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Chapter One: Door Jamb

Someone tapped my shoulder. I crammed my notebook into my shorts pocket. Crud. Caught off task, again. Jamming my pencil through the messy bun I’d tucked my hair into, I turned to see who was behind me.
“Nora.” Ms. Amatrist focused her radiant smile on me. Frizzy strands of her light red hair were stuck sideways across her sweaty forehead.
“Sorry.” I kicked at the dirt under my feet as I pulled at the collar of my T-shirt. The greenhouse was hot and stuffy. Not as boiling or suffocatingly hot as it was outside, but enough to make anyone break out in perspiration in minutes. “I only meant to take a quick break—”
Ms. Amatrist shook her head. “It’s past noon; you’ve done enough for today. Go.” My friend worked in the greenhouse all day supervising the children.
“I don’t mind,” I said, mopping my damp forehead with the back of my gardening gloves. “What else have I got to do?”  I was tending—or I was supposed to be, when I wasn’t distracted by studying—the tomatoes. The work was okay, but I preferred looking after the strawberries. Everyone did. They weren’t easier or more fun, but you could usually get away with sneaking a couple of the bright red berries while no one was looking. I wouldn’t be back to the strawberries for at least a month.
My friend tried to fix a stern look on her face, planting her hands on her hips, but her green eyes still glowed. No one in the compound was as sweet or as pleasant as Ms. Amatrist. I couldn’t figure out how she managed it, especially since she was without a partner. Maybe it was from working in the humidity of the greenhouse. All the bad feelings just oozed out of her pores with her sweat while the other adults kept things bottled up.
“You’ll miss your mealtime, Nora. You know they won’t serve you if you’re late.” Ms. Amatrist linked her skinny arm through mine and walked me toward the greenhouse changing room.
Several children emerged from the room, brown dusty aprons tied neatly around their waists, ready to start their required work hours. They smiled at Ms. Amatrist and waved to her as they walked past but ignored me.
Ms. Amatrist placed a hand on my shoulder. “Go get your meal, and keep looking through your mother’s books. You’ll find something. Maybe I’ll stop by your cube later, before I settle in for the night.”
I smiled at my friend. She was beautiful, so tall and slim, and under the thin layer of ever-present dirt, her skin was smooth and lightly tanned. “I’d like that,” I said, then ducked into the change room.
Inside the change room, I dumped my gardening gloves into the wash receptacle and headed for the back wall where my shelf was located. Now that I wasn’t so preoccupied, the hollow feeling inside my stomach was uncomfortable—breakfast had been more than four hours ago. I fumbled with the strings of my apron then slipped the strap over my head. Tossing the apron on my shelf, I kicked off the brown rubber clogs required for the greenhouse and swapped them for my navy blue tennis shoes. I pulled my notebook from my pocket and attempted to smooth the rumpled edges.
If I ran, I’d catch the very last dregs of today’s noontime meal. If I didn’t make it, I’d have to wait until tonight—at least I had a small stash of snacks hidden in my desk in case of such emergencies. As I charged for the exit, my stomach felt like it was going to start digesting itself, I was so hungry. I plowed into the swinging door with my shoulder, but instead of it giving way and letting me through, it hit something. My book slipped from my fingers, and my heart sped up. I probably gasped, but I didn’t hear it. Hesitantly, I took a tiny step toward the door and pushed it gently outward.
“Hello?” I said. “Sorry about that.” I threw out the apology, although I hadn’t yet plucked up the courage to see if I’d actually nailed someone with the door. I crossed my fingers, hoping it wasn’t Ms. Amatrist.
I pushed the door open and peeked around to see who or what I’d hit. I inhaled sharply and jumped back. My heart beat even faster. It was worse than I thought. I’d hit him. I didn’t know his name, but I knew he was gorgeous. So did most of the other girls in the compound over twelve years of age, and I’d just smacked him in the face with a door. I checked over my shoulder and, certain I was alone, I swore. I was going to have to go out there, despite my intense desire to hide. He’d find out I was the one who’d whacked him sooner or later.
I picked up my notebook before I exited the change room with as much confidence as I could muster. There he was, standing with one hand on his hip, the other pinching the bridge of his nose. His shaggy, dark gold hair obscured much of his face. He didn’t look up when I approached. His nose might be bleeding, but I couldn’t tell; his hand blocked my view. My stomach clenched—both at the thought of blood and the reminder that I was hungry and should be on my way to the dining hall.
“Sorry,” I said again. What was I supposed to do now? His posture didn’t change and his lips didn’t appear to move. My legs wobbled. His mother sat on the council. Could she banish me for maiming her son? Probably not, but she might muck with my schedule so all my mealtimes were as far apart as possible and switch me to permanent laundry duty—gross.
“Sorry,” I raised my voice as I repeated the apology for the third time. Then I bolted. I ran flat out across the greenhouse and into the main compound building, then I pelted along the southeast corridor to the main dining hall, where I was assigned to the second mealtime shift. I could probably beg a few leftovers from Mrs. Vale if I was late—she’d been friends with my mother before she’d died; I just needed to get out of here before I did or said something even more embarrassing.
Mrs. Vale must have heard me coming, because she was preparing a plate laden with rice and vegetables when I came to a halt a few steps inside the dining hall. Standing behind the serving counter, the room was empty except for her. My feet stung from the run, and I gasped for air. My face was hot and sticky, partly from sweating, partly from the blush that had crept up on me when I’d discovered the identity of my victim.
Mrs. Vale tapped her wrist even though she wore no watch.
“I know,” I said as I crossed the hall and passed the empty rows of tables to the stainless steel counter. “I lost track of time.”
The woman eyed the notebook I’d nestled under my arm. “I’m sure you did, dear.”
Was I that transparent, or predictable, or whatever, that everyone rolled their eyes when I said I’d lost track of time? Didn’t anyone else ever get caught up in what they were doing? No, probably not. Not here in this little, insignificant compound. Everything we did here was plain and ordinary, and almost entirely for the purpose of staying alive. Nothing so enthralling that one could lose themselves in their task. Except for me when I was studying, and only because I’m me—because I’m bookish and a social outcast.
I tried to smile. “Thanks.” I reached for the tray Mrs. Vale held out.
“You’d better take that back to your cube, dear.” Mrs. Vale shot me a half-convincing scowl. “Or you might get in trouble for eating out of turn.”
“I’ll bring the tray and dishes back at supper.” I wasn’t sure if I could wait until I made it all the way back to my cube. Even though the food was cold and the aroma faded, it still looked good—delicious, even. My stomach twisted in desperate need of sustenance.
“Be sure you do.” Mrs. Vale smiled, and her brown eyes shone as she held out the chocolate cookie she’d been hiding under the counter.
I balanced my tray in my right hand, took the treat with the other, and then popped it into my mouth without saying thank you. Mrs. Vale shook her head and laughed as she waved me away.
“Get gone. You must have some reading to do for class.”
I hurried out of the dining hall, my eyes focused on the tray in my hands, praying I wouldn’t pass anyone who would give me grief for my late meal—and that I wouldn’t trip and drop anything. When I reached the narrow between-cube corridor, I slowed. Most people were out at their daily tasks. Only a few of the older children were free at this time of the day, and most of them tended to congregate outside under the picnic shelter away from adult supervision.
As I walked, I peered into the empty cubes, the front curtains pulled back, revealing their contents to the community. Each square room was identical in terms of size and furnishings to my own, but I found other community members’ choices in decorating fascinating. I pinned family photographs to my walls, while others strung up paper garlands, classroom artwork, or colourful scraps of fabric.
When I reached my cube at the end of the first row, my arms ached from holding the tray. I set the food on my little white desk, which was barely big enough for the tray and my notebook, and dropped into the chair. The limited space didn’t bother me. No one had much room to themselves in the compound, and I was lucky I hadn’t been assigned a cube mate after my mother’s death. Most of the parentless children lived two or three in a single seven-by-seven-foot cube, but for some reason the compound council thought I was sufficiently mature to look after myself. I didn’t care to argue.
I shoveled down the cold, glutinous food in less than five minutes then set the dishes on the floor beside the desk. Hopefully, I’d remember to return them to the kitchen later. Before settling down to work, I dug out a couple of other plates I knew were hiding under my bed and added them to the pile. I also pulled back the curtain that made up the side wall of my cube. It let in more light. Some people might not have liked the corner cube—too noisy, maybe—but I didn’t mind. When I needed a break from studying I watched the people go by.
Seated, I retrieved my mother’s old lab books from the desk drawer. I’d been poring over them every day since I’d taken enough biology to understand the symbols of the elements and the shapes of the molecules. She’d been trying to discover a cure for the disease that killed her, the disease that killed most adults before they were forty-five years old. Some adults lived to be very old. One lady a few cube rows over celebrated her ninetieth birthday a week ago. It didn’t make sense, especially when my mother died at thirty-one. Grabbing the pencil from my hair, I flipped to the first blank page in my notebook and set to work. I was supposed to be reviewing world history for class tonight, but I would get to it later, if I remembered.
*
My watch showed half an hour before dinner. As I stretched my arms over my head, the knots in my aching back popped. My head spun from the hours of hard concentration; I’d lost another afternoon to studying. No matter how many times I went over my mother’s notes, I couldn’t find the answer to the disease. It was there, I was sure of it, just as she’d been. But she’d had access to the compound laboratories, and I wouldn’t gain that privilege until I was eighteen. Even then it was only if I passed the exam, which I would. I could write it tomorrow if I was allowed, but I had to be an adult. To be an adult I had to be eighteen; it felt like years away, but really it was less than two. In the meantime I had to toil in the greenhouse and attend science classes I could probably teach. I rested my elbow on my desk and my chin in my hand.
The corridor was busier now. The older children were done their tasks for the day and were hurrying to the baths, and the younger children were heading back to their cubes to spend time with their families, if they had them, or their other cube mates if not. My gaze slid out of focus as I watched the blur of people pass, and didn’t bother to stop my eyelids from drooping. As I sat, eyes closed, I was vaguely aware that someone had approached my cube—a change in the shadows, perhaps. I forced one lid open enough to see what was going on around me then snapped to attention.
He was standing at the threshold of my cube, just beyond arm’s reach. He wore a pair of olive-coloured, knee-length shorts and a close-fitting beige T-shirt with a V-neck. Contrary to my expectations, he wasn’t overly tall, but I could tell by the way his shirt stretched across his chest that he used the compound exercise facilities on a regular basis. His eyes were crystal blue—I’d never been close enough to him to notice that before, either.
The skin over his nose was mottled purple, but it seemed straight, although maybe a little bigger than normal. I must have gotten him pretty good. That’s probably why he was here. He meant to give it to me for damaging his face. If not, I had no doubt that the two girls standing behind him, their arms crossed over their chests, would do it for him.
“Hi,” he said. The corners of his mouth turned up into a tiny smile.
I looked past him to the girls. They looked younger than me, maybe fourteen or fifteen, with fierce expressions fixed on their faces. What was their connection to him, and why did they look so protective? One girl was tall, had dark-coloured skin and hair, and the hem of her pink spaghetti strap dress rested several inches above her knees. The other girl was short with jet-black hair and extremely pale skin. Her dark blue, mid-calf-length overalls were more modest than her friend’s attire. Turning my attention from the girls and back to him, I realized he was speaking and I hadn’t caught a word.
“Sorry?” I said. My insides fluttered. When was he going to stop playing nice and dig into me? “Could you repeat that?” I concentrated on his lips, making sure I got every word right.
“I said, I think we ran into each other earlier today. I’m Tomas.” And then he turned away. He must have been referring to his friends, introducing them maybe, as he gestured to them one after the other, but I couldn’t catch what he said.
My skin itched as the girls looked me up and down, appraising my worth. “Hi.” I gave the girls a wave, but that was it, my mouth had gone dry. My instinct to hide flared again, but I was trapped in my cube until Tomas and his friends left me alone.
Tomas faced me. As he stepped toward me, his smile broadened, as if sensing I was uneasy. “I don’t think I’ve ever caught your name before…”
“Nora,” I said, barely moving my lips. My face was frozen.
My attention flipped between Tomas and the girls. What was going to happen next? Tomas evidently didn’t have much of an idea, as he alternately shoved his hands in his pockets then held them behind his back. The girls looked ready to pounce but wouldn’t dare act until the attack command was given. I held by breath until my pulse pounded in my neck. If I ever wanted to get out of this situation, I was going to have to say something. “What brings you by?”
Tomas returned his hands to his pockets and shrugged. “I was just…” Then he turned away again, looking at the girls rather than at me as he finished his sentence.
I sprang to my feet, knocking over my desk chair, drawing Tomas’ focus back to me. His expression was halfway between amusement and concern, while my cheeks felt like they could burst into flames. If only those girls would go away. On his own, Tomas didn’t seem so bad—he was trying to be friendly at least. Even if he wanted to reprimand me, he’d probably be nice about it. It was hard to keep calm with those girls shooting daggers at me from behind his back.
Clenching my hands, I gave my head a shake in order to clear it. “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?”
Tomas’ eyebrows crunched together; he was obviously confused. He didn’t know. That was surprising. Nu Compound was a small community, and I thought everyone knew, even if they didn’t know my name.
The shorter girl loomed toward me, her mouth making sharp, angry movements so that I couldn’t catch what she said. Tears collected at the corners of my eyes, and I squeezed my hands even tighter to keep from shaking. Tomas turned to the girls and more words were said that I couldn’t understand. Whatever they were, I was grateful for them. The girls turned smartly and left, albeit not without sending me their nastiest looks yet.
“Sorry about them.” Tomas nodded in the direction the girls had walked. “They seem to think you hit me in the face on purpose.” He prodded at the purple spots on his nose. “No permanent damage, though.” He stared at me for a moment without speaking, his gaze searching over me as though he was trying to puzzle out some great secret. “Are you okay? Why did you run off?”
“I didn’t want to miss my mealtime.” I turned and righted my chair to avoid seeing Tomas’ reaction. That was the lamest possible response I could have come up with. True, but lame. He was probably laughing at me.
A hand held out a fallen book, and I forced myself to look up. “You seem to have sweet-talked Mrs. Vale into giving you something.” He nodded at the pile of dishes near my bed while he flashed me another fancy smile.
“I…ran.” When was he going to go away? I sank onto my wooden seat and flipped through the book he’d handed me. Maybe if I looked busy enough he’d take the hint.
“Say, did you hear a stranger arrived on the train this afternoon?” Only a lingering remnant of Tomas’ grin remained as his gaze slipped from me to my desk then back again.
“I have to study.” I pulled my notebook toward me, took up the chewed pencil, and attempted to look like I was carefully scrutinizing the page in front of me.
After a minute, the buzzing sensation of another body hovering around my cube subsided, and I snuck a peek over my shoulder. He’d left. I slumped and rested my head on my desk as frustrated tears pricked at my eyes. Never repeating that experience again would be good. Ever. Tomas seemed polite enough, but he could have chosen better friends. Ursula and Rose shouldn’t get away with treating me like that, but tattling wouldn’t do me any good. If anything, it would encourage more teasing and torment. I would have to check my greenhouse clogs for mud and worms before I put them on in the morning.
Oh. And Tomas. Would he try to approach me again? What did he mean by coming around here, especially if he wasn’t going to tell me off about his nose? Other girls my age would probably tell me I should be grateful to have the handsome, charming, perfect Tomas pay attention to me, but I didn’t want him noticing me. At least, I didn’t need his attention, not when I didn’t have plans to stay in Nu for the rest of my life. No unnecessary attachments. It would make it more difficult to leave. Tomas was unnecessary.
Sitting up, I realized the corridors were busy. Community members hustled on their way to the dining hall or to wash up. I guessed I ought to follow suit—not that I was particularly hungry or looking forward to the meal. It would be the same as lunch, which was also the same as the lunch and dinner from yesterday. If I were careless enough to complain, I’d be told to appreciate what we did have to eat, especially when nothing grew outside. I appreciated the food, but that didn’t mean I liked it.
I picked up my tray of dishes and the history book I was supposed to read for class but hesitated. Strictly speaking, I didn’t have to go. My stomach probably wouldn’t even complain during class if I skipped dinner, but I’d be starving by morning. I stepped toward the aisle then froze. Crud. I had another problem. I’d hit Tomas with the change room door and everyone—child and adult alike—must know by now. His nose was purple. Even if he were nice enough not to blame me, people would know. Those girls would tell, and my oddities were a favourite gossip point.
I’d have to face the other community members sooner or later. A full dose of anxiety tingled up my legs and into my stomach, eliminating much of my appetite. I sighed with such force the papers on my desk rattled. My stomach would be digesting itself in the morning, and it was that kind of panic condition that led me to do dumb things like hit a cute boy with a door. Casting one more look around at my belongings I headed off for dinner.




Chapter Two: A Stranger in Our Midst

A report relating to Tomas’ nose must already be circling the compound. When I arrived in the dining hall, I received more than the usual number of stares from the other children my age. Most were also more hostile than normal. It was unlikely that anyone would approach me during dinner—too many adults around—but after class? Out in the long rows of the greenhouse? I might have to watch out for more than just unpleasant surprises in my gardening clogs.
I parked myself at the end of one of the long benches trying to ignore the threatening looks by splitting my attention between reading and eating. It wasn’t going well. I’d smeared a thick glob of tomato sauce across one of the pages of my textbook. The book’s cover was battered from years of abuse from uninterested students carrying it between their cubes and the classroom, tossing it under beds and into bags. My copy was missing pages in chapters three and six, and someone had drawn black curly moustaches on every man in the book. What difference did one little tomato sauce stain make?
I’d just reached an interesting section on one of the ancient wars when a current of excitement rippled through the hall. Dragging my attention away from my text, I didn’t notice anything unusual, except that several of the people close by had likewise craned their necks, trying to find out what had caused the stir. Disappointed, I returned to my reading until I was elbowed in the arm by my neighbour. I faced her as I massaged the sore spot she’d left—her jab had been harder than necessary. Just one of the many subtle paybacks I was likely to receive in Tomas’ honour.
“Did you see something?” I wasn’t really interested, but had to try to acknowledge my seatmate. Dagmar was almost eighteen, and I would soon have to treat her like an adult by calling her Ms. Wright.
Dagmar nodded and her blond ponytail bobbed. She finished her mouthful of food before she spoke. “There’s a stranger.”
“Is that all?” I frowned. It wasn’t unheard of for members of other communities to visit different compounds. A government official stopped by once a year to deliver the official changes to the laws and regulations. I’d hoped for something more compelling, although I didn’t know what I would have considered more exciting.
Dagmar returned my scowl, causing wrinkles to crease her forehead. The expression made her look like she was already old enough to be Ms. Wright. She turned from me and spoke with the girl sitting on her other side. Maybe she’d be a more sympathetic listener than me.
I glanced at my watch: fifteen minutes until class. I forked huge mounds of food into my mouth as I skimmed my text as quickly as I could and still make sense of what I read. Most of the other children in my class probably hadn’t even bothered. Nobody cared much for history. No work tasks in the compound required history proficiency—you had to go to the Central Government Compound for that sort of work. Few children wanted to leave their families and go that far afield for work tasks, except for me, but then I didn’t have any family.
*
The hot stickiness combined with the smell of wet dirt struck me the moment I opened the door to the greenhouse. I’d walked through that door almost every morning since I was eight, but it still packed an uncomfortable, muggy punch. It did it now, and I was sweating before I was more than a few feet in. That’s why I only wore sleeveless shirts and old cut-off pants when I put in my time. No point in trying to look nice, although some of the other girls arrived with their hair pinned up in curls, which never lasted the morning. I worked by myself, and I was grimy after ten minutes of digging in the dirt anyway.
A few yards from the greenhouse change room, I looked up from my notes, barely managing to avoid colliding with Ms. Amatrist, who blocked my path. “Good morning,” I said, smiling.
“Good morning, Nora.” She slipped her arm through mine and pulled me a little ways away from the change room. “Did you hear about the visitor?”
“The stranger?” My smile vanished.
Everyone in the compound was talking about him, which was better than having everyone talking about how I’d smashed Tomas’ face with a door. The class last night had been disrupted by a lengthy discussion about this man who’d appeared at the rail station yesterday afternoon with only a large briefcase. I should have been grateful that he was diverting attention away from me, but as far as I could gather, he was completely ordinary. Why did he incite such excitement? He wasn’t even from the government.
“What’s the matter?” Ms. Amatrist caught my chin in her hand and gently forced me to continue looking at her. “I thought you’d be excited about Mr. Manners’ arrival.”
I shook loose of my friend’s grasp and only managed a step toward the change room before she caught my arm and held me in place. As I turned back, she released her grip. Her lips were pressed in a line so tight and thin that they blanched. I squeezed my hands together to keep from fidgeting. “I’m sorry. Should I be excited about him? I thought he was just a regular traveller.”
Ms. Amatrist focused her green eyes on me, looking me over from head to toe, but she didn’t reach for me again. “That’s all right, Nora, you’re forgiven,” she said at last. “Didn’t you hear—I mean, didn’t someone tell you? Mr. Manners says he has a cure.”
“A cure?” I tried to sort the words out in my head. “A cure for what?”
“For the disease.” Ms. Amatrist rested a hand across her chest. Her lips parted as she smiled. Had I ever seen her look so happy? She was positively radiant, even with beads of sweat glistening at her hairline.
For a brief second my heart lifted, too, then it plummeted as my brain took over. Why hadn’t there been a communiqué if there was a verified cure? News from the Central Government Compound was inconsistent at best, but this was important. It affected hundreds of thousands of adult lives throughout the world.
“You’re not happy about this news?” Ms. Amatrist’s expression changed. Her brows were drawn low and her eyes were clouded in confusion. I’d disappointed her.
“I—” If only I could have slunk away to the change room. This was worse than yesterday with Tomas and the angry girls. I’d let down Ms. Amatrist, who I’d always admired. Why? Why wasn’t I excited about this new prospect? A cure for the disease that had taken my mother and countless adults should be cause for celebration. If the cure worked, I wouldn’t have to worry about being infected, too.
Then I realized the answer—not the cure to the disease, but the reason for my reaction. I was jealous that someone else had figured it out before me. Ridiculous. I was only sixteen, and I’d never stepped foot in a laboratory. But I was jealous nonetheless. Even in the oppressive heat of the greenhouse, my cheeks grew warm.
“What’s the matter, Nora? Are you unwell?” Ms. Amatrist grabbed my shoulder and again her features changed. Her eyebrows knitted together, and she bit her lower lip as she waited for my response.
I bowed my head, unable to look up. “No, I’m just stupid.” I tried to retreat to the change room, but managed only a step before Ms. Amatrist pulled me into a tight embrace. A hug? I hadn’t been hugged since my mother was alive. Certainly my friend had never hugged me. Breathing deeply, I tried to relax. I rested my chin on her shoulder and wrapped my shaking arms around her. I closed my eyes so I could commit this to memory, even the mixed scent of earth and sweat that was Ms. Amatrist.
As abruptly as the embrace had begun, it ended. Ms. Amatrist pushed me away and held me at arm’s length. When I opened my eyes, she was staring at me intently. “You are not stupid, Nora. Not everyone has to get excited about visitors, especially when they arrive too late to save people like your mother.”
I swallowed hard to force away the lump rising in my throat. My mother had been dead for six years—I rarely cried over her anymore—but it was difficult to control my emotions when I considered how a cure could have changed my life. How it could have changed so many people’s lives; children with only one parent or none at all were commonplace the world over.
“I’d better get to work,” I said, suddenly tired, like I’d just completed an exercise routine.
“Of course.” Ms. Amatrist smiled again and patted me on the shoulder. I pivoted and dragged my feet in the direction of the change room door.
*
My time at the greenhouse passed slower than normal. Usually the time spent tending to the crops, although not terribly exciting, was pleasant enough. I worked at my own pace, and most days no one bothered me as I put in my required three hours. Today it felt more like eight or ten hours had inched by. Why was everyone so starry-eyed over this stranger? Had everyone caught a fever over him except me? He’d even diverted the other children’s attention away from my blunder yesterday; usually only time and forbearance—rarely an intervening adult—diverted their teasing.
The whole time I dithered amongst my tomatoes, my fingers craved to grab the notebook from my pocket. My feet itched to flee to my cube so I could study, to see if I could uncover anything new about the disease, but I had to put in my time. It was the rule for all children out of day care: work-task time in the greenhouse every day. Today I spent the last few minutes counting down the seconds on my watch. Usually Ms. Amatrist had to remind me my time was up so I wouldn’t miss my mealtime.
I ran to the change room the moment I was free, stashed my clogs and apron, then returned directly to my cube. I didn’t stop at the dining hall. My mind was too preoccupied for food, and I wasn’t hungry anyway. I had an hour before I was expected in the infirmary, and I wanted another look over my mother’s notes in case this Mr. Manners person was there. It seemed like a logical place for him to go. If he were here to deliver a cure for the disease, he would want to concentrate his time where the sick people were. What was this cure of his? How did it work?
*
I was leaning back in my chair, twirling my pencil between my fingers, when a neatly folded piece of paper dropped onto my desk. Twisting in my seat to face the deliverer, I lost my balance and reeled backward. Tomas braced the chair against his leg and kept me from falling to the floor. Yet again, the hot stickiness of a blush crept into my cheeks.
“What are you doing here?” I said as I scrambled to stand and right my chair. The area around Tomas’ nose had changed to a deeper shade of purple than yesterday, although thankfully the swelling had decreased. His eyes almost sparkled, and the dark blue long-sleeved shirt he wore was close fitting and showed off his athletic build. I gave my head a shake. I’d been staring at him and appraising him like he was a tasty treat. “Do you want something?”
Tomas’ expression was calm, as if he hadn’t noticed me ogling him. Perhaps he’d grown used to it and thought I was like all the other girls—a comparison I resented, even though I was the one thinking it. He didn’t speak but pointed to the note he’d tossed onto my desk. Why the paper was important, I could hardly guess. He hadn’t seemed interested in telling me off yesterday, so what else could he want? I unfolded the note to discover a message written in the top left corner in small, tidy script: “Why didn’t you tell me you couldn’t hear?”
I looked up. Tomas’ mouth formed an easy half-smile, his arms crossed loosely over his chest. Despite his outward appearance of nonchalance, he watched me attentively, as if prepared to launch into an apology or an explanation at a moment’s notice. I bit the inside of my lip to keep from laughing. In spite of, or maybe even because of his carefully arranged façade, he looked terrified—as though he thought his note might offend me.
“I’m surprised you didn’t know.” I set the paper on my desk and angled myself so I directly faced Tomas. If he wanted to have a conversation, I would try to make sure this one went a little better than the last.
Rather than speaking, Tomas bent forward and grabbed his note. I thought for a second that since now the mystery had been solved, he was going to leave and forget about me. Instead, he picked up my pencil and started to write. I really did chuckle this time. Before he’d managed to scribble more than a couple of words, I plucked the pencil out of his hand. He looked up at me, his eyebrows drawn and his expression cloudy.
“You can just talk to me. I can read lips, you know.” I tossed the pencil back onto the desk.
“But yesterday…” He spoke carefully, although I wasn’t sure if that was because he didn’t know what to say, or because he was trying to be extra precise to make sure I understood him. “You didn’t seem to know what was going on—you kept asking me to repeat myself.”
I shrugged. “You kept turning away from me…and your friend spoke so fast I couldn’t make out her words. Just talk normally. Face me and don’t cover up your mouth. Don’t try to speak extra slow or extra fast and especially not extra loud—I can’t hear a thing, so it won’t help.”
Tomas looked away, probably trying to hide the blush creeping over his face. I waited, my hands folded in front of me. Yesterday I had thought his hair was dark gold, but now that I had the time to calmly inspect him, I realized it had a multitude of shades from pale blond to auburn to almost brown. Why had he stopped by again? What could I do for him that his friends couldn’t? Two or three other people always seemed to hang around him, both boys and girls, many of whom spent much of their time laughing. Was Tomas really that funny? I’d never been close enough to make out the conversation.
“I’m sorry I didn’t realize—I just thought you had a strange accent. I’m sorry about Ursula and Rose, too. They thought you’d hit me on purpose.”
“Oh well, no harm done, I suppose…I mean, aside from your nose.” I crossed my arms over my stomach to keep them from following through on the urge to close my cube curtain. Would he get to the point of this visit anytime soon? “Is there anything I can help you with?” I stole a quick peek at my watch. I was down to half an hour before I was expected in the infirmary.
Tomas shrugged then stuffed his hands in his pockets. His gaze wandered away from me and rested on the walls of my cube. They were full of pictures: pictures of my mother and her parents, her with her older sister, and pictures of her and me. My mother had lived in this cube on her own before I’d been born, and I hadn’t changed a thing after she’d died.
“I just wanted to get to know you.” Tomas returned his gaze to me as he cautiously stepped inside the limits of my cube. His looked like he was waiting to see if he’d triggered some kind of booby-trap that would shoot daggers at him or something suitably medieval. “What are you working on?” Tomas craned his neck so he could read what was lying open on my desk.
“Just preparing for the laboratory test.” I shut the books then stashed them in the desk drawer before he had a chance to look at them further.
Tomas straightened. If he was surprised or taken aback by my sudden behaviour, he didn’t let on. “Isn’t it a little early to start studying? You’ve got what, three more years before you’re eligible to work in the laboratories?” He took another step so we were only a foot apart.
I inched back, but I couldn’t go any farther without climbing over my bed and escaping around the curtains. Why was he here? “I’m sixteen,” I said firmly as I crossed my hands over my chest again. “And you can never start studying too early if you really want something.”
If Tomas spoke, I didn’t catch it. He’d already turned and had wandered over to the wall of my cube to examine my photographs. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other as I watched Tomas inspect my pictures, his nose only a couple of inches from the wall. It was like he was dissecting each one. I felt like he was invading my very limited privacy—not that any of us had much living in the compound. Four-inch thick walls that only went eight feet up into the air did nothing to block the noise, or so I was told, and the curtained walls were easy to peek around—not that I’d ever spied on anyone.
I couldn’t take this—he was driving my blood pressure ballistic. He had to leave, or I would. Or both. I crossed the cube in two strides and tapped my guest—no, my invader—on the shoulder. He pivoted slowly, as though he didn’t want to rip his attention away from the photographs.
“I have to go.”
“Oh, where to?” Tomas’ previously smiling mouth dropped into a neutral expression.
“I’m expected in the infirmary this afternoon.” I grabbed the white smock I was required to wear from my shelf and slipped it on. Hopefully, Tomas would get the idea that I didn’t have any spare time to spend with him.
“Could I walk you there?” His face lightened as the idea struck him. He seemed to be determined to hang around me, no matter my opinion on the subject.
“No need.” I shook my head. “I can see the entrance to the infirmary from here.” This was a little rude, but Tomas wasn’t an adult yet. Even if his mother was a council member, he didn’t have the seniority that demanded the proper respect.
The corners of Tomas’ mouth pulled even farther down, forming a deep frown. “That’s all right. I should be getting to the greenhouse for my hours. Can I come by tomorrow sometime?”
I swiveled so I faced the tiny mirror that hung below my shelf. Using my hands to comb through my long, sandy-coloured hair, I twisted it into a knot on the top of my head. “We’ll see,” was the only answer I gave before I strode out of my cube, leaving Tomas behind with my family pictures.




Chapter Three: First Impressions

I didn’t catch my first glance of Mr. Manners immediately upon arrival at the infirmary as I’d anticipated. When I heaved open the glass door, I half-expected the stranger to be waiting there to greet me. He wasn’t. My nerves sizzled with an overload of energy as I walked the pristine, white-walled corridor to the reception area. It was probably better not to have met since I wasn’t sure I wanted to, and even less certain of how I would behave toward him. I did, however, learn a great deal more about Mr. Manners than I cared to.
Mr. Colins, whom I used to refer to as just Jeremy until his eighteenth birthday two months ago, was anxious to fill in the details. I knew as soon as I saw his freckled face glowing with excitement that my afternoon was going to be as slow and tedious as my morning. How was I supposed to smile and comfort my patients when all I wanted to do was find nasty things to say about Mr. Manners? No doubt they’d all heard of him by now; maybe some of them had even taken his cure. If it really worked, I wouldn’t have to spend two afternoons each week in the infirmary.
“Have you met Mr. Manners?” Mr. Colins asked as I approached his desk, before he even said hello. “I expect you’ll be especially interested in meeting him, considering how much time you spend looking over your mother’s books.”
“Who have you assigned me today, Jer—Mr. Colins?” Hurrying to change the subject, I almost tripped myself up and forgot the required “mister.” This Mr. Manners person was doing an excellent job of disrupting my life, and I hadn’t even seen him yet.
Mr. Colins smoothed down the lapels of his crisp, white overcoat before reaching for his clipboard. He flipped over the top couple of sheets then scanned the list of names until he found who he was looking for. His lips moved as he went over the entries then looked up at me. “You’ve got Mrs. Allen, Mrs. Karter, and Mrs. Warren. Mrs. McKay died early this morning, and we haven’t replaced her yet, although I think there are a couple of folks in the north cubes who are getting close.”
“Thanks, I’ll see you later,” I said as I took off in the direction of the wash station so I could disinfect my hands before visiting my patients.
I’d only managed a step before Mr. Colins clapped a hand on my shoulder. As he was well over six feet tall, he easily clamped me to my spot. Grabbing my other shoulder, he twisted me around like a ragdoll. He had used to do this before he’d become an adult and I’d always hated it. When we were both children I’d kick him in the shin and walk off, but now that he was the assistant manager of the infirmary I couldn’t. Instead, I begrudgingly tipped my head back so I could look up at him. When he saw I wasn’t going to bolt, he released me.
“Nora, aren’t you excited about Mr. Manners’ cure? He says he’s seen an eighty-five percent cure rate.” Mr. Colins was practically bouncing, he was so energized.
“Eight-five percent.” I looked at my toes. That was good, really good. If only fifteen percent of adults died instead of the current rate of everyone who became sick… I swallowed hard and blinked fast. Oh dear, this was the second time today I’d been on the verge of breaking into tears. I balled my hands into fists and held my arms rigid against my sides. I kept my head down. Mr. Colins wasn’t going to like what I was about to say.
“What does he want in exchange for the cure? Why hasn’t there been a notice from the Central Government? Has anyone inspected his cure under a microscope or run tests on it to make sure that he’s telling the truth? If my mother was alive, she would never permit him to administer it to anyone without scientific evidence that it works.”
I took a deep breath trying to regain something that resembled composure. One by one, I uncurled my fingers and looked up at Mr. Colins. His jaw was hanging slightly agape, and his brown eyes were practically bugging out of their sockets.
“First of all, you shouldn’t fling the memory of your mother around so casually. Secondly, are you accusing Mr. Manners of being a fraud?”
“No,” I said quickly, but wasn’t I? My gaze drifted back to the floor as I kicked at the gleaming tiles with the toe of my shoe. I hadn’t “flung the memory” of my mother around. She’d always insisted on the importance of verifying claims that sounded too good to be true—and a cure for the disease was too good to be true. It didn’t matter who discovered it. “I just think everyone should be careful before getting too excited. We only have his word to go on.”
Mr. Colins rested his hand on my shoulder, signalling to me that he had more to say. I swallowed the lump growing in my throat and unwillingly returned my attention to him. He pointed behind me then whirled me around so I faced a man I had never seen before, but immediately knew to be Mr. Manners.
Mr. Manners was a tall—although not quite as tall as Mr. Colins—slim man of probably thirty-five or forty years of age. His red and green plaid suit seemed outdated, but since there was no such thing as “new clothes” outside of the Central Government Compound, it was unfair to judge. His light brown hair was slicked down and parted to one side, except for the few strands that stood straight up. He’d probably heard what I’d said, but he didn’t seem mad or annoyed. On the contrary, he was grinning, putting on display a set of imperfect and yellowing teeth. Why was he so pleased?
“Well now, young lady.” A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, patting me as if he were trying to hammer me into the ground. “You seem to have a highly inquisitive mind. What are you hoping to do when you become an adult? A scientist?”
I shoved my hands in my pockets and set my mouth in as unyielding an expression as I could manage. He was going to have to drag a response out of me if he wanted to talk. The unfounded prejudices I’d built up against him before we’d met weren’t going away anytime soon.
“Oh, I see.” Mr. Manners removed his hand from my shoulder and stepped back. His gaze swept over me from head to toe. “Your mother was a scientist, was she?”
I gritted my teeth as I inhaled long and slow through my nose. Mr. Colins must have said something over my head that I hadn’t been aware of. How could he share such personal information with this intruder?
“Well, we need new inquisitive minds in every community if we’re going to stop the disease. The compound I’ve got only neutralizes it, stopping it from spreading and reducing its effects. The Central Government still needs skilled scientists to create a vaccine to prevent the disease in the first place.”
I kept my hands jammed in my pockets, my right hand clenched around my notebook as I sent Mr. Manners the iciest stare I could manage. No fancy talk about working at the Central Government Compound was going to win me over. He was going to have to prove himself and his cure before I would repent of my deepening dislike for this man.
“Excuse me,” I said, turning to shoot Mr. Colins a look of death. “I have patients to visit.” Then I left without acknowledging Mr. Manners. He was not an adult in my compound. I wasn’t going to treat him with the same respect I did others—although I half-expected Mr. Colins to haul me back by the ear and force me to apologize. He didn’t, and my annoyance with him evaporated away. Knowing his kind-hearted nature, he was probably apologizing for me. I bit my lip and kept going.
The three patients assigned to me resided in consecutive beds at the very end of one row in the ladies’ ward. They were chatting furiously with one another when I arrived. I smiled and waved to each one as I approached, but they didn’t stop talking or even seem to notice my presence. I stood at the foot of Mrs. Karter’s bed, the middle one, and watched their mouths flap. Much of it was too quick for me to decipher, but after a couple minutes of observation I caught one word over and over again: “cure.” They were probably talking about what they would do if they got out of the infirmary.
Despite my distrust of Mr. Manners, I couldn’t blame these women for hoping. Mrs. Warren was the oldest, only forty-eight, and had been in the infirmary for three years. The disease had degraded her body to the point where sipping liquefied food from cups at mealtime was difficult. I left the ladies to continue their conversation and filled a bath basin with warm, soapy water.
Even as I bathed each woman they talked non-stop. They barely registered my existence as I sponged them off, dressed them, and rubbed their feet. Normally my visit was the highlight of their day; they would shower me with praise of how relaxed I made them feel. Today when I left, not one of them raised a hand to say goodbye.
*
I escaped the infirmary without running into either Mr. Colins or Mr. Manners, although I doubted my luck would hold out for long. When I returned to my cube, I closed the curtain and flopped onto my bed then kicked off my shoes. My neck and shoulders ached from all the stooping I’d done all day. I shut my eyes, but the large overhead lamps that lit the compound kept my cube bright. It felt like I was swaying side to side. I wasn’t really tired; I just didn’t want to deal anymore. I didn’t want to have to talk to people who were excited about Mr. Manners and his cure.
Sitting up, I looked around my cube. The pictures of my mother, my aunt, and their parents stared back at me, all of them smiling. They couldn’t offer me advice. I could talk to Ms. Amatrist, but she had seemed happy about Mr. Manners’ arrival. Unfortunately, the list of people I felt comfortable talking to was short, and I couldn’t come up with any other possible consultants. Sliding my feet back into my shoes, I sighed. I took off my smock, packed it away, then undid my hair knot and ran my brush through my thick locks.
Once smoothed, I tucked the long strands behind each ear and checked my appearance in the mirror. Ms. Amatrist didn’t care if I was styled in what was trendy, but I could at least attempt to be neat. My brown eyes looked tired—she would care about that, worry and fret over me even, like she was my mother. I pinched my cheeks to give them a bit of colour. That helped a little. Then I slipped out of my cube and headed for the greenhouse.
*
A quick scan along the rows told me that Ms. Amatrist wasn’t tending to crops or restocking for tomorrow. I trekked through the humid building to the greenhouse attendants’ office in search of my friend. The large glass window, which made up almost the entire front wall of the office, offered me a clear view of her as I approached. The window had been installed for the last greenhouse attendant, who was less interested in directly interacting with the children and preferred supervising from the air-conditioned office. Ms. Amatrist was bent low over her desk, her nose only a few inches away from the papers she worked on—probably government documents. It was almost the end of the last growing quarter of the year, and she was required to send a report on crop production and other details she insisted were too boring to discuss.
I tapped on the window, hoping I wasn’t interrupting something terribly important. When she glanced up, she smiled with no hint of annoyance and gestured for me to enter. I let myself in, enjoying the chill that ran down my spine when the cold blast of air hit me. I pulled the door closed behind me, then settled into the seat across from Ms. Amatrist and waited for her to set aside her papers. From my upside down viewpoint, I couldn’t make out the tiny official print, but it was definitely a government form.
Ms. Amatrist laid her perfect pencil—which was not chewed like mine—on her desk and opened a drawer. After a second she held out a small glass dish filled with round, white balls. “Mint?”
I reached over the desk and pinched one of the mints between my fingers then popped it into my mouth. “Thanks.”
“The Central Government has sent me a new plant to try.” Ms. Amatrist grabbed a candy for herself then placed the dish on the edge of the desk closest to me. “It’s called garlic, and it’s supposed to be easy to grow. Apparently it used to be quite popular for flavouring food.”
“Where are you going to grow it?” I itched to talk about my concerns, not about new plants from the government, but I’d interrupted Ms. Amatrist and would have to listen politely until she was ready to return the favour.
My friend leaned back in her chair and let her head dip back over the edge. Her jaw might be moving, but it was pointed toward the ceiling, and I couldn’t tell for sure if she was speaking. Folding my hands on my lap, I watched Ms. Amatrist, focusing all my energy on being patient as I waited for her to remember that I couldn’t understand her when she faced away from me. Maybe she was trying to punish me for walking away from her this morning? I peeked at my watch. If I wasn’t deaf, I would have been able to hear it ticking away in the otherwise silent office. I tried to imagine what a ticking watch would sound like, but I didn’t even know what my own voice sounded like.
When I returned my attention forward, I realized that Ms. Amatrist was sitting upright and looking straight at me. Her lips were moving, but I hadn’t noticed she was speaking until halfway through her sentence. “I’m sorry?” I said. My stomach butterflies perked up and stretched their wings.
“What are you thinking about, Nora? You look like you’re concentrating hard on something.” Ms. Amatrist placed her forearms across her paper-filled desk and leaned toward me.
“Oh.” Had I been making faces while I’d been lost in thought? “Well… I’m… It’s just I’m worried about this visitor, Mr. Manners.”
Ms. Amatrist popped another mint into her mouth. She sucked on it for a moment, her cheeks tightening as she rolled the mint around in her mouth. As she refocused on me, her pupils shifted back and forth, examining me closely, looking for something in my face that might indicate what I was thinking. What did my expression give away? I sat as still as possible until she spoke.
“You’re worried he’s not being entirely truthful about his cure.”
I nodded and forced myself to keep looking at Ms. Amatrist, even though I would rather have stared at my hands or at the floor. I would not be rude to her when she was taking the time to speak with me.
“I think you’re perfectly right to feel suspicious. This disease has been threatening our world for many generations, and no one has been able to find a way to stop it. It’s very tempting to hail Mr. Manners as a savior, but a certain level of caution is prudent.”
The butterflies settled, but didn’t go away completely. They were lying in wait, ready to fly into action at a moment’s notice. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Do you think Mr. Manners is telling the truth?”
Ms. Amatrist paused as though she was selecting her words very carefully. “I think it is very tempting to believe him.”
That answer was… what was the saying? Very political? I searched her face, like she had done mine a few minutes ago. Whether she’d learned anything from me, I didn’t know. I’d made my distrust of Mr. Manners pretty clear this morning, but I’d spent my life reading faces and postures to gauge how people felt about things. In the absence of vocal cues, it was my only way to understand other people’s emotions.
When our conversation turned to Mr. Manners and the possibility of cure, Ms. Amatrist’s green eyes glistened and her mouth turned up in a small smile. Although she still leaned on her arms, she was sitting far forward in her seat, as though she could barely prevent herself from springing to her feet in excitement. She wanted to believe, but she didn’t want to offend me.
“Well,” I said as I moved to stand, “I don’t want to keep you any longer. You’ve got a rather large pile of papers to fill out.”
I turned to go, but Ms. Amatrist grabbed my hand. “Has Tomas spoken to you?”
I opened my mouth, but faltered. Now what was I supposed to say? I couldn’t badmouth a councillor’s son to another adult.
“He was very keen to find out more about you when he was in this afternoon.” Now Ms. Amatrist’s eyes really glittered. Her half-smile transformed to an all-out grin; she was obviously thinking that my hesitation indicated a mutual interest on my part.
“He came to visit me on his way here this afternoon, but I find him…” Annoying. A pest. I was as suspicious of him as I was Mr. Manners, although for different reasons. What was his sudden motivation for trying to make friends with me when we’d never spoken a word to each other before yesterday?
“He’s a nice boy. He works hard when he’s here and often helps the younger children. Tomas will be an adult in six months. He’d make a good partner, you know.”
“Partner?” Sometimes I had difficulty moderating my voice. I’d often been told to “lower my voice” or “speak more quietly.” I would try to change the way I spoke when I’d been told these things, but I had no idea if I changed it in the right direction. This time I was fairly certain I’d shouted the word. I readjusted. “The last thing I want is a partner, especially him.”
Ms. Amatrist’s grin faded away to a straight line, her sparkling eyes dulled, and her shoulders drooped. “You’ve been on your own for a long time, Nora. Trust me, you don’t want to be alone even longer.” Then Ms. Amatrist plunked down in her chair and rested her face in her hands.
I stared at her for some time. What was I supposed to do now? Her shoulders shook, and I suspected she was crying. I took a step toward her. Should I offer her a hug? When I drew near she looked up, and her eyes and cheeks were dry. “It’s all right, Nora. I’m fine. Go get your dinner.”
Although Ms. Amatrist hadn’t shed any tears, she clearly wasn’t all right. I’d bungled this visit far worse than I could have imagined. “Sorry,” I said.
What value did that word have in a situation like this? I took one last look at my friend, who was shuffling through the mountain of papers on her desk—more, I suspected, in an effort to avoid my gaze than a keenness to get back to work—then let myself out of the office.




Chapter Four: Friends After All

I sat next to Dagmar at dinner. Like everyone else in the compound, she talked incessantly about Mr. Manners. Normally I made an effort to follow the conversation around our end of the bench. I’d try to piece together poorly enunciated words while people chewed and slurped, but after ten minutes of “Mr. Manners this” and “Mr. Manners that,” I gave up. It seemed that my displeasure with the topic was becoming well known throughout the compound, too. I’d never thought of Mr. Colins as a gossip, but I wasn’t sure who else was aware of my feelings toward Mr. Manners except Ms. Amatrist, and I was sure she wouldn’t have gabbed. Regardless of how the rumours had leaked, none of my bench-mates attempted to draw me into the conversation.
Staring at my plate, I ran through possible apologies for the next time I saw Ms. Amatrist. I sensed a shadow fall across the table as someone new joined us. Curiosity tricked me into looking up and immediately regretted it. Mr. Manners sat directly across from me, beaming, clearly pleased about something.
“Hello there, little lady.” He placed a small object wrapped in shiny gold paper on the table in front of my tray. I looked at it. What was inside? Possibly some kind of candy we didn’t have here, like a caramel. I didn’t touch it. I wouldn’t give him the pleasure. I raised my gaze to his face. He wouldn’t have sat down here if there weren’t something he wanted to say to me. I was not, however, going to be the one to start the conversation.
“That’s for you, you know. Saltwater taffy. I picked it up when I visited a compound on the coast.” He nodded toward the taffy, but I stared back at him, keeping every muscle in my body as still as possible. “Well now, little lady—”
“Please don’t call me ‘little lady.’” I set my utensils down and folded my hands in my lap under the table. This way I would be less tempted to stab Mr. Manners’ hand with my fork.
“Your name is Nora, isn’t it?” Mr. Manners shoveled a pile of rice into his mouth. He watched me as he chewed.
I nodded and watched him watch me.
“You know, Nora,” Mr. Manners said once he’d finished his mouthful, chewing exactly fifty times before swallowing, “I’m only here to help your compound. Don’t you want that for your community? Fewer adults dying from the disease?”
“Of course.” I scrunched the material of my cut-off shorts tightly between my fingers. What kind of a heartless person did he take me for? Who wouldn’t want fewer deaths in their compound? Children could be brought up by their own parents instead of some other adult already bringing up five other unrelated children.
“Then why aren’t you as excited as everyone else about the possibility of a cure?” Another forkful of food went into his mouth.
“Shouldn’t there have been an announcement from the Central Government if the cure had been proven?” I kept my eyes on his jaw, moving at a constant rhythm as he chewed. He didn’t hesitate or stop until he’d reached the last of his fifty chews, then he swallowed.
Mr. Manners shrugged. “There were flyers sent around, on the main continent at least. Announcements from the Central Government can take months to reach smaller, out of the way compounds like this one here. I’m sure the official notifications have been misplaced somewhere along the rail route.”
“You’d think for something as important as a cure that they would have sent the notification by something more reliable than the mail.”
Dagmar’s sharp elbow lodged into my shoulder. “Ouch,” I said, rubbing the sore spot and scowling at her.
“You shouldn’t be so rude to visitors, Nora. Haven’t you been paying attention to what Mr. Manners has been saying? He’s just here to help us.”
Mr. Manners raised his hand, palm out toward the two of us. “It’s all right. I don’t take offence to Nora’s questioning. She’s just looking out for the best interests of her compound. I’ve met with resistance before, usually from adults, but I assure you, I’m completely legitimate.” Mr. Manners lowered his hand and smiled at both of us before he turned his attention directly to me.
“And as for your question, Nora, I can’t claim to understand the thinking of the folks at the Central Government. They do what they believe is best, I’m sure.”
Although I’d missed lunch and eaten less than half of the carefully measured out portion on my plate, I stood, stepped over the bench, and carried my tray to the disposal counter. The hairs on my arms stood on end as I scraped leftover food into the appropriate compost and garbage bins before returning my tray to the dish wash counter. At least half of the people in the dining hall had to have been staring at me as I made my escape. How loud had I been speaking?
*
The dread of returning to the greenhouse the next morning struck me like a thunderbolt of doom—keeping me in bed for twenty minutes longer than necessary. If I could act, I would have tried to claim I was sick, but then I’d require a note from Mr. Colins or his advisor, Mrs. Ryenger. Could I disguise myself from Ms. Amatrist? If only I had a pair of the dark-tinted glasses I’d seen a couple of the other girls wear, or at the very least a hat or scarf to drape over my head, but I didn’t. I would have to go as I was and try to avoid Ms. Amatrist. Maybe if I didn’t speak to her for a couple of days she would understand how sorry I felt about upsetting her and forgive me.
When I arrived at the greenhouse I pressed my nose to the Plexiglas wall and peered through to see if I could spot my friend. Was she mad at me? Even if she was, there was probably no reason to fear meeting her. She treated everyone kindly; she would never embarrass me in front of the other children. Still, it would be awkward and unpleasant, and just thinking about it made my stomach queasy.
With no one in sight inside the greenhouse, I flung open the door and charged along the path to the change room. Inside, children who’d been busy donning aprons and swapping shoes stared at me, and at first I made the mistake of looking around to see who was there. Seconds later, I averted my gaze to the floor to avoid being drawn into arguments I couldn’t enjoy and wouldn’t win. At the back wall, I grabbed my apron and quickly exchanged my shoes for rubber clogs.
Ready in record time, I pivoted and nearly plowed straight into Tomas. We clasped hands in order to steady ourselves, while those brilliant eyes of his sucked me in for a heartbeat before I shook my head and pushed him away. “What are you doing here?” I tried to contain my dismay, but I wasn’t sure how my expression came across.
“I asked Ms. Amatrist to switch my shift.” Tomas smiled at me, apparently not the least bit insulted by my comment. It must not have come out as rough as I’d thought it had.
“Great,” I said, gritting my teeth. I wasn’t going to ask him what row he was working in because I was pretty sure it was the one next to mine. He’d better not be planning on talking to me all morning. Neither of us would be able to get any work done, always having to face each other. “I’ll see you out there.” I waved to Tomas and ran out into the greenhouse.
I snatched up a watering can when I reached my row and hauled it to the nearest faucet. While the can filled, I grabbed the tools I would need for the morning: gardening gloves, several pieces of doweling, and a handful of zip-ties; some of my tomatoes were going to need staking. When I returned to my row, my watering can sloshing its contents down my leg, Tomas was walking up and down the row next to mine, inspecting it.
“Can I help you with that?” He moved to pluck the watering can from me, but I shifted it to my other hand.
“Tomas.” If it were possible, steam would have burst out of my ears. Curling my toes inside my clogs and clenching my fists, I forced myself to simmer down and to sort out what I was going to say. “I don’t know how you normally treat people, so I don’t know if you’re treating me different because I can’t hear, but if you could back off and leave me alone, I’d really appreciate it. I’m not interested in making new friends right now; I’m too busy studying.”
I trudged forward, hampered by the weight of my watering, until my conscience caught up with me and settled on my shoulders. I peeked back at Tomas. His face was still and his eyes didn’t shine. An odd, cheerless smile was fixed on his face with all the friendly openness drained away. I’d done it again. My stomach sank, leaving a sick feeling where it had once been.
“I’m sorry,” I said. Those useless words again. I shifted the watering can to my other hand, trying to rest it against my leg. What else could I say? I sighed and bowed my head as I slogged off down the row. Might as well get to work. I could mope while I tended the tomatoes. “I’m such an idiot.”
At the end of the row I released my watering can and then flopped to my knees. I shifted in the dirt, trying to find the least uncomfortable position possible, and once I was satisfied I wasn’t kneeling on anything prickly, I spread my tools beside me. Hunched forward so I could burrow the dowel into the soil with one hand, I groped blindly for a zip-tie with the other, until I realized one was being held out for me. I looked over to find Tomas kneeling beside me in the dirt.
“Are you okay?” His eyebrows were drawn together, causing little wrinkles to form across his forehead. His mouth was set in a straight line, but not in a way that suggested he was angry or annoyed.
I sighed and dropped my gloved hand to my leg. Sweat collected at the back of my knees, but that was more from the humidity than nervousness. Was I okay? I felt like Mr. Manners’ visit was pitting me against the entire compound. How was I supposed to feel? I was growing more grouchy and defensive by the day, afraid to look at anyone in case they decided to argue with me and I’d hurt Ms. Amatrist. “I’m not sure.”
I took the tie from Tomas’ hand and looped it around the plant I’d been tending to, slid the tail through the buckle, and pulled it snug. I’d always wondered why they were called zip-ties.
Tomas shook my arm gently, and I looked up at him. “What aren’t you sure about?”
I bit my lip and looked over his shoulder to the Plexiglas wall of the greenhouse. I clamped my teeth harder as my heartbeat sped up. The two girls, Ursula and Rose, were standing on the opposite side of the wall, hands on their hips and staring straight at me. I was too far away to get a good look at their expressions, but I could imagine their narrowed eyes and their mouths pulled down into scowls. No doubt they would pounce on me at the next opportunity.
“Your friends…” I said. I wanted to say, “They’re scaring me,” or, “They’re going to tear me to shreds at their earliest convenience,” but I didn’t want to appear frightened of children younger than me. I settled on, “They’re staring at us.”
Tomas sat up tall on his knees and twisted around so he could see whom I was referring to. While his back was turned, I could see the edges of his jawbones moving, but I wasn’t sure if he was speaking to me or to them. I crossed my fingers that if it was the latter, he might be telling them to go away or leave us alone. Neither of the girls moved to leave until Tomas made shooing motions with his hands. Even then, the taller girl didn’t seem to be in the mood to budge until the other one grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her off.
Tomas shook his head and turned back to face me. As we stared at each other, I got the sense that he was waiting for me to say something, but what? My knees ached from kneeling, so I tried to shift my weight from leg to leg to relieve the pressure, hoping he would give me a hint as to what he was waiting for. I smiled, trying to show that I wasn’t angry.
“You didn’t hear me.” Tomas smacked his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Of course you didn’t—I was facing away from you. Now I’m the idiot.” Tomas paused as he looked me over, his eyes once again shining. “I said Ursula and Rose aren’t really my friends—they’re a bit young, really. I hope they won’t bother you.”
“Oh.” My knees ached, and I’d lost the feeling in my toes. I slid my butt off my legs until I rested flat on the ground. “I’m pretty sure they will. But I’ll manage.” I grabbed another dowel and shifted so I was in front of the next plant in need of propping up.
Tomas grabbed my arm, his whole hand resting on my skin, fingers curling around my limb. They were so warm I could feel sweat already building up between us. I couldn’t help but look into his face; a girl could easily lose herself in his eyes. “They don’t have the right to pester you. Ursula’s only fourteen and Rose not even that. If they bother you…”
I shrugged. Tomas was nice, but he didn’t understand how girls worked; it wasn’t like this was the first time I’d been harassed. When I was younger, some of the other girls my age would give me a hard time because the teachers or Mrs. Vale would be extra nice to me. Mostly, the teachers felt sorry for me because I was deaf, and then right after my mother’s death I received a lot of extra desserts and less work tasks than the others. Six years later, I understood that the girls had been jealous, and being stuck in this tiny compound meant they didn’t have anything better to do with themselves when they weren’t stuck in class or on a work task. At the time I did a lot of crying into my pillow, and for more than just the passing of my mother.
“They’re girls. They’ll bother me.” I twisted my arm out of Tomas’ grasp and held my hand out for another zip-tie. “But it’s easy for me to ignore them—I just don’t look.”
Neither of us spoke much for the remainder of the morning, turning our attention to the work at hand in the tomato rows. We followed each other’s lead, sort of like playing an elaborate game of Simon Says, except we weren’t trying to get the other person ‘out.’ A pesky little thought niggled at me, whispering that Tomas had lost interest now that he’d had a chance to talk to me. After all, what could we possibly have in common to make continuing the acquaintance worthwhile?
I drained the watering can over a patch of scraggly tomatoes and was about to head over to the faucet to refill it when Tomas snatched the can from my hands and sprinted off. As I watched him retreat—he moved lightly, as if he didn’t feel the uncomfortable humidity of the greenhouse—Ms. Amatrist walked into my view. I stared at her as she approached, caught by how pretty she was, even when her hair frizzed around her head like a red halo, and dark sweat marks stained her sleeveless red T-shirt. By the time I realized I was gawking, she’d stopped and we were looking straight at each other. I couldn’t say I was sorry again. The words couldn’t communicate how embarrassed I felt. My mouth popped open, but I didn’t have a clue what I was going to say.
“You’re forgiven, Nora.” Ms. Amatrist attempted a smile, but it was marred by the tears trickling down the sides of her face. She swiped at her cheeks with the back of one hand and then strode toward me, arms open wide. I was inside her embrace before I could rise from the ground to meet her. Her arms shook a little as she clung to me, and I could feel her breath sputter across the back of my neck like she was trying to keep from crying. When Ms. Amatrist pulled away, I didn’t immediately loosen my grip; she had to push me away so she could stand back far enough to see my face.
“I know you didn’t mean to hurt me yesterday—it’s been tough lately. Haven’t you noticed that some young adults have been showing advanced signs of the disease lately? And…well…Mr. Manners’ arrival seems a little like a godsend right now.”
“I hadn’t noticed.” The ground beneath my feet seemed to have lost its sturdiness, like it might dissolve away, or was that my knees? The women I cared for in the infirmary were the normal age to be sick with the disease—or maybe they were normal for these days? Maybe people used to not get sick until they were sixty or seventy? My mouth flapped open, but the process didn’t help me figure out what to say. Somehow I felt like I should apologize for being young and having years left before I would get sick, if I got sick.
“That’s all right. As a child, you aren’t expected to.” Ms. Amatrist released me completely, her arms falling slack at her sides.
I sucked in, as if I’d been punched in the stomach. I knew I was a child, but Ms. Amatrist had treated me for many years like I was an adult. Certainly, she’d never called attention to the difference in our positions until now.
“You’d better get back to work; your partner is waiting for you.” Then that brief, indescribably unpleasant moment passed. Ms. Amatrist smiled and winked as she nodded toward the far end of the row of tomatoes where Tomas was watering plants.
“He’s just a…” What was Tomas? I wasn’t sure, but I definitely didn’t want to encourage Ms. Amatrist to expect something that probably wouldn’t happen. “He’s just an acquaintance.”
I smiled back, but when I turned to join Tomas, an echo rocked through me, making my heart ache. Those words: As a child, you aren’t expected to. They weren’t Ms. Amatrist’s words. They were the words of people like Ursula and Rose, people who were jealous and spiteful. They’d passed quickly. Perhaps I’d misread her lips? The pain in my heart lessened—that must be it. I must have misunderstood her. I often missed words and just pieced together what I assumed had been said. In this case, I must have assumed wrong. Despite my efforts to reason my worries away, I was still trying to come up with alternate possibilities when I reached Tomas.
“Hey.” He touched my forehead and tried to smooth it out with his fingers. “You’d better relax, or you’ll develop permanent wrinkles.”
I pulled his hand away from my head and held it in front of me, inspecting the long, thin fingers I held. His fingernails were caked with dirt. I dropped his hand. “You should wear gloves.”
“It’s harder to work with them on. I have less dexterity.”
I frowned, probably making the wrinkles worse. My thoughts swirled through my head like a cyclone, and every time I tried to grab one, they slipped through my fingers. “What do you think of the visitor, Mr. Manners?” Maybe a different perspective would help.
“I don’t know. I haven’t even seen him yet. Why?” Tomas tugged at the glove that covered my hand.
That wasn’t the answer I’d been hoping for, but his mother was a council member. Maybe she would listen to my concerns. I shook off Tomas’ grasp and removed my garden gloves. “Are you willing to listen to me and not argue until I’m done?”
Tomas tried to intertwine the fingers of his left hand through mine, but I wriggled away before he could get a solid hold. He looked at me, his gaze sweeping over me like he was trying to decide if I was worth the effort. After a moment’s contemplation, he set down his watering can and held his hand out to me. “I promise.”
I eyed the outstretched limb but didn’t take it. Instead, I turned and scanned the rows nearest ours; I didn’t need anyone overhearing what I had to say, then running and babbling it to an adult. Speaking against someone who claimed they had a cure for the disease was practically treason. “Good. I need your help.”




Chapter Five: The First Recipient

Tomas listened politely, as promised, but I couldn’t tell what he actually thought about what I’d said. I wasn’t familiar enough with his expressions to know how to read them. He nodded at the right spots and asked a few questions when I was done. He also assured me that he’d ask his mother to speak with me if she had the time. Beyond that, I couldn’t tell. This whole friendship thing was…awkward. What did such a beautiful boy, with dozens of friends in his own age group, want with me? I shook my head. Who knew? This whole situation was more complicated than unlocking the cure to the disease.
After lunch, I said goodbye to Tomas and hurried to my cube. Sinking to my knees, I dug through the assortment of texts stashed under my bed. Science class was in twenty minutes. I hadn’t done the reading, but it didn’t matter since I knew all the stuff anyway. I hadn’t lied when I’d told Tomas I was studying for the laboratory exam. I’d been going over old tests and manuals since I was twelve; biology and chemistry helped me sleep better with all those formulas and diagrams floating around my brain.
In the very back corner of my bed, I found the text I’d been looking for, and I dragged it out. I blew at the dust on the cover, trying to clean it or at least make it look not quite so neglected. Time check: fifteen minutes. I tugged the smelly tank top I’d been wearing over my head and tossed it into the small hamper heaped with clothing in the back corner of my cube; I was scheduled in at the compound wash facilities the following night.
I grabbed the next shirt from the pile on my shelf, a plain yellow V-neck T-shirt, and pulled it on. Catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I stepped closer. I looked a lot like my mother. The same shade of sandy-coloured hair and dark brown eyes, the same wide smile and incisor teeth that turned out at an odd angle. The picture of her with her sister and her parents on her sixteenth birthday, sitting under the picnic shelter, could have been me, except I didn’t have any family left at sixteen.
I shook my head. No need to be so melodramatic, especially if adults were developing the disease younger than they used to. Soon my mother’s early death wouldn’t be a phenomenon; it would be a fact of life. Tomas was unusually lucky to have both parents still living at his age. Maybe that meant he wouldn’t develop the disease. During the last few months of my mother’s life, I cried every time I visited her in the infirmary. It wasn’t just that I knew I would lose her soon, but that she had been reduced to such a pitiful state. It tore my heart out.
I wiped at the tears threatening to overflow and tucked my text under my arm. The compound’s science teacher, Ms. Morrison, was strict about punctuality. It didn’t matter if you slipped into the classroom without disturbing anyone even five seconds past the hour, she would keep you back after class and assign you extra readings.
I jogged off to class. The room was less than ten yards away when someone stepped in front of me. I didn’t have the time to stop and react, and I plowed straight into them. The girl stumbled backwards and fell. My inertia carried me forward, and I tripped and landed on top of her. It took me a couple of heartbeats to realize I’d blown over Ursula…or was it Rose? I still hadn’t figured out which girl was which. Whoever she was, she was mad. Her arms flailed. She smacked me in the chest with her fist, and by the way her mouth flapped I knew she was yelling, but I couldn’t make out a word of it. I scrambled off her while trying to avoid her fists.
“I’m sorry,” I said loudly, hoping I’d made myself heard over her shouting. “But I don’t have the time for this now.”
Sprinting toward the classroom, I scooped my text up off the floor as I went by. A moment later I stumbled into the class, my breathing elevated, not only from the run, but from the scare of meeting Ursula/Rose. I took my customary seat near the front of the room with less than a minute to spare, settling in the chair with my text balanced on the armrest.
When I looked up, I wished I hadn’t. If only the floor would open up and swallow me. Or why couldn’t I suddenly become sick and need to go to the infirmary? Why hadn’t I strayed outside to the picnic shelters where Tomas and his other friends were probably hanging? Standing in front of the classroom, as proud as could be, was Mr. Manners. He sent a jolly smile in my direction, showing off his uneven teeth. I focused all of my attention on my text, searching for this week’s chapter. As I flipped frantically through the book, I noticed out of my peripheral vision that Ms. Morrison moved to the front of the class. I raised my line of vision just enough so I could see what she was saying.
“—very lucky today. Mr. Manners has agreed to speak to the class about the miracle of his cure.”
I slid down into my seat and closed my eyes. I would have to put up with the smiles of Mr. Manners for two uninterrupted hours. What was the chance that he wouldn’t talk for the whole time? Probably not good—he struck me as the type who could go on for hours at a time without interruption. Could I last for that long? I might go crazy and start laughing for no reason. Or crying.
If I sat in the back, I might be able to get away with doodling or writing notes but not right up front. I didn’t care if Mr. Manners saw that I wasn’t paying attention, but having Ms. Morrison catch me was another matter. I opened my eyelids just enough to see Mr. Manners walking very close to my seat. Slowly, I dragged my sight line up his pant leg, then his arm, to his face. I watched his lips.
“—a miracle, it is. But it wouldn’t have been possible without the help of at least a dozen of the government’s brightest men and women—”
I must have made some sort of noise without realizing it, because Mr. Manners stopped mid-sentence and stared at me. Our gazes fixed on each other, and I struggled to calm my breathing, though he appeared perfectly at ease, like my rudeness had done nothing to throw him off his game. Certainly, that hadn’t been my intention, but it would have been gratifying to see Mr. Manners floundering for words like I so often did.
“My severest critic,” he said. He gestured toward me, like he was presenting me to the rest of the class. “Nora, here, doubts the efficacy of the cure.”
My classmates must have stirred when he said this, jeered maybe, or made faces or rude signs. The skin at the back of my neck prickled and my scalp buzzed, but I stared ahead at the chalkboard. Mr. Manners allowed the disturbance to carry on for a moment—only a couple of heartbeats, really—then he signalled for silence.
“Before you judge her too harshly, why have you accepted my claims? No doubt everyone here has lost someone, maybe even many someones, to the cruelty of the disease. The prospect of a cure is exciting, but what proof have I given you? What Nora has shown me is a mind for critical thinking—an important skill for someone who one day wishes to be a scientist herself.”
Hate like I’d never felt before bubbled up inside me. It churned and fizzed like some toxic chemical working its way up my body, searching for a way to explode outward. Mr. Manners had saved me from the condemnation of my peers—and anyone else they might gossip to—as an unbeliever, and instead had cemented my position as an insufferable brownnoser. I sank lower still in my chair, as if by doing so I’d disappear from everyone’s view and be forgotten about.
That didn’t happen, of course, and I was forced to suffer through two full hours of lecture by Mr. Manners and then the forty-five minute question period that followed. The Q and A session wouldn’t have been so bad if Ms. Morrison had let me ask more. After my first—I’d asked Mr. Manners why, if he was one of a dozen scientists, should he be the one selected to gain all the glory bringing the cure to the world’s compounds—she conveniently turned a blind eye to my hand. And that question had been the nicest of all the ones floating around in my head.
When we were finally dismissed, I practically ran over the other children to get to the door. My fuming emotions must have been tangible to the others, because no one pushed or held me back. Despite my desire to get as far away from Mr. Manners as fast as possible, I hesitated outside the classroom. Normally after a science lesson, I would be juiced up to go over my mother’s notes, but today the thought of going back to my cube made me antsy. I was caught up on my classroom reading, and I wasn’t needed in the daycare or the infirmary. Another day, I might have dropped by the greenhouse, but I wasn’t comfortable with the way things sat between Ms. Amatrist and me, so visiting her didn’t appeal, either. My last option to stave off boredom—and thereby preserve my sanity—was the picnic shelter, where the older children hung out.
I tucked my text under my arm and pointed myself in the direction of the northeast doors of the compound, which led to the picnic area. Even though the high walls and roof protected it against the blowing dust and the unrelenting sun, it was still hot—hotter than the greenhouse, and dry. I’d been out there once or twice during the daytime, and the only reason children stayed out there was to get away from the supervision of adults.
What did they do to pass the time? Probably nothing too active; they’d give themselves heat exhaustion in ten minutes. Talk, maybe? Gossip about the other children in the compound? Good chance. I paused at the double doors, hand resting on the release bar, and tried to peer through the glass pane to try to see if anyone was actually out there. No one was within my line of vision. I sucked in a deep breath and pushed the bar down.
Heat pressed against me the second I opened the door. Two steps away from the compound, and I was sweating. I cupped one hand over my eyes and scanned the picnic shelter for other children. It was a large space, running the whole length of the back wall of the compound, with wooden tables and benches lined up at even intervals across the patio. Most of the community members could fit out here at one time if a special event occasioned it, although those events were usually held at night when the heat wasn’t quite so oppressive.
The space appeared abandoned—how could anyone stand it?—and then I noticed the group of children in the far corner. I stared, trying to pick out familiar faces, when I noticed that someone had stood up and was headed toward me. I squinted at the approaching figure, fairly certain of its identity.
“Hey. I didn’t expect to see you out here.” Tomas stopped a few feet away, a neutral, near inscrutable expression on his face. I couldn’t tell if he was happy to see me, or annoyed that I interrupted his congress of friends. It occurred to me as we stood facing each other in the suffocating heat that he may not want his friends to discover he was hanging out with a younger, deaf, brownnoser girl. His nonchalant greeting suggested he was not too enthusiastic about introducing me to his friends.
“Maybe I shouldn’t have come…” I clutched my textbook tightly to my chest like a safety blanket, relieved I was already flushed from the temperature. Otherwise, a fierce blush would have taken over my whole face. I moved to return inside when Tomas touched my shoulder.
“No, that’s all right.” A shadow of a smile crept onto his face, but it didn’t convince me that he was really pleased to see me. It felt like a weak attempt to cover his displeasure at my arrival. “Why don’t you join us? We’re just playing Pirates.”
“I don’t have any cards or tokens.” Could this be an easy way to squirm out of the situation and back inside where the temperature was controlled? Maybe I could see if any new books or newspapers had arrived in the storage room since I’d last checked.
“That’s okay.” Tomas shrugged then paused to look over his shoulder. Presumably someone from his group had called to him, probably telling him he was holding up the game. He responded to the caller and turned back to me. “I can lend you some of mine, or you could just watch.”
“No, thanks.” I glanced past him to the group of children waiting at a table in the far corner of the picnic area. They were staring at us; even the ones whose backs had been facing me when I arrived had shifted in their seats to watch. “I think your friends are waiting for you.”
I retreated. Pivoting on my heel, I jogged the few steps it took to reach the door, flung it open, and vanished inside before Tomas could speak again. I’d suspected his interest in me had had some sort of hitch. I must seem exotic to him; I couldn’t hear, and had no known father, and I was different from everyone else. Cheeks burning, I hurried along the familiar corridors back to my cube, my eyes downcast the entire way.
When I arrived, I drew the curtain back then flung myself onto the bed. What had possessed me to go out there? I’d only managed to make an idiot of myself, and further, make myself a target for the older children—the girls especially. I could imagine the snide comments that would arise about how I was trying to “catch” Tomas. The presumption, the audacity! How dare I? I wasn’t, of course, and the girls probably knew it, but entertainment in the compound was limited. Maybe I needed to prepare a list of comebacks.
*
Tomas didn’t appear in the greenhouse the next morning; he must have taken his regular shift back. I didn’t see him when I left for lunch, either, even though I delayed my return to the change room for as long as possible in the hopes that I would. The story of my appearance in the picnic shelter was well known by now, not to mention blown well out of proportion. I was pretty sure I’d noticed a girl telling someone else I’d been crying and trying to grab Tomas by his shirt. What I was going to say to him if I did see him? Apologize? It seemed the least I could do; although it was my image that was suffering, not his. I didn’t speak to Ms. Amatrist, either. We waved at each other across the greenhouse while I worked on my tomatoes, but she didn’t approach. She must have been busy with her government reports.
I was scheduled in the daycare centre that afternoon. It could have been worse: Mr. Manners could have been there. At least I couldn’t mope and dwell on how miserable I felt. I couldn’t spare the time when I was occupied with running after four very adventurous toddlers who never wandered off in the same direction. I was always assigned young children who didn’t do much in the way of talking. Everyone thought it was easier on me because it was less likely that I would fail to pick up on something important they were trying to say.
I stayed in the daycare right up until dinnertime, after all of the parents had come to collect their children. I helped tidy the room and prepared activities for the following day until I was shooed out by the head of the daycare, Mr. Goddard, who also wanted to head off for dinner. Even though hunger pangs were building in my stomach, I dragged my feet as I angled myself in the direction of the dining hall. The hall could hold a couple hundred people, and the second I appeared, all eyes would be on me, waiting to see what crazy thing I might do next. Keeping my gaze on the floor, I trudged on until I rounded a corner and found myself staring at scuffed brown leather shoes and plaid-clad legs.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Manners,” I said. The last thing I wanted right now was to be addressed by this smooth talking, greasy salesman, but he was in my way. Something about the way he stood there, directly in my path, suggested that if I tried to dodge, he would mirror my movements until I gave up and he had out with whatever he wanted to tell me.
“Ah, Nora.” Mr. Manners showed me that big, flashy grin of his and held up a briefcase. “I’m glad to have run into you. I’m about to administer the first dose of the cure. Would you like to join me and witness the injection?”
My initial impulse told to me to reply, “Hell no,” and run away, but my second and more mature impulse won. “I would love to.”
Witnessing the injection and getting a closer look at the cure and the procedures that surrounded it might be exactly what I needed. It would either dispel the doubts that continued to linger in my mind or confirm my suspicions that Mr. Manners was a fraud and nothing more.
Mr. Manners stood aside to make room for me, his head slightly bowed as if I were royalty. After a few steps, he fell into sync with me, easily making up the distance I’d covered. We walked in silence, or at least, I refused to look to see if he spoke, instead focusing on the floor a few paces ahead of me. When we reached the infirmary, I waited for Mr. Manners to take the lead, which he did quickly. He passed through the swinging door and headed for the desk, where he placed the briefcase atop a mound of papers and leaned over to speak to Mr. Colins.
I assumed this posture was meant to make the conversation more private—not that I cared about what they had to say—so I leaned against the wall and stared at the ceiling. It was full of tiny holes. A woman I’d cared for once had told me that each tile had two hundred and fifty-five holes. She’d counted more times than she could remember.
Sensing movement, I turned in time to see Mr. Colins walk toward me and smile. He probably thought I was here because I’d repented of my earlier accusations, and he motioned for me to follow them. The two men strode down the corridor shoulder-to-shoulder. By their occasional hand gestures and headshakes, I assumed they must be continuing their discussion, but I was clearly not meant to be included in it. What I wanted to know I’d soon find out anyway: which patient had been selected as the lucky one to be cured first? Would it be the oldest patient in the infirmary? The sickest? Maybe the youngest or the most recent to have arrived? How had they decided who it would be?
A minute later we crowded around an elderly gentleman, whose name I learned from the tag over the headboard was Mr. G. Slater. I stationed myself at the foot of the bed so I could see everyone’s faces clearly. The disease had gnarled his fingers into claws and his right arm was pinned tightly to his chest. He could sit up on his own, but I doubted that he was able to walk unaided, or possibly at all.
“Good afternoon, Gerard.” Mr. Colins greeted Mr. Slater with a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Hugo is prepared to administer the cure, and Miss Nora Watson is here to assist us. Are you ready?”
A huge grin spread across Mr. Slater’s face. “I’ve been ready since the moment I found out I had this damned disease. I can’t believe I’m going to be the first, though.”
“Well, someone’s got to be the first.” Mr. Manners placed his briefcase on the small table that stood between Mr. Slater’s bed and his neighbour’s to the right.
The men on either side of him—in fact, every man in the ward who was able to sit upright—was turned toward us, watching every minute detail with hawk-eyed attention. Envy hung in the room like smoke so thick I felt as though I could choke on it. I coughed and tugged at the neckline of my shirt, even though it didn’t come near to constricting my neck. My emotions begged me to bolt, but my curious, scientific mind wanted to stay and watch. Would the cure work as soon as it was injected? Or would there be no visible difference between Mr. Slater now and Mr. Slater in ten minutes, as the cure worked its way through his body?
Mr. Manners flicked two identical latches on the top of his briefcase. They released and revealed a least a dozen identical vials tucked in pockets sewn into the sides. Selecting a vial from the top row, he pinched it between his thumb and index finger as he held it to the light and inspected it. I stepped forward, trying to get a better look at the cure, but there was nothing to see. It was clear. It could have been water, for all I knew. Mr. Manners seemed satisfied with whatever it was that he saw, and he rubbed it between his palms as if his hands were cold.
“The serum must be well mixed before administration,” he said as he continued to swirl the vial. “If it’s been sitting for a while, the particles will separate and the cure may not work properly.”
Another minute passed before Mr. Manners stopped shaking the vial and retrieved something from his briefcase. My feet wanted to run, but I inched closer to Mr. Manners anyway. I had to witness every little movement he made so I could analyze it later, but his back blocked my view, and I’d have had to squeeze around Mr. Colins to get a better look at what he was doing. My concern turned out unnecessary, since Mr. Manners then pivoted toward Mr. Slater, the vial inverted and the needle point of a small syringe inserted into it. He drew up the cure, removed the vial, and returned it to his briefcase. Recapping the now-full syringe, he slid it into his jacket pocket.
“Now, Mr. Slater, I’m going to inject the cure directly into your bloodstream.” He paused in his little speech and looked directly at me. “I hope you’re not squeamish about needles, Nora.”
I shrugged but otherwise didn’t reply. I didn’t know if I was squeamish about needles; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d received an injection, and I was pretty sure I’d never seen one given to someone else.
“Nora, would you help me by rolling Mr. Slater’s left sleeve up over his elbow?”
I shrugged again; I’d play his game if he wanted me to. I sidestepped around Mr. Manners to the front of the bed so I could get closer to his patient. Mr. Slater paid no attention to me, but was focused on Mr. Manners’ pocket. Grasping the flimsy material of the pyjama-like clothing all infirmary residents wore, I folded it over and over until most of Mr. Slater’s skinny arm was exposed. Task completed, I tried to retreat to the foot of the bed, but Mr. Manners caught me by my shoulder. “Stay right here, Nora. I still want your help.”
What did the man want from me? Was he doing this on purpose to make me feel uncomfortable and get back at me for the trouble I’d caused him? As much as I would have liked to, I could detect nothing that suggested his behaviour was motivated by malice. His upper lip didn’t curl back; he didn’t narrow his eyes at me. He only considered me long enough to determine if I was going to help, then to continue with his preparations. From his briefcase he produced a pair of transparent gloves, which he squirmed his oversized hands into with some difficulty. Then he held a piece of rubber tube out to me.
“Place this around Mr. Slater’s upper arm and tie it tight, please.”
I took the tube as commanded and gingerly threaded it under Mr. Slater’s arm. When I touched the man’s soft, fragile skin. He jerked, as though he hadn’t realized I was there until now. His alert blue eyes scanned me. No matter what the disease had done to his body, his mind was still in fine working order.
“Maybe when you get to be my age, you won’t have to go through this,” he said, nodding toward his crippled hands.
“I can only hope,” I said, then bit my inner lip as memories of my mother overwhelmed me. She’d said something very similar to me a few days before she’d died.
“No need to cry, dearie.” Mr. Slater gave me a crooked look that was probably meant to be a smile. He attempted to extend his clawed hand toward me, but could hardly move it past his shoulder. “I’ll be better soon, and I can return to my family’s cube. My youngest son turns fourteen next week. It would be nice to celebrate his birthday with him.”
Mr. Manners held out a little square of damp fabric radiating a pungent, almost acidic smell. “Wipe the crook of his elbow with this. It’s disinfectant.”
I wrinkled my nose, trying to ignore the funny smell, and wiped Mr. Slater’s arm as instructed. As I did, I peeked over my shoulder at a frowning Mr. Colins. I couldn’t blame him for feeling disappointed. He was the infirmary assistant. He was trained to give people medications by injection and didn’t need step-by-step instructions. Yet Mr. Manners had singled me out to aid in the first cure administration while Mr. Colins was demoted to a spectator watching over my shoulder. I wasn’t to have a front-row view, either, though, and as Mr. Manners approached, I shuffled back to get out of his way.
He took Mr. Slater’s elbow firmly with his left hand and rolled the man’s arm out slightly so he could poke at the soft inner part of the elbow with his right index finger. I glanced at Mr. Slater, whose face was drawn, his eyebrows gathered together as though he was in pain; although I couldn’t tell if he whimpered or moaned. After a few more jabs with his finger, Mr. Manners seemed pleased with whatever he was looking for and withdrew the syringe from his pocket. In one swift movement he removed the lid, slid the needle tip into Mr. Slater’s skin, and injected the serum.




Chapter Six: Confinement

What time was it? How long had I been asleep? I lifted my arm—it felt heavier than I remembered it—angling my wrist so I could read my watch. I’d missed my scheduled dinnertime…my wash time, too. I’d have to wear sweaty, dirty clothing for another week. Oh, great.
After Mr. Manners had finished with Mr. Slater, he’d placed a small bandage over the injection site, then packed up and left. Was that it? For something that was supposed to be miraculous, it seemed pretty simple. I tailed Mr. Manners as he exited the infirmary, demanding to know what had happened. When would Mr. Slater get better? What if it didn’t work? What had Mr. Slater given him to receive the cure? He didn’t acknowledge me until my last question. Mr. Manners stopped dead in his tracks, only a few feet away from the infirmary door. He might have said something, but I couldn’t tell for sure—he didn’t turn to face me. After a few seconds, he continued on his path out of the infirmary, which was when I latched onto his arm.
I’d shouted. I knew I’d shouted because my throat was sore. I couldn’t remember what I’d said verbatim, but I’d made a number of wild accusations. Mr. Colins rushed me, seized my arm as I’d done to Mr. Manners, and dislodged me with superhuman strength. He clamped his hand over my mouth as he spoke so rapidly I could neither decipher what he said nor figure out whether it was chiefly aimed at me or at Mr. Manners. I’d kicked at Mr. Colins to force him to let me go then tried to bite his hand. At some point Mrs. Ryenger, the head of the infirmary, appeared out of nowhere and joined in the growing effort to subdue me. I think she was the one who gave me the tranquilizer, but the specifics were fuzzy.
When I came to, I was in my cube, wearing my pyjamas, lying on my back in my bed while Ms. Amatrist filled out forms at my desk. My movement must have triggered her to look over. Our eyes met for a heartbeat before I slammed my lids shut. Now would be a great time to turn invisible. Of all the people who could have been assigned to watch over me, why did it have to be her? I’d disappointed Ms. Amatrist so much lately. To have to explain my actions to her would be unbearable. Waking up in the infirmary with Mr. Colins, or even Mr. Manners sitting beside me would have been better than Ms. Amatrist. I’d rather be banished to the desert and die under the blistering sun than face my friend.
Eyes closed tight, my arms rigid at my sides, I felt Ms. Amatrist sit down on the bed. What did she think of me? Was she disappointed in me? Of course she was; the question was how disappointed was she? Too disappointed to remain friends? So disappointed she would never treat me like an adult again? The beginnings of tears prickled in my cheeks and over the bridge of my nose, and I squeezed my fists tighter. It wasn’t until she placed a hand on my shoulder and shook me gently that I willed myself to open my eyes and look.
Her expression was solemn, no hint of a smile or the tenderness I was used to. The cowardly part of me wanted to roll onto my side and ignore her, but it was that belligerent sort of behaviour that had landed me in this mess in the first place. Supporting myself on my hands, I sat up. My line of sight strayed a few seconds, to the foot of the bed then to the wall, as I settled into a seated position.
“I’m ready,” I said, finally finding the courage to face Ms. Amatrist. Did my voice sound calm and confident? In my head it did. In my head, I didn’t care what she had to say. Nothing bound me to this compound. I could run away on the eastbound train tomorrow and move to the coast, or maybe go all the way to the Central Government Compound. Maybe they had advanced science classes for children interested in specializing in the area.
“Mr. Manners is leaving tomorrow.” Ms. Amatrist watched me. Her hands were folded carefully on her lap, her face devoid of emotion. She didn’t even blink.
“I…” I tried to collect my whirling thoughts, but it was like trying to grasp at sand as it swirled around me in a storm. “I can’t say I’m disappointed. I…I understand that others might be.” I scanned Ms. Amatrist’s face to see if I could glean a reaction, but her calm demeanor didn’t change. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset him, but I can’t believe his departure is all my fault.”
Ms. Amatrist leaned forward and patted my hand. “No.” She looked at me and gave me a small smile, like it was a relief to her to drop the stern behaviour. “I don’t think it’s your fault. He said he had other business to get on to, and he’s agreed to leave enough of the cure for the patients who are well enough to benefit from it.”
“Who’s considered well enough to benefit from it?” Something didn’t sit right with me as I ran those words over again in my mind. How did he determine who was well enough? Was there a test? Did he do something to Mr. Slater prior to my visit to the infirmary this afternoon?
“Oh, Nora.” Ms. Amatrist grabbed me, her grip around my biceps more tight than was comfortable. “You have to stop being so suspicious. It won’t help you or anyone else in the compound. You’re to be confined to your cube for the next two days as punishment.”
My empty stomach clenched, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since lunch. Alone for two days? Not just working alone in the greenhouse or walking to the classroom alone, but trapped in my cube alone for two days.
“You’ll be expected to keep your curtains drawn and speak to no one but the adults assigned to check in on you and bring you food.” Ms. Amatrist let go and looked away as she made a futile attempt to smooth down her frizzy hair.
I squeezed my lids shut as full-on tears pricked at the corners of my eyes and inhaled deeply in a wild effort to control the emotions that threatened to overflow. I held my breath until my pulse thudded in my head, then let it out slowly through my nose. When I opened my eyes, Ms. Amatrist was blowing her nose on a red and white checked handkerchief.
Once relieved, she folded it into a neat square and shoved it into her pocket. She smiled at me, but was so clearly unhappy that it nearly resurrected all the tears I’d just choked down. “I’m sorry, Nora, but—”
“I’ll be fine.” I shrugged. That insipid word, “sorry”—why did Ms. Amatrist want to apologize? I was the one who’d behaved badly. My stomach clenched a second time. I’d be okay as long as my meals arrived on time. In the meantime, I could subsist on snacks from the small stash I kept in my desk—as long as it hadn’t been cleared out by the adult who had carried me to my cube and dressed me for bed.
Ms. Amatrist jolted from the bed and strode to the far side of my cube. She stuck her head and shoulders through the gap between the curtain and the wall as though she were talking to someone. What would I do with myself for the next two days? I’d finished the mystery novel I’d been reading, but I hadn’t managed to find a new one. I could read through my texts, I supposed, except nothing was as boring as assigned readings. If I had some scrap paper, I could draw or write; although I didn’t have a particular talent for either. Most likely, I would spend my time going over my mother’s notes. Scientists still needed to find a way to prevent the disease, even if Mr. Manners’ cure actually worked.
Ms. Amatrist slipped out of my cube completely, pulling the curtain closed behind her. As the seconds ticked by, it seemed unlikely she would return, so I rose from my bed and crept to my desk. From the drawer, I pulled out several notebooks and a pencil case to reveal my stash of snacks. The food wasn’t stolen, so it was unlikely I’d get into trouble for having it, but the obliging adults who had handed out the snacks probably hadn’t expected me to hoard it, either. I only kept the things in packages that had expiration dates stamped on them, as a precaution. I stored the food in case of emergencies—what kind of emergency I’d never figured out, although my current situation seemed like as dire a situation as any.
Selecting a bag of roasted and flavoured nuts, I settled back onto my bed and crossed my legs. This snack was one of my favourites—when I could get them—and eagerly opened the little plastic bag. I popped a nut into my mouth and rolled it around, sucking off all the salty flavouring. I tossed another piece into the air when my curtain fluttered. The nut bounced off of my cheek when I turned toward the movement. Tomas stood next to my desk, a big smirk spread across his face.
“Is it safe to talk to me now that your friends aren’t around to catch you?” I tried to keep my voice low. Shouting at Tomas, as much as I thought it might improve my mood, would only worsen my situation. I grabbed the escaped nut from my bedspread and ate it.
“You surprised me, that’s all. The others wouldn’t have minded if you’d joined us…and it might have kept you out of trouble.”
I shrugged off Tomas’ comment and offered him a sample from the bag of nuts. I could have stayed angry. The fire still smoldered inside me—both for Tomas ignoring me, and for Mrs. Ryenger for knocking me out without warning. Most of it was reserved for Mr. Manners. But Tomas was growing on me. He’d taken the trouble to visit me even though everyone else in the community probably thought I was a lunatic. He perched on the end of the bed, his cupped hand held out. I upended the bag and dumped out a handful of nuts, careful to keep at least half of what remained for myself. We didn’t talk at first, too absorbed with eating, but once I’d cleaned out the package, I crumpled it and tossed it into the trash bin in the corner. Tomas rubbed his hands together to wipe away the salt residue.
“Where did you get those?”
“One of the birthday parties a couple of months ago. I keep anything that won’t go bad too quickly.”
Tomas nodded as if what I’d said made perfect sense and wasn’t the least bit kooky.
“How do you stand the heat out in the picnic shelter?”
Tomas half-smiled, the corner of one side of his mouth going up while the other side stayed put. “I don’t know, we get used to it, I guess. You’re welcome to come out again…once you’re let out of your cube, of course.”
“It’s just two days—”
“Two days?” Tomas shifted his place on the bed so he sat a few inches closer to me. “What are you going to do to pass the time?”
“Read, I guess.” I glanced at the space remaining between us and strained against the overwhelming urge to scramble back. What did he think he was doing? I hadn’t taken him for the smug type who thought every girl in the compound was a card-carrying member of the We Love Tomas fan club. Not that he’d be completely off base to think that most of the girls would be overcome with jealousy if they knew how close we were sitting right now. Ursula and Rose would be at the front of the Pick on Nora lineup if they ever found out. Then again, I’d been so worried about what the other children had thought when I’d appeared in the picnic shelter that I hadn’t considered what must have gone through Tomas’ head.
“I have language class tomorrow morning, but I could visit you in the afternoon after I’m finished at the greenhouse.” Tomas looked me over, like he was trying to decide what to do next. He couldn’t possibly be thinking about trying to kiss me, could he?
Then Ms. Amatrist reappeared at the edge of my cube. She held the curtain open and motioned for Tomas to go. He gave me a little wave, but otherwise departed without a word. I watched my friend as she carefully waded into my space, like she was trying to move so that she didn’t upset the air around me. Did people think I was a ticking bomb, ready to explode at the slightest provocation? Evidently Ms. Amatrist did, or she wouldn’t look as if she were analyzing every move she made for my possible reaction.
Collecting the papers she’d left mounded on my desk, Ms. Amatrist took care not to disturb my own notes underneath. She sorted and stacked them, then held them against her chest, her arms crossed if she was protecting the secrets they held. Slouching against the edge of my desk, she paused and surveyed me. If I weren’t deaf, and the world wasn’t always noiseless to me, this might be one of those uncomfortable silent moments described in the stories I’d read. Instead I counted my breathing until Ms. Amatrist was ready to say what she had on her mind.
“I’d like it if we could be friends again, Nora.” My friend’s eyebrows pinched together, triggering wrinkles to line her forehead, making her look years older than I knew her to be. “The way we were a few days ago, when we’d never heard of Mr. Manners.”
“I’d like that, too.” I moved toward the edge of my bed so I was only a few inches away from Ms. Amatrist, my head craned back so I could look up at her.
“Then let’s forget the things we’ve said.”
She held out her hand, and I took it. We shook as if we were sealing a solemn vow, and before I let go, Ms. Amatrist gave me an extra squeeze—like a Morse code signal for the regretful feelings she couldn’t express. When we released, her arm hung slack, and I returned my hand to my lap. She looked worn out, bordering on completely exhausted, with the way her shoulders sagged. Each morning, she arrived in the greenhouse long before the children did, and now she’d been assigned to look after me, keeping her out of her own cube longer than normal.
“You should get some sleep,” I said. I hoped my voice sounded kind and concerned, not trite or condescending. The last thing I wanted to do was rip open the fresh bandages we’d laid over our friendship.
Ms. Amatrist forced a smile onto her face. “I’ll try to soon. And you should take your own advice.” She touched my cheek lightly with her fingertips and paused as though she were imprinting the moment on her memory. After a few more seconds, she withdrew her hand, turned on her heel, and walked out of my cube.
*
For the first time in several years, I woke up without an alarm; although at first, my sleep-fogged brain couldn’t recall the reason for it. I checked under my pillow to see if the little vibrating pad that usually shook me awake was still there and attached to my clock. The connections were good and the batteries in my alarm worked. I spent several minutes sitting on the edge of my bed, trying to remember what was different about today. It was ten thirty. Why had no one come to see if I was all right and make sure that I made my way to the greenhouse on time? Then I noticed the covered tray sitting on my desk and the memories of the previous day flooded back to me.
I leaned across the bed to the desk and slid the tray onto my lap. The lid was cold. It had probably been delivered hours ago. I peeked under the dome to see what had been left for me. Flat cakes—they were what was for breakfast most mornings. No surprise they were waiting for me now. I rearranged myself with one leg folded underneath me while the other dangled toward the floor. Grabbing a flat cake—no one would scold me for my lack of utensils—I took a huge bite. As I chewed, I gazed around my cube at the old pictures hanging on the walls. They stared back at me as they always did. What was I going to do with myself?
My gaze drifted to the floor where I noticed a small piece of paper. Only two people in the compound would make the effort to communicate with me: Tomas and Ms. Amatrist. Whomever this was from, any brief interruption to my desolate punishment would be a relief. Springing off my bed, I reached the letter in two steps. Should I reserve my only source of entertainment until after I’d eaten and dressed, or should I dive into it now? I flopped back onto my bed and snatched up my second flat cake. In my haste, I tore a strip out of the paper as I unfolded it. Tomas’ minute script covered the top quarter of the page.
Dear Nora,
I hope you enjoy your first day off. I’m a little jealous that you get to sleep as much as you like tomorrow and the next day, although I understand it might get a little boring for you. I tried to talk to my mother again about the cure, but she said she was too busy with government reports and compound council meetings. I guess most of the adults are right now. I managed to speak with my dad for a few minutes—he’s a scientist, you know. He said he knew your mother. Anyway, he said he’s been feeling a little skeptical about Mr. Manners’ claims, too, and is waiting to see how Mr. Slater turns out. I guess there hasn’t been much change in his condition from this afternoon when he received the injection. Maybe it’s too early to tell. I’ll keep asking around and see if I can find anything out before I drop by your cube tomorrow.
I hope I can bring you some good news.
Tomas
Good news? What kind of good news did Tomas think he could bring me? If Mr. Slater were cured, it would mean that I’d been an incredible jerk to Mr. Manners without reason. Everyone must know about my behaviour by now, and I would have to leave the compound, too embarrassed to face anyone again. If Mr. Slater were still sick—or worse, dead—it would mean my distrust of Mr. Manners was founded in good judgment. It would also mean that he was a fraud and someone would have to go after him to stop him from swindling other compounds. That job would probably be left to an adult, but eventually I would still have to leave the compound because everyone would think I was insufferably conceited. In no scenario would I come out the winner.
Once I’d finished the cold and rubbery flat cakes I checked my hamper for non-smelly clothing. Sifting through my small collection of T-shirts and shorts, I sniffed them one by one, but each item’s scent reminded me strongly of dirt and sweat. Tossing the clothing back, I stood on tiptoes so I could reach my last option, which was shoved into the far corner of my shelf: a light blue sundress. It was meant for special occasions—not that I had many of those to wear it to. I shook out the wrinkles as best I could, but the light cotton fabric was deeply creased. It didn’t much matter. I wouldn’t see anyone today unless Tomas managed to sneak past my guard.
*
At lunch, one of the adults, whom I knew worked in the kitchen but had no notion of what their name was, delivered me a fresh tray of food and took away the old one. My slow, lazy morning hadn’t left me with much of an appetite, but I sat at the desk anyway and picked at the plate of rice and vegetables. At least it was still hot. When I’d consumed what I could, I placed the utensils on my tray and ventured a look outside my curtain to see if anyone was there. There was. Another unfamiliar adult sat in a chair reading a newspaper. By the rumpled and torn edges, I guessed the newspaper was several months old.
“Hi,” I said. I stood next to the adult’s chair.
He looked up at me with a frown so severe it caused his forehead and chin to wrinkle. “You’re not supposed to come out here.”
I crossed my legs, balancing mostly on one leg. I hadn’t had to do this since I was very small and still in daycare. When they planned my punishment, they must have realized I would need to get out of my cube every once in a while.
“I know, but I—” My cheeks flamed as I waited, hoping I wouldn’t have to fill in the blank. The man only stared at me, his severe face deepening the longer I stood in the corridor. “I need to go to the bathroom.”
The adult popped out of the chair, carelessly casting his newspaper to the ground. “Oh. Of course.”
I was escorted to the bathroom, and thankfully the man didn’t insist on following me in. The other women using the facilities wouldn’t have been too thrilled, either.
When I finished, my guardian ushered me straight back to my cube and closed the curtain up tight behind me. Tomas would never be able to sweet talk himself past this adult, no matter how charming he was, meaning I would be spending the remainder of my two days completely shut off from the compound. Perhaps Tomas would think to slip me another note and give me news of Mr. Slater.
If only something in his health had changed immediately. If he’d suddenly leapt from his bed and danced, I would have been fairly certain that the cure had worked and I wouldn’t have gotten into this mess. I paced around my tiny cube. It was five steps in length and three steps in width. I counted out one hundred jumping jacks and skipped on the spot, but I still felt restless. When I was done, I paced some more. Eventually I stretched out on my bed, not that I was tired—just bored. I stared at the ceiling many feet above me and watched one of the huge industrial fans revolve around and around. After a while, my eyes started to feel weird and watered from staring at it for so long, so I closed them.
*
Someone was shaking me, although not very hard, like they weren’t sure if they wanted to wake me and were hoping I wouldn’t come to so they could sneak away with my being unaware that they’d ever been there. I inhaled deeply and a tangy sort of smell that reminded me of sand and sweat invaded my nostrils. Opening my eyes, I bolted upright and almost smacked foreheads with Tomas, who was sitting on the side of the bed next to me. We looked at each other, our noses only inches apart. Too close; this was far, far too close. My heart thumped out of control and coherent thoughts evaded my grasp until I shuffled back on my bed and I could breathe normally.
“How did you get in here?” I blurted a little more abruptly and accusatorily than I’d meant to. Tomas might have coloured slightly, but it was difficult to tell. His face was already pretty rosy—he must have come in from the picnic shelter.
Tomas leaned forward and held his finger to his lips. “Keep your voice down, the sentry outside might hear you.”
“Sorry.” I spoke in what I hoped was a whisper. “So, how did you get in here?”
“I snuck in around the side.” A huge grin spread across Tomas’ face as he nodded toward the curtain wall of my cube.
“Good thing I’m on the corner cube, eh?” I couldn’t help myself from smiling back.
“Definitely.”
Then we stared at each other some more. I was glad to see Tomas, but I had little idea of what to say to him. Not because I was nervous around boys in general—I’d been friends with Jeremy, or at least study buddies, for years—but I didn’t know Tomas. I didn’t know what he liked, besides the game Pirates, and I didn’t know what he planned to do when he became an adult. It seemed strange starting an in-depth, get-to-know-you conversation when we had to be quiet to keep from being found out.
“Are you hungry? I’ve got some more snacks in my desk.” If we ate, it wouldn’t be necessary to talk.
Tomas shook his head and repositioned himself on the bed so he sat directly opposite me, his legs crossed. “My dinner time’s in half an hour. I just wanted to stop by to let you know about Mr. Slater.”
I leaned forward, anxious for the news. The smile Tomas had been sporting a moment ago disappeared. His didn’t completely frown, but whatever he thought about now was no longer pleasant or funny.
With this change in expression, my stomach twisted, tying itself into a knot. I grabbed Tomas’ wrist. “He died?” Without waiting for the answer, I kept going. “No, he’s better, isn’t he? That’s a good thing, but that means I’m wrong about everything. The compound council’s going to kick me out, aren’t they? I’m a disgrace. Thank goodness my mother’s dead—”
Tomas clamped his hand over my mouth and stopped my rambling before I’d worked myself up into a full-on panic. Good thing he did; I was only a twitch away from leaping off the bed, shoving as many of my belongings as would fit into my old canvas bag, and running off to catch the next train away from the compound.
“Nora, breathe.”
I did as Tomas suggested, inhaling through my nose so my shoulders pitched up and down. After a second round of deep breathing, he took his hand off, but before pulling back he brushed a strand of loose hair away from my face and tucked it behind my ear. For a moment his hand hovered by my face, the heat from his skin making me dizzy.
“Don’t freak out. Nothing’s happened. Not to Mr. Slater; not to you.”
“Nothing’s happened?” My stomach continued to flip and twist while my head felt cloudy, like I had strands of cotton tied over my eyes.
“Mr. Slater’s condition is the same as yesterday, although apparently he’s got a bit of a bruise where Mr. Manners injected him. Nothing’s happened, except…”
Tomas turned his head as he spoke, so his words directed at the curtain rather than at me. Was it so terrible that he didn’t think I could stand to hear it? My first instinct wanted me to grab Tomas and force him to look at me. The second, more grown up instinct with the hint of patience opted for clasping my hands in my lap until my knuckles ached as I waited for him to return his attention to me. “What’s happened?”
The muscles in Tomas’ jaw twitched as he clenched his teeth. When he turned so he faced me again, his crystal eyes searched me, possibly for a hint of how I would react to the secret he held. People really were afraid I’d explode at the slightest provocation. He shifted himself from seated to kneeling, edging close enough to me to grab my arms. “Stay calm, okay? Remember, we’re not alone and I’m not supposed to be here.”
I nodded, although the suspense I felt at this point was such that I would have agreed to almost anything. “I promise I won’t make a sound.”
Tomas gnawed on his lower lip and then glanced over his shoulder as if he feared someone might discover us at any second. He squeezed my biceps tighter as he edged closer to me still. “Mr. Manners left the compound this morning—”
“So?” I shrugged. “Wasn’t he planning…?” The tips of Tomas’ thumbs dug into my arms. I could feel the arteries in my arms pulse as they tried to circulate blood past the blockage.
“He left on the early train before anyone else was up, so no one was there to see him go. Everything he brought with him is gone.”
My mouth went dry and my stomach constricted so tight I wanted to double over and cry out.
“Including the rest of the cure.”




Chapter Seven: Animosity Unleashed

As promised, I remained silent. Mostly because incoherent thoughts clouded my brain while emotions I couldn’t quite name surged through my chest. I couldn’t pull things together into a sensible order. I wasn’t sure if I should laugh, cry, or both. Tomas released my arms, allowing cool air to wash over my skin and relieve my aching muscles. He jerked his head toward the front curtain—someone must be coming. Looking at me with eyes a little wider than normal, he leaned forward and planted the briefest of kisses on my cheek before he disappeared between the curtain and the back wall. The fabric had hardly fallen when an adult carrying a tray appeared at the other entrance to my cube.
Mrs. Vale set the platter on my desk, lining up the utensils so they were even with the cover over my plate. She fussed a moment longer before seeming satisfied then stood straight, her hands folded in front of her. “Are you all right, dear?”
No. Not really. Mr. Manners was gone. Mr. Slater wasn’t any better…and Tomas had kissed me…on the cheek. I hadn’t expected that. “I’m fine, thank you, Mrs. Vale.” I swung my legs over the edge of my bed and reached across to the tray in an effort to appear grateful for her delivery. “Thanks for dinner. I was getting hungry.”
Mrs. Vale’s smile broadened as she dug into her apron pocket and produced one of her cookies. “Here, dear. I was told not to bring you sweets, but I couldn’t help myself. That man Manners has flown the coop, you know.”
I took the cookie from Mrs. Vale, and as I did, I fixed the most surprised expression I could manage on my face, probably straining muscles in the process. If I didn’t look shocked, she might figure out that someone had already divulged the same information not a minute earlier. “I didn’t know,” I said, and then took a huge bite of cookie to hide the truth from showing on in my face.
“Indeed. And he took the cure he promised us. Some of the folks are suggesting he took off because you embarrassed him…” Mrs. Vale paused then took a step, closing the space between us so we were only a few feet apart. “Personally, I think it’s because you were right about him. He was a fraud, and he wanted to make off with the credits before more people got suspicious.”
I coughed, spraying crumbs on the ground as I nearly choked on my cookie. Mr. Manners had made off with credits? The compound’s credits? And he hadn’t left the cure behind?
Mrs. Vale motioned to me, her finger in front of her lips. “That’s right. Compound credits.” She nodded gravely as if she had read my unspoken questions. “Twenty-five hundred, to be exact.”
I attempted to swallow the remaining bits of cookie, but they felt as though they’d been magically transformed into sand, clogging my throat. Mrs. Vale thumped me on the back. Twenty-five hundred credits were enough to purchase all of the seeds for next season’s greenhouse, the fertilizers, new tools, and new aprons. It would probably buy some of the infirmary supplies, too, like the cleansers and fresh bed linens. My head swam dangerously, like I might pass out. At least I wouldn’t have far to fall if I did faint.
“There’s a council meeting tonight. Who knows what they’ll do, but you’d better be extra good while you wait to be released, dear. Some people around here want you confined longer.” Mrs. Vale patted me on the shoulder while pursing her lips into what must have been meant to be a sympathetic look. “I’d better be going—first dinner shift is in five minutes.” She gave me a motherly peck on my forehead, something Mrs. Vale had never done before, then pivoted on her heel and charged out of my cube.
He’d taken compound credits. How would we get through next year without them? Would the Central Government give us a loan? Did they even do that type of thing? Would the other compounds we traded with understand our situation and give us a break? I took another bite of my cookie, but I couldn’t detect its sweetness, even though I knew it was there. It tasted like dust, and when I swallowed, it turned to lead.
I forced myself to eat every scrap of dinner—if only my water glass were twice as big. The congealed glops of lukewarm rice were difficult to chew and the overcooked vegetables turned to mush in my mouth. Every morsel felt like they fused together as they painfully made their way through my digestive tract. I stretched myself out on my bed to try to ease the process, but it didn’t exactly help, nor did my residual anxiety about Ms. Amatrist. Were we really friends again? Would she stop by? Maybe she’d watch my cube for part of the night.
Minutes and eventually hours ticked by with no sign of my friend. More than once I considered peeking around my curtain to see if she were there, but she’d have at least said hello, wouldn’t she? What if she’d gone back to being mad at me? Maybe she thought Mr. Manners’ disappearance was my fault, too.
At my regular bedtime wash up, the adult guarding my cube, a woman this time, escorted me to the washroom. She stood inside the door as I went about my business, which I conducted as quickly as I could, even using cold water to wash with rather than waiting for it to warm up. Angry faces watched my every move, and no doubt it was only the presence of my guard that kept people from approaching me. Whether the woman would have actually intervened on my behalf if someone attacked wasn’t something I wanted to test. I pretty much ran back to my cube in order to get away from the disapproving glances that continued to haunt me in the corridor.
I pulled the curtain tight behind me then turned to climb into bed. While I’d been out, my tray of food had been removed and in its place on my desk sat a neatly folded sheet of paper. My heart fluttered unevenly as I reached for it. Tomas could have heard something from his mother about what had happened in the council meeting tonight. When I opened the letter, my heart evened out and slowed; the paper was covered with the flowing, rounded script of Ms. Amatrist.
Dear Nora,
I assume by now you’ve heard about Mr. Manners, so I won’t recount the details. As I write, the compound council is meeting to determine what to do about the situation that has arisen because of it. Expect to be kept in your cube for several days yet, either because the council has decided you’re to blame for Mr. Manners’ running off, or for your own protection from those in the community who blame you anyway. I expect you also know there’s been no change in Mr. Slater’s condition. No further cures will be administered until we see how he turns out. I’ll try to come by and see to you tomorrow morning before the other children arrive in the greenhouse.
Hang in there.
Your friend,
Ms. W. Amatrist
The letter didn’t deliver much in the way of new news, but helped to lift some of my anxiety. Ms. Amatrist had written it, and she’d signed it “your friend.” That meant she was on my side, right? At least until the compound council assigned blame in the case, and that blame was settled on me. Then? She’d seemed pretty excited over the prospect of a cure. She wouldn’t turn against me, would she? Would I ever learn to keep my mouth shut, or at least to consider the repercussions of my accusations before I flung them about?
If Ms. Amatrist were going to stop by before her work task, that meant I needed to be up early. I placed the letter on my desk and grabbed my alarm clock, twiddling the dials, setting it to wake me at six—I wanted to be dressed and ready for my visitor.
Could the compound council kick me out? I hadn’t done anything terrible enough for that sort of punishment, had I? My history text stated that crime used to be rampant, but compound life, although monotonous, was reasonably peaceful. Violent crimes like murder rarely happened because most of us were too busy trying to survive. The thought that our planet had once been a friendly place to walk out of doors baffled me, but then so did Mr. Manners’ theft. What was he going to do with the credits he’d taken from the compound? Where could he be going that he would need so much money?
I snuggled underneath my bed quilt, searching for a comfortable spot, finally settling on my left side. Closing my eyes, I tried to push the worried thoughts out of my mind. If I dwelled on them, I would never fall asleep. I counted my breathing as a distraction, but my thoughts drifted back to Mr. Manners and the money. Where would he go? Would he try to make more? Would he escape to a distant place and live on his credits without lifting a finger for the rest of his life?
*
When the alarm went off, I considered burrowing deeper into my blankets where my bed was warm and my pillow wasn’t vibrating. There, I could fall back to sleep and dream of pleasant things, like seeing my mother again. But I had to get up; I wanted to be washed and dressed for Ms. Amatrist’s visit—it was the least I could do when she was taking the trouble to see me. I rested my head on my pillow, working up energy to move, allowing the pulses to massage my ear and the side of my neck. I could take ten more minutes, right? Beyond my cozy blankets I groped through cold air for my alarm clock until I knocked it off the side table with my elbow. I cursed. Had the noise disrupted the people sleeping in the cubes around me? Half hanging over the edge, I grabbed for the downed clock and set it aright. I also grabbed my canvas bag, just in case.
No adult was on lookout duty when I poked my head out between the curtains of my cube. I mustn’t be so much of a threat that they felt I needed to be watched twenty-four seven. With my toiletries folded up in the dress I’d worn yesterday, I snuck out of my cube. I left a note for Ms. Amatrist in case I took too long, telling her I’d gone to shower and would be back soon. Scampering through the corridors without my guard was oddly thrilling, or perhaps that was fear—fear that something would come loose and clatter to the floor, alerting someone I’d escaped. Once beyond the main bank of cubes, I sprinted to the washroom, silently praying that no one else was out of bed this early.
*
Not really paying attention, I stood in front of the wall-length mirror combing my hair when something moved into my peripheral vision. I pivoted, possibly screamed, and definitely dropped my comb. Directly in front of me was Ursula/Rose. Her hands were firmly planted on her hips and her lips were pressed tightly together, but her eyes were the scariest part. They were dark brown to begin with, but the way the light fell across her face, they looked almost black, and I couldn’t tell the difference between the pupils and irises. Her eyes were narrowed to little more than slits. Then she slapped me, full across the face.
What the…? I clasped my stinging cheek as I blinked rapidly to check the tears welling in my eyes. What was her problem? For a second I considered slapping her back—the gratification would have been wonderful—but I was already in trouble and slapping a younger child wouldn’t help my situation. “What was that for?”
Ursula/Rose crossed her arms over her chest and her nostrils flared. “I think you know.”
She was probably referring to Tomas, not my possibly causing Mr. Manners to disappear from the compound. She was too young to think much about the disease or a potential cure. Rather, this girl was very much the right age to dream about handsome boys who were too old for her and not the least bit interested in her. I crossed my arms and stood up as tall as my frame would allow. “I haven’t broken any rules.”
“Tomas didn’t even know you existed until two days ago—you’re lucky you didn’t permanently damage him.” Ursula/Rose unfolded her arms and jabbed me in the chest with her index finger. “Rose and I were there before you.”
So this was Ursula. From what I knew of the girls, I liked Rose better. Ursula continued to talk, her mouth flapping angrily, but I didn’t pay attention. Ms. Amatrist could be waiting for me at my cube, and with her busy schedule I didn’t want to detain her any longer than necessary. I moved to pass Ursula, but she reacted quickly, side-stepping in time to block my escape.
“Don’t walk away from me.” Ursula stabbed me again with her pointy index finger. “You’ve tricked Tomas and scared off that man with the cure, you bitch. Nobody likes you—you should be punished for being so awful.”
I rubbed the tiny spot where I’d been poked, not that I felt the physical pain of the blow—it was the name she’d used. The word “bitch” reverberated in my ears, even though I hadn’t actually heard it spoken. Most kids didn’t insult me to my face. It was much easier to say it when I couldn’t see—less threat of retaliation or getting told on. “I’m already being punished, haven’t you heard? The council’s confined me to my cube.”
I tried to dodge past Ursula on the other side, but the girl’s reflexes were like lightning. She pushed me back with both hands, causing me to stumble, and I banged my hip against the washroom counter. Shocked, I dropped my pyjamas and the bottles of soap and conditioner I’d been holding. The bottles fell to the floor, pulling my attention away from Ursula as they rolled across the tiled floor and bumped into the wall. Then the girl lunged at me, taking me to the floor. She straddled me and pulled at my hair, making it feel like my scalp had been set on fire. I swung my fists, but the younger girl had the advantage.
“Get off of me.” I tried to shout the words, but the way she sat on me made it difficult to draw air into my lungs. “Get off.”
Ursula struck me across the face again and something in my nose popped. Blood dribbled down the side of my face. “Are you happy now? Am I punished enough?”
Through the blur of tears I couldn’t see Ursula’s expression or read her lips for a response, and when she continued to hit, I shielded my face with one arm while using the other to blindly parry attacks. Some got through and another blow cuffed me on the ear. I flailed my legs, trying to knock Ursula off balance and off of me, but I didn’t have the leverage. I couldn’t bend or move in any way to make contact with her.
My breaths grew shallow as I struggled harder. Panic, not about the attack on my head, but about how difficult breathing had become, restricted my chest as my hands and feet tingled. I felt cold even though I was sweating. I kicked again. My head felt light. Then Ursula was gone.
Not really gone. Easing myself up onto my elbows, I looked around the washroom. Ursula was lying on the floor ten feet away with Ms. Amatrist standing over her. By their postures and the way their mouths moved sharply, they were yelling at each other, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. It didn’t matter. Ms. Amatrist was here, and she’d saved me. I lay down and shut my eyes. Breathing slowly, I drew oxygen in through my mouth, filling my lungs as far as they would go, then let it all back out again past my lips.
Sometime later, someone shook me. Gently, though, not as if they wanted to break my neck or smash my head against the floor, as I’d lately experienced. I popped one eye open and peeked at my visitor. I smiled. I tried to open the other eye, but it refused.
“Are you okay, Nora?” Ms. Amatrist knelt beside me on the floor. She bent low and slipped one arm under my back while her other hand took my wrist and helped me to sit up.
“I’m okay,” I said, not the least bit sure of the truth of my response. My face burned, and my vision was hazy around the edges. My hip and tailbone throbbed so badly I wasn’t sure how much longer I could remain seated without screaming, but I was in one piece. Slowly, so I wouldn’t send the room spinning, I looked up at Ms. Amatrist and tried to grin to show her I was all right. Her unkempt hair partially obscured her face, but her anxiety was clear; her eyebrows were drawn and her normally rosy skin was drained white.
“Do you think you can walk back to your cube on your own?” Ms. Amatrist took a firm hold around my waist, pinning me to her as she levered me to my feet. Little stars burst into my vision when we stood, and I clutched my friend harder, praying she wouldn’t let go anytime soon or I would definitely slip to the floor. Ms. Amatrist must have sensed my unease as she held me close while I adjusted to the change in elevation.
Once the stars had vanished, I pried Ms. Amatrist’s hand from my hip and lurched forward a step. “I think I can manage.” I said, pausing to make sure my legs were indeed willing to hold me. Thank heaven, my cube wasn’t far away.
Ms. Amatrist nodded, and something that might have been meant to approximate a smile flickered across her face before dissolving back into a deep frown. I’d never seen her with such a dour expression before. “I’ll be with you soon—I need to deal with Ursula first.”
I ignored my assailant as I hobbled past her, staying focused on where I had to go and what was ahead of me. Did she feel any guilt for what she’d done, or did she think I deserved it? As long as I didn’t see her again anytime soon, I didn’t much care. When I reached the entrance, the door swung inward, sending me scuttling back against the wall. Two recently graduated adults burst in. Ms. Tate opened her mouth to say something, and then her gaze brushed over my face and she stopped. Ms. Fisher redirected her glance to the floor. They both sidled around me carefully, averting their gazes as if my bruised look was something they could catch.
I slipped out of the room and returned to my cube as quickly as I could, my head down, my hair brushed forward to hide my face. Community members were now awake and heading to the washroom for their assigned times or for other scheduled early morning tasks. No one stopped me or spoke to me; although a couple of adults started to approach before changing their minds and continuing on without speaking. When I returned to my cube, I didn’t look in my mirror. I went straight to my bed, lay down, and waited for Ms. Amatrist to arrive.




Chapter Eight: Battered and Bothered

Later—sliding in and out of consciousness made it difficult to track time—Ms. Amatrist appeared with an unshaven and pyjama-clad Mr. Colins. Ms. Amatrist carried a small basin with both hands, steam rising from the water sloshing around inside it. After a quick glance at my cluttered desk, she set it carefully on the floor beside the bed. It took both of them to ease me up to a seated position, like I was a frail adult ravaged by the disease. Ms. Amatrist knelt on the floor while Mr. Colins repositioned the desk chair directly across from me and sat, placing a small bundle of cloth bandages on the bed beside me. Leaning forward, he rested his hands on his knees and stared at me intently.
“Your nose looks straight. I don’t think it’s broken.” He prodded my face gently with his fingers, particularly the skin around my nose and my right temple. My fingers curled into fists as he investigated, both of us trying not to wince, although for different reasons. I was in pain; Mr. Colins probably only felt pain on my behalf. After a minute—or maybe only thirty seconds—of tiny explosions going off in my face, he leaned back in the chair, his lips pressed together and his shoulders held rigid. Not only did he look unhappy, he looked like he didn’t know what to do.
“You’ll bruise, but I think you’ll be fine.” Mr. Colins wrung his hands, repeatedly working over the knuckles of his right hand. “Ms. Amatrist will help you wash up and bandage anything that needs it. Are you hurt anywhere else?”
I swallowed to clear my throat. “I banged my hip against the counter and landed on my tailbone when I fell, but I think they’re probably just sore.”
Mr. Colins jerked his head sharply toward Ms. Amatrist. Likewise, I turned to face my friend, but I was too late to catch what had been said. Mr. Colins replied with his face angled away from me so I couldn’t follow his words, either. What had they said? Why were they unwilling to include me in the conversation that was clearly about me? This was evidently an adults-only discussion, or Ms. Amatrist would have called my attention to her before she’d spoken. A few more shakes of the head were followed by a couple of single-syllable replies and then the transaction was sealed with a pair of grim expressions exchanged between my two friends.
Tangible silence had enough time to settle in and be noticed before Mr. Colins turned and addressed me. He smiled, but by the way his eyes failed to light up, it was easy to tell that his feelings didn’t match his expression. At least he didn’t seem angry with me. “I’ll get a couple of cold packs for you to put on your bruises. In the meantime, take it easy.” Mr. Colins paused, possibly remembering that I was still confined to my cube for another day. “Just rest; the cold packs will help reduce the swelling.” Then, he got up from his chair and left.
Once Mr. Colins vacated the desk chair, Ms. Amatrist took it. Resting the basin on the bed, she fished out the face towel from the bottom, wrung it out, and carefully dabbed at my temple. She chewed on her lower lip as she concentrated and looked only at the patch of skin to which she was attending. When she refreshed the towel, the water took on a light pink tinge.
The cold packs arrived as promised, but without Mr. Colins, who probably had to get ready to look after his regular, adult, non-beaten patients. My guard—the same stern-faced adult as yesterday—brought them in. When he appeared at the curtain he stopped, clearly trying not to stare, but gawked at my face nonetheless. Ms. Amatrist spoke to the adult over her shoulder, and he dropped the packs on my bed and left again without a word.
“How bad do I look?” I tried to force my voice to be even and calm, but I suspected it was more like a frightened squeak.
Returning the towel to the basin, Ms. Amatrist tried to show me a pleasant expression. It wasn’t particularly effective when uninhibited pity shone through her face. “You’re starting to bruise pretty badly around your nose and temple—”
She stopped abruptly as her gaze drifted past me. Her expression was confused at first, and then it brightened, the heavy lines of concern easing away. I remained facing forward—partially because twisting would probably trigger a burst of pain in my hip—but I had a good idea of what was going on anyway. She was turned toward the corner where Tomas liked to enter and exit. What was he doing here? Checking on me? The story must be running rampant throughout the compound if he already knew. Hopefully, Ms. Amatrist wouldn’t let him come in; I didn’t want him to see me—I didn’t want anyone to. I was such a mess. A swoosh of air hit my back, and Ms. Amatrist gently lifted my face and returned to wiping away the blood.
“He’ll come back later. He just wanted to let us know that Ursula’s been confined to her cube for the time being.”
I nodded. Okay. Good? Is that what I wanted? I didn’t want to see her, that was for sure, but otherwise I hadn’t figured out what I wanted. “Do you need to get to the greenhouse soon?”
“No, Tomas will look after things for me until we’re done—you’re more important right now.” She sat back for a moment, like she was trying to get a better angle on me, and then continued with her work. “He’s only got half a year before he reaches adulthood—he’s ready to take on extra responsibilities.”
Was this another hint? Don’t stay single; catch Tomas while I can? Rather than start another hurtful argument, I remained silent and so did my friend. The water in the basin progressed from a light pink to a bright red. Areas of my face stung and pulsed, but having the blood washed away was a relief. At my request, Ms. Amatrist removed the mirror from the wall so I could check myself out.
Sitting next to me, she held my hand as I peered down at my reflection, squeezing so tightly that my fingers tingled. I inhaled sharply as I caught my first glance. A huge bruise had formed on my right temple and had swollen to the point that it almost forced my eye shut—no wonder I was having trouble with my vision. The skin around the bridge of my nose was puffy, but Mr. Colins was right, it appeared straight. After I’d looked at myself for as long as I could tolerate, I placed the mirror face down on the bed.
“Has the council made a decision about what’s to be done with me?” I didn’t look at Ms. Amatrist right away, keeping my eyes focused on the back of the mirror instead. I ran the words of a blessing over in my mind as I waited for the answer.
Ms. Amatrist shifted on the bed so we faced each other, releasing her painful grasp. “They’re sending a council member to the Central Government to see if they’ll give us a loan to cover the lost credits.”
“What about Mr. Manners? Is someone going after him? He could be out swindling other compounds while the council member travels…” I scanned my cube for where I’d left my bag. Someone had to find that man.
“Nora.” Ms. Amatrist clamped down on my shoulders as I prepared to stand—I wasn’t sure I would have succeeded anyway—forcing me to stay put. “You can’t run off after Mr. Manners. We have no idea where he went, and the nearest compound is three days away by rail. The council member will speak with the Central Government. If it turns out he was a fraud, the Government will release an alert to all compounds and he will be stopped.”
Now, it was my turn to grab Ms. Amatrist’s hand, although I tried not to squeeze quite so tightly. “But an alert could take months, and it’ll take weeks for the council member to reach the Central Compound in the first place. Mr. Manners could con countless other compounds—”
“Nora.” A dangerous look flashed across Ms. Amatrist’s eyes. I was pushing too far. “Despite what you might have heard, Mr. Manners did leave some cure vials; he didn’t entirely blow off his promise, and as of this morning, there’s still no change in Mr. Slater’s condition.” She hesitated, her lips partially open, as if she was debating how much more she should divulge. “There’s been some discussion about whether the remaining cure should be administered. Apparently Mr. Manners said that the cure didn’t work on everyone, so some people are thinking Mr. Slater is just one of those people it couldn’t help.”
I clutched Ms. Amatrist’s hand harder. “They wouldn’t, would they? It should be tested in the lab, not just given to other community members willy-nilly.”
Ms. Amatrist pried herself free from my grip—I must have been squeezing too tight—but continued to hold my hand, stroking it gently with her fingers. “Mr. Colins and Mrs. Ryenger have refused to give out any additional cures until tests can be run to confirm the presence of the disease in Mr. Slater’s bloodstream.”
I sighed, feeling that a small fraction of the weight crushing my shoulders had been lifted. At least some people had learned to be cautious. “What about me? Has the council discussed what’s going to happen to me? Am I to stay in my cube until I’ve reached adulthood?”
Ms. Amatrist chuckled. At least I could still make her laugh, which she didn’t seem to do much, as of late. “It sounds as though they discussed you for some time. They’ve decided you’re not to blame for Mr. Manners’ disappearance, but you’re expected to complete your original punishment as assigned. Although, after what took place this morning, I’m not sure what will happen next.”
I was going to protest that the washroom incident wasn’t really related to Mr. Manners, but Ms. Amatrist stopped me. “I know Ursula’s behaviour likely had other motivations, but the most recent rumours may have been the spark to make her think she could get away with it. The council will meet to decide on the best course of action to make sure you’re not harassed again.”
Most recent rumours? I didn’t want to know. No, I wanted to know, but I probably couldn’t bear it. For now it was best to stay in the dark. I wasn’t allowed out in the compound on my own anyway, so I couldn’t refute the stories—assuming anyone would listen to me. Ms. Amatrist gave me another piteous look before she checked her watch and commented that she needed to get on to the greenhouse. A new batch of children was starting, and she needed to orient the young ones to the garden chores. Before going, she helped me ease onto my back and positioned the cold packs so they were as comfortable as possible.
“Should I tell Tomas he can come by and see you when he’s finished in the greenhouse?” Now Ms. Amatrist really smiled, and I couldn’t help a small grin from creeping onto my face in response. He really was a nice boy.
“That would be fine.” Perhaps Tomas would have learned more about the council meeting from his mother.
*
When I awoke, a food tray sat on my desk just beyond my reach. Slowly, trying to avoid the bruises, I shifted onto my side. I’d hoped I could lever myself into a seated position with my elbow, but the effort it took to roll over left a layer of sweat coating my forehead. I swiped at it. That tiny movement felt like it had taken an hour, and I hadn’t even managed to hoist myself completely upright. The food was probably cold at this point and not worth the pain or exertion.
I would have been more comfortable if I could have returned to my back, but I was on the less painful side, so it was good enough, and I didn’t have the energy to move more. I closed my eyes. This must be what it was like to suffer from the disease: stiff, in pain, and completely unable to do anything—except I would get better. My bruises would go away and so would the discomfort. In a week or so, I would return to normal; whereas if I developed the disease, my physical condition would weaken until none of my muscles could move on their own, including my heart.
*
When I woke for the third time that morning, Tomas was sitting at my desk. He was reading something, but I couldn’t see what it was from the bed. I struggled to angle my arms underneath me and push myself into something that more or less resembled a seated position. Tomas didn’t notice I was awake until I’d managed to manoeuvre myself mostly upright. He reached out to help me, but I was already seated with my feet flat on the floor.
“Sorry.” He scratched at the back of his neck then ran his hand through his hair. He faced me, but he didn’t look directly at me; his gaze settled somewhere off to my right.
I shrugged. “That’s okay. I managed.” Now that I was vertical, my tailbone and hip throbbed so that coloured spots burst in front of my eyes. I shifted, trying to find a position that would ease the pressure, but nothing helped, although after a bit the rainbow explosions eased off. Would the infirmary have painkillers they could spare? With the loss of twenty-five hundred credits, probably not.
“No, I mean sorry about Ursula. I should have talked to her and Rose more carefully and made sure they understood that it was my decision to spend time with you. I can’t believe Ursula would do this...” Tomas’ gaze flittered to my face for a brief moment then dropped away again.
“Tomas,” I said. Why was I the one doing the reassuring? When Tomas didn’t look at me, I nudged his shoulder. “It wouldn’t have made a difference. No matter what you might have said, this probably would have happened. You really don’t understand how girls work, do you?”
Tomas knocked my hand from his shoulder and stared at his knees. “But she’s really hurt you…You look—”
“Terrible. I know. I forced myself to look in the mirror. If I can handle it, you can, too.”
Tomas’ Adam’s apple bobbed. I was guilting him, but so what? I wasn’t in the mood to humour other people who felt bad about my appearance. I wanted news, and then I wanted to organize a plan. By the small twitches in the muscles of his mouth and the flickers of his irises Tomas appeared to be sorting through a jumble of conflicting ideas. He didn’t speak them aloud, but continued to focus on his knees as he flexed and balled his fists. I waited for him to reach a resolution. Hopefully, he wouldn’t take too long; we had other things to discuss.
Tomas lifted his head and looked at me full on. “Mr. Slater died this morning.”  He grabbed my hands and pressed them firmly in his own. “Don’t freak out.”
I stared back at Tomas as I ran the words over again in my mind. Mr. Slater. Dead. This morning. Dead. This morning. Mr. Slater.
“Nora?” Tomas leaned forward and squeezed my fingers even tighter. My fingertips went cold from the lack of circulation. “Nora? Are you all right? Are you freaking out?”
“Freaking out?” I cocked my head to one side as if looking at the world from a different angle would help me see it more clearly. No matter how I considered things, the same facts were true. Mr. Manners had gotten away, and now Mr. Slater was dead.
“I know a lot’s happened today, these last couple of days, but you need to stay calm.”
“How did he die? Was it the disease? Was it the stuff that Mr.—that man, Manners injected him with?” I tried to worm my hands out of Tomas’ grasp, but he continued to hold strong. I stood and half pulled Tomas up with me. Pain shocked through my right side.
“The disease, I expect.” Tomas shuffled around the desk so he could keep in front of me. “How would they know if it was the stuff Mr. Manners gave him? Do you think he poisoned him or something?”
My right hip throbbed. I sat down, again pulling Tomas with me. “I don’t know. Manners probably didn’t make Mr. Slater any sicker; he was really sick anyway. That’s probably why that man picked him. There’d be uncertainty about whether or not Mr. Slater would improve even with the cure, and he’d have enough time to get away.”
“One of the council members is leaving for the Central Government tomorrow.”
I shook my hands hard, finally managing to break Tomas’ grasp. “But that council member is only going to try to get loan credits, not stop him. How long does it take to get to the Central Government?”
Tomas frowned and crunched his eyebrows so low that they almost touched. He fidgeted with the fraying cuff of his shorts. “My mother was sent a few years ago; the meeting she attended lasted two weeks, but she was gone for almost three months.”
“Three months? He’ll be long gone by then. Disappeared. Changed his name. Got a new haircut and new clothes. He’ll be onto another scam. We have to go after—”
Tomas covered my mouth with his hand before I could finish my sentence. “Keep your voice down, Nora. I was given special permission to visit you considering what happened, but you can’t go on shouting about tracking down…” Tomas stopped and peered over his shoulder. When he faced me again, our noses brushed. This seemed to surprise Tomas—it definitely did me—and he quickly pulled back far enough that we wouldn’t go cross-eyed looking at each other. “Please don’t shout. Will you keep your voice down?”
I nodded and Tomas released me. “Don’t you feel like we ought to do something?” I tried to adjust my voice to what I thought was the volume of a whisper.
“We’re children, what are we supposed to do?”
“Sit around while the adults do nothing, I suppose.” I crossed my arms firmly over my chest. “This isn’t just about getting our own credits back. We need to stop other compounds from falling into his trap.”
“How are we supposed to know where he’s gone?” Tomas sat back against the chair.
“With the way the rail runs, he only has two options.” I smiled. I’d thought about this while I was in the shower—I did some of my best thinking while I was scrubbing my hair. “He’d anticipate the compound council sending someone to the Government to ask for replacement credits—he’s not stupid, after all. Since he’s probably on the lookout for more compounds to scam, he’s going to want to move inward, then across the continent. That only leaves him the opportunity to travel west.”
Tomas clasped his arms behind his head as he leaned back, lifting the front legs of the chair off the ground. It looked like he was settling in for a long disagreement. “He has a two-day head start and the next compound is three days from here. If he’s so smart, which I suspect he is, he’ll know you’re a problem and that you won’t give him a moment’s rest. He won’t get off the rail until he reaches a junction and can switch directions.”
“Except…” I put my foot on the cross bar of the chair and pushed down, forcing it—and Tomas—back onto the ground. “If I remember my geography correctly, the rail line doesn’t hit a junction point until the west coast.” I paused to dredge up vague memories of lessons several years past, scratching my head as I thought. “There’s only one rail line, right?”
Tomas shook his head. “Two.”
“But only one is ever operational, right? Because of the sand storms?” I inched toward the edge of the bed, excitement bubbling in my stomach, working its way up into my chest. “The Government can’t keep them both operational.”
Tomas nodded but didn’t speak. His lips were pressed into an impossibly thin line, while his shoulders were held high and rigid. He wasn’t happy.
“Plus, the westbound trains have to make frequent stops to allow any trains headed for the Central Government to pass…not to mention the wind storms. They’ll have to stop for the wind storms.”
“Nora.” Tomas uncoiled his arms and reached toward me, resting a hand on my knee. Perhaps he’d hoped that his touch would surprise me and break my train of thought. Another time it might have, but I was on a roll.
“If he’s travelling west, Manners will have to stop at other compounds along the way, and I doubt he’d put off the opportunity to run his scam for long. He’s going to have to get off somewhere, and when he does, we can catch up with him.” Despite the discomfort in my tailbone and hip, I could barely sit still, my uninjured side jiggling with anxious energy.
Tomas remained silent, staring at me with the most peculiar look that I couldn’t quite translate. I read the crumpled mouth and the furrowed brow as a sign of annoyance, yet his eyes shone brightly, like he was impressed or excited. “How are we going to afford the fare to board the rail? Only adults with work tasks have extra credits.”
I signalled for Tomas to wait as I painstakingly inched my way along the mattress to the foot of the bed. Leaning forward so my chest rested on my knees, I fished around underneath with my hand. Where was it? Ignoring the discomfort in my hip, I shuffled a little farther down, continuing to feel around the frame. At the very end of the bed, I brushed the small plastic rectangle I’d been searching for. With my fingernail, I scraped off the piece of tape that held the card in place, and after a minute of fiddling, I withdrew the card. “My mother left me emergency credits before she died. In case.”
Tomas’ mouth fell slack for a moment. Whatever he’d thought I was going to produce from under my bed, it wasn’t a credit card. “In case of what?” He reached for the card, as though he were a young child, awestruck by a new toy. I allowed him to take it.
“I don’t think she really knew. It’s just in case. I doubt she ever expected I would have to do something like this.”
“Where did she get it from?” Tomas turned the card over in his fingers, admiring the smooth plastic and the holographic image that shimmered in the overhead light.
“No idea—it might have belonged to my father…” Not that I knew who my father was.
Tomas handed the card back and as he did, the momentary spell of placation cast by it was broken. His frown returned with full intensity and a deep divot formed just above the bridge of his nose. “Is there a point in continuing to argue with you?”
I shook my head. “The next train should be in tonight, right? Tomorrow, I’m going, with or without you.”
















Chapter Nine: Early Morning Get Away

By late afternoon, the only matter left to decide was whether or not to include Ms. Amatrist in the scheme. I said yes, Tomas said no. We both agreed that a note should be left behind for the adults of the community to try to minimize the panic—and speculation—that would surround our disappearance. What we couldn’t agree on was whether or not we needed an adult’s presence to help support our story when we reached the other compounds.
Since no one had shared my suspicion of Manners when he’d first arrived, I felt adult support was essential. Tomas, now fully committed to the idea of going after the thief, was concerned Ms. Amatrist might turn us in before we boarded the early westbound train. As grateful as I was for Tomas’ reconsideration, I couldn’t help but wonder if the reversal in his position was more about going on an adventure rather than doing what was right.
“Ms. Amatrist won’t turn us in.” I wrote those words for what was probably the fourth time. I underlined “won’t” over and over again until my pencil point snapped. We’d resorted to writing letters so the guard outside my cube wouldn’t overhear us. Earlier, Tomas had had to repeatedly tell me to keep my voice down; I’ve always found it difficult to monitor my tone when I’m excited.
“What if she does? We’ll be busted. The council isn’t interested in going after Mr. Manners; they’d rather let the government do it.”
I chewed on the end of my pencil—a bad habit of mine. Somehow it helped me think. “I could talk to her, just see how she would react if someone tried to track Manners down and catch him, but without telling her what we’re planning.”
“And?”
“If she seems favourable to it, I’ll ask her to come with us.”
Tomas’ pencil hovered above the paper as he considered my response. He played with a lock of his hair with his free hand, coiling it around his finger. After the fifth or sixth twirl, he leaned over the scrap of paper we were using and jotted something down: “She might say it’s a good idea when it’s a hypothetical situation, but she might change her mind if she knows what we’re really planning.”
“She won’t turn us in. I promise.” I sighed. We’d been going in circles over this issue for almost an hour. Scribbled-on and torn-up papers were scattered around my cube. We’d ripped out the unused sheets from my mother’s lab book when we’d run out of paper from my class workbook. Tomas was going to destroy the evidence in the garbage incinerator on his way to dinner.
“Is there any point in my continuing to argue?” Tomas asked again. As he looked at me, his eyebrows were arched practically up to his hairline.
“No. None whatsoever. Will you be upset if this operation gets canned?” I looked at him, leaning slightly forward, and wiggled my eyebrows.
“Are you teasing me?” He flashed his cute half-smile.
I held up my hand and squeezed my index finger and thumb an inch apart. “Just a little.”
Then Tomas kissed me on the cheek. The kiss was brief, and he didn’t move away immediately. I held my breath waiting to see what he would do next. He kissed me again, a little lower along my jaw line, closer to my mouth. He moved to kiss me a third time, but I slipped my fingers between his lips and mine before he could plant it. Tomas pulled back, resting his weight on his arms, and considered me. At least he didn’t look insulted—he seemed more confused than anything else, with his head tilted to one side. It took all my willpower not to turn away and ignore him. If I didn’t watch his lips, I couldn’t read them to understand what he said, but waiting for those lips to move made me blush as I recalled how softly they had touched my skin a moment earlier.
“Nora?”
I picked up a paper that had landed near me and busied myself with reading it.
Tomas leaned toward me. As he did, I focused on my breathing to make sure I took regular inhalations and exhalations; it was difficult to remember when he was so close. He took the sheet from me and laid it on the bed, triggering my heartbeat to skyrocket. I lifted my gaze enough so that his mouth was within my line of vision. How did his presence throw me off balance so easily? He was just a boy, albeit a very nice, very gorgeous boy, who happened to be sitting next to me on my bed. I tipped my head a little farther back so that Tomas could easily reach my lips if he decided to try that third kiss again. He’d certainly seemed very determined about it the moment before, and I supposed it wouldn’t be so bad if he succeeded. Would it? Something tugged hard on my ear. I opened my eyes; I hadn’t realized I had closed them.
“Nora,” Tomas said, still pinching my ear, although he was no longer pulling on it.
“I’m sorry.” I adjusted and re-adjusted the position of my watch as I waited for Tomas to continue.
He let go of my ear and let his hand fall to his lap. “Nora, I like you—a lot. That’s why I’m helping you, even when I should be reporting you to my mother. But I can’t figure out what you want from me. I get one impression one minute, then an entirely different one the next.”
My cheeks grew hot, and I dropped my gaze to the bed. I couldn’t keep looking at him; he was too beautiful, and I was too much of an idiot. “I…” I hadn’t thought much about wanting anything from Tomas. “I don’t know.” I bit my lower lip to keep it from trembling. “I…” My brain whirred as I tried to think of intelligent things to say. In my imagination, it lit up like a rainbow as the synapses fired. “You’re really nice.” That wasn’t exactly what I’d hoped to come up with. “And I’d like to be friends.” If only I could have crawled under my bed and not come out for a week. “But I’m not sure I’m ready for anything more.” Tomas was bound to get up and leave at any moment.
He stood, although he didn’t leave—not right away at least. He paced the width of my cube, his arms rigid at his sides, taking two steps to cover the distance. On his sixth pass, he stopped and whirled toward me, his mouth opened as though he was going to give me a piece of his mind, and then he seemed to think better of it. Perhaps he didn’t want to be overheard. He stooped and gathered the crumpled papers, shoving the extra ones he couldn’t handle into his pockets. “I’ll see you later.” Then he disappeared between the wall and curtain of my cube before I managed to call out.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid.” I smacked my forehead with the heel of my hand. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” Tomas was gone. He must hate me. He wasn’t going to help me find Manners and I could only cross my fingers and hope he wasn’t going to tell his mother about the plan. Now, I really needed Ms. Amatrist’s help, but in the depths of my heart, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that she wouldn’t turn me in, either. I didn’t have the strength to undertake this journey alone.
Not long after Tomas left, my dinner arrived. Although I was less hungry than what I’d been the previous night, I forced myself to sit at my desk and eat. If I was going to catch the early rail west tomorrow morning, I was going to need all the energy I could muster. The food under the cover was still steaming when I removed the lid. I even found three—instead of the usual one—of Mrs. Vale’s cookies. Just like when my mother had died. I’d got triple portions of everything sweet to try to cheer me up. The story of Ursula’s attack must be all over the compound; of course it was—Ms. Tate and Ms. Fisher had seen me immediately post-attack, in all my bloodied glory. They’d probably felt like queen bees for an hour afterward as people rushed to them for details.
*
I shoveled every last forkful of dinner into my mouth before I took one of the few remaining blank pages from my mother’s lab book and attempted to write a letter to my friend. Dear Ms. Amatrist that seemed like a good way to start. Then what? I need your help to track down that man Manners and bring him to justice. Too abrupt? Would she keep reading at this point, or would she assume I was proposing something rash and ultimately dangerous and refuse to read another word? I grabbed my eraser and carefully rubbed out my opening sentence.
I fear the council’s actions will be insufficient in preventing Manners from irrevocably harming other compounds. Too defiant of the council’s decision? It was how I felt, but it might turn Ms. Amatrist off. I had to get her on my side without alienating her. Was three times the charm?
I erased my last attempt and replaced it: With that man Manners free, he can continue to steal money from other compounds and destroy their hopes for a cure. Too hateful? As my dearest friend, I implore you to accompany me on a dangerous journey. Trying to guilt Ms. Amatrist into coming wasn’t the way, either. Even if she came, she’d resent me for the rest of my life.
“Dear Ms. Amatrist.” I set my pencil down and stared at the sheet, which was mostly blank, aside from the red eraser marks. Dear Ms. Amatrist, heavens above please help me. I’m getting on that train tomorrow regardless, but I am only a child. I’m deaf, I’m bruised, but I’m the only one who seems to care that that man is getting away with his scam. My chest sputtered as I drew in a deep breath and the tears that were becoming more common every day collected at the corners of my eyes. When had I become such a crybaby? A quick search of my desk produced no tissues or a face cloth, so I used the hem of my dress. I took another, deeper, smoother breath and snatched up my pencil, holding it firmly in my hand.
“Dear Ms. Amatrist,”
My hand hovered over the blank paper, poised to write the most eloquent, charming letter imaginable…if only the words would come to me. They were blocked by the mash-up of feelings filling my chest. Anxiety, fear, excitement for the trip and its purpose, confusion over Tomas, and a good dose of anger muddled things up, too. I watched as the minute hand on my watch dragged along. Five minutes. Ten minutes. A quarter of an hour slogged past before I gave up and shifted over to my bed, positioned on my back so I could stare at the ceiling.
The huge fan propellers, slowly rotating on their axis, made me feel cross-eyed, so I hauled myself off the mattress and paced my cube to the point that my legs were tired and my hip pulsed. What could I do to pass the time? Studying was usually a safe fall back, even when I was in the worst of moods. I eased myself to my knees, struggling to not let them just give out altogether; then one-by-one I pulled the myriad of books out from under my bed and stacked them on the floor beside me.
They were mostly biology and chemistry texts well beyond my school year, but I found them comforting, more so than one of Mrs. Vale’s cookies. They were written in a language I understood. Okay, all of my books were written in the same language, but science was like a secret code I’d figured out the key to years ago. The code—the symbols and diagrams—usually calmed me. Tonight I couldn’t get through more than a page or two before images of Ms. Amatrist and Tomas clouded my thoughts.
Was there any point in trying to communicate with Tomas? Would he read anything given to him in my handwriting, or would it go straight into the garbage? Then again, how was I supposed to get anything delivered to him when I couldn’t leave my cube?
I tossed aside the genetics text open in my lap and carefully hoisted myself to the bed, my arms shaking the whole time. I’d probably have no better luck composing a few succinct sentences to Tomas than I had had to Ms. Amatrist. What was I supposed to say: “Sorry for being an idiot. I still want your help?” Not a compelling argument—and I wasn’t going to make up lies to convince him I’d had a change of heart, even if that’s what other girls in the compound would have done.
I twiddled my thumbs. Really. At least they still worked properly. What was I supposed to do for the rest of the evening besides wait? What was I waiting for? News of whether or not the train had arrived on schedule would ease my anxiety. I might be able to get that information from my guard if they were feeling hospitable. It wouldn’t seem too suspicious, would it? Or would asking about the train sound like I was planning something? Would it be obvious? Maybe I could fit it in to the conversation, like: “Any new travellers arrive at the compound tonight?” That wouldn’t do, they’d think I was planning to scare them away, too.
“Did the train make it in tonight?” Then they’d wonder why I was interested. Since when did a child care about whether or not the train ran on schedule, unless they were impatient for something? It’s not as if I could be waiting for a family member to return from abroad. Without the train, I couldn’t put my plan in motion, and I wouldn’t be able to catch up with Manners as his head start grew larger.
A quarter-hour before lights out, my guard poked his head into my cube to inform me it was time to get ready for bed. I was escorted to the washroom and told I couldn’t enter until he’d searched it to make sure it was safe. It hadn’t occurred to me until this statement that I ought to feel anxious about being outside my cube, but when it did, it hit me like a solid kick to the stomach. A nervous tickle sprang up in my chest as I waited with my back pressed to the wall. Someone could try to ambush me while the guard searched the bathroom—the language teacher might have called that “irony,” not that such a fancy name for what amounted to bad luck would make me feel any better if something did happen. I was well accustomed to being ignored and secretly talked about, but actually fearing other community members was new and left me feeling sick.
No one approached me while I stood outside the bathroom, although I thought I caught movement out of the corner of my eye once or twice. Yesterday, I had flown through my nightly routine, but tonight I took my time. It would have been nicer if the care I’d taken was because I wanted to savour my chance to clean up, rather than to avoid poking the bruises on my face. I was carefully working my comb through a nest of tangles when my guard checked on me. He stood at the door with one hand planted on his hip as he tapped on his watch as if to say “time’s up.” I shrugged and kept on at my own pace; I’d been through quite enough this morning and wasn’t going to be rushed, thank you very much.
Once finished, I walked straight past my guard, giving him only an acknowledging nod as I continued on to my cube. His aura practically steamed off him in angry vibrations. Oh well. Tomorrow I’d be gone—hopefully—so it didn’t matter what he or anyone else thought of me now. His heavy hand landed on my shoulder and steered me back to my cube, as if I didn’t know where I was going. He even gave me a little push past the curtain. I only avoided falling by grabbing my desk as I stumbled. Jerk.
As I stood hunched over my desk, the overhead lights flickered then shut off, leaving me in darkness. Of course, this wasn’t the first time I’d been left working after lights out by the tiny bulb of my desk lamp, I packed. The least smelly of my clothes were squashed into the bottom of my bag, followed by my mother’s lab book and my own notes—I would need something to do while on the rail. Puzzling over the properties of the disease seemed as good a thing as any.
My remaining snacks went on top so they wouldn’t get squashed. Then, I looked over the pictures hanging up in my cube. I had room for one or two at best, and there were dozens. What if I didn’t return to the compound? I might continue straight on to the Government Compound once I’d found Manners—if I found Manners. Since no one would miss me here, why bother coming back?
Considering the only family member I’d ever known was my mother, the internal debate over pictures raged on for some time. In the end, I selected two: the first was of my mother when she was still a child, around ten years old, standing beside her sister and her parents. It might have been her birthday or some special occasion, as she wore a yellow sundress with skinny straps tied in bows at her shoulders. Her dark brown hair was woven into braids along the sides of her head. The other was the last picture taken of my mother and me before she’d gone into the infirmary. It had been taken at some sort of showcase event at the schoolroom. She was all of thirty at the time, but she looked more like sixty-five.
Did I have everything I needed? What exactly did I need to chase a criminal across the continent? Money, for sure. I had my credit card—check. Food, maybe? I had some supplies, but hopefully I could purchase more if necessary. Did the train have food? Three days to the next compound was a long time to survive on nuts, crackers, and cookies alone. Intelligence, determination, and confidence, definitely; but, I couldn’t bottle and pack those things. As I stared into the open drawstring of my sack, an uneasy, sinking feeling dragged at my heart. What was I doing? What was right? My mother would haven’t have had a second thought about what needed to be done; she never stopped working to find a cure, even after she’d been sent to the infirmary. I owed it to my mother, if to no one else.
Reasonably certain I hadn’t forgotten anything, and that nothing else could possibly fit in my tiny sack anyway, I tied it shut and tucked it under my bed. It would have to do. I reset my alarm clock for half an hour before sunrise then crawled under the covers. Even if I could fall asleep tonight, I wouldn’t be getting much sleep. Moving a fraction of an inch at a time, I gingerly positioned myself on my uninjured side and closed my eyes, trying to think of pleasant things. Things that would probably never happen to me, but were nice to imagine all the same. At any rate, it was better than dwelling on what I was actually planning to do tomorrow.
*
When my pillow shook, I popped straight up in bed, swung my feet over the side, and grabbed the set of clothing I’d left out the night before. Only after I was on my feet did pain register in my brain, and I remembered I needed to move more slowly, more cautiously to avoid re-injuring myself. The space behind my right eye felt like it was being whacked at with a hammer, and I had to drop back down to the bed as my head spun.
Breathe in, two, three, out, two, three, repeat. With my head tucked between my knees, the violent rotations eased—in, two, three, out, two three. I couldn’t waste time; I needed to dress and get out to the train platform. Holding my head high, I supported myself on my elbows. Pain? Yes, but not as severe as yesterday. Dizziness? Almost gone. I pushed to my feet, one hand on the desk for stability, and carried on.
Khaki shorts, plain white T-shirt, and my mother’s credit card shoved into my pocket. That was everything, right? My hair and teeth would have to be left unbrushed; I’d lost too much time stumbling around my cube, and they were things I could tidy and scrub after I’d boarded the train. With my clothing in more or less the right place, I hoisted my bag onto my back. It was time.
That thought triggered my stomach butterflies to rear so hard I nearly blacked out; my already dim vision went splotchy and the ground swayed below me. Keep breathing; keep the air flowing; focus. I eyed the garbage bin sitting next to my desk as the fluttering inside me raged. No, I wasn’t going to disgrace myself by throwing up. I could do this. Clenching my fingers, teeth, and almost every muscle in my body, I inhaled deeply until the swaying calmed. Then, I climbed over my bed and slipped out the side curtain.
With the time ticking down—I hadn’t budgeted extra for fainting and nausea spells—I hurried along the corridors. My injured side pulsed, and I had to throw my leg in a wide semi-circle to minimize the pain as I attempted to jog. In my mind I was sure I was making a racket with my awkward gait, haggard breathing, and pounding heart, but no one stirred. Perhaps it was too early for even the worst busybody of the community members to be out hunting gossip or reporting rule breakers. I headed straight for the front exit, in case, all the while praying that the train had arrived on schedule last night.
When the main door came into view, I urged my legs faster while doing my best to ignore the resulting surge of discomfort. I’d rest later, on the train. My hip sizzled from overuse, sending shocks up and down my side, and I stumbled the last few steps. Pausing, I pressed my nose against the narrow rectangular window of the door and peered out. I’d never been outside the compound, except to the picnic area.
Most people never ventured away from their home compound; it took too long to get anywhere, and it was more of the same when you got there anyway. My mother had, though—she’d moved to Nu from the Central Government Compound. Why she’d left the Government scientist program, I’d never been able to sort out. Arms shaking, I pressed down on the metal lever of the door, using all of my weight to crack it open. A warm breeze brushed past my bare legs as I exited.
I took a couple of steps and froze. Several yards ahead, in the pre-morning dim, I could make out the wooden frame of the train platform, and on the platform were two figures. My fingers tingled and my heart thumped. Had I been betrayed after all? My bag dragged on my shoulders like a ton of bricks. Could I run back inside before one of the figures saw me? I peeked over my shoulder. If I could get back to my cube and put everything away before they noticed me, no one would know I’d planned to leave—if Tomas hadn’t snitched. I shifted my footing, preparing to make my escape, until one of the figures raised an arm and waved.
The figure leapt from the platform and jogged toward me.
“Nora.” Tomas stopped within arm’s reach, planted his hands on his hips, and grinned. “I almost thought you weren’t going to come after all. The conductor and the other passengers boarded a few minutes ago. Ms. Amatrist says we should hurry so they don’t leave without us.”
Tomas grabbed my wrist and hauled me the rest of the way to the platform. As we skipped up the ladder, the wooden structure wobbled under the pressure of our steps.
“Good morning, Nora.” Ms. Amatrist gave me a tiny smile, reached for my free hand, and gave it a squeeze. “Did you sleep all right?”
I stared at Ms. Amatrist and then at Tomas. I was fairly certain my mouth was open, but I couldn’t help myself. I turned back to Ms. Amatrist. Maybe I was still asleep, snuggled down in the bed sheets, dreaming. That had to be it. There was no other explanation for why they were both here. I pinched my arm. It hurt. My friend nodded as though to encourage me to speak. Tomas gripped my wrist more tightly.
“Are you really both here?”
Tomas’ grin widened and so did Ms. Amatrist’s, although she was polite enough to try to hide it with her hand. He looked at me for second longer before quickly turning away, his shoulder bouncing in sharp movements. They were laughing at me, and not just getting a good chuckle. They were in hysterics. Ms. Amatrist doubled over, her hands crossed over her stomach. I shook my arm free of Tomas’ unresisting grasp, pivoted away from my so-called “friends,” and faced the smooth white body of the train car.
Once steam engines, and then diesel ones, had travelled the railway lines that zigzagged all across the continent. Now only the one line here and the one running in the north-south direction along the western coast existed. And the engines were solar powered. Slow as snails. Slower than the old steam engines, but that had as much to do with the poor repair of the rail lines and the sand storms as it did with the energy captured by the sun.
I turned to find my two companions looking more composed than what they’d been seconds earlier.
“Sorry, Nora,” Tomas said, a solemn expression fixed on his face. “You seemed so worried that you’d dreamt us up.”
“I thought I had.” I glanced from Tomas to Ms. Amatrist. “I’m glad you’ve come. I’m not sure quite sure I could have done this alone.”
Ms. Amatrist stepped up to me and gave my shoulder a quick squeeze. “I’m a bit of a basket case myself right now.”
“Do you have your credit card, Nora?” Tomas reached out, but hesitated to touch me, even though he had been eager enough to grab my wrist before.
“Of course.” I dug it out and held it up for both of them to see. “How do I use it?”
“You run it through the card reader there beside the door. It’s how you pay.” Ms. Amatrist plucked my bag from my grasp and slung it over her shoulder. It was about twice the size of hers—perhaps I’d overestimated what I needed for the trip? “Just once is enough; a sensor in the door should count the three of us and charge it.”
I had something akin to a death-grip on the card as I prepared to swipe it, like it might blow out of my hand or I might inadvertently drop it between the slats of the platform. Before I ran it through the slot, I couldn’t stop myself from checking over my shoulder. Would anyone try to stop us? What would the train driver do if someone appeared at the last second and sprinted for it? Would they wait? Would the driver even be able to see them? But no one was there. I looked back at the train, my fingers starting to ache from holding the card, and scanned it. A tiny light next to the door flickered yellow, then green, and the door popped open. It slid back and allowed us entrance to the train. I stepped aboard first, followed by Ms. Amatrist, then Tomas.




Chapter Ten: Train Ride

We didn’t have time to take our seats before the train chugged to life. The sudden movement sent me lurching along the narrow aisle, and I fell into the first seat available. I landed on my already-bruised hip, and a cry burst from my lips before I could check it.
“…okay?” Tomas brushed my shoulder and our eyes met for a moment, but a second later he looked away again. He withdrew his hand and shuffled past me to take the spot next to the window.
“Fine, just a bit sore,” I said, not addressing anyone in particular as I adjusted myself into a more comfortable position. Ms. Amatrist settled on the bench across from me and flashed a brief smile that I couldn’t quite read. It disappeared so quickly that it seemed more like a nervous expression than a happy or excited one. I fixed a larger, more permanent smile on my lips—this was my idea after all, right? I had to look confident even if no one else did. I hoped my expression didn’t overtake the bounds of confidence and reach into insanity.
I continued to shift and squirm on the padded bench, trying to find a way to minimize the pins and needles effect in my side. Purposely avoiding the looks of my companions, I scanned the car and noticed that all of the seats were available. At least we wouldn’t have to worry about privacy. What an odd thought—privacy. Being the only passengers on a train car that could probably seat dozens was a far cry from living within a few feet of ten or twenty other community members. We’d be able to plan out loud without worrying that someone might hear us. I was nudged in the arm.
“Want some breakfast?” Tomas produced a half loaf of bread and several bright red tomatoes from his bag.
Without waiting, he spread everything out on the table bolted to the floor in front of us. Napkins and utensils also materialized. The rocking motion of the train made it difficult to hold the knife still. However, after a few determined attempts, Tomas divided the food into three more or less equal portions. We ate without speaking or even looking at each other. Instead, we focused on the scenery slowly rolling past the window. Part of me, the practical planning part, wanted to review our strategy, or lack thereof. A second, smaller part of me, the terrified part, wondered if this was really a good idea. I shook my head, as though I could dislodge that subsequent, weaker thought. Manners had given hope to the people at Nu and then destroyed it on purpose. I couldn’t let that happen to another community.
When we were done eating, Tomas packed up the leftovers, returning them to his bag, which he tucked under the bench. For lack of anything better to do, I watched him—this was going to be a long ride. What now? Should we plan, or should I grab my notes and study? As I glanced out the window, the sand inched by. I could probably walk faster than the speed at which the train was moving…if I was healthy and could withstand the heat, wind, and sand, of course.
Tomas tapped my arm, although I was mostly facing him already. “Want to explore the train?”
“Sure.” I nodded. Anything we could do to help dispel the anxious energy that was gnawing on my nerves. We stood and I sidestepped out of our bench first. Tomas said something to Ms. Amatrist, but she shook her head and waved us away. He must have asked if she wanted to join us.
“Ladies first.” Tomas held out his hand to indicate that I should lead the way, although I had no more idea of where we could go than he probably did.
I took a few steps down the aisle and quickly rediscovered—when I almost stumbled into a row of seats—that the rolling motion of the train challenged my sense of balance. Tomas, who looked as comfortable as he did on solid ground, placed a hand on my waist and helped me back to my feet.
“Thanks.” I kept my head down to hide the blush that crept across my cheeks. His touch felt like a jolt of electricity. Yesterday, he’d said he liked me, a lot.
As we explored the car, I discovered that if I used the seat backs as supports, I could more or less remain upright with minimal effort. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to see. The car was arranged the same the whole way along: pairs of benches facing each other with tables in the middle. A freshwater drinking fountain was located by the entrance, which was good to know. The large windows that lined the sides of the train would have afforded an excellent view of the countryside if there had been anything to see other than sand. Twenty steps took us to a door that connected us to the next car. I tested the handle, and after a few experimental pushes and pulls it slid back. We scurried through the narrow connection between the cars and entered the next one.
It looked the same as the one we’d just left, with the addition of a handful of passengers. I counted six heads over the tops of the benches, all lolling over to one side like they were asleep. I pivoted to return to our car and rammed straight into Tomas, who was standing directly behind me. He managed to grab my shoulders and steady me before I crashed to the floor.
“Sorry,” I said, unable to look directly at his face. “The train motion is throwing my balance off.” I almost lost my footing a second time when the train hit an uneven spot in the tracks. It felt like my legs had been knocked out from under me, but I managed to steady myself with the help of Tomas and a nearby bench. “Let’s go back. There’s nothing to see.”
We retreated to our car and to the seats where Ms. Amatrist waited. She looked up briefly from the book she’d retrieved in our absence, shrugged as if to apologize for the lack of interesting sights, and then returned to reading. Tomas offered me the window seat, which I took. Even though there wasn’t much to see, I pressed my nose to the window and observed the flat land lumbering past. It didn’t take long after we sat down for the remaining excitement to drain away.
My eyelids drooped, and my head bobbed. I gave myself a shake to push away the fatigue, but it was hard to stay alert. When Tomas wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me toward him, I was too exhausted to resist. I probably should have—I didn’t want to give him the wrong impression—but he was so warm, and leaning against him was far more comfortable than the unyielding windowpane. I closed my eyes.
*
The gentle rocking had stopped. I’d been asleep until a moment ago, when the sudden stillness broke my slumber. I tried to sit up but was weighed down by an arm resting across my chest. As I struggled to gain a vertical position, I disturbed Tomas, who released me. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight pouring in through the window. Where was I again, and why had I been snuggled up with Tomas? I twisted in my seat trying to recall the reasons for the scene I found myself in, but my brain took longer than my body to wake. We were on the train, headed to the next compound. Ms. Amatrist was sitting in the seat across from me, like she’d been hours before. She was still reading the same green hardcover book. Our eyes met.
“Part of the track ahead is blocked.” Something that resembled a smirk spread across Ms. Amatrist’s face—one of those knowing expressions adults sometimes gave when they thought they knew something they weren’t supposed to. I pressed myself against the side wall of the train, putting as much space between Tomas and me as possible. I was pretty sure she was grinning because we’d been sleeping curled up together.
“How do you know?” I meant to ask how did she know about the train and its track, but I suppose my question could have implied how did she know there was anything between Tomas and me? The next time I was tired, I would fall asleep against the window. It would be less comfortable, but Ms. Amatrist wouldn’t conjure up such wild speculations.
“There was an announcement. There have been heavy windstorms in this area and part of the track is buried. It could take a couple of hours to clear.”
“Hours?” How was I going to keep myself from going bonkers during that time? I should have packed more books or some craftwork—something. More importantly, how were we ever going to catch up with Manners with this kind of delay?
Tomas shifted on the bench next to me, suddenly ducking his head under the table. A hand brushed my leg, sending a shock of what amounted to terror up my spine. I was about to yelp in protest when Tomas sat up again, his bag in his hand. Right. I was in the spot he’d first sat in and his bag had been stowed beneath my seat. Thank goodness I’d kept my mouth shut.
The sack resting in his lap, he dug through the contents. What was he looking for? Apparently, when I was trapped on a train, anything could become an exciting mystery. At last, he straightened up, triumphantly holding something in his hand, and then pulled out a second item. It was a deck of cards and a small felt bag.
“We can play Pirates. We’ll have to modify the game—I’ve only got my own deck—but it’ll help pass the time. We used to play it for hours on end out in the picnic shelter.” Tomas unraveled the twine that held his cards together and sorted them according to a method I couldn’t figure out.
“Will you play, too, Ms. Amatrist?” I looked over at my friend, expecting my offer to be politely refused, but she had already withdrawn a deck of cards from her own travel bag.
Some sort of incredulous look must have passed over my face because Ms. Amatrist gave me a true smile. She probably even laughed a little. “I haven’t been an adult all my life, and Pirates has been around for a long time.” She spoke a few words to Tomas and they both organized their cards into piles.
I watched silently as preparation for the game continued. When the card sorting ended, a nervous tickle settled in my chest; in a few moments those cards would be in my hands and I’d be expected to do something with them. I’d never played Pirates because I wasn’t one of the cool kids who hung out in the picnic shelter. I’d also never been terribly interested. Why anyone would want to pretend that they were running around the world fighting other people for their possessions was beyond me. It didn’t sound like a fun way to pass the time, but I was stuck on a train with two obviously enthusiastic Pirates players and nothing else to do. Also, I suspected that no matter how much I protested, I wasn’t going to get out of it. Maybe I could lose quickly and just observe for a while.
*
The rules to Pirates were as numerous and confusing as I’d expected and then some. I needed one type of card to attack someone, and then I had to roll a die to see if I won. I could roll more dice depending on the number of ships I had and how experienced my crew was. Then there were rules for sailing across the sea and for gaining treasure and other things I didn’t understand and didn’t have the enthusiasm to ask about. Still, I lasted longer than I had expected. By the time Tomas took over my last ship, the train was once again swaying back and forth as it chugged ahead, and two players from the other car had joined us. Consequently, no one pressed me too hard to rejoin the game.
Without me holding things up, the game moved faster and became even more difficult to follow. The only reason I could tell who’d won and who’d lost were the facial expressions of the players: the losers pouted and winners grinned from ear to ear. After what I hoped was a long enough period to appear at least semi-interested in the game, I retrieved my mother’s lab book. I hadn’t looked at it in a couple of days. Not since Manners’ first arrival in the compound. I lifted the pages of the book to my nose and took a deep breath. Even after all these years, I swore it smelled like my mother.
The Pirates game continued on for several hours while I read my mother’s notes, occasionally glancing up at the game. When the players called it quits, Ms. Amatrist’s stack of cards appeared a little bigger than when she’d started, while Tomas’ was perhaps a little smaller.
“Hungry?” Tomas looked at me, trying to smile, but his eyebrows were tightly drawn together. Among the children at Nu, he was probably a top player, so he seemed a little sore over losing his Pirates cards now.
“Sure,” I said. Despite the fact that we’d barely spoken more than two or three sentences to each other all day, I was glad he’d come. So glad my heart swelled and rose into my throat when I thought about it. But the words he’d spoken to me were still fresh in my mind. What did he mean by “like you a lot?” How much was a lot?
A hand waved in front of my face. I blinked and looked up.
“Is dehydrated protein okay? We didn’t have a lot of time to grab stuff. But there’s still more bread and tomatoes—they’d better be eaten up before they go bad. And I’ve got some of Mrs. Vale’s cookies.”
As at breakfast, the food was split as evenly as possible. I hadn’t realized I was hungry until I sank my teeth into the sweet-salty protein squares. I tore into them eagerly, only regretting once I’d finished that I’d eaten them so quickly. Our food was limited, and I knew I should savour it as much as possible—if only I’d thought of that a few minutes earlier. The tomatoes and dry bread were unremarkable and bland after the flavourful protein. For dessert I took the smallest bites possible in order to sustain the cookie. I eyed the other two as they chewed and forced myself to eat more slowly than either of them.
After dinner, I excused myself to use the cramped and smelly lavatory located at the front of the car. Looking in the mirror for the first time that day, I realized I’d never brushed my hair. Oops. What did my friends think of my wild, unkempt appearance? If I didn’t run a brush through my hair soon, it would turn into dreadlocks. Then there were my teeth, which felt like they were covered in scum. Great. I probably smelled bad, too, but I couldn’t separate my odor from that of the unpleasantness of the washroom.
Returning to our bench, I found Tomas chatting with Ms. Amatrist. Struck by the way the setting sun shone on his hair, making it look like pure gold, I paused. His left eye was squeezed shut to keep the sun from blinding him, but he smiled as he talked. He jerked his head mid-sentence so that his gaze fell on me. Instead of appearing offended for my eavesdropping—not that I’d caught much—he threw me a half-wave in that casual way he had. It seemed almost careless the way he tossed his hand out, like it didn’t matter whether or not I responded. Then he patted the spot next to him on the bench, beckoning me to join the conversation.
I squeezed past Tomas’ knees and took my seat. “Why didn’t anyone tell me my hair was a mess?” I grabbed my bag and pawed through most of its contents before I found the brush at the bottom. On the first pass, the tines snarled in my nest-like hair.
Ms. Amatrist smiled a little, although I could tell by the dull look in her eyes that she was tired. We’d been up early and she hadn’t napped like Tomas and me. “It entirely escaped my notice, dear.”
I doubted that but was glad for the fib all the same. “What were you talking about while I was gone?” I faced Ms. Amatrist, still feeling awkward about addressing Tomas directly.
“The train engineer expects clear weather tomorrow, so we might make it to Eta Compound in better time than we expected.”
I eased my brush out of the tangles and started again with a smaller handful of hair. “Fantastic. We might catch up with Manners after all.”
Ms. Amatrist shrugged as she snuck a peek at her watch. “It depends. If he’s travelling, he could be taking advantage of this break in weather, too. And what happened to calling him Mr. Manners? He’s still an adult, whether you like it or not.”
“If he’s staying at Eta or another compound close by, we might be able to catch up with him. I think he’s going to stop sooner rather than later.” And, I thought, he doesn’t deserve my respect—but I didn’t want to say that part out loud; there was no sense in provoking a fight.
Ms. Amatrist looked at me without blinking, her eyes ever so slightly narrowed—her equivalent to a piercing stare—then retrieved her book, which she’d laid beside her on the bench. She flipped it open to a page close to the end. “We can only wait and see what the situation is when we reach Eta. It’ll be tomorrow if we’re lucky, the next day if we’re not. Weather predictions are often wrong.” Then she focused her attention on her book, holding it at a slight angle so the remaining sunlight would illuminate the page.
I returned to work on my messy hair. What would we find when we reached Eta? In all likelihood, not Manners; he wouldn’t try to pull his stunt again so close to Nu, only a three-day train ride away. Maybe the compound after that? It had only taken him a few days to run his scheme at Nu. Even if I’d prompted him to leave a day or two early, it still didn’t take him long to spin his story then collect the money he was after. Could he weave his tale and get out of any compound he stopped in before we ever caught up with him? What would he do once he’d conned them all?
Tomas shifted on the bench beside me, the heat from his body warming my right side. His unease was probably because he wanted to talk, but the thought of where that conversation might go made my throat close up, so I tried to watch the passing scenery. I kept brushing my hair even after the tines slid smoothly through. If I stopped, he might try to grab my hand and force me to look at him. No matter how cowardly I was feeling, Tomas’ patience ran out and he gave my shoulder a squeeze. I kept my eyes trained on the sandy landscape for a couple of uncomfortably fast heartbeats longer before I turned to Tomas, who nodded his head toward the far end of the car. All right, fine. At least Ms. Amatrist could only overhear us if she tried very hard.
Tomas rose and headed toward the back, where he dropped onto the last bench before the passage to the next car. I returned my brush to my bag, buying a few extra seconds, and attempted to regain control over my nerves before following. Taking the seat across from him, I adjusted my position so we faced each other directly. This was how you were supposed to face problems, right? Head on? Not that Tomas was a problem—at least, not a problem that most girls would mind having, and I couldn’t ignore him when he’d run away from home for me. What should I say?
“Tomas—” His name was a start. It was a good name, a nice name, and I knew I hadn’t screwed it up.
“Nora.” Tomas reached across the table toward me. I kept my hands carefully tucked under my thighs, pinned to the bench. This would go better if we didn’t touch. When we did, I tended to lose focus and would agree to almost anything. “We’re going to be in each other’s company for a while...”
It was hard to keep my attention on reading his lips. I wanted to look at him, but as I zeroed in on his impossibly perfect mouth, my thoughts drifted to places I wasn’t sure I was ready to go. Was it hot in here? The train cars were temperature controlled, like all the compounds, but it felt unbearably hot with that pair of crystal eyes watching me from across the table. I fanned myself with my hand, but it did little to improve the flame-like sensation crawling into my cheeks. Tomas had done something incredible for me, a girl who wasn’t quite sure, so the least I could do was pay attention. Pay attention and be polite—no speaking too loud or stomping on hearts, which I seemed to have a knack for. Crud, I’d missed a big chunk of his speech.
“…if we could at least be friends for now.” He sat back against the bench, and as he did, it felt as though a cool breeze was drawn across my cheeks.
“Friends for now?” I repeated the words.
“Friends for as long as you like…if you’re going to return to the compound after we’re through with all of this.”
So Tomas and Ms. Amatrist had noticed my bag was twice the size of either of theirs. What did they think I was planning? Maybe that’s what they were really talking about while I was in the bathroom. But were they trying to come up with a way to convince me to return home with them, or were they relieved that I wouldn’t be causing more problems at Nu? “It’s your fault, you know.” I crossed my arms over my chest and stuck my nose high in the air. “I thought you’d abandoned me yesterday and that no one in the compound would care whether or not I returned.”
Tomas shifted so his pose matched my own. Oh, good. In less than thirty seconds I’d managed turn the tide on what was a not too horrible conversation and screw things up. I should have kept my mouth shut. The tension in my arms slackened, and my stiff spine crumbled into a slouch. Fewer problems occurred when I didn’t talk. Even though Tomas was pretending to look out the window on the other side of the aisle, his gaze kept drifting back to me. An impossibly long minute passed before Tomas relented and pivoted enough in his seat so I could see his mouth as he said: “I would have cared.”
The skin over my cheeks and nose prickled as tears blurred my sight. “Oh.” I stopped. “Oh” wasn’t much of answer, but I could hardly mess things up with a monosyllable, right? I looked away as I wiped my eyes, only to have my heart kick into double time when I realised Ms. Amatrist was standing directly behind me. “Oh.”
“Nora,” she said, dropping onto the bench, so close she practically sat on my lap. She flung her arms around my neck and pulled me to her, her earthy aroma pungent but not unpleasant.
What was I supposed to do now? Hug back. Ms. Amatrist held me so tight it took a moment to work my arms out from between us and around my friend. Now what? Wait? Wait until Ms. Amatrist released me, I supposed, then follow her lead. At some point—I had no idea how much later, although the sun had all but sunk below the horizon, leaving the narrowest band of gold across the ground—we pulled away.
“No matter what, you’ll always be important to me. You were too young to remember, but your mother helped me through a rough time when I reached adulthood. I would never abandon you, for your mother’s memory or your own sake.”
“Oh, Ms. Amatrist.” My brain still hadn’t reconnected with my mouth, and I flung myself on my friend again.
“Call me Wendy,” Ms. Amatrist said when she’d pushed me away once more and held me at arm’s length.
I shook my head. “But you’re an adult, I can’t—”
“I don’t think it matters much out here. And no one at Nu Compound will use my childhood name.” A strange, sad look crept across Ms. Amatrist’s face as her gaze drifted past me.
“Why—” Don’t ask, I scolded myself. It’s nosy, and might be upsetting. “W-well, thank you.” Smooth, real smooth recovery. Thanks for what? “Thanks for believing in me…” Say it, it will make her happy. “W-Wendy.” I’d have thought this might trigger a smile or some pleasant reaction, but instead tears welled up in Ms. Amatrist’s eyes. She’d asked me to call her by name—what had I done wrong? “I…um…” A swift kick, delivered under the cover of the table, landed against my shin. I inhaled sharply and bit my tongue to keep from crying out.
“Excuse me, Nora. I think I’ve interrupted your conversation.” Ms. Amatrist popped up from the bench as abruptly as she’d joined us and was on her way to the end of the car before I could think of something to say or do.
I shifted, leaving my head until the very last before facing Tomas. Even then I let my gaze trail behind the rest of me, only looking up when I felt I couldn’t delay it any longer. His expression was hard to read: neither a smile nor a frown, neutral really, but I didn’t know what that meant.
“Um…” Heat crept into my cheeks when I recalled where we’d left off in our conversation. Great, another difficult topic I didn’t want to continue discussing, but if we didn’t, we’d be stuck in an uncomfortable limbo while confined to each other’s company for several more days.
“Sorry about kicking you—I didn’t get you too hard, did I?”
“No, I’m fine,” I said, although the question prompted me to give my leg a rub to see if there were any lasting sore spots. If he’d bruised anything, it was no worse than what I’d received yesterday. “So…um…”
I straightened myself out and folded my hands in my lap. I forced myself to look at Tomas, but my eyes didn’t want to focus on any one thing. Instead, my gaze flittered around us, looking from the table to the door and then to the wall just behind Tomas’ right ear. It would be so much easier if I could make an excuse and make a break for it. No. Easier, but not the right decision.
“It’s okay, Nora.” Tomas’ expression finally cracked into the tiniest of his one-sided smiles. He leaned across the table again, like he might have liked to take one of my hands, but I kept it firmly pinned where it was. “I don’t want to pressure you, and it’s pretty obvious you’re not…”
“I—” My heart felt caught in my throat, but I had to say something. I couldn’t leave Tomas thinking I was a complete imbecile when it came to relationships—even if it was true. “We’ve only just met, really, I hardly know you. I mean, I don’t even know what you want to do as an adult. I just—”
“Need more time. I figured that much.” Tomas’ smile deepened. “I hope you can figure out what you need to.”
No pressure, right? “I’ll do my best.”
Tomas stood, and I sighed. Thank heavens this dreadful tête-à-tête was over. He moved toward our original seat but paused next to me, brushing my bare arm with the back of his hand. The hairs on my arm bristled, and my vision dimmed and then spun as I looked up at him. How did he send me helter-skelter like that?
“I want to work in the records management department,” he said, then walked away.
Records management. I folded my arms, rested them on the table, and laid my head on top. All this emotional drama was draining. How did the popular children manage?
*
In the middle of the night, I woke long enough to return to my companions. The train had stopped moving; maybe there’d been another announcement about why, but I hadn’t heard it. Ms. Amatrist was lying on her side across the seat bench with a small blanket draped across her shoulders and part of her torso. Tomas still sat upright, but his head had rolled back at what looked like an uncomfortable angle, resting against the top of the bench. I stretched out on the seat across the aisle and closed my eyes.




Chapter Eleven: A Truth Realised

We didn’t reach Eta Compound the next day. As Ms. Amatrist had guessed, the weather forecast had been overly optimistic. The winds flared, rocking the car back and forth as it crawled along the track. I couldn’t sit still and alternately pressed my nose to the window on one side of the train and then the other, checking the storm’s progression, although all I could see was swirling red sand.
I crossed my fingers and followed every superstition I could think of in the hopes that we wouldn’t get stuck and delay our arrival even further. How many more hours of being trapped on the train could I take without going crazy? No wonder hardly anyone travelled. Eventually, I took my watch off and stuffed it into the bottom of my bag where I couldn’t check it every five minutes. It didn’t help.
The passengers from the other car joined us for another game of Pirates in the afternoon. Tomas offered to share his cards, but I declined, opting to pace the aisle instead. Again, Ms. Amatrist ended the game with more cards than what she’d started with. We talked a little after we’d finished eating and tidied up from our evening meal, mostly discussing things going on at home—happy things like birthdays and new adults starting their official work tasks, carefully avoiding topics related to the reason why we were on the train. Once all safe topics had been covered, the conversation died away and we each took out a book. Ms. Amatrist and Tomas appeared to turn pages at regular intervals, and I pretended to. Mostly I stared out the window. When the moon replaced the sun and the train stopped moving for the night, we settled into the most comfortable positions possible and fell asleep. This was how our second day on the rail passed.
*
The train was already moving when I awoke on the third day. I shifted, causing the balled-up shirt I was using as a pillow to slip from my shoulder and disappear under the table. Guess I wasn’t going to try to fall back asleep—not that it was comfortable in the first place. I stretched a huge, chest-popping stretch in an effort to ease the knots in my back. Why weren’t there beds on these trains, or portable mattresses or something?
“Good morning, Nora.” Ms. Amatrist said. “You’ve had a long sleep.”
I stretched again, feeling more muscles sizzle as I reached my hands as far apart as possible. “What time is it?”
“Almost noon, dear.” Ms. Amatrist scooped up her bag and dug around in it for a moment before pulling out a wax paper rectangle. “You must be hungry.”
I wasn’t, but for appearance’s sake I took the package and unwrapped it. It was one of Mrs. Vale’s snack bars. She usually made huge batches of them and stored them in case of a shortfall in the greenhouse production or a delay in the delivery of the compound’s rice rations. “Thank you,” I said, and then took a bite of the bar, rolling it around in my mouth. I wasn’t hungry, but I’d eat it to make Ms. Amatrist happy.
“We should be arriving at Eta late this afternoon.” Ms. Amatrist looked from Tomas to me. “The train will stop for the day to load supplies and make some repairs. We’ll have enough time to see if Mr. Manners is there, and if not, we can at least grab a shower and maybe get to sleep in a proper bed before continuing on.”
Sleeping the night on a mattress sounded divine even if it wasn’t my own bed and it was in a foreign compound. I hoped they had enough spare beds so we wouldn’t have to sleep on the floor. “It’ll be nice to clean up.”
*
The wind picked up during the last fifteen minutes of our journey, which meant we would either have to wait it out on board—no thanks—or we were going to have to sprint for the compound. From the train window, Eta looked exactly the same as Nu, except that the enormous greenhouse jutting out on the side faced the rail rather than away from it. It meant we’d have to run farther for shelter. Passengers gathered at the main door, settling bags on their backs, covering their mouths with handkerchiefs or even T-shirts as they prepared to brave the outdoors.
The moment I stepped off the train, I felt the heat of the sun, even if I couldn’t see it through the red haze. I’d hardly taken five steps before I was sweating, sand sticking to my exposed skin. Shielding my face as best I could with my arm, I sprinted. I closed my eyes to keep from going blind, every few steps taking a quick peek to make sure I remained on target. When I finally got to a shower, I would have to scrub for an hour to get all of the grit off my body.
I barely managed more than a step or two inside the compound before I collapsed, knees and bag to the floor, gasping for air not filled with sand while trying to spit out the grit caught in my teeth. Not exactly the most attractive way to make a first impression on a new compound, but as I looked around, I found I wasn’t the only train passenger divesting myself of sand in Eta’s entranceway. I was the only one on hands and knees, but no one else seemed willing to wait for a shower before they shook out their hair and clothes.
Ms. Amatrist—who’d somehow managed to stay neat, and if not clean, at least not a tenth as dirty as I was—motioned for me to join her. I scrabbled to my feet and stood beside her and Tomas. “I’m going to ask to speak with the compound mayor or at the very least a council member. If they agree to see us, it might just be me, and if you’re permitted to attend the meeting, you will have to let me do the talking. Okay, Nora?”
“But—”
“No buts.” Ms. Amatrist shook her head. Her mouth formed a firm line that suggested she wouldn’t tolerate arguments of any kind. “And if we’re given a cube, you’re to stay there. No stalking about, looking for Mr. Manners. He’s got nowhere to go. The train isn’t leaving until tomorrow, and if he tries to run, he won’t last long with the winds so high.”
I looked to Tomas, who’d been watching me during this speech as if to see how I’d react. Didn’t they trust me? What did they think I was going to do? March up to the first compound citizen I could find and demand that they tell me if Manners had been here? Of course I wanted to. I had to know if he was here, but I knew better. I did, really. I could almost burst from the impatience welling up inside me, but I couldn’t risk a repeat of what had happened to me at home. I couldn’t be punished and confined until it was too late. Ms. Amatrist was an adult and would have the best chance of making sure our message was heard. Swallowing every urge to argue or complain, I nodded. “I understand.”
Ms. Amatrist squeezed my hand, but let it go again before I could grip hers in return. “Good. We’re to report in the council office for cube assignment.”
Some of the other train passengers had already departed and those who were still hovering around the entrance were picking up belongings and setting off. I settled my bag over one shoulder and allowed Ms. Amatrist to lead the way, although I could probably have navigated the corridors as well as she had. Everything looked the same. The colour of the walls, the floors, the layout of the corridors—it was like we’d never left Nu. Even the people were practically identical, with the not-quite-shabby clothing with basic designs and shades. The worst was that as we walked it felt as though every Eta community member turned and watched me as we passed—not unlike the treatment I’d experienced right before I’d left Nu.
“Am I still bruised?” I turned toward Tomas as I tried to shield my face with my free hand. I hadn’t checked myself out in a mirror since the first day on train.
Tomas stopped walking and pulled me to him. He cupped my chin in his hand and lifted my face so the light from overhead lamp shone in my eyes. After careful consideration, he delivered his verdict. “Your skin’s a bit bruised, but the swelling over your eye has gone way down. Don’t worry about it. The children are staring because we’re new, not because of your face.” Then he lowered my chin and gave me a quick peck on the forehead before skipping forward to catch up with Ms. Amatrist.
We were friends—just friends.
When we entered the small exterior office, a young adult woman with glossy brown hair coiled high on her head was busy speaking with the other arrivals. She handed out papers and pointed about in the air as she presumably directed people to where they would spend the night. I lost most of what she said behind the heads of the other passengers, but rather than jockeying for a better position, I kept an eye on Tomas. If she said anything of interest to us, he’d react.
My feet were aching from standing by the time everyone else from the train had been helped and Ms. Amatrist stepped forward to speak with the woman. I probably could have read lips at this point, but I felt sluggish, despite the last three days of inactivity, and couldn’t muster the effort. They were organizing a place for us to sleep for the night; I didn’t need to be battle-ready yet. What was I going to say if I had the opportunity? If I didn’t prepare, I’d probably wind up ranting full speed ahead until someone forcibly stopped me. Maybe I should write a speech, I thought. I still had a few blank half-pages in my notebook. That way I’d say exactly what I wanted, in the right order, and I wouldn’t forget anything.
I must have jumped a foot when Tomas squeezed my arm, drawing my attention back to the present. I hadn’t realised I’d zoned out. “All three of us are going to have to share one cube, and Ms. Amatrist is going to talk to a council member now.”
I scanned the room in time to catch Ms. Amatrist and the brown-haired businesswoman disappearing through an interior doorway. Why couldn’t I—we—have gone with her? I knew as much of what had happened as she did.
Tomas’ grasp on my wrist grew tighter, anchoring me to my spot. I twisted my arm out of his grip, but he grabbed my shoulders and angled me toward him. “Just relax, okay, Nora? Everything’s fine. Ms. Amatrist is just trying to set up a meeting.”
“Right. Relax,” I said, realizing I had clenched teeth, clenched arms, clenched everything. I was only going to be able to relax after Manners was found, which was going to be…when? At this rate, never. We’d been in Eta for an hour, and we hadn’t figured out if he was here or had been. Ms. Amatrist might have been confident that he had no means of escape, but who knew? That man could steal from and cheat his fellow humankind. Who knew what other tricks he might be capable of?
“Come on. There’s nothing we can do right now but clean up. We can take showers and wash our clothing before the meal break when the rest of the compound citizens start their scheduled tasks.” Tomas tugged on my arm so I lurched forward—a little overanxious to get me out of the office, perhaps—and continued along the corridor at breakneck speed.
He slowed after we rounded the first corner away from the office and eased up on the pressure on my wrist without completely letting go. Instead, he drew me up next to him and slid his palm so it pressed against mine. This was nice, the walking side-by-side, but this wasn’t just friend stuff, was it? We were so close our shoulders sometimes rubbed, and the holding hands—it was too intimate to be casual. I knew I should let go, but I didn’t want to offend Tomas. I needed his support to complete this outrageous task I’d set out for myself.
The promised empty cube turned out to be the last one in the end row. It had two narrow beds with no sheets or blankets, and a small desk stood between them. A shelf was fixed on the wall above each bed, but the cube was otherwise barren. The side wall facing the outer corridor was an actual hard wall, unlike the curtain in my cube at home—it probably helped reduce the noise for the hearing community members who might have lived there.
I dumped my bag on the first bed I reached and immediately set to work unpacking my rumpled, smelly clothing.
“Guess I’ll take the floor,” Tomas said, setting his bag on the desk.
“You don’t have to do that.” I dropped the pair of shorts I was holding and looked around the space, as if a third, previously unnoticed bed might materialize. “Wait until Ms. Amatrist gets back. She and I can probably share this bed and you can have the other.”
Tomas shrugged. “We’ll see.” He loosened the drawstring of his bag and sorted through its contents. “We should probably clean up before we lose our chance.” Tomas held a wash towel in one hand and a bar of soap in the other.
“Good idea.” I nodded and dug deeper into my bag. What exactly had I packed that last night in Nu? A bar of soap at least?
*
I felt a million times better after the shower. At first the water running to the drain was reddish-brown, but by the end it had returned to clear. As it turned out, I’d remembered soap and I scrubbed my hair and skin until it was nothing more than a sliver—it took that much lather before I’d removed all the sand and sweat. I also spent twice the time I’d normally be allotted for a shower at home, but I didn’t care. To no longer smell or feel greasy was worth it, and I was pretty sure than anyone I came in contact with at Eta would be happy about that, too.
After my shower, I put on my blue sundress, as it was the cleanest thing I had, then retrieved my watch from the bottom of my bag and checked the time. If the schedule ran in Eta the same way it did at home, I had half an hour before dinner. With my hair still dripping and uncombed, I hurried to the clothes wash station where Tomas was working elbow-deep in soapy water.
He glanced up as I approached, and when he realised it was me he looked a second time, flashing me a huge grin. “Feel better?”
The fringes of a blush crept along my hairline when he looked me over head to toe, as if he hadn’t seen me in the dress before, never mind that I’d worn this one a couple of days ago. I dropped my bag on the floor and set up a washbasin on the counter next to Tomas. We didn’t speak as we scrubbed our clothing on the ribbed boards, but seemed to fall into a synchronized rhythm of plunging our hands in and out of the water. Tomas finished before me, even after giving everything an extra wring-out. He’d only brought two shirts and an additional pair of shorts; whereas I’d grabbed nearly everything I owned.
He folded his clothing as precisely as he did his letters then eyed my mountainous pile of shirts and shorts, which were still unwashed. “Do you need help, or is it okay if I return to our cube? Or would you prefer company?”
“I’m fine,” I said, holding up a white T-shirt to examine in the light. “I’ll be quick and join you in a bit.”
Tomas cast another look over my heap of clothing, as if he were trying to calculate how long it would take me to finish. Whether he was satisfied with the answer he’d derived, or wanted to escape before I changed my mind I didn’t know, but he tidied his workstation, grabbed his clothing, and then gave my arm a squeeze before he disappeared. I continued to scrub, humming as I worked. Someone pointed this habit out to me years ago—the humming. Mostly I did it when my hands were busy with some menial task like washing clothing or watering vegetable plants. Who had told me this I couldn’t remember, but I could recall them telling me I sounded dreadful. My throat vibrated when I hummed.
I’d scoured more than half my pile when a group of five or six girls about my own age charged into the wash facilities. They were halfway across the room before any of them noticed me, slowing so they could share inquisitive looks between them. They were probably wondering who the heck the strange girl scrubbing her clothing was. The Eta girls were very pretty. They all had long, flowing hair, either deep brown or pale blond, and their bright eyes sparkled. The tallest of the girls, who also appeared to be the leader of the group, selected a workstation one row over from me and dropped her basket on the counter.
Tiny butterflies flapped around my stomach as we locked eye contact. The expression in her eyes practically shouted at me, “Who are you, intruder?” as if I appeared threatening to them. I was plain and deaf, not that they were aware of the latter. Still, I should have asked Tomas to stay. Would they think I was rude if I couldn’t respond to them as quickly as they expected? Would they laugh when they discovered I couldn’t hear?
“Hi,” I said. I hoped I’d used the right tone of voice while I waved with a dripping hand. “I’m Nora. I’m visiting from Nu Compound.”
The head girl stared at me from across the counter for a second before turning toward her friends, who were hovering behind her. I continued to scrub a pair of denim shorts that were floating in my basin. Had I just broken some sort of introduction etiquette rule I was unaware of? Manners was the only person I’d ever met who wasn’t from Nu, and I’d broken every conduct rule in that acquaintance. Perhaps these girls were as unsure of me as I was of them. Visitors from other compounds weren’t common.
When I looked up, the head girl was carrying her clothes basket to the row of counters farthest away from me, and the other girls followed suit. My face burned, and surprisingly, tears sprang into the corners of my eyes. What had I done wrong? I squatted out of sight next to my pile of clothing and sifted through what was left. I could do without washing what remained. I shouldn’t have packed so many clothes. I waited another half-minute to let my cheeks cool before I stood, wrung out the shorts I’d been working on, and then emptied my basin and put it away. Moving as fast as I could, I scooped up my clothing, stuffed it into my bag, and headed for the door. Only one night—we were only here for one night.
It took me less than five minutes to scurry across Eta to our cube, although now that scheduled work tasks were over, I had to dodge people in the corridors and bow my head in order to avoid reading the curious looks sent my way. Tomas greeted me at the threshold of the cube and held his index finger to his lips, indicating that I should remain silent. He tipped his head toward Ms. Amatrist, who’d returned. She was stretched out on one of the beds with a white hand towel draped across her eyes. The way she lay so still, it almost looked like she was dead. She must not have slept well on the train.
Tomas snatched my bag and carried it to the empty bed. We quickly hung my clothing over the line that had been strung across our cube and then he pulled me out into the hall, leaving Ms. Amatrist in peace. Automatically, just like if we had been at Nu, we let our feet direct us toward the dining hall, where the smell of cooked rice and spiced vegetables filled the air.
We grabbed a spot at the table closest to the exit. The meal was nearly identical to what we would have received at home. Here, however, we were allotted fewer tomatoes and more carrots—I preferred carrots anyway—and the dessert cookie wasn’t as good as the ones Mrs. Vale made. Tomas ate quickly, clearing his plate before I’d consumed half of what I’d been served. How did he have such an appetite after days of sitting? He delivered his plate and tray to the counter and returned to sit across from me.
“We’re to appear in front of the Eta Council at seven.”
“Did Ms. Amatrist tell them why we’re here?” My fork stopped en route to my mouth. The rice and tomato slipped off, and most of it landed on my plate.
“I’m not sure. She was really tired when she got back and fell asleep as soon as her head touched the mattress.”
“I hope she’s okay; we might be heading out on the train tomorrow morning.” I re-speared the tomato and looked up in time to catch a strange look cross Tomas’ face. His eyebrows were drawn, and his lips were squeezed together so tightly that they blanched. “What? What’s the matter?” My heartbeat sped up. Had I missed something, or had something been kept from me?
Tomas looked at my tray rather than at me. “Can we discuss this somewhere else?”
I wanted to slam down my utensils and insist on being told what was wrong here and now, but sense got the better of me. Once I’d carefully set my knife and fork on the table, I placed my hands in my lap and looked across the table at Tomas, who directed his gaze at my stomach. “Sure, I’m not hungry anymore anyway.”
Before Tomas replied, I rose from the bench and carried my tray to the counter, scraped the leftovers into the refuse bucket, and stacked my dishes neatly on top of the pile. Tomas waited for me by the dining hall door, his expression stretched into a full-on frown. He grabbed my hand when I approached and led me toward the back end of the compound. He walked quickly, bordering on a run, and I worked up a sweat to keep up with him. All of the continental compounds were built the same, so Tomas didn’t need to ask how to get to where he was going and I didn’t have to question where he was taking me.
The moment we burst through the door that led to the picnic shelter, I was overwhelmed by heat. No one was out here—no surprise. The wind swirled around the high walls of the shelter while currents of air picked up dust and danced with it across the cement floor. I fanned myself with my hand, more of a nervous reaction than one that provided relief. Tomas paced at such a rate it made me dizzy to watch him. Was he angry or anxious? I couldn’t tell, and therefore decided to wait for him to spill it. It would have been easier on my nerves and the knot in my stomach if he’d spit it out, but forcing him might tip him over the edge.
On the twelfth pass, Tomas stopped and faced me. He sighed and his shoulders sagged. He looked at me, his eyes wide and sad.
Then I understood. “She’s sick, isn’t she? She’s got the disease. I think she tried to tell me…” I picked at a loose stitch at the hem of my dress for lack of something better to do.
He gathered my hand in his and lifted it to his mouth. He kissed it, holding it tenderly as he continued, “She’s been getting worse the last couple of months. She told me the night before we left—that’s why she wanted to come. She doesn’t have much time left, and she’d rather spend it helping you than in the greenhouse.”
I swiped at the tears running down my face with the back of my free hand, scraping fine grains of sand across my skin. “That’s why she was hoping Manners’ cure was real. If she hadn’t been sick, she would never have believed him. I should have realised—”
“I thought she was joking when she told me,” Tomas said, interrupting me. He looked at our intertwined fingers rather than up at me.
“She looks so healthy.” How could my dearest friend be sick and I’d failed to notice?
“I know. I guess that’s how the disease works in younger people.” Tomas angled away from me as he wiped his eyes.
“My mother was young…” I bit hard on the inside of my cheek to keep the giant sob welling up in my throat from bursting out.
“I know, but Ms. Amatrist is only twenty-four. I don’t know the reasons; I’m not a scientist, I just know she’s sick and she’s dy—” Tomas stopped, wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and pulled me into an embrace. At first, I was so hot and sticky that I tried to push away. He was normally warm and the heat from his body was stifling, but Tomas refused to let go. After a moment, I relaxed and burrowed my nose into the hollow of his neck. I tried to check the tears pouring down the sides of my face by taking deep breaths and squeezing my eyes tight. Tomas gripped me harder and rocked me back and forth. I gasped for air, probably making terrible sobbing noises that I might have found embarrassing if I could have heard them.
Later, when my tears had dried up, Tomas held me at arm’s length. We looked at each other for a minute, and I was surprised to find his eyes red-rimmed and puffy, too.
“We should get ready for our meeting.” He smiled a little, but it was underlined by sadness.
I nodded and pivoted in the direction of the door. The last thing I wanted to do right now was prepare for war.




Chapter Twelve: Showdown at Dawn

We retreated indoors with only enough time to grab a drink of water, wash the dust off our faces, and check on Ms. Amatrist, who was still sleeping. It seemed cruel to wake her—and chances were good I’d break down into another crying fit anyway—so we agreed it was best to let her rest. My stomach somersaulted as we walked to the office, then redoubled its efforts to tie itself into knots when I realised I’d forgotten to write my speech. How was I going to lay out our case to the council members? With the way I could carry on, winging it didn’t seem like a good idea. What should I say? Ask if Manners was here? If yes, I would relay our story and insist he be apprehended. If no, then what? Warn them against him if he returned, thank them for their hospitality and inform them that we’d be on our way in the morning? What more could they want with us?
No one was waiting in the small sitting area when we arrived in the council offices, but the door behind the desk was open. Someone must have called because Tomas nodded his head in that direction and waved at me to follow. He entered the room first and pulled the door shut after I’d shuffled through. The council members, three men and two women, sat in a semi-circle on hard-backed wooden chairs. One of the men, who wore his sandy-coloured hair in a long ponytail, gestured for us to take a seat in the empty chairs in front of them.
We took the offered seats—not that we had any choice. As I slid into mine, I had the odd sensation that my chair was the tiniest bit shorter than everyone else’s. Was I dreaming? I felt like I had to look up to meet the council members’ gazes, which triggered my stomach-butterflies to kick into high gear. If this was any indication of how this meeting was going to go, it wasn’t good.
I folded my hands in my lap and squeezed tight, trying to divert the disruptive energy flowing through me, while I sat up as straight and alert as I could. Surveying the faces of the council members, I noticed they were definitely young. What did that mean for us? Would they be lenient, understanding of the purpose of our trip, or would they be strict, eager to demonstrate their ability to govern? Tomas touched my knee and redirected my attention to the woman on my right, whose dark brown eyes were focused entirely on me. She was speaking.
“…not seen or heard of a Mr. Manners, but we appreciate your effort to warn us.”
Tomas tapped my leg and pointed toward the first man with the long hair.
“...deal with him accordingly if he does appear in Eta.”
Again, Tomas motioned to a new speaker who had joined the conversation. Desperate to keep up, I scanned the stern looking faces to find the orator. It was the other woman with messy blond curls. Strands of her hair fell across her face, and one stuck to her lip as she spoke. “We’ve decided that since you no longer have an able-bodied adult chaperone, you should stay here until she is well enough to travel or until the train heading in the direction of Nu Compound arrives, at which time we will arrange safe passage home for you.”
Ms. Amatrist couldn’t be too sick to travel. People didn’t die from the disease that quickly, even if it did work faster in younger adults. Besides, I wasn’t going to wait here while Manners scammed other compounds out of all their money. “Thank you for your offer,” I said. Pressing my hands to the armrests I moved to get up, but Tomas signalled for me to sit. His mouth formed a hard line, and his eyes were narrowed.
“Thank you for your offer,” Tomas parroted my remark. I, of course, had meant it sarcastically; had he misinterpreted my statement? I couldn’t tell how he emphasized his words. “But I don’t think a chaperone necessary.”
He hadn’t misunderstood, thank goodness. I squeezed my fists, my fingernails digging into my palms, and set my features in as an unyielding an expression as I could manage. I scanned the faces of the adults across from me; no one smiled, but the curly-haired woman spoke again.
“If you are of age—”
“I will be soon.” Tomas shifted forward in his chair so he was barely perched on the edge, his back straight so he appeared taller. He probably hoped he had obtained an air of maturity, as well.
I copied Tomas’ posture in an effort to offer him my nonverbal support. Also, the shift in my extra-low seat allowed me a better view of the council members’ faces, helping me to follow the conversation—as much as was possible, at least.
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the man with the ponytail wave his hand. “‘Soon’ is not the same as ‘of age.’”
“The train isn’t dangerous. We’ve already ridden it three days to get here. The only thing to worry about is how to keep from getting bored. There’s no reason we can’t continue on our journey with or without Ms. Amatrist.” A deep red hue was crawling up Tomas’ neck and into his cheeks. Was he managing to keep the volume of his voice under control? If there was anything adults didn’t like from children, it was a tone, although I’d never been quite able to figure out what that meant.
“That isn’t our point.” The ponytailed man crossed his arms over his chest, tucking them around his sides like he was trying to put a check on his temper. “Government regulation doesn’t permit children to travel unaccompanied.”
“We’re hardly small children.” Tomas’ entire face was flushed, and his posture was so rigid he looked like he would snap if he strained any harder. “There’s little chance of our getting lost, and the distance between Eta and Iota is considerably shorter than what we have already covered.”
“Our decision is final,” the man said simply, looking to the centre of the semi-circle where the dark-eyed woman sat.
Tomas was losing the battle—both against the Eta Council members and his anger—or had he lost it already? I had to say something, but would I make the situation worse? They could split us up and confine us or send us back to Nu, as they’d said. I stood, sweat gathering under my arms and on the backs of my knees. My mouth was dry as I looked around the room. Despite their youth, they were terrifying; they had no compassion for our situation. I attempted to swallow, but my tongue felt like it had swollen to twice its normal size. Stick to the facts, Nora. Things can’t get any worse.
“Like so many of us, I lost my mother to the disease.” Why had I started my speech with my mother? This was about Manners’ treachery, not her. “She died when I was only ten. Mr. Manners is profiting by raising people’s hopes that his cure will end the loss.” Genius, the heartbreak angle—sorry, Mom—at least I remembered to call him Mister Manners. “I was skeptical of him right away because my mother was a scientist and she used to teach me about the things she researched.” Still on track. Good, keep it going. “We…Tomas and I…feel it’s our obligation to find Mr. Manners and prevent him from stealing other compounds’ hopes and money. We need to keep travelling to as many compounds as necessary until we catch him.” Now shut up. I pressed my right palm to my chest, as if I could slow my pounding heart with the pressure of my hand. Easing myself into my seat, I waited for someone else to take control of the conversation.
But no one spoke. The Eta Council members looked from one to the other, sharing meaningful glances. I turned to Tomas to see if he had a better idea of what was going on. He merely stared back with one eyebrow cocked and shrugged as if to say ‘sorry, no idea,’ then reached across to my lap and grabbed my hand. As he wrapped his fingers around mine, my heartbeat slowed so it was no longer painful. It was becoming a comfort thing, having his hand around mine. I released the breath I’d been holding then took another stuttering gasp as the woman with the dark eyes stood.
“We’re most sorry for your compound’s hardships, but we believe it’s our obligation in the absence of an adult chaperone…” She glanced around to the other council members, probably to confirm that her ruling matched their conclusions, but when she turned away I lost what she said.
I jumped onto my feet again, tugging Tomas forward. He didn’t seem to want to let go. “Please, what did you say?”
The woman turned and settled her dark eyes on me in such a way that I instantly wished I hadn’t spoken. “We will not let you go on alone, and we cannot spare anyone to accompany you to Iota or potentially farther. Everyone at Eta has a job to do and understands their importance to our everyday lives.” Her lips were easy to read as she pronounced each word with precision.
“But…” I felt dizzy, like an earthquake had thrown me off balance.
“You need to learn to respect your elders,” the woman said. She faced me dead on, her expression so fierce that the looks I’d received from Ursula seemed like friendly smiles in comparison. “Your Ms. Amatrist shouldn’t have agreed to come when she was so ill. We’ll send a message to Iota, but you will remain here until the next eastbound rail passes.”
I stepped forward. “You don’t need to send anyone with us. Tomas is nearly eighteen and I’m certainly not an infant—”
“The council has made its decision.” The woman crossed her arms over her chest and drew herself up to her full height, several inches taller than me. She held her head high and looked down her nose at me. “Don’t make us confine you to a cubicle.”
The woman spun on her heel and seemed to speak to the other council members, their heads bobbing up and down along with what she was telling them. As I looked over the young council members, a sinking feeling hit me. Nothing I could say would sway them to see my point.
The woman, who at this point I assumed must be Eta’s mayor, turned to us. Her hands were planted on her hips; her aura as black as soot. “We expect you to return to your cube—a council member will accompany you if need be—and remain there until tomorrow morning. We will speak further at that time.”
“That won’t be necessary.” I hoped I sounded snarky. I had no more respect for this woman than I did for Manners. He was a thief, but she was a tyrant.
“Be sure it isn’t.”
The radiating heat of Tomas approached from behind me. Gently, he laid his hands on my shoulders and directed me toward the door. I allowed him to propel me forward until we reached the corridor outside the office, where I dug in my heels and forced him to stop and face me.
“Nora.” Tomas looked at me, his gaze sweeping over me from head to toe like he was trying to figure out how he was supposed to react. He tentatively reached for my hand, and I was happy to let him take it. “We did what we could—you did, really; I mostly made them angry, but your speech was amazing.”
“But…” By the way my chest ached, I could have done with a solid hug, too, but asking for it was more than I was ready to do. “But they’re threatening to keep us here.” My heart flip-flopped even harder. Ms. Amatrist couldn’t be that sick, could she?
Tomas shook his head. “Not here. We should go back to the cube and see how Ms. Amatrist is doing.” He marched down the hall, pulling me along beside him.
Community members mingled in the corridors as we made our way through the compound. Many stepped out of our way or backed up as we approached, shooting us curious glances. Were they curious because we were strangers, or were they aware we’d arrived with a special purpose? Or did they stare because my face was still battered?
If Eta were anything like Nu, the story of our meeting with the council would be circulating soon. One of the councillors would let it slip to a family member or a friend soon enough, and they would pass it on to someone else. Maybe that would work for our cause—as long as the facts about Manners were correct, maybe an adult would volunteer to travel with us to Iota. I said a silent prayer that the community members wouldn’t turn against us as strange disrupters of their peaceful lives. Did Tomas have the charm to overcome anyone who didn’t want to believe us?
Ms. Amatrist was awake when we returned to the cube. She was still stretched out on the bed and she looked extremely pale, but there was a spark of life in her green eyes. Was she conserving her energy for the rest of the journey? I perched on the edge of her bed, picked up her hand, and stroked it gently. It was something I vaguely recalled my mother doing whenever I wasn’t feeling well. Tomas drew the curtain to the cube closed but didn’t sit or relax. He paced, something I’d seen him do more and more lately. As Ms. Amatrist looked from me to Tomas, her brow furrowed.
“What happened?” Ms. Amatrist placed her hand over mine to stop my petting her.
I peeked at Tomas to see if he was going to answer, but his back was turned to me. “The Eta Council wants to keep us here. They think we’re too young to continue on our own.”
Ms. Amatrist untangled herself from my hands and leaned her elbows against the bed so she was propped up on the mattress. Her movements were slow and her body shook as she forced herself up off the bed. My breath caught in my throat as I watched her, and I wanted to offer help, but I remembered times when my mother would struggle and flatly refuse to accept assistance of any kind. Ms. Amatrist might have meant to sit up fully, but her chest heaved so sharply that it was clear she didn’t have the strength to go farther. “You won’t be travelling alone. I’ll be with you.”
My jaw dropped. I looked again to Tomas, but he stood facing the wall, his hands pressed against it like he was holding the cube up. “Are…are you sure you’re well enough?”
Why didn’t Tomas say something? I couldn’t gauge what he was thinking from his stance. Should I dissuade Ms. Amatrist? Could she really make it? She looked sick and tired, but the disease hadn’t mangled her body like I’d seen it do to others. How advanced was her case?
Despite her evident exhaustion, my friend refused to rest on her elbows. She drew her arms under her torso, but was still in more of a supine position than an upright one. Beads of sweat lined her forehead as she tried to find a way to balance her weight on one arm while she straightened the other. She was so weak it made me want to cry, but I didn’t want her to see my distress. Unable to watch any longer, I jumped from the bed and wrapped my arm around Ms. Amatrist’s back to help her. With my assistance, she reached a fully vertical position, and I crossed my fingers that she had the strength to keep herself there. “I may not be, dear, but I don’t want to die alone, and I want to reach Iota. I was born there.”
“I didn’t—”
Ms. Amatrist nodded, cutting off my reply. “I came to Nu with my parents when I was five…they had intended to cross the ocean.” Ms. Amatrist paused, her chest heaving. “But they gave up when they reached Nu. My older brother returned to Iota as an adult. I…I’d like to see him again before I die.”
Ms. Amatrist swayed on the bed, and I grabbed her by the shoulders to steady her. Her skin was cool and clammy. “I didn’t know you had an older brother.” I smiled, hoping I might appear reassuring to my friend, but also to stop the tears that were threatening to burst.
“He’s several years older than me, so you probably don’t remember him.” The corners of Ms. Amatrist’s lips curled and her gaze drifted past me, somewhere over my right shoulder. My mother used to do this toward the end of her illness. She never meant to insult me or avoid my gaze; it was just easier to let her mind wander and focus on memories from the past when she wasn’t in pain. “Gordon was very athletic…and handsome. Girls were always asking him for dates. He returned to Iota to take charge of their recreation program; the position in Nu was full.” Ms. Amatrist’s line of sight continued to wander about the cube. “He has a partner named Mira, I believe, and they have two boys. I’ve never met them…but I’d like to.”
I watched Ms. Amatrist silently. Had Tomas heard everything she’d said? This was the real reason why she had agreed to come with us. She wanted to go home.
“But the council has all but threatened to put a guard on the cube to keep us from leaving.” I stole another look at Tomas, who hadn’t moved from his angry wall-holding pose.
“Only to keep you from going alone, which…you won’t be.” Ms. Amatrist’s expression was surprisingly steadfast. She looked me squarely in the eye without so much as a fluttering blink. I could almost believe she wasn’t sick after all. “If you let Mr. Manners get very far ahead, you’ll never find him—especially if he makes it to the coast, where he can change directions.”
“Oh.” Did she say that to get me to agree? If she did, she knew me frighteningly well. “Well…”
Tomas knelt beside me, brushing my arm to draw my attention to him. “She’s right.” His crystal eyes focused on me with such burning intensity, I could hardly maintain eye contact. He must have spent that time holding up the wall listening to our conversation and reaching his own resolution. “We have to leave in the morning or he’ll disappear and never be brought to justice.”
“Well…” I swiveled to face Ms. Amatrist, hoping to catch her off guard and catch a glimpse of how she really felt: confident or near exhaustion. She returned my look with calm composure.
“You have to keep after him. No one else will.” The way Ms. Amatrist’s eyes were so big and round made my chest constrict, and I couldn’t draw a full breath. She was begging me to keep going. Whether or not it was really just a ploy to get herself home I wasn’t sure, and it didn’t matter.
“Let’s just hope the train driver hasn’t been told to not let us aboard in the morning.” I kept my gaze concentrated on Ms. Amatrist as I spoke. If she was willing to risk her health in order to accompany us and get home, I was going to make sure she got there.
“As long as you can pay, he has no reason to refuse.” Ms. Amatrist’s expression suddenly slipped from supreme poise to utter fatigue. “Help me down, Nora. I’m going to need as much rest as possible before we get on the train tomorrow.”
I assisted Ms. Amatrist, watching her face for overt signs of pain and therefore for a signal to slow down as I did. She was so skinny, I probably could have counted her ribs from her back. When she was settled and as comfortable as possible, I checked her bag for the blanket she’d used on the train. I shook out the square of blue flannel material and fanned it out over her upper body. Ms. Amatrist’s eyes were closed as I tucked her in, but I couldn’t tell whether she was aware of me or not. Her chest rose smoothly as she breathed. Hopefully, she was already asleep.
I retreated to the other bed, sitting all the way back on the mattress so I could rest against the wall with my legs tucked into a crossed position. Tomas joined me. Would Ms. Amatrist make it to Iota?
*
My neck was sore from bending backward. Where was I? I straightened and looked around; I wasn’t on the train. I was in a cube with two beds, but not my cube at home. Ms. Amatrist slept in the bed across from me, and Tomas was leaning against the wall beside me, his head back and his eyes open. What time was it? The overhead lights of the compound were still off—it was before sunrise, then. The train was scheduled to head out first thing in the morning to make use of every minute of available daylight.
Tomas shifted around on the bed so we sat opposite each other. “I’m glad you’re awake.” He stopped and looked over his shoulder at Ms. Amatrist. She lay on her back, still and death-like. “We’ve got about twenty-five minutes before the train is supposed to leave.”
I nodded. “Okay.” My own gaze drifted toward the other bed. She would be fine, right? A solid night of sleep could do anyone a world of good. “Should we…wake her?”
“No,” Tomas answered immediately. “Let’s get packed up first, give her as much rest as possible.” But he didn’t move, even though my clothing still hung from the line above us. He bit his lip as he snuck a peek over his shoulder. “Do you really think Ms. Amatrist can…tolerate…the train ride?”
I went cold, my fingers absolutely numb. Could she? I closed my eyes to block out the silhouette lying beyond Tomas. “I don’t know. She was okay up until yesterday…” A warm hand gripped my wrist and I opened my eyelids.
“I think she was in a lot more discomfort than she let on.”
Ms. Amatrist had always been the sweetest tempered person I’d ever known. She’d probably have to be in excruciating pain before she would tell anyone that something was wrong. “We have to get her to Iota. The distress of being left behind would wear her out more than the actual pain from the disease.”
“You’re probably right.” Tomas frowned. “What are we…” He paused and chewed his lip again. “What are we going to do if she, you know, she…”
“Dies?” I finished the sentence Tomas couldn’t seem to. I didn’t want to think about it, but he was right. If she was in such bad condition, what were we going to do if she didn’t make it to Iota? What were we going to say to her family? I swallowed, forcing my dry throat to move. “It’s only another day to Iota, right?”
“Right.” Tomas winced as we looked at each other. “Nora, could you ease up on my arm? I think you’re bruising me.”
“Sorry.” I let go like I’d touched something hot. “I guess if she dies we’ll take her to Iota with us. I hope her brother’s alive; if he’s not, the disappointment could… ”
Possibly subconsciously sensing we were discussing her, or perhaps awake long ago and wanting to alert us before we said something we’d regret, Ms. Amatrist stirred. She lifted a hand to her cheek and tried to brush away a strand of hair or a bit of fluff. Her eyelids fluttered and she rolled her head so she could look at us. The dim morning light of the compound made it impossible for me to read what she said, but Tomas responded. He scooted off the bed and was by Ms. Amatrist’s side in the blink of an eye. He placed a hand under her shoulder and helped her into a seated position. Once up, Ms. Amatrist shook off Tomas’ support, placed her hands at her sides on the bed, and pushed herself onto her feet.
“Shall we be off, then?” Ms. Amatrist looked from Tomas to me, beaming like she’d just won a contest.
I shuffled to the edge of the bed until my soles hit the floor. “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I knew it was condescending to ask, but I had to give Ms. Amatrist one last chance to back out of her promise.
Ms. Amatrist hoisted her bag from the floor to her shoulder as if to demonstrate how strong she felt. “I’m perfectly refreshed—almost as good as new.”
If my friend doubted the truth of her own words, she hid it perfectly. She stood straight and tall, without the tiniest sway or waver. I popped off the bed and pulled my partially dry articles of clothing from the line, shoving them into my bag as fast as I could. With Tomas’ help, we were done in a matter of minutes.
When I snuck another look at Ms. Amatrist, her eyes glittered with excitement and a nervous smile flickered on her lips. By the end of the day, she would be with her family, and she could hardly wait to get going. I could understand her feelings. If given the chance to see my mother again, I would go through a great deal of pain to get to her. Tomas shouldered his bag, handed me mine, then led our procession out of the cube and down the corridor to the main exit doors. As we walked, I watched for community members who might try to stop us. No one crossed our path.
Tomas rounded the final corner then stopped abruptly. Following only a few steps behind, I nearly plowed into him, but managed to curb my momentum before taking us both out. I rose onto my tiptoes to see around him: a figure stood in front of the doors. Ms. Amatrist joined us a moment later, took in the situation, and then walked past us toward the other person. Tomas remained rooted to his spot, keeping me at too far a distance to decipher the conversation in the darkened compound. What was clear, despite the dimness, was that the mystery person was there to keep us from escaping. I tapped Tomas on the shoulder and stepped up close behind him so I could whisper in his ear.
“What’s going on?”
Tomas turned enough so I could see his face. “It’s that woman from the Eta Council. She thinks Ms. Amatrist is being reckless.”
“What does she care?” The tension in my shoulders ratcheted up a notch as I clenched my fingers into fists. “Even if Ms. Amatrist doesn’t make it to Iota, at least she’ll be able to rest assured she didn’t send us off without an adult. Let’s not stop here on our way home if we can help it.”
Tomas snapped to attention, although I couldn’t see why until I sidestepped around him to discover the dark-eyed woman standing no more than a couple of yards away. She puffed up her chest and crossed her arms—she was taller than Tomas—and a stern look was fixed on her face, one that meant business.
“I have an obligation as the mayor of Eta Compound to ensure that anyone who comes under my roof is looked after and kept safe. There’s no way I can guarantee your safety if you get on that train.”
“And we accept that risk.” I planted my hands on my hips and stared back at the mayor. “We’re not Eta community members—”
“As underage children, you’re expected to obey the decisions of adults.” In the grey morning, I could almost see the angry vibes wafting out from her skin the same way hot food emitted steam. It was obvious why she was the head of the Eta Council—she wouldn’t allow anyone to disagree with her, and she seemed absolutely unwilling to consider the possibility that she might be wrong.
I stamped my foot, sending a tingling sensation reverberating up my leg. As I prepared to launch into battle, I caught sight of Ms. Amatrist carefully placing one foot in front of the other as she approached us. She took hold of my wrist and gently tugged me close to her.
“I am an adult—as close to family as Nora has. I will accompany her and Tomas to Iota as planned. If you’ll excuse us, we’ll be boarding the train now.” Once Ms. Amatrist had pulled me past the woman, she released my hand. I checked over my shoulder to see if Tomas followed. He was speaking to the woman. His mouth was set in something resembling a sneer and his eyes were narrowed. I didn’t try to read what he said. I could tell by his expression that whatever it was, it wasn’t nice. A moment later, he jogged to catch up with us and escorted both of us out the door.
*
We began our trip the same way we had four days earlier: standing on a wobbly platform before the sun was fully in the sky, the air warm and sticky with sand. The train was there, of course, but when I ran my credit card through the reader, the door wouldn’t open.
“I think we’re too early,” Ms. Amatrist said. “The driver hasn’t boarded yet.”
“Do you still have those pre-packaged snacks?” Tomas plopped onto the floor of the platform and leaned against one of pillars that held up the roof.
I swung my bag to the floor and released the drawstring tie. “You have your pick of roasted nuts, dried fruit, or rice crackers,” I said as I dug through my damp clothing.
“I’ll take the rice crackers.” Tomas held out his hand so he could catch the plastic package I tossed to him.
“Something for you, Wen—Ms. Amatrist?” I glanced at my friend. Her arm was wrapped around the same pillar Tomas rested against as if it was the only thing that kept her from slipping to the ground. Even in the pale light, or maybe because of it, her face had lost the healthy glow from inside the compound and had blanched and turned sickly. Had the confrontation with the mayor been too much for her health?
Ms. Amatrist shook her head, her ponytail, flicking from one shoulder to the other. “I’m fine, dear.”
She looked anything but fine to me, but I didn’t press the matter—though had our positions been reversed, the other two would have badgered me until I ate something. I dug out a packet of dried fruit for myself and had burst the seal to my snack when the driver, dressed in a tan-coloured uniform coat, emerged from Eta. He walked with his head down, as though he were moving against a windstorm, despite the morning’s calm. As he came closer, it was clear his face was red and he seemed to be speaking, although to whom, I couldn’t tell. The platform shook as he mounted the rickety steps, and as he crossed the wood slats, he paused in front of me.
“Why I stuck my neck out—” He shifted his stance as he spoke to the others, the back of his neck burning brighter with every moment he was turned. I was about to ask him to face me when he swung back abruptly. “You just better be right about this bastard—I mean, this fella. Sorry, dear. I don’t normally stick my neck out for no one, you see, and the mayor of Eta is a right piece of work herself. She’ll have me written up to the Central Government I expect—not that they care much about what goes on over here.”
“Why? What did she—?” How had I managed to pull perfect strangers into my troubles? Was there any actual chance of this man losing his work task by helping us?
“Didn’t want me to let you folks on, but I told her as long as you can pay… I just don’t like being bossed around by some high and mighty small-time mayor half my age, if you can imagine.” The driver set his mouth in a firm line, surveyed the three of us once more, then smoothed down the front of his jacket like he’d just realised he was running on at us when he should have been starting up the train. “We’d best be getting on our way.”
After digging in his pants pockets, then the ones in his jacket, the man produced a swipe card similar to my own and ran it through the card reader next to the door. The door popped its seal and slowly rolled back. The engineer stood aside and waved at me to enter. “If this fella really did what you say he did, then I hope you find him.”
“Th-thanks,” I said. Someone wishing me luck—that was a first. “I hope so, too.” I boarded then hurried down the aisle to our bench, dropped to the seat, and slid across until my shoulder touched the window. Tomas joined me, triggering a small smile to spring to my lips. At least I had friends to help me. When I glanced up, however, and caught sight of Ms. Amatrist easing herself onto the bench, my feelings sank. She looked so frail. When had she become so? How long ago should I have noticed?
“I’ll be fine,” said Ms. Amatrist, as if she’d read my thoughts. “I’m going to see my brother. I’ll make it until then. What happens after that doesn’t matter.”
I peeked sideways at Tomas to see how he’d reacted. Ms. Amatrist might not care if she died as long as long as she saw her brother again, but what about us? She wasn’t just some adult chaperone whom I’d managed to con into going on this crazy journey; she was my friend—my best friend. She cared about me when no one else did. She wanted me to succeed. What was I supposed to do if she died?
A violent shudder rocked my spine, and I hugged my arms across my chest even though I was anything but cold. Don’t think about it. Just don’t. It will only make the ride unbearable. But who would run the greenhouse at home if…? No one was trained on the day-to-day activities. No one knew Ms. Amatrist was sick. Without her, how would the daily food needs be met? Stop thinking. Stop it. My thoughts were going to drive me nuts.
Ms. Amatrist settled onto the bench, draped her blanket across her knees, and pulled out her book. Tomas, whom I suspected hadn’t slept at all during the night, tipped his head back so it rested on the top of the bench and closed his eyes. Oh good. I was going to be left to amuse myself. The prospect of reviewing my mother’s notes yet again seemed unappealing, so I stared out the window and tried to imagine what Iota Compound would be like. It wasn’t difficult. It would look the same as Eta, the same as home. Only the more populous compounds were different—they had additional buildings to provide extra storage or shelter for their citizens. As the train started up, I watched the endless sea of sand crawl by the window, looking for signs of high winds or other factors that would inhibit our progress. This inch-by-inch travel was going to make me crazy.




Chapter Thirteen: Attack and Rescue

After an hour, Ms. Amatrist fell asleep and Tomas woke up. We didn’t speak for fear of disrupting her; we hardly acknowledged each other’s consciousness besides a simple nod when our gazes met momentarily. He gently pried the book out of Ms. Amatrist’s hands and skimmed through it while I went back to staring out of the window. Around noon, I opened a package of roasted nuts. I wasn’t really hungry, just bored, and ate them for something to do. I sucked all the flavouring off the cashews, peanuts, and almonds before chewing. When I was done, my tongue ached from the salt overload.
*
The sun had nearly disappeared below the horizon when the train slowed for the first time since the morning. What was going on? Where were we? I sat up and reached my arms as far apart as they would go. My muscles, neglected from the days of inactivity, felt creaky and stiff, and sizzling sensations shot through my shoulders as I moved. There was little to see out the window; the sand blended in with the black sky.
Tomas nudged my arm gently. “We’re here, or we will be in a few minutes.”
“Iota?” The word tumbled out too late to save myself from feeling like an idiot. Where else could we be arriving? “Should we…”
We looked to Ms. Amatrist, who had lain down after we’d eaten, or rather, after Tomas and I had eaten. She had taken a few bites of her snack bar and had maybe a swallow of the sweetened water we’d mixed for her before she proclaimed herself full. She looked completely at ease as she slept; her face relaxed and unaware of any pain that might be present. From her lack of movement, she didn’t seem to have heard the announcement, or else...I rose from the bench and leaned my elbows across the table to take closer look…
Thank heavens. Her chest rhythmically expanded and contracted as she slept. I glanced at Tomas and nodded. He rose from his seat, bent over Ms. Amatrist then shook her carefully. He spoke a few words, probably telling her it was time to get ready, then moved to assist her up from the bench, but she pushed his hand away. The disease hadn’t gotten the better of her yet.
By the time the train stopped, our bags were packed and tied, and we were waiting by the exit to be let out of our moving prison. The door swooshed open, and I was hit full in the face by the heat of the earth. No moon or stars were visible in the night sky, so I navigated down the platform steps by a single, insufficient lamp affixed to the train platform. I sent one foot out at a time feeling for the edge of the stair before moving to the next.
“Four steps,” I said when I reached the sandy floor. As I waited for Ms. Amatrist and Tomas to join me, I scanned the scenery, trying to identify the walls of the compound that I knew had to be there. In the almost total blackness, I could make out a slightly darker coloured box that must be Iota.
Someone—I had no idea which of my friends—brushed past me. Did they speak, call to me to follow them? No idea, I could barely identify the shadowy shapes of the others; then the taller one, who had to Tomas, backtracked and groped for my hand. First, he caught my elbow, then my hip, before locating what he was looking for and pulled me after him.
The three of us knocked together and tripped over each other like a trio of drunkards as we approached the compound. What time was it? Would anyone inside still be awake? If not, where would we find a place to sleep? If no one was awake to ask, how would we find out if Manners had been there? No matter what the answers to any of those questions were, Ms. Amatrist needed to stay in Iota. She was unlikely to argue much if we insisted that we wanted to carry on without her now that she was home.
By the time we shuffled into the compound, I’d assembled a plan of action. “Tomas.” I pulled back on his hand, forcing him to stop in his path and circle back toward me. “Stay with Ms. Amatrist, please. I’m going to the infirmary—I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“You don’t think she needs to go there directly, do you?” Tomas’ eyebrows crunched together, and I noticed for the first time that deep purple shadows had formed under his eyes. This journey was taking a toll on all of us.
“I’m not sure.” I wasn’t planning to ask the attendant about an extra bed. “I’ll be back soon.” I released Tomas’ hand and hurried in the direction of the infirmary before he could question me—he wouldn’t like the answers if I’d given him the chance anyway. Staring straight ahead, I charged along the corridor. If there were other people about, I didn’t notice them.
Unable to contain myself, I broke into a sprint as I rounded the last corner before the infirmary, but eased up as I reached the double doors. Calm down; breathe slowly; pull yourself together. I needed to appear composed—not crazy or delirious—when I barged into a place where the disease ravaged countless bodies. The shock of such an entrance could kill someone, or at least give them a bad jolt. Not to mention appearing intelligent and collected would go further than ranting about a man they may not have seen or heard of.
Once my heartbeat had settled into a rate that was near normal, I smoothed down my dress and hair, and held my head high. Grabbing the door handle, I was taking one more deep breath when someone from the other side pushed it open. The force knocked my hand away and caused me to take a step back. Standing in front of me was a man in a plaid suit with light brown hair combed to one side.
“You.” I lunged at Manners, aiming to tackle him around the waist. He dodged my advance and pushed me aside, sending me face first into the door. The white walls and bright lights of the infirmary swirled around me as I tried to remember which way was up. Ceiling above, floor below—where my feet were supposed to be. Feet…I saw two pairs—another adult had joined me at the infirmary while Manners lumbered down the corridor.
“I have to stop him,” I said to the woman beside me, although she probably had no idea what I was talking about.
Swiping at the warm liquid dribbling down my face, I ran after Manners. I didn’t bother to call out as I pelted after him; there was no one in the corridor to step in and detain him. Instead, I focused on keeping air flowing through my lungs and making sure my legs continued to propel me forward. I almost lost my footing as I careened around the corner into the north-south hall that led to the main exit. I touched my hand to the floor, but managed to avoid falling. Where did Manners think he could go with the train stopped for the night? He showed impressive speed, probably spurred on by the realization that he’d been found out.
“Stop him,” I managed to blurt out in between gasping breaths, even though I couldn’t see anyone ahead. Where was everyone? I leaned forward and lengthened my stride as wide as I could without tripping. Manners disappeared out the main exit of the compound. Curses, it was going to be hard to see out there. I barreled into the door, blowing it open, then paused as my eyes readjusted to the darkness. Where did Manners think he was going?
“Manners,” I said in my loudest voice as I took a cautious step into the darkness. “There’s no point in hiding.” I had no idea if my words were coming out clearly, or if the man was anywhere near enough to hear me. “The train’s stopped for the night, and it won’t leave tomorrow until you’ve been found.” As long as the adults of Iota believe us. “You can’t stay out here forever.” I scanned the blackness around me as I took another stride into the abyss. If the moon was out, it would provide enough light to at least see which way I was facing. I pivoted carefully, trying to visualize a map in my head of where I’d come from, but I couldn’t tell where Iota was; even my fingers vanished when I held out my arms.
Something hit me squarely in the back, and I stumbled forward. Whatever it was, it pressed down on the spot between my shoulder blades, forcing me to the ground. My bare knees hit the dirt, then my hands. They stung from the impact. Manners.
“Help.” I pushed against the dusty ground with my palms. Gravel and dirt bit into my skin as I struggled to keep my shoulders and chin up. Manners had his hand on the back of my head and pushed against me, his knee dug into my back. I panted for breath, made difficult by the struggle and the compression of my diaphragm. After sucking in jagged gasps of air, I shouted again. “Help.”
My face was jammed into the ground, my mouth filling with grit. It tasted like dust mixed with blood. My lip had been cut and my nose was already bleeding. I couldn’t tell what else was damaged. Manners straddled my back and sat on me with all of his weight as his hands pushed on my head and neck. I could barely inflate my lungs far enough to draw breath. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I hadn’t imagined it would come to this.
I kicked with my feet, flailing them as hard as I could. If I caught Manners in the back…but it wasn’t enough to dislodge him. I dragged my arms in toward my chest so I could rest on top of them and draw breath, but as I moved, Manners only shoved me down harder. What would he do with me after he’d choked my life away? Hide my body? Return to Iota Compound and pretend as though he’d never seen me? He was such a slick talker, he could probably get away with it.
My hands and feet felt heavy, like lead. I continued to swing my legs, but I couldn’t seem to make contact. I wouldn’t be able to knock him off. I wouldn’t get to say goodbye to Ms. Amatrist or Tomas.
A cool breeze gushed around me as the weight of Manners suddenly disappeared. I wormed myself onto my elbows and breathed, sucking in huge, gasping breathes as I looked around to find out what had happened. A dim light trickled across the ground from the compound—I’d only been a few yards away after all. Sturdy, but friendly hands held onto my shoulders and helped me onto my knees then to a seated position. In the dimness, I could just make out the face of the woman from the infirmary. Her eyes were wide with alarm, and she was trying to say something, but the light from the main door of the compound cast a shadow such that I couldn’t read her lips.
“I can’t—” I shook my head. An unknown object—the very tips of a set of fingers, a shirt sleeve, a pinch of dirt—grazed my cheek. Something was happening on the ground next to me, so near I was at risk of being sucked into the brawl.
It looked like there were three bodies, but I wasn’t sure. Arms and legs jutted out at odd angles as at least two people wrestled. Occasionally, a foot or a fist would come dangerously close to striking me, but I didn’t move. I was mesmerized by these mysterious shapes intertwining and coming apart as in a strange dance. It wasn’t until the flying dust stung my eyes that I was forced to turn away, lids squeezed shut.
I rubbed and blinked furiously, but by the time I could see clearly again, one of the bodies lay passive on the ground, while two other persons emerged the victors. The larger of the two figures, who in the limited light might have been the train engineer, knelt on Manners’ prostrate form, pinning the loser’s arms behind his back. The other figure advanced toward me on hands and knees. I recognized Tomas’ face before he threw his arms around me and pulled me close to him.
After a couple of heaving breaths, he released me from the embrace but kept his hands on my shoulders. The lines of his jaw moved, but it was far too dark for me to piece together what he said. “Tomas, I—”
Tomas shuffled around on his knees until the faint light from the compound illuminated his features. It was enough for me to read by, although barely. “—ank—you’re all right.” He angled me so the light shone on me too. “Oh, Nora.”
I knocked Tomas’ hands away and tried to wipe the tears spilling down my cheeks while I probed my face with my fingers. The area below my nose and around my upper lip was wet and tender. I hadn’t fully recovered from my last fight and now I was bruising up all over again. How did I come to be involved in not one, but two fights? What would my mother think if she was alive—what would Ms. Amatrist say when she saw me? Somehow, I suspected they would both be disappointed.
Tomas stood, momentarily casting me into shadow, then turned to the infirmary woman. He spoke to her and a moment later she was crouched next to me. Even though the pervasive smell of burnt sand blocked out everyone else’s scent, the astringent odor of disinfectant clung around the woman. She placed a hand around my left elbow and under my armpit then pulled, pinching my skin. She might have given me a countdown or a ‘go’ signal, but of course I couldn’t hear it. Our lack of coordination left me squirming to work my feet underneath me.
While I was being tugged on, Tomas and the engineer did much the same to Manners, although from the looks of things they were far less polite. They yanked at his shoulders until he was standing then repeatedly pushed him ahead of them every few steps. A small sensation of guilt tingled in me over the way he was being treated until I remembered what he’d tried to do to me. Then I felt more assured that he deserved the rough treatment he received.
As Tomas and the driver poked and prodded Manners to the compound, I inched along behind them with the infirmary woman attached to my arm. Upon entering Iota, I discovered a small crowd had gathered. Many of the observers were dressed in bed clothing and were barefooted. Even a few young children milled around the scene, clinging to the legs of whatever adult had dragged them out of bed. I must have yelled loud enough to wake up the whole community. The expressions on the gathered faces were mixed with curiosity, anxiety and fatigue. My face burned from a blush rather than pain when a few people pointed toward me and stared. I turned away, looked to the floor, and allowed my escort to guide me along the corridor.
A short walk led us to the infirmary, and a few minutes after that, I was seated on an examination table inside the entrance. An extra-bright floor lamp had been dragged beside the table from the attendant’s desk and pointed at my face. The woman, who introduced herself as Mrs. Neils, gingerly cleaned the blood and dirt from my face, all the while looking like she was about to burst into tears. I reassured her several times that I was all right; that despite appearances I didn’t feel much pain. It wasn’t entirely a fib, either. I didn’t feel much, but I wasn’t sure if that was because the shock of what had happened hadn’t worn off yet. I’d probably feel dreadful in the morning.
“Why did you…?” Mrs. Neils paused, her hand poised in the air, about to dab at my lip. “Never mind, you don’t need to talk about it right now.”
I intercepted the washcloth before it reached my face, slipped it out of Mrs. Neils’ grasp and rested it on my knee. “Has Mr. Manners given his cure to anyone, yet?”
“Manners?” Mrs. Neils scratched at the back of her neck. “You mean Hugo Effel?”
“Sure,” I said as I fidgeted with the cloth. I took a deep breath through my mouth. “Mr. Effel. Has he tried to give anyone the cure, yet? Have you given him any money?”
Mrs. Neils’ eyebrows drew so close together they almost looked like she had only one. “He was going to inject the first recipient tomorrow morning. What is this all about?” Mrs. Neils snatched the washcloth from my leg and twisted it in her hands.
I bit the inside of my cheek. This didn’t feel like the right way to break my news, but with luck my purple and lumpy face was enough proof to convince this woman that I wasn’t lying. I exhaled slowly and completely before launching into my accusation. “Mr. Manners—that’s what he called himself when he stayed at Nu Compound—is a fraud.”
I spoke the words slowly, partially to ensure Mrs. Neils interpreted them correctly, but also because my brain was trying to keep up with my mouth in determining how much information I should give away on the spot. “He told us he had a cure and gave it to one of our sick. The next day, he disappeared with our money and left us with less than half the amount of cure he said he would…and the man he injected died.”
Mrs. Neils stared at me silently as she wrung the life out of the washcloth.
“Don’t worry.” I patted the woman on the arm. Why was I the one doing the comforting? “He won’t get away this time. If your council has paid him credits, you’ll be able to get them back.”
“Oh dear.” Mrs. Neils peered over her shoulder toward one of the infirmary wards.
I pressed my hand more firmly to hers. “I don’t think Mr. Slater died because of the injection; he was already very sick anyway.”
Mrs. Neils’ shoulders relaxed, and the grip on the washcloth eased. She ran a hand through her short, greying hair, causing most of it to stick out from her head. The corners of her mouth curved upward slightly. “That’s good to know—at least.” Then, since she didn’t seem to have any idea of what else to do, she continued to clean the blood from my face.
I sat patiently as Mrs. Neils washed and disinfected the cuts on my lips and nose. We carefully avoided speaking any further about Manners. What did Mrs. Neils think of my story? She might believe me, but she might also be humouring me by not arguing while I was under her care. I wasn’t in the mood to find out. My tender skin stung from the alcohol rinse, but I was glad to have my wounds properly looked after. I was also relieved that she didn’t seem to notice, or perhaps politely ignored, the older bruises around my cheek and eye. Once she was done patching me up, she retrieved a cold pack to keep the swelling down, and was helping me into a reclined position on an examination table when Tomas entered.
“Your friend has arrived.” Mrs. Neils winked as if she thought she was in on some important secret, then slipped off to a different area of the infirmary. Why did adults always do that?
I twisted so I could watch Tomas as he stood in the entrance area and anxiously scanned the hallway for me. His mouth was fixed in a deep frown, and his crystal eyes were clouded with worry. He jammed his hands into the pockets of his shorts, but I could tell by the bulges that he had scrunched them up into fists. As he swept over the entrance, his gaze was drawn to the strong light of the floor lamp, and then he caught sight of me.
“Oh, Nora.” Tomas seated himself on the edge of the table, and grabbed the hand that I wasn’t using to holding the gel pack to my face. “What an uproar—are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” Now that the initial shock of Manners’ attack had worn off, my nose and lips throbbed. Not to mention it felt like the stinging from each individual cut had been multiplied by a factor of ten by the disinfectant. “Just fine.” I repositioned the cold pack so it was hiding as much of my face as possible. “What’s going on?”
“It’s a big yelling match between Mr. Manners—although he seems to be known as something else here—and the community members. I don’t know how anyone can tell who’s saying what. It’s a big mess. I tried to explain why we were here, but I couldn’t get near the mayor. The one good thing that has come out of all of this is that the train will be delayed, and the council will watch Mr. Manners overnight so he can’t escape. I hope we can talk to them in the morning and explain.”
I nodded. “Well, that’s a start.”
“We’re actually kind of lucky he tried to beat you up.” Tomas squeezed my hand a little harder. “It makes him look guilty before we even accused him of anything.”
“Too bad my nose has to be the evidence.” Would I ever look normal again? Good thing I’d never been overly proud of my appearance, or my ego would really be suffering.
Tomas carefully peeled back the edge of the cold pack and winced. “I’m sorry this keeps happening to you, Nora.”
“Trust me, you don’t want to take my place. My face is on fire.”
Tomas’ shoulders shook in response to my remark, like he might be laughing, but the expression on his face remained stern. “I’m exhausted.” He scanned me from top to bottom. When his gaze made its way back to my bloated face he continued. “Did you know most people never leave their home compound? They grow up, make a partnership, find work, and die, all in one spot. Us, on the other hand…I’m not sure I’d ever want to do this again. I don’t think the train ride and the hostility is worth it. I definitely wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t for you.”
“This hasn’t been a picnic—” My face hurt so much I was having difficulty seeing, so I didn’t notice Tomas bend low over me. I couldn’t ignore his lips as they planted a soft kiss on the small bit of exposed cheek. “What?”
Tomas leaned farther forward and delivered another small kiss on my forehead. He pulled back far enough for me to see and read his lips. “It’s late, we should get some sleep. We’re going to have a lot of explaining to do tomorrow.” Then he flicked off the lamp. In the darkness, Tomas climbed over me and positioned himself between the wall and my back, one arm wrapped across my stomach holding me against him. The warmth of his body enveloped me better than any blanket.




Chapter Fourteen: By the Books

I awoke the next morning to find Tomas attempting to crawl over me without disturbing me. His hands and feet were balanced on the edges of the table as he tried to spider-walk around me. Speaking seemed a good way to startle him from his deep concentration and with his current position, I’d wind up squashed. Instead, I waited for him to hop to the ground.
“Good—” I stopped. Pain sizzled through my lips when I spoke, as if they’d been sliced apart with thousands of razor blades. “—morning,” I said carefully, once Tomas had stepped to the floor. My throat felt thick and sore. I must have swallowed some of the gravel I’d been pushed into the night before.
Tomas pouted as he faced me. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”
I shook my head as I levered myself into an upright position. “That’s all right.” I paused to blink back the tears of pain that were threatening to tumble down my cheeks. “In fact, shame on you.” I inhaled deeply through my nose. “You shouldn’t be heading anywhere without me. We’re doing this together, remember?” I swung my legs over the side of the table and wiggled forward until I could reach the floor with my toes, then slid off. “Do you think there’s a chance of food before we meet with the council?”
“Since we don’t have a meeting scheduled yet,” Tomas wrapped his hand around mine and tugged me in the direction of the exit, “there’s a reasonable chance.”
We left the infirmary and walked the familiar, yet new, paths of Iota to the dining hall. The few people we passed in the corridor stared at us openly. Some people even pointed as they shared some secret message, hands cupped over their mouths—probably about me and my disfigured face. I tried to ignore the particularly conspicuous gawkers, but it was difficult to suppress the urge to stare back or to stick out my tongue. When we reached the dining hall, it was no better.
As if on cue, the whole line waiting to be served turned and watched us enter. I was pretty sure everyone stopped talking, and I could almost feel the pressure of dozens of sets of eyes focused on us as we strode across the hall to the food line. Tomas handled the situation with greater ease than I did. He smiled and nodded to people as we passed the rows of tables and chatted with those who stood in front of us in the line. I felt like I might throw up, so I watched my shoes instead.
Breakfast consisted of flat cakes, the same as what would have been served at home. Although here, they smelled more of sugar and were a little fluffier. I was given an extra cake by the server, an older woman who was probably close to forty and looked at me with large grey eyes that seemed to exude pity. We took the first two empty spots we could find, which also happened to be in the centre of the dining hall. After we sat down, I slid the extra cake onto Tomas’ plate then dug into my food.
“What’s that for?” Tomas poked at the cake with his fork.
“Sympathy food. I can’t eat it all.” I cut a small piece of flat cake, no bigger than my thumbnail and gingerly opened my lips as far as I could without being overwhelmed by pain—which wasn’t very wide. I slid the piece into my mouth and carefully rolled it around with my tongue. It was warm and soft and definitely sweet. I almost regretted giving Tomas my extra one—they weren’t this delicious at home. I swallowed then put down my fork as a thought popped into my head. “Do you know if Ms. Amatrist found her brother?”
Tomas set down his utensils and craned his neck in order to scan the room. I did the same. No familiar red hair stuck out from the crowd, which was almost entirely a sea of brunettes. Where was she? I tugged on the hem of my dress. Hopefully she wasn’t worried about us. She’d probably heard rumours by now, which as rumours tended, wouldn’t necessarily be accurate. I turned back to Tomas, who gnawed on his lower lip as he watched me. “With all the excitement of last night, I forgot to find out where she was taken. Maybe her brother’s family has a later eating schedule?”
“Maybe,” I said then surveyed the room a second time to make sure I hadn’t missed her. Definitely no red hair—it would easily stick out in this room. When I swiveled back to Tomas, he was half-bent backwards speaking with an older community member standing behind him. Tomas mostly shook his head and nodded while the other man did the talking. When they finished, the man gave me a grimace that might have been meant to approximate a smile, before he pivoted smartly and marched out of the dining hall.
“We’re to meet with the council in fifteen minutes,” Tomas said as he picked up his knife and fork. “They’re going to deal with Mr. Manners afterward, and they want to talk to us before they make their final decision.” Tomas cut a large piece of flat cake and shoveled it into his mouth.
I stared at my plate as memories of our experience at Eta flashed in my mind: how the dark eyed woman had bossed us about and treated us like we were infants, and how confused I’d been as I’d tried to follow the conversation jumping from one council member to the next. Most people at home knew. I didn’t have to explain, or ask people to slow down and look at me when they spoke.
An unexpected pang of longing struck deep in my chest, even though the people I cared about were with me. I missed my cube, my bed and the photographs on my walls. Heck, I even missed keeping my schedule of class and work tasks. I bowed my head, silently praying that the meeting would be short and painless…and that we wouldn’t have to wait too long for a return train to take us home. No matter what fate awaited us, I needed to return to Nu, for now at least. “Do they know…?”
“Yeah, I let them know.” Tomas smiled, and his eyes shone, although it was probably more from sleep deprivation than excitement or anticipation. “Hopefully, the council will be more willing to listen to us than they were in Eta. Well, eat up. Who knows how long this will take—and we’ll have to find Ms. Amatrist after.” Tomas stuffed another huge portion of flat cake into his mouth.
I shoveled down my breakfast as quickly as I could manage. Even so, Tomas cleared his plate long before me and spent the time shifting on the bench watching me finish. Determined to have a full meal, the first in several days, I ignored Tomas’ impatience as best I could. Once I’d polished off as much of the flat cakes as I could, he grabbed my tray and added it to his then ran them both over to the return counter before we escaped the staring eyes of the dining room.
We navigated the compound corridors as if we were at Nu, walking quickly and without need of direction to the council meeting room in the back corner of the compound. I kept my eyes focused on the floor a few feet in front of me. I didn’t know whether the community of Eta was for or against us—it would only take me a couple of looks to figure out which one it was—and if it was the latter, it would only make the council meeting more difficult.
When we entered the outer office, a man, probably in his early thirties, waited for us. He sat, legs crossed, in a chair arranged near a coffee table to the side of the main desk. He popped onto his feet when he saw us, smiling as he advanced across the room, his hand extended.
“Good morning.” He took my hand in a grip a little firmer than what my stiff body was comfortable with and pumped it up and down. Somehow, he managed not to cringe as he took in my face. I hadn’t checked my appearance since I’d accumulated my most recent set of injuries, but I was pretty sure I wasn’t a pleasant sight. “Pleasure to meet you, Nora. I hope you slept well. I’m Mr. Neils—my partner tended to you last night after the attack.”
“Yes, she was very kind.” A small fraction of the stiffness in my shoulders melted away. If Mr. Neils was any indication, the Iota Council might not be too bad.
Mr. Neils greeted Tomas with a handshake and a few words before taking me by the elbow and escorting me into the inner council room. The furniture was arranged identically to Eta’s, but the council members were nothing alike. They appeared friendly. There was something about the way they sat easily in their chairs, leaning to the side, resting on the arm support or swinging their feet freely when they didn’t reach the floor. The council members also looked decidedly older than those at Eta, and were probably in their late thirties or early forties. I was ushered into one of the tall folding chairs at the head of the circle and even assisted into the high seat by Mr. Neils. Tomas took the chair next to mine, without help.
I looked over the faces of the councillors. As I did, each person smiled or nodded in my direction, like they were each going out of their way to be welcoming. Although they were clearly trying to put us at ease, their efforts had the opposite effect. Butterflies flapped furiously in my stomach, and my heartbeat matched the speed of their wings. Was my breakfast going to stay put? Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of something red. Turning in the direction of the colour, I recognized the man who’d spoken to Tomas earlier. He held a flag constructed out of a short stick and a piece of red fabric tied to it. Our gazes met and he lowered the flag to his lap.
“Good morning, Nora. I’m Mr. Fairmount, the mayor of this community. We’d like you both to know that we have detained Mr. Effel—as he is known in our community—under guard throughout the night. Upon examining his travelling bag, we discovered well more than the twenty-five hundred credits he took from Nu Compound. He also has less than half of the cure vials he promised to us—assuming they’re a true cure in the first place. The Central Government permits compound officials to perform citizen’s arrests, but we’re required to complete specific documentation, including victim experience statements from you on behalf of Nu Compound.”
“And will we be able to take back our compound’s money?” I squeezed my hands together to keep them from shaking. Knowing that Manners was dealt with would be a huge relief—it was the whole point of this crazy trip—but getting back Nu’s credits…the community members at home would have to be grateful, wouldn’t they? Sensing movement on the other side of the circle, I pivoted to see what was going on and noticed the woman sitting next to Mr. Neils held another flag at shoulder height. It was yellow.
“Good morning, Nora,” said the petite woman with greying blond hair. “I’m Mrs. Wilson. I look after the government documentation of Iota.”
I tried to smile at Mrs. Wilson, but the way my butterflies crashed into each other made it difficult to focus. Should I run for a bathroom? Why were they behaving so politely and formally? It was making me jittery, and it felt as though something else was going on that they were trying to hide.
“Unfortunately…” Mrs. Wilson scanned her fellow council members, as though she wanted to confirm that what she was about to say was absolutely necessary. She also seemed to be hoping that someone else would jump in and save her the trouble of breaking what I didn’t doubt was bad news. When no one did, she returned to me, opened her mouth, hesitated, bit her lip, and then tried again. “We—we don’t have the authority—I’m afraid we can’t return Nu Compound’s credits to you. Mr. Effel must be sent to the Central Government Compound where he will stand trial. Those credits must serve as evidence, and it’s up to the Government officials who preside over his trial to determine when the credits should be returned and how.”
“But…” I stopped. This council seemed more tolerant than Eta’s, but that didn’t mean they would appreciate interruption from a child any better. I paused and glanced around to gauge the reactions of the council members. Each council member’s expression was calm and patient. I squashed my hands together so hard my knuckles ached then swallowed to clear my throat. “If you would excuse me, Mrs. Wilson, but what if Mr. Manners’ hearing is not in time for our compound to have its credits returned to purchase fresh greenhouse supplies? How are we going to survive?”
None of the council members replied immediately. I kept alert for the flash of a coloured flag, but no one moved. A full minute, if not two, passed. Some of the council members shifted in their chairs as I glanced over them, but they were careful not to look back at me. I scanned the semi-circle of adults three times before the mayor stood and stepped into the centre of the chairs.
“Miss Watson, we’re acutely aware of the position Nu Compound is in, having only narrowly escaped being in such a position ourselves. We cannot, however, afford to step outside the carefully designed Government process. Criminal actions are so rarely brought to the Government that we must be sure to follow everything to the letter—”
I was on my feet before I’d even realised I’d moved to stand. How had that happened? The mayor held out his hand to me, his index finger extended as if to scold me, his other hand planted on his hip. Even though my body had reacted without command, I was able to keep my mouth shut, back up and return to my seat. At least I had a smidgeon of self-control. Interlacing my fingers together, I returned them to my lap and waited to see what else the mayor had to say before jumping in to argue.
“I understand from conversations with Tomas that a member of your council has already begun the journey to the Central Government in order to obtain an advanced loan. Although they’ve had a head start, I think it likely that one of our councillors will be able to meet up with your member from Nu at the solar sail port, and if not there, then at the Central Government Compound—along with the incarcerated Mr. Effel. I expect the Government will be more than happy to grant Nu a loan to make sure they don’t run out of greenhouse supplies. And as a show of our gratitude for your extraordinary efforts to apprehend Mr. Effel, we will make sure that if Nu Compound needs anything we can supply, we will do whatever we can to help.”
The mayor finished his speech and folded his hands across his chest as he waited for my reply. I looked at Tomas, who, I discovered, was also looking at me. I glanced around at everyone else and realised they were all waiting for me to react—to say if I thought the plan was acceptable. If I didn’t, what were the councillors willing to do to gain my approval? Probably nothing. They were adults after all; they made the rules.
“When is the next eastbound train expected?” I sat as far back in my chair as I could, so I couldn’t easily pop out of my seat again, ready to do battle without knowing why. The mayor was intent on following the rules, but not quite as rigidly as the mayor from Eta. And he’d promised to help Nu Compound out if necessary. What did I have to complain about?
The mayor’s shoulders, which had scrunched up around his ears as he spoke, dropped to a more natural looking position. What had Tomas said to him about me to make a grown man so uncomfortable? His expression relaxed, then he spun around and returned to his seat. “We expect the next train to be through this afternoon, as long as the winds co-operate. Tomorrow, at the latest, if things get really blustery. Mrs. Wilson will head out with Mr. Effel at that time, and you may choose to return home as well.”
Home. The word sounded divine. My hands pressed into the armrests of my chair, ready to spring from my seat, when I recalled my friend—what happened to her? I had to share the news that we’d been successful, more or less. She’d be so pleased. “Ms. Amatrist. Do you know where she’s gone? We need to find her. She’s very ill. I don’t think she can travel back with us.”
A streak of yellow flashed to my left. Mr. Neils was holding his flag not even at waist-height, like he wasn’t sure whether or not he wanted to draw attention to himself. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, preparing himself for what he was about to say. “Wendy Amatrist was taken into the infirmary early this morning—”
I didn’t wait for Mr. Neils to finish. It didn’t matter, and it definitely wouldn’t make anything better—it could only make the situation worse. I was out of my chair and across the room to the exit in a single heartbeat—and it was beating fast. I threw the door open, and it probably crashed into the wall behind it. If the council members or Tomas were calling to me to slow down, I never knew. Their cleverly devised flag system didn’t work when I wasn’t facing them. I tore across the outer office and into the corridor. I didn’t think about where I was headed; I let my feet carry me along the well-known path as if I were at home.
By the time I covered the short distance to the infirmary, I was out of breath. It was possibly the fastest I’d ever run in my life, and it took a huge effort to slow myself down. I couldn’t plow through the infirmary like an angry bull. I forced myself to take huge gasping, lungfuls of air as I walked the main hall of the infirmary. I swept my head from side-to-side, watching for an infirmary attendant, and grabbed the first person I came across. We almost rammed into each other as I rounded the corner toward the main desk. I clutched the man by the lapels of his white overcoat to keep him from escaping before I gained the information I was after.
“Where’s Ms. Amatrist?” By the alarmed look on the attendant’s face, I could tell I’d spoken too loud. He pulled at my wrists, trying to dislodge me, but his efforts only made me hold on tighter. I had to find my friend. Tears prickled at the corners of my eyes, and my nose stung. I softened my voice. “Please tell me, where’s Ms. Amatrist? Ms. Wendy Amatrist from Nu Compound? Really from here originally, but she moved to Nu when she was a child. Please tell me. I have to see her. It’s important.”
The attendant stopped struggling, and gave me a sad little smile that made my heart skip a beat. Please don’t let Ms. Amatrist already be dead. Please. I released the man’s jacket as dread paralyzed me, rippling out from my chest and into my fingers and toes. If he said anything, I missed it, although it was entirely possible he was calling me a crazy lunatic for lunging at him. He started off toward one of the wards, but after a few steps, he must have realised I wasn’t moving, so he paused and motioned for me to follow. “She’s this way.”
Not sure whether that meant she was alive or dead, I managed to unglue my feet from the floor and lurch along behind him. He led me along the narrow hallway that I knew would lead to the women’s ward. She wouldn’t be in the ward if she were dead, right? My legs itched to run ahead and get to Ms. Amatrist as quickly as I could, but I forced myself to stay behind the attendant.
Even if I knew where we were going, I didn’t know which bed was hers, and I could hardly go from bed-to-bed peering at strangers with a disappointed look if they turned out not to be my friend. When we reached the room, he crossed the floor to the back corner of the ward, where the frighteningly pale figure of Ms. Amatrist rested on a gurney rather than a proper bed. She was pushed up right against the wall—the infirmary was so full. The attendant stopped a few feet from the bed and motioned me ahead of him.
“Thank you,” I said, as I wiped away a tear. I didn’t want to cry in front of Ms. Amatrist.
The attendant nodded then placed his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t keep her up too long. It’s a miracle she survived the train journey. It’s left her with almost no strength whatsoever.”
“Okay.” I hoped I’d kept my voice suitably low, so I wouldn’t disturb anyone. Creeping on tiptoes, I approached the gurney and rested my hand on the cold metal safety rail. Ms. Amatrist’s chest rose and fell at a dangerously slow, but rhythmic pace—she was probably on heavy painkillers. Her face looked peaceful with her red hair spread around her on the pillow. I hesitated as I reached out for my friend, my hand unsteady. Then Ms. Amatrist’s lips moved, but only slightly, and not enough for me to understand what she’d said.
“Ms. Amatrist?” I said. My hand still hovered over her, not sure what to do. “W-Wendy?” My heart pulsed so uncomfortably fast that it made my chest hurt.
Ms. Amatrist’s eyes moved underneath closed lids. Her eyelashes fluttered, then she opened her eyes. Her expression was confused at first, but as she looked around, she seemed to recall her surroundings and remember where she was. When she caught sight of me, her almost purple lips drew up into a weak smile. “Nora.”
She tried to reach out to me, but she could barely lift her arm off her chest. Grabbing her icy hand, I pressed it to my cheek. “I’m here, Ms. Amatrist.”
“I’m glad to see you, Nora.” Ms. Amatrist tried to focus on me as she spoke, but her glassy eyes kept drifting away from my face and up toward the ceiling.
“Did you find them?” I leaned farther over the rail of the gurney so my face was in her line of vision. “Did you find your brother and his partner?”
Ms. Amatrist shook her head as she stared above me. Her mouth opened and closed, but I couldn’t decipher the words that only half-formed on her lips. I grasped her other hand and pressed them both between mine, trying to warm them up. I blew on her fingers and rubbed; they were stone cold.
“Is everything all right?” I tried to keep my voice low, hoping I wouldn’t disturb the other women. “Did you find them, your family?”
Ms. Amatrist’s head rolled back and forth on the pillow, but she didn’t speak.
“Oh, Ms. Amatrist.” I desperately wanted to hug my friend. I wanted to scoop her up and hold her tight. If there was only some way I could make this better for her. It was the only thing she’d hoped for before she died, and it was now gone. “Are they all—”
“My brother,” she paused and licked her lips.
“You don’t have to explain.” I pulled at the levers at the end of the gurney, trying to find a way to let the side bar down.
“No, you see, he didn’t die of the disease. He died in an accident; he fell off a ladder…”
On the third try, I found the right button and released the bar down and scrambled onto the narrow mattress. I snuggled up close to Ms. Amatrist and wrapped my arms around her. How had I never noticed how skinny she had become over the months? I hadn’t noticed she’d been sick. I could feel every bone and joint in her body. She felt like how I imagined winter to feel. Every inch of her ice, she trembled as I held her. I smoothed away the hair that clung to her forehead.
“The Iota Council has arrested Mr. Manners,” I said, trying to think of nicer things to talk about than death. Mr. Manners wasn’t an ideal conversation either, but at least it meant that our cross-country voyage hadn’t been pointless. “He’s to be packed off on the next eastbound train with an escort from Iota and will be taken to the Central Government Compound for a trial. We should get our credits back.”
Ms. Amatrist’s lips curled ever-so-slightly upward. “You’re a remarkable young woman, Nora. I’ve never met anyone with as much determination as you.”
I smiled too and tried to laugh. “It’s because I can’t hear. I overcompensate for my disabilities.” I swiped at the tears collecting on my cheek. I couldn’t cry—not in front of her. I had to be brave. “Would you like me to stay with you? Until…I mean the train is expected this afternoon, but I can always wait for the next one. I can keep you company—”
Slowly, and as if the effort was equal to moving the world, Ms. Amatrist lifted her index finger to my lips. “Go with Tomas. Go home. I think he’s missing his parents and his friends, but he won’t leave without you. Mira is still here, with their sons Darren and Michel. They’ll keep me company until I… And you should keep Tomas company. It’s a long trip back to Nu. Four days.”
“We’ll see,” I said and tightened my hold around Ms. Amatrist’s shoulders. I closed my eyes and nuzzled my cheek into my friend’s thin shoulder. I sighed as a blur of thoughts flashed through my mind: memories of my mother, of home, and of times spent with Ms. Amatrist in the greenhouse. And, of course, more recent memories of the train ride and the meetings with both Eta and Iota Compound Councils. I sighed in contentment because I knew it was almost all over. Whether I returned on the train tomorrow or I waited another week to stay with Ms. Amatrist, I sensed this adventure would be over soon.




Chapter Fifteen: Lost Friend

Someone shook me, gently, like they were afraid to wake me. I struggled to remember what I had to do to wake up. My arms and side ached from the position I’d fallen asleep in, and the thin, plastic-like mattress I was resting on didn’t provide much comfort. I forced one eye open so I was squinting up into a bright overhead light. I opened the other eye and waited for my pupils to adjust and allow me to see again. Someone leaned over me, their head blocking out the light, and once again my eyes had to adjust to the change in brightness. I recognized the form above me.
“Tomas?” I wiggled around in the bed so I could sit up. “Is it time to go?”
Tomas nodded then held out his hands to me to help me down from the high bed. I ignored the offer and instead pressed down on the edge of the bed with my palms to lift myself, then hopped to the floor. I banged my hands together as if I was knocking dust from them. “Has the train arrived? How long have I slept? What time is it?”
Tomas’ expression was unusually sombre. No hint of a smile, no sign of cheerfulness. He looked unimaginably tired, like he hadn’t slept in days. “The train arrived yesterday—when we tried to wake you for lunch you were so unresponsive, the infirmary staff were worried you’d sunk into some kind of coma—”
“I’ve been asleep since yesterday morning?” I felt like I’d been socked in stomach.
“We finally decided you were so exhausted from everything that’s happened that you just needed to rest.” Tomas shrugged, his attention drifting off to the floor.
Feeling woozy, I pressed my hand to my forehead. How could I have let myself run down so far that I’d put myself out of commission for an entire day? Tomas clearly hadn’t taken the time to rest himself. He must have been busy with something this whole time. “Have you made a report to the Iota Council about Manners?”
“All taken care of.” Tomas nodded, still avoiding my gaze.
“And the train?” What were the chances that it would still be here, waiting to take us home?
“Leaving in forty-five minutes.” Tomas rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, like he had a giant knot there he was trying to ease out. His lips parted slightly, like there was something else he wanted to say, but hadn’t drummed up the courage to spit it out yet.
“Shall we be off?” I said, hoping that this might spur the conversation along.
Instead of answering me, Tomas seized my arm, his fingertips digging into my muscles. I shrugged my shoulders, trying to break Tomas’ grasp, but he only held on tighter.
“What?” I shoved against his chest with my hands. “What’s the matter with you? Why won’t you say something?”
A small drop of liquid splashed onto my hand—a tear, but not mine. I stopped pushing and looked into his face: his eyes were full of tears. They streamed down his cheeks, soaking his shirt and splashing onto my skin. Without speaking, he enfolded me in an embrace; it was like the hug he’d given me out in the picnic area of Eta, when I’d realised Ms. Amatrist was sick. Only now, he was the one who was crying. Hot tears splattered on my forehead and my face. Tomas held me so close it was difficult to breath. I had to force my lungs open as wide as they would go to make sure I took in enough oxygen. Then it hit me.
“Tomas?” My knees gave out, and I slipped downward. Tomas’ strong arms kept me from falling to the ground; instead, he lowered me gently until my knees touched the tiled floor, and he knelt in front of me.
“Yes, Nora.”
I sucked in a deep breath. Did I have any strength left to tap into? I was exhausted physically and mentally. Every crevice, every cell in my body was tired. Clutching Tomas’ arm, I forced myself to meet his gaze. His eyes, normally the colour of blue crystal, were rimmed with red. “Don’t say it. I can’t—”
I was going to vomit. Panic rose with the bile, as I scanned for a bowl or a garbage can, anything I could use. I scrambled toward the head of the gurney on my hands and knees, where a wash basin had been left. Reaching it in time, I threw up. When I was done, I wiped my mouth with the back of my wrist and rested on all fours. Ms. Amatrist was gone? I’d known it was coming, yet it hadn’t been long enough to prepare, to really understand what that was going to mean, how it would feel. My mother’s decline had taken years; her death had been a blessing in comparison to how she’d been living, but still the shock had practically immobilized me. This—this, my brain couldn’t—I—the room tilted beneath me and I tucked my head between bent arms. Keep breathing, keep calm.
A warm hand rested on the small of my back. I sensed no urgency in the gesture, no silent request for me to hurry up and pull myself together, to get over it. It was a simple sign of understanding. We’d lost a friend, and there was nothing either of us could say that would make that fact go away. Heat radiated up my spine, providing a small sense of comfort, as the warmth eased the tightness in my muscles. I sighed, resting my forehead on the cold floor, providing a pleasant contrast to the rest of my body temperature. My eyelids dropped, and I slowly expanded my lungs as I moved air in and out through my nose. Would anyone at home mourn the loss of Ms. Amatrist beyond the utilitarian reason that Nu would need a new greenhouse attendant?
I uncurled my spine until I sat straight, kneeling on my legs, which tingled from the limited circulation. “I want to see her before we go.” I looked directly at Tomas as I spoke, trying to look as determined as possible.
“I think they moved her to the storage room.” Tomas brushed away the tears from his cheeks then rose from his knees. “Are you certain? I’m sure you don’t have to—she’d understand if you didn’t.”
I took Tomas’ offered support and levered myself to my feet. He released one hand once I was steady but kept the other in his grasp as he led the way toward the infirmary storage room. The action was simple, but it went a long way to calming me. Feeling his skin next to mine, it reminded me that he was still here, even if Ms. Amatrist wasn’t. That ever present sandy smell and the radiant body heat reassured me that although things were pretty bad, they weren’t quite as dreadful as they could be. I could be alone.
As we crossed the woman’s ward, I carefully avoided looking at the other patients. Sure, these women were themselves in severe discomfort, many near death, but I didn’t doubt they had enough energy to spare me a pitying glance, and I couldn’t take it. If I caught so much as the curl of a pouting lip, I would lose what little control I had and burst into unabashed sobs. We walked quickly but paused inside the entrance to the ward. Tomas pivoted toward me, his eyebrows drawn together like he was in pain, although I was sure it was nothing he felt physically. His eyes searched my face, probably trying to decide how best to proceed. “You don’t—”
I shook my head. “I didn’t when my mother died. People said I was too young, and they wouldn’t let me. I need to say goodbye to Ms. Amatrist.”
Tomas nodded then plodded on. Thank goodness he wasn’t going to argue and talk me out of it. When we approached the main desk, a slender woman, who looked to be in her late thirties with dark hair tied in a braid, sat there, staring. She wasn’t dressed in the normal infirmary attendant uniform, and there were no papers or books spread before her to suggest she’d been working on something. I stopped a few paces in front of her chair and cleared my throat.
Her shoulders twitched, then after a long moment, she swiveled around in the chair so she faced us. The skin below her eyes was puffy, and tears still glistened on her cheeks. I swallowed. I should have left the poor woman alone and let myself into the storage room on my own. But when the woman looked at me, she rose to her feet and smiled.
“Are you Nora?” The woman stepped toward me. She was easily two or three inches shorter than I was.
“Yes—I’m sorry, who are you?” I snuck a glance at Tomas to see if he knew.
Despite her evident distress, the woman’s smile deepened. “I’m Mira,” she said, taking my hand. “Mira Amatrist.” The small fingers gripped me tighter. “I’m so glad you were with her…that she wasn’t alone.” The corners of her mouth wavered, as though she was fighting to keep the pleasant expression on her face.
I stared at the tiny woman. What I was supposed to say? “I’m glad I was there, too.” I looked again to Tomas, pleadingly, hoping he would come to my rescue.
While I implored him for help, Mira Amatrist collapsed onto me. She clasped me around the shoulders and buried her face in the hollow of my neck. Her shoulders shook. I lifted my arms, but wasn’t sure where to place them. I didn’t know this woman, and she was clinging to me. I was saved the necessity of decision making when she released me. Stepping away, she wiped her eyes with her sleeves and muttered something I couldn’t catch, then gestured toward the door of the storage room. I managed a slight bow as a show of thanks before Tomas pulled me forward. Mira Amatrist held the door of the storage room open for us as we stepped through side-by-side.
The infirmary storage room was cool, more so than the rest of the compound. My skin rippled with goose flesh, so I crossed my arms over my chest and tucked my hands underneath my armpits. I wouldn’t be able to stay in here for long, even if I wanted to. Tomas kept a supporting hand on my lower back as he propelled me toward a steel shelf jutting out from the wall. Ms. Amatrist lay on it. No blanket or sheet had been placed on top of her. She was still dressed in her dark green cargo pants and the navy long sleeve top she’d been wearing since we’d left home. Her face looked even more peaceful than when I’d seen her in the infirmary ward, but this time no matter how long I stared, her chest didn’t move.
Tomas stood close to me, although I wasn’t sure whether it was for emotional support, warmth, or both. I didn’t really care. I felt relieved to be able to lean against him and know that he was there. He placed his arm around my shoulder, and I rested my head against his chest. We stood like this for some time; I wasn’t sure how long. It felt like time ceased to pass. I wasn’t even looking at Ms. Amatrist, or thinking about her. I was focused on the warm bodied person standing beside me and about what Ms. Amatrist had said about him. In a way, I supposed that meant I was remembering my friend.
“We’d better get going,” I said as I turned. “We shouldn’t miss the train home. Who knows when we’ll have another chance?”
Tomas followed me, his hand on my shoulder. He gave me a squeeze, but he didn’t speak. When we exited the storage room, Mira Amatrist was talking with Mrs. Neils. Both women looked grave, their faces drawn and pale. Mrs. Neils took my hand, but I couldn’t make out what she said. My sight was blurred by tears. I didn’t try to clear them; I let them build up until they obscured my vision and poured down my face. I wasn’t interested in condolences. Mrs. Neils could say whatever she liked if it made her feel better—I didn’t have to understand it. After a little while, Tomas led me away from the two women. I kept my gaze focused on the ground, my sight still distorted by tears.
We exited the infirmary without a word and walked in silence. I didn’t ask Tomas where he was leading me. We were headed out to the rail to board the train and return to Nu. What else was left for us? Ms. Amatrist was dead. Mr. Manners was to be held responsible for his actions. We were going home. Tomas had family who were probably worried about him. I had my mother’s pictures hanging on the walls of my cube, and I needed to keep doing what both Ms. Amatrist and my mother would have wanted me to do: study for my laboratory exam. I would study for the test to become a scientist at the Central Government Compound—it would make my mother proud.
I hardly noticed when we exited the compound and crossed the sandy ground to the train platform. Only when a wind gust blew sand into my eyes did I pause to wipe away the grit and absorb a little of what had happened—today, yesterday, four days ago. It was like I’d been sleep-walking, behaving on automatic pilot, and the blindfold had come off and reality caught up.
Now, we were going home. Would we be expected to behave as if nothing had happened? Was Manners one of those experiences adults would wipe from their memories in an effort to escape the bitter disappointment that he’d only been selling lies? How badly was I going to be reprimanded for coaxing another child and an extremely sick adult to run off and capture Manners? With Mrs. Classen on the council, it would possibly go badly.
Tomas continued on another step before he realised I wasn’t beside him. He stopped and looked at me, his free hand cupped across his eyes to shade them from the sun. “Is something wrong, Nora?” He waited patiently for me to speak. The bags under his eyes suggested exhaustion.
Ms. Amatrist was dead, that was definitely wrong, she wasn’t even thirty, but I held my tongue. Tomas knew that. He was upset about it, too. Her brother’s partner would take care to make sure an appropriate memory service was held, I felt certain of that. “No, nothing wrong,” I said. I tried to smile, but the muscles in my face were frozen. “Let’s just go home.”
Tomas pulled me closer, wrapping his arm around my waist, and we walked the remaining distance to the train platform as if our hips were glued together. When we reached the old wooden stairs, he released me, and I trudged up to the top where I patted the pockets of my sundress. “I don’t know where my credit card is,” I said, feeling dumb.
Tomas shook his head and gave me a dismissive wave as he joined me on the platform. “It’s okay, they’ve opened it up for us. I’ve already brought our bags on board.” Then he crossed the shaky wooden structure and tapped his index finger twice on a small white patch next to the card reader. The door slid back after a moment’s hesitation, and we stepped on board.
“Where is Manners being held?” I faltered after only a few steps.
Tomas pivoted in the narrow passage and grabbed my shoulder. “I don’t know, and I don’t think you need to speak to him.”
I shrugged and tried to knock Tomas’ hands away. “I don’t want to speak to him.” I spat the words out like they were a bad taste in my mouth. “I don’t want to see him at all. Even when we get home, I don’t want to catch so much as a glimpse of him, or I might try to kill him—” Tomas’ mouth popped open, but I hurried on. “It’s only what he tried to do to me.” I pointed to my face where I knew I was bruised.
Tomas grimaced and pulled my hand away from my face. “Don’t think like that Nora, and don’t remind me of what he did to you, or I might be tempted to return the favour, too.” He dropped my hand then turned to face the far end of the train car where he must have left our bags. His shoulders sagged as he walked.
Something twinged in my heart, and the urge to cry swelled through me like a huge wave. I’d dragged Tomas through all of this, and what did he get in return? Nothing except sleep deprivation and a stomach ache from worrying over me. “Tomas?” I forced his name out between my lips. My throat felt like sandpaper.
Tomas paused and turned slightly. “Yes?”
I bit my lip. “I’m…sorry.” That word. I’d fallen back on that stupid, meaningless word again. How was I supposed to express myself through speech when I didn’t know the words that described how I was feeling? “I’m sorry I’ve dragged you through all of this—this crap. I’m glad you came. I don’t know if I could have managed on my own.”
Tomas swiveled so he faced me fully. “Of course I came. I told you, Nora. I came because of you; I’m glad I’ve been a help.”
What was I supposed to do now? We stared at each other, my cheeks burning and the waistline of my sundress feeling uncomfortably tight. Then, the train lurched to a start, sending me flying down the aisle at Tomas. He caught me, and I gazed up at his crystal eyes. How had I been so lucky that Tomas decided to pay attention to me? What did he see in me that he couldn’t find in any of the other girls at home? He could have had any of them. Slowly, and more than a little uncertain, I lifted my shaking arms to encircle Tomas’ neck, and I pulled him close to me, resting the side of my forehead on his cheek.
“Thank you,” I said, as softly as I could, then gave him an extra hard squeeze.
Tomas hugged me back, and after a minute, he pulled away from me slightly, just enough so we could look at each other. He smiled and brushed a loose strand of hair off my forehead. His hand paused around my cheek before it slid under my chin, lifting my face until our lips met. I stood very stiff for a heartbeat, trying to decide whether or not this was okay. Then I stopped. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be kissed, but Tomas was considerate and had shown that he cared for me. And it wasn’t as if one kiss led to a lifetime partnership commitment.
The train jerked again, and Tomas let go of me as we both stumbled onto the bench next to us. I grinned and laughed, even though I’d banged my elbow on the fall. We were on our way home, and the thought of sleeping in my own bed again was tantalizing enough to make my limbs ache. I’d also be spending more time in Tomas’ company. I could get used to that, too. Seeing his brilliant smile every day and getting to know him better made any punishment I might receive seem almost worthwhile, or at the very least endurable.
A finger tapped my shoulder. I twisted so I could see Tomas’ face.
“Should we sit with our bags and have lunch? I’m starved.”
“Start without me.” A sudden calming sensation washed over me. There was something I needed to do after all, before I could settle in for the long journey home. “I need to speak with Mrs. Wilson for a minute.”
Tomas’ lips open, but he closed them again. The dark look in his eyes suggested he didn’t entirely trust my vague explanation. “All right,” he said. He held his shoulders stiffly, his hands balled into fists. “I think she’s in the next car. Don’t take too long, or I might eat everything without you.”
“All right.” I nodded and struggled to an upright position, pausing once to see if the rocking of the train car would smooth out. When the swaying eased, I gripped the top of the bench to hoist myself to my feet and walked the length of the car. I peeked over my shoulder to see if Tomas was still watching me. He wasn’t. He’d returned to his seat. I inhaled deeply. This probably wasn’t a good idea, speaking to Manners. Only a couple of minutes ago, I’d said I never wanted to see him again, but there was something I had to know. I yanked the door open and managed to fight my way through the tiny passageway. When I burst into the second car, Mrs. Wilson stood and nearly lost her balance as the train hit an uneven spot in the tracks.
“It’s okay,” I said as I casually waved my hand. “There’s just something I want to ask Mr. Manners.”
Mrs. Wilson looked at me carefully with her sharp blue eyes, giving me a sweeping look from head to toe. Our gazes locked for a moment. I set my mouth in a firm line, determined not to give up. The older woman crossed her arms over her chest for a moment as she considered me. “All right. Five minutes—only. I’ll just be a few seats down.” Then she turned smartly, walked in very precise steps down the aisle, and took a seat in the middle of the car.
To my right sat Manners, staring with great concentration out the window. He held his arms under the table where I couldn’t see them, but I suspected they were bound. I eased myself into the bench across from him, interlaced my fingers and placed my hands on the table. Manners’ posture didn’t change, although he shifted his weight slightly. I counted to ten in my head then cleared my throat. I was pretty sure I had made a loud enough noise to be heard, but he still didn’t acknowledge me. I cleared my throat a second time, but no response.
“I think I have a right to know,” I said at last. Clearly, Manners hoped he could wait me out until I was ushered away by Mrs. Wilson.
A quick look flickered my way. Manners adjusted his position again.
“After trying to kill me, I think I have the right to know why you stole from the compounds.” I spoke the words slowly and carefully, not wanting to be misheard or misunderstood.
Manners shrugged. He swiveled his face from the window beside him to the one across the aisle. As he did, I thought I caught the words. “Why not?” form across his lips.
I squeezed my fingers tightly. My heart fluttered, and a burst of anger swelled deep in my stomach. I counted to ten again. “Why not? Because it’s dishonest. Communities struggle to survive as it is. What could you have gained from the stolen money? Where could you have spent it?”
“What else is there to do in this world?” Now, Manners looked straight at me. He didn’t flinch; he didn’t stutter. His gaze bore into me until I felt as though I could barely draw breath, and I squirmed in my seat. “Plod along with the daily monotony of a compound schedule? Never step foot outside the building you were born in? Instead of wasting my life away, waiting to die from the disease, I decided to see what was around me—”
“And steal necessary resources from others?” I slammed my hands so hard on the table, my palms throbbed from the impact. I scooted to the edge of the bench. “You’re worse than I thought you were.” I stood and stared down at Manners as if he had bug-eyes and green skin. I had never known anyone to think and behave as he had. This scam of his was nothing but a game.
“I’m glad I could exceed your expectations.” Manners shrugged dismissively then returned to watching the endless dunes of sand roll past the window.
I charged toward the door and returned to the car where Tomas was waiting for me. When I reached our spot, I noticed his head was tipped back, resting on the seat bench behind him, his jaw slack. He’d set lunch out on the table in front of him but hadn’t touched the food: spiced rice balls and teriyaki-seasoned protein. I slipped into the seat across from him so that I wouldn’t disturb him. He obviously needed the rest. Grabbing my bag, which had been wedged under the bench, I rested it on my lap and searched through its contents. My mother’s lab book was crammed in the bottom. I pulled it out then returned my bag to the floor. Removing the pencil from its spot, tucked in the spiral binding, I flipped open the cover of the old lab book and began to read.




Hello Dear Reader, still there, are you? You didn’t think that Nora’s story ended here, did you? Surely, if there’s anything you’ve learned about Nora by now it’s that she isn’t a quitter. She’s still got a long ways to go to find a cure to the disease, or even better, a way to prevent people from developing it in the first place. Not only that, but she’s got still a year and a half until she reaches her adult birthday and can officially take on a work task—which will undoubtedly be a disease researcher. There’s no doubt in her mind that she can pass the required tests, but does she have the courage to leave Nu and travel all the way to the Central Government Compound?
But I’m forgetting someone, Reader. That’s Tomas. His future will be decided even sooner. With his adult birthday only six months away, he will be stepping into a new role, but not necessarily one that he wants, which is sometimes the case in smaller compounds. Even though he wants to be in records management, there’s no open position for that profession in Nu. What’s open is greenhouse manager.
I suppose, dear Reader, what might be concerning you above all else is will Nora and Tomas live happily ever after? Will Nora finally recognize her feelings for Tomas, and even if she does, is that feeling love or friendship? Or will she keep ignoring the whole situation until it becomes unavoidable, causing her to speak without thinking and end up trampling on Tomas’ heart in the process.
Find out in the follow up novel to The Cure, The Cause, coming soon to Amazon.
S. Andrea Milne
You can check out my website at: www.sandreamilne.com
I tweet here: https://twitter.com/pegraelian
I insta, or should it be, I gram here: https://www.instagram.com/pegraelian/
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