a hand and slowly closes it into a fist.
“That’s where I got you! Every last damned one of you! Right
ll:ere!" Turning abruptly, he leaves, slamming the door behind

im.

Helen looks at Ann for a moment and then faces the door.

“March out!”
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Breakfast is a soup made from some kind of grain. As “E”
Dorm takes its places, I glance at a little girl sitting at the table
behind. I look away, shocked. She is so ugly I don’t believe it.
Just before 1 sit down I quickly peek again. Her eyes look
crossed and as though they only open halfway. The space
between her eyes is very wide and flat. Her whole face is
lumpy and fat-looking, and her tongue looks like it’s too big for
her mouth. She looks so stupid I dont even think she
understands what she sees.

I sit waiting for the signal to begin eating. I hear a splat and
feel a gob of something hit the back of my neck. I reach back
with my hand and wipe it off. Somebody threw some of the
grain soup at me.

I turn around, very angry, and see the ugly girl grinning
back at me just before I feel a sting in my arm. [ yelp and look
back. Citizen Sayther is standing over me holding a finger to
her lips. She turns and continues walking down the rows of
tables.

As I rub my arm I hear a voice from behind me. “Beauty is

- only skin deep, chickchick. The dumbs go all the way to the

bone.”

After morning chow, Ann and I are assigned to a detail with
boys and girls from other dorms. We go to a large shed built
into the side of the gray building, and there I am issued a leaf
rake. The others are issued weed whips, rakes, and pitchforks.
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The black-clad officer in the shed, each time he hands out a
tool, says, “That’s the way I want to see it when I get it back.”

When we are told to, we pile onto a horse-drawn, flatbed
wagon driven by an ancient guard, Citizen Brown. He snaps a
switch on the horse’s back and the wagon bumps and rumbles
down a road that heads into some trees.

Riding in the feeble sunlight, the sky obscured by layers of
thick haze, the brown fields and bare trees look gloomy. - The
wind picks up and a chill shakes me. I huddle against Ann in
the center of the wagon bed, trying to keep warm.

In the trees the wagon turns left and comes out on the edge
of an overgrown field lined on all four sides with tall
evergreens. Citizen Brown stops the horse and tells the
children to get off. We assemble next to the wagon, holding
our tools.

“Any chicks—new kids—on this detail?”

Four of us raise our hands. “You new kids, get this. Don'’t
get any smart ideas about running off. Fences all around here.
Electrified fences. Touch one and it'll turn you into a piece of
bacon. We can spot those reds, too, faster'n a turd in whipped
cream.” Citizen Brown pats a holstered pistol hanging from
his belt. “Besides, there’s no place to go. Not for you. Never
for you.”

The detail is supposed to gather up weeds and leaves for the
compost pile. Ann whispers that compost is good to grow
things, but I don'’t see what difference piling up the weeds
made. [ ask her why we don't just leave them on the ground.
She tells me that her father is a farmer and that it’s so.

“You two! Knock off the jaw music and bend your backs.”

One of the older boys asks permission to talk to the guard
and complains that the weed whips don’t work. The winter has
beaten down the weeds making it impossible for the whips to
get a good swing at them. The guard tells me and another boy
to put up our tools and to hold the weeds upright for the
whips.

We cut and load weeds for hours, which keeps everything
but our fingers warm. A stop for lunch. Citizen Brown takes
sandwiches out of a pail and issues them to us. My sandwich is
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a piece of tough, synthetic meat on a dry roll. We have water
to drink.

After lunch, it is back to the weeds.

Late in the afternoon [ am so sore from lifting and hauling
weeds that my feet keep stumbling. The guard calls us to bring
in the last load. After throwing up our tools we climb up on
the weed pile and jerk around as the wagon rumbles off.

The weeds smell wet and rotten. In the trees we take a new
road and follow it until a huge, green-painted machine looms
to the left. The wagon stops.

Without being told, the older boys and girls climb down and
walk to a big spoked wheel set on a post in the concrete next to
and below the machine. They each grab a spoke, strain against
their arms, and begin pushing the wheel counterclockwise. As
they go around, a whine deep within the machine gets louder
and higher as the speed of the wheel increases.

The guard motions to the rest of us to get down and haul the
weeds to the machine. When I get to the machine, both arms
loaded, 1 stare into the hopper and see hundreds of blades
flashing and spinning. I throw in my bundle and it instantly
disappears. The spinning knives pull at me, drawing me
toward the chute. 1 see a flash of the devil feeding all of the
dead babies into the hopper. The boy behind me shoves me
out of the way and throws in his own bundle.

At the wagon for another load, I listen as the boys and girls
on the wheel begin keeping step with a low, mournful chant.
The whine of the machine increases, and from the wagon |
can see tiny flakes blowing out of an arm on top of the
machine. The flakes fly to a black pile behind the machine.
White wisps of steam come from the pile.

It’s whining, it’s roaring,

The blackshit is snoring.

He went to bed, we cut off his head,
Now, he won't get us in the morning—

I'look at Ann watching them push the wheel. It goes around
so fast the boys and girls almost run. Their eyes look strange,
flashing with some loathsome desire. I feel my skin crawl.
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It’s whining, it’s roaring,
The blackshit is snoring.

I reach out my hand, shake Ann’s shoulder, and point at
Citizen Brown. Both of us pick up more weeds from the
wagon. Still holding the reins, the guard sits watching the
children on the wheel. His face is pale and the reins in his
hands shake.

He went to bed, we cut off his head,
Now, he won't get us in the morning—
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After evening chow, Helen takes Ann away.

We are dismissed and have the rest of the evening to
ourselves. | sit alone on my rack and watch the others in the
dorm talk or play games. The ones who had been working
outside take off their reds and carry them into the hall. Some
others clean the floors around their racks.

Carrying his reds, an older boy dressed only in his whites
stops by my cot.

“Look at your reds.”

I look down at the pants to my uniform. They are grass- and
mud-stained. My stomach knots as I remember the almost
invisible marks that got Ann called out for punishment. The
boy is tall, slender, and has scars, pits, and little red marks all
over his face.

“I'm Francis. What’s your name, chick?”

“Thomas.”

“Peel off those reds, Thomas, and zip "em here. I'll do ’em
along with mine.”

I begin thanking him, but he snaps his fingers at me to
hurry me up.

“Let’s go. Don’t want to get caught in the war.” I hand
Francis my reds.

“Do those shoes yourself, redbird, or you'll get zipped
tomorrow.”

As Francis goes out the hall door, I look at my mud-caked
shoes. The mud is dry, and [ break it off into a trash can. After
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beating and rubbing them, they don’t look any worse than
anyone else’s. I place them on the floor beneath my rack.

Three girls wearing only their whites are playing jacks in the
center aisle. The jacks are made out of little pieces of wood,
and the ball is red plastic. The first girl asks me if I want to
play. She talks funny. I try the game for a few minutes, but I'm
not very good at it. The girls talk to each other with words |
can’t understand. They giggle at me a lot and I leave.

I walk past two of the older boys. They are sitting on their
racks talking to each other. One of them is the handsome boy
with the black hair.

“You're Tommy,” he says to me.

“Yes.”

“I'm Manuel.” Manuel is very dark. He points to his left at
his companion who is even darker. “This stupid here is
Godfrey.”

Godfrey grins at me and pulls me down until I am sitting on
the bed next to him.

“Tommy, Manuel is a bit empty-headed. All redbirds have
a duty to watch him all of the time to see he doesn’t hurt
himself.”

Manuel makes a spitting sound with his mouth. “Don’t
listen, kid. The only one I'm going to hurt is that bushman
that keeps flapping his lips.”

“l am from Uganda, Tommy.” Godfrey jabs himself with
his thumb. “Do you know where Uganda is?”

I shake my head. “I'm from Peterborough.”

“Is that in New York?” Godfrey looks slyly at the other boy
and whispers, “Crazy Manuel is from New York.”

“Peterborough is in Ontario.” Godfrey is the darkest person
I have ever seen.

“Are you from Africa, Godfrey?”
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