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HELPER12
 
by
 
jack blaine
Chapter One
I was originally tracked as a Breeder.  I still have the mark—that’s the only reason I know.  They tried to remove it, but whoever was on shift at the laser shop that day didn’t do a fabulous job.  Even though it was done when I was very young, you can still see a part of the B underneath the H they tattooed over it; the skin there is pale, taut scar tissue.  I don’t know what went wrong— whether they just found out my initial results were skewed or whether I didn’t do well on the next level of Breeder tests.  I just know that when I was still a toddler, they removed all my Breeder parts, and sent me to train as a Helper.  Baby Helper12, WQ Pre Ward, Complex 9C.  That’s my full title.  But they just call me Helper12. 
I don’t mind being a Helper; not really.  It’s not terribly hard work, and at least when you’re a Helper you don’t have to do some of the things the others do.  If I was a Breeder, I’d have to go through nine months of pregnancy every other year; always on a special diet, someone always checking to see if I did my exercises or if I had enough iron in my blood.  And that would be my life, until I couldn’t bear their babies anymore.  Breeders don’t even get to see the babies; they take them while they’re still sewing up the incision.
I could have got a lot worse assignments.  I could have been a Leisure Doll, or a Laborer, or Donor.  None of those are too good.  If I’d shown enough promise, I could have been forced to be a Thinker.  I cannot imagine anything worse than that, really.  Sitting all day in a room with the rest of the Thinkers, examining problems from various angles.  I’ve heard that if you don’t come up with your quotient of solutions, you’re as bad off as a Donor is by the end.  
I’m lucky.  I got a pretty sweet deal as a Helper.  The testing showed a strong maternal instinct and so I work at the Central Nursery for the Western Quadrant, in the Pre Ward, as a Baby Helper. I’m right back where I started from, eighteen years ago.  I can picture myself as one of the babies I clean and feed, crying and stretching my wrinkled hands toward some sky.  I can picture myself pushing toward the warmth, the voice, of whomever it was who picked me up back then, my Helper. 
Pre Ward is for babies from one to six months old.  It’s called Pre Ward because the babies are pre, well, pre-anything.  They go from Delivery to us here in Pre Ward, and then on to tracking, where they get most of their testing done, to see what designation they’ll get.  Then a brief stint at Conditioning, where they have whatever procedures they need, like hysterectomies or vasectomies, or lobal injections or whatever.  Then on to Training, for varying lengths of time.  Thank the godz that Helpers don’t have to train long; for me it was only six months, though some, like Surgical Helpers, go longer.  Breeders have a six-month stint too, learning how to take proper care of their bodies in pregnancy.  For Laborers it all depends on what job they’ve pulled.  Thinkers, they never really get done with Training.   
I enjoy the babies.  They don’t have any prejudices—they don’t care that I’m just a Baby Helper.  They don’t mind about my stained uniform tops (Supply won’t ever give us new ones; they claim we’ll just get more formula or shit stains on them) or the fact that I am usually coming off a twenty hour shift and I look it.  You should see the stares I get, even from some of the Domestic Helpers, on my ride to the dorms some mornings after my shift.  They act like taking care of babies is easy work.  I mean, who picked mint green for Baby Helpers anyway?  Seems to me that some dark color would have been better planning.  Black is taken by the Mourners, of course.  But mint green?  With all the puke and poop babies make?  Seems to me we should have got black.  
I have two hours to go on my shift tonight.  We only have three babies in the wing.  That is not a lot of babies; the norm would be around twenty, with six Helpers on shift.  Tonight, it’s just me and the babies.  Two boys and one girl.  I don’t know why the numbers are so low lately.  Nobody says anything about it, which makes it even stranger.  But I try hard not to think about that sort of thing.  Thinking too hard about things you can’t change can make you go crazy.
So far, there are no colored tags on the cribs.  I look every time I start a shift, to see if any pre-tracking cuts have been made.  I don’t think there will be; all three of them are strong, and they seem to be appropriately reactive.  I’m glad, because the cuts are always hard for me.  Helper97 always tells me I need to toughen up, and I know she’s right, but I hate it when I come to work and there’s a red tag on one of my cribs.  It’s hard not to get a little attached.
Helper97 is tough, that’s for sure.  She doesn’t blink when she has to cut one of hers.  Just gets the hypo and does what has to be done.  Not that she’s cruel or anything.  I mean, you don’t get tracked to be a Baby Helper if you aren’t gentle.  She’s careful and calm—I’ve even seen her coo at a baby as she injected the solution into the IV line.  She just doesn’t seem to mind the way I do when it has to be done.  She’s been a Baby Helper for a long time.  Maybe it gets easier after you do it for years.  But I don’t think it will.  
Helper97 is a mystery to me.  I don’t know much about her.  We work a lot of shifts together and she’s never once missed one.  I wonder what she’s doing with her free time tonight, since there were too few babies to justify another Helper on shift.  I don’t know what section of the complex she lives in, though it must not be far from my section; all the lower designations live in roughly the same area.  We ride the same train home sometimes, but she never sits with me or offers to walk with me when we get off.  I don’t know her baby name, and I bet she never uses it even with her friends, if she has any.  
One of the babies starts to cry—one of the boys, of course.
 "Shhhh, shush Jobee."  I press my lips on the soft spot on the top of the baby's head.  I named this one Jobee for no special reason—I just liked the sound of the word.  It's always struck me as odd that the lowly Baby Helpers are the ones who give the babies their baby names, but Helper97 straightened me out on that. 
"We don't matter, but they matter even less," she said, nodding toward the babies.  They might still fail, so it doesn't matter what they're called.  If they make it through and get tracked, they get their designation, so our names go by the wayside, as far as they know.  Nobody knows we pass those names on, and nobody cares what they’re called while they’re still temps."
 She's right.  "Fail" is what they say when they mean die, and many of the babies do.  Even if they make it past the Pre Ward to tracking, some of them just don’t have what it takes.  I’ve seen a few leave here that I knew in my heart would fail.  They just didn’t seem to . . . care.  They didn’t really want to live.  When they’re like that, I know they go to tracking and fail, and that’s that for them.  
“Not you though, right Jobee?”  I nuzzle the nape of Jobee’s neck and jounce him softly.  He calms down, and I put him back in his crib.  It’s almost time to make the final chart notes and then get ready for the next Helper.  There’s always something that needs to be done last minute—usually a diaper change or a crying baby that makes the shift change rushed, so I like to have really clear notes.  That way if I forget to mention something it’s there in the charts.  Tonight, Jobee’s the only baby who has really been awake much.  The other two have been sleeping most of my shift.  I need to make sure that Helper29 knows to keep them up some, so they don’t just fade away.
The door to the Pre Ward swings open.  I expect to see Helper29, but it’s not her.  It’s some older woman, being escorted by one of the Directors.  From the looks of her she’s Society.  No uniform.  The colors of her clothing are mixed and matched in some order that signifies something only to her, not something about her designation.  Or maybe that is what they signify: her designation as Society.  She looks around the room with a cold eye, taking me in that same way she takes in the steel examining tables and acrylic cribs.  Only when she sees the babies do her eyes warm.  
“Oh!”  She makes a sound like a bird, moving toward the cribs.
“Madame, we need to wait.”  The Director seems cowed by her, and he’s not one of the nice ones; he doesn’t hesitate to raise his voice to Helpers.  I wonder who she is, to make him talk so nice.  
  “Nonsense!”  She keeps moving toward the cribs.  I put my charts on the table and rise from my seat; the babies haven’t had all of their inoculations.  This woman is in street clothes; she isn’t even gloved up.  I can’t let her touch them.  I move to the front of the cribs without thinking it through, putting myself between them and her.  
 She glares at me, but doesn’t address me.  Instead, she turns to the Director, arching an eyebrow at him as if to ask why some mess hasn’t been cleaned up.
That’s when I see him.  
He’s been there the whole time, but he’s standing behind the two of them, and right now he’s watching the woman with something in his eyes—pity?  When the Director doesn’t shove me out of her way, she starts to, and that’s when he moves.  In a moment he is at her side, holding her arm gently, restraining her from coming closer.
“Mother.”  He speaks very softly to her.  “The girl’s just doing her job.  She’s protecting them.  Let’s wait for Father to get here.”
Mother.  Father.  
It’s a real live family unit, right here in my Ward.

Chapter Two
 That they're rich goes without saying.  All family units are rich; it costs a lot to live that way.  Luxury taxes are a killer, and most people can't afford even a simple companion animal tax.  Family units run forty percent of gross, at the least.  Pretty much only Society members can afford that.  
I've never seen a family unit up close.  You see them on the ads sometimes, sipping the latest beverage or applying some fancy lotion to their smooth faces, but they don't walk around in the real world.  At least not my real world.  I wonder what it's like to call somebody mother, to know who your mother is, like this boy does.  I can see that he has her eyes; the shape is the same, though his aren't cold.  What would it be like to look at another person and recognize your eyes there, in their face?  
“I hardly think that I pose a threat, Thomas.”
“The babies aren't through all their inoculations—they are not fully protected yet.”   The Director couldn’t sound more uncertain.
Despite the Director’s words, she advances.  I don't flinch when she takes another step toward the crib.  She won't be touching any of my babies without a gown and gloves.  
Finally the Director speaks up.  They’re worth nothing, these Directors.  They don't do any work, and this one seems so scared of the Society lady that he can't speak above a whisper.  
“We really should observe protocol in terms of the possibility of disease—” 
“Disease?"  The Society lady sneers. "Are you suggesting that I—”
“Calm down, Anna.”  A man enters the room.  He's Society, too.  Must be Dad.  
“Sir," the Director stutters.  I—” 
“Never mind."  The man exchanges a look with the boy—Thomas—and places his own hand on the woman's arm.  The boy steps back, looking relieved.  
"I'm sure Anna is just excited.  It's been a long time, getting to this step.”  He looks at the woman.  
“Anna, let's see what we need to do to be safe.  After all, we don't want to take any chances with his health.”
The woman softens.  She shakes her head and smiles.
“I guess I was being a bit pushy."  She looks at the Director.  "I'm sorry.  I'm just excited.”  She doesn't look at me.
“Understandable, Ms. Sloane.  Completely understandable.”  The Director beams at her.  “We'll just get you a gown and some gloves and we'll be all set.”  He turns to me.  
“Helper . . .” he scans my badge.  “Helper12, get some gowns and gloves for the Sloanes.  They're visiting Baby4 today.” 
Baby4 is Jobee.
I go to the wall cabinet and take out gowns.  I get three pairs of gloves from the box.  I feel a buzzy sensation on the crown of my head.  It’s like my scalp is vibrating in a strange way.  I cannot bring myself to look at the faces when I hand out the gowns and gloves; I just hold out the packets and watch the sets of hands grabbing them.  Hers seem like greedy monkey hands, snatching at the gown, clutching at the gloves.  I turn away and look at the babies, listening to the rustling behind me.  
Soon enough, the rustling stops, and when I turn, I see two of them are outfitted in the sterile coverings.  The boy hangs back, his gown and gloves still in their packages.  The woman is front and center, eager to get past me.  
“Helper12, hand Ms. Sloane Baby4.”  The Director doesn’t pretend that it’s a request—it’s an order, loud and clear.  
 I turn back to the cribs, wondering what is going on.  The Pre Ward never has visitors like this.  What are they doing here?  I lean over Jobee’s crib and scoop him up.  I whisper to him as I circle back toward them, sounds that don’t form words.  I hope he knows what I mean.
She’s reaching, grasping for him.  She’s so quick to take him his head wobbles unsupported for a moment.  I take her hand and place it beneath his head, holding it there with my own until she seems to get it.  I don’t care how she glares.
“I have raised a baby.”  She nods toward her son.  
I just smile, though behind my lips, my teeth are gritted tight.  
She forgets me quick, looking down at Jobee.  He is sweet, a sweet boy, hardly ever fitful.  Still, he has a great set of lungs, and I wonder what she would think of his occasional tantrums.  I smile a real smile, just thinking of how strong he can be.  
“Oh John.  Look at him.”  The woman clucks some more, and holds Jobee up toward the father.  I notice the son stays back from all of this.
“He’s a fine specimen.”  The man is watching the woman’s face, not Jobee’s.  He looks hopeful.  I sneak a glance at the boy.  He looks skeptical.  He catches me looking and his expression goes blank.
“When can we have him?’  The woman looks at the Director.  She sounds like she’s ordering a new sofa.
“Well, he’ll have to have all of his inoculations, and we’ll have to do some . . . we’ll have to make some arrangements.”  The Director looks at me.  After a few seconds I remember to shut my mouth.  
I think this is one of those illegal adoptions.  
I’ve heard of them.  There are whispers now and then around the Ward, but I always thought people were just making things up.  It would cost so much to buy everyone involved off.  And regulations are so tight surrounding the babies.  Or at least, that’s what I thought.
“How long?”  The woman’s mouth gets thin, like she’s not used to having to ask the same question twice.
The Director looks at me.  “When is the last set of shots for this one?”
I wish I didn’t have to answer.  “He’s due to have them in two days.”  
“That works perfectly!”  The woman smiles.  “He’s so close, you can just give them to him tonight.”  She gazes up at the man.  “Darling, won’t it be perfect?”
Mr. Sloane smiles down at her.  “Are you sure you want to move that fast dear?’
She frowns.  “Of course.”
“I only meant that we have that trip planned.”  Mr. Sloane tilts his head at her.  “Our anniversary trip.  Only two weeks away, and we’ll be gone for three.  Who will watch over this little one while we’re gone?  Thomas will be off at school, and it would be too much for him even if he wasn’t.”
“Oh!”  The woman sounds perplexed. But then she smiles again.  “We’ll have to have a Nanny, of course, like we did with Thomas and . . .”  Her voice trails off momentarily.  “We’ll just be sure to hire one before then.”
The Director looks uncomfortable.  He sniffs and studies the toes of his shiny black shoes.  Mr. Sloane frowns at the woman.
“But dear,” he says.  “We can’t go through an agency for that kind of help.  Not without . . . triggering some alarms.”
The woman furrows her brow at him.  “Whatever do you mean?”  
After a moment of silence, she seems to understand.  “Ah.  Still, I’ll need some sort of help, certainly, darling.”  She sighs, but then her face lightens.  We’ll just hire her!”  She lifts her chin toward me, and then buries her nose in Jobee’s neck.  
“She’s designated a Baby Helper, Ma’am, not a private Nanny.”  The Director sniffs.
“So?”  The woman doesn’t even look his way.  She looks up at Mr. Sloane.  “Take care of it, won’t you dear?”  She smiles, and then goes back to inhaling Jobee.
Mr. Sloane snorts.  He shakes his head indulgently, and takes the Director’s arm.  They walk away from the rest of us, speaking in low tones.  
I have no idea what’s going on.

Chapter Three
 Jobee seems content enough, now that his head is being supported.  I want to snatch him back from Ms. Sloane, but I know I can't.  She's swaying, staring at his face blissfully.  Still, I keep a close eye on her.  There's something about her I don't trust.
Her son doesn't look any happier than I feel.  He's watching her, too, a sour look on his face.  She's oblivious to him, though, absorbed in her moment with Jobee.  While he's observing his mother, I take the opportunity to look him over.  
He bears a striking resemblance to his father, though he’s better looking.  He’s got the easy air of someone who has never felt want, at least not for food or warmth or shelter.  He stands solid on his feet, and straight, none of the slouching that’s so popular with the boys I see around my section of the complex.  His dark hair is long, like the models in the fashion ads, and straight—no regulation skinner cut for him.  All Helpers have to keep their hair to one inch, no longer.  It’s free to get it trimmed at the shops, but it cuts down on fashion options, for certain.  He’s got blue eyes that make a startling contrast to his hair.  I wonder if he’s wearing lenses to make his eyes that particular shade.  
Those blue eyes shine their full force on me, and I look away.  When I look back, he’s still staring and I feel my cheeks flush hot.  I know they’ve turned that infuriating shade of pink that they do when I’m embarrassed, because he smiles, a slow, maddeningly self-satisfied grin.  I busy myself with the chart I was updating before these people barged into my Ward.  When I’m done with that, the Director and Mr. Sloane are still huddled in the far corner, and Ms. Sloane is still hypnotized by Jobee’s gurgles and burps.  The boy is gone.  
I look around but I don’t see him lurking anywhere.  I check on the other two babies; they are still sleeping peacefully.  Helper29 walks in, and stares wide-eyed at the Director.  It’s usually a bad thing to see a Director anywhere near the wards.   I motion her over.
“Who are they?”  She whispers, but she is so loud I’m sure the Director can hear every word.
“Shhh.”  I hush her and lead her to the furthest corner, away from the Director.  “I don’t know what’s up.  They came in and asked to see Jobee.”  I watch as the Director and Mr. Sloane talk in low voices.  Now that Helper29 is here, I’m going to have to leave.  My shift is over and there’s no reason for me to linger.  I realize I don’t want to leave while Ms. Sloane is still holding Jobee.  I walk back over to the table where I left the charts, and grab one.  “Let me update you,” I say, and Helper29 looks at me like I’ve grown antennae.  I do enjoy being with the babies, but usually by the time my shift is over I am ready to fly out the door—I just hand over the charts and consider the update done.  
I ignore the look, and start to go over temperatures and feedings and all the other things there is no need to go over because I have charted them all.  I’m pointing out how many CCs of urine Jobee produced during my shift when Helper29 stiffens.  I look up.  The Director is approaching us.  He looks pleased with himself, but then he usually does.  
“Helper29, the linens need replenishing here.”  The Director is looking right at the stack of clean crib sheets.   “Can you go to Supply and get some fresh ones please?”  He taps his foot while Helper29 stares, confused.  She is great with the babies, but she’s not the smartest.  
“Go ahead,” I say.  “I’ll cover until you’re back.”
As soon as she is out of earshot, the Director turns to me.
“Helper12.”  He pauses, ensuring that he has my full attention before he continues.  “We have a . . . a situation.”  He narrows his eyes at me, assessing me.  “The Sloanes, there, are a wonderful, wonderful couple.  They’ve been blessed with one son.  They want, and can afford, another child.”  He lowers his voice even more, so that I can hardly hear him.  
“Tragically, they are unable to conceive another child on their own.  So they’ve come to us, seeking help.”  He sounds like he’s selling something to me.
“Why don’t they go to one of the agencies?”  I don’t like where this is going.  There are government approved agencies for this kind of thing; the Sloanes should be going to one of them.
“Well.”  The Director doesn’t look pleased with me.  “That is really not your concern, Helper12.”  He scans my badge again, and takes a carrycom out of his pocket.  He keys something into it, and then slips it back into his pocket.  
“Your concern,” he says, “should be the welfare of these babies.  And more so, the opportunity that has presented itself for that particular baby.”  He gestures toward Jobee, who is still in Ms. Sloane’s clutches.  
I don’t want Jobee to go with these people, even though it would be a better life for him than what probably awaits him after tracking.  He would have money, and education, and  . . . freedom.  I can’t believe I am being this selfish.  I look at Ms. Sloane.  She does seem to be in love with Jobee.  Maybe it would be a great thing for him.  
The Director leans in close to me, so close I can smell his lunch—some sort of meat—on his breath. “Let’s not forget the opportunity that has presented itself to you, as well.”
“What opportunity is that, sir?”  Suddenly I feel very nervous.  
The Director touches my arm.  “You,” he breathes, “will be going with Baby4, to the Sloane’s home.  You will be their nanny.”
I want to move my arm away, but I know better.  “I’m not tracked as a Nanny, sir.  I’m just a—”
“I know what you are.”  His hand wraps around my upper arm, squeezing.  “You’ll do as you’re told now.  The Sloanes will feed you well and provide a room for you, a private room, all your own.”
“Administration will know the minute I don’t scan in for a shift.”  I wonder how he thinks he can pull this off.  The Sloanes must be offering him a lot, to take this sort of risk.  
“Helpers don’t show up all the time, all across the city.”  He looks at me from the corner of his eye.  “Don’t you follow the reports?  Helpers go missing all the time, for many reasons.  Some are simply never found.”  His grip on my arm tightens to the point where I know that tomorrow, there will be purple bruise there.
“Everything good here?”  Mr. Sloane is before us.  Ms. Sloane is right next to him.
“Of course it is, dear, isn’t it?”  She looks pointedly at the Director.
“All is well.”  The Director notices Mr. Sloane frowning at my arm, and loosens his hold.  I want to rub my arm where he hurt me, but I don’t.  I just stand, saying nothing.
“Helper12, would tomorrow be too early for you to have your things ready?”  Mr. Sloane is waiting for me to answer.
“My things?”  I sound like some sort of parrot.  I have a very bad feeling.
“Yes.  We can send a car, just let the Director know your address and we’ll have it there tomorrow, say, early afternoon?”  Mr. Sloane waits for me to answer, but I can’t seem to form any words.
“Her address is on file—I can send it along to your car service.”  The Director smiles at the two of them.  
“Don’t bring too much—the room’s furnished, of course, and you’ll be wearing clothing we provide.”  Ms. Sloane wrinkles her nose.  “We don’t want to import any problems.”
“My dear.”  Mr. Sloane looks chagrined.  
“Well?”  Ms. Sloane does not seem repentant.  “You know the problems the complexes have with infestations.  I won’t have anything brought into our home.”
The Director cuts in with assuring noises and steers the two of them away from me.  They go, taking Jobee with them.  
That’s when I realize they’re taking Jobee.

Chapter Four
The Sloanes walked right out the door with Jobee.  When Helper29 got back with the unnecessary linens, there were two babies in the Ward, not three.  I don’t know what the Director told her; he grabbed my arm again and steered me out to the hall before she got back.
“Be ready tomorrow at two.”  He retrieved his carrycom, peered at the display.  He thumbed in some numbers, oblivious to me, to the fact that I was shaking.  After more staring at the display, he smiled.
“Deposited with no problem.”  He was talking to himself, as though I wasn’t there.  His smile kept getting wider and wider.  When he looked up, he seemed surprised to find me still standing there.
“Well?”  He clicked off the carrycom and pocketed it.  “Get going.  And remember what they said about not bringing any bedbugs along with you.”  He curled his lip in distaste at the thought.  “They’ll have the Driver come to your cube, so don’t hang around your complex attracting attention.  Just wait inside until you hear your buzzer.”
“Sir.”  I think I must have been in shock at that point—I really thought he might listen to me.  “I am designated a Baby Helper.”  I placed special emphasis on my designation, as though he was just confused, and once he understood he would chuckle and send me back into the Ward to update Helper29 for shift change.  “I don’t have Private Nanny training.  I can’t work for the Sloanes.”
The Director frowned.  He drew in a breath, and then let it out slowly through pursed lips, like people do when they’re trying to lower their blood pressure.  
“Helper12.”  He spoke slowly, as though he was addressing a child.  “You don’t seem to be listening.  You will be working for the Sloanes, starting tomorrow.  You will never be a Baby Helper again.  I have sold you to them.  Just like I sold that baby.”  He put his face close to mine.  “If you do not do as you are told, I will simply report your status as negligent, instead of missing.”
Negligent.  As in, not present at one’s designated task.  As in, absent without permission.  As in . . . life sentence. 
The penalty for negligence is severe.  It really is a life sentence, and that’s a best case scenario.  They execute people for it, sometimes.  And all it would take for the Director to have me chased down and sentenced would be a single report.
I nod at him, unable to say anything intelligent.  And then I turn, and without one backward glance at the place I’ve worked since I left training, I head to my cube.

Chapter Five
I’ve been ready for two hours.  It’s almost time now; I should hear the strident tone of my cube buzzer anytime.
I’m sitting on my cot, dressed in my uniform, as the Director told me to do.  He said I would get different clothes once I arrived at the Sloanes.  I have my extra under garments and my spare pair of shoes in a sack next to me.  I look around while I wait, at the place I’ve called home since I was reassigned from the training complex.
Cubes aren’t much, but they’re a big step up from the dorms in the training complexes.  In the dorms, we all slept in one big room, so they did feel less claustrophobic.  But my cube, cramped as it may be, has been my sanctuary, my only private haven.  The unpainted concrete walls have been my protection from everything outside of them.  Not just the violent clashes that sometimes erupt in the complex halls, the sounds of people screaming at each other, hitting each other.  Those things are a part of living in the lower complexes; the police don’t come here unless they have to, and they don’t think most crimes merit a visit.  
These walls have protected me against other things, too.  The loneliness of my existence, the helpless feeling of knowing I will repeat my steps each day, that I will do as I am bid, do what I have been trained to do, until I can’t do it anymore.  That I will die as I’ve lived, alone.  Within my cube walls, sometimes, I’ve been able to forget my real life.    
I’ve been able to do that because I draw.  I know it’s forbidden, I know I could be punished.  But I do it anyway.  I can’t really see the harm in my doodles.  They are just pictures, just marks on paper.  I would never show them to anybody.  
Still, they’re illegal, at least for me.  I wasn’t tracked as an artist, and I haven’t been trained as one.  I’m not supposed to engage in any sort of creative work.  According to the government, unless you are trained in the proper subject matter and implementation, creative work can be dangerous.  It can incite people, and that can lead to social unrest.  Social unrest is not allowed.  Untrained creation is a serious offense.
I’ve always loved it, though.  I doubt I’m any good—my drawings don’t look anything like what the government-sanctioned artists produce.  I started accidentally, when I noticed that one of the illustrations in one of my training manuals was inaccurate.  It was a picture of a baby, but the way the eyes were rendered was  . . . wrong.  They were placed just off from where they should be, and it made the whole face look funny.  I had a pencil for charting—in training we didn’t have electronic charts—and I remember drawing over those eyes, enlarging them so that their placement looked more natural.  I didn’t think about it; I just did it.  And from there, I drew more, and more.
My cubicle kept me hidden, safe from discovery for many hours, while I scribbled my little pictures.  Yes, the cameras are live in my cube, just like they are in the rest, but I know a way to lie on my cot, turned just so, that blocks their electronic eyes.  It must, or I would have been dragged away long ago.  I draw in the flickering light of the ever present vid feed coming from the screen set into my cube wall.  While the ads play pretty pictures of carefree people living lives I will never come close to, I draw, and I escape.
I get the paper from the Ward.  I know it’s stealing, but it’s only the wrappers from the gowns we use; they would be thrown out anyway.  When I left training I stole two of the charting pencils, but they wore down to nubs long ago.  So I had to go find a Jacket.  That was an adventure.
You can find them easy enough, the ones wearing the over-sized coats, hanging around outside the train station entrances.  I’d heard about them, heard that those coats were outfitted inside with countless pockets and loops, holding all kinds of wares.  I didn’t think I would be lucky enough to find one with pencils; they aren’t in common use, and I think most Jackets trade things like drugs or knives.  I’d never thought of approaching one; they look scary.  But I needed pencils.
The Jacket I picked was almost always outside the entrance to the station near the Central Nursery.  I decided it would be better to try there, in the bustle of the crowd, than at the station near my complex, where it was less busy.  I walked past him a couple of times before I got the nerve to speak to him.
He wore a black coat, bulky and long.  He was surprisingly young—not much older than me, I don’t think.  He sized me up as an amateur pretty quickly.
“What you want?”  He had a twitch—the right side of his mouth kept hitching up.  
“I want some pencils.”  I whispered, so soft he had to lean in to hear.
“What?”
“Pencils.”  I spoke a little louder.  “I want some pencils.”
“Keep it down, will ya?”  He looked irritated.  “I got no pencils.”
“Oh.”  I was crestfallen.  I had planned this so carefully.  I had taken two analgesic tablets from the Ward; I had planned to tell the Jacket they were blitzers; they were a popular drug in the complexes because of their mood elevating qualities.  I could have access to blitzers as a Baby Helper, and he would know that, so it might work.  I started to walk away.
“Krike.”  The Jacket sounded as irritated as he looked.  I turned back toward him.  He was shaking his head, as though I were the saddest thing he’d seen today.
“Don’t mean I can’t get ‘em.”  He crooked his finger at me.  Dutifully, I stepped back toward him.  He crooked his finger again, until I came close enough to hear.
“What you got for ‘em?”  His lip hitched while he waited for me to answer.
“I’ve got some blitzers.”  I hoped I sounded convincing.  “Two,” I added.
His eyes widened.  “You?  Blitzers?  You sure?”
“Yes!”  
How many pencils you want for your blitzers?”
It struck me then.  I couldn’t tell him I had blitzers when I didn’t.  He was here at my station every day.   When he discovered I’d duped him, I was sure he would have me killed, or worse.
“I only have analgesics.”  I bowed my head.
“What?”  He twitched some more, and scrunched his eyebrows together.
“Pain relievers.  But not the fun kind.”
“Can you get more then two?”
I looked up, shocked.  I’d expected curses from him.
“Yes.”  I thought about it.  “I can get a half dozen by tomorrow.”  I could, as long as I was careful.  Analgesics weren’t tracked as closely as some of the other medications.  Sometimes Helpers took them for their own headaches during shifts.
The Jacket nodded.  “I get the worst back pain,” he said.  “Standing here all day, gets pretty bad.”  He did some mental calculations.  “I’ll give two pencils for a half dozen.  Be back here tomorrow, same time.”
And I was.  
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My Jacket kept me in pencils and I kept him in pain killers.  It worked out well.  And I could draw all I wanted, as long as I was careful.  I folded wrappers for my sterile gowns each shift, and stashed them in my pocket.  When I got back to my cube, I lay down with my back to the camera, and lost myself in sketches of tiny worlds, complete with roads and buildings and trees and parks.  I drew faces, of no one I had ever known, faces that looked back at me from the wrapping paper almost as though they were trying to speak to me.  I made up stories about some of the faces, and drew the places I thought they might live.  
It was my way to forget.  
I destroy all of my drawings.  I have to, to be safe.  I couldn’t take the chance they might be found in my cube during one of the police searches, infrequent as they may be.  I carry them out of my cube the same way I bring the paper in, in my pocket.  During my shift at the Ward, I take them out and shred them up into tiny pieces when I can, hiding what I’m doing from the cameras.  It’s easier there, because there are many places the cameras don’t cover.  Once I have the paper shredded, I flush them down one of the toilets.  
There are three drawings in the sack next to me, along with my shoes and underwear.  I haven’t been able to shred them.  I planned to do it on my shift last night, but then the Director had showed up.  And now, I can’t bring myself to do it; I may never draw anything else again.  I know it’s stupid, but I leave them there, inside one of the shoes. 
The buzzer sounds.

Chapter Six
The man standing outside the door isn’t in uniform; I guess Private Drivers don’t come under the same regulations as the lower designations do.  He is very tall, so tall it doesn’t look like he will fit in the door without ducking.  He doesn’t try to come in—just stands in the hall.
“Helper12?”  
I nod.
“I’m the Sloanes’ Driver.”  He looks both ways up and down the hall.  “We better go.”  He turns and walks away.
I grab my sack and follow him down the hall, into the elevator, outside.  There is a private vehicle parked by the entrance to the building, black and shiny.  He walks to it and opens the back door.  
I feel like I’m about to climb into a hole.  A dark, dangerous hole that I don’t think I’ll get out of again.
The Driver tilts his head toward the car interior, eyes scoping the area for witnesses.  “Get in,” he says.
I do.  And as we pull away I see my only friend, Helper15—Kris is her baby name—walking toward the building.  We trained together as Baby Helpers, and by coincidence ended up in the same section of the same complex.  She’s the only person who knows my baby name.  It’s Benna.  It was given to me by some unknown Baby Helper, who told it to the Transport Helper who took me to Tracking, who told it to the Tracker Helper who received me, who told it to the Trainer who picked me up from there.  When I was old enough to wonder about myself, to wonder what my real name might be, I knew it—Benna—a gift from a series of nameless givers.  It’s the only thing I have that hasn’t been recorded in some file somewhere, or listed on some form. It’s my secret, my way of holding onto myself.  
Kris tells her baby name to people the second she meets them, practically, but I’ve not shared mine with anyone but her.  She really only knows it because we came up in training together, and I was a lot less private about things back then.
I want to wave, but I can’t.  She couldn’t see me anyway behind the tinted windows of the vehicle.  We were supposed to meet tonight, to cut each other’s hair.  Somehow Kris has managed to get a pair of trimmers.  I don’t know where she got them and I’ve never asked.  But they work, and it’s easier than going to the shops every time our skinners get longish.  If you’re one of the lower designations, you can get a pretty ugly fine for hair that’s longer than the regulation skinner cut.  Kris says the regulation is because skinners are easier to keep clean and tended than long hair styles would be, but I think that’s because skinners keep us nice and recognizable, so the police can spot us right away.
Tonight, when she buzzes my cube, there won’t be an answer.  I wonder how long she’ll stand in the hall.  I wonder what she’ll do; if she’ll report me missing immediately, or if she’ll wait until tomorrow.  
She’ll never know what happened to me.  The only person who knows my baby name, the only friend I have in this world, is walking into our building like it’s just another day, not knowing that she’ll never see me again.  I feel tears running down my cheeks.  I wonder if anyone will ever call me Benna again.  
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The car slides away from the complex, through the seedy streets east of the city.  I watch as the cube complexes give way to the shops and the shops give way to the city-proper, with all its shiny high buildings, and manicured greenways.  Soon enough we’re out of the city heading west, and in minutes we turn off onto a side street, where all the dwellings are separate from one another.  The whole street.  All single units.  We slow, and the gate in front of one of the units opens.  The gate, flanked by brick columns, is ornate, but it looks strong.  I have a feeling it isn’t just for decoration.  The car slips inside, into a small courtyard.  The gate closes behind us—I watch it from the back window of the vehicle.  When I turn back around, we are parked, and the Driver is holding my door open for me.
I don’t want to get out.  I know I have to though, and so I scoot across the long seat and step onto the courtyard.  There is a tiny square of lush, green grass—real grass.  There are pots with small trees growing in them, and some sort of plant that spills out and drapes elegantly down the sides of the pots.  There is a fountain, with a waterfall trinkling musically down into a tiled basin.  I’ve never seen this sort of lavishness, at least not in private areas.  Some of the places on the vid feeds look like this, but I’ve never seen it in real life.  I didn’t think they actually existed until just now.
The Driver takes my arm, but he is gentle, not like the Director.  He’s just showing me the way, though it’s hard to miss the grand entrance to this dwelling.  There are carved double doors, flanked by more potted plants.  I know the doors are made of some sort of reinforced plastic, but my eyes believe they are wood.  On a simple plaque on the left side of the doors, the word Sloane is spelled out in black letters, as though everyone will know what that means.  The Driver looks up at a tiny camera mounted above the doors.  When a red light comes on under the camera, he looks at me.
“You’re on your own,” he says, with a grim smile.  And he walks away.  Before I can turn to watch him get in the car I hear a click.  The doors open and a woman wearing a Domestic Helper uniform heaves a huge sigh of relief in my face.  
“’Bout time.  Get in here!”  She stands aside and motions for me to come.  I don’t move at first, but then I hear something.
It’s screaming.  It’s faint, coming from somewhere deep inside the place, but it’s Jobee.  He’s screaming. I start forward.
“Where is he?”  
“Upstairs.  Go, quickly.”  She points at a staircase off to the left.  I start up it.
At the top there is a corridor and there are lots of doors, all closed.  I head toward the noise.  When I reach the door it’s coming from, I don’t even hesitate.  I’ve never heard Jobee scream like that.  I barge right in.
She’s got him thrown over her shoulder like he’s a bag of laundry.  She’s walking back and forth, bouncing him up and down as she goes.  Her face is just about as red as his, and she looks like she’d like to throw him.  
I don’t say anything; I just hold out my hands.  She holds him away from her and I take him.  He’s tight, and hot.  His screams come out like they hurt him.  
There’s a bed in the room, and I lay him on it.  I start taking off his clothes.
“Does he have a change of clothes?”  I don’t look back at her.  “I need to get him into dry clothes.”  He’s been perspiring and his garments are damp.  I check his diaper but it’s dry.  “I need a damp cloth.  Warm.”
“Helper!”  Ms. Sloane shouts, and it takes me a moment to realize she’s not shouting at me.  The Domestic Helper appears.
“A damp cloth.  And some fresh clothes for him.”  Ms. Sloane hovers while I soothe Jobee by rubbing his feet.  He always did like that.  By the time I have him undressed and have gently washed his sweaty little body, he’s calm.  I dress him in a fresh set of clothes.
“What was wrong with him?  He just screamed and screamed and screamed.”  Ms. Sloane sounded less angry, more disgusted.
“Did you have him inoculated last night?”  
“Of course we did.  For his safety.”  Ms. Sloane sounded a bit defensive.
“He’s having a reaction.  Between that and being taken away from everything he knows, he’s upset.”  I wanted to slap her.  I wondered how long Jobee had been screaming like that.
“He seems fine now.”  Ms. Sloane spoke in an even tone, but I could hear something beneath her words.  Something that told me to tread carefully.  I picked Jobee up and started to put him on my shoulder, but thought better of it.  I held him out toward her.
“No.”  She eyed Jobee like he was a snake.  “You take him for now.  Mr. Sloane and I will be going out soon.”  She started out the door of the room.  Then she turned back.  “Helper can show you your room.  I think we’ll have the crib moved into it, just until he sleeps through the night better.  I’ll have Helper take care of it.  Oh, and there are clothes for you in the closet—get rid of that dreadful uniform.”  She left then, without another look at her new son.

Chapter Seven
My room is on the third floor.  It’s small, but still bigger than my cube was.  It’s got a tiny bathroom attached to it, and a window.  There is a narrow bed along one wall, which is softer than anything I’ve slept on before.  And there isn’t a vid screen anywhere.
Honestly, that is the thing I notice the most.  In the complexes, every cube had a vid screen, and there was no way to turn them off.  There was a constant stream of ads, stories, and news updates twenty-four hours a day.  Even the Ward had a screen, and all of the shops had them.  I used to think that they were just background noise to me.  Until I came here, and realized what silence was like.  The Sloanes do have a screen—they have several.  But all their screens have controls.  They can switch them on, or switch them off.  It’s their choice.  The silence in the house is amazing.  I feel like I can hear myself think for the first time ever.
The Domestic Helper did get the crib moved into my room, that first day.  She had the Driver do it.  It sits in the corner by the window, so Jobee gets sun sometimes.  The Driver brought a changing table in too, and a chest of drawers filled with baby outfits.  Neither of them said much to me.  They still don’t.  The Domestic Helper just waggles her eyebrows a lot, and looks like I’m getting in her territory.  The Driver doesn’t come in the house much.
Mr. Sloane is the most talkative of the bunch, and he doesn’t say more than a few words to me a day.  Ms. Sloane comes in to see Jobee in the morning, and I don’t see her again until dinner.  She wants Jobee to eat with them, at the big table downstairs, so that means I eat with them, too.  
I wear the clothes that were in the closet, instead of my Baby Helper uniform.  They are all different colors, and they are of a finer material than anything I’ve ever owned.  All of the tops have long sleeves, to cover my designation tattoo.  Although I’m certain that Ms. Sloane didn’t mean for it to happen, I look pretty good in the clothes.  I have to stop myself from admiring the cut of a skirt, or the drape of a sweater, sometimes.  I’ve never felt the way those clothes make me feel.
I haven’t seen their son Thomas since the night in the Ward.  He’s away at school.  That’s what they call it: school.  It’s not training—he’s not been tracked for anything as far as I can decipher from their conversations.  He just studies all kinds of things.  The Sloanes talk about him to each other at dinner sometimes, about how smart he is, or how great he’s doing in some subject of study.  
“Thomas sent word that his project was the winner,” Ms. Sloane will say to Mr. Sloane.
“Wonderful.”  Mr. Sloane will be looking at his plate, cutting his meat or buttering bread.  
Then there will be silence, while utensils click delicately against plates.  After a bit, Mr. Sloane will ask Ms. Sloane about her day, and she’ll tell him about some lunch she went to, or what event they have to attend that evening.  Rarely do either of them look over at Jobee.  When he makes some noise or fusses, Mr. Sloane will look up as though he’s forgotten they bought a baby, and say something like “The boy seems strong.”  Ms. Sloane will nod, and say something like “He is doing so well.”  Then she changes the subject. 
It’s strange.  They took a great risk bringing Jobee here.  At the Ward, Ms. Sloane seemed almost desperate to have him.  If they were discovered, I don’t know what would happen to them.  So for them to act as though he’s not that important to them—I just can’t figure it out.  There are things going on here that I don’t know anything about.  And they scare me.  
I feel like I’m blind, like I’m groping along walls in an unfamiliar room, trying to find my way.  That would be bad under any circumstances, but I can’t protect Jobee from these people while I’m blind.  I have to find out what is happening here, and how to make Jobee matter to these people.  Because I know how disposable he is, how disposable I am.  We can disappear in an instant from here, just like we disappeared from the Ward.   Only next time I don’t think we’d be going anyplace this nice.
I am not allowed to leave.  I can go outside, but I can’t go beyond the gate.  The other dwellings on the street aren’t visible from the courtyard; they’re not visible from inside, either.  We might as well be the only people on the planet.  
I love taking Jobee out to the courtyard, even though I know it’s just another part of a prison, for us.  It’s still the most beautiful place I’ve been.  The colors of the pots, the way the light makes the leaves of the plants glow.  The sound of the water in the fountain.  All of it is so foreign to me, and yet it feels like the way things should be.  Jobee likes it too—it always calms him when he is fussy.  
Ms. Sloane doesn’t call him Jobee.  She told me the day I arrived that they had named him William.  I don’t call him that; I just say baby when they’re around.  But when we’re alone, I hum his name to him.  Jobee, you are Jobee, I whisper into his ear.  My name is Benna, I say.  I tell him so he won’t forget, so neither one of us will forget who we are.
“How is William today?”  
Ms. Sloane’s voice makes me jump.  She doesn’t usually come out to the courtyard when we’re here.  I turn to her with a smile fixed firmly on my face.
“He’s well.”  I offer him to her; the more she holds him, the better.  Half the time she refuses him, but today she is feeling beneficent.  She reaches out, clasps him to her.  He starts to fidget a little.
“Remember how he likes his feet rubbed.”  I watch her carefully, trying to gauge whether this will anger her; sometimes she resents being told how to handle him.  Today it’s okay—she cups his foot in her hand and gently smoothes it with her finger.  She looks into his eyes.  He smiles up at her; unknowing, unblinking.
“He really is such a handsome baby, aren’t you Mr. William?”  She coos and smiles back at him.
This is good.  The more she connects with him, the better chance he has of making it here.  I don’t know exactly what not making it would look like, but I know it wouldn’t be good.  I have to do everything I can to make her love him.
Love.
That’s the thing.  That’s what isn’t allowed, where I come from.  It’s not illegal, or anything, it’s just . . . impossible.  Impossible to have a relationship based on feelings.  All of the relationships in the complexes are based on need, like my relationship with my Jacket, or comfort, like my relationship with Kris.  I like Kris; she and I provide each other a companion on treks to the shops for haircuts or supplies—that can be a dangerous trip for a woman alone.  It’s also a comfort to have someone to share small talk with, and on rare occasions, Kris and I have come close to actually speaking honestly about things.  But I base our friendship on the assumption that she would report me in a second if she knew I was violating a regulation.  
If you know someone is violating regulations and you don’t report them, you’ll get a Charge By Association if they’re ever caught.  CBAs are double what the original penalty would be, and if someone is caught, all of their associates are examined.  Sometimes, people get CBAed even when they knew nothing at all about their friend’s violating behavior.  
So, if I were charged with a violation because they found my drawings, Kris would be examined.  If they decided she knew about my crime, she’d be given double my punishment.  For acting outside your tracked designation, that would be somewhere between 20 years to life, imprisoned in one of the labor camps.  If she knew about my drawings, Kris would feel like she had to report me, in order to avoid getting a CBA.
I used to ask myself if I would report her, if I knew she was violating.  Sometimes I’m afraid of the answer to that question.
The thing that is illegal in the complexes is family.  In the complexes, you have to live alone.  One person, one cube, that’s the rule.  You can have sex, you can visit people, you can go places with friends, but you cannot live together.  You cannot form a family.  You cannot have babies, your own or anyone else’s.  No love.  No families.    
I’d always thought that was what rich people bought with their money.  Love.  Family.  I don’t know how it is in other family units, but I don’t see love here between Mr. and Ms. Sloane.  There’s something, but I don’t think it’s love.  Still, I’m hoping that I can kindle some love, between Ms. Sloane and Jobee, so he is safe.  
So we’re both safe.
“Mr. Sloane and I will be leaving tonight for our trip.”  Ms. Sloane is handing Jobee back to me.  I take him, trying to remember what trip she might be talking about.  I must have a dumbfounded expression on my face.
“Our anniversary trip.”  She studies me for a minute.  “We’ll be gone for three weeks.  And while we’re gone, I don’t want anything to go wrong.”
“Yes, Ms. Sloane.”  I wonder what she means.
“You’re to stay inside or out here, as usual, no going past the gate.  If you need anything the Driver can get it for you.  Helper will be cooking the meals, and she has the list of contacts should any outside assistance be required.  The physician we’ll be using for William, that sort of thing.”  She pauses.  “Is that all clear?”
I nod.  
Helper.  Every time I hear her say it I think she might be talking to me, but she isn’t.  When she says Helper she means the Domestic Helper.  That woman must have a number, but they don’t use it here.  They call the Driver ‘Driver’ too, like it’s his baby name or something.  I’ve heard her call me the girl, when she was talking to Mr. Sloane about me.  The girl will need to be told to bathe William before dinner.  The girl should probably eat after she tends to William at our table, not with us.  
“Thank goodness this trip is to a proper resort.”  Ms. Sloane purses her lips.  “The last vacation we planned, Mr. Sloane had his heart set on visiting a remote village in the Tongal region, of all things.  I didn’t join him for that—I stayed in the hotel on the mainland.”
I wonder where Tongal is—they didn’t cover that in Baby Helper training.
“Well.”  She reaches out, touches Jobee’s foot one more time.  “Sweet William.  We’ll be back soon enough.”  She turns and walks away.  
It’s barely noon.  She said they were leaving tonight.  But it seems clear that she isn’t planning on seeing Jobee again today.  So much for my kindling any love between her and this baby.  
 

Chapter Eight
The Sloanes have been gone two days.  We—Helper, me, and the Driver—have settled into an uneasy routine.  Helper cooks for the three of us.  We gather only at meals, and eat around the table in the kitchen instead of the table in the formal dining room.  None of us says much.  I feed Jobee his meals while I eat mine.  Helper doesn’t like him; she rarely spares him a glance, and when she does it’s usually a glare because he’s spilled something.  
The Driver—I am beginning to suspect he is not just a Driver.  For one thing, there’s nobody here to drive anywhere right now.  All the household supplies are delivered.  There is no reason for him to stay here, but he’s sleeping in one of the guestrooms.  I smell security.  I wonder if he’s watching out for us, or just watching us.
He kind of likes Jobee.  I see him watching at our meals, and he smiles when Jobee giggles, or squeals at something that he’s discovered.  He looks away as soon as I notice.  
“Don’t he remind you of Gregory?”  The Driver looks at Helper after one of Jobee’s particularly long giggling sessions.  “He’s so happy.”
Helper looks back at the Driver as though he’s just screamed.
“No,” she spits, cutting her eyes sharply between the Driver and me.  “He doesn’t.”  
The Driver watches her bob her head back and forth between me and him, frowning, and then his eyes get wide.  You can see the actual moment when his brain makes some connection.  He opens his mouth to say something, but then he shuts it.
“Who is Gregory?”  I wonder what could make Helper so apoplectic. 
“None of your affair.”  Helper squeezes her mouth shut on something else, something she wants to say but won’t.  She gets up and starts to clear the table.  
“I’m not done!”  The Driver watches as she whisks his plate out from in front of him.
“You are now,” she hisses.  
Dinner is over.
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The days are idyllic.  I have never had so much time alone, to do what I will, to simply be.  Jobee is calm, so easy to care for that I feel as though I am not working at all.  I spend much of the time in the courtyard, sitting with him, watching him discover light and color and texture.  When he first feels the spray of water from the fountain on his hand, he blinks and blinks, and then smiles the widest of his smiles.  He laughs easily, and I see what the Driver has said is true: he is happy.  
Even I feel something like it; if not happiness, contentment.  It frightens me, that I could be close to content with such an existence. The only reason I’m not more bothered by it is that I know it’s temporary—soon enough the Sloanes will be back.  And I can’t really blame myself for feeling some relief, at least.  This sort of baby care is so different from what I did in the Ward, this watching how he grows into himself instead of measuring his urine output.  
The strangest thing about this contentment is that it makes me want to draw more, not less.  I always thought my drawings were an escape; that they helped me forget my life.  And they did, but they were also an expression, I think.  And this new freedom, this chance to be still and hear my own thoughts, to be able to appreciate the sound of Jobee’s soft breath, or the texture of his silken hair, these things make me want to express myself too.  
I take out my three hidden drawings at night.  I don’t think there are cameras in my room, but I go into the tiny bathroom and turn toward a corner just to be safe.  The last three drawings I did in my old life.  One is of Kris.  She is sitting on my cube cot, hands folded in her lap.  She’s quite beautiful, though she always denied that.  She has a bow-shaped mouth, and lovely eyes.  In my drawing, she is looking down, like she always used to do when we talked, at least if we were talking about anything real.  I think she felt that if nobody could see her eyes, they wouldn’t be able to see her feelings.  I miss Kris.  I hope she’s well.
The second drawing is a study of my Jacket.  I don’t remember why I chose to draw him.  He looks as dirty as he is in life, and as dodgy.  His hair is short, but not regulation hair.  I wonder how he gets away with it, day after day, standing there at the station with his non-regulation hair, selling contraband to passersby.  I know there are so many other, worse things happening that the police don’t care too much about him.  But I wonder how long his luck will hold out.
The last drawing is the start of a self portrait.  I’ve drawn my eyes, but I didn’t get any further.  I stare for a long time at my half-reflection, peering up from the wrinkled gown wrapper, and then I set the drawings aside.  I didn’t bring my pencils; I dropped them on the street like the contraband they were before I got into the Sloane’s vehicle.  I’m sure nobody saw me do it.  I have no paper here at the Sloanes, either.  I don’t wear sterile gowns, and I don’t know what I could easily take from here to draw on without being discovered.  So I can’t draw.  I can only look at my last three drawings.  
Night is coming on fast; I’ve already bathed Jobee, and he’s snuffling in his crib.  It’s time I went to sleep, too.  I pull back the sheets on my bed, still surprised by their softness, and climb in.  Within minutes of closing my eyes, I am slumbering, dreamless.
Until I hear the shouting.

Chapter Nine
It’s coming from downstairs.  There are at least two people yelling—one of them Helper.  Her shrill screech is unmistakable.  I scramble out of bed, throw on my robe, and am downstairs in a moment.
It’s dark, but I can tell the commotion is coming from the front hall.  I run toward it—straight into the small table they keep against the wall there.  My big toe takes the brunt of the collision, and I grit my teeth so I won’t scream.  As I round the corner to the front door, I see Helper thwacking someone on the floor with her bath towel.  She must have just taken a bath; she’s dressed in a robe and her hair is wet.  She’s holding her robe closed with one hand and swinging her bath towel with the other.  Whoever she’s hitting is cursing at her from where he lays on the floor.  
Before I can get any closer the Driver pushes past me from out of nowhere.  He’s carrying a club of some sort, short and deadly-looking.  He raises it up high over his head, and starts to bring it down.  I’ve been scrabbling along the wall to find a switch, and just as the club descends, I flick on the overhead lighting.
“Krike!”  The Driver almost falls over himself.  He barely stops his club from hitting its mark: the tousled head of Thomas Sloane.  
“Mr. Thomas!” Helper shrieks even louder than she had when she’d thought the boy was an intruder.  “What are you doing here?”
“Shhh.”  The boy holds his hands over his eyes, trying to shield them from the light.  His body curls in on itself.  “Can you keep it down?”  
Mr. Thomas is drunk.
The Driver and I saw this at the same time, and exchanged a look over his head.  
“I’ll help you get him upstairs,” the Driver said.
“Help me?”  I wasn’t sure I wanted any part of the mess.  “Why me?”
“Well don’t look at me,” said Helper.  “I’m going to bed.”  And with that, she trounced off toward her room.
The Driver leaned down and got hold of Thomas under one arm.  “Help me,” he said, waiting.
After a brief hesitation, I help him.  The alternative seems to be leaving Thomas in the hall, and while I wouldn’t have minded that, his parents would have heard all about it when they got home.
I grab the other arm, and we start him toward the stairs.  
“Unhhh.”  Thomas’s head rolls onto his shoulder.
“Oh, he reeks,” says the Driver.  He turns his face away from Thomas, who does, indeed, reek.
On the second floor the Driver steers us all toward one of the bedrooms.  He kicks the door open with his foot and we drag the boy over to the bed.  
“Get him cleaned up before you put him in the sheets—Ms. Sloane would not appreciate that mess touching her precious cotton sheets.”
“Why do I have to clean him up?”  I may have been whining.
“I’m a Driver.”  The Driver looked at me as though it was perfectly clear.  “You’re the Helper.”  
“I’m a Baby Helper.”
The Driver nodded down at Thomas.  “Looks like a big baby to me.”  He walks out the bedroom door.
Uhhhhhhnnnnnn.”  Thomas groans.  I look back down to the bed.  I cannot find a way to justify leaving him here like this.  He’s a mess.
The room is much grander than mine.  It’s larger, and has three windows.  There is an attached bathroom, and it, too, is much larger then the one in my room.  I open a cupboard in the bathroom and find a cloth.  I fill the basin sitting on the counter with warm, soapy water, and carry it and the cloth out to the bedroom.  
He groans again, and opens his eyes briefly while I remove his shirt.  It seems like most of the vomit is on that.  I toss it toward the door, and begin to wash his skin clean.  His eyes stay closed—he’s passed out again.  I take the opportunity to really look at him.  
He has fine features.  His brow is high and his lips are full.  His nose is straight and well-formed, well set in his face.  His long hair sweeps back from his forehead, and tumbles down to just above his shoulders in a glossy wave.  He looks intelligent, while at the same time, attractive, at least when he’s unconscious.  I hadn’t liked his sullen expression the only time I’d seen him awake, back at the Ward.
He stirs as I finish cleaning him.  His eyes open, close, open again.  They’re still that shocking blue. He looks at me with confusion, trying to work out who I am, and why I’m in his bedroom.
“Helper12.”  He tilts his head at me.  He seems to be having some trouble tracking me with his eyes.  “Right?”
I nod.
“I think there’s a Helper12 at school, in the kitchen.  I’m sure there is.  She’s Helper12 there.  And you’re Helper12 here.”  His lip curls ever so slightly.  “How do you tell yourselves apart, all you Helpers?”
I say nothing at first, but I can’t help myself, finally.
“How many boys named Thomas who can’t hold their liquor do you suppose there are, wandering around?”  I wave my hand in front of his face, and his head wobbles as he tries to keep it in focus.  “How do you all tell yourselves apart, little boy?” I stand to leave, but he grabs my arm.  
“Do I seem like a little boy to you?”  He pulls me down closer.
I let him pull, and slam my forehead into his, hard enough to hurt. 
“Do I seem like a Leisure Doll to you?”   Furious, I shake free and stand.  Throwing the wet cloth in his face, I leave the room.
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I’m still shaking when I get to my room on the third floor.  I close the door behind me, and lock it.  Jobee is sleeping peacefully in his crib, as though nothing has occurred.  I watch him for a while, until I feel calm enough to get into my bed.
I lay in bed a long time thinking, wondering what tomorrow will bring.  I can’t imagine it will be anything good.

Chapter Ten
I’m up with the sun; Jobee slept so well he sees no reason to lie abed.  As soon as I have us both dressed, I sneak down the stairs, tiptoeing past the second floor hall extra quietly.  I stop in the kitchen to grab some fruit and carry Jobee out to the courtyard.  Soon he is happily ensconced on a blanket, sucking on his bottle, and trying to reach the dangling vines in the pot closest to him.  I sit next to him, nibbling my piece of fruit, enjoying the sensation of the morning sun on my shoulders.
“Morning.”  
It’s Thomas.  He speaks very quietly.  He’s holding a cup of some sort of steaming liquid.  I don’t return his greeting.  He comes closer, and I look away from him.
“Helper12.”  He waits.  
I say nothing.
“May I sit?”
I shrug.  I can’t stop him.
He settles himself, and blows across the top of his cup.  He takes a sip, sets the cup down, careful to place it out of Jobee’s reach, I notice.  He sighs.
“I’m sorry,” he says.  “I was drunk last night, but that’s no excuse for how I acted.”  He waits.
I say nothing.  I watch Jobee.
He sighs.  “What can I do, to change it?”  
He says this so softly I’m not sure he’s talking to me.  I look over at him.  He is talking to me; his eyes search my face.  I shake my head at him.  Him and his kind.  
“Just leave us alone.”  As soon as I’ve said the words I wish for them back.  I know he could have me punished for talking to him this way.  I know he could have me sent away.  I need to be careful.  
He starts to get up.
“You scared me,” I say, quickly.
He pauses, settles back down.  
“I know.  I’m sorry for that.  I was rude, and  . . . wrong.”  He bows his head.  “I wanted to thank you, too,” he says.  For cleaning me up.”  He chuckles.  “Nobody should have to do that.”  
“It’s fine,” I say.  But I can’t look at him.
He is silent for a few minutes, watching Jobee gurgle.  I wish he would leave.
As if he has read my mind, he gets up.  “Well,” he says.   He waits, then walks toward the door to the kitchen.  I hold my breath until I hear nothing.  
“Helper12.”  
I startle—I thought he’d gone.  I squint at him, holding one hand over my eyes to shield them from the sun.
“You don’t seem like one, not at all.”  He says nothing else.
I bite.  “I don’t seem like one, what?”
He watches me for a moment.  When he speaks, his tone is serious, not mocking or mean.  “A Leisure Doll.”  He disappears into the kitchen.
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I don’t see him for the rest of the day; I think he’s gone back to sleep.  Helper serves him dinner in the dining room, but I tell her I think it’s best for Jobee and me to eat with her and the Driver in the kitchen.  Later, at our dinner around the kitchen table, Helper and the Driver are full of talk.  
“He’s been expelled,” says the Driver, shaking his head.  “I knew it’d be trouble if they sent him back after what happened with Greg—” Glancing at me, he cuts himself off.
Helper spoons a dollop of cream over her berries.  “It’s a shame.  Mr. Thomas could have done some fine things.”
I wonder if they have any idea how well they eat.  Berries and cream are a far cry from protein squares.
“Not anymore,” says the Driver.  “At least not at that school.”
I don’t ask any questions.  They won’t tell me anyway, and really, why should I care?  I have enough trouble trying to figure out how to make Ms. Sloane happy with Jobee.  
I bathe Jobee, and get him ready for bed.  He laughs through it all, reaching for my nose, waving at me.  He is so much more alert in this place.  It’s because he has good food to eat, and a comfortable bed, and someone to love him.  I sit back in the chair next to his crib, shocked.  I love him.  
I love Jobee.
I’m not sure how I feel about it.  I think of all the babies I’ve cared for in the Ward.  I cared for all of them well, and I hurt when they failed.  I was even sad when they moved on to what ever track they tested into, though that was a lesser pain.  But I don’t think I let myself love any of them, at least not with the kind of love I feel for Jobee.  This love feels fierce, and frightening.   
I’m staring at the floor when he knocks.  The door is ajar, and his gentle tap pushes it further open, revealing him in the hall.  He steps inside the room.    
“I saw your light,” he whispers.  “I wondered if I . . .” He stares past me at the crib.  “I wanted to say good night to him.”
I’m on my feet fast.  I don’t like this.  
“He’s sleeping,” I say, though Jobee is clearly not sleeping.  His hands are still waving above his head, reaching for who knows what.   It doesn’t matter what I say anyway; Thomas is beside the crib already, peering down at Jobee.  I watch him, ready to tell him to leave.  
“Hey, you,” he whispers to Jobee.  “You’ve got some tough road ahead, little boy.”  
Jobee gurgles at Thomas, a serious expression on his face.  Thomas smiles, a real smile this time; not like the ones I’ve seen so far.
He reaches into the crib.  I tense, but he just smoothes Jobee’s cheek with his thumb.  
“I’ll help you out.”  He whispers this so softly I can barely understand it.  Jobee pushes his head against Thomas’s hand.  He sighs, and closes his eyes.
Thomas steps back quietly. He looks at me.
“Thanks.”  He turns to go.  
We both freeze at the same time, our eyes locked on the same thing.  My drawings are on the changing table, where I laid them last night.  

Chapter Eleven
“That’s you.”  Thomas picks up the top drawing—the one of my eyes.  He studies it, looking from it to my face, comparing. 
I don’t know what to say.  Excuses aren’t exactly leaping into my mind.  I keep trying to form words, but I’m so scared I can’t seem to unstick my tongue from the top of my mouth.  
Thomas thumbs through the drawings.  He makes no comment when he sees the one of my Jacket, none when he looks at Kris’ portrait.  He flips back to the one of my eyes.
“You know an Artist?”  Thomas looks at me, eyebrows raised.  Artists don’t exactly hang around the complexes; when they’re not attending Society parties they stay in their studios, creating commissioned portraits of Society members.  
I don’t answer him.
“Interesting paper choice,” he says, fingering the creased gown wrapper.  
I am silent.
He examines the drawings more.  “Driver tells me that you usually eat in the dining room, with my parents.”  He waits.  
“I do,” I say.  Your mo—Ms. Sloane, she wants William with her at meals.”
“Yet last night you ate with Helper and Driver, in the kitchen.”  There’s displeasure in his tone that mirrors his mother’s voice when she isn’t getting her way.  
“Yes.  I assumed you would prefer your privacy.  Sir.”  
He looks up at me at the word sir.  “You assumed incorrectly.”  He narrows his eyes.  “William is a part of my family now.  He’s meant to be my new brother.  I want to have every opportunity to get to know him.  Tonight, you’ll attend him at dinner in the dining room.”
He walks out of the room, taking my drawings with him.  
I want to run.  I want to hide somewhere.  But there’s no place to go.  I wonder what he’ll do to me; how he’ll use the drawings against me.  He didn’t take them with him by accident.  
Jobee and I are at the dining room table when he seats himself for dinner.  A place setting was laid for me, so he must have informed Helper that I would be eating with him.  Jobee’s high chair, the fanciest thing I have ever seen made for a baby, is set up next to my place, as it was before the Sloanes left on their trip.
I keep my eyes on Jobee while Thomas sits down.  He’s just started to eat cereal, and he loves it.  It’s fun for me to watch him gobble; babies in Pre Ward usually didn’t start solids until they had already left my care.  They were just getting old enough then.  I’ve been worried that I might not know how to care for Jobee as he gets older than my Pre Ward charges; I know everything there is to know about babies through six months of age, but I’m not trained for anything after that—they all leave Pre Ward at six months.  
“Helper12.”  Thomas places his napkin on his lap.  They are real cloth napkins.  I didn’t know what to do the first night here, when I sat at this table with the Sloanes.  Mr. Sloane saw me looking at all the utensils and glasses and he caught my eye.  He held up his own napkin and put it in his lap.  When I’d done that with mine, he smiled, and pointed at one of the several forks next to his plate. I looked at my own place setting and took the same one—the third one out from the left.  After that, I just watched what he did, and followed his example.  
“Sir.”  I still don’t look at Thomas.  I focus on Jobee, wiping some cereal off his chin, spooning up a bit more to tempt him with, moving his bowl out of reach when he threatens to knock it off the table.  
Helper comes out of the kitchen with covered dishes on a tray.  She sets them on the table, giving Thomas a simpering smile.
“Your favorites, Sir.  Just like when you were little.”  She hovers next to his chair.
“Thank you Helper.”
“May I bring you anything else, Mr. Thomas?”
“This is fine, Helper.”
When she leaves, I glance at him.  He’s staring at me.
“What?”  I say the word before I can stop myself.
“I want you to call me Thomas.”  
“Yes, sir.”  
“No.”  He keeps staring.  “Not sir.  Not Mr. Thomas.  Just Thomas.  Do you understand?”
I stare back.  I’m not sure where he’s going with this, but I need to do whatever I can to appease him.  I hate him for the power he holds over my head.  
“Yes, Thomas.”     
He doesn’t like the way I say it; I can tell by the sour look on his face.  But he doesn’t say anything to me about it.  He just dishes himself some of the food from the covered dishes.  Then, as though he’s done something he finds unforgivable, he apologizes to me.
“I’m so sorry.  My manners . . .”  He stands, and carries one of the covered dishes over to my place.  “This is what Helper thinks is still my favorite dish, even though it hasn’t been since I was twelve.”  He shows me—it’s some sort of pasta dish.
“It’s really not bad,” he says, with a grin.  He puts a scoop on my plate.  “More?”
I shake my head.  He picks up the other dish, which is a leafy salad, and serves me some of that, too.  Then he sits back down.
“Thank you.”  I’ve never been served my food, not by anyone.  It feels . . . it feels like I am important, for a second.  I don’t like that he can make me feel that.
We eat in silence for a while, each picking at our plate.  Jobee is so full of cereal that he is dozing in his high chair.
“What do you know about where he came from?”  Thomas gestures toward Jobee with his fork.  
“What do you mean,” I ask, though I know pretty well what he means.
“Don’t they generally provide the Breeder’s data?”
I chew my pasta and wait.
“I mean, don’t they list what the specs were, for that particular Breeder?  I thought they did.”
He’s right; they do.  And his mother doesn’t strike me as the sort of person who would buy a sub-standard baby.  So he probably already knows more about Jobee’s Breeder than I do.  All I know is what is always included in the chart—the general stats regarding health and genetic predispositions.
“I imagine you have already seen the data,” I say, dryly.  “So why are you asking me?”
He nods.  “I have seen it.  Mother was very thorough in her research once she decided to . . . adopt.  She wanted to be certain she got what she paid for, and that she didn’t get certain . . . things.  But I asked,” he tilts his head at me, “what you know.”
I watch him for a minute.  I don’t know what game this is he’s playing.
“I know he’s healthy, with a 90th percentile chance of developing no serious health issues during his first 60 years of life.  I know he’s smart, though not genius-range.  I know he’s heterosexual.  I don’t know what his tendencies are in terms of tracking—it was too early for any of that to have happened yet.”
“Ah, yes.”  Thomas smiles, a smile that conveys nothing at all to do with happiness.  “Mother would be certain not to buy a homosexual child.  She’s already had her fill of trouble from that sort.”  He looks away.  

Chapter Twelve
I rock Jobee softly in my arms.  Dinner had been so tense; I need the comfort more than Jobee does.  
Thomas hadn’t said much more to me, after his comment about Ms. Sloane and how she would be careful what sort of baby she bought.  He’d stood without finishing his food, and after he asked—more like told—me to join him again the next night, he’d left.  I ate a little more and retreated to my room with Jobee.
I wonder what’s going on.  
Is Thomas a homosexual?  It’s true that homosexuals—they’re called kinks in the complexes—get persecuted; so do pasties or twitchers.  People just tend to pick on what isn’t in the majority.  But I assumed things might be different in Society—I wonder if the inability to control your hands from trembling gets you in trouble here, too?  If wanting to touch someone the same sex as you will get you jeered at, or worse.  It’s all the way people are born, but it’s not the norm.  And the norm is what you want to be, in this world.  The norm, or rich, I always thought.  Until tonight.  
The rich must not like anything out of the ordinary, either.  I wonder if Ms. Sloane bought Jobee to make up for Thomas, somehow.  If she thought she could get over the disappointment of having a kink son, by getting one who wasn’t.  
I’ve never cared about those kinds of differences.  Kris, my only friend, is both a pasty and a twitcher; she was born with albino-white skin, and her hands twitch of their own accord, no matter how hard she tries to stop them.  It’s a legacy of faulty genetics that some babies have, from being born to Breeders who were inseminated with defective sperm.  The worst of the twitchers are tagged and cut in Pre Ward; they have to be because they can’t take care of themselves, or provide any service. But twitchers like Kris do fine—they get tracked and trained and get through okay, save for the jeers that get shouted, or the occasional beating they endure at the hands of some stupid street punks.  And white skin?  Well, that doesn’t affect your ability to work.   
Kris never said anything to me about being a twitcher.  She did say something about being a pasty once.  It was right after we got back from the shops one night; we’d gone for skinner trims and some supplies.  On the way out of the station, some punks had surrounded us; they had shouted at her, jeering.  Pasty girl, pasty girl, they kept yelling.  We screamed back at them, told them to shut their mouths, and they ran away when they saw a police cruiser coming up the street.  
“I thought that might get nasty,” she said, when we were safe inside her cube.  
“Nah,” I answered.  “Just kids.  Stupid kids.”
“Hmmm.”  Kris looked down at her hands, watching them quiver.  She put one of them next to my hand.  It practically glowed in comparison to my own.  “Stupid kids,” she said, quietly, “just like the ones who killed that pasty last week in the Eastern Quad.”
I looked down at her hand.  Then I looked at her face.  
“Kris, you know that I don’t care about that kind of thing, right?”
“You’re lucky,” she said.  “Steady and flush, that’s you Benna.  So you don’t have to care.”
“Don’t forget straight,” I said, grinning at her.  
She laughed, like I’d hoped she would, and said something about how that was a good thing, since I was too ugly to touch anyway.
I don’t remember us talking about it again.  But I thought about it sometimes.  I thought about how Kris did have to care, and how that must be for her.  I’ve been afraid walking down the street in the complex plenty of times, but not because of the color of my skin, or the way my hands move, or who I want to touch.  In the complex, if I wanted to grab a touch I’d go find a likely boy—there are plenty who are willing.  I tried to imagine what it would be like if grabbing a touch—something I gave little to no thought to—was so dangerous it could cost me my life. 
I wonder if that’s how it is for Thomas.  Even if he’s rich, he must still have problems because he’s a kink.  I wonder if that’s why he was expelled from his fancy school.
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Jobee usually lets me sleep all the way through the night now.  But I wake on this night, out of a sound sleep.  I check on Jobee, but he’s sleeping happily, breath snuffling through his sweet little lips.  I wonder what woke me.  
Then I hear it.  
It’s coming from downstairs—I think it must be on the second floor.  The only person on that floor right now is Thomas.  His parents’ bedroom is there too, but they are still on their anniversary trip.  Helper and the Driver have bedrooms on the first floor, in the back.
I walk to the landing of the stairs, outside my bedroom door and lean over, a hand behind my ear.  I hear the noise again—it’s a low moan, so soft I wonder if I’m really hearing it.  
I creep down the stairs, moving slowly and carefully, so I make as little noise as possible.  At the second floor landing, I can see the door to Thomas’s room is open just a crack, light from it streaking the dark hallway floor.  I tiptoe nearer, and the noise comes again—it’s the sound of someone weeping.  I go to the door and peek.  
It’s Thomas, doubled over in a sort of grief that I’ve never seen in real life.  He’s covering his face with his hands, and his back is heaving up and down with each sob that wrenches its way free.  I can tell he’s struggling to be quiet, and that, for some reason, makes me feel almost worse than the fact that he is so upset.  For just a moment, I consider going in, trying to comfort him somehow.  But it’s not safe.  I don’t know him; I don’t know anything about him except that he feels entitled to order me around.  That’s natural, of course, since he is Society and I am a Helper, but that means he isn’t someone I can ever trust.  
I creep back up the stairs and check on Jobee.  As soon as I’m satisfied that he is still sleeping peacefully, I get back into my own bed, and hold the pillow over my ears.

Chapter Thirteen
I don’t see Thomas the next day.  At lunch, I risk asking Helper where he is; she eyes me as though I’ve asked if I can wear Ms. Sloane’s negligees while she’s gone.
“What do you care about where Mr. Thomas goes?”  Helper glares.
I shrug.  “I just wondered if he was expected back for dinner, or if I should eat here.”
“Ah, he’ll be back well before dinner.  The Driver takes a bite of his biscuit—Helper does make excellent biscuits.  “I drove him to the Public Information Center.  He probably had to do some sort of work for a school project.  But he told me to pick him up in two hours.”
“What do you mean, school project?”  Helper’s nose crinkles up like she smells something rotten.
The Driver shrugs.  “What do you mean?”
“He was expelled, you said.  From school.”  
The Driver takes another bite.  He chews some.  He shrugs again.  
“I don’t know why he went there.  I don’t care.  And neither should you.”  He waves a finger at her.  
“Humph!’  Helper springs up and starts clearing the table.  
“I’m not done!”  The Driver tries to grab a biscuit from the plate Helper is taking away.  
“You are now,” Helper snaps.  
And just like that, lunch is over.  
I spend the rest of the day showing Jobee the letters of the alphabet carved onto the set of real wooden blocks Ms. Sloan bought.  I don’t even know if this is the right time for that sort of thing.  Jobee seems to prefer the bright pictures in the books that the Sloanes have stocked on his bookshelf.  I wonder if I could ask the Driver to take me to the Public Information Center, so I could find out what I should be teaching Jobee right now.  He’s already weeks older than my training covered.  I worry that if I show my ignorance, the Sloanes will get rid of me.  That could be a very bad thing, given the fact that I have no legal status now. 
 When the Director sold me to the Sloanes, he made me disappear in the world. He reported me missing, as though I simply didn’t show up for my shift.  The police looked for me for a while.  I’m sure they interviewed Kris, and searched my cubicle.  But as long as they didn’t find any evidence that I had willingly neglected my assignment, they’ll assume I was killed or kidnapped for some sort of slave trade.  They don’t look too hard for nobodies.  What that means is that the Sloanes can do whatever they want with me.  If I don’t meet their needs, I imagine they’ll want to recoup some of their costs; I’m sure the Director didn’t sell me cheap.  So they might sell me, too, to someone worse than a family of Society members.  
I don’t think my duties would include anything I want to think about.  So I really need to know what it takes to make sure Jobee grows happy and healthy, with no problems the Sloanes can complain about.
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At dinner, Thomas is already seated at the table when I get there with Jobee.
“I’m sorry I’m late,” I say, rushing to get Jobee settled in his chair.  He was fussy after his bath, and getting him dressed took more time than it usually does.
“That’s fine,” says Thomas.  “Is everything all right?”
I nod.  
Helper bustles in with the covered dishes, and announces that we are having trout.  She starts to serve, like she does when the Sloanes are here, but Thomas thanks her in that way that means leave.  When she’s gone, he rises, and serves me my food again, like he had the first night.  
“Should I be doing that for you?”  I really wonder, and the question is tumbling out before I can stop it.
“Why should you?”
“Because I’m the . . . Helper, here.  You’re a Society member.”
He rolls his eyes.  “You’re a guest in my home.  Polite behavior dictates that I serve you.”
I don’t say anything.  
“How’s William today?”  
At first I don’t know who he means; with the Sloanes gone I haven’t been constantly hearing that name come out of Ms. Sloane’s mouth, and I think of Jobee as, well, as Jobee.  
“He’s well.  He was a little fussy after his bath so we were late.”
“What was wrong?”
I chance it.  
“I think it was nothing really, but I would love to know more than I do, about Jo—about William’s developmental stages.”
“You’re a Baby Helper.”  Thomas looks surprised.  “How much more could you possibly want to know?’
“I’m a Pre Ward Baby Helper.  My knowledge of development after six months if age is . . . more generalized.”  I hurry, before he can interrupt me.  “I’d like permission to go to the Public Information Center.  I think I could find out a lot there, that would help me properly raise William.”
Thomas shrugs. “We can go tomorrow.  I’ll make sure Driver is available.”
“Oh!”  I hadn’t thought he would be coming too. “I know you just went there today.  I wouldn’t want to trouble you.  If the Driver—”
“You can’t research and hold a baby, and Driver certainly isn’t going to.”  Thomas grinned.  “He’s pretty fussy himself, about exactly what his duties entail.  I don’t think he would accept baby-sitter as one of them.  I’ll go.  That way you can focus on getting the information you need, and I can get to know William a bit better.”
He seems to be sure the matter is settled, and there’s not much I can say to change his mind.  We eat in silence for the rest of the first course.  
It’s too good to last.
After Helper brings the second course, which is a three-layer salad, Thomas clears his throat.
“Helper12,” he says.
“Yes?”  
“Who,” he lowers his voice, and glances toward the door to the kitchen, “is the Artist?
I freeze, a spoonful of cereal halfway to Jobee’s mouth.  He watches the spoon for a minute, wondering why it isn’t coming any closer.  He frowns.  Just in time I realize the next step is crying, and I get the spoon into his mouth.  All smiles again, he gums the cereal happily.  I sneak a look at Thomas.
He’s waiting, looking at me.  I fidget, not sure how I’m getting out of this.  
“It’s just . . . it’s someone I—” 
“It’s you.”  He nods, still looking at me.  “I thought so.”
I wait.  I wonder what price there will be for this.
“You’re really very good.”  He takes a bite of his salad.  I can’t even look at my food.  My stomach is churning, and sour bile threatens my throat.
“Of course, better tools might be in order.  Better paper.”  He gives me a funny look, when he says that.  “And maybe some real charcoal instead of whatever that was you were using.  We could get those tomorrow.”
“Sir.”
He looks up sharply at that word.
“I can’t use any paper, or any charcoals.  I am designated and trained as a Baby Helper.”
“Well, I know that.”  He shrugs.  “I mean, surely they aren’t that strict about those things.”
I interrupt him before he can say more.
“They are, sir.  They are that strict.  If you choose to report me for drawing the pictures you took from me, I can be charged with acting out of designation, along with creation without license, and I don’t know what else.  I will be put in a labor camp and I will never get out.  I will . . .”  My voice had risen to the point where Helper might be able to hear it in the kitchen.   
He’d come around to my side of the table without me realizing it.
“It’s okay,” he whispers.  He looks at my hand holding Jobee’s cereal spoon.  It’s shaking like I was a twitcher.  I see that Jobee staring at me too, and I take some deep breaths to try to calm myself.  
“It’s okay,” he says again.  “I’m not going to tell anyone.  Your secret is safe with me.”   He waits until my hand stops shaking, and then he goes back to his seat.
I finished the meal without throwing up.  But when I get back to our room, as soon as I have Jobee in his crib, I run to the bathroom and empty my stomach.
Later, when I’m lying in the dark, I hear a dry, scraping noise at the door.  I jump up and go to it, placing my ear against it, but I hear no more sounds.  I flick on the light.
There at my feet, slipped halfway under the door, are my drawings.

Chapter Fourteen
In the morning I sleep later than I usually do.  Jobee does too.  I think we are both tired from the tension; I know he must have felt it emanating from me last night.  But he’s all smiles when I dress him, and I feel better too, for the extra rest.  We head downstairs for breakfast.
Usually, Helper has some fruit and bread set out for breakfast for the Driver and me.  For the Sloanes, she does a formal meal, but they aren’t here, and we don’t merit the trouble.  But today, the table in the kitchen is set for one, and Jobee’s high chair is pulled up next to the place setting.
“What’s this?”  
Helper scowls at me.  “Mr. Thomas said to be sure the two of you had a proper meal before you head to the city.”  She brings a covered dish over and sets it down with a clatter.  “Soy eggs.  And there’s cooked cereal for Mr. William.  It shouldn’t be too hot anymore, seeing as how you slept so late.”
The city?  This sounds bad.  I shouldn’t have thought the drawings being returned meant anything.  But I did, last night.  I thought it was a peace offering, a way to tell me I was safe.
I wonder what he’ll do—if he’ll turn us into the police, or sell us.  Given that our presence in his parents’ home is illegal, I’m leaning toward the idea that he’ll sell us.  I look around, eyeing the knife on the counter, thinking about whether I could make a run for it.  But what would I do exactly, run down the quiet street lined with private dwellings, lugging Jobee on my hip and brandishing the knife at anyone who came near?
“Morning.”  It’s Thomas.  He looks wide awake and ready to go.  I don’t know what to say to him.
“I’ve got Driver waiting for us, but take your time—he usually finds something to do.”  Thomas grins, as though whatever the Driver finds to do while he’s waiting on his employers is funny.  I can only imagine.  
“What’s happening?”  I try to stay in control of my voice, but it sounds a little squeaky to me.
“We’re going to the Commons.”  Thomas looks at Helper, who was just on her way out of the kitchen.  He lowers his voice as though he doesn’t want her to hear.  “For William, so he can see the animals.”  He waits until he’s sure Helper is listening, and then he continues.  “I always loved the animals, and I want to be the best brother to him that I can.”
I can see Helper out of the corner of my eye, clasping both hands over her heart and tilting her head as though she’s so charmed by him she can’t keep her neck straight.
He’s good at lying.  
The Commons is the largest green space in the city, and a part of it is devoted to extinct species.  There are mock-ups of natural settings, featuring, say, a tiger, or a horse, or a parrot.  All of them are robotics of course, but they can fool you pretty well if you just fuzz your eyes a bit.  Who knows what a real tiger looks like anyway?  There haven’t been any for over a century.  It’s a place that I would have loved to have gone, if I could ever have afforded the ticket.
I don’t think we’re going to the Commons.  
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The Driver doesn’t look at me or Jobee.  He asks Thomas if we’re ready to go and when Thomas says we are, he goes.  We shoot out of the courtyard; he drives fast, faster than he did when he brought me to the Sloanes’ place.  I sit in the back with Jobee, who is in a special seat designed for babies.  Thomas sits in the middle section facing us.  He watches Jobee hit the padded bar that holds him in his seat.  He smiles when Jobee widens his eyes at the bar, as though he is commanding it to open up and let him go.  I get a squeeze toy out and hand it to Jobee to distract him from his imprisonment.
We arrive in the city in no time at all, and when I look out the window of the vehicle, I see the Commons gate.  I feel hopeful for a moment, but then I realize that Thomas has to have us dropped off here.  He told Helper and the Driver we were coming here.
Thomas is already out of the vehicle, unfolding a baby whizby I haven’t seen before.  Once he has it locked into shape, he reaches in for Jobee.  I unlock the bar on his child seat and hand him out.  Thomas settles him in the whizby, making sure he’s buckled up.  He takes hold of the handle and clicks the on button.  The whizby lifts up off the ground by about three inches, and hovers.  Jobee laughs, delighted at the new sensation.
“Ha!”  Thomas laughs too.  “I always loved that, too.  I wanted to ride in my whizby long after I’d outgrown it.”
I climb out of the vehicle.  
“Is this your old whizby?”
“No, this was . . .  not mine.”  His smile disappears.  I want to ask why, but something about the look on his face prevents me.  I start to hitch Jobee’s bag of supplies up over my shoulder.  
“Oh!  I forgot.”  Thomas flicks the whizby’s button and Jobee is lowered gently to the ground.  Then he unsnaps something on the back, and a storage bin unfolds.  
“That stuff can go here.”  Thomas takes the bag from me and stows it in the bin.  “All right, now I think we’re set.  Be back by four, Driver?”  He slaps the back of the vehicle.
The Driver pulls away.  
“Shall we?”  Thomas flicks the whizby button and Jobee floats just above the ground again.  Thomas holds the handle with one hand and gestures toward the Commons gate with the other.
I stare at him.  “We’re really going to the Commons?”
“I had to tell them something.  Besides, he’ll like it, don’t you think?”  Thomas nods toward Jobee.
“He’ll like it.”  I’m still not moving toward the gate.
Thomas gets five steps away before he notices I’m not with him.  He turns and floats the whizby back to me.  He leaves it in hover-mode.
“What?”
“What happens in there?”  I’ve decided that he must have some clandestine meeting set up with slavers, that somewhere near the Pomeranian dog exhibit he’ll swap me and Jobee for some untold amount of riches, and then he’ll tell the Driver we were snatched.  People get snatched all the time, and they never get found as far as I can tell, so it will be the perfect story.
Thomas is frowning at me.  “In there,” he says, “we look at the exhibits, we buy some snacks, we go out the far gate which lets us out right by the Public Information Center.  Then, we go get the information you wanted about him.”  Points down at Jobee, who is too busy waving his hand in front of his face to notice us.
“Then, maybe we grab lunch.  And then we cut back through the Commons to get back here for our ride home.”
I keep staring at him.  Finally I nod and start walking.  
When we get to the gate, he scans his C-card and we enter.  
Just like that.  I’m in a place I could never afford to visit if I saved for an entire year, and he’s paid for three tickets with no thought at all.  I step forward in a daze, stunned by the displays I see ahead of us.  There are lions and tigers and, yes, there’s a bear!  I realize my mouth is hanging open and I snap it shut.  When I look around to see if he noticed, I find him still at the entrance, just inside the gate.  He’s considering me, tilting his head like he’s figuring out a puzzle.  I wait for him to catch up.
When he reaches me we fall into step, almost like any other rich, young couple out for a day with their baby, strolling the Commons.  Except he’s a homosexual, I’m a kidnapped Baby Helper and Jobee is a bought and paid for child.
“You thought I was going to sell you, didn’t you?”  Thomas doesn’t turn his head to look at me, but I know he’s peeking from the sides of his eyes.
I don’t look at him either, but I nod.  
“Look,” I say.  “Let’s show William the bear.” 

Chapter Fifteen
Jobee loves everything about the Commons.  I have to admit that I, too, am enchanted; I’ve never seen anything like it.  The way the tiger moves in his fake jungle, slinking along ready to leap out at us any moment, is entertaining.  But what I find truly fascinating is the way the other people here behave, as though nothing at all could be expected of them except what they are doing today; simply enjoying themselves.  There are no furtive glances.  No looking to see if any police are in the crowd, no fear of being attacked by street roughs.  
It must be nice to be rich.
We make our way across the Commons more quickly than I expect, and before I know it we’re approaching an exit gate.  Thomas seems to be having a good time with Jobee’s whizby—he swerves it back and forth with the handle so that Jobee giggles.  
“The Public Information Center is outside this gate, just a little ways.  We’ll go check it out, get what you need for now, and then grab some food.”  Thomas adjusts the whizby handle to make it shorter.  “I’m hungry, aren’t you?”
I am hungry.  I didn’t eat much of my breakfast.  But I don’t want to leave yet.  I will never get another chance to see this, I just know it.  Thomas must see the disappointment written on my face.
“We’ll come back the same way.  There will be plenty of time to look.”
“I suppose this sort of thing bores you, by now.”  I feel silly.
“No,” he says.  “Actually I like this place a lot.  It’s got a sort of carefree air, wouldn’t you say?  You can sort of forget yourself, here.  And the animals are great.”
We step outside the Commons onto the street.  It’s not too busy yet, but it’s definitely less ‘carefree.’  Thomas is suddenly watchful, checking all around us as we venture toward the Public Information Center.  He stops before we go more than a few steps.
“I want you to carry William for now.  I think it’s less risky than the whizby.  I’d carry him, but I want my hands free.”
He settles the whizby and then unbuckles Jobee.  I take him and Thomas slings the bag of baby supplies over his shoulder.  A flick of some switch I can’t see, and the whizby folds in on itself until it’s a cube, small enough to stow in the baby bag.  
“What do you think could happen?”
Thomas shrugs. He scans every person we pass, as though he can tell if they are good or bad by how they look.  “You hear things.  People get grabbed in the city.”  He looks at me, smiles.  “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about, but I’d rather be careful.”
I know it’s something to worry about.  I’m glad he is being this careful.  But if someone ran up and tried to take Jobee, they’d have to kill me to get him.
The PIC looks like a business center.  I’m almost as excited to see it as I was to see the Commons.  I’ve never been to one.  The closest I’ve come is the Teller machine outside my building in the complex; sometimes there’d be a cheap story listed that I could afford.  I loved putting in the token and waiting for the chip to vend, then popping it in my player when I got back to my cube.  Some of the stories weren’t well-told, but some were wonderful; the voice of the narrator would capture the tale, and you could imagine just what they were telling you about.
The PIC has rows and rows of tables with two chairs each.  Thomas leads me to one and unfolds the whizby.  I settle Jobee in it and give him a red boggle toy to play with; he seems to love the color red lately.  Thomas gestures to one chair and sits in the other.
“Now,” he says, digging his C-card out of his pocket.  He swipes it on a scanner set into the tabletop.  
I sit back in my seat fast—a monitor slides up out of the table top with no warning.  Thomas doesn’t notice my reaction; he’s busy flipping through some listings on the screen.  
“Okay.  Babies, baby developmental stages, zero to four months, five months to nine months . . . hmmm.”  He sits back.  “What do you think?”  He lets me lean in to see the screen.  
There are a lot of words there.  Some I know, some I don’t.  
“I . . .”  I shake my head.
Thomas watches me, and I can tell he doesn’t realize.  At least, not for a minute.  
“You can read?”  He sounds incredulous. 
“I can read some.”  I feel so disappointed.  I thought the PIC would have narratives.  I wonder . . .
“Don’t they have narratives?” 
“Narratives are for fun, not for—”  Thomas stops himself.  
“How much can you read?”
“I can read the Ward charts.  I can read medical notes.  They taught us all the navigational signs for the train routes, and instructions of various types—cooking, cleaning, medications.  The basics.”  I watch his face as this sinks in—he’s never even given it a thought.
“How much can you read?”  I really want to know.
“More than that,” he says, not unkindly.  He crinkles his brow, thinking.  Then he snaps his fingers together.  
“I know just what to do.”  He turns back to the screen, and flips through more listings.  
“Here we go.”  He shows me the section he’s called up.  
“Dictionary.”  I read it out loud. 
“Yes.”  He looks pleased.  “We’ll just get one of these too, and the baby books through, say, three years old and then, let me see, a couple more things.”  He flicks through the checkout screens and we’re done.  
“I don’t have a reader.”  I only have a player—a cheap little one at that—for my narratives.  Helpers don’t generally need readers.  I couldn’t afford one even if I did get clearance for it.
“I’ll lend you my old one.”  Thomas stands up.  “Let’s go get some food, shall we?”
I follow him.  He carries Jobee in the whizby until we reach the street.  I stand ready to take him again, but Thomas shakes his head.
“I can carry him—it’s not far.  Just there.”  He nods to a lighted sign a few doors down.  The word DEEN’S flashes on and off on the sign.  Under it is a door.  No windows, no indication that food is actually served there.  I feel myself tensing.  Maybe he really is going to sell us.  Or at least me.  I watch him start toward the door holding Jobee.  I want to run to him and wrench Jobee free, run somewhere where both of us can be safe.  Instead, I follow numbly.  Because as far as I know, that place doesn’t exist.
Thomas gets the door with one hand and holds it open for me.  I pass through it into a dark room.  I can’t make out much at first.  There’s a bench along one wall, and another door, which is closed.  Thomas walks over to the bench and puts the whizby down on it, and the gentle bump makes Jobee, who was just falling asleep, start to fuss.  Thomas touches a button set into the wall above the bench.  It doesn’t make any sound, but it must alert someone, somehow, because almost immediately I hear footsteps approaching from behind the closed door.  
I go to Jobee and try to comfort him.  

Chapter Sixteen
“Tommy!”  The man who bursts through the door is short and sweaty.  He pumps Thomas’s hand up and down in an enthusiastic greeting.  “Where have you been my friend?”
Thomas grins back at him.  “I’ve been around, Deen.”  He gestures toward me and Jobee.  “We need to get some food in us.  We’ve been walking a lot.”
Maybe it really is a restaurant.  The tension leaves my body and I wonder how long I can stand this sort of uncertainty.  I feel drained.
Deen notices us.  He walks over to inspect Jobee, a puzzled look on his face.  Then he looks at me.  
“And who is this lovely?”  
I feel myself blushing, warmth creeping into my cheeks.  I’ve never been called lovely, not even in that creepy way that some of the boys in the complex have, when they’re trying to touch some girl.  And the way Deen said it wasn’t creepy at all.
Thomas smiles.  “I don’t really know yet, Deen.”  He studies me.  “But you’re right, she is lovely.”
I feel my face get even hotter.  The way he’s looking at me seems a bit off.  I’m not his type, after all.  I put out my hand to Deen.  
“Helper12,” I say, and Deen shakes my hand, more gently than he did Thomas’s.  “I’m Mr. Thomas’s brother’s Helper.”
Deen looks at Thomas.  “But I thought . . .”
“She means the baby.  Not Greg.”  Thomas looks sad again.  
“Ahh,” says Deen.  He nods.  “So they replaced him, just like that, eh?”  
Thomas is silent.  
“Well,” says Deen.  “Let’s get your stomachs taken care of, shall we?”  He opens the door he came through, and after Thomas picks up Jobee again, we follow him down a narrow corridor.  There are doors all along it, and when we get to the fifth one, Deen opens it.  
“This one’s just been swept,” he says.
“Thanks, Deen.”  Thomas waits for me to pass into the room ahead of him.  He follows with Jobee.  Deen shuts the door without another word.
There is a table, with two plush chairs covered in a blue fabric that looks soft.  I sit down in one of them, and sink about three inches.  It is soft.  The comfort makes me realize how tired I am.
Thomas sets Jobee’s whizby on one end of the table and adjusts it so that Jobee is reclining.  I take a bottle out of his bag and pull the heating tag out.  When the formula is warm, I give the bottle to Jobee.  He’s holding them all by himself now, with only a little help from the bottle props.  Soon, he is happily sucking away at his lunch.
The door opens and Deen appears, holding a carafe and two glasses.  He sets them all down on the table.  
“Shall I just bring double your regular?”
“Two of the regular order will be fine, Deen, thanks.” 
Thomas pours some of the liquid in the carafe into each glass.  He hands one to me.
“Some light wine,” he says.
I’ve never had wine.  I take a sip, and it’s good.  It tastes sweet, with a tangy bite to it.
Thomas sighs, and I notice the dark circles under his eyes.  He looks as tired as I feel, and I wonder why.
“Why did you help me today?”  I blurt this out with no forethought.  As soon as I’ve said it I’m afraid again.  It doesn’t seem wise to try to be honest.  
“Why wouldn’t I?”
I watch him for a minute, and then I shake my head.  I guess I don’t have to worry about being honest.  I look away.
“You really want to know?”  
I shrug, and keep my eyes on my glass.
“Look, I’m sorry.  I know that you have no reason to trust me.  But to be fair, I have no reason to trust you either.”
“What could I possibly do to harm you?”  My words are sharp; he has all the power.  Him and his Society member family unit, and all the people like him, have always had all the power.  And all the privilege.  Kris was able to put her head down and accept it, just keep going and get through the day, but I have always had a little trouble. 
“Probably plenty, if someone paid you enough.”  Thomas’s voice had gained an edge too.
“Here we go.”  Deen came in with two plates, heaped with food.  He set them down before us.  The steam rising from them smelled delicious.  “Soy links, and onion fries.  Some fresh cheddar beans and a side of greens.”  He stood back, and noticed that we were glaring at each other.
“Oh,” he said.  
“She thinks I’m one of the bad guys.”  Thomas didn’t look away from me.
“Ah,” said Deen.  “Well, you can’t blame her.”
We both looked at him, Thomas with indignation written all over his face, me with interest.
“You’re a Society member, Thomas.  She’s a . . . ”  He assessed me, taking in my skinner haircut, looking at my forearm even though my designation was covered by my sleeve, as though he could see the tattoo beneath.   “You’re a complex girl, right?  Just trying to get by, you’ve got some lower designation assignment, you mind your manners, maybe grab a touch with one of your complex boys now and again, maybe play a game of shads with your girls of an evening.  Right?”
“Right.” 
“And here comes him,” Deen nods toward Thomas, “or at least his unit, and now suddenly you and that one are living the dream.”
“Right.”  I couldn’t have sounded more sarcastic.
“I didn’t do it!”  Thomas sounds frustrated.
“No, but you could have.”  Deen raises his eyebrows.
“You know that I wouldn’t.”  Thomas’s voice is subdued now.
Deen puts a hand on Thomas’s shoulder.  “That,” he says, “I do.”  He looks at me.  “And so should you.  This one really is one of the good guys.”

Chapter Seventeen
After Deen leaves us, I think about what he said.  I don’t know him any better than I know Thomas, but I trust him more.  He’s like me—there’s a designation tattoo on his forearm, too; an L.  I didn’t see it until he brought our wine, but the moment I did I knew I could probably trust him.  Because a man designated as a Laborer should not be serving wine in a restaurant. He’s found some way to jack the system, and I don’t think it’s because somebody bought him.  
I watch Thomas eat some of his cheddar beans.  He won’t look up at me.
“I’m sorry.”  I wait.  Nothing.  I try again.
“Thomas.”
“Don’t you mean sir?”  He keeps his eyes on his plate.
I giggle.  I can’t help it—the whole thing is like we’re having some lover’s spat.  I take another drink of my wine.
He looks up, and smiles.  Pretty soon he’s laughing too.
“What’s so funny?”  
I snort some of my wine.  “It’s just . . . it’s like we’re lovers having a little fight.”  I can’t catch my breath—the giggles keep coming.  “And given that I’m a lowly Helper, and you’re a kink . . .”
“What?”  He’s not laughing anymore.  
 I stop laughing too.  “I’m sorry, I mean, homosexual . . .”
“What makes you think I’m a kink?”
I don’t know what to say.
He waits.
“Well, what you said about your mother not wanting another homosexual son.  And the fact that you got expelled from school over your lover, Gregory.”  
Thomas just stares.  “Gregory wasn’t my lover,” he says.
“Look, I don’t care a bit if you’re . . .”
“I’m straight.”
“Seriously, it doesn’t matter at—”
“Gregory was a kink.”  Thomas smiles faintly.  “He called himself that, too, a kink.  It’s not a bad word.”  He looks sad.
“Who was Gregory, if he wasn’t your lover?”  I don’t know what I’m risking to ask, but I don’t care, suddenly.  He looks so wounded and miserable.  
“Gregory was . . . is my brother.”  Thomas’s voice is ragged.  “He’s still alive.  But he’s not Gregory anymore.  He’s who I went to see yesterday, when I told Driver I was going to the PIC.  I had him drop me there and then I caught a train out to the facility.”
I wait.  I’m afraid I know what’s coming.
“We were at the same school—he was two years behind me.  He was such a great kid—always happy, always so loving to everyone.”  Thomas smiles again, remembering.  
“I think I always knew—at least I remember knowing when he was around four years old.  That he was a kink, I mean.  He just had a certain way of doing things, and then, when he got old enough that he should be interested in girls, he wasn’t.  
“I didn’t care, but I thought he knew other people would.  I mean, he knew Mother would—he was smart enough to hide it from her.  I just figured he knew to hide it at school, too.  And maybe he did, at first.  But they caught him.  Him and another kid—Robert—I didn’t know him that well.  They caught them in one of the storage rooms.  They beat them both, the boys who found them, beat them senseless.  
“The school sent him home—I was on a debate tour at the time.  I didn’t find out until I got back, and then it was too late.  I went straight home; I knew Dad was on a business trip and I knew without him there to stop her she would do the worst.  I kept hoping I was in time.”
Thomas’s voice has been getting softer and softer; I can barely make out what he’s saying.  I don’t want him to have to say the rest.
“She had him wiped, didn’t she?”
“Yes.”  The word is a sob, a long, low cry of pain.  Thomas covers his face with his hands, shaking his head.  “Yes she did.”  
He scrubs his face with his fists, drying the tears that slip from his eyes.  He inhales deep breaths, pushes them out of his lungs as though if he can gain control of that simple bodily function, he can gain control of his emotions.  He does grow calmer, but I don’t think he’s beaten his grief.
“You should see him.”  He shakes his head slowly.  “He’s not even in there anymore.  He just sits in that chair, a lump of flesh, nodding and staring off into the distance.”  Thomas looks at me.  “He didn’t even know me.”  
I look back, into his reddened eyes, and wonder how a mother could do that to her son.  I reach across the table and take his hand.  I don’t have any words.
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We hold hands for a long time, in silence.  Jobee is sleeping, content with his full stomach and his warm blanket.  Our lunches grow cold, and neither of us moves.  Then, there’s a knock at the door, and Deen comes in with new plates of food.
“I thought you said this place was just swept?”  Thomas shakes his head at Deen.
“I did—it’s swept of outside listeners, not of our vid feeds.  We have to know what’s going on in our rooms, you know that.”  Deen grins.  “I saw a lot of talking and no eating—not hard to figure your food is cold.”
“Thanks, Deen.”  Thomas fishes out his C-card.  “Put double on this.”
Deen waves the card away.  “You know that’s no good here.  I don’t charge my friends.  And you, my boy, and your girl here, are my friends.”
Thomas’s face reddens.  I can feel mine doing the same.  We quickly let go of each other’s hands, and busy ourselves with our fresh plates of food.  Deen takes the old ones with him, chuckling as he goes.
We eat in silence for a few minutes.  Then Thomas raises his glass.
“A toast.”
“To what?”  I raise my glass, too.
“To us trusting each other?”  He looks a question at me.  
“Can we?”  I watch him to see what his answer will be.
“We can.” 
We click our glasses together.  
“You know, that is a two-way risk,’ he says.  
“I still don’t see how.”
“The person who tipped the boys off to Gregory’s storage room tryst was a Maintenance Helper.  I found out he’d been spying on Greg and Rob for weeks.  Once he’d had enough thrills, he turned them into the school authorities.”
“But I thought you said that school boys found them?”  
“They did.  After the school authorities told them where to look.”  Thomas narrows his eyes.  “I guess they wanted to be certain that the punishment was befitting what they saw as the crime.  And they couldn’t do more than expel Greg and Rob.”
I think about that.  It doesn’t surprise me a bit.  I think about the Director, and how his eyes took on a certain look when he was threatening me; it was a look of anticipation, of pleasure.  He liked the idea of hurting me.  I imagine the school Director wearing the same look.  
“Why did they expel you?”
“How do you know I got expelled?”
“The help gossips.”  I grin.
He grins back.  But then he looks serious.  
“I ruined every one of them.  Every boy that touched Greg or Rob.  They weren’t hard to ruin—cheaters and liars, the whole bunch.  I made sure they all got exposed as what they were.  Because that school takes poor behavior very seriously, if it’s directed at them.  So cheating on exams, running rackets for contraband in the dorms, all of that sort of thing is frowned upon.
“All but one of them had some racket going on.  The last one, the ringleader from what I was told when I checked into it, seemed to be clean, except for his hatred of kinks.  Him, I ended up having to fight.  And fighting is against the school covenant.  All violence is against the school covenant.”  He grinned, a thin little grin, full of anger.  
“Of course, none of the boys who beat my brother were expelled.  Not for that anyway.”
I guess it works the same everywhere, whether you’re in the complex or a private school.

Chapter Eighteen
By the time we got done eating lunch, it was much later than we’d planned and we had no time to linger at the Commons exhibits we’d missed on the first trip through.  Thomas apologized and said we could come back.  But really, I was so tired I didn’t care.  We hurried out the gate we had come in that morning and in only a few minutes the Driver pulled up to pick us up.  Once Jobee and I were in the back I was ready to fall asleep.
And I did, as it turned out.  I awoke just as we were pulling into the courtyard.  The Driver helps get Jobee out and hands him to me.  Thomas thanks him and dismisses him, and we walk toward the house.
“We’ve got to be careful,” he says, as we neared the door.  “We can’t behave as though we’re friends.  Helper, even Driver, I think, would tell Mother.  And that would be that for you.  Mother would have you sent away.”  
I feel a chill that the balmy late afternoon air doesn’t merit.  
“I understand.”  
“I don’t,” he says.  “I don’t understand it at all.”  
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Jobee and I both need a nap before dinner.  The short time I slept during the ride home didn’t seem to touch my fatigue.  And Jobee has had so many different sights and sounds to absorb today, he’s exhausted.  I keep thinking about how Thomas called us friends.  I wonder if we really could be; it would be such a wonderful thing to have a friend here.
We’re up and refreshed by the time we need to be downstairs.  Helper brings out the dishes and retreats; Thomas serves me.  He calls Helper back to ask for another wine glass.
“Is yours chipped, sir?”
“No, I want Helper12 to have a glass.”  Thomas opens his napkin and places it on his lap.
Helper looks astonished.  “Ms. Sloane never, I mean, she never—”
“I’m sure it was an oversight, Helper.”  Thomas tilts his head at her as if he is asking her opinion.  “You know mother has impeccable manners, and would never allow a dinner guest to have an incomplete place setting.”
Helper brings me a wine glass.  I keep my eyes on Jobee’s cereal spoon the whole time she is flustering around my plate with it.  When she finally leaves, I look at Thomas and raise my eyebrows.
“It’s fine,” he says.  “She knows that Mother won’t approve, but she also knows that Father will overrule her.”
“Your father,” I whisper.  “What did he say about Greg?”

“He’s said very little.”  Thomas swirls the wine in his glass, and watches the patterns the liquid makes.  “I think he wanted to leave her at first.  I’ve never seen him as angry as he was when he arrived home and found out what she’d done.  But something holds him here.”
“Perhaps he stays for you?”
Thomas looks past his glass to me.  “No.  Greg was his golden child.  I’ve never been the son he really wanted, and Greg was in every way—the way he played sports, the way he excelled in school, the way he thought about his future in the business—except that one.  Father could have overlooked that one so easily—he did overlook it.  He loved Greg best of all.  We all did, really.  Besides, he knows how much I loathe Mother.  If he was doing something for me, he’d have thrown her out as soon as she sent Greg away.” 
He shrugged.  “I love Father, but I think he’s basically a very weak man.  Sometimes I even wonder if he would have had the strength to stop her from having Greg wiped, if he’d been here at the time.  I’m sure she would have had some convincing arguments about how it was the best thing, with six different doctors lined up to support her.  No, Father stays because it’s what he knows how to do.”
“I’m so sorry.”  I don’t know what to say.  Having no family at all seems so much easier, suddenly.
As if he’s read my mind, Thomas asks me about it.
“Is it true that tracked designees don’t have any parents?”
“Well, we have Biological Contributors.  And Breeders who carry us to term, after being inseminated with sperm from the Biological Contributors.  But we never know who they are.  We grow up like Jobee would have.”  I touch his cheek, softly.  He’s fast asleep again, full of cereal and dreams.  
“How would he have grown up?”
“You really don’t know?”  I can’t believe that he doesn’t know how it works.  How do people think that the basic necessities get done in the world?  Certainly it’s not because of Society members—they’re too busy being educated in multiple subjects and playing at politics to actually do any work.  And in this world, a lot of work has to get done to keep civilization functioning.  Kris used to laugh about it sometimes.  “How long do you think they could go if suddenly nobody was tracked for garbage disposal?  The world would be one big stink in a week!”
Thomas shakes his head.  “I really don’t know, I’m afraid.  I mean, they teach us the general idea of it in early school, but I think it’s some homogenized version.  I remember pictures of happy looking babies being held by happy looking Breeders in frilly nightgowns.  And lots of pictures of wheels and cogs and how a successful society is a planned society.”
“Frilly nightgowns?”  I cannot believe that.
He nods.  “I swear.”  
“I was designated a Breeder.”  I say it before I think.
“What?  I thought you were a Baby Helper.  What were you doing in that Ward?”
I push up my sleeve and hold my arm out so he can see my designation tattoo.  
“See?  You can see where the B was—they just tattooed the H over it.  It must have just been a mistake—some test result was inaccurate.  They took out my uterus and changed me to a Helper.”
“Are you sad?”  He asks almost shyly.  
“About what?”
“About not getting to have babies.”
I stare. “Breeders have the earliest death rate of all designates except Reactor Laborers.  They get impregnated, brood, cesarean, go to recovery for a month and then start all over.  They never see the babies.  They never see much of anything except the inside of their rooms.  They aren’t even allowed to live in the complexes.  They have to stay in the Breeder Wards so that they can be monitored.”
“That sounds horrible.  At least in the Ward you got to help the babies, and be with them.  You’re wonderful with William.”
I think about the babies in Pre Ward, about Helper29 cooing at them while she kills them.  About me, not cooing, while I do the same thing.  
Thomas traces a finger over the H on my arm.  Then he follows the outline of the B.  He shakes his head.
“I’m so sorry, Helper12.”
I pull my arm away and cover it with my sleeve.  I start to eat.  I don’t want to talk anymore.  When he asks me if I’m okay, I tell him I’m just tired from our day.  
I don’t want him to know what I really feel. 
I want to be friends with Thomas.  Today I feel like I’ve seen inside him a little bit, like I’ve seen a person I could like.  I person I could trust.  But how can I be friends with someone who doesn’t know what I’ve done; what I’ve been made to do?   How can I trust someone who doesn’t even know my real name?

Chapter Nineteen
I don’t see Thomas the next day until a few hours before dinner. I’ve done my best to avoid him, staying in my room, keeping Jobee occupied with toys instead of going down to the courtyard.  But when he knocks on my door, I can’t hide.
“Hello.”  He pokes his head in after I open the door.
“Hello,” I say.
“I wanted to bring this by.”  He holds up a reader.  “May I come in?”
I hesitate, but I can’t refuse him entry.  
He walks over to where Jobee is sitting in his whizby.  Thomas said I could keep it to use with Jobee, after our trip to the Commons.  It works well as a chair for Jobee—it supports him while he plays with his boggles or just looks around at things.
“How are you, William?”  He turns to me.  “How is he doing?  Is there anything he needs?”  
“He’s doing well.” 
“I wanted to show you this before dinner.”  Thomas sits on the bed, and pats the spot next to him.  
I walk over and settle myself a foot away from him.  He flicks the power on the reader.
“See this?”  He shows me the menu displaying on the screen.  I nod.
“Here, you should take it—that way you can get the feel of it.”  He holds the reader out to me, and I take it.
It’s larger than my player is—built more solidly, too.  The screen is small, but I can read it easily.  Right now it lists what seem to be the titles of books.
“Are these what we got yesterday?”
“Yes.”  
Thomas points to the first listing. It’s called Childhood Development: From Birth to One Year.  
“It’s a lot like a player—you just select the one you want to read and it opens.”
I touch the title and it displays the first page.  I already see some words I don’t know.
“What if I need to look something up?”  
“You just open the dictionary, and then press the star, so you can go back and forth.”  He shows me, and then lets me try it.  
“See?”  He smiles.  “Easy.”  
I nod.  “It does seem like it will be.  Thank you for loaning it to me.”
“You can make notes, too, like this.”  He shows me how to mark a place, and insert a note.  I practice putting one in the first chapter of the book.
“You’re a fast learner.”  
“I had to be.  If you don’t stay on track in training, you could wash out.”  I wonder if he knows what that means.
“What does that mean?”  
I guess he doesn’t.
“It means that you could be sent to labor camp.  That’s if you’re lucky.  At labor camps the life expectancy is less than a year.”
He watches me.  He says nothing.  For too long.
“What?”  I finally have to speak.
“Are you upset with me about something?”
“No.”  I answer too quickly.  
“I feel like you are.”  He takes the reader from my hands and puts it on the bed.  Then he takes my hands in his.
“I know that we come from very different places.  I know that you’ve had a very hard life.”  He looks into my eyes, searching for something.  “It’s still hard.  And I’m a part of that—of making your life hard.”  He shakes his head.  “I don’t want to be a part of that.”  For a moment he says nothing.  Then he continues.
“I want you to know that I do know some of what you’ve been through.  I’ve been trying to find out, trying to see what it must be like for you.  Because I do want us to be friends.  I think we may be the only chance at sanity William has, being raised in this place.  I need to do better, as a brother, and as a friend.  I hope you’ll let me try to do that.  I hope you’ll help me protect William from, well, from what this place can be like.”
He looks at me with so much hope in his eyes, but I can’t help him.  I pull my hands from his.  
“His name isn’t William,” I say.  
He looks puzzled.  “Would you rather have him called Baby4?”  
I’m surprised he remembers Jobee’s Pre Ward name.  
“Of course not,” I say.  “But that’s not his name either.  His name is Jobee.  It’s what I named him the day he arrived in my Ward, and it’s what he’ll always go by, even after he’s been tracked and trained in some stupid thing.”  I’m crying, and I don’t know why.   
“Jobee.”  Thomas says the name slowly.  He reaches up to my cheek and smudges a tear away with his thumb.  “That’s a fine name.”
Suddenly I am full of fear.  “Don’t call him that, not in front of your mother.  Not your father either.”
“I wouldn’t.”  He looks at me.  “It will be what we know about him, together.”  
I nod, and wipe my nose on my sleeve.  
Thomas laughs. 
“Are we okay, now?”  He looks at me, and something about how he looks makes me feel naked.  I nod.
“Good.”  Thomas gets up and walks to the door.  “Keep that hidden,” he says, pointing to the reader.  “I’ll see you at dinner?”
I nod again.  
He starts to leave, but he turns back around.
“What?”  
“What’s your name, Helper12?  Will you tell me?”  
I am silent for a long time.  Finally I just shake my head.
He nods, as though he understands.  “Maybe someday,” he says.  And he leaves my room.

Chapter Twenty
The days fall into a sort of pattern.  I rise each morning to Jobee’s chuckles, bathe him and feed him his breakfast.  We spend some time outside in the courtyard where I show him everything I can—the sky, the trees, the plants, the fish in the fountain.  I watch him touch things and the expressions on his face are like a second childhood to me, one where there is no testing or surgery or tattooing; one where there is what looks like happiness.
After lunch, while Jobee naps, I get the reader from its hiding place under his changing table pad, and I study.  I read all about what will come for Jobee this year, and I learn many new words.  I fall in love with the dictionary.  Sometimes, I look up words that aren’t in the baby books, just to learn new ones.  I try to use them at dinner with Thomas, to see if I do it right.
Thomas included an art book with the ones we got from the PIC.  I found it the second day I was studying.  I hadn’t bothered to read all the titles until then, and the last one listed was Line Drawings by the Masters.  I gasped when I read the title, and selected it.  
There were pictures.
There were line drawings of landscapes and city skylines, and animals.  There were all sorts of different styles, done by many different Artists.  When I got to the seventh Artist, there was a note that Thomas had added to the reader.
This one made me think of your work.
The sketches were of people; an old man on a train, a woman mixing something in a beaker.  They were made with strong, spare lines, and they did look like my work.
My work.  Nobody ever called it that before.  Of course, nobody knew about it until Thomas, but still.  I look at the drawings every day, savoring them, trying to understand why the Artist used a certain line, why the shading is done a certain way for one area and another for the next.
After nap Thomas usually comes to play with Jobee.  He holds him and tickles him and shows him something new everyday. Yesterday it was a tomato.  Today it was a wooden mallet.  Jobee grabs every new thing and touches it, feeling all the different textures, smelling all the different smells.  He is happy.  He loves Thomas.  
I think Thomas loves him too.
Some days Thomas leaves in the morning, and doesn’t come back until dinner.  On those nights he is quiet.  I think he’s been to see Greg.  I don’t ask him, because I’m afraid I will be overstepping my bounds. 
Helper is scandalized by the time Thomas spends in my room.  She grumbles to the Driver at breakfast and acts as though I can’t hear her.  The Driver just shakes his head, and winks at me.   I’m not too worried; we always have the door wide open, so that there can be no reason to suspect that something untoward is happening.  Certainly she walks past the doorway carrying linens often enough, though there is no linen storage on the third floor, to know that nothing is happening between us.  Thomas is there to see Jobee.  Still, I wonder what Helper thinks I could do about it if the young man of the house wanted to rape me every day.  Nothing—that’s what.  She must know that, of course she does, yet she still carries on as though I could tell him to stop coming to my room.  
Tonight I choose a yellow sweater to wear to dinner.  The color is one that Thomas mentioned once.  That looks pretty against your skin, he said, about a shirt I had on one day.  I went upstairs and held that shirt against all of the things hanging in the closet, and pulled all the ones that matched it out and hung them together.  I choose something from that group of clothes every three days, and wear it to dinner.  I pretend I don’t know I’m doing this.
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“Hello.”  Thomas is waiting for us at the table.  I smile and settle Jobee in his high chair.  He reaches out for Thomas, grinning.  
“Hello, little man.”  Thomas is careful not to use Jobee’s name when we are outside my room, but I notice he doesn’t use the name William, either.  
Helper brings out our dinner, huffing a bit beneath her breath.  
“Is everything all right, Helper?”  Thomas is extremely polite.
“Yes, sir.”  She eyes him, and stops her huffing.
“This looks absolutely delicious, Helper.”  
She preens a bit, always pleased to be praised.  
I can’t wait for her to leave.  When she finally does, I sigh.  Thomas laughs as he serves me my food.
“Is she that bad?”    
“You know she hates me.” 
“Well, she probably wishes things were the way they used to be here.  Greg could charm her in two seconds flat, and Mother and Father were happy.”  His expression takes on the shadow that always darkens it when he thinks of Gregory.
I’m silent.  I don’t know how to explain it well, but when Thomas is upset like this, I feel upset too.  It’s as though his hurt is my own.  I have begun to wonder if I would bleed, should he be cut.
I feel this same way about Jobee.  It’s stronger in a way, than the way I feel with Thomas.  Jobee can’t protect himself at all, and for him, all pain is still a surprise.  When I have to take his boggle toy away to get him dressed, he looks so shocked and injured that I want to fight whatever made him feel that way, even though it was me.  If he bumps his head, I feel it, and I’m not serene until he is soothed.
It’s strange.  We were taught in training how to care for our charges; what to look for that would indicate they are in pain, how to help them feel better, when to call the Doctor to the Ward to check on something that might be serious.  But we were never taught to care about them.  In fact, the opposite was instilled—I remember the Trainers saying that reserve was imperative, that we couldn’t do our best work if we were less than impartial.  
“I’ve got something for you.”  Thomas’s voice brings me back to the evening, the table, the dinner.  
“Is it the new boggle?”  I’ve seen the ads for a red and green boggle that Jobee would love.  Thomas often buys a new toy, and clears it with me to be sure it’s “proper” for Jobee’s current stage of development.  It’s sort of a joke between us, now that I’m reading the books we got about childhood development.
Thomas smiles, a slow, beautiful smile.  I wonder if he knows how he’s begun to affect me.  It’s different from the boys in the complex; they were just for scratching itches.  Kris and I used to find a couple of likely boys to grab a touch with whenever we felt the desire, but I never looked at them and thought they were beautiful.  I never followed the line of a boy’s brow with my eyes and wished I could trace it with my fingertips.  Sometimes, when I’m watching Thomas play with Jobee, I want to touch him so much that I have to hold my hands tight behind my back, clenched into fists.  It feels like they might float toward him all on their own if I don’t.
“No.  It’s not a new boggle.  But I can pick one up for him tomorrow.” 
“What is it?”
“Look under your seat.”  Thomas grins.
I do look, and there is a sack under my chair.  Inside is a package.  It’s wrapped up in fancy paper with what looks like a real silk ribbon.  My eyes must get big, because Thomas is chuckling at me.  
“Put it back, silly.  You’ll have to wait to open it until you’re back in your room.”
I hide it back underneath my chair, and we eat dinner as though everything is normal.
But everything is not normal.  Thomas has given me a gift.  A present, all for me, from him.  It doesn’t even matter to me what it is; I’ve never been given a gift by anyone.  

Chapter Twenty One
I put the sack under my pillow when I get back upstairs.  I make myself wait until I’ve bathed Jobee and settled him in his crib for the night.  When he is sleeping soundly, I sit on the bed and slide the sack out from underneath the pillow.  I hold it for a minute, just like that, still hidden, before I take the present out of the sack.  It feels thin and hard, and there’s one spot where it’s lumpy along the end.   The paper is a luminescent gold color, and the ribbon is red.  
I slip the ribbon off.  It’s so soft, and the depth of the color is wonderful.  I put it next to me on the bed.  Now the paper—I don’t want to tear it because it’s so beautiful.  I slide my finger underneath it and tease it open, so that no harm is done to it.  
Beneath, there is a tablet of real drawing paper.  The label says 250 sheets of fine cotton blend sketch paper.  I lift the top cover and smooth my hand over the first sheet’s surface.  It’s almost like the sheets on my bed; fine and soft, cool to the touch.  I lift the tablet from the wrapping paper and something falls—a metal tin of some sort.  I pick it up and turn it over so I can see the top.  It’s sketching charcoal.  I’ve heard of this but I’ve never seen any.  I open the tin, and inside, nestled in translucent paper, there are five sticks of black, porous looking stuff.  When I touch them, my fingertip comes away sooty.
I’m stunned—literally.  I sit on the bed holding my gifts, feeling completely zapped.  Thomas has given me something that my heart has desired, but it’s also something that could land me in a labor camp.  If I were caught with these materials . . . I don’t even want to think about it.  
It’s late.  I’m tired and I need to go to sleep.  I hide the tablet under the changing table pad, and the charcoals in one of my dresser drawers.  I don’t know why I think that two places are safer than one, but I do.  
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When I wake up, the sun is shining in the window.  I run to the changing table and lift up the pad.  The tablet is still there.  I check my dresser drawer, and there is the charcoal tin.  
Jobee clucks from his crib.  I pick him up and give him a hug, and turn around and around like he likes me to do.  He laughs.  Today we’ll spend a lot of time in the courtyard.  Who knows how long the sun will last?
After we’re both dressed, I’m just getting ready to go downstairs when I hear a knock at the door.  It’s Thomas’s knock: three soft taps and one hard rap.  I open it, and there he is, standing in the hall with a new baby bag.  
“He’s got a perfectly good bag for his things.”  I laugh.  Thomas wants Jobee to have everything.
“I know, but this one has some special qualities,” says Thomas.
“Like?”  
He waits for me to indicate that he can come in, and then he sets the bag on the bed.  
“See?”  He opens the main section of the bag, which is already filled with baby supplies and bottles.  “Lots of room for all Jobee’s things.”  Then he pulls open a side compartment and shows me how it’s reinforced.  “And, nothing would get bent if it were carried in here.  If you had, say, papers of some sort, that you wanted to keep nice, they would fit in here perfectly.  And there’s a place for your charcoals.”
“Shhh!”  I put my finger to my lips and look past him at the door.  
“She’s downstairs.  I’m having her fix a breakfast for us to take away.  Because we’re going to spend the day in the country.”
“The country?”  I’ve heard about how the rich go for day-trips to the country.  There are supposed to be lakes and trees and wild meadows.  I’ve only ever seen those things in pictures.  
“Yes.”  Thomas smiles at me.  “Who knows how long the sun will last?”
“I was just thinking that very same thing.”  I smile back, and then I feel shy.  “I want to thank you. For my presents.”
“Do you like them?”  He speaks softly, as though he is feeling shy, too.
“I love them.”  These words don’t convey how I feel.  I can’t tell him in words how the idea that he would know to give me these tools—that he wouldn’t care that the world says I shouldn’t have them—makes me feel inside.  
“I thought we could bring them along,” he says.  “In this.”  He lifts the new baby bag.  “That way maybe you could try them out, while we’re away.”  
“But we’ll be right out in the open, won’t we?”  I imagine the country as being exclusively outdoors.  “Out in a field, or something?”
Thomas chuckles.  “Yes, we will, but nobody there will know us.”  
“But I’m a Baby Helper.  I’m not supposed to have any art materials.”
Thomas looks at me, standing in front of him.  He puts his hands on my shoulders and turns me and Jobee around, to face the mirror in my room.  
“What do you see there?”  He waits.
I look in the mirror.  Jobee does too, and he reaches out for our reflections, giggling.  
“I see a very silly boy,” I say.
“And what else?”  
I look at my reflection.  “I see me.”  
“Exactly,” says Thomas.  “You.  Not a Helper, not anything but a girl out for a day in the country.”
I understand what he means, finally.  I have no uniform.  I’m wearing the clothes the Sloanes provided.  My hair is still in a skinner cut, but it’s longer than regulation—I haven’t clippered it since I’ve been here.  My designation tattoo is covered.  There’s nothing to give me away as a Helper, nothing to indicate that I’m not just a Society girl, out for a day trip.  Society girls can draw if they want; they can sing, and write and recite poetry if they want.  
“Meet me downstairs?”  Thomas is grinning at the look of wonder that must be on my face.
“Yes!  I’ll be there in five minutes.”
When he leaves I turn back to the mirror for a moment.  I take in the image I see there, of a young woman.  She looks like a young woman who could do anything really, anything she wanted to do.  And for one day, I think, maybe, just maybe, she will.

Chapter Twenty Two
It takes us over an hour to get there.  Jobee is an easy baby, and he’s happy as long as he has a boggle or a view out the window.  Thomas is reading, the daily news or something, on his reader.  I’m content to watch him do it, as long as he doesn’t know I’m watching.  Whenever he looks up, I fuss with Jobee or look out the window.  I don’t think he’s caught me.
I admire his hair, which is worn in the Society style: long and straight and combed back away from the forehead.  Thomas’s hair is dark and shiny, and so thick it looks like you could bury your hands in it.  I’ve only touched it once, the night he came in drunk, and I wasn’t thinking of him in very kind terms then.  I wish I could touch it now.  
He looks up, and I’m caught.  He smiles at me slyly.
“What are you doing?”
“What do you mean?”  I hope I sound innocent.
“It seemed as though you were staring at me.”
“What?”  I fumble with my sweater cuff.  “Oh, I was just daydreaming.  You know how you can just drift?  And you’re not really aware of what you might be looking at . . .”
“Ah.”  He nods, very serious.  “Yes.”  He snaps his reader shut and looks out.  
“Almost there, Driver?”
“Almost, Mr. Thomas.”  
“We’ll be staying all day.  So perhaps you can come back around nine?” 
“That will be fine, sir.”
The view out the window has changed from the private dwellings on the Sloane’s street, to the edges of the city as we skirted around it, to long expanses of green fields, sort of like the Commons, only wild looking.  There are tall, tall trees here and there, and we stop at a smallish building set into a clearing next to the road.  We unload Jobee and the whizby and my baby bag and Thomas’s bag full of goodies that Helper packed.  Thomas taps the back of the vehicle and the Driver takes off.
There is a sign next to the building that has the words Nature’s Inn on it.
“Are we going in there?’  
“We are,” says Thomas.  “Just to rent a car.”
We enter the building and there is a man there, standing behind a counter.  He looks at Thomas and I can see his eyes working like a calculator.  
“Help you, sir?”
“Yes.”  Thomas strides to the counter.  “We need a car—one of your larger ones, and a map.”
“Half day or full day?”  
“Full day, please.”  Thomas waits while the man enters some numbers on a keyboard on his side of the counter.  He swivels the keyboard across to Thomas, who takes out his C-card and slides it through a slot.  The man hands him a chip for his reader and a fob of some sort.
“Cars are around the back.  Enjoy your day with your family.”  The man looks over at me and smiles.
“Thank you.”  Thomas picks up his bag and the whizby and I carry the baby bag.  We head back out the door and walk around the building.  
There are two rows of battered, old hovercars parked on a cracked pad.  Thomas looks at the fob the man gave him.
“Number 12.  Where,” he scans the cars, “is number 12?”
“There.”  I point to a blue one with the number 12 painted on its doors.   We walk over to it.  Inside it’s clean, and fairly large.  Thomas looks at the sky. 
“It doesn’t look like rain.  Shall we take down the top?”
I don’t know what he means.  He shows me the way the top of the car folds down to make it open to the air.  
“Yes!”  I am thrilled.  We’ll be able to watch everything go by.
We load our bags in and Thomas helps me in and hands me Jobee.  Then he climbs in too, and puts the fob into a slot meant for it.  The hovercar sputters and shudders and heaves.  Then, like magic, we’re floating, smooth and steady above the ground, just like we’re in a giant whizby.  I laugh out loud before I can stop myself.
“Okay?” Thomas grins at me.  
I nod, grinning back like a fool.  He eases us out of the line of cars, and we slide over the pad.  Thomas touches a knob and we stay in one place, hovering.  He takes out the map chip he bought from the man and loads it onto his reader.  
“Let’s see.  It looks like if we head due west, we’ll come to a lake.  Does that sound okay?”
I nod.  A lake.  I’ve never seen a real lake.
“All right.”  Thomas checks to see that Jobee is strapped into his whizby seat.  “Hold on,” he says, and touches the knob again.  
Off we go, sailing over the ground.  We pick up speed until we’re going just fast enough to make it fun, but not so fast we can’t enjoy what we see going by.  It looks like the fields go on forever.  There are clumps of tall, wild grass, and I see some more trees in the distance.  Jobee is laughing at the way everything seems to be whizzing by him, or maybe he’s just laughing at the air on his face.  We come to a sloping hill and slide up it.  At the top, Thomas makes the hovercar stationary, so we can enjoy the view.  Below, there is a real lake.  It’s just what I thought it would be, a large, roundish crater filled with water.  It’s not quite blue, like you see in the pictures.  More greenish grey.  But still, absolutely breathtaking.  
“Is it your first time to see one?”  Thomas is watching my reaction with interest.  
I’m embarrassed, because I think he just caught me with my mouth hanging open again.  
“Yes.  I didn’t think I ever would see one.”  All we have in the complexes are reservoir towers.  I didn’t know if lakes like this really still existed.  
“Let’s get down there, then, shall we?”  Thomas makes the hovercar come to life again, and we glide down the hill to the lakeshore.  
“Why don’t you explore a bit while I get us unpacked here?”  Thomas takes Jobee from me and gestures toward the lake’s edge.  
“Really?”  I’m not used to being the one who relaxes.  The only time I’ve ever experienced that is with Kris, who used to let me listen to my stories while she clippered my hair, and recently, with Thomas.  He’s served me dinner, and bought me gifts, and asked me what I think about things.   And now he’s taking care of Jobee and setting out our meal on the gentle slope of this meadow, while I walk along the lake like a Society member.
I get as close to the edge of the lake as I can go.  The water makes a sound I hadn’t expected, lapping at the shore.  The pictures all look silent and serene, but actually it’s quite noisy here.  There’s gurgling and sloshing, and I hear the sounds of other people, somewhere over the next slope.  Then I hear Jobee scream.
I’m running in an instant, slipping up the embankment, scrabbling at the rough grass for handholds.  I clear the slope and there they both are—Thomas, and Jobee in his arms.  Thomas is turning round and round the way Jobee likes.  By the time I am next to them, Jobee is giggling between sniffles, his red cheeks still wet from tears.
“What happened?”  My heart is pounding.
Thomas looks up, just noticing me.  
“What?  Oh.”  He sees how worried I am, and turns so I can see Jobee’s face.  “It’s fine—he took a tumble out of the whizby before I could quite catch him.  It scared him, but he’s fine.”  He wipes Jobee’s cheeks with a cloth, and chucks him softly under the chin.  “Aren’t you, Jobee?  Yes, you are, you are just fine.”  
I have to smile at that sing-song voice coming out of Thomas, whose natural tone is deep.  He does love Jobee.  And I don’t think he’ll let anything happen to him if he can prevent it.

Chapter Twenty Three
Thomas has set everything up.  There is a large, thin blanket spread out.  On it, he has placed Jobee’s whizby, a thicker, softer pad for Jobee to lie on, some boggles and a bottle, and the food Helper packed for our day.  There is some sort of fizzy drink, which he’s poured into some squat glasses.  
“Let’s eat!”  Thomas laughs and helps me sit.  He lays Jobee down on the pad and hands him a boggle toy.
I’m starving.  After I’ve had enough to take the edge off of my hunger, I look around me.  There’s a slight breeze coming up off the lake, and the sun is shining down on us.  I don’t think I’ve ever felt the particular set of emotions I’m feeling now.  Content, wistful, excited, something I can’t quite put my finger on—it has no name that I know.
I hear the voices I heard before, by the lake’s edge.  
“Who is that?”  
Thomas shrugs.  “Just some other people, enjoying the lake for the day.”
“So this is what you do?”
He cocks his head.  “What do you mean?”
“I mean, Society members.  You go to school, you go on vacations, you go to the country.”  I wonder what Ms. Sloane would do if she had to spend one day living in a complex, working as a Helper.
Thomas looks at me, gauging my mood.
“Are you angry at me?  For being one of them?”
“No.”  I’m not, I don’t think.  “It’s just the way things are, isn’t it?”
He doesn’t answer right away.  Jobee’s favorite boggle has rolled away from his grasp, and Thomas puts it within his reach.  
“It does seem to be just the way things are.  I don’t know how to change it, and to be honest, before I met you, I didn’t give it much thought.”
It’s my turn to watch him.  He meets my gaze steadily.  
“My parents will be back in two days.”  
“I know.”  I’ve been counting the hours, actually.  It’s been such a strange, wonderful time.  When the Sloanes return, all of it will change.  
Thomas moves closer to me.  He brushes my cheek with his fingers, and I feel an electricity from that soft touch that I’ve never experienced. 
“I need to know something,” he whispers.
I have to look away.  I stare at Jobee, who is happily chewing on his boggle, oblivious.  
“What do you want to know?”
He puts his hand under my chin and lifts my head until my gaze meets his again.  He studies my face, his eyes focusing on my hair, my lips, back to my eyes.
“I want to know your name.”
For some reason, tears threaten to well up in my eyes.  I take hold of his hand, and cover it with both of mine.  I’m surprised to feel him trembling.
“My name is Benna.”  I say it quietly.  It feels right to tell him. 
He smiles.  
“Benna,” he says, as softly as I did.  “I’m so glad to have met you.”  And he kisses me.
I’ve been kissed before.  Complex boys can be charmers, especially when they want to grab a touch.  I’ve kissed back, and enjoyed it.  But I’ve never felt this.  Thomas isn’t some complex boy, barely more than a stranger, sharing a physical need for relief.  His lips are gentle, careful with me.  His hands aren’t grabbing me; they’re caressing me, holding me.  And his tongue, his tongue is making me press myself against him, harder and harder, wishing there was some way to—
“Benna.”  He breathes my name, gasping for air.
I’m gasping too.  
Thomas is trembling even harder, his hands on my arms shaking.  He takes a deep breath, exhales with a sort of laugh.
“I think we’d better take a minute.”  
I don’t want to take a minute.  But I know he’s right.  We both scoot a little further apart, and I settle Jobee in his whizby so he can have his bottle.  I pull the tag and wait for the formula to heat.  Once Jobee is settled, I feel less flustered, and I chance a look at Thomas.  
He’s more relaxed too.  He smiles, and gets my drawing tablet and charcoals out of the baby bag.  
“Maybe you should try these out now—what do you think?”
I look around as I reach for them.  I’m still nervous about having them out in the open, even though I know Thomas is right; nobody could tell I am a Helper by the way I look today.  
“I will.”  I open the tin and take out one of the charcoals. It’s wrapped with paper on the bottom half, so I can hold it without getting soot everywhere.  I open the tablet to the first, pristine page.  
“What will you draw?”  Thomas looks around us.  “That tree there?  I know!  What about Jobee?”
“Jobee won’t hold still long enough for me to draw him.”  I know what I want to draw.  “But you will, won’t you?”
“Me?”  Thomas looks skeptical.  “Surely there are better things to draw than—”
“Turn just a touch, toward the lake.”  I’m already picturing how I’ll capture his eyes.  “Now, relax, you look stiff.  Let your shoulders fall.  There, that’s perfect.  Comfortable?”
Thomas nods, and we fall silent.  The only sounds are the distant voices we can hear coming from the other side of the lake, and my charcoal, whispering across the paper.
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It’s dark when we get home.  Jobee is sleeping soundly, thoroughly worn out from the fresh air and the new sighs and sounds.  I feel almost as tired as he is, for many of the same reasons.  I’ve seen so much today, done so much I’ve never done, felt so much I’ve never felt.  I am ready to fall where I stand.  
Thomas seems to know this.  He helps me out of the car and after he dismisses the Driver he hurries to help me get Jobee upstairs.  Once he’s settled in his crib, Thomas leaves me for the night, with only a chaste kiss on the forehead.  I cling to him, laughing, but he just smiles.  
“I’ll see you in the morning, Benna.”
I change out of my clothes into a sleeping tunic.  Though I’m exhausted, I feel wound up, unable to close my eyes.  I retrieve the drawing tablet from where I’ve hidden it under the changing table pad, and sit on the bed.  I open it to Thomas’s portrait.  
There he is, just like he was sitting across from me today at the lake.  He’s so achingly beautiful to me.  
I’ve managed to capture his eyes quite well, I think.  The slight tilt of them in his face, the way they sparkle.  And his nose is perfect.  But I couldn’t get his lips quite right—I’ve smudged the charcoal out and redrawn them so many times I doubt I can get a clean line there again.  
He wouldn’t let me have him.  I wanted to, wanted to have sex with him right there on the lakeside.  But he shook his head, and told me we should wait.  
“I want you, too, Benna.  But I don’t want you in a hurry.  And I want to know we’re both . . .”  He stopped.
“Both what?”
He looked uncertain for a moment.  “In love, as silly as that may sound to you.”  He watched me.  “I want to know we’re both in love.”
“Why do you think that might sound silly to me?”  
“Well, most people don’t even believe in it.”  He touched my hand.  “Do you?”
I thought about that, and what my answer would have been even two weeks before.  I thought about how often I had wished for something, some thing that I couldn’t name, and couldn’t see and couldn’t touch.  I looked at Thomas.
“I do now.” 

Chapter Twenty Four
In the morning, Thomas comes to the courtyard where Jobee and I are sitting, enjoying the early morning sun.  He stands in the doorway watching Jobee play with a leaf.  
“I’m going to go see Greg today.  And I have to do a couple of other things, too, so I may be late.”  
“You don’t have to report to me, you know.”  I smile up at him.
He smiles back.  “I know.  I just want to, Benna.”
My expression must telegraph the alarm I feel inside.  Thomas looks behind him to make sure Helper isn’t lurking and then he crosses to me.  He kneels down and plays with Jobee, but his whispered words are for me.
“I’m sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.  I hate this.”  He keeps a smile on his face, in case Helper is watching from some unknown vantage point.  “I should be able to call you by your real name, shouldn’t I?”
“Whether you should be able to or not, you can’t,” I say, my own false smile plastered on my face.  Things don’t seem so simple today as they did yesterday on the shore of the lake.  If Helper heard Thomas using my name that way, she’d report it.  Not to his parents; to the police.  There are rules in place to keep things like this—like us—from happening.  My hands are shaking, just thinking about it.  
Thomas shakes his head, his face a happy mask.  
“We can’t do this, can we?”
I say nothing.  I can’t look at him anymore, so I turn toward the door, and there stands Helper.  She doesn’t say anything.
“Hello, Helper.”  I try hard to keep my voice steady, my tone casual.  Thomas stands up.
“What do you need, Helper?” He sounds less friendly than I did.
“Nothing sir.  I just wondered if you’d be home tonight for dinner.”
Thomas turns to me.  When I meet his eyes, it’s with a blank stare.  I watch as he searches my face, and absorbs what is there.  I watch as his eyes go cold.  
“I won’t be home, Helper.”  He walks away without another glance at Jobee or me.  “I’ll be eating with friends tonight.”  
And then he’s gone.
[image: ]
I stay in the courtyard until mid-morning.  Jobee has a bottle, and I’ve lost my appetite, so missing breakfast doesn’t matter.  I don’t let myself think about anything but Jobee until he falls asleep.  Once he’s snuffling softly, I try to relax in the lounge chair.  It would be nice if I could drift off, but I can’t.  I keep seeing Thomas’s face, his expression going from hurt to numb, his eyes turning frosty, right before they turned away from me forever.  
I don’t know what else I could have done.  Never in my life have I thought that I would find myself in this sort of situation, but I have heard of them.  There was a girl in our Helper Training, tracked for Baby Helper just like me and Kris.  She was a beautiful girl, not like me.  She had fine golden hair that looked like spun sugar, even in a skinner cut.  I remember her name—Cinq.  I bet a lot of Helpers remember her name, because of what happened.
We were all pretty new still, all about 15 years old.  We’d just been split into smaller groups for our generals, the part of training where we learned the first bits about our particular designations.  Some of us were excited that we’d tracked as Baby Helpers, but some weren’t.  Cinq was not; she’d wanted to be an Artist.  She wasn’t quiet about it at all, either—she’d tell anyone who would listen that her initial testing showed an aptitude for spatial relationships.  Sometimes at night you could hear her crying.  I always felt bad for her. 
There was a man—he was a boy, really, probably only as old as I am now—who worked in the dorms, whenever something broke down.  If the lights were flickering, or the air filtration wasn’t functioning properly, he’d show up with another man and they would fix whatever needed fixing.  I noticed him because he didn’t have a designation tattoo; no L for laborer—nothing.  Well, that, and the fact that he was disarmingly attractive.  
I wasn’t the only one who noticed him.
Cinq started hanging around when he showed up, and he returned her interest.  She even stayed behind once when he came to our dorm to fix a heater.  We were all going to lunch; third bell had already rung, but she stayed behind.  One of the other girls warned her that she was risking it, but she didn’t care.  I’ll be along was all she said.
One night after she’d been late for third bell several times, I could hear her weeping in her bed.  Another girl, Motie, told her to shut up the noise. 
Motie used to be a friend of mine; at least that’s what I thought.  We were closer at that time than Kris and I were; I was closer to Motie than I’d been to anyone.  I ate all my meals sitting next to her, and we laughed at the sorts of things we were learning in our generals, things about baby penises and vomit.
Motie had grown tired of listening to Cinq cry at night, and even more tired of something else.  She threw off her blanket and marched over to Cinq’s bed and slapped her right across the face.  
“Stop your whining, girl.” 
I got out of bed too, and went to try to calm Motie down.  We could all get in trouble if we got caught up after last bell.
Cinq was white-faced when I got there, covering her cheek with her hand, staring at Motie like she wanted to kill her.  
“You,” she said, low and hard.  “You don’t know enough to know what it’s like when you’re not meant for . . . for this.” She swept her hand out at the room, at the beds, at all of us.  “They made a mistake with me.  My initial tests showed an Artist, not a Baby Helper.”
Motie was unimpressed.  She grabbed me and dragged me in closer, and shoved the sleeve of my tunic up.
“They make mistakes all the time, girl, and they correct their mistakes.”  She twisted my arm up close to Cinq’s face.  
“You see that—see that, girl?  That’s a B.  Benna showed as a Breeder, girl, in her initial tests.  And now she’s here with the rest of us, with a nice black H on her arm.  So you may as well shut it about your artistic leanings.”  Motie let me go.  
“And another thing, girl.”  Motie leaned down until she was spitting her words on Cinq’s face.  “You better stop grabbin’ it with that boy.  I’m not getting a CBA because you want some Society ass.”
The whole dorm went silent.  I wonder now, how many of the other girls knew as much as Motie did then.  I was oblivious to it all until that moment.  That the boy with no tattoo was a Society boy, that Cinq was having sex with him, that all of us could be Charged By Association and be sent to labor camp because of it.  I had no clue.  But Motie knew.  And now, so did everyone else.
Of course, someone told.  Because they were afraid, I imagine.  And after our showers the next morning, before we were dressed for training, they came and took Cinq away.  They had to drag her, because she knew where she was going.  The next time the air filtration stopped working, there was a new boy, with a black L on his arm.  
Motie told me later that the Society boy had probably done something stupid and been sent here to put a scare into him.  It turned out she was right; before I left training for the Ward, three more boys with no designation tattoos showed up.  They worked for a week and then vanished.  And none of us ever looked in their direction.
I haven’t thought about Motie in years.  I remember how I felt that night, when she shoved my arm under Cinq’s nose.  I hadn’t told anyone else there about my lasered-out B.  I was ashamed of it for some reason.  When I told Motie, I told her it was our secret.  She’d said of course it is, Benna, of course.  And I’d believed her.
I don’t know what happened to Motie.  She didn’t get assigned to the same Ward as me, and I never sought her out.  I hate to say it, but I think she was the one who told on Cinq.  I understood, even then, why she did it.  But I could never look at her the same way after that.  

Chapter Twenty Five
Thomas hasn’t come back yet.  Dinner was over hours ago, Jobee’s asleep in his crib, and I’m in my bed, lying awake in the dark.  Tomorrow, the Sloanes are due back from their trip, and I can’t stop crying.  I’m being very quiet so I don’t wake Jobee, but I can’t stop the tears.  I feel like poor Cinq must have felt, as though someone has made a horrible mistake.
Helper made a point of setting one plate at the formal dining table for me.  When I came to the kitchen with Jobee to eat, she turned me away. 
“I’m sure you would prefer the dining room,” she said.  “Your place is set there.”  And she sneered. The Driver wouldn’t look up from his own plate.  
When I went to the dining room I found a covered dish waiting.  Underneath was a bowl of thin, cold soup.  Nothing else.  I started to eat it, but then I thought about what Helper might have done to it and I couldn’t.  I fed Jobee his bottle, and came upstairs hungry.  
I am so tired.  I just want to be unconscious, but sleep won’t come.  I get up and splash some water on my face, to see if that will help.  As I’m climbing back into bed, I hear a door downstairs—I think it’s the door to the courtyard.  Thomas must be back.  I tiptoe to the window, and see that the Driver has parked the vehicle in the courtyard—he left to pick up Thomas after dinner.   I shouldn’t care, but I feel relieved.  He was so angry when he left this morning.  
I hear something downstairs, some sort of scuffle I think.  I open my door to the hall, and creep out onto the landing.  Light floods upward from the main floor.  
“Sir!  Mr. Thomas, stop!”
It’s the Driver, and he sounds strange.  I’ve never heard him speak to Thomas in that tone.  There’s a bang, and some more scuffling.
“Let go of me now, Driver or I’ll—”
I hear the Driver shout, but I’m listening for Thomas.  Shadows flash on the walls and I see someone stumble into view.  It’s him.  He grabs the rail of the stairway, and begins to pull himself up the stairs as though he’s hurt, or so tired he can barely stand.  The Driver is hovering behind him, trying to steady him.  But when he reaches out to touch him Thomas strikes out at him almost blindly, shoving him away.  
“Just leave me!”  His voice is ragged, hoarse.
I must gasp or something, because they both stop and look up.  
Thomas’s face is ashen, and his eyes are swollen.  He’s crying, so hard I don’t know how he can see through the tears.  But he does—he sees me, standing on the landing looking down.  And if it’s possible for him to look more anguished, for one split second, he does.  Then, his face stills, though his tears still flow.  He shakes his head, such a slight movement I might have missed it easily, and he looks away from me, straight ahead, at nothing.  
“I’m fine Driver,” he says, in a dead voice.  And he goes to his room and closes the door, so quietly and carefully I can’t make out the click of the latch.
I stand there frozen.  The Driver looks up at me then, and his face is like a reflection of my own—sorrowful and torn.  He wants to go after Thomas, I can tell.
“Go,” I whisper down to him. “Go and help him, please.”
He shakes his head at me.  
“I’m not who he needs, miss.”  He stares up at me for the longest time, and then he bows his head and backs away.  
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I check on Jobee; he’s sleeping soundly.  I tug on my robe and slip out my door, shutting it as softly as I can.  I tiptoe down the stairs, and down the second floor hall to Thomas’s room.  I put my ear to the door, but I can’t hear anything.  I tap lightly on it and wait.  Nothing.  I’m afraid to knock any louder; who knows where Helper lurks after dark.  I try the door, and the mechanism gives—he hasn’t locked it.  
Slowly, as silently as possible I open the door, just wide enough to let me slip through.  It’s dark in the room, and I stand there trying to let my eyes adjust.
“What do you want?”  
It’s a low growl, almost inhuman, and I jump when I hear it.  He’s sitting on his bed across the room.  The moonlight is streaming in through his windows, and as my eyes grow accustomed to the darkness, I can see the shape of him.  He’s shirtless, and his shoulders are gleaming.  
“Thomas, what happened?”  I whisper, almost afraid to speak to him.
“What happened?  What happened?”  He laughs then, a wild, guttural sound with no mirth attached to it.  He shakes his head.  “She killed him.  That’s what happened.”
I stand still, shocked.  Then I cross the room quickly.  I’m sitting next to him in a moment, my arm around his shoulder.  
“Thomas, what are you talking about?”
He rocks back, throwing my arm off of him.  He grimaces, and shakes his head back and forth.  I know he’s fighting more tears.  He covers his face with his hands.
“Go away, just go.  Please!”
“I can’t leave you, Thomas.  Not like this.”  I get off the bed, and kneel in front of him.  I take his hands in mine, and pull them away from his face.  His eyes are glittering in the moonlight, brimming with tears.  
“Is Gregory dead?”  I whisper, as though perhaps if it’s only whispered, it won’t be true.  
Thomas’s face crumbles then.  He nods, but he can’t speak.  He reaches for me, and pulls me in, holding me so tight I feel like I might not breathe again.  Then, suddenly, he pushes me away, gently, but firmly.  
“You should go,” he rasps.  
I can’t go.
I rise from the floor, and carefully, I kneel on the edge of the bed facing him, one knee on either side of his thighs.  I lower my body until I’m sitting on his lap.  I touch his forehead, gently smoothing my fingers across his brow.  His head hangs down; he’s oblivious to me.  I rake my hands through his hair, combing it back from his face, tangling my fingers in it.  
“Benna,” he whispers, his breath coming faster.  He takes my hands in his, and brings them to his lips, kisses them both, one after the other.  Then he starts to let go.  But I won’t let go of him.  I squeeze his hands, and push them down to his sides, then behind his back.  I kiss his lips, more slowly, more gently than I’ve ever kissed anyone’s.  Then I kiss him a little harder and press my breasts against his chest, tilting him back just a bit.  He gasps, and I kiss him again, even harder, holding his hands tight behind him.  I nuzzle his ear, and then I lick it.  
“Thomas,” I say.  “Lie back.”

Chapter Twenty Six
I lay in my bed, letting the sun wake me slowly.  I stretch, and turn toward Jobee’s crib.  He’s awake too; I can see his hands waving above his head.  When I came back to my room last night he was still sleeping peacefully.  I kissed his forehead softly and covered him back up with the blanket he always shrugs off.  Then I slipped into my own blankets.
Thomas was sleeping when I left him—fitfully—but sleeping.  I hope he still is, right now.  He needs some respite.
When Thomas went to the facility where his mother put Greg, he found a locked room where his brother had been staying.  When he found the Director of the place, he was told there had been an accident and that his brother was in the medical unit.  On the way there, they passed his brother’s old room again, but this time the door was open.  There was a person inside, an old woman in a Helper uniform, cleaning blood off of the walls.  The Director tried to stop Thomas from going in, but Thomas went crazy, grabbing him by the neck, threatening his life if he didn’t tell what had happened.  
That’s when he told Thomas that Gregory was dead.  He said the other person in the room—a man who was admitted just that day—had turned out to be completely unstable.  He said the man attacked Gregory and before anyone was aware of what had happened, he’d cut Gregory’s throat with a knife.  They didn’t know where the knife came from, or what set the man off.  They only knew that Gregory was dead.  He’d bled to death on the floor of the room before they could even try to get him to the medical unit.
Thomas insisted on seeing Gregory’s body, where they had him covered up in the medical unit.  He said there was nothing left of his throat, that he had been nearly decapitated.  He couldn’t say anymore about it.  
I shudder remembering; and make myself think of other things.  Like Thomas’s gentle, knowing fingers, and his body next to mine.  I shake my head, still in wonderment at how it was.  It was like nothing I’ve ever done—no grabbed touch from a complex boy even approached it.  It wasn’t just the pleasure of it, it was something else—some connection I felt to Thomas.  I feel it still, though we’re not together in the physical sense.  I think he felt it too.  No, I know he felt it.  
But his parents arrive back today.  He’ll be sent to a new school, and I’ll be here.  I don’t blame Thomas, but I know how things have to be from now on.  I just hope he does.  Last night he kept saying we can’t do this Benna, we can’t.  But I don’t think he meant what I mean.   I think he wants to try to be together somehow.  He still thinks there is some way.  But he’s wrong.  Motie knew that.  I know that, too.  I’m a Helper.  He’s a Society member. Any mistakes that were made have already been corrected.  We can’t be together.
I wrote him a letter last night, when I got back here.  I told him how it is, how it has to be for us.  I took the drawing I made of him during our day in the country and I slipped it and the letter under his door.  Then I came back here and slept.
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I don’t see Thomas until right before the Sloanes arrive.  I’ve kept Jobee upstairs most of the morning, but he wants the courtyard—he reaches for the window and cries when he wants out.  So I relented, and took him down into the afternoon sun.  
In just a few minutes, Thomas comes out to the courtyard.  He walks over and sits in the chair next to me.  He doesn’t look at me; instead he watches Jobee.
“I got your letter,” he says, quietly.
I nod, but say nothing.  I look over at him.  He is gaunt today, shadows under his eyes, grief in them.  Nothing will bring Gregory back.
“I know you think we have to be apart.”
“I don’t think it.”  I look away from him.  This is so hard.  “I know it.”
“You’re wrong, Benna.”  
“I’m Helper12, remember?”  I stare at him until he looks at me.  “I’m a Helper, nothing more.”
“Do you know why you’re a Helper, Benna?  Do you?”
“I tested and tracked as a Helper.  I have the correct aptitude to—”
“Why did they mark you with a B first, Benna?”
“There was a mistake.”  I recite it from memory. “Initial tests indicated that I could be tracked for Breeding, but then they must have found . . . something wrong with me.  So they corrected the mistake, and made me a Helper.”
Thomas looks at me with such sadness.  He inhales, a deep breath, and exhales it.  Then he speaks.
“Do you know what my father does for a living, Benna?”  
If he wasn’t speaking so quietly I would get up and leave, just to stop him from saying my name.  If Helper heard, we’d both be in trouble.
“Do you?”  He waits.
“He’s in some sort of business, I imagine.”
“Yes, he is,” says Thomas.  “He’s a consultant, actually, for the government.  He reviews statistics, makes predictions about future requirements for maintaining the infrastructure, that sort of thing.”  He leans toward me.  “The government pays him to let them know what they’ll need in the future, Benna.”  He waits to see if I’m following his words.  “What they’ll need, Benna, in terms of labor.”
I stare at him.  I know he’s trying to tell me something, but I have no idea what.  
“So?”  
“So.  If the government gets statistics from my father, and from other consultants like my father, which all indicate they will have a high demand for, say, Laborers of one sort or another, in twenty years, then that’s what they plan for—lots of laborers in twenty years.  Or if the consultants all come back with reports that Surgical Helpers will be in short supply, then that’s what they plan for.”
“What do you mean, plan for?”  I’m confused.  “What if there aren’t enough babies testing out as Surgical Helpers?”
Thomas watches me in silence.  I frown at him and shake my head.
“Sometimes,” Thomas continues, “the consultants will make a mistake.  There will be a faulty algorithm, or something, and they’ll get results that aren’t accurate.  
“For example, about seventeen years ago, the consultants all came up with reports indicating that there would be a huge need for Breeders, around now.  But then, they did some more figuring, and they found that there was a problem with the model they were using.  So they retracted their first predictions, and scaled down the number of Breeders they said would be required.
“Some of the quotient had already been defined, as my father calls it.”  Thomas looks down at my arm.  “So they had to fix that.”
“And then, horror of horrors, years later they found out that the original modeling was actually correct.  That can be troublesome, because then you have a shortage, in this case, for example, of Breeders.  Which means you have a shortage of babies, right about now.
“Had you noticed a shortage of babies, Benna, before you left the Ward?”
I stare at my arm, at the pale, lasered B—a ghost of what was—and at the faded black of my H.  
“They just . . . assign the babies to tracks?”
“Yes.”  He says the word gently, as though he can stop it from hurting me.  
“I could have been . . . anything?”
“You still can.”
I laugh.  I laugh at him.  Because he’s so stupid.
“No I can’t,” I say.  And I take Jobee upstairs.

Chapter Twenty Seven
I hear them screaming all the way up in my bedroom.  The Sloanes arrived shortly after I took Jobee upstairs, and they were greeted with the news that their oldest son had been expelled from school and their youngest son was dead.  Ms. Sloane started at top volume, right away.  I can’t make out many words, but I can feel the anger.
“ . . . saying you didn’t know, Mother?”  That’s Thomas, shouting.  I hear her shrieking something and then he roars back at her.  
“ . . . like to have me wiped, too—” 
That’s cut off by Mr. Sloane’s voice, sharp and short.  I don’t know what he says but I can hear Ms. Sloane’s shrieks getting quieter.  Doors slam.  I stand behind my door on the third floor, trembling.  
I have to go down finally, to get Jobee some cereal.  He’s been fussy all day; I think he can feel the tension as much as I can.  He needs something more than formula to help him settle.  I carry him with me, and creep down the stairs past the second floor as quickly as I can.
The kitchen is empty.  I find the cereal and mix some up.  I’m searching for a spoon when I hear something behind me.  I turn.
It’s Ms. Sloane.  She looks awful.  Her eyes are red and her hair is flat on one side of her head.  She jumps when she sees me.
“I’m sorry,” I stammer.  
“Oh!”  She shakes herself, as though a spider is crawling on her.  “I had no idea you were in here.”  Her expression softens.  “My baby, my William.  She reaches for Jobee.  “Give him to me.”
I don’t want to, but I have no choice.  She takes him, too fast, and he starts to cry.  
“There, there, now William, there.”  Ms. Sloane jounces him on her hip.  Jobee cries harder and reaches out for me.  She turns him away from me immediately.  He cries harder.
“What was that he liked?’  
I can barely hear her over Jobee’s screams.  
“I’m sorry?”  I cup my hand behind my ear.
“What was it that calmed him down!”
I shake my head; I can’t think.  Then I remember.  “His feet—he likes it when you rub his feet!”
She starts squeezing his toes, pushing at them and pulling them.  Jobee is so upset at this point that nothing would have calmed him anyway, and he continues screaming.  She shoves him at me, a look on her face that makes me take him as fast as I can.  
“Take him out of here!”
I grab the spoon and the bowl of cereal and back out of the kitchen.  For some reason I want to keep her in front of me.  Once I am out of her sight, I turn and run back up the stairs to my room.
We don’t leave my room again, that night.
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The next morning, Helper raps on my door.  When I open it, she holds out fresh towels.  
“You’re to be at dinner with the baby this evening in the formal dining room.  Per Ms. Sloane.”  She raises her eyebrows at me.
“Fine.”
“Prompt at seven,” she says.
“Thank you.”  I close the door in her face.
 I dress Jobee carefully, and make sure he has a full stomach before we descend the stairs to dinner.  I want him to be amiable toward Ms. Sloane, and a full stomach can’t hurt.
It’s five minutes until the hour, but Mr. and Ms. Sloane are already seated. Mr. Sloane smiles wanly when I enter the room.  
“Good evening, Helper12.  I hope all has been well for you while we were gone?”
“Yes sir.  It’s been fine.”  I settle Jobee in his high chair.
“The boy looks good,” says Mr. Sloane.  “Healthy.”
“Yes, he’s very healthy, sir.”
Ms. Sloane looks at Jobee with no expression.  
There is no place set for Thomas.  
“Is your son away?”  I should not have said this; I know that as soon as I have.
“What do you mean?”  Ms. Sloane looks at me sharply.
“She means Thomas, dear,” Mr. Sloane says, quickly.  “That’s all.”
Ms. Sloane appraises me.  
“I understand that you spent a day in the country. With Thomas.”  She narrows her eyes.
“Thomas wanted to get to know J . . . William.”  I put my hands in my lap.  They’re shaking.  I cannot believe I almost said Jobee’s name.  
“I see.”  Ms. Sloane eyes Jobee.  “He seems a bit better-behaved tonight.”
“He had a stomach ache last night.  I’m so sorry about that.”  I try to take regular breaths.  I hope she doesn’t notice.
She sniffs. 
“Darling, I think we need to discuss Thomas’s school situation.”
Mr. Sloane looks weary.
“Not at the table, Anna.”
“But I’ve put a call in to Barr—“
“Not now, Anna.”  Mr. Sloane looks surprised at his own tone.
“Well.”  Ms. Sloane lowers her eyes.  “Fine, dear.  
We eat the rest of our meal in silence.

Chapter Twenty Eight
I don’t see Thomas for three days.  I go to meals in the kitchen, except for dinner, when I am expected to be present in the formal dining room.  Jobee cries every time Ms. Sloane tries to hold him, no matter what I try.  I think he has been too long with me, and I despair at how to get him to like her.  She looks at him with something between dislike and disdain, now.  One time, I hear her muttering when she walks away from us.  
She says what was I thinking.
I am growing afraid for Jobee.  And afraid for myself.
I try not to think about what Thomas told me, about projections and calculations.  While I’m bathing Jobee, or watching him giggle at his boggle toy, I wonder what he would have been tracked to do.  Would he have been an Artist, or a Laborer, or a Thinker?  He would have been whatever they needed, says a voice in my head.  I squeeze my eyes shut hard as if that will make the voice stop. 
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On the fourth day, Thomas appears at the dinner table.  
He looks older, somehow, as though his hair is about to go grey.  His face is leaner, and he holds himself very still.
Mr. Sloane looks apprehensive, and Ms. Sloane looks like she wants to spit.  I try to settle Jobee as quietly as possible into his high chair and busy myself feeding him his cereal.  
Helper comes out with covered dishes.  “We have halibut filets tonight, with buttered sukis and greens.”  She sets the dishes down carefully, rebalancing her tray as she takes each of them off.
“Thank you Helper,” says Mr. Sloane.  “It looks delicious.”
Ms. Sloane doesn’t look up from her plate.  Thomas says nothing.  
Once Mr. Sloane has served us all, he sits back in his chair, and looks at his food.  He looks sick to his stomach.  
“I suppose you’ve been sleeping in the city.”  Ms. Sloane’s voice is hard, and brittle.  
“Yes.”  Thomas sounds like he’s speaking to a stranger.
“Well, you’ll stay here tonight.  Your father has arranged for an interview with Director Matthews—”
“I’m not going to that school.”
“Yes you are, Thomas!”  A knife clatters off of Ms. Sloane’s plate as she half-rises from her seat.  Her face is red and she sprays droplets saliva as she screams the words.  Mr. Sloane rises too, and puts his hand on her shoulder.  
“No.  I am not, Mother.”  Thomas doesn’t look at her.
“Thomas!”  Mr. Sloane is still patting Ms. Sloane’s shoulder.  “Your mother has been through enough, don’t you think?”
Thomas stares at his father.  
“Has she?  Has she suffered any more than someone who wiped her own son should?”  Thomas’s eyes are glittering, but not with tears, this time.  They gleam with sheer hatred.  “Greg’s dead.  Because of her.  And the fact that you can stomach it makes me wonder what kind of man you are.”  He pushes his chair back calmly and stands.  “If you’ll excuse me,” he says, looking at me for the first time.  Then he walks out of the room.
Ms. Sloane collapses in her chair, sobbing.  Then Jobee starts crying too.  
“Take that thing out of here!”  Ms. Sloane’s face is buried in her hands, but her words are clear.  I scramble to get Jobee out of the high chair, and take him upstairs.
He calms quickly once we’re away from the dining room.  I can’t say the same for myself.  I’m shaking while I change him, shaking as I lay him in his crib for the night.  She called him a thing.
There’s a low knock on my door.  
It’s Thomas.  He doesn’t wait for me to answer—he opens the door and slips inside the room.  He doesn’t cross the room.  Instead, he leans against the door, watching me where I stand by Jobee’s crib. 
“Benna.”  
“You shouldn’t be in here.”  I’m afraid for him.  And for Jobee.  And for myself.
“I shouldn’t, should I?”  He smiles a strange, sad smile.  “I shouldn’t be here.  But here I am.”  He crosses the room in three strides.  
“I shouldn’t be in love with you, but I am.”  He doesn’t touch me; his hands are at his sides, but I feel the effort it takes him to keep them there.  “And you’re in love with me, Benna.”
I shake my head.
“I know you are—I feel it from you.  So don’t lie about it now, Benna.”
“I won’t.  I love you.”  I look into his face, still shaking my head.  “It doesn’t matter, that’s all.  It doesn’t matter if I love you, or if you love me.  We’re not supposed to be together.”
“Says who, Benna?”
“Says the world.  You know it, Thomas.  So stop behaving like a child.”  I turn away from him.  “I have to try to protect Jobee now.”
He laughs.  A low, ugly laugh.  “I heard what she called him—didn’t you?”  He puts his hand on my shoulder, turns me back toward him.  “She called him a thing.  I know you heard that, Benna.”  
I try to turn away again but he holds me there.  
“She’s been talking to Father about him—I overheard them today in his study.  She said it was a mistake.  She asked Father what could be done.  What could be done, Benna.  About Jobee.”
A buzzing starts in my head, low, at the base of my skull.  She’s got the power to do whatever she wants to with Jobee.  She can throw him away like he’s garbage.  And suddenly, it’s clear to me that this is what will happen.  
“There are places in this world, Benna, where we can be together.  Where nobody knows who we are, and it isn’t wrong for us to be in love.”
“Where?”  I can’t hear what he’s saying through the buzzing.  I need to focus, I need—
“Remember the lake?  Remember how you sketched my portrait, right out in the open, and nobody said a thing?  Remember how we kissed, Benna?”
I nod.  
“I’ve been asking some questions.  I’ve been doing some research.”  Thomas slides his hands from my shoulders down my arms, until he’s holding my hands.  Even at a time like this, I feel a stirring from his touch.  “Deen can help us get transport; he knows some people.  He’s—he was going to help Gregory and Rob get away.”
“How?”  I want so desperately for this to be true, but I can’t believe it.  “We’d need funds, we’d transport, we’d—”
“I have all that.  What do you think I’ve been doing for the last few days?”  
“What do you mean, you have all that?”  I wonder if Thomas has actually lost his mind.  
“I know it’s a lot, all at once.”  Thomas squeezes my hands.  “I’ll tell you all of it tomorrow afternoon.  They’re going to the city then, to make arrangements for Greg’s ashes.  It will take them a few hours.  We can talk in the courtyard, where Helper can’t hear.”
I can’t think of anything to do but nod.  

Chapter Twenty Nine
 I’m waiting for him in the courtyard.  Jobee has had his bottle and he’s ready for his nap.  I’ve got him set up in the whizby, so he can sleep while we talk.
Helper has been giving me looks all morning.  At breakfast, she asked me what my plans were for the day—something she has never done before.  I told her I had no special plans.
“So you won’t be going anywhere, then?”  
“What do you mean?  I never go anywhere, do I?”
“Well,” she said brightly.  “You and Mr. Thomas went to the city that time.  And then you went to the lake with him, too.”  She smiled, a frightening, knowing sort of smile.  “I just wondered if the two of you planned to go anywhere today.”
The Driver kept his eyes on his plate the whole time.  When he left to take the Sloanes into the city, I retreated to my bedroom with Jobee, and hid there until noon.  Then I came down to the courtyard to wait.
When he appears, he looks even more tired than he did last night.  He goes to Jobee and leans over him, watching him sleep for a moment.  
“I could use one of those,” he says, when he sits down next to me.  
“A whizby?”
“A nap.”  He looks at me.  “Helper is in the kitchen, but I know she’ll be passing the door soon.  Probably more than once.  So we’ll have to speak as quietly as we can.”
I nod.
“Benna.” He starts to say something, and then stops.  He shakes his head, as though he’s trying to clear it.  “I need to tell you what I want.  I’m going to tell you all of it, what I’ve been thinking, what I’ve been doing, since I found out Greg was dead.  And when I’m done, I need you to tell me yes, or no.”   He turns to check the door to the kitchen.  Nobody is there.
“If it’s no, if you can’t be with me, I’ve got a plan for you and Jobee—a way you can get out of here.  I won’t leave you here for her to do whatever she pleases with you.  Do you understand?”
“Yes.”  
“All right, then.  Here’s my idea.”  He lowers his voice even more.  “There’s passage set up for two people, on a ship that leaves the day after tomorrow.  It’s been set up for weeks, already paid for, and there won’t be a lot of questions asked about who those two people are.  
“The ship is going to a place where people don’t care if you’re a Helper and I’m Society.  We can be together.  And Jobee can do what he wants to with his life, when the time comes.  
“I’m not saying it will be easy.  It will take us time to get there, and during that time we’ll be at risk of being found out.  Once we’re there, it will be safer, but not a lot easier.  It isn’t like here.  There are things we’ll be doing without.”  He looks back at the door again—still no Helper.
“That’s it, really.  We have to move fast though, so if you’re in, I need to know now.”
“Where is it?” 
“It’s in the Tongal region.”
 “Your parents just went there!”  I know Ms. Sloane said something about that place.  I don’t know what this is—is he playing a game of some sort?  Is this a trap?
“Shhh.”  He checks to be sure my outburst hasn’t brought Helper to the door.  “I know.  And it wasn’t my parents, it was just my father.  Mother wouldn’t be caught dead outside a resort.”  He hesitates.  
“Listen, I think my father knew about Greg’s plans.  I think Greg said something, something that tipped Father off.  Greg did love him so much.  But he knew Mother would never let him be who he was.  And Father . . . Father’s weak.  He loved Greg, but he couldn’t protect him.” Thomas bites his lip.  
“I think maybe he went to see what sort of life Greg would have.  To see where he’d be spending his days, once he was gone.  Thomas’s voice grows harsher.  “Before she had him wiped and he couldn’t get away.”
I consider it all.  How things are here, how they’re likely to get.  I keep seeing Ms. Sloane, looking at Jobee like he’s disgusting.  
I look at Thomas.  He’s been kind to me.  When he didn’t have to be, for any reason at all.  
“I’m in,” I say.  

Chapter Thirty
I’ve got everything ready.  All of Jobee’s and my clothes are stuffed into the bags Thomas brought me.  I’ve packed the drawing tablet and charcoals, too.  I gave the bottle with the sleeping medication in it to Jobee over an hour ago.  There is really nothing else I can do, except wait.  
It’s been dark outside for a long time now.  Thomas said he would be here before dark.  I try not to think about what it means that he isn’t here.  I check on Jobee one more time.  He’s still sleeping.  He looks so happy, evening in this induced sleep.  I wonder what they’ll do to him if we get caught.  I wonder what will happen if Thomas never comes.
“Ready?”  Thomas whispers to me from the door.
He’s here.  He’s here, and I realize how afraid I was that he wouldn’t be able to come to me.  I feel like I’ve been holding my breath since he left.  
“We’re ready,” I whisper back.  I pick up the smallest bag, the one with my drawing things, and sling it over my shoulder.  I take Jobee out of his crib and settle him in the baby sling, so that he’s close against my body.  He doesn’t stir.   Thomas takes the bag filled with clothing.  He holds the door open for me, and as I pass through he touches my cheek.  I stop and look up at him.  
“We’ll be all right,” he says.  
“I know.”  I kiss him on the lips softly.  Then I start down the stairs.
In the kitchen, Thomas stops at one of the cupboards.  He feels for the knob in the dark, and when he finds it he opens the cupboard and slides out a box.  Inside are a dozen bottles of formula, which he shoves into the sack of clothes.  He replaces the box in the cupboard.  We walk out to the courtyard without a word, making as little noise as we can manage.  
There’s a slight breeze, and shadows from the potted plants writhe on the courtyard walls.  We walk to the gate, and Thomas keys in a series of numbers in a keypad I’ve never noticed.  The gate slides open and Thomas motions me through.  He follows and we’re on the street.  As the gate slides shut, I look back at the house.  
The kitchen light is on.
I freeze. 
“Thomas,” I breathe.  
He turns, and utters a soft curse.  
“Here.”  He pulls me over behind one of the brick columns that flank the gate. We wait, silent, afraid to peek around to see what’s happening, in case Helper is peering out the kitchen window.  The street looks empty and cold.  I wonder what we have been thinking.  How will we ever get away from this place?  What could Thomas have in mind?
As if it’s answering my unspoken question, a motor purrs from somewhere up the street.  I look, but I see no lights.  As I continue to watch, the Sloanes’ vehicle pulls into view, lit from above by the streetlights.  
I guess the party ended early. 
We’re ruined.  I can’t even cry.  There’s nowhere to run, and Thomas seems to know it too—he stands quite still next to me, awaiting our fate.  I feel him take my hand.
“Okay,” he says.  The vehicle pulls up next to us.  I wonder why the gate isn’t opening.
“Benna?”  Thomas pushes me forward.  “Get in!”
“What?”  I turn to him, incredulous.  The door of the vehicle opens.
“Best hurry up, miss,” says the Driver from his seat.  “I’ve got to get back to the city quick in order to pick up the Sloanes, so they won’t know anything unusual is happening.”
I scramble into the back, shielding Jobee from jolts with my arms.  Thomas loads in the bags and we slide off into the night.
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The Driver doesn’t talk, all the way into the city.  Thomas doesn’t either.  It’s a huge risk the man has taken, and I don’t know what to say to him to let him know I understand what he’s done for us.  
The city looks different at night; there are multi-colored lights everywhere, and we pass a huge, animatronic advertising display showing robotic women wearing the latest fashions.  The way the robot women are presented, sitting at a table in a make-believe café, reminds me of the animals in the Commons, and I remember how little Thomas and I knew about each other then.  I wonder how much more we really know now, except for that we love each other.  I think that may be all we need to know.  I hope so.
The Driver slows the car, and pulls it over next to a seedy-looking leather shop that’s closed for the night.  He doesn’t turn around.  
“Mr. Thomas.”  
Thomas leans over the seat toward the Driver.  He reaches out, and the Driver shakes his hand. 
“We won’t be back, Driver.”
“I know, Mr. Thomas.”  
“Watch out for him, Driver, if you can?”  Thomas’s mouth is set in a grim line.  I know he means his father.
“I’ll try, sir.”  
The door clicks open.  Thomas climbs out and unloads our bags.  I lean forward as much as I can with Jobee in his sling on my stomach.  
“Thank you, Driver, for this.”  It feels strange calling him just Driver—like it’s his baby name, like he’s my friend—but it’s all I have to give him.  I want to say more, but I don’t have the words.  “Thank you.”
“You watch out for that little one, hear?”  The Driver is looking at me in the rear view mirror.  I meet his eyes.
“I will.”
“And him, too,” says the Driver, tilting his head toward Thomas.
“I will.”  I get out and stand on the curb.  Thomas taps the back of the vehicle.  It slides off into the night.

Chapter Thirty One
We walk down the empty street to the next block.  I recognize it as the one where Deen’s restaurant is, and when I look I see the sign.  It’s not flashing tonight.  I cradle Jobee in my arms, even though I know he is held securely by the baby sling.  He sleeps on, breathing regularly.  I know the sleep med was necessary, and I’ve given babies similar meds during my time at the Ward, but it still makes me nervous. 
“What would you have done, if I’d said I wasn’t up for this?”  I’ve been thinking about what he said to me in the courtyard.  About if I didn’t want to be with him. 
He stops, and faces me.  “I’d have done just what we’re doing now.  Except at the end of our trip, I’d have left you, safe where you were, and gone somewhere else.”
“Where would you have gone?”
He tilts his head at me.  “Are you having second thoughts?”
I shake my head.  “Where would you have gone?”
He shrugs.  “It wouldn’t have mattered.”
Thomas looks up and down the street to make sure nobody is observing us.  Then he knocks on the door, twice fast, twice slow.  After a minute the door opens just a crack, then wider.  
“Come on,” says Deen.
We slip inside.
Deen closes the door and leads us down the hall.  We pass the door to the room where we ate on our trip to the city.  At the end of the hall, Deen opens a different door, and stands aside to let us enter.  Inside there is what looks like a complex cube, only larger.  There’s a cot on one side of the room, and a dresser.  A table with a couple of chairs.  There’s a small bathroom off the main room.  
“There’s no place to cook, but I laid in some food for you there,” says Deen, pointing to the table.  There are covered dishes there and two glasses with a carafe of light wine.  “I’ll bring you some breakfast in the morning, too.  You’ll need to have energy.”
“Deen, I don’t know how to thank you.”  Thomas puts out his hand to shake, but Deen hugs him instead.  
“You were good to Gregory, Thomas.”
“He was my brother.”
“Still, many would not have been as good to him as you were.”  Deen looks at the floor.  “I just wish we had gotten them out in time.”
Thomas is silent.  Deen looks at him and seems to realize something.
“You couldn’t have known, Thomas.  None of us could have.”
Thomas nods.  
“Well.”  Deen looks at me.  “Have you got all you need for the boy?”
“I think so.  Thank you so much for helping us.”
Deen shakes his head.  “It’s nothing.  Just a room for the night.  I wish I could do more for you.”  He looks weary.  “That,” he points to a dresser drawer that’s been pulled out, “is the best I could do for a crib.”  
“It’s fine,” I say.  “We shouldn’t keep you.”
“I’ll lock up.  In the morning, the cook will be here earlier than me, but he doesn’t have a key to this room.  I told him I had friends in from out of town.  It should be fine.”  He goes to the door, and just that fast, we’re alone.  
I sit down on the cot, faster than I mean to sit.  Thomas is at my side in a second.
“Are you okay?”
I nod.  I felt so dizzy for a minute.  I start to unstrap the baby sling.  I want to get Jobee settled.  Thomas helps me and when Jobee is free he carries him to the dresser drawer.  He checks it to see how sturdy it is, and it seems solid.  Deen has lined it with a soft blanket.  He lays Jobee in the drawer, tenderly, and covers him.  Then he goes to the table, and lifts the cover off one of the dishes there.  
“Cheese,’ he says, “and some fruit.  Come have some.  Deen’s right that we’ll need our strength.”
I join him at the table.  He pours us both some light wine.  A smile flickers on his mouth.
“What?”  I smile back at him.
“Remember?”  He holds up his glass of wine.  
I tilt my head at him.  
“Like we’re lovers having a little fight,” he says.  “That’s what you said to me the first time we were here, drinking wine.”
I laugh.  I do remember.
We both eat some of the cheese.  I feel fatigue slipping into my limbs, and I eye the cot longingly.
“Tired?”  Thomas eats a grape.
“I am.”  
He nods.  “It’s been a long day in a series of long days.  We should try to get some sleep. You can have the bathroom first.”
When I’m done in the bathroom, I find Thomas asleep in the chair, his head resting on his arms on the table.  I touch his shoulder and he jumps.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”
He looks around, bleary-eyed.  “It’s okay.”  He stands up, stretches, and heads for the bathroom.  “I’ll be right out.  You go ahead and get to sleep if you can.”
I check on Jobee one last time.  He hasn’t stirred, and it looks to me like he’ll sleep all night.  I walk to the cot and fold back the blanket and slide between the sheets.  I’m so tired, but somehow I can’t relax.  I turn toward the wall and try to get comfortable.  We’re taking such a risk.  If we’re caught, it’s the labor camp or worse for Thomas and me, and if that happens, who knows what they’ll do with Jobee.
The bathroom door opens, and Thomas comes out.  He turns out the light in the room, and comes over to the cot.  I hear him take off his shoes, and then he sits on the edge of the cot, ever so carefully.  I can just picture him trying to figure out how to get in bed without waking me, so I take pity on him.
“I’m awake,” I say.
He jumps, again. 
“Sorry.  I do seem to be scaring you tonight.”
He chuckles.  “You’re a scary girl.”  
I feel his weight shift as he lies down with his back to mine, and suddenly I feel his body, warm all along the length of mine.  I gasp in spite of myself.
“You all right?”  Thomas sounds extremely innocent.
“I’m fine,” I say.  “Your feet are just cold.”
“Ah.  Yes, that floor is chilly.  Sorry about that.”
There’s silence.  Thomas’s breathing becomes slower and more regular.  I feel him relax against me.
He’s asleep.  Despite my fatigue, I really don’t want him to be asleep right now.   I heave a sigh.
“Are you sure you’re all right?”
He’s not asleep.  
“Yes,” I whisper.  I bite my lip, hoping he’ll touch me.  
Thomas rolls over to face me.  He slips an arm around my waist and pulls me toward him.  “You must be so tired,” he whispers in my ear.  
“I am,” I breathe, but I don’t feel tired anymore.  Every inch of my body feels alive; each time his hand brushes against me at the waist, or the hip, or the thigh, it sends a shudder through me.  
“Do you think you can sleep?” he asks, and I can hear the smile in his voice.  I try to answer, but he covers my mouth with his.  I feel his tongue against my lips, gently opening them, licking them softly.  I moan.
“I want to taste some other places, too,” he whispers, and then, he does.
I sleep very well.  Later.

Chapter Thirty Two
As he promised, Deen arrived before the sun, knocking quietly on the door of the room. Jobee had awakened just before he arrived, and I was giving him a bottle.  He seems no worse for wear after his sleeping meds, and I’m relieved.  From here on out, it isn’t a problem if he cries, or makes noise.  We’re playing the part of a young family unit, now.  
I turn that thought over in my head.  Are we playing?  I look at Thomas, helping Deen set dishes on the table.  If we are, this is a dangerous game.
“I don’t think it will too much of a problem.”  Deen is shaking his head about something.
Thomas looks dubious.
“I can’t ask you to do that, Deen.  It’s too risky.  We’ll take one of the public trams.”
“What if they’re already looking for you?”
“Right now, they’re both sleeping, and they won’t wake until late.  Helper knows better than to wake them after they’ve been to a party, and Driver certainly won’t.  I told Helper I was going out last night, so she won’t be looking for me at breakfast.  The only one who should be up and about is Benna, and there’s a note on her door that says Jobee was sick all night.”  
Deen looks doubtful.  Thomas smiles at him and touches his shoulder.
“You’ve done enough, Deen.  Let’s make sure you get out of this with your skin.”
“What are we discussing?”  I get one of Jobee’s boggles and hold it up for him.  He giggles at it.
“How we get to the pier from here.”  Thomas gestures for me to sit down at the table.  He takes the boggle and then Jobee, and set a plate of soy links in front of me.   “Deen wants to take us, but I think we’ll be safe in a tram.  Nobody knows we’re gone, yet.”  He wiggles the boggle in front of Jobee, who reaches out with glee to try to grab it.
“I have to agree with Thomas,” I say.  “We can’t ask you to do more than you’ve done.”   
“I just want to know that you’re safe on that ship.”  Deen looks worried.  “I would have taken Greg and Rob.”
“They wouldn’t have let you, either.”  Thomas twirls Jobee around.  
Deen nods.  “You’re probably right.”  He snaps his fingers.  “Oh!  I forgot.  I wanted to give you some things I had ready for the boys.  I’ll be right back.”
When he’s gone, I try to eat some of the soy links, but I can’t.  I’m worried, more worried then I want Thomas to know.
“How far is it to the pier from here?”
Thomas sits down in the other chair.  He lets Jobee hold one of the soy links.  “It’s probably half an hour by tram.  Nothing too bad.”  He looks at my plate.  “You’re not hungry?”
I shake my head.
“You’re scared.”  He rocks Jobee.
“Yes.”
“Me, too.” He takes the mutilated soy link from Jobee and wipes his hands and face.  Then he gives him a boggle toy.  “We have to believe we’ll get through, Benna.”  
I sit up straight.  “Thomas,” I say.  
“Yes Benna?”  He smiles at me, ready to joke.
“I’m serious!”  
“Oh.”  He makes a face.  “Is this serious enough?”
I am not amused.  “Listen,” I say.
He looks into my eyes, the way he does when he’s checking to see what I’m thinking.  “Okay.”
“If we do this—”
“If?”  He sits back in his chair, holding Jobee easily with one arm.  
I hold up my hand.  “Let me finish, okay?”
He doesn’t look happy, but he nods. 
“If we do this, I need to know that you’re not doing it for me.”
He stares at me.  “Of course I’m doing it for you.”
It’s what I was afraid of.  I start to shake my head.  
“No.”  He stands up, and walks to the far side of the room.  “No, Benna.”
“No, what?”  I feel like crying.  I can’t let Thomas take this sort of risk.  “Maybe Jobee and I can just go—”
“No, Benna!”  He roars the words.  Jobee looks up at him, shocked, and starts to wail.  
“Oh.  Oh, oh oh, Jobee, no.”  Thomas rocks Jobee back and forth, crooning his name.  He rubs his feet, soft like Jobee likes it.  Jobee stops wailing and stares at Thomas, as though something happened that he doesn’t understand.  Like something came and took Thomas, and then it brought him back.  
“It’s okay, Jobee.” Thomas lays Jobee in the dresser drawer and lets him have his boggle.  Jobee is happy again.
Thomas isn’t.  He scrubs his hair with his hands, and it looks like he’s ready to rip it out.  He paces back and forth in front of me, back and forth.  He takes deep breaths.  Finally, he comes to the table.  He sits down in the chair.  
“I scared Jobee,” he says.
“I saw that.”
“We can’t keep doing this.” He says.
I start to talk, but it’s his turn to hold up his hand.  “Benna, I love you.  And I am doing this for you.  Because it’s wrong, what’s happened to you.   It’s wrong that you can’t read, because someone’s decided you only need to read certain things.  It’s wrong that you can’t draw, if you want to draw.”   He scrubs at his hair again, messing it up even more.  “It’s wrong that someone decided that you can’t have babies.  
“But Benna,” he leans forward almost touching me across the table.  “I’m doing this for me, too.  Because just like it was wrong that Greg couldn’t be with who he wanted to love, it’s wrong, Benna, that I can’t be with you.  It’s wrong that I can’t walk down the street, holding your hand, and say I love this girl.  Say it to the world.
“I’m doing this for you, and for me, and for Jobee.  And that has to be okay with you, Benna.  You have to start trusting me, or we won’t make it.”
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We’re interrupted by a knock on the door.  Thomas gets up and opens it.  
“I’ve been saving this stuff up,” says Deen.  He holds out a small box.    
“What is it?”  Thomas takes it. 
“It’s reader chips.  Loads of them, maps, some of them, of the parts of Tongal that aren’t inhabited, or at least not by civilized folk.”  Deen sees the look Thomas gives him.  
“I know, I know.  What’s civilized?”   
“Where did you get these?”  
“I traded for some of the maps, down at the pier, when I knew our boys were going to go.  And the rest was Greg and Rob—they did all sorts of research under their false names, so nobody could trace the PIC files they pulled.  There’s some Tongalise language and culture information, and the extradition treaties.  They don’t have one with us, so it looks like you’re safe.  And I got the baby stuff you wanted, too.  From age one on up through to a man.”  
I watched Thomas, but he didn’t glance at me.  
“Thanks, Deen.  We’re going to need that, all of it.”  He puts the box in the bag that has my drawing materials in it.  
“There’s one more thing.”  Deen slips a folded piece of paper out of his pocket.  It’s got a strange symbol stamped on the outside of it, and a clear, adhesive seal over the flap.  “You’ll need this when you get there.  Don’t lose it.  I was supposed to give it to Greg and Rob, but. . . well, it was a gift, from someone you know.”
Thomas waits, but Deen doesn’t say anymore.
Finally, Thomas shrugs and puts the paper in his own pocket.
“Do you know what time the tram we need will leave?”
Deen nodded.  “You’ve got about twenty minutes.  It stops right out on the corner.”
“We’d better get going then.”  Thomas walked Deen to the door.  “I’ll see you out front?”
Deen nodded, and hugged Thomas again.  Then he left.
“You had him get me baby information?”
“I had him get us baby information.”  Thomas doesn‘t look up from his packing.
I go to him.  “Thomas.”  I wait for him to look at me.
“I’ve been afraid.  And foolish.  And selfish.”  I look into his eyes, hoping he understands what I’m trying to say.
He meets my gaze.  He raises his eyebrows. “Go on,” he says.  
I’ve completely destroyed us.  Any trust he had in me is broken, because I was too bullheaded to put my trust in him.  I—
Thomas is shaking.  I want to go to him, and wrap my arms around him and tell him how sorry I am that I’ve hurt him.
Until I see that he’s shaking with laughter.
“You!”  My mouth falls open.  I run to the cot and grab the pillow and start hitting him as hard as I can with it.  He fights me off, still laughing, and we end up in a heap on the floor.  
“You deserved that,” he says, as soon as he’s caught his breath.  
“I did,” I agree.  I sit up so I can see him properly.  “I really do mean it, Thomas.  I have been foolish.  I know what you’re saying, about trusting you, about trusting us.”
“Do you, Benna?”
“I do.”  I don’t know if I can explain it so he’ll understand.  “It’s just so foreign, Thomas.  I was raised by strangers, and trained by strangers, and I lived among strangers.  I had sex with strangers, Thomas, and that was normal.  We weren’t supposed to feel anything for each other.  We weren’t allowed to feel anything.  And even though I did—I felt things for people, Thomas, for the babies, and for my friend, Kris—I knew that I wasn’t supposed to feel.  And I knew, with everyone but the babies, that feeling could be treacherous.  I knew that any time, the only friend I had might turn me in, if she caught me drawing.  She would do it out of fear.  But she would do it.
“That sort of life, that doesn’t let you trust people Thomas.  I have to learn.  And I can learn.  I will learn, with you, if you’ll still let me.”
Thomas watches me while I talk.  When I stop, he is quiet.  He looks at his hands.  
“Benna.”  He looks back up at me.  “I think we’ll be learning together.  I think I have as much to learn as you do.  Just about different things.”  He stands up, and helps me up from the floor.  “We’ll do it together Benna.”  
I believe him.

Chapter Thirty Three
We scramble, getting dressed, getting last-minute packing done, getting Jobee ready.  In fifteen minutes we’re walking down the hall toward the front door.  
Deen meets us there.  He looks upset.
“What’s wrong?”  Thomas looks worried.
“No,” Deen shakes his head.  “It’s okay.”  He pulls a cloth out of his pocket and blows his nose, long and hard.  “I just don’t want to see you go.  You’re the only thing left that reminds me of Greg.  And of Rob.”  
Thomas hugs Deen, for a long moment.  “Come see us, Deen.  Start saving for your tropical vacation.  We’ll have a room for you there.”
Deen smiles, a sad, lonely smile.  
“I might take you up on that, boy.”  He turns to me.  “Don’t forget what you have here,” he points to Thomas.  “But don’t forget what you have here, either, if you know what I mean.”  He laughs.  “You can handle him.”  He hugs me, gently because I have Jobee in the sling.  I whisper my thanks in his ear.
As soon as we reach the corner, the tram pulls up.  Thomas helps me up onto the platform, and we look for seats. There are two near the back.  Thomas is managing both bags, despite my protests.  He wrangles them under the seats and we settle in.
“How long is the ride?”
“It’s just under an hour,” says Thomas.  “I’ve got a bottle handy if Jobee needs one.”
I look around the tram.  It’s almost full in our car, with all kinds of people, most from the lower designations.  There are some Society members, but not many.
“Thomas, how did Deen know Greg?”  
“Through Rob,” says Thomas.  
“How did he know Rob?”
Thomas looks out the window.  “Rob was Deen’s son.”
I don’t understand.  Deen is a lower designation.  Even if he is running a restaurant instead of doing whatever labor he was tracked for, he couldn’t have a son.  Or, maybe he could.  But even if he had a son, his son wouldn’t be allowed to go to the same school as Greg.  I turn to ask Thomas, and he’s watching me.
“He had a woman.  She was a Breeder.  She developed some sort of health problem, and they were going to send her to the labor camps.  
“I don’t know how he got involved, but he did, and he got her out before they sent her.  I don’t know if he bought her or what.  They hadn’t yet sterilized her when she turned up gone—I assume she was reported as dead.  And when he and she were together, well, he fathered Rob.  She didn’t make it through the labor.  
“He raised Rob himself, from what I know, and when it was time for him to go to school, Deen bought forged papers for him.  He worked night and day to pay the tuition.  Rob was a smart kid.  He did better than Greg in some subjects.  He was Deen’s joy.”
“Where is Rob?”  I realize I’ve never been told.
Thomas looks down at Jobee.  He reaches over and touches Jobee’s hand.
“Rob killed himself, when he heard that Greg had been wiped.”
Neither of us says anything for a long while.  There’s really nothing to say.  We hold hands, and watch the city go by out the windows. 
The tram is crowded for a few blocks, and then lots of people get off.  Then we go a few blocks more and lots of people get on.  I see Laborers and Helpers and some designations I don’t even know.  One man has a Z on his arm—I have no idea what that designates.  There are two Society boys at the far end of our tram, school boys from the looks of them, and they make me think about Greg and Rob.  
We slow again to pick up more people.  I watch them as they board.  There are three Domestic Helpers, probably on their way to shop for the Society members they work for; there is a Thinker; I’ve never seen a real Thinker.  I wonder where she’s on her way to; is it some windowless room where she sits with other Thinkers, and discusses some grave issue that must be solved?  I’m pondering this, idly watching other passengers climb aboard, when I see her.
I freeze, and it feels as though my heart has stopped, as soon as I see her face.  She still has the same bow-shaped lips, and the same beautiful eyes.  One of them is blackened now, though; someone has beaten her.
It’s Kris.  I don’t know what she’s doing on this tram, but if she sees me, we’re doomed. 
What I see next chills my blood even more than her black eye.  Walking slightly behind her, clutching one of her hands in his, is the Director.  The man who sold me.
They sway up the aisle toward us, looking for two seats together.  
Thomas looks at me, frowning, and I realize my grip on his hand has tightened.  I look down, and see that my knuckles are white.  I loosen my grasp, and whisper to him.
“We’re in trouble.”  I try not to move my lips at all.  I glance at him, wondering if this is the last time I’ll be this close to him.
Thomas puts a pleasant expression on his face.  
“What’s happening?”  He speaks under his breath, so only I can hear him.  
“The Ward Director is here.”   
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The seats in the tram are arranged in sets of four: two attached seats face forward, and two face back.  Thomas and I are sitting in two seats that face the front of the tram.  One man sits in one of the pair of seats that face us—a Laborer on his way home from a night shift somewhere, from the looks of him.  He’s been sleeping for the last twenty minutes of the trip.  
I do a quick scan of our car; there are no empty seats, except the seat across from us, and a seat a little ways behind us.  
Kris and the Director keep coming closer and closer, until they are two rows away from us.  I watch their feet, afraid to look up.  Jobee is awake, but quiet, and he stares up at me, smiling his baby smile.
I see Kris’s feet almost pass us, but then they stop.  The Director’s hand points to the seat across from us.  
“You sit there—I’ll take that one.  Don’t forget I’ll be watching.”  He uses the same tone with her that he did when he told me that he’d sold me.  
Her feet side-step into the tiny space between our seats and the ones facing us, and she sits down across from Thomas.  The Director’s feet move on, and I hear him settle in the seat behind us.  
I can’t look up.
We ride in silence.  I don’t know how long—time seems to be suspended.  Then, the tram jolts, and we all jostle in our seats.  The Laborer next to Kris wakes with a start.
“Wha?”  I hear him mumble as he wakes.  Then, quietly, “What’s happened to your eye there, girl?”  He doesn’t sound as though he’s concerned.  He sounds like a predator, smelling blood.
Kris doesn’t say anything.
I see his hand, snaking over to her knee.  She moves as far away from him as her seat allows, but she doesn’t say anything at all.  I know why; I know what she’s thinking as well as if she were telling me herself.  Trouble here, trouble there.  If she makes a scene, who knows what the Director will do.  He’s got her out where she isn’t supposed to be, doing—what exactly?  Has he sold her, too?  Did he use her himself before this little excursion, where he’ll deliver her to whoever paid him?  
The hand slithers toward Kris’s thigh.
“Do you like that?”  It’s Thomas, speaking softly to the Laborer.  
“Wha?”
“I said, do you like that?”
The hand stops.  “What do you mean?”  The Laborer sounds suspicious.  
“I mean,” says Thomas, “do you like what you’re doing there?”
I sneak a glance backwards, at the Director. He’s studying a reader, oblivious to the scene playing out here.
“Who wouldn’t like it?”  The Laborer keeps his voice low.  “Unless you’re some sort of kink.”
Thomas lets go of my hand and reaches into his coat pocket.  When his hand reappears next to mine, he’s holding a short, sharp knife.  The blade glints in the light.  He holds it so the Laborer can see it.  
“Do you like it,” whispers Thomas, “better than you like your hand?”
The Laborer is silent.  His hand stays where it is on Kris’s leg.  
“They won’t do a thing to me, you know.”  Thomas keeps his tone conversational.  “You’re a common Laborer.”      
The tram slows, approaching another stop.  People begin to board, pushing into the already crowded car. The Laborer makes a disgusted sound, and gets up from his seat.  He pushes past Kris roughly and makes his way to the exit.  Almost immediately, a woman takes his place, heaving a sigh of relief as she sits down.
“Thank you, sir.”  Kris speaks as quietly as she can, fear and gratitude mingled in her voice.  “Thank you so much, and thanks to your lady, too.  You’ve got a brave man, miss.”  
When I say nothing, I see her lean slightly forward.  “Are you all right, miss?”  She says it softly.  She doesn’t want to attract any attention.  
I look up.  When our eyes meet, hers widen immediately.  I hold her gaze as long as I can, pleading with her silently, hoping that she won’t give me away.  She could; it might help her situation, and I see this realization go through her mind.  I watch her as she looks from me to Thomas to Jobee, as she puts together the pieces of evidence we’re presenting, in order to arrive at her conclusion.  
“Next stop, waterfront!”  The announcement blares over the loudspeakers.  
The bruise looks bad.  He hit her really hard, whoever hit her, whether it was the Director or some other man.  I wish I could tell her how sorry I am that it happened. I wish I could tell her I’ve missed her.  
I wonder what she’ll do.  
Thomas gets our bags together and stands up.  He steps into the main aisle and back, in order to let me and Jobee get out in front of him.  He keeps his back toward the Director, as do I.  I see Kris look past us, toward where the Director is sitting.  I don’t stand up.  I’m waiting.  
Kris looks back at me then, and she studies me carefully.  She looks at Jobee, who is gurgling to himself and trying to grab my chin.  She smiles, the faintest curve at her lips, the saddest smile I think I’ve ever seen.  Her eyes return to mine, and she nods, ever so slightly.  
I stand immediately, and as I turn to go, I reach out, and touch her hand with mine.  Just one touch.
I don’t look back when we get off the tram.

Chapter Thirty Four
I’m still shaking when we get to the ship’s gangway.  Thomas speaks to a man there, and the man checks a list.  
“Almost missed boarding,” says the man, shaking his head at us.  He looks down at the two bags we have with us.  “Is that all?”  
Thomas nods.  “We’ll keep those with us.”
The man shrugs.  “You’re on C Deck, 47B.”  He hands Thomas a chip.  “Rules and regulations, meal schedules and emergency procedures on that.  Review it when you’re settled in your cabin, please.”  He points to a doorway on his left.  “That way.”
We go through what seems to me to be a maze of passageways and stairways, until we reach the deck that Thomas says is ours.  Jobee is getting cranky.  There’s been too much jostling today, too many new sights and sounds for him.  Finally, we come to a door with 47B marked on it.
The cabin is small, but it’s private.  There’s not much more than a bed and a bathroom.  I lay Jobee on the bed and get his bottle ready.  As soon as I’ve changed him, I prop him up with the pillows and let him eat.  
“Where did you get that knife?”
Thomas grins.  “Wicked looking, isn’t it?”  He takes it out of his pocket to show me.  “Deen slipped it to me.  He said I might need it someday.  He was right.”
I shake my head.  “I thought she was going to report us.”
“She was the girl from your drawing, wasn’t she?”
I’m surprised he remembers.  
“Yes.”  
Thomas sits next to me on the bed.  He strokes Jobee’s arm, watching him drift to sleep.
“Was she a friend?”
I think about that.  “I guess she really was, after all.”
“She looked like she was in trouble.”  Thomas frowns.  “I wish we could have done something.”
“You did do something.”
“Not enough.”
“No.  But you did what you could do.”
I can’t relax; Thomas is lying on the bed with Jobee, but I want the ship to move.  I sit on the edge of the single chair in the cabin.
“It’s almost time, Benna.”  Thomas watches me from the bed.  
“I know.  I just want us to be on our way.”
Soon enough, we are; an announcement comes over the speaker set into the ceiling, telling us that the ship is departing the dock.  I think all three of us are exhausted, because as soon as I join Thomas and Jobee on the bed, we’re all asleep.
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The trip takes over a week.  Much of it is a blur to me; I get seasick the first night and never really recover.  Thomas takes over all of Jobee’s care, and fetches me weak broth and protein crackers.  He helps me to the shower and helps me back to bed.  I have never felt so much like dying in my life.
Thomas goes up on deck with Jobee every day.  When they come back, they smell of salt and their faces are flushed from the wind.  Thomas tells me stories about the people on the ship; the old man who says he is a scientist, going to an island he won’t reveal the name of to do some sort of secret research; the crewman who plays the fiddle every afternoon for whoever will stop to listen; the elderly couple who walk the deck four times round each morning, holding hands.  I love listening to his voice, and picturing the people he’s describing in my mind.
When I’m not vomiting, that is.  
Jobee doesn’t seem troubled at all by sea travel, or by the fact that I am not the one changing him or giving him his bottles.  He loves to grab Thomas’s hair and pull it, hard as he can.  Thomas just laughs, and gently untangles it from Jobee’s grasp. 
He’s been loading a chip into his reader each day, studying the maps Deen got for him.  He’s also been trying to learn the language.  He practices on me, making me quiz him on how to say bird, or fish, or boat.
On the morning I finally feel like I could get up and walk on deck without vomiting every other step, we arrive in port.  
Thomas has our things all packed back into our bags.  I have Jobee in the baby sling.  We make the reverse trek through the passageways and stairwells that got us to our cabin, and soon we’re standing at the gangway.  
The air is warm and soft, and so is the light.  It seems so different from what I know.  The port is bustling below us, and there are brightly colored fabric awnings rippling in the breeze.  We descend the gangway, and at the bottom there are men, standing along the dock holding signs.  On the signs are what I assume are the names of the people they are hired to meet.  We start to walk by the men.
“Thomas,” I say.  “Where are we going now?”  I know we have to find a place to stay; we’ve talked about looking for a hostel of some sort at first.  
Thomas doesn’t answer me.  He’s staring at one of the men, a tall, solidly built man about twenty years older than us.  The man is holding a sign like all the others.
The sign reads SLOANE-KITTERING.
I grab Thomas’s arm.  Seeing that name here—it can’t be a good thing.  
“Let’s get out of here,” I say, and I start to tug him away from the dock.  
He doesn’t budge.  In fact, he pulls me and Jobee with him, toward the man.  
“Thomas!”  I pull hard on his arm and he stops.  He turns to me.  He looks so relieved, though I can’t understand why until he speaks.
“Deen’s last name is Kittering.”

Chapter Thirty Five
The man’s name is Luni.  After Thomas shows him his real identification papers, showing his name is Sloane, Luni tells us that he’s been coming to the docks for weeks, every time a big ship arrives.  He tells us he was paid to do so; that the people he was waiting for would be on one of the big ships.
He tells us that the man who paid him said there would be two young men.  When he saw us, he knew we weren’t the people he was waiting for, because we weren’t two young men.  
“A woman, and a baby,” he keeps saying, shaking his head.  “But you are Sloane.”  He holds his hands out to Thomas as though he is surrendering.  “So what can I do?”  He starts to walk away.
“Wait, what man?”  Thomas runs after him.  “What man told you this?”
Luni studies Thomas.  “He looks like you, the man.”  He turns to go.  “Come on,” he says to us.
Thomas stares at me.
“Your father,” I say.  He nods.
Luni keeps gesturing for us to follow him.  “Come, come.  We have a long way to go.”  He points to a cart parked near the dock.  A donkey is hitched to the cart by some sort of harness.  The donkey looks bored.  
“Where would we be going?”  I don’t know what to think.  I’m not sure I trust Luni.
He looks at me as though the same thought has just occurred to him, too.
“Wait a minute,” he says, snapping his fingers.  “Wait.”  He turns to Thomas and fixes him with an appraising eye.  
“Do you,” he says, “have the paper?”
Thomas cocks his head at the man.  
“Do you have,” says Luni, “the paper?”  He narrows his eyes at Thomas.  “Or not?”  
“What paper?”  Thomas shakes his head.  He looks at me and raises his shoulders.  
“I don’t have a clue,” I say.  
Luni puffs his cheeks out.  He snorts.  “The paper, man!”  He waves his hands at Thomas.  “The man say you will have the paper—the sealed deed.”
“Well I don’t have any paper, man, so—”
“Thomas.”  I know what it is.
“What?”  Thomas is pulling at his hair.  Jobee reaches out from the baby sling; he wants to pull Thomas’s hair, too.
“The paper Deen gave you, with the weird seal on it.”
Thomas digs around in his pocket.   He pulls it out and turns it over so Luni can see the seal on it.
“This?”  
Luni nods.  “Yes!”  That is the deed to your house.  Come, now.  I take you there.”
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The house is more like a beach hut, but it’s sturdy and dry.  It’s set on a cove.  There’s a boat pulled up on the shore.  We climb down out of Luni’s cart and stand in front of the hut.  A woman steps out onto the wide porch and shades her eyes with her hand.
“The man said to have it ready,” says Luni.  “My wife, Nyna, she cleaned it.  She brought in food.  You should be set for a while.”  
Nyna steps off the porch and starts walking toward us.  
“I can screen in that porch for you, no time,” says Luni.
Nyna laughs when she hears him say this, a tinkling laugh like bells.

Chapter Thirty Six
I’ve spent the day sketching beautiful children.  Nyna’s girls, actually.  I gave her one of the sketches when I was finished, and I was actually proud of it.  I’d captured both of their faces perfectly, and there was a vibrancy on the page that I don’t think I’ve achieved before.  Thomas says I’m growing by leaps and bounds.  I don’t know about that, but I’m definitely improving.  
Now, the sun is setting over the ocean.  There’s a squiggly orange line wavering on the water, from the big red ball of sun all the way to our beach.  I rock Jobee on my lap in our rocking chair.  The breeze is pleasant tonight, pleasant enough to brave the still-unscreened porch.
Jobee is almost asleep.  He’s had a long day today, playing in the sand with Nyna’s little girls, while I sketched them.  He learned three new words: kannua, which means spider, muna, which means fool, and hain, which means scratch.  I learned them with him.  I think he has an easier time of it.  Nyna laughed and laughed at my first attempts to pronounce them.
I am learning so much from Nyna.  She’s taught me how to cook the different fish that Thomas brings home, and how to gather the strange fruit that grows on the trees here.  She says she will teach me to play the flute soon.  She and Luni live three dunes over from us.  We often have dinners together, and the men spend hours planning their next fishing trip.  
She has an easy way with her girls; she doesn’t fret if they fall down, and she doesn’t try to pick them up right away.  She lets them cry a bit.  When she does pick them up, she kisses them all over their faces and twirls them fast around, until they bubble over with laughter.  Gavi mingo, gavi mai, she says. 
Her girls aren’t afraid.  They aren’t afraid to try news things, or to fail at trying them.  They know that Nyna will always be there, to twirl them around, and kiss their faces.  I started it with Jobee today, and he was so surprised the first time I let him cry when he fell.  He kept pointing to where he had scraped his knee, and screaming.  I started to go to him, but Nyna put her hand on my arm.  
“Gavi mingo,” she said, shaking her head.  “He need to  . . . feel the fall.”
One of Nyna’s girls went to him, and sat down next to him.  She touched his knee and said the word hain.  She said it so softly as if to tell him that as long as he knew what the scratch was, he would be fine.  
“Hain,” she said, touching his knee, “hain.”  He watched her with big eyes, until Nyna’s other girl ran up, and pointed to her own scratched knee, and shouted hain!  Then Jobee smiled, the biggest, brightest smile.  He pointed to his knee and said the word.  He pointed to her knee and said the word.  I was convinced he thought hain meant knee, until he pointed to his elbow, where he had scratched himself yesterday.  
Nyna watched with me.  
“Now,” she said, “gavi mai.”  
I shrugged.  “I don’t understand.”  
“Gavi mingo, gavi mai.”  She squinted, trying to find the right words to translate for me.  “He need to feel the fall, and then, he need to feel the flight.” 
“Feel the flight?  What’s that, Nyna?”
“It’s the love.”  She brings her hands to her chest and then throws them up, spreading her arms out wide, as though she is embracing the whole world.  “Gavi mai!  It’s the love, and the freedom.  It’s the flight!”  She laughed.  “You go to him now!”  
And so I went to Jobee, and picked him up and twirled him round, and kissed him all over his face.  I don’t know why I did it, exactly, but he loved it.
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I see the lights of Thomas’s boat, coming in from the sea.  He went out to check the crab pots, to see if we have any dinner.  I rise, and carry sleepy Jobee in to his crib.  He stirs just a little, but by the time I have him undressed and under his insect netting, he’s dreaming.  I stop in the kitchen—if you can call our little cook stove and counter a kitchen—on the way back out to the porch, and gather a bottle of wine and some glasses.   
Thomas has already lit the fire under the outdoor boiler.  I watch him dispatch the crabs with a pointed tool—he won’t let them die in the hot water—he says it’s too cruel.  I agree with him, and when the men tease him I make a big show of kissing him, and tell them that’s what kindness can get you.  They stop teasing him pretty quick.
“Looks like a good catch,” I say, pouring him a glass of wine.  
“It is.”  He grins, coming up onto the porch to have a sip.  “It’s a very good catch.”  He slaps my behind lightly, then kisses me.  
“Muna,” I say.
“Do I want to know what that means?”
“The usual,” I say. 
He smiles.  “Jobee asleep?”  
I nod. 
He sets his glass down and drops off the porch to check the water.  It’s not quite ready yet.  
“Come on down here with me, Benna.” 
I bring both glasses, and we stand together by the glowing fire, watching the very last of the sun fall into the ocean.  Soon, we’ll eat our fresh crab, and drink a little more wine and then we’ll walk, arm in arm, into our little beach hut.  And we’ll lie together in our big bed, and watch the stars from our skylight.  
On one of our first nights here, Thomas turned to me in that bed, and he asked me if I was happy.   I didn’t know the answer, then.  I knew I loved Thomas, and Jobee, but I didn’t know what happiness felt like, not really.  
The strains of Nyna’s evening flute drift over the dunes to our ears.  Thomas takes my glass and sets it on the porch with his, slides his arm around my waist, and kisses me.  Then he twirls me around, in a slow, gentle dance.  And I rest my head on his shoulder, to hide the tears that slip down my cheeks.  And I smile.  I am happy.  My life before this was spent feeling the fall, over and over again.  But now, here, in Thomas’s arms, I can finally feel the flight.  
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