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    For all the people who have infected me with
  


  
    amor deliria nervosa in the past
  


  
    –you know who you are.
  


  
    For the people who will infect me in the future
  


  
    –I can’t wait to see who you’ll be.
  


  
    And in both cases:
  


  
    Thank you.
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    One
  


  
    The most dangerous sicknesses are those that make us believe we are well.
  


  
    – Proverb 42, The Book of Shhh
  


  
    It has been sixty-four years since the president and the Consortium identified love as a disease, and forty-three since the scientists perfected a cure. Everyone else in my family has had the procedure already. My older sister, Rachel, has been disease free for nine years now. She’s been safe from love for so long, she says she can’t even remember its symptoms. I’m scheduled to have my procedure in exactly ninety-five days, on September 3. My birthday.
  


  
    Many people are afraid of the procedure. Some people even resist. But I’m not afraid. I can’t wait. I would have it done tomorrow, if I could, but you have to be at least eighteen, sometimes a little older, before the scientists will cure you. Otherwise the procedure won’t work correctly: people end up with brain damage, partial paralysis, blindness, or worse.
  


  
    I don’t like to think that I’m still walking around with the disease running through my blood. Sometimes I swear I can feel it writhing in my veins like something spoiled, like sour milk. It makes me feel dirty. It reminds me of children throwing tantrums. It reminds me of resistance, of diseased girls dragging their nails on the pavement, tearing out their hair, their mouths dripping spit.
  


  
    And of course it reminds me of my mother.
  


  
    After the procedure I will be happy and safe forever. That’s what everybody says, the scientists and my sister and Aunt Carol. I will have the procedure and then I’ll be paired with a boy the evaluators choose for me. In a few years, we’ll get married. Recently I’ve started having dreams about my wedding. In them I’m standing under a white canopy with flowers in my hair. I’m holding hands with someone, but whenever I turn to look at him his face blurs, like a camera losing focus, and I can’t make out any features. But his hands are cool and dry, and my heart is beating steadily in my chest – and in my dream I know it will always beat out that same rhythm, not skip or jump or swirl or go faster, just womp, womp, womp, until I’m dead.
  


  
    Safe, and free from pain.
  


  
    Things weren’t always as good as they are now. In school we learned that in the old days, the dark days, people didn’t realize how deadly a disease love was. For a long time they even viewed it as a good thing, something to be celebrated and pursued. Of course that’s one of the reasons it’s so dangerous: It affects your mind so that you cannot think clearly, or make rational decisions about your own well-being. (That’s symptom number twelve, listed in the amor deliria nervosa section of the twelfth edition of The Safety, Health, and Happiness Handbook, or The Book of Shhh, as we call it.) Instead people back then named other diseases – stress, heart disease, anxiety, depression, hypertension, insomnia, bipolar disorder – never realizing that these were, in fact, only symptoms that in the majority of cases could be traced back to the effects of amor deliria nervosa.
  


  
    Of course we aren’t yet totally free from the deliria in the United States. Until the procedure has been perfected, until it has been made safe for the under-eighteens, we will never be totally protected. It still moves around us with invisible, sweeping tentacles, choking us. I’ve seen countless uncureds dragged to their procedures, so racked and ravaged by love that they would rather tear their eyes out, or try to impale themselves on the barbed-wire fences outside of the laboratories, than be without it.
  


  
    Several years ago on the day of her procedure, one girl managed to slip from her restraints and find her way to the laboratory roof. She dropped quickly, without screaming. For days afterward, they broadcast the image of the dead girl’s face on television to remind us of the dangers of the deliria. Her eyes were open and her neck was twisted at an unnatural angle, but from the way her cheek was resting against the pavement you might otherwise think she had lain down to take a nap. Surprisingly, there was very little blood – just a small dark trickle at the corners of her mouth.
  


  
    Ninety-five days, and then I’ll be safe. I’m nervous, of course. I wonder whether the procedure will hurt. I want to get it over with. It’s hard to be patient. It’s hard not to be afraid while I’m still uncured, though so far the deliria hasn’t touched me yet.
  


  
    Still, I worry. They say that in the old days, love drove people to madness. That’s bad enough. The Book of Shhh also tells stories of those who died because of love lost or never found, which is what terrifies me the most.
  


  
    The deadliest of all deadly things: It kills you both when you have it and when you don’t.
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    Two
  


  
    We must be constantly on guard against the Disease; the health of our nation, our people, our families, and our minds depends on constant vigilance.
  


  
    – ‘Basic Health Measures,’ The Safety, Health, and Happiness Handbook, 12th edition
  


  
    The smell of oranges has always reminded me of funerals. On the morning of my evaluation it is the smell that wakes me up. I look at the clock on the bedside table. It’s six o’clock.
  


  
    The light is grey, the sunlight just strengthening along the walls of the bedroom I share with both of my cousin Marcia’s children. Grace, the younger one, is crouched on her twin bed, already dressed, watching me. She has a whole orange in one hand. She is trying to gnaw on it, like an apple, with her little-kid teeth. My stomach twists, and I have to close my eyes again to keep from remembering the hot, scratchy dress I was forced to wear when my mother died; to keep from remembering the murmur of voices, a large, rough hand passing me orange after orange to suck on, so I would stay quiet. At the funeral I ate four oranges, section by section, and when I was left with only a pile of peelings heaped on my lap I began to suck on those, the bitter taste of the pith helping to keep the tears away.
  


  
    I open my eyes and Grace leans forward, the orange cupped in her outstretched palm.
  


  
    ‘No, Gracie.’ I push off my covers and stand up. My stomach is clenching and unclenching like a fist. ‘And you’re not supposed to eat the peel, you know.’
  


  
    She continues blinking up at me with her big grey eyes, not saying anything. I sigh and sit down next to her. ‘Here,’ I say, and show her how to peel the orange using her nail, unwinding bright orange curls and dropping them in her lap, the whole time trying to hold my breath against the smell. She watches me in silence. When I’m finished she holds the orange, now unpeeled, in both hands, as though it’s a glass ball and she’s worried about breaking it.
  


  
    I nudge her. ‘Go ahead. Eat now.’ She just stares at it and I sigh and begin separating the sections for her, one by one. As I do I whisper, as gently as possible, ‘You know, the others would be nicer to you if you would speak once in a while.’
  


  
    She doesn’t respond. Not that I really expect her to. My aunt Carol hasn’t heard her say a word in the whole six years and three months of Grace’s life – not a single syllable. Carol thinks there’s something wrong with her brain, but so far the doctors haven’t found it. ‘She’s as dumb as a rock,’ Carol said matter-of-factly just the other day, watching Grace turn a bright-coloured block over and over in her hands, as though it was beautiful and miraculous, as though she expected it to turn suddenly into something else.
  


  
    I stand up and go toward the window, moving away from Grace and her big, staring eyes and thin, quick fingers. I feel sorry for her.
  


  
    Marcia, Grace’s mother, is dead now. She always said she never wanted children in the first place. That’s one of the downsides of the procedure; in the absence of deliria nervosa, some people find parenting distasteful. Thankfully, cases of full-blown detachment – where a mother or father is unable to bond normally, dutifully, and responsibly with his or her children, and winds up drowning them or sitting on their windpipes or beating them to death when they cry – are few.
  


  
    But two was the number of children the evaluators decided on for Marcia. At the time it seemed like a good choice. Her family had earned high stabilization marks in the annual review. Her husband, a scientist, was well respected. They lived in an enormous house on Winter Street. Marcia cooked every meal from scratch, and taught piano lessons in her spare time, to keep busy.
  


  
    But, of course, when Marcia’s husband was suspected of being a sympathizer, everything changed. Marcia and her children, Jenny and Grace, had to move back with Marcia’s mother, my aunt Carol, and people whispered and pointed at them everywhere they went. Grace wouldn’t remember that, of course; I’d be surprised if she has any memories of her parents at all.
  


  
    Marcia’s husband disappeared before his trial could begin. It’s probably a good thing he did. The trials are mostly for show. Sympathizers are almost always executed. If not, they’re locked away in the Crypts to serve three life sentences, back-to-back. Marcia knew that, of course. Aunt Carol thinks that’s the reason her heart gave out only a few months after her husband’s disappearance, when she was indicted in his place. A day after she got served the papers she was walking down the street and – bam! Heart attack.
  


  
    Hearts are fragile things. That’s why you have to be so careful.
  


  
    It will be hot today, I can tell. It’s already hot in the bedroom, and when I crack the window to sweep out the smell of orange, the air outside feels as thick and heavy as a tongue. I suck in deeply, inhaling the clean smell of seaweed and damp wood, listening to the distant cries of the seagulls as they circle endlessly, somewhere beyond the low, grey, sloping buildings, over the bay. Outside, a car engine guns to life. The sound startles me, and I jump.
  


  
    ‘Nervous about your evaluation?’
  


  
    I turn around. My aunt Carol is standing in the doorway, her hands folded.
  


  
    ‘No,’ I say, though this is a lie.
  


  
    She smiles, just barely, a brief, flitting thing. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. Take your shower and then I’ll help you with your hair. We can review your answers on the way.’
  


  
    ‘Okay.’ My aunt continues to stare at me. I squirm, digging my nails into the windowsill behind me. I’ve always hated being looked at. Of course, I’ll have to get used to it. During the exam there will be four evaluators staring at me for close to two hours. I’ll be wearing a flimsy plastic gown, semi-translucent, like the kind you get in hospitals, so that they can see my body.
  


  
    ‘A seven or an eight, I would say,’ my aunt says, puckering her lips. It’s a decent score and I’d be happy with it. ‘Though you won’t get more than a six if you don’t get cleaned up.’
  


  
    Senior year is almost over, and the evaluation is the final test I will take. For the past four months I’ve had all my various board exams – math, science, oral and written proficiency, sociology and psychology and photography (a specialty elective) – and I should be getting my scores sometime in the next few weeks. I’m pretty sure I did well enough to get assigned to a college. I’ve always been a decent student. The academic assessors will analyse my strengths and weaknesses, and then assign me to a school and a major.
  


  
    The evaluation is the last step, so I can get paired. In the coming months the evaluators will send me a list of four or five approved matches. One of them will become my husband after I graduate college (assuming I pass all my boards. Girls who don’t pass get paired and married right out of high school). The evaluators will do their best to match me with people who received a similar score in the evaluations. As much as possible they try to avoid any huge disparities in intelligence, temperament, social background, and age. Of course you do hear occasional horror stories: cases where a poor eighteen-year-old girl is given to a wealthy eighty-year-old man.
  


  
    The stairs let out their awful moaning, and Grace’s sister, Jenny, appears. She is nine and tall for her age, but very thin: all angles and elbows, her chest caving in like a warped sheet pan. It’s terrible to say, but I don’t like her very much. She has the same pinched look as her mother did.
  


  
    She joins my aunt in the doorway and stares at me. I am only five-two and Jenny is, amazingly, just a few inches shorter than I am now. It’s silly to feel self-conscious in front of my aunt and cousins, but a hot, crawling itch begins to work its way up my arms. I know they’re all worried about my performance at the evaluation. It’s critical that I get paired with someone good. Jenny and Grace are years away from their procedures. If I marry well, in a few years it will mean extra money for the family. It might also make the whispers go away, singsong snatches that four years after the scandal still seem to follow us wherever we go, like the sound of rustling leaves carried on the wind: Sympathizer. Sympathizer. Sympathizer.
  


  
    It’s only slightly better than the other word that followed me for years after my mom’s death, a snakelike hiss, undulating, leaving its trail of poison: Suicide. A sideways word, a word that people whisper and mutter and cough: a word that must be squeezed out behind cupped palms or murmured behind closed doors. It was only in my dreams that I heard the word shouted, screamed.
  


  
    I take a deep breath, then duck down to pull the plastic bin from under my bed so that my aunt won’t see I’m shaking.
  


  
    ‘Is Lena getting married today?’ Jenny asks my aunt. Her voice has always reminded me of bees droning flatly in the heat.
  


  
    ‘Don’t be stupid,’ my aunt says, but without irritation. ‘You know she can’t marry until she’s cured.’
  


  
    I take my towel from the bin and straighten up. That word – marry – makes my mouth go dry. Everyone marries as soon as they are done with their education. It’s the way things are. ‘Marriage is Order and Stability, the mark of a Healthy society.’ (See The Book of Shhh, ‘Fundamentals of Society,’ p. 114). But the thought of it still makes my heart flutter frantically, like an insect behind glass. I’ve never touched a boy, of course – physical contact between uncureds of opposite sex is forbidden. Honestly, I’ve never even talked to a boy for longer than five minutes, unless you count my cousins and uncle and Andrew Marcus, who helps my uncle at the Stop-N-Save and is always picking his nose and wiping his snot on the underside of the canned vegetables.
  


  
    And if I don’t pass my boards – please God, please God, let me pass them – I’ll have my wedding as soon as I’m cured, in less than three months. Which means I’ll have my wedding night.
  


  
    The smell of oranges is still strong, and my stomach does another swoop. I bury my face in my towel and inhale, willing myself not to be sick.
  


  
    From downstairs there is the clatter of dishes. My aunt sighs and checks her watch.
  


  
    ‘We have to leave in less than an hour,’ she says. ‘You’d better get moving.’
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    Three
  


  
    Lord, help us root our feet to the earth
  


  
    And our eyes to the road
  


  
    And always remember the fallen angels
  


  
    Who, attempting to soar,
  


  
    Were seared instead by the sun and, wings melting,
  


  
    Came crashing back to the sea.
  


  
    Lord, help root my eyes to the earth
  


  
    And stay my eyes to the road
  


  
    So I may never stumble.
  


  
    – Psalm 24
  


  
    (From ‘Prayer and Study,’ The Book of Shhh)
  


  
    My aunt insists on walking me down to the laboratories, which, like all the government offices, are lumped together along the wharves: a string of bright white buildings, glistening like teeth over the slurping mouth of the ocean. When I was little and had just moved in with her, she used to walk me to school every day. My mother, sister, and I had lived closer to the border, and I was amazed and terrified by all the winding, darkened streets, which smelled like garbage and old fish. I always wished for my aunt to hold my hand, but she never did, and I had balled my hands into fists and followed the hypnotic swish of her corduroy pants, dreading the moment that St. Anne’s Academy for Girls would rise up over the crest of the final hill, the dark stone building lined with fissures and cracks like the weather-beaten face of one of the industrial fishermen who work along the docks.
  


  
    It’s amazing how things change. I’d been terrified of the streets of Portland then, and reluctant to leave my aunt’s side. Now I know them so well I could follow their dips and curves with my eyes closed, and today I want nothing more than to be alone. I can smell the ocean, though it’s concealed from view by the twisting undulations of the streets, and it relaxes me. The salt blowing off the sea makes the air feel textured and heavy.
  


  
    ‘Remember,’ she is saying for the thousandth time, ‘they want to know about your personality, yes, but the more generalized your answers the better chance you have of being considered for a variety of positions.’ My aunt has always talked about marriage with words straight out of The Book of Shhh, words like duty, responsibility, and perseverance.
  


  
    ‘Got it,’ I say. A bus barrels past us. The crest for St. Anne’s Academy is stenciled along its side and I duck my head quickly, imagining Cara McNamara or Hillary Packer staring out the dirt-encrusted windows, giggling and pointing at me. Everyone knows I am having my evaluation today. Only four are offered throughout the year, and slots are determined well in advance.
  


  
    The makeup Aunt Carol insisted I wear makes my skin feel coated and slick. In the bathroom mirror at home, I thought I looked like a fish, especially with my hair all pinned with metal bobby pins and clips: a fish with a bunch of metal hooks sticking in my head.
  


  
    I don’t like makeup, have never been interested in clothes or lip gloss. My best friend, Hana, thinks I’m crazy, but of course she would. She’s absolutely gorgeous – even when she just twists her blond hair into a messy knot on the top of her head, she looks as though she’s just had it styled. I’m not ugly, but I’m not pretty, either. Everything is in-between. I have eyes that aren’t green or brown, but a muddle. I’m not thin, but I’m not fat, either. The only thing you could definitely say about me is this: I’m short.
  


  
    ‘If they ask you, God forbid, about your cousins, remember to say that you didn’t know them well . . .’
  


  
    ‘Uh-huh.’ I’m only half listening. It’s hot, too hot for June, and sweat is pricking up already on my lower back and in my armpits, even though I slathered on deodorant this morning. To our right is Casco Bay, which is hemmed in by Peaks Island and Great Diamond Island, where the lookout towers are. Beyond that is open ocean – and beyond that, all the crumbling countries and cities ruined by the disease.
  


  
    ‘Lena? Are you even listening to me?’ Carol puts a hand on my arm and spins me in her direction.
  


  
    ‘Blue,’ I parrot back at her. ‘Blue is my favourite colour. Or green.’ Black is too morbid; red will set them on edge; pink is too juvenile; orange is freakish.
  


  
    ‘And the things you like to do in your free time?’
  


  
    I gently slip away from her grasp. ‘We’ve gone over this already.’
  


  
    ‘This is important, Lena. Possibly the most important day of your whole life.’
  


  
    I sigh. Ahead of me the gates that bar the government labs swing open slowly with a mechanized whine. There is already a double line forming: on one side, the girls, and fifty feet away, at a second entrance, the boys. I squint against the sun, trying to locate people I know, but the ocean has dazzled me and my vision is clouded by floating black spots.
  


  
    ‘Lena?’ my aunt prompts me.
  


  
    I take a deep breath and launch into the spiel we’ve rehearsed a billion times. ‘I like to work on the school paper. I’m interested in photography because I like the way it captures and preserves a single moment of time. I enjoy hanging out with my friends and attending concerts at Deering Oaks Park. I like to run and was a co-captain of the cross-country team for two years. I hold the school record in the 5K event. I often babysit the younger members of my family, and I really like children.’
  


  
    ‘You’re making a face,’ my aunt says.
  


  
    ‘I love children,’ I repeat, plastering a smile on my face. The truth is, I don’t like very many children except for Gracie. They’re so bumpy and loud all the time, and they’re always grabbing things and dribbling and wetting themselves. But I know I’ll have to have children of my own someday.
  


  
    ‘Better,’ Carol says. ‘Go on.’
  


  
    I finish, ‘My favourite subjects are math and history,’ and she nods, satisfied.
  


  
    ‘Lena!’
  


  
    I turn around. Hana is just climbing out of her parents’ car, her blonde hair flying in wisps and waves around her face, her semi-sheer tunic slipping off one tan shoulder. All the girls and boys lining up to enter the labs have turned to watch her. Hana has that kind of power over people.
  


  
    ‘Lena! Wait!’ Hana continues barreling down the street, waving at me frantically. Behind her, the car begins a slow revolution: back and forth, back and forth, in the narrow drive until it is facing the opposite direction. Hana’s parents’ car is as sleek and dark as a panther. The few times we’ve driven around in it together I’ve felt like a princess. Hardly anyone has cars anymore, and even fewer have cars that actually drive. Oil is strictly rationed and extremely expensive. Some middle-class people keep cars mounted in front of their houses like statues, frigid and unused, the tires spotless and unworn.
  


  
    ‘Hi, Carol,’ Hana says breathlessly, catching up to us. A magazine pops out of her half-open bag, and she stoops to retrieve it. It’s one of the government publications, Home and Family, and in response to my raised eyebrows she makes a face. ‘Mom made me bring it. She said I should read it while I’m waiting for my evaluation. She said it will give the right impression.’ Hana sticks her finger down her throat and mimes gagging.
  


  
    ‘Hana!’ my aunt whispers fiercely. The anxiety in her voice makes my heart skip. Carol hardly ever loses her temper, even for a minute. She whips her head in both directions, as though expecting to find regulators or evaluators lurking in the bright morning street.
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry. They’re not spying on us.’ Hana turns her back to my aunt and mouths to me, Yet. Then she grins.
  


  
    In front of us, the double line of girls and boys is growing longer, extending into the street, even as the glass-fronted doors of the labs swoosh open and several nurses appear, carrying clipboards, and begin to usher people into the waiting rooms. My aunt rests one hand on my elbow lightly, quick as a bird.
  


  
    ‘You’d better get in line,’ she says. Her voice is back to normal. I wish some of her calmness would rub off on me. ‘And Lena?’
  


  
    ‘Yeah?’ I don’t feel very well. The labs look far away, so white I can hardly stand to look at them, the pavement shimmering hot in front of us. The words most important day of your life keep repeating in my head. The sun feels like a giant spotlight.
  


  
    ‘Good luck.’ My aunt does her one-millisecond smile.
  


  
    ‘Thanks.’ I kind of wish Carol would say something else – something like, I’m sure you’ll do great, or Try not to worry – but she just stands there, blinking, her face composed and unreadable as always.
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry, Mrs. Tiddle.’ Hana winks at me. ‘I’ll make sure she doesn’t screw up too badly. Promise.’
  


  
    All my nervousness dissipates. Hana is so relaxed about the whole thing, so nonchalant and normal.
  


  
    Hana and I go down toward the labs together. Hana is almost five-nine. When I walk next to her I have to do a half skip every other step to keep up with her, and I wind up feeling like a duck bobbing up and down in the water. Today I don’t mind, though. I’m glad she’s with me. I’d be a complete wreck otherwise.
  


  
    ‘God,’ she says, as we get close to the lines. ‘Your aunt takes this whole thing pretty seriously, huh?’
  


  
    ‘Well, it is serious.’ We join the back of the line. I see a few people I recognize: some girls I know vaguely from school; some guys I’ve seen playing soccer behind Spencer Prep, one of the boys’ schools. A boy looks my way and sees me staring. He raises his eyebrows and I drop my eyes quickly, my face going hot all at once and a nervous itch working in my stomach. You’ll be paired in less than three months, I tell myself, but the words don’t mean anything and seem ridiculous, like one of the Mad Libs games we played as children that always resulted in nonsensical statements: I want banana for speedboat. Give my wet shoe to your blistering cupcake.
  


  
    ‘Yeah, I know. Trust me, I’ve read The Book of Shhh as much as anyone.’ Hana pushes her sunglasses up onto her forehead and bats her eyelashes at me, making her voice supersweet: ‘“Evaluation Day is the exciting rite of passage that prepares you for a future of happiness, stability, and partnership.”’ She drops her sunglasses back down on her nose and makes a face.
  


  
    ‘You don’t believe it?’ I lower my voice to a whisper.
  


  
    Hana has been strange recently. She was always different from other people – more outspoken, more independent, more fearless. It’s one of the reasons I first wanted to be her friend. I’ve always been shy, and afraid that I’ll say or do the wrong thing. Hana is the opposite.
  


  
    But lately it’s been more than that. She’s stopped caring about school, for one thing, and has been called to the principal’s office several times for talking back to the teachers. And sometimes in the middle of talking she’ll stop, just shut her mouth as though she’s run up against a barrier. Other times I’ll catch her staring out at the ocean as though she’s thinking of swimming away.
  


  
    Looking at her now, at her clear grey eyes and her mouth as thin and taut as a bowstring, I feel a tug of fear. I think of my mother floundering for a second in the air before dropping like a stone into the ocean; I think about the face of the girl who dropped from the laboratory roof all those years ago, her cheek turned against the pavement. I will away thoughts of the illness. Hana isn’t sick. She can’t be. I would know.
  


  
    ‘If they really want us to be happy, they’d let us pick ourselves,’ Hana grumbles.
  


  
    ‘Hana,’ I say sharply. Criticizing the system is the worst offense there is. ‘Take it back.’
  


  
    She holds up her hands. ‘All right, all right. I take it back.’
  


  
    ‘You know it doesn’t work. Look how it was in the old days. Chaos all the time, fighting, and war. People were miserable.’
  


  
    ‘I said, I take it back.’ She smiles at me, but I’m still mad and I look away.
  


  
    ‘Besides,’ I go on, ‘they do give us a choice.’
  


  
    Usually the evaluators generate a list of four or five approved matches, and you are allowed to pick among them. This way, everyone is happy. In all the years that the procedure has been administered and the marriages arranged, there have been fewer than a dozen divorces in Maine, less than a thousand in the entire United States – and in almost all those cases, either the husband or wife was suspected of being a sympathizer and divorce was necessary and approved by the state.
  


  
    ‘A limited choice,’ she corrects me. ‘We get to choose from the people who have been chosen for us.’
  


  
    ‘Every choice is limited,’ I snap. ‘That’s life.’
  


  
    She opens her mouth as though she’s going to respond, but instead she just starts to laugh. Then she reaches down and squeezes my hand, two quick pumps and then two long ones. It’s our old sign, a habit we developed in the second grade when one of us was scared or upset, a way of saying, I’m here, don’t worry.
  


  
    ‘Okay, okay. Don’t get defensive. I love the evaluations, okay? Long live Evaluation Day.’
  


  
    ‘That’s better,’ I say, but I’m still feeling anxious and annoyed. The line shuffles slowly forward. We pass the iron gates, with their complicated crown of barbed wire, and enter the long driveway that leads to the various lab complexes. We are headed for Building 6-C. The boys go to 6-B, and the lines begin to curve away from each other.
  


  
    As we move closer to the front of the line, we get a blast of air-conditioning every time the glass doors slide open and then hum shut. It feels amazing, like being momentarily dipped head to toe in a thin sheet of ice, popsicle-style, and I turn around and lift my ponytail away from my neck, wishing it weren’t so damn hot. We don’t have air-conditioning at home, just tall, gawky fans that are always sputtering out in the middle of the night. And most of the time Carol won’t even let us use those; they suck up too much electricity, she says, and we don’t have any to spare.
  


  
    At last there are only a few people in front of us. A nurse comes out of the building, carrying a stack of clipboards and a handful of pens, and begins distributing them along the line.
  


  
    ‘Please make sure to fill out all required information,’ she says, ‘including your medical and family history.’
  


  
    My heart begins to work its way up into my throat. The neatly numbered boxes on the page – Last Name, First Name, Middle Initial, Current Address, Age – collapse together. I’m glad Hana is in front of me. She begins filling out the forms quickly, resting the clipboard on her forearm, her pen skating over the paper.
  


  
    ‘Next.’
  


  
    The doors whoosh open again, and a second nurse appears and gestures for Hana to come inside. In the dark coolness beyond her, I can see a bright white waiting room with a green carpet.
  


  
    ‘Good luck,’ I say to Hana.
  


  
    She turns and gives me a quick smile. But I can tell she is nervous, finally. There is a fine crease between her eyebrows, and she is chewing on the corner of her lip.
  


  
    She starts to enter the lab and then turns abruptly and walks back to me, her face wild and unfamiliar-looking, grabbing me by both shoulders, putting her mouth directly to my ear. I’m so startled I drop my clipboard.
  


  
    ‘You know you can’t be happy unless you’re unhappy sometimes, right?’ she whispers, and her voice is hoarse, as though she’s just been crying.
  


  
    ‘What?’ Her nails are digging into my shoulders, and at that moment I’m terrified of her.
  


  
    ‘You can’t be really happy unless you’re unhappy sometimes. You know that, right?’
  


  
    Before I can respond she releases me, and as she pulls away, her face is as serene and beautiful and composed as ever. She bends down to scoop up my clipboard, which she passes to me, smiling. Then she turns around and is gone behind the glass doors, which open and close behind her as smoothly as the surface of water, sucking closed over something that is sinking.
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    Four
  


  
    The devil stole into the Garden of Eden.
  


  
    He carried with him the disease – amor deliria nervosa –
  


  
    in the form of a seed. It grew and flowered into a
  


  
    magnificent apple tree, which bore apples as bright as blood.
  


  
    – From Genesis: A Complete History of the World
  


  
    and the Known Universe, by Steven Horace, PhD,
  


  
    Harvard University
  


  
    By the time the nurse admits me into the waiting room, Hana is gone – vanished down one of the antiseptic white hallways and whisked behind one of the dozens of identical white doors – although there are about a half-dozen other girls milling around, waiting. One girl is sitting in a chair, hunched over her clipboard, scribbling and crossing out her answers, and then rescribbling. Another girl is frantically asking a nurse about the difference between “chronic medical conditions” and “pre-existing medical conditions.” She looks like she’s on the verge of having some kind of fit – a vein is standing out on her forehead and her voice is rising hysterically – and I wonder whether she’s going to list a tendency toward excessive anxiety on her sheet.
  


  
    It’s not funny, but I feel like laughing. I bring my hand to my face, snorting into my palm. I tend to get giggly when I’m extremely nervous. During tests at school I’m always getting in trouble for laughing. I wonder if I should have marked that down.
  


  
    A nurse takes my clipboard from me and flips through the pages, checking to see that I haven’t left any answers blank.
  


  
    ‘Lena Haloway?’ she says in the bright, clipped voice that all nurses seem to share, like it’s part of their medical training.
  


  
    ‘Uh-huh,’ I say, and then quickly correct myself. My aunt has told me that the evaluators will expect a certain degree of formality. ‘Yes. That’s me.’ It’s still strange to hear my real name, Haloway, and a dull feeling settles at the bottom of my stomach. For the past decade I’ve gone by my aunt’s name, Tiddle. Even though it’s a pretty stupid last name – Hana once said it reminded her of a little-kid word for peeing – at least it isn’t associated with my mother and father. At least the Tiddles are a real family. The Haloways are nothing but a memory. But for official purposes I have to use my birth name.
  


  
    ‘Follow me.’ The nurse gestures down one of the hallways, and I follow the neat tick-tock of her heels down the linoleum. The halls are blindingly bright. The butterflies are working their way up from my stomach into my head, making me feel dizzy, and I try to calm myself by imagining the ocean outside, its ragged breathing, the seagulls turning pinwheels in the sky.
  


  
    It will be over soon, I tell myself. It will be over soon and then you’ll go home, and you’ll never have to think about the evaluation again.
  


  
    The hallway seems to go on forever. Up ahead a door opens and shuts, and a moment later, as we turn a corner, a girl brushes past us. Her face is red and she’s obviously been crying. She must be done with her evaluation already. I recognize her, vaguely, as one of the first girls admitted.
  


  
    I can’t help but feel sorry for her. Evaluations typically last anywhere from half an hour to two hours, but it’s common wisdom that the longer the evaluators keep you, the better you’re doing. Of course, that isn’t always true. Two years ago Marcy Davies was famously in and out of the lab in forty-five minutes, and she scored a perfect ten. And last year Corey Winde scored an all-time record for longest evaluation – three and a half hours – and still received only a three. There’s a system behind the evaluations, obviously, but there’s always a degree of randomness to them too. Sometimes it seems the whole process is designed to be as intimidating and confusing as possible.
  


  
    I have a sudden fantasy of running through these clean, sterile hallways, kicking in all the doors. Then, immediately, I feel guilty. This is the worst of all possible times to be having doubts about the evaluations, and I mentally curse Hana. This is her fault, for saying those things to me outside. You can’t be happy unless you’re unhappy sometimes. A limited choice. We get to choose from the people who have been chosen for us.
  


  
    I’m glad the choice is made for us. I’m glad I don’t have to choose – but more than that, I’m glad I don’t have to make someone else choose me. It would be okay for Hana, of course, if things were still the way they were in the old days. Hana, with her golden, halo hair, and bright grey eyes, and perfect straight teeth, and her laugh that makes everyone in a two-mile radius whip around and look at her and laugh too. Even clumsiness looks good on Hana; it makes you want to reach out a hand to help her or scoop up her books. When I trip on my own feet or spill coffee down the front of my shirt, people look away. You can almost see them thinking, What a mess. And whenever I’m around strangers my mind goes fuzzy and damp and grey, like streets starting to thaw after a hard snow – unlike Hana, who always knows just what to say.
  


  
    No guy in his right mind would ever choose me when there are people like Hana in the world: it would be like settling for a stale cookie when what you really want is a big bowl of ice cream, whipped cream and cherries and chocolate sprinkles included. So I’ll be happy to receive my neat, printed sheet of ‘Approved Matches.’ At least it means I’ll end up with somebody. It won’t matter if nobody ever thinks I’m pretty (although sometimes I wish, just for a second, that somebody would). It wouldn’t matter if I had one eye.
  


  
    ‘In here.’ The nurse stops, finally, outside a door that looks identical to all the others. ‘You can leave your clothing and things in the antechamber. Please put on the gown that is provided for you, with the opening to the back. Feel free to take a moment, have some water, do some meditation.’
  


  
    I imagine hundreds and hundreds of girls sitting cross-legged on the floor, hands cupped on their knees, chanting om, and have to stifle another wild urge to laugh.
  


  
    ‘Please be aware, however, that the longer you take to prepare, the less time your evaluators will have to get to know you.’
  


  
    She smiles tightly. Everything about her is tight: her skin, her eyes, her lab coat. She is looking straight at me, but I have the impression that she isn’t really focusing, that in her mind she’s already tick-tocking her way back to the waiting room, ready to bring yet another girl down yet another hallway, and give her this same spiel. I feel very lonely, surrounded by these thick walls that muffle all sounds, insulated from the sun and the wind and the heat, all of it perfect and unnatural.
  


  
    ‘When you’re ready, go on through the blue door. The evaluators will be waiting for you in the lab.’
  


  
    After the nurse clicks away I go into the antechamber, which is small and just as bright as the hallway. It looks like a regular doctor’s examination room. There’s an enormous piece of medical equipment squatting in the corner, emitting a series of periodic beeps, a tissue-paper-covered examination table, a stinging, antiseptic smell. I take off my clothes, shivering as the air-conditioning makes goose bumps pop up all over my skin, the fuzz on my arms standing up a little straighter. Great. Now the evaluators will think I’m a hairy beast.
  


  
    I fold my clothes, including my bra, in a neat pile and slip on the gown. It’s made of super-sheer plastic, and as I wrap it around my body, securing it at the waist with a knot, I’m fully aware that you can still see pretty much everything – including the outline of my underwear – through its fabric.
  


  
    Over. Soon it will be over.
  


  
    I take a deep breath and step through the blue door.
  


  
    It’s even brighter in the lab – dazzlingly bright, so the evaluators’ first impression of me must be of someone squinting, stepping backward, bringing her hand to her face. Four shadows float in a canoe in front of me. Then my eyes adjust and the vision resolves into the four evaluators, all sitting behind a long, low table. This room is very large, and totally empty except for the evaluators and, in the corner, a steel surgical table that’s been shoved up against one wall. Dual rows of overhead lights beat down on me, and I notice how high the ceiling is: at least thirty feet. I have a desperate urge to cross my arms over my chest, to cover myself up somehow. My mouth goes dry and my mind goes as hot and blank and white as the lights. I can’t remember what I’m supposed to do, what I’m supposed to say.
  


  
    Fortunately, one of the evaluators, a woman, speaks first. ‘Do you have your forms?’ Her voice sounds friendly, but it doesn’t help the fist that has closed deep in my stomach, squeezing my intestines.
  


  
    Oh, God, I think. I’m going to pee. I’m going to pee right here. I try to imagine what Hana will say after this is over, when we’re walking through the afternoon sunshine, with the smell of salt and sun-warmed pavement heavy on the air around us. ‘God,’ she’ll say. ‘That was a waste of time. All of them just sitting there staring like four frogs on a log.’
  


  
    ‘Um – yes.’ I step closer, feeling like the air has turned solid, resisting me. When I’m a few feet away from the table, I reach out and pass the evaluators my clipboard. There are three men and one woman, but I find I can’t focus on their features for too long. I scan them quickly and then shuffle backward again, getting only an impression of some noses, a few dark eyes, the winking of a pair of glasses.
  


  
    My clipboard bobs its way down the line of evaluators. I squeeze my arms to my sides and try to appear relaxed.
  


  
    Behind me, an observation deck runs along the back wall, elevated about twenty feet off the ground. It is accessed through a small red door high up beyond the tiered rows of white seats that are obviously meant to hold students, doctors, interns, and junior scientists. Not only do the lab scientists perform the procedure, they do checkups afterward and often treat difficult cases of other diseases.
  


  
    It occurs to me that the scientists must perform the cure here, in this very room. That must be what the surgical table is for. The fist of anxiety starts closing in my stomach again. For some reason, though I’ve often thought about what it would be like to be cured, I’ve never really thought about the procedure itself: the hard metal table, the lights winking above me, the tubes and the wires and the pain.
  


  
    ‘Lena Haloway?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. That’s me.’
  


  
    ‘Okay. Why don’t you start by telling us a little about yourself?’ The evaluator with the glasses leans forward, spreading his hands, and smiles. He has big, square white teeth that remind me of bathroom tiles. The reflection in his glasses makes it impossible to see his eyes, and I wish he would take them off. ‘Talk to us about the things you like to do. Your interests, hobbies, favourite subjects.’
  


  
    I launch into the speech I’ve prepared, about photography and running and spending time with my friends, but I’m not focusing. I see the evaluators nodding in front of me, and smiles beginning to loosen their faces as they take notes, so I know I’m doing fine, but I can’t even hear the words that are coming out of my mouth. I’m fixated on the metal surgical table and keep sneaking looks at it from the corner of my eye, watching it blink and shimmer in the light like the edge of a blade.
  


  
    And suddenly I’m thinking of my mother. My mother had remained uncured despite three separate procedures, and the disease had claimed her, nipped at her insides and turned her eyes hollow and her cheeks pale, had taken control of her feet and led her, inch by inch, to the edge of a sandy cliff and into the bright, thin air of the plunge beyond.
  


  
    Or so they tell me. I was six at the time. I remember only the hot pressure of her fingers on my face in the nighttime and her last whispered words to me. I love you. Remember. They cannot take it.
  


  
    I close my eyes quickly, overwhelmed by the thought of my mother, writhing, and a dozen scientists in lab coats watching, scribbling impassively on notepads. Three separate times she was strapped to a metal table; three separate times a crowd of observers watched her from the deck, took note of her responses as the needles, and then the lasers, pierced her skin. Normally patients are anesthetized during the procedure and don’t feel a thing, but my aunt had once let slip that during my mother’s third procedure they had refused to sedate her, thinking that the anesthesia might be interfering with her brain’s response to the cure.
  


  
    ‘Would you like some water?’ Evaluator One, the woman, gestures to a bottle of water and a glass set up on the table. She has noticed my momentary flinch, but it’s okay. My personal statement is done, and I can tell by the way the evaluators are looking at me – pleased, proud, like I’m a little kid who has managed to fit all the right pegs in all the right holes – that I’ve done a good job.
  


  
    I pour myself a glass of water and take a few sips, grateful for the pause. I can feel sweat pricking up under my arms, on my scalp, and at the base of my neck, and I pray to God they can’t see it. I try to keep my eyes locked on the evaluators, but there it is in my peripheral vision, grinning at me: that damn table.
  


  
    ‘Okay now, Lena. We’re going to ask you some questions. We want you to answer honestly. Remember, we’re trying to get to know you as a person.’
  


  
    As opposed to what? The question pops into my mind before I can stop it. As an animal?
  


  
    I take a deep breath, force myself to nod and smile. ‘Great.’
  


  
    ‘What are some of your favourite books?’
  


  
    ‘Love, War, and Interference, by Christopher Malley,’ I answer automatically. ‘Border, by Philippa Harolde.’ It’s no use trying to keep the images away: they are rising now, a flood. That one word keeps scripting itself on my brain, as though it is being seared there. Pain. They wanted to make my mother submit to a fourth procedure. They were coming for her on the night she died, coming to bring her to the labs. But instead she had fled into the dark, winged her way into the air. Instead she had woken me with those words – I love you. Remember. They cannot take it. – which the wind seemed to carry back to me long after she had vanished, repeated on the dry trees, on the leaves coughing and whispering in the cold grey dawn. ‘And Romeo and Juliet, by William Shakespeare.’
  


  
    The evaluators nod, make notes. Romeo and Juliet is required reading in every freshman-year health class.
  


  
    ‘And why is that?’ Evaluator Three asks.
  


  
    It’s frightening: that’s what I’m supposed to say. It’s a cautionary tale, a warning about the dangers of the old world, before the cure. But my throat seems to have grown swollen and tender. There is no room to squeeze the words out; they are stuck there like the burrs that cling to our clothing when we jog through the farms. And in that moment it’s like I can hear the low growl of the ocean, can hear its distant, insistent murmur, can imagine its weight closing around my mother, water as heavy as stone. And what comes out is: ‘It’s beautiful.’
  


  
    Instantly all four faces jerk up to look at me, like puppets connected to the same string.
  


  
    ‘Beautiful?’ Evaluator One wrinkles her nose. There’s a zinging, frigid tension in the air, and I realize I’ve made a big, big mistake.
  


  
    The evaluator with the glasses leans forward. ‘That’s an interesting word to use. Very interesting.’ This time when he shows his teeth they remind me of the curved white canines of a dog. ‘Perhaps you find suffering beautiful? Perhaps you enjoy violence?’
  


  
    ‘No. No, that’s not it.’ I’m trying to think straight, but my head is full of the ocean’s wordless roaring. It is growing louder and louder by the second. And now, faintly, it’s as though I can hear screaming as well – like my mother’s scream is reaching me from across the span of a decade. ‘I just mean . . . there’s something so sad about it . . .’ I’m struggling, floundering, feeling like I’m drowning now, in the white light and the roaring. Sacrifice. I want to say something about sacrifice, but the word doesn’t come.
  


  
    ‘Let’s move on.’ Evaluator One, who sounded so sweet when she offered me the water, has lost all pretense of friendliness. She is all business now. ‘Tell us something simple. Like your favourite colour, for example.’
  


  
    Part of my brain – the rational, educated part, the logical me part – screams, Blue! Say blue! But this other, older thing inside of me is riding across the waves of sound, surging up with the rising noise. ‘Grey,’ I blurt out.
  


  
    ‘Grey?’ Evaluator Four splutters back.
  


  
    My heart is spiraling down to my stomach. I know I’ve done it, I’m tanking, can practically see my numbers flipping backward. But it’s too late. I’m finished – it’s the roaring in my ears, growing louder and louder, a stampede that makes thinking impossible. I quickly stammer out an explanation. ‘Not grey, exactly. Right before the sun rises there’s a moment when the whole sky goes this pale nothing colour – not really grey but sort of, or sort of white, and I’ve always really liked it because it reminds me of waiting for something good to happen.’
  


  
    But they’ve stopped listening. All of them are staring beyond me, heads cocked, expressions confused, as though trying to make out familiar words in a foreign language. And then suddenly the roaring and the screaming surge and I realize I haven’t been imagining them all this time. People really are screaming, and there’s a tumbling, rolling, drumming sound, like a thousand feet moving together. There’s a third sound too, running under both of those: a wordless bellowing that doesn’t sound human.
  


  
    In my confusion everything seems disconnected, the way it does in dreams. Evaluator One half rises from her chair, saying, ‘What the hell . . .?’
  


  
    At the same time, Glasses says, ‘Sit down, Helen. I’ll go see what’s wrong.’
  


  
    But at that second the blue door bursts open and a streaming blur of cows – actual, real, live, sweating, mooing cows – come thundering into the lab.
  


  
    Definitely a stampede, I think, and for one weird, detached second feel proud of myself for correctly identifying the noise.
  


  
    Then I realize I’m being charged by a bunch of very heavy, very frightened herd animals, and am about two seconds from getting stomped into the ground.
  


  
    Instantly I launch myself into the corner and wedge myself behind the surgical table, where I’m completely protected from the panicked mass of animals. I poke my head out just a little so I can still see what’s going on. The evaluators are hopping up onto the table now, as walls of brown and speckled cow flanks fold around them. Evaluator One is screaming at the top of her lungs, and Glasses is yelling, ‘Calm down, calm down!’ even though he’s grabbing onto her like she’s a life raft and he’s in danger of sinking.
  


  
    Some of the cows have wigs hanging crazily from their heads, and others are half-swaddled in gowns identical to the one I’m wearing. For a second I’m sure I’m dreaming. Maybe this whole day has been a dream, and I’ll wake up to discover that I’m still at home, in bed, on the morning of my evaluation. But then I notice the writing on the cows’ flanks: NOT CURE. DEATH. The words are written in sloppy ink, just above the neatly branded numbers that identify these cows as destined for the slaughterhouse.
  


  
    A little chill dances up my spine, and everything starts clicking into place. Every couple of years the Invalids – the people who live in the Wilds, the unregulated land that exists between recognized cities and towns – sneak into Portland and stage some kind of protest. One year they came in at night and painted red death skulls on every single one of the known scientists’ houses. Another year they managed to break into the central police station, which coordinates all the patrols and guard shifts for Portland, and move all the furniture onto the roof, even the coffee machines. That was pretty funny, actually – and pretty amazing, since you’d think Central would be the most secure building in Portland. People in the Wilds don’t see love as a disease, and they don’t believe in the cure. They think it’s a kind of cruelty. Thus the slogan.
  


  
    Now I get it: the cows are dressed up as us, the people being evaluated. Like we’re all a bunch of herd animals.
  


  
    The cows are calming down somewhat. They’re not charging anymore, and have begun to shuffle back and forth in the lab. Evaluator One has a clipboard in her hand, and she’s swooping and swatting as the cows butt up against the table, mooing and nipping at the papers scattered across its surface – the evaluators’ notes, I realize, as a cow snaps up a sheet of paper and begins to rip at it with its teeth. Thank God. Maybe the cows will eat up all the notes, and the evaluators will lose track of the fact that I was completely tanking. Half-concealed behind the table – and safe, now, from those sharp, stamping hooves – I have to admit the whole thing is kind of hilarious.
  


  
    That’s when I hear it. Somehow, above the snorting and stomping and yelling, I hear the laugh above me – low and short and musical, like someone sounding out a few notes on a piano.
  


  
    The observation deck. A boy is standing on the observation deck, watching the chaos below. And he’s laughing.
  


  
    As soon as I look up, his eyes click onto my face. The breath whooshes out of my body and everything freezes for a second, as though I’m looking at him through my camera lens, zoomed in all the way, the world pausing for that tiny span of time between the opening and closing of the shutter.
  


  
    His hair is golden brown, like leaves in autumn just as they’re turning, and he has bright amber eyes. The moment I see him I know that he’s one of the people responsible for this. I know that he must live in the Wilds; I know he’s an Invalid. Fear clamps down on my stomach, and I open my mouth to shout something – I’m not sure what, exactly – but at precisely that second he gives a minute shake of his head, and suddenly I can’t make a sound. Then he does the absolutely, positively unthinkable.
  


  
    He winks at me.
  


  
    At last the alarm goes off. It’s so loud I have to cover my ears with my hands. I look down to see whether the evaluators have seen him, but they’re still doing their little tabletop dance, and when I look up again, he’s gone.
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    Five
  


  
    Step on a crack, you’ll break your mama’s back.
  


  
    Step on a stone, you’ll end up all alone.
  


  
    Step on a stick, you’re bound to get the Sick.
  


  
    Watch where you tread, you’ll bring out all the dead.
  


  
    – A common children’s playground chant,
  


  
    usually accompanied by jumping rope or clapping
  


  
    That night, I have the dream again.
  


  
    I’m at the edge of a big white cliff made out of sand. The ground is unsteady. The ledge I’m standing on is starting to crumble, to flake away and tumble down, down, down – thousands of feet below me, into the ocean, which is whipping and snapping so hard it looks like one gigantic, frothing stew, all whitecaps and surging water. I’m terrified I’m going to fall, but for some reason I can’t move or back away from the edge of the cliff, even as I feel the ground sifting away from underneath me, millions of molecules rearranging themselves into space, into wind: any second I’m going to fall.
  


  
    And just before I know that there’s nothing underneath me but air – that at any split second I’m going to feel the wind shrieking around me as I drop down into the water – the waves lashing underneath me open up for a moment and I see my mother’s face, pale and bloated and splotched with blue, floating just below the surface. Her eyes are open, her mouth is split apart as though she is screaming, her arms are extended on either side of her, bobbing in the current, as though she is waiting to embrace me.
  


  
    That’s when I wake up. That’s when I always wake up.
  


  
    My pillow is damp, and I’ve got a scratchy feeling in my throat. I’ve been crying in my sleep. Gracie is folded next to me, one cheek squashed flat against the sheets, her mouth making endless, noiseless repetitions. She always gets into bed with me when I’m having the dream. She can sense it, somehow.
  


  
    I brush her hair away from her face and pull the sweat-soaked sheets away from her shoulders. I’ll be sorry to leave Grace when I move out. Our secrets have made us close, bonded us together. She is the only one who knows of the Coldness: a feeling that comes sometimes when I’m lying in bed, a black, empty feeling that knocks my breath away and leaves me gasping as though I’ve just been thrown in icy water. On nights like that – although it is wrong and illegal – I think of those strange and terrible words, I love you, and wonder what they would taste like in my mouth, try to recall their lilting rhythm on my mother’s tongue.
  


  
    And of course I keep her secret safe. I’m the only one who knows that Grace isn’t stupid, or slow: there’s nothing wrong with her at all. I’m the only one who has ever heard her speak. One night after she’d come to sleep in my bed I woke up in the very early morning, the nighttime shadows ebbing off our walls. She was sobbing quietly into the pillow next to me, pronouncing the same word over and over, stuffing her mouth with blankets so I could barely hear her: ‘Mommy, Mommy, Mommy.’ As though she was trying to chew her way around it; as though it was choking her in her sleep. I’d put my arms around her and squeezed, and after what felt like hours she exhausted herself on the word and fell back to sleep, the tension in her body slowly relaxing, her face hot and bloated from the tears.
  


  
    That’s the real reason she doesn’t speak. All the rest of her words are crowded out by that single, looming one, a word still echoing in the dark corners of her memory. Mommy.
  


  
    I know. I remember.
  


  
    I sit up and watch the light strengthen on the walls, listen for the sounds of the seagulls outside, take a drink from the glass of water next to my bed. Today is June 2. Ninety-four days.
  


  
    I wish, for Grace, the cure could come sooner. I comfort myself by thinking that someday she will have the procedure too. Someday she will be saved, and the past and all its pain will be rendered as smoothly palatable as the food we spoon to our babies.
  


  
    Someday we will all be saved.
  


  
    By the time I drag myself down to breakfast – feeling as though someone is grinding sand into both of my eyes – the official story about the incident at the labs has been released. Carol keeps our small TV on low while she makes breakfast, and the murmur of the newscasters’ voices almost puts me back to sleep. “Yesterday a truck full of cattle intended for the slaughterhouse was mixed up with a shipment of pharmaceuticals, resulting in the hilarious and unprecedented chaos you see on your screen.” Cue: nurses squealing, swatting at lowing cows with clipboards.
  


  
    This doesn’t make any sense, but as long as no one mentions the Invalids, everyone’s happy. We’re not supposed to know about them. They’re not even supposed to exist; supposedly, all the people who live in the Wilds were destroyed over fifty years ago, during the blitz.
  


  
    Fifty years ago the government closed the borders of the United States. The border is guarded constantly by military personnel. No one can get in. No one goes out. Every sanctioned and approved community must also be contained within a border – that’s the law – and all travel between communities requires official written consent of the municipal government, to be obtained six months in advance. This is for our own protection. Safety, Sanctity, Community: that is our country’s motto.
  


  
    For the most part, the government has been successful. We haven’t seen a war since the border was closed, and there is hardly any crime, except for the occasional incident of vandalism or petty theft. There is no more hatred in the United States, at least among the cured. Only sporadic cases of detachment – but every medical procedure carries a certain risk.
  


  
    But so far, the government has failed to rid the country of the Invalids, and it is the single blemish on the administration, and the system in general. So we don’t talk about them. We pretend that the Wilds – and the people who live there – don’t even exist. It’s rare to hear the word even spoken, except when a suspected sympathizer disappears, or when a young diseased couple is found to have vanished together before a cure can be administered.
  


  
    One piece of really good news is this: all of yesterday’s evaluations have been invalidated. All of us will receive a new evaluation date, which means I get a second chance. This time I swear I’m not going to screw it up. I feel completely idiotic about my meltdown at the labs. Sitting at the breakfast table, with everything looking so clean and bright and normal – the chipped blue mugs full of coffee, the erratic beeping of the microwave (one of the few electronic devices, besides the lights, Carol actually allows us to use) – makes yesterday seem like a long, strange dream. It’s a miracle, actually, that a bunch of fanatical Invalids decided to let loose a stampede at the exact moment I was failing the most important test of my life. I don’t know what came over me. I think about Glasses showing his teeth, and the moment I heard my mouth say, ‘Grey,’ and I wince. Stupid, stupid.
  


  
    Suddenly I’m aware that Jenny has been talking to me.
  


  
    ‘What?’ I blink at Jenny as she swims into focus. I watch her hands as she cuts her toast precisely into quarters.
  


  
    ‘I said, what’s wrong with you?’ Back and forth, back and forth. The knife dings against the edge of the plate. ‘You look like you’re about to puke or something.’
  


  
    ‘Jenny,’ Carol scolds. She is at the sink, washing dishes. ‘Not while your uncle is eating breakfast.’
  


  
    ‘I’m fine.’ I rip off a piece of toast, slide it across the stick of butter that’s getting melty in the middle of the table, and force myself to eat. The last thing I need is a good old family-style interrogation. ‘Just tired.’
  


  
    Carol turns to look at me. Her face has always reminded me of a doll’s. Even when she’s talking, even when she’s irritated or happy or confused, her expression stays weirdly immobile. ‘Couldn’t sleep?’
  


  
    ‘I slept,’ I say. ‘I just had a bad dream, that’s all.’
  


  
    At the end of the table, my uncle William starts up from his newspaper. ‘Oh, God. You know what? You just reminded me. I had a dream last night too.’
  


  
    Carol raises her eyebrows, and even Jenny looks interested. It’s extremely unusual for people to dream once they’ve been cured. Carol once told me that on the rare occasions she still dreams, her dreams are full of dishes, stacks and stacks of them climbing toward the sky, and sometimes she climbs them, lip to lip, hauling herself up into the clouds, trying to reach the top of the stack. But it never ends; it stretches on into infinity. As far as I know, my sister Rachel never dreams anymore.
  


  
    William smiles. ‘I was caulking the window in the bathroom. Carol, you remember I said there was a draft the other day? Anyway, I was piping in the caulk, but every time I finished, it would just flake away – almost like it was snow – and the wind would come in and I’d have to start all over. On and on and on – for hours, it felt like.’
  


  
    ‘How strange,’ my aunt says, smiling, coming to the table with a plate of fried eggs. My uncle likes them super runny, and they sit on the plate, their yolks jiggling and quivering like hula-hoop dancers, spotted with oil. My stomach twists.
  


  
    William says, ‘No wonder I’m so tired this morning. I was doing housework all night.’
  


  
    Everyone laughs but me. I choke down another bit of toast, wondering whether I’ll dream once I’ve been cured.
  


  
    I hope not.
  


  
    This year is the first year since sixth grade that I don’t have a single class with Hana, so I don’t see her until after school, when we meet up in the locker room to go running, even though cross-country season ended a couple of weeks ago. (When the team went to Regionals it was only the third time I’d ever been out of Portland, and even though we went just forty miles along the grey, bleak municipal highway, I could still hardly swallow, the butterflies in my throat were so frantic.) Still, Hana and I try to run together as much as we can, even during school vacations.
  


  
    I started running when I was six years old, after my mom committed suicide. The first day I ever ran a whole mile was the day of her funeral. I’d been told to stay upstairs with my cousins while my aunt prepared the house for the memorial service and laid out all the food. Marcia and Rachel were supposed to get me ready, but in the middle of helping me dress they’d started arguing about something and had stopped paying me any attention at all. So I had wandered downstairs, my dress zipped halfway up my back, to ask my aunt for help. Mrs. Eisner, my aunt’s neighbor at the time, was there. As I came into the kitchen she was saying, ‘It’s horrible, of course. But there was no hope for her anyway. It’s much better this way. It’s better for Lena, too. Who wants a mother like that?’
  


  
    I wasn’t supposed to have heard. Mrs. Eisner gave a startled little gasp when she saw me, and her mouth shut quickly, like a cork popping back into a bottle. My aunt just stood there, and in that second it was as though the world and the future collapsed down into a single point, and I understood that this – the kitchen, the spotless cream linoleum floors, the glaring lights, and the vivid green mass of Jell-O on the counter – was all that was left now that my mother was gone.
  


  
    Suddenly I couldn’t stay there. I couldn’t stand the sight of my aunt’s kitchen, which I now understood would be my kitchen. I couldn’t stand the Jell-O. My mother hated Jell-O. An itchy feeling began to work its way through my body, as though a thousand mosquitoes were circulating through my blood, biting me from the inside, making me want to scream, jump, squirm.
  


  
    I ran.
  


  
    Hana, one foot on a bench, is lacing up her shoes when I come in. My awful secret is that I like to run with Hana partly because it’s the single, sole, solitary shred of a thing that I can do better than she can, but I would never admit that out loud in a million years.
  


  
    I haven’t even had a chance to put my bag down before she’s leaning forward and grabbing my arm.
  


  
    ‘Can you believe it?’ She’s fighting a smile, and her eyes are a pinwheel of colour – blue, green, gold – flashing like they always do when she’s excited about something. ‘It was definitely the Invalids. That’s what everybody’s saying, anyway.’
  


  
    We’re the only people in the locker room – all the sports teams have finished their seasons – but I instinctively whip my head around when she says the word. ‘Keep your voice down.’
  


  
    She pulls back a little, tossing her hair over one shoulder. ‘Relax. I did recon. Even checked the toilet stalls. We’re in the clear.’
  


  
    I open up the gym locker I’ve had for all my ten years at St. Anne’s. At its bottom is a film of gum wrappers and shredded notes and lost paper clips, and on top of that, my small limp pile of running clothes, two pairs of shoes, my cross-country team jersey, a dozen half-used bottles of deodorant, conditioner, and perfume. In less than two weeks I’ll graduate and never see the inside of this locker again, and for a second I get sad. It’s gross, but I’ve actually always loved the smell of gyms: the industrial cleaning fluid and the deodorant and soccer balls and even the lingering smell of sweat. It’s comforting to me. It’s so strange how life works: you want something and you wait and wait and feel like it’s taking forever to come. Then it happens and it’s over and all you want to do is curl back up in that moment before things changed.
  


  
    ‘Who’s everybody, anyway? The news is saying it was just a mistake, a shipping error or something.’ I feel the need to repeat the official story, even though I know just as well as Hana that it’s BS.
  


  
    She straddles the bench, watching me. As usual, she’s oblivious to the fact that I hate it when other people see me change. ‘Don’t be an idiot. If it was on the news, it definitely isn’t true. Besides, who mixes up a cow and a box of prescription meds? It’s not like it’s hard to tell the difference.’
  


  
    I shrug. She’s right, obviously. She’s still looking at me, so I angle slightly away. I’ve never been comfortable with my body like Hana and some of the other girls at St. Anne’s, never gotten over the awkward feeling that I’ve been fitted together just a little wrong in some very key places. Like I’ve been sketched by an amateur artist: if you don’t look too closely, it’s all right, but start focusing and all the smudges and mistakes become really obvious.
  


  
    Hana kicks one leg out and begins stretching, refusing to let the issue drop. Hana’s more fascinated with the Wilds than anyone I’ve ever met. ‘If you think about it, it’s pretty amazing. The planning and all that. It would have taken at least four or five people – maybe more – to coordinate everything.’
  


  
    I think briefly of the boy I saw on the observation deck, of his flashing, autumn-leaf-coloured hair, and the way he tipped his head back when he laughed so I could see the vaulted black arch of his mouth. I told no one about him, not even Hana, and now I feel I should have.
  


  
    Hana goes on, ‘Someone must have had security codes. Maybe a sympathizer—’
  


  
    A door bangs loudly at the front of the locker room, and Hana and I both jump, staring at each other with wide eyes. Footsteps click quickly across the linoleum. After a few seconds of hesitation, Hana launches smoothly into a safe topic: the colour of the graduation gowns, which are orange this year. Just then Mrs. Johanson, the athletic director, comes around the bank of lockers, swinging her whistle around one finger.
  


  
    ‘At least they’re not brown, like at Fielston Prep,’ I say, though I’m barely listening to Hana. My heart is pounding and I’m still thinking about the boy, and wondering whether Johanson heard us say the word sympathizer. She doesn’t do anything but nod as she passes us, so it seems unlikely.
  


  
    I’ve learned to get really good at this – say one thing when I’m thinking about something else, act like I’m listening when I’m not, pretend to be calm and happy when really I’m freaking out. It’s one of the skills you perfect as you get older. You have to learn that people are always listening. The first time I ever used the cell phone that my aunt and uncle share, I was surprised by the patchy interference that kept breaking up my conversation with Hana at random intervals, until my aunt explained that it was just the government’s listening devices, which arbitrarily cut into cell phone calls, recording them, monitoring conversations for target words like love, or Invalids, or sympathizer. No one in particular is targeted; it’s all done randomly, to be fair. But it’s almost worse that way. I pretty much always feel as though a giant, revolving gaze is bound to sweep over me at any second, lighting up my bad thoughts like an animal lit still and white in the ever-turning beam of a lighthouse.
  


  
    Sometimes I feel as though there are two me’s, one coasting directly on top of the other: the superficial me, who nods when she’s supposed to nod and says what she’s supposed to say, and some other, deeper part, the part that worries and dreams and says ‘Grey.’ Most of the time they move along in sync and I hardly notice the split, but sometimes it feels as though I’m two whole different people and I could rip apart at any second. Once I confessed this to Rachel. She just smiled and told me it would all be better after the procedure. After the procedure, she said, it would be all coasting, all glide, every day as easy as one, two, three.
  


  
    ‘Ready,’ I say, spinning my locker closed. We can still hear Mrs. Johanson shuffling around in the bathroom, whistling. A toilet flushes. A faucet goes on.
  


  
    ‘My turn to pick the route,’ Hana says, eyes sparkling, and before I can open my mouth to protest, she lunges forward and smacks me on the shoulder. ‘Tag. You’re it,’ she says, and just as easily spins off the bench and sprints for the door, laughing, so I have to run to catch up.
  


  
    Earlier in the day it rained, and the storm cooled everything off. Water evaporates from puddles in the streets, leaving a shimmering layer of mist over Portland. Above us the sky is now a vivid blue. The bay is flat and silver, the coast like a giant belt cinched around it, keeping it in place.
  


  
    I don’t ask Hana where she’s going, but it doesn’t surprise me when she starts winding us toward Old Port, toward the old footpath that runs along Commercial Street and up to the labs. We try to keep on the smaller, less trafficked streets, but it’s pretty much a losing game. It’s three thirty. All the schools have been released, and the streets surge with students walking home. A few buses rumble past, and one or two cars squeeze by. Cars are considered good luck. As they pass, people reach out their hands and brush along the shiny hoods, the clean, bright windows, which will soon be smudged with fingerprints.
  


  
    Hana and I run next to each other, reviewing all the day’s gossip. We don’t talk about the botched evaluations yesterday, or the rumours of the Invalids. There are too many people around. Instead she tells me about her ethics exam, and I tell her about Cora Dervish’s fight with Minna Wilkinson. We talk about Willow Marks, too, who has been absent from school since the previous Wednesday. Rumor is that Willow was found by regulators last week in Deering Oaks Park after curfew – with a boy.
  


  
    We’ve been hearing rumours like that about Willow for years. She’s just the kind of person people talk about. She has blonde hair, but she’s always colouring different streaks into it with markers, and I remember once on a freshman class trip to a museum, we passed a group of Spencer Prep boys and she said, so loud one of our chaperones could have easily heard, ‘I’d like to kiss one of them straight on the lips.’ Supposedly she was caught hanging out with a boy in tenth grade and got off with a warning because she showed no signs of the deliria. Every so often people make mistakes; it’s biological, a result of the same kind of chemical and hormonal imbalances that occasionally lead to Unnaturalism, to boys being attracted to boys and girls to girls. These impulses, too, will be resolved by the cure.
  


  
    But this time it is serious, apparently, and Hana drops the bomb just as we turn onto Center: Mr. and Mrs. Marks have agreed to move the date of Willow’s procedure up by a full six months. She’ll be missing graduation day to get cured.
  


  
    ‘Six months?’ I repeat. We’ve been running hard for twenty minutes, so I’m not sure if the heavy thumping in my chest is a result of the exercise or the news. I’m feeling more out of breath than I should be, like someone’s sitting on my chest. ‘Isn’t that dangerous?’
  


  
    Hana tips her head to the right, gesturing the way to a shortcut through an alley. ‘It’s been done before.’
  


  
    ‘Yeah, but not successfully. What about all the side effects? Mental problems? Blindness?’ There are a few reasons why the scientists won’t let anyone under the age of eighteen have the procedure, but the biggest one is that it just doesn’t seem to work as well for people younger than that, and in the worst cases it’s been known to cause all kind of crazy problems. Scientists speculate that the brain and its neuro-pathways are still too plastic before then, still in the middle of forming themselves. Actually, the older you are when you have the procedure, the better, but most people are scheduled for the procedure as close as possible to their eighteenth birthday.
  


  
    ‘I guess they think it’s worth the risk,’ Hana says. ‘Better than the alternative, you know? Amor deliria nervosa. The deadliest of all deadly things.’ This is the catchphrase that’s written on every mental health pamphlet ever written about the deliria; Hana’s voice is flat as she repeats it, and it makes my stomach dip. All of yesterday’s craziness has made me forget Hana’s comment to me before the evaluations. But now I remember, and remember how strange she looked too, eyes cloudy and unreadable.
  


  
    ‘Come on.’ I feel a straining in my lungs and my left thigh is starting to cramp. The only way to push through it is to run harder and faster. ‘Let’s pick it up, Slug.’
  


  
    ‘Bring it.’ Hana’s face splits into a grin, and both of us start pumping faster. The pain in my lungs swells up and blossoms until it feels like it’s everywhere, tearing through all my cells and muscles at once. The cramp in my leg makes me wince every time my heel hits the pavement. It’s always like this on miles two and three, like all the stress and anxiety and irritation and fear get transformed into little needling points of physical pain, and you can’t breathe or imagine going farther or think anything but: I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.
  


  
    And then, just as suddenly, it’s gone. All the pain lifts away, the cramp vanishes, the fist eases off my chest, and I can breathe easily. Instantly a feeling of total happiness bubbles up inside of me: the solid feeling of the ground underneath me, the simplicity of the movement, rocketing off my heels, pushing forward in time and space, total freedom and release. I glance over at Hana. I can tell from her expression that she’s feeling it too. She has made it through the wall. She senses me looking and whips around, her blonde ponytail a bright arc, to give me the thumbs-up.
  


  
    It’s strange. When we run I feel closer to Hana than at any other time. Even when we’re not talking, it’s like there’s an invisible cord tethering us together, matching our rhythms, our arms and our legs, as though we’re both responding to the same drumbeat. More and more it has been occurring to me that this, too, will change after our procedures. She’ll retreat to the West End and make friends with her neighbors, with people richer and more sophisticated than I am. I’ll stay in some crappy apartment on Cumberland, and I won’t miss her, or remember what it felt like to run side by side. They’ve warned me that after my procedure I may not even like running anymore, period. Another side effect of the cure: people often change their habits afterward, lose interest in their former hobbies and things that had given them pleasure.
  


  
    ‘The cured, incapable of strong desire, are thus rid of both remembered and future pain’ (‘After the Procedure,’ The Safety, Health, and Happiness Handbook, p.132).
  


  
    The world is spinning by, people and streets, a long, unfurling ribbon of colour and sound. We run past St. Vincent’s, the biggest all-boys school in Portland. A half-dozen boys are outside playing basketball, lazily dribbling the ball around, calling to one another. Their words are a blur, an indistinct series of shouts and barks and short bursts of laughter, the way that boys always sound whenever they’re together in groups, whenever you only hear them from around corners or across streets or down the beach. It’s like they have a language all their own, and for about the thousandth time I think how glad I am that segregation policies keep us separate most of the time.
  


  
    As we run by I think I sense a momentary pause, a fraction of a second when all their eyes lift and turn in our direction. I’m too embarrassed to look. My whole body goes white-hot, like someone’s just stuck me headfirst into an oven. But a second later I feel their eyes sweeping past me, a wind, latching on to Hana. Her blonde hair flashes next to me, a coin in the sun.
  


  
    The pain is creeping back into my legs, a leaden feeling, but I force myself to keep going as we round the corner of Commercial Street and leave St. Vincent’s behind. I feel Hana straining to keep up next to me. I turn my head, barely managing to gasp out, ‘Race you.’ But as Hana pulls up, arms pumping, and nearly passes me, I put my head down and lunge forward, cycling my legs as fast as I can, trying to suck air into my lungs, which feel like they’ve shrunk to the size of a pea, fighting the screaming in my muscles. Blackness eats the edges of my vision, and all I can see is the chain-link fence that rises up in front of us suddenly, blocking our path, and then I’m reaching out and thwacking it so hard it begins to shake, turning around to yell, ‘I won!’ as Hana pulls up a second behind me, gasping for breath. Both of us are laughing now, hiccuping and taking huge gulping breaths of air as we pace around in circles, trying to walk it off.
  


  
    When she can finally breathe again, Hana straightens up, laughing. ‘I let you win,’ she says, an old joke of ours.
  


  
    I toe some gravel in her direction. She ducks away, shrieking. ‘Keep telling yourself that.’
  


  
    My hair has come out of its ponytail and I wrestle it out of its elastic, flipping my head down so I get the wind on my neck. Sweat drips down into my eyes, stinging.
  


  
    ‘Nice look.’ Hana pushes me lightly and I stumble sideways, whipping my head up to swipe back at her.
  


  
    She sidesteps me. There’s a gap in the chain-link fence that marks the beginning of a narrow service road. This is blocked with a low metal gate. Hana hops it and gestures for me to follow. I haven’t really been paying attention to where we are: the service drive threads down through a parking lot, a forest of industrial Dumpsters and cargo storage sheds. Beyond those is the familiar string of white square buildings, like giant teeth. This must be one of the side entrances of the lab complex. I see now that the chain-link fence is looped on top with barbed wire and marked at twenty-foot intervals with signs that all read: PRIVATE PROPERTY. NO TRESPASSING. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.
  


  
    ‘I don’t think we’re supposed to—’ I start to say, but Hana cuts me off.
  


  
    ‘Come on,’ she calls out. ‘Live a little.’
  


  
    I do a quick scan of the parking lot beyond the gate and the road behind us: no one. The small guard hut just past the gate is also empty. I lean over and peek inside. There’s a half-eaten sandwich sitting on wax paper, and a stack of books piled messily on a small desk next to an old-fashioned radio, which is spitting static and patchy bits of music into the silence. I don’t see any surveillance cameras, either, though there must be some. All the government buildings are wired. I hesitate for a second longer, then swing myself over the gate and catch up to Hana. Her eyes are lit up with excitement, and I can tell that this was her plan, and her destination, all along.
  


  
    ‘This must be how the Invalids got in,’ she says in a breathless rush, as though we’ve been talking about yesterday’s drama at the labs all this time. ‘Don’t you think?’
  


  
    ‘Doesn’t seem like it would have been hard.’ I’m trying to sound casual but the whole thing – the empty service road and the enormous parking lot, shimmering in the sun, the blue Dumpsters and the electrical wires zigzagging across the sky, the sparkling white slope of the lab roofs – makes me uneasy. Everything is silent and very still – frozen, almost, the way things are in a dream, or just before a major thunderstorm. I don’t want to say it to Hana, but I’d give pretty much anything to head back to Old Port, to the complex nest of familiar streets and stores.
  


  
    Even though there’s no one around, I have the impression of being watched. It’s worse than the normal feeling of being observed in school and on the street and even at home, having to be cautious about what you do and say, the close, blocked-in feeling that everyone gets used to eventually.
  


  
    ‘Yeah.’ Hana kicks at the packed dirt road. A plume of dust puffs up, resettles slowly. ‘Pretty crappy security for a major medical facility.’
  


  
    ‘Pretty crappy security for a petting zoo,’ I say.
  


  
    ‘I resent that.’ The voice comes from behind us, and both Hana and I jump.
  


  
    I spin around. The world seems to freeze for an instant.
  


  
    A boy is standing behind us, arms crossed, head cocked to the side. A boy with caramel-coloured skin and hair that’s a golden-brown colour, like autumn leaves getting ready to fall.
  


  
    It’s him. The boy from yesterday, from the observation deck. The Invalid.
  


  
    Except he isn’t an Invalid, obviously. He’s wearing a short-sleeved blue guard’s uniform over jeans, and he’s got a laminated government ID clipped to his collar.
  


  
    ‘I leave for two seconds to get a refill’ – he gestures to the bottle of water he’s holding – ‘and I come back to find a full-fledged break-in.’
  


  
    I’m so confused I can’t move or speak or do anything. Hana must think I’m scared, because she jumps in quickly, ‘We weren’t breaking in. We weren’t doing anything. We were just running and we . . . um, we got lost.’
  


  
    The boy crosses his arms in front of his chest, rocking back on his heels. ‘Didn’t see any of the signs outside, huh? “No Trespassing”? “Authorized Personnel Only”?’
  


  
    Hana looks away. She’s nervous too. I can feel it. Hana’s a thousand times more confident than I am, but neither of us is used to standing in the open and talking to a boy, especially not a boy-guard, and it must have occurred to Hana that he already has plenty of grounds to arrest us.
  


  
    ‘Must have missed them,’ she mumbles.
  


  
    ‘Uh-huh.’ He raises his eyebrows. It’s obvious he doesn’t believe us, but at least he doesn’t look angry. ‘They’re pretty subtle. Only a few dozen of them. I can see how you might not have noticed.’
  


  
    He looks away for a second, squinting, and I get the feeling he’s trying to stop himself from laughing. He’s not like any guard I’ve ever seen – at least, not the typical guards you see at the border and all around Portland, fat and scowly and old. I think about how sure I was yesterday that he came from the Wilds, the solid certainty deep inside of me.
  


  
    I was wrong, obviously. As he turns his head I see the unmistakable sign of someone who is cured: the mark of the procedure, a three-pointed scar just behind the left ear, where the scientists insert a special three-pronged needle used exclusively for immobilizing the patient so that the cure can be administered. People show off their scars like badges of honor; you hardly see any cureds with long hair, and the women who haven’t lopped off their hair entirely are careful to wear it pulled back.
  


  
    My fear recedes. Talking to a cured isn’t illegal. The rules of segregation don’t apply.
  


  
    I’m not sure if he has recognized me or not. If so, he hasn’t given any sign of it. Finally I can’t take it anymore and I burst out, ‘You. I saw you—’ At the last second I can’t finish the sentence. I saw you yesterday.
  


  
    You winked at me.
  


  
    Hana looks startled. ‘You two know each other?’ She shoots a look at me. Hana knows I’ve hardly ever exchanged two words with a boy before, unless it’s ‘Excuse me’ in the street or ‘Sorry for stepping on your toes’ when I trip on somebody. We’re not supposed to have more than minimal contact with uncured boys outside of our own families. Even after they’ve been cured, there’s hardly a need or excuse for it, unless we’re dealing with a doctor or teacher or someone like that.
  


  
    He turns to look at me. His face is completely professional and composed, but I swear I see something flickering in his eyes, a look of amusement or pleasure. ‘No,’ he says smoothly. ‘We’ve never met. I’m sure I would remember.’ The flash in his eyes is back – is he laughing at me?
  


  
    ‘I’m Hana,’ Hana says. ‘And this is Lena.’ She jabs me with an elbow. I know I must look like a fish, standing there with my mouth gaping open, but I’m too outraged to speak. He’s lying. I know he’s the one I saw yesterday, would bet my life on it.
  


  
    ‘Alex. Nice to meet you.’ Alex keeps his eyes on me as he and Hana shake hands. Then he extends a hand to me. ‘Lena,’ he says thoughtfully. ‘I’ve never heard that name before.’
  


  
    I hesitate. Shaking hands makes me feel awkward, like I’m playing dress-up in an adult’s too-big clothing. Besides, I’ve never actually touched skin-to-skin with a stranger. But he’s just standing there with his hand out, so after a second I reach out and shake. The moment we touch, a tiny electrical shock buzzes through me, and I pull away quickly.
  


  
    ‘It’s short for Magdalena,’ I say.
  


  
    ‘Magdalena.’ Alex tips his head back, watching me from narrowed eyes. ‘Pretty.’
  


  
    I’m momentarily distracted by the way he says my name. In his mouth it sounds musical, not clunky and angular, the way my teachers have always made it sound. His eyes are a warm amber colour, and as I look at him I have a sudden, flashing memory of my mother pouring syrup over a stack of pancakes. I look away, feeling ashamed, as though he has somehow been responsible for dredging the memory up, has reached in with his hand and wrenched it from me. Embarrassment makes me feel angry, and I press on, ‘I do know you. I saw you yesterday in the labs. You were on the observation deck, watching – watching everything.’ Again, my courage fails me at the last second and I don’t say, Watching me.
  


  
    I can feel Hana glaring at me, but I ignore her. She must be furious I haven’t told her any of this.
  


  
    Alex’s face doesn’t change. He doesn’t blink or drop his smile for even a fraction of a second. ‘Case of mistaken identity, I guess. Guards aren’t allowed in the labs during evaluations. Especially not part-time guards.’
  


  
    For a second longer we stand there, staring at each other. Now I know he’s lying, and the easy, lazy grin on his face makes me want to reach out and slap him. I ball my fists and suck in a deep breath, willing myself to stay calm. I’m not the violent type. I don’t know why I’m feeling so aggravated.
  


  
    Hana jumps in, breaking the tension. ‘So this is it? A part-time security guard and some “Keep Out” signs?’
  


  
    Alex keeps his eyes on me a half second longer. Then he turns to look at Hana as though noticing her for the first time. ‘What do you mean?’
  


  
    ‘I would have thought the labs would be better protected, that’s all. It doesn’t seem like it would be too hard to break into this place.’
  


  
    Alex raises his eyebrows. ‘Thinking about making the attempt?’
  


  
    Hana freezes, and my blood goes to ice. She has gone too far. If Alex reports us as potential sympathizers, or troublemakers, or anything, we’re in for months and months of surveillance and investigation – and we can kiss our chances of passing the evaluations with decent scores good-bye. I picture a lifetime of watching Andrew Marcus fish snot out of his nose with a thumbnail and feel queasy.
  


  
    Alex must sense our fear, because he raises both hands. ‘Relax. I was kidding. You don’t exactly seem like terrorists.’ It occurs to me how ridiculous we must look in our running shorts and sweaty tank tops and neon sneakers. Or at least, I must look ridiculous. Hana looks like a model for athletic wear. Again, I feel a fit of blushing coming on, followed by a surge of irritation. No wonder the regulators decided on the segregation of boys and girls: otherwise, it would have been a nightmare, this feeling angry and self-conscious and confused and annoyed all the time.
  


  
    ‘This is just the loading area, anyway, for freight and stuff.’ Alex gestures beyond the line of cargo sheds. ‘Real security starts closer to the facilities. Full-time guards, cameras, electrified fence, the whole shebang.’
  


  
    Hana doesn’t look at me, but when she speaks I can hear the excitement creeping into her voice. ‘The loading area? Like, where the deliveries come?’
  


  
    In my head I start praying, Don’t say anything dumb. Don’t say anything dumb. Do not mention the Invalids.
  


  
    ‘You got it.’
  


  
    Hana dances on her feet, shifting her weight back and forth. I try to shoot her a warning look, but she avoids my eyes.
  


  
    ‘So this is where the trucks come? With medical equipment and . . . and other stuff?’
  


  
    ‘Exactly.’ Again I have the impression of something flickering behind Alex’s eyes, even as the rest of his face stays totally neutral. I don’t trust him, I realize, and again wonder why he is lying about being in the labs yesterday. Maybe only because it’s forbidden, like he said. Maybe because he was laughing instead of trying to help out.
  


  
    And maybe, after all, he really doesn’t recognize me. We made eye contact for only a few seconds, and I’m sure to him I was only a blurry, in-between face, easy to forget. Not pretty. Not ugly, either. Just plain, like a thousand other faces you would see on the street.
  


  
    He, on the other hand, is most definitely not in-between. There’s something insane to me about standing in the open talking to a strange boy, even if he is cured, and though my head is whirling, it’s like my vision gets razor sharp, making everything look ultra-detailed. I notice the way a piece of his hair curls around his scar, like a frame; I notice his large brown hands and the whiteness of his teeth and the perfect symmetry of his face. His jeans are faded and belted low on his hips, and the laces in his sneakers are the weirdest ink-colour blue, like he has coloured them in with a pen.
  


  
    I wonder how old he is. He looks my age, but he must be slightly older, maybe nineteen. I wonder, too – a brief, flitting thought – whether he’s already been paired. But of course he has; he must have been.
  


  
    I’ve been staring at him accidentally and he turns suddenly to look at me. I drop my eyes, feeling a quick and irrational terror that he has managed to read my thoughts.
  


  
    ‘I’d love to look around,’ Hana hints not-so-subtly. I reach out and pinch her when Alex isn’t looking and she shrinks away, giving me a guilty look. At least she doesn’t start grilling him about what happened yesterday, and get us thrown in jail or dragged through an interrogation.
  


  
    Alex tosses his water bottle in the air, catches it in one hand. ‘Trust me, there’s nothing to see. Unless you’re a fan of industrial waste. There’s plenty of that around here.’ He tips his head toward the Dumpsters. ‘Oh – and the best view of the bay in Portland. We’ve got that going for us too.’
  


  
    ‘Really?’ Hana wrinkles her nose, momentarily distracted from her detective mission.
  


  
    Alex nods, tosses the bottle again, catches it. As it arcs through the air the sun winks through the water like light from a jewel. ‘That I can show you,’ he says. ‘Come on.’
  


  
    All I want is to get out of here, but Hana says, ‘Sure,’ so I trudge along after her, silently cursing her curiosity and fixation with all things Invalid-related and vowing never to let her pick our running route again. She and Alex walk in front, and I pick up scattered bits of their conversation: I hear him say he takes classes at one of the colleges but miss what he says he studies; Hana tells him we’re about to graduate. He tells her he’s nineteen; she says that we’re both turning eighteen in several months. Thankfully, they avoid talking about the botched evaluations yesterday.
  


  
    The service road connects with another, smaller drive, which runs parallel to Fore Street, slanting steeply uphill toward the Eastern Promenade. Here there are rows of long, metal storage sheds. The sun is flat and high and unrelenting. I’m incredibly thirsty, but when Alex turns around and offers me a sip from his water bottle, I say, ‘No,’ quickly and too loud. The thought of putting my mouth where his mouth has been makes me feel anxious all over again.
  


  
    As we come up to the top of the hill – all three of us panting a little from the climb – the bay unfolds to our right like a gigantic map, a sparkling, shimmering world of blues and greens. Hana gasps a little. It really is a beautiful view: unobstructed and perfect. The sky is full of poufy white clouds that make me think of feather pillows, and seagulls turn lazy arcs over the water, patterns of birds forming and dissolving in the sky.
  


  
    Hana walks forward a few feet. ‘It’s amazing. Gorgeous, isn’t it? No matter how long I live here I never get used to it.’ She turns and looks at me. ‘I think this is my favourite way to see the ocean. Middle of the afternoon, sunny and bright. It’s just like a photograph. Don’t you think, Lena?’
  


  
    I’m feeling so relaxed – enjoying the wind at the top of the hill, which sweeps over my arms and legs and makes me feel cool and delicious, enjoying the view of the bay and the high, blinking eye of the sun – I’ve almost forgotten that Alex is with us. He’s been hanging back, standing a few feet behind us, and ever since we came up the hill he hasn’t said a word.
  


  
    Which is why I nearly jump out of my skin when he leans forward and directs a single word into my ear: ‘Grey.’
  


  
    ‘What?’ I whirl around, my heart pounding. Hana has turned back to the water and is going on about wishing she had her camera and how you never seem to have anything you really need. Alex is bent close to me – so close I can see his individual eyelashes, like perfect brushstrokes on a canvas portrait – and now his eyes are literally dancing with light, burning as though on fire.
  


  
    ‘What did you say?’ I repeat. My voice comes out a croaky whisper.
  


  
    He leans another inch closer, and it’s like the flames seep out of his eyes and light my whole body on fire. I’ve never been this close to a boy before. I feel like fainting and running all at the same time. But I can’t move.
  


  
    ‘I said, I prefer the ocean when it’s grey. Or not really grey. A pale, in-between colour. It reminds me of waiting for something good to happen.’
  


  
    He does remember. He was there. The ground seems to be dissolving under my feet the way it does in the dream about my mother. All I can see are his eyes, the shifting pattern of shadow and light turning there.
  


  
    ‘You lied,’ I manage to croak out. ‘Why did you lie?’
  


  
    He doesn’t answer me. He pulls away a few inches and says, ‘Of course it’s even prettier at sunset. Around eight thirty the sky looks like it’s on fire, especially at Back Cove. You should really see it.’ He pauses, and though his voice is low and casual I get the feeling he’s trying to tell me something important. ‘Tonight it will probably be amazing.’
  


  
    My brain grinds into action, slowly processing his words, the way he’s emphasizing certain details. Then it clicks: he has given me a time and a place. He’s telling me to meet him. ‘Are you asking me to—?’ I start to say, but just then Hana runs back up to me, grabbing my arm.
  


  
    ‘God,’ she says, laughing. ‘Can you believe it’s after five already? We’ve got to go.’ She’s dragging me backward before I can respond or protest, and by the time I think to look over my shoulder to see if Alex is watching or giving me any kind of sign, he has disappeared from view.
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    Six
  


  
    Mama, Mama, help me get home
  


  
    I’m out in the woods, I am out on my own.
  


  
    I found me a werewolf, a nasty old mutt
  


  
    It showed me its teeth and went straight for my gut.
  


  
    Mama, Mama, help me get home
  


  
    I’m out in the woods, I am out on my own.
  


  
    I was stopped by a vampire, a rotting old wreck
  


  
    It showed me its teeth, and went straight for my neck.
  


  
    Mama, Mama, put me to bed
  


  
    I won’t make it home, I’m already half-dead.
  


  
    I met an Invalid, and fell for his art
  


  
    He showed me his smile, and went straight for my heart.
  


  
    – From ‘A Child’s Walk Home,’ Nursery Rhymes
  


  
    and Folk Tales, edited by Cory Levinson
  


  
    That evening I can’t concentrate. When I’m setting the table for dinner, I accidentally pour wine in Gracie’s juice cup and orange juice in my uncle’s wineglass, and while I’m grating cheese I catch my knuckles so many times in the teeth of the grater my aunt finally sends me out of the kitchen, saying she’d prefer not to have a topping of skin for her ravioli. I can’t stop thinking about the last thing Alex said to me, the endlessly shifting pattern of his eyes, the strange expression on his face—like he was inviting me. Around eight thirty the sky looks like it’s on fire, especially at Back Cove. You should really see it . . .
  


  
    Is it even remotely, conceivably possible he was sending me a message? Is it possible he was asking me to meet him?
  


  
    The idea makes me dizzy.
  


  
    I keep thinking, too, about the single word, directed low and quietly straight into my ear: Grey. He was there; he saw me; he remembered me. So many questions crowd my brain at once, it’s like one of the famous Portland fogs has swept up from the ocean and settled there, making it impossible to think normal, functional thoughts.
  


  
    My aunt finally notices something’s wrong. Just before dinner I’m helping Jenny with her homework, as always, testing her on her multiplication tables. We’re sitting on the floor of the living room, which is squashed up right next to the ‘dining room’ (an alcove that barely holds a table and six chairs), and I’m holding her workbook on my knees, reciting the problems to her, but my mind is on autopilot and my thoughts are a million miles away. Or rather, they’re exactly 3.4 miles away, down at the marshy edge of Back Cove. I know the distance exactly because it’s a nice run from my house. Now I’m calculating how quickly I could get down there on my bike, and then beating myself up for even considering the idea.
  


  
    ‘Seven times eight?’
  


  
    Jenny pinches her lips together. ‘Fifty-six.’
  


  
    ‘Nine times six?’
  


  
    ‘Fifty-two.’
  


  
    On the other hand, there’s no law that says you can’t speak to a cured. Cureds are safe. They can be mentors or guides to the uncureds. Even though Alex is only a year older than I am, we’re separated, irreparably and totally, by the procedure. He might as well be my grandfather.
  


  
    ‘Seven times eleven?’
  


  
    ‘Seventy-seven.’
  


  
    ‘Lena.’ My aunt has squeezed out of the kitchen, past the dining room table, and is standing behind Jenny. I blink twice, trying to focus. Carol’s face is tight with concern. ‘Is something the matter?’
  


  
    ‘No.’ I drop my eyes quickly. I hate it when my aunt looks at me like that, like she’s reading all the bad parts from my soul. I feel guilty just for thinking about a boy, even a cured one. If she knew, she would say, Oh, Lena. Careful. Remember what happened to your mother. She would say, These diseases tend to run in the blood. ‘Why?’
  


  
    I keep my eyes trained on the worn carpet underneath me. Carol bends forward, swoops up Jenny’s workbook from my knees, and says loudly in her clear, high voice, ‘Nine times six is fifty-four.’ She snaps the workbook closed. ‘Not fifty-two, Lena. I assume you know your multiplication tables?’
  


  
    Jenny sticks her tongue out at me.
  


  
    My cheeks start heating up as I realize my mistake. ‘Sorry. I guess I’m just kind of . . . distracted.’
  


  
    There’s a momentary pause. Carol’s eyes never leave the back of my neck. I can sense them burning there. I feel like I’ll scream, or cry, or confess, if she keeps staring at me.
  


  
    Finally she sighs. ‘You’re still thinking about the evaluations, aren’t you?’
  


  
    I blow the air out of my cheeks, feel a weight of anxiety ease off my chest. ‘Yeah. I guess so.’ I venture a glance up at her, and she smiles her little skittering smile.
  


  
    ‘I know you’re disappointed you have to go through the process again. But think about it this way – this time you’ll be even more prepared.’
  


  
    I bob my head and try to look enthusiastic, even though a little, pinching feeling of guilt starts nipping at me. I haven’t even thought about the evaluations since this morning, not since I found out the results would be discounted. ‘Yeah, you’re right.’
  


  
    ‘Come on, now. Dinnertime.’ My aunt reaches out and passes a finger over my forehead. Her finger is cool and reassuring, and gone as quickly as the lightest stirring of wind. It makes the guilt flare up full force, and in that moment I can’t believe I was even considering going to Back Cove. It’s the absolute, 100 percent wrong thing to do, and I stand up for dinner feeling clean and weightless and happy, like the first time you feel healthy after a long fever.
  


  
    But at dinner my curiosity – and with it, my doubts – return. I can barely follow the conversation. All I can think is: Go? Don’t go? Go? Don’t go? At one point my uncle is telling a story about one of his customers, and I notice everyone is laughing so I laugh too, but a little too loud and long. Everyone turns to look at me, even Gracie, who puckers her nose and tilts her head like a dog sniffing at something new.
  


  
    ‘Are you okay, Lena?’ my uncle asks, adjusting his glasses as though hoping to bring me into clearer focus. ‘You seem a little strange.’
  


  
    ‘I’m fine.’ I push around some ravioli on my plate. Normally I can put away half a box myself, especially after a long run (and still have room for dessert), but I’ve barely managed to choke down a few bites. ‘Just stressed.’
  


  
    ‘Leave her alone,’ my aunt says. ‘She’s upset about the evaluations. They didn’t exactly turn out as planned.’
  


  
    She lifts her eyes to my uncle, and they exchange a quick glance. I feel a rush of excitement. It’s rare for my aunt and uncle to look at each other like that, a wordless glance, full of meaning. Most of the time their interactions are limited to the usual thing – my uncle tells stories about work, my aunt tells stories about the neighbours. What’s for dinner? There’s a leak in the roof. Blah blah blah. I think that for once they’re going to mention the Wilds, and the Invalids. But then my uncle gives a minute shake of his head.
  


  
    ‘These kinds of mix-ups happen all the time,’ he says, staking a ravioli with his fork. ‘Just the other day, I asked Andrew to reorder three cases of Vik’s orange juice. But he goes and gets the codes wrong and guess what shows up? Three cases of baby formula. I said to him, I said, “Andrew . . .”’
  


  
    I tune the conversation out again, grateful that my uncle is a talker, and happy that my aunt has taken my side. The one good thing about being kind of shy is that nobody bugs you when you want to be left alone. I lean forward and sneak a glance at the clock in the kitchen. Seven thirty, and we haven’t even finished eating. And afterward I’ll have to help clear and wash the dishes, which always takes forever; the dishwasher uses up too much electricity, so we have to do them by hand.
  


  
    Outside, the sun is streaked with filaments of gold and pink. It looks like the candy that gets spun at the Sugar Shack downtown, all gloss and stretch and colour. It will be a beautiful sunset tonight. In that moment the urge to go is so strong, I have to squeeze the sides of my chair to keep from suddenly springing up and running out the door.
  


  
    Finally I decide to stop stressing and leave it to luck, or fate, or whatever you want to call it. If we finish eating and I’m done cleaning up the dishes in time to make it to Back Cove, I’ll go. If not, I’ll stay. I feel a million times better once I’ve made the decision, and even manage to shovel down a few more bites of ravioli before Jenny (miracle of miracles) has a sudden late burst of speed and cleans her plate, and my aunt announces I can clear the dishes whenever I’m ready.
  


  
    I stand up and start stacking everyone’s plates. It’s almost eight o’clock. Even if I can wash all the dishes in fifteen minutes – and that’s a stretch – it will still be difficult to get to the beach by eight thirty. And forget about making it back by nine o’clock, when the city has a mandated curfew for uncureds.
  


  
    And if I got caught on the streets after curfew . . .
  


  
    The truth is, I don’t know what would happen. I’ve never broken curfew.
  


  
    Just as I’ve finally accepted that there’s no way to get to Back Cove and back in time, my aunt does the unthinkable. As I’m reaching forward to take her plate, she stops me. ‘You don’t have to clean the dishes tonight, Lena. I’ll do them.’
  


  
    As she’s speaking, she reaches out and puts a hand on my arm. Just like earlier, the touch is as fleeting and cool as wind.
  


  
    And before I can think about what this means, I’m blurting out, ‘Actually, I have to run to Hana’s house really quick.’
  


  
    ‘Now?’ A look of alarm – or suspicion? – flickers across my aunt’s face. ‘It’s nearly eight o’clock.’
  


  
    ‘I know. We – she – she has a study guide she was supposed to give me. I just remembered.’
  


  
    Now the look of suspicion – it is suspicion, definitely – makes itself comfortable, drawing Carol’s eyebrows together, cinching her lips. ‘You don’t have any of the same classes. And your boards are over. How important can it be?’
  


  
    ‘It’s not for class.’ I roll my eyes, trying to conjure up Hana’s nonchalance, even though my palms are sweating and my heart is jerking around in my chest. ‘It’s like a guide full of pointers. For the evaluations. She knows I need to prep more, since I almost choked yesterday.’
  


  
    Again, my aunt directs a small glance at my uncle. ‘Curfew’s in an hour,’ she says to me. ‘If you get caught out after curfew . . .’
  


  
    Nervousness makes my temper flare. ‘I know about curfew,’ I snap. ‘I’ve only been hearing about it for my whole life.’
  


  
    I feel guilty the second that the words are out of my mouth, and I drop my eyes to avoid looking at Carol. I’ve never spoken back to her, have always tried to be as patient and obedient and good as possible – have always tried to be as invisible as possible, a nice girl who helps with the dishes and the little kids and does her homework and listens and keeps her head down. I know that I owe Carol for taking Rachel and me in after my mother died. If it wasn’t for her, I’d probably be wasting away in one of the orphanages, uneducated, unnoticed, destined for a job at a slaughterhouse, probably, cleaning up sheep guts or cow crap or something like that. Maybe – maybe! – if I was lucky, I’d get to work for a cleaning service.
  


  
    No foster parent will adopt a child whose past has been tainted by the disease.
  


  
    I wish I could read her mind. I have no idea what she’s thinking, but she seems to be analysing me, attempting to read my face. I think, I’m not doing anything wrong, it’s harmless, I’m fine, over and over, and wipe my palms on the back of my jeans, positive I’m leaving a sweat mark.
  


  
    ‘Be quick,’ she says finally, and as soon as the words are out of her mouth I’m off, jetting upstairs and switching my sandals for sneakers. Then I bang back down the stairs and fly out the door. My aunt has barely had time to take the dishes into the kitchen. She calls something to me as I blur past her, but I’m already pushing out the front door and don’t catch what she says. The ancient grandfather clock in the living room starts booming out just as the screen door swings shut behind me. Eight o’clock.
  


  
    I unlock my bike and pedal it down the front path and out into the street. The pedals creak and moan and shudder. This bike was owned by my cousin Marcia before me and must be at least fifteen years old, and leaving it outside all year isn’t doing anything to preserve it.
  


  
    I start cruising in the direction of Back Cove, which is downhill, fortunately. The streets are always pretty empty at this time of night. For the most part, the cureds are inside, sitting at dinner, or cleaning up, or preparing for bed and another night of dreamless sleep, and all the uncureds are home or on their way there, nervously watching the minutes swirl away toward nine o’clock curfew.
  


  
    My legs are still aching from my run earlier today. If I make it to Back Cove on time and Alex is there, I’m going to be a complete mess, sweaty and disgusting. But I keep going anyway. Now that I’m out of the house I push all my doubts and questions out of my mind and focus on hauling ass as fast as my cramping legs will allow me, spinning down through the vacant streets toward the cove, taking every shortcut I can think of, watching the sun descend steadily toward the blazing gold line of the horizon, as though the sky – a brilliant, electric blue at this point – is water, and the light is just sinking through it.
  


  
    I’ve only been out at this hour a few times on my own, and the feeling is strange – frightening and exhilarating at the same time, like talking to Alex out in the open earlier this afternoon: as though the revolving eye that I know is always watching has been blinded just for a fraction of a second, as though the hand you’ve been holding your whole life suddenly disappears and leaves you free to move in any direction you want.
  


  
    Lights sputter in windows around me, candles and lanterns, mostly; this is a poor area, and everything is rationed, especially gas and electricity. At a certain point I lose sight of the sun’s position beyond the four- and five-storey buildings, which grow more densely packed after I turn onto Preble: tall, skinny, dark buildings, pressed up against one another as though already preparing for winter and huddling for warmth. I haven’t really thought about what I’ll say to Alex, and the idea of standing alone with him suddenly makes my stomach bottom out. I have to pull my bike up abruptly, stop and catch my breath. My heart is pounding frantically. After a minute’s rest I keep pedaling, slower now. I’m still about a mile away but the cove is visible, flashing off to my right. The sun is just teetering over the dark mass of trees on the horizon. I have ten, fifteen minutes tops until total darkness.
  


  
    Then another thought nearly stops me, hitting me straight like a fist: he won’t be there. I’ll be too late and he’ll leave. Or this will turn out to be a big joke, or a trick.
  


  
    I wrap one arm around my stomach, willing the ravioli to stay put, and pick up speed again.
  


  
    I’m so busy circling one foot after the other – left, right, left, right – and doing a mental tug-of-war with my digestive tract, that I don’t hear the regulators coming.
  


  
    I’m about to speed through the long-defunct traffic light at Baxter when I am suddenly dazzled by a wall of zipping, bouncing light: the beams of a dozen flashlights directed into my eyes, so I have to skid abruptly to a halt, lifting a hand to my face and nearly flipping over the handlebars – which would be a real disaster, since in my rush to get out of the house I forgot to bring my helmet.
  


  
    ‘Stop,’ the voice of one of the regulators barks out – the leader in charge of the patrol, I guess. ‘Identity check.’
  


  
    Groups of regulators – both volunteer citizens and the actual regulators employed by the government – patrol the streets every night, looking for uncureds breaking curfew, checking the streets and (if the curtains are open) houses for unapproved activity, like two uncureds touching each other, or walking together after dark – or even two cureds engaging in ‘activity that might signal the re-emergence of the deliria after the procedure,’ like too much hugging and kissing. This rarely happens, but it does happen.
  


  
    Regulators report directly to the government and work closely with the scientists at the labs. Regulators were responsible for sending my mother off for her third procedure; a passing patrol saw her crying over a photograph one night right after her second failed treatment. She was looking at a picture of my father, and she’d forgotten to close the curtains all the way. Within days, she was back at the labs.
  


  
    Normally it’s easy to avoid the regulators. You can practically hear them from a mile away. They carry walkie-talkies to coordinate with other patrolling groups, and the static interference of the radios going on and off makes it sound like a giant buzzing den of hornets is heading your way. I just wasn’t paying attention. Mentally cursing myself for being so stupid, I fish my wallet out of my back pocket. At least I remembered to grab that. It’s illegal to go without ID in Portland. The last thing anybody wants is to spend the night in jail while the powers that be try to verify your validity.
  


  
    ‘Magdalena Ella Haloway,’ I say, trying to keep my voice steady, as I pass my ID to the regulator in charge. I can hardly make him out behind his flashlight, which he keeps trained on my face, forcing me to squint. He’s big; that’s all I know. Tall, thin, angular.
  


  
    ‘Magdalena Ella Haloway,’ he repeats. He flips my ID over between his long fingers and looks at my identity code, a number assigned to every citizen of the USA. The first three digits identify your state, the next three your city, the next three your family group, the next four your identity. ‘And what are you doing, Magdalena? Curfew’s in less than forty minutes.’
  


  
    Less than forty minutes. That must mean it’s almost eight thirty. I shift on my feet, trying hard not to betray impatience. A lot of the regulators – especially the volunteer ones – are poorly paid city techs: window washers or gas-meter readers or security guards.
  


  
    I take a deep breath and say as innocently as possible, ‘I wanted to take a quick ride down to Back Cove.’ I do my best to smile and look kind of stupid. ‘I was feeling bloaty after dinner.’ No point in lying any more than that. I’ll just get myself in trouble.
  


  
    The lead regulator continues to examine me, the flashlight directed glaringly at my face, my ID card in his hand. For a second he seems to waver, and I’m sure he’s going to let me go, but then he passes my ID to another regulator. ‘Run it through with SVS, will you? Make sure it’s valid.’
  


  
    My heart plummets. SVS is the Secure Validation System, a computer network where all the valid citizenships, for every single person in the entire country, are stored. It can take twenty to thirty minutes for the computer system to match codes, depending on how many other people are calling into the system. He can’t really think I’ve forged an identity card, but he’s going to waste my time while someone checks.
  


  
    And then, miraculously, a voice pipes up from the back of the group. ‘She’s valid, Gerry. I recognize her. She comes into the store. Lives at 172 Cumberland.’
  


  
    Gerry swings around, lowering his flashlight in the process. I blink away the floating dots in my vision. I recognize a few faces vaguely – a woman who works in the local dry cleaners and spends her afternoons leaning in the doorway, chewing gum and occasionally spitting out into the street; the traffic officer who works downtown near Franklin Arterial, one of the few areas of Portland that has enough car traffic to justify one; one of the guys who collects our garbage – and there, in the back, Dev Howard, who owns the Quikmart down the street from my house.
  


  
    Normally my uncle brings home most of our groceries – canned goods and pasta and sliced meats, for the most part – from his combo deli and convenience store, Stop-N-Save, all the way over on Munjoy Hill, but occasionally, if we’re desperate for toilet paper or milk, I’ll run out to the Quikmart. Mr. Howard has always creeped me out. He’s super-skinny and has hooded black eyes that remind me of a rat’s. But tonight I feel like I could hug him. I didn’t even think he knew my name. He’s never said a word to me except, ‘Will that be all today?’ after he has rung up my purchases, glowering at me from underneath the heavy shade of his eyelids. I make a mental note to thank him the next time I see him.
  


  
    Gerry hesitates for a fraction of a second longer, but I can see that the other regulators are starting to get restless, shifting from foot to foot, eager to continue the patrol and find someone to bust.
  


  
    Gerry must sense it too, because he jerks his head abruptly in my direction. ‘Let her have the ID.’
  


  
    Relief makes me feel like laughing, and I have to struggle to look serious as I take my ID and tuck it into place. My hands are shaking ever so slightly. It’s strange how being around the regulators will do that to you. Even when they’re being relatively nice, you can’t help but think of all the bad stories you’ve heard – the raids and the beatings and the ambushes.
  


  
    ‘Just be careful, Magdalena,’ Gerry says, as I straighten up. ‘Make sure you’re home before curfew.’ He tilts his flashlight into my eyes again. I lift my arm to my eyes, squinting against the dazzle. ‘You wouldn’t want to get into any trouble.’
  


  
    He says it lightly, but for a moment I think I hear something hard running under his words, a current of anger or aggression. But then I tell myself I’m just being paranoid. No matter what the regulators do, they exist for our protection, for our own good.
  


  
    The regulators sweep away in a group around me, so for a few seconds I’m caught up in a tide of rough shoulders and cotton jackets, unfamiliar cologne and sweat-smells. Walkie-talkies sputter to life and fade away again around me. I catch snippets of words and broadcasts: Market Street, a girl and a boy, possibly infected, unapproved music on St. Lawrence, someone appears to be dancing . . . I get bumped side to side against arms and chests and elbows, until finally the group passes and I’m spit out again, left alone on the street as the regulators’ footsteps grow more distant behind me. I wait until I can no longer hear the fuzz of their radio chatter or their boots hitting the pavement.
  


  
    Then I take off, feeling again a lifting sensation in my chest, that same sense of happiness and freedom. I can’t believe how easy it was to get out of the house. I never knew I could lie to my aunt – I never knew I could lie, period – and when I think about how narrowly I escaped getting grilled by the regulators for hours, it makes me want to jump up and down and pump my fist in the air. Tonight the whole world is on my side. And I’m only a few minutes from Back Cove. My heart picks up its rhythm as I think about skidding down the sloping hill of grass, seeing Alex framed against the last, dazzling rays of sun – as I think about that single word breathed into my ear. Grey.
  


  
    I tear down Baxter, which loops around the last mile down to Back Cove. And then I stop short. The buildings have fallen away behind me, giving way to ramshackle sheds, sparsely situated on either side of the cracked and run-down road. Beyond that, a short strip of tall, weedy grass slants down toward the cove. The water is an enormous mirror, tipped with pink and gold from the sky. In that single, blazing moment as I come around the bend, the sun – curved over the dip of the horizon like a solid gold archway – lets out its final winking rays of light, shattering the darkness of the water, turning everything white for a fraction of a second, and then falls away, sinking, dragging the pink and the red and the purple out of the sky with it, all the colour bleeding away instantly and leaving only dark.
  


  
    Alex was right. It was gorgeous – one of the best I’ve ever seen.
  


  
    For a moment I can’t move or do anything but stand there, breathing hard, staring. Then a numbness creeps over me. I’m too late. The regulators must have been wrong about the time. It must be after eight thirty now. Even if Alex decides to wait for me somewhere along the long loop of the cove, I don’t have a prayer of finding him and making it home before curfew.
  


  
    My eyes sting and the world in front of me goes watery, colours and shapes sloshing together. For a second I think I must be crying, and I’m so startled I forget everything – forget about my disappointment and frustration, forget about Alex standing on the beach, the thought of his hair catching the dying rays of sun, flashing copper. I can’t remember the last time I cried. It’s been years. I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand, and my vision sharpens again. It’s just sweat, I realize, relieved; I’m sweating, it’s getting in my eyes. Still, the sick, leaden feeling won’t work its way out of my stomach.
  


  
    I stay there for a few minutes, straddling my bike, squeezing the handlebars hard until I’m a little bit calmer. Part of me wants to say, screw it, to shove off, both legs extended, and go flying down the hill toward the water with the wind whipping up my hair – screw curfew, screw the regulators, screw everyone. But I can’t; I couldn’t; I could never. I have no choice. I have to get home.
  


  
    I maneuver my bike around in a clumsy circle and start back up the street. Now that the adrenaline and excitement have faded, my legs feel like they’re made out of iron, and I’m panting before I’ve gone a quarter of a mile. This time I’m careful to stay alert for regulators and police and patrols.
  


  
    On the way home I tell myself that it’s probably for the best. I must be crazy, zooming around in the half dark just to meet up with some guy on the beach. Besides, everything has been explained: he works at the labs, probably just snuck in on evaluation day for some completely innocent reason – to use the bathroom, or refill his water bottle.
  


  
    And I remind myself that I probably imagined the whole thing – the message, the meeting up. He’s probably sitting in his apartment somewhere, doing course work for his classes. He’s probably already forgotten about the two girls he met at the lab complex today. He was probably just being nice earlier, making casual conversation.
  


  
    It’s for the best. But no matter how many times I repeat it, the strange, hollow feeling in my stomach doesn’t go away. And ridiculous as it is, I can’t shake the persistent, needling feeling that I’ve forgotten something, or missed something, or lost something forever.
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    Seven
  


  
    Of all the systems of the body – neurological, cognitive, special, sensory – the cardiological system is the most sensitive and easily disturbed. The role of society must be to shelter these systems from infection and decay, or else the future of the human race is at stake. Like a summer fruit that is protected from insect invasion, bruising, and rot by the whole mechanism of modern farming; so must we protect the heart.
  


  
    – ‘The Role and Purpose of Society,’ The Book of Shhh, p.353
  


  
    I was named after Mary Magdalene, who was nearly killed from love: ‘So infected with deliria and in violation of the pacts of society, she fell in love with men who would not have her or could not keep her.’ (Book of Lamentations, Mary 13:1).
  


  
    We learned all about it in Biblical Science. First there was John, then Matthew, then Jeremiah and Peter and Judas, and many other nameless men in-between.
  


  
    Her last love, they say, was the greatest: a man named Joseph, a bachelor all his life, who found her on the street, bruised and broken and half crazy from deliria. There’s some debate about what kind of man Joseph was – whether he was righteous or not, whether he ever succumbed to the disease – but in any case, he took good care of her. He nursed her to health and tried to bring her peace.
  


  
    By this time, however, it was too late. She was tormented by her past, haunted by the loves lost and damaged and ruined, by the evils she had inflicted on others and that others had inflicted on her. She could hardly eat; she wept all day; she clung to Joseph and begged him never to leave her, but couldn’t find comfort in his goodness.
  


  
    And then one morning, she woke and Joseph was gone – without a word or an explanation. This final abandonment broke her at last and she fell to the ground, begging God to put her out of her misery.
  


  
    He heard her prayers, and in his infinite compassion he instead removed from her the curse of deliria, with which all humans had been burdened as punishment for the original sin of Eve and Adam. In a sense, Mary Magdalene was the very first cured.
  


  
    ‘And so after years of tribulation and pain, she walked in righteousness and peace until the end of her days.’ (Book of Lamentations, Mary 13:1).
  


  
    I always thought it was strange that my mother named me Magdalena. She didn’t even believe in the cure. That was her whole problem. And the Book of Lamentations is all about the dangers of deliria. I’ve done a lot of thinking about it, and in the end I guess I’ve figured out that despite everything, my mother knew that she was wrong: that the cure, and the procedure, were for the best. I think even then she knew what she was going to do – she knew what would happen. I guess my name was her final gift to me, in a way. It was a message.
  


  
    I think she was trying to say, Forgive me. I think she was trying to say, Someday, even this pain will be taken away.
  


  
    You see? No matter what everyone says, and despite everything, I know she wasn’t all bad.
  


  
    The next two weeks are the busiest of my life. Summer explodes into Portland. In early June the heat was there but not the colour—the greens were still pale and tentative, the mornings had a biting coolness—but by the last week of school everything is technicolour and splash, outrageous blue skies and purple thunderstorms and ink-black night skies and red flowers as bright as spots of blood. Every day after school there’s an assembly, or ceremony, or graduation party to go to. Hana gets invited to all of them; I get invited to most, which surprises me.
  


  
    Harlowe Davis – who lives with Hana in the West End, and whose father does something for the government – invites me to come over for a ‘casual good-bye thing.’ I didn’t even think she knew my name – whenever she’s talking to Hana her eyes have always skated past me, like I’m not worth focusing on. I go anyway. I’ve always been curious about her house, and it turns out to be as spectacular as I imagined. Her family has a car, too, and electric appliances everywhere that obviously get used every day: washers and dryers and huge chandeliers filled with dozens and dozens of lightbulbs. Harlowe has invited most of the graduating class – there are sixty-seven of us in total and probably fifty at the party – which makes me feel less special, but it’s still fun. We sit in the backyard while the housekeeper runs in and out of the house with plates and plates of food – coleslaw and potato salad and other barbecue stuff – and her father turns out spare ribs and hamburgers on the enormous smoking grill. I eat until I feel like I’m about to burst and have to roll backward onto the blanket I’m sharing with Hana. We stay there until almost curfew, when the stars are peeking through a curtain of dark blue and the mosquitoes rise up all at once and we all go shrieking and laughing back into the house, slapping them away. Afterward I think it’s one of the nicest days I’ve had in a long time.
  


  
    Even girls I don’t really like – like Shelly Pierson, who has hated me since sixth grade, when I won the science fair and she took second place – start being nice. I guess it’s because we all know the end is close. Most of us won’t see one another after graduation, and even if we do it will be different. We’ll be different. We’ll be adults – cured, tagged and labeled and paired and identified and placed neatly on our life path, perfectly round marbles set to roll down even, well-defined slopes.
  


  
    Theresa Grass turns eighteen before school ends and gets cured; so does Morgan Dell. They’re absent for a few days and come back to school just before graduation. The change is amazing. They seem peaceful now, mature and somehow remote, like they’re encased in a thin layer of ice. Only two weeks ago Theresa’s nickname was Theresa Gross, and everyone made fun of her for slouching and chewing on the ends of her hair and generally being a mess, but now she walks straight and tall with her eyes fixed straight in front of her, her lips barely curled in a smile, and everyone shifts a little in the halls so she can pass easily. Same thing goes for Morgan. It’s like all their anxiety and self-consciousness has been removed along with the disease. Even Morgan’s legs have stopped trembling. Whenever she used to have to speak in class, the trembling would get so bad it would rock the desk. But after the procedure, just like that – whoosh! The shaking stops. Of course they’re not the first girls in our class to get cured – Eleanor Rana and Annie Hahn were both cured way back in the fall, and half a dozen other girls have had the procedure this past semester – but in them the difference is somehow more pronounced.
  


  
    I keep going with my countdown. Eighty-one days, then eighty, then seventy-nine.
  


  
    Willow Marks never comes back to school. Rumours filter back to us – that she had her procedure and it turned out fine; that she had her procedure and now her brain is going haywire, and they’re talking about committing her to the Crypts, Portland’s combo prison-and-mental-ward; that she ran away to the Wilds. Only one thing is for sure: the whole Marks family is under constant surveillance now. The regulators are blaming Mr. and Mrs. Marks – and the whole extended family – for not instilling in her a proper education, and only a few days after she was supposedly found in Deering Oaks Park, I overhear my aunt and uncle whispering that both of Willow’s parents have been fired from their jobs. A week later we hear that they’ve had to move in with a distant relative. Apparently people kept throwing rocks at their windows, and a whole side of their house was written over with a single word: SYMPATHIZERS. It makes no sense, because Mr. and Mrs. Marks were on record insisting that their daughter have the procedure early, despite the risks, but as my aunt says, people get like that when they’re scared. Everyone is terrified that the deliria will somehow find its way into Portland on a large scale. Everyone wants to prevent an epidemic.
  


  
    I feel bad for the Marks family, of course, but that’s the way things are. It’s like the regulators: you may not like the patrols and the identity checks, but since you know it’s all done for your protection, it’s impossible not to cooperate. And it may sound awful, but I don’t think about Willow’s family for long. There’s just too much end-of-high-school paperwork to file, and nervous energy, and lockers to clean out and final exams to take and people to say good-bye to.
  


  
    Hana and I can barely find time to run together. When we do, we stick to our old routes by silent agreement. She never mentions the afternoon at the labs again, to my surprise. But Hana’s mind has a tendency to skip around, and her new obsession is a collapse at the northern end of the border that people are saying might have been caused by Invalids. I don’t even consider going down to the labs again, not for one single solitary second. I focus on everything and anything besides my lingering questions about Alex – which isn’t too hard, considering that I now can’t believe I spent an evening biking up and down the streets of Portland, lying to Carol and the regulators, just to meet up with him. The very next day it felt like a dream, or a delusion. I tell myself I must have gone temporarily insane: brain scramble, from running in the heat.
  


  
    On graduation day Hana sits three rows ahead of me at the commencement ceremony. As she files past me to take her seat she reaches out for my hand – two long pumps, two short ones – and when she sits down she tilts her head back so I can see that she has taken a marker and scrawled on the top of her graduation cap: THANK GOD! I stifle a laugh, and she turns around and makes a pretend-stern face at me. All of us are giddy, and I’ve never felt closer to the St. Anne’s girls than that day – all of us sweating under the sun, which beams down on us like an exaggerated smile, fanning ourselves with the commencement brochures, trying not to yawn or roll our eyes while Principal McIntosh drones on about ‘adulthood’ and ‘our entrance into the community order,’ nudging one another and tugging on the collars of our scratchy graduation gowns to try to let some air down our necks.
  


  
    Family members sit in white plastic folding chairs, under a cream-white tarp fluttering with flags: the school flag, the city flag, the state flag, the American flag. They applaud politely as each graduate goes up to receive her diploma. When it’s my turn I scan the audience, looking for my aunt and my sister, but I’m so nervous about tripping and falling as I take my place on the stage and reach for the diploma in Principal McIntosh’s hand, I can’t see anything but colour – green, blue, white, a mess of pink and brown faces – or make out any individual sounds beyond the shush of clapping hands. Only Hana’s voice, loud and clear as a bell: ‘Hallelujah, Halena!’ That’s our special pump-you-up chant that we used to do before track meets and tests, a combination of both of our names.
  


  
    Afterward we line up to take individual portraits with our diplomas. An official photographer has been hired, and a royal blue backdrop set up in the middle of the soccer field, where we all stand and pose. We’re too excited to take the pictures seriously, though. People keep doubling over laughing in their pictures, so all you can see is the crown of their heads.
  


  
    When it’s my turn for a picture, at the very last second Hana jumps in and throws one arm around my shoulders, and the photographer is so startled he presses down on the shutter anyway. Click! There we are: I’m turning to Hana, mouth open, surprised, about to laugh. She’s a full head taller than me, has her eyes shut and her mouth open. I really do think there was something special about that day, something golden and maybe even magic, because even though my face was all red and my hair looked sticky on my forehead, it’s like Hana rubbed off on me a little bit – because despite everything, and just in that one picture, I look pretty. More than pretty. Beautiful, even.
  


  
    The school band keeps playing, mostly in tune, and the music floats across the field and is echoed by the birds wheeling in the sky. It’s like something lifts in that moment, some huge pressure or divide, and before I know what’s happening all my classmates are crushing together in a huge hug, jumping up and down and screaming, ‘We did it! We did it! We did it!’ And none of the parents or teachers try to separate us. As we start to break away I see them encircling us, watching with patient expressions, hands folded. I catch my aunt’s gaze and my stomach does a weird twist and I know that she, like everyone else, is giving us this moment – our last moment together, before things change for good and forever.
  


  
    And things will change – are changing, even at that second. As the group dissolves into clumps of students, and the clumps dissolve into individuals, I notice Theresa Grass and Morgan Dell already starting across the lawn toward the street. They are each walking with their families, heads down, without once looking back. They haven’t been celebrating with us, I realize, and it occurs to me I haven’t seen Eleanor Rana or Annie Hahn or the other cureds either. They must have already gone home. A curious ache throbs in the back of my throat, even though, of course, this is how things are: everything ends, people move on, they don’t look back. It’s how they should be.
  


  
    I catch sight of Rachel through the crowd and go running up to her, suddenly eager to be next to her, wishing she would reach down and ruffle my hair like she used to when I was very little, and say, ‘Good job, Loony,’ her old nickname for me.
  


  
    ‘Rachel!’ I’m breathless for no reason, and I have trouble squeezing the words out. I’m so happy to see her I feel like I could burst into tears. I don’t though, obviously. ‘You came.’
  


  
    ‘Of course I came.’ She smiles at me. ‘You’re my only sister, remember?’ She passes me a bouquet of daisies she has brought with her, loosely wrapped in brown paper. ‘Congratulations, Lena.’
  


  
    I stick my face in the flowers and inhale, trying to fight down the urge to reach out and hug her. For a second we just stand there, blinking at each other, and then she reaches out to me. I’m sure she’s going to put her arms around me for old times’ sake, or at the very least give me a one-armed squeeze.
  


  
    Instead she just flicks a bang off my forehead. ‘Gross,’ she says, still smiling. ‘You’re all sweaty.’
  


  
    It’s stupid and immature to feel disappointed, but I do. ‘It’s the gown,’ I say, and realize that yes, that must be the problem: the gown is what’s choking me, stifling me, making it hard to breathe.
  


  
    ‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Aunt Carol will want to congratulate you.’
  


  
    Aunt Carol is standing at the field’s periphery with my uncle, Grace, and Jenny, talking to Mrs. Springer, my history teacher. I fall into step beside Rachel. She is only a few inches taller than I am and we walk together, in sync, but separated by three feet of space. She is quiet. I can tell she’s already wondering when she can go home and get on with her life.
  


  
    I let myself look back once. I can’t help it. I watch the girls circulating in their orange gowns like flames. Everything seems to zoom back, recede away at once. All the voices intermingle and become indistinguishable from one another – like the constant white noise of the ocean running underneath the rhythm of the Portland streets, so constant you hardly notice it. Everything looks stark and vivid and frozen, as though drawn precisely and outlined in ink – parents’ smiles frozen, camera flashes blinding, mouths open and white teeth glistening, dark glossy hair and deep-blue sky and unrelenting light, everyone drowning in light – everything so clear and perfect I’m sure it must already be a memory, or a dream.
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    Eight
  


  
    H is for hydrogen, a weight of one;
  


  
    When fission’s split, as brightly lit
  


  
    As hot as any sun.
  


  
    He is for helium, a weight of two;
  


  
    The noble gas, the ghostly pass
  


  
    That lifts the world anew.
  


  
    Li is for lithium, a weight of three;
  


  
    A funeral pyre, when touched with fire –
  


  
    And deadly sleep for me.
  


  
    Be is for beryllium, a weight of four . . .
  


  
    – From the Elemental Prayers
  


  
    (‘Prayer and Study,’ The Book of Shhh)
  


  
    During the summers I have to help my uncle at the Stop-N-Save on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays, mostly stocking shelves and working behind the deli counter and occasionally helping with filing and accounting in the little office behind the cereal and dry goods aisle. Thankfully, in late June, Andrew Marcus gets cured and reassigned to a permanent position at another grocery store.
  


  
    On the Fourth of July I head to Hana’s house in the morning. Every year we go to see the fireworks at the Eastern Promenade. A band is always playing and vendors set up their carts, selling fried meat on skewers and corn on the cob and apple pie floating in a puddle of ice cream, served in little paper boats. The Fourth of July – the day of our independence, the day we commemorate the closing of our nation’s border forever – is one of my favourite holidays. I love the music that pipes through the streets, love the way the steam rising thick from the grills makes the streets look cloudy, the people shadowy and unclear. I especially love the temporary extension of curfew: instead of being home at nine o’clock, all uncureds are allowed to stay out until eleven. In recent years Hana and I have made it a kind of game to stay out until the last possible second, cutting it closer and closer every year. Last year I stepped into the house at 10:58 exactly, heart hammering in my chest, shaking with exhaustion – I’d had to sprint home. But as I lay in bed I couldn’t stop grinning. I felt like I’d gotten away with something.
  


  
    I type in Hana’s four-digit gate code – she gave it to me in eighth grade, saying it was ‘a sign of trust’ and also that she’d slit me ‘from the top of the head to the heels’ if I shared it with anyone else – and slip in through the front door. I never bother knocking. Her parents are hardly ever home, and Hana never answers the door. I’m pretty much the only person who comes over to see her. It’s weird. Hana was always really popular in school – people looked up to her and wanted to be like her – but even though she was really friendly with everybody, she never really got close close with anyone besides me.
  


  
    Sometimes I wonder whether she wishes she’d been assigned a different desk partner in Mrs. Jablonski’s second-grade class, which is how we first became friends. Hana’s last name is Tate, and we were linked up by alphabetical order (by then I was already going by my aunt’s last name, Tiddle). I wonder whether she wishes she’d been placed with Rebecca Tralawny, or Katie Scarp, or even Melissa Portofino. Sometimes I feel like she deserves a best friend who is just a little more special. Once Hana told me that she likes me because I’m for real – because I really feel things. But that’s the whole problem: how much I feel things.
  


  
    ‘Hello?’ I call out, as soon as I’m inside Hana’s house. The front hall is dark and cool as always. Goose bumps prick up over my arms. No matter how many times I come to Hana’s house I’m always shocked by the power of the air-conditioning, which hums somewhere deep inside the walls. For a moment I just stand there, inhaling the clean smells of furniture polish and Windex and fresh-cut flowers. Music is pulsing from Hana’s room upstairs. I try to identify the song but can’t make out any words, just bass throbbing through the floorboards.
  


  
    At the top of the stairs I pause. Hana’s bedroom door is closed. I definitely don’t recognize the song she’s playing – or blasting, really, so loud I have to remind myself that Hana’s house is shielded on four sides by trees and lawn, and no one will sick the regulators on her. It’s not like any music I’ve ever heard. It’s a shrieky, shrill, fierce kind of music: I can’t even tell whether the singer is male or female. Little fingers of electricity creep up my spine, a feeling I used to have when I was a tiny child, when I would creep into the kitchen and try to sneak an extra cookie from the pantry – the feeling right before the creak and squeak of my mom’s footsteps in the kitchen behind me, when I would whirl around, my hands and face coated in crumbs, guilty.
  


  
    I shake off the feeling and push open Hana’s door. She’s sitting at her computer, feet propped up on her desk, bobbing her head and tapping out a rhythm on her thighs. As soon as she sees me she swings forward and hits a key on her keyboard. The music cuts off instantly. Strangely, the silence that follows seems just as loud.
  


  
    She flips her hair over one shoulder and scoots away from the desk. Something flickers over her face, an expression that passes too quickly for me to identify it. ‘Hi,’ she chirrups, a little too cheerfully. ‘Didn’t hear you come in.’
  


  
    ‘I doubt you would have heard me break in.’ I go over to her bed and collapse on top of it. Hana has a queen-size bed, with three down pillows. It’s like heaven. ‘What was that?’
  


  
    ‘What was what?’ She lifts her knees to her chest and swivels a full circle in her chair. I sit up on my elbows and watch her. Hana only acts this dumb when she’s hiding something.
  


  
    ‘The music.’ She still stares at me blankly. ‘The song you were blasting when I came in. The one that almost burst my eardrums.’
  


  
    ‘Oh – that.’ Hana blows her bangs out of her face. This is another one of her tells. Whenever she’s bluffing in poker she won’t stop fussing with her bangs. ‘Just some new band I found online.’
  


  
    ‘On LAMM?’ I press. Hana’s music-obsessed and used to spend hours surfing LAMM, the Library of Authorized Music and Movies, when we were in middle school.
  


  
    Hana looks away. ‘Not exactly.’
  


  
    ‘What do you mean, “not exactly”?’ The intranet, like everything else in the United States, is controlled and monitored for our protection. All the websites, all the content, is written by government agencies, including the List of Authorized Entertainment, which gets updated biannually. Digital books go into the LAB, the Library of Approved Books, movies and music go into LAMM, and for a small fee you can download them to your computer. If you have one, that is. I don’t.
  


  
    Hana sighs, keeping her eyes averted. Finally she looks at me. ‘Can you keep a secret?’
  


  
    Now I sit up all the way, scooting to the edge of the bed. I don’t like the way she’s looking at me. I don’t trust it. ‘What is this about, Hana?’
  


  
    ‘Can you keep a secret?’ she repeats.
  


  
    I think of standing with her in front of the labs on Evaluation Day, the sun beating down on us, the way she forced her mouth close to my ear to whisper about happiness, and unhappiness. I’m suddenly afraid for her, of her. But I nod and say, ‘Yeah, of course.’
  


  
    ‘Okay.’ She looks down, fiddles with the hem of her shorts for a second, takes a deep breath. ‘So last week I met this guy—’
  


  
    ‘What?’ I nearly fall off the bed.
  


  
    ‘Relax.’ She holds up a hand. ‘He’s cured, okay? He works for the city. He’s a censor, actually.’
  


  
    My heartbeat slows and I settle back against her pillows again. ‘Okay. So?’
  


  
    ‘So,’ Hana says, drawing the word out, ‘he was waiting at the doctor’s with me. When I went to have my PT, you know?’ Hana sprained her ankle in the fall and still has to do physical therapy once a week, to keep it strong. ‘And we started talking.’
  


  
    She pauses. I don’t really see where the story is going, or how it relates to the music she was playing, so I just wait for her to go on.
  


  
    Finally she does. ‘Anyway, I was telling him about boards, and how I really want to go to USM, and he was telling me about his job – what he does, you know, day to day. He codes the online access restrictions, so people can’t just write whatever, or post things themselves, or write up false information or “inflammatory opinions”’ – she puts this in quotes, rolling her eyes – ‘and other stuff like that. He’s, like, an intranet security guard.’
  


  
    ‘Okay,’ I say again. I want to tell Hana to get to the point – I know all about online security restrictions, everybody does – but that would just make her clam up.
  


  
    She sucks in a deep breath. ‘But he doesn’t just code the security. He checks for lapses – like, break-ins. Hackers, basically, who jump through all the security hoops and manage to post their own stuff. The government calls them floaters – websites that might be up for an hour, or a day, or two days before they’re discovered, websites full of unauthorized stuff – opinions and message boards and video clips and music.’
  


  
    ‘And you found one.’ A sick feeling has settled in my stomach. Words keep flashing in my brain, like a neon sign going in and out: illegal, interrogation, surveillance. Hana.
  


  
    She doesn’t seem to notice that I’ve gone totally still. Her face is suddenly animated, as alive and energetic as I’ve ever seen it, and she leans forward on her knees, talking in a rush. ‘Not just one. Dozens. There are tons of them out there, if you know how to look. If you know where to look. It’s incredible, Lena. All these people – they must be all over the country – sneaking in through the loops and the holes. You should see some of the things people write. About – about the cure. It’s not just the Invalids who don’t believe in it. There are people here, all over the place, who don’t think . . .’ I’m staring at her so hard she drops her eyes and switches topics. ‘And you should hear the music. Incredible, amazing music, like nothing you’ve ever heard, music that almost takes your head off, you know? That makes you want to scream and jump up and down and break stuff and cry . . .’
  


  
    Hana’s room is big – almost twice as big as my room at home – but I feel as though the walls are pressing down around me. If the air-conditioning’s still working, I can no longer feel it. The air feels hot and heavy, like a wet breath, and I stand up and move to the window. Hana breaks off, finally. I try to shove open her window, but it won’t budge. I push and strain against the windowsill.
  


  
    ‘Lena,’ Hana says timidly, after a minute.
  


  
    ‘It won’t open.’ All I can think is: I need air. The rest of my thoughts are a blur of radio static and fluorescent lights and lab coats and steel tables and surgical knives – an image of Willow Marks getting dragged off to the labs, screaming, her house defaced with marker and paint.
  


  
    ‘Lena,’ Hana says, louder now. ‘Come on.’
  


  
    ‘It’s stuck. Wood must be warped from the heat. If it would just open.’ I heave and the window flies upward, finally. There’s a popping sound, and the latch that’s been keeping it in place snaps off and skitters to the middle of the floor. For a second Hana and I both stand there, staring at it. The air coming in the open window doesn’t make me feel better. It’s even hotter outside.
  


  
    ‘Sorry,’ I mumble. I can’t look at her. ‘I didn’t mean to – I didn’t know it was locked. The windows at my house don’t lock.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry about the window. I don’t care about the stupid window.’
  


  
    ‘One time Grace got out of her crib when she was little, almost made it onto the roof. Just slid the window right open and started climbing.’
  


  
    ‘Lena.’ Hana reaches out and grabs my shoulders. I don’t know if I have a fever or what, going hot and cold every five seconds, but her touch makes a chill go through me and I pull away quickly. ‘You’re mad at me.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not mad. I’m worried about you.’ But that’s only half-true. I am mad – furious, in fact. All this time I’ve been blindly coasting along, the idiot sidekick, thinking about our last real summer together, stressing about the matches I’ll get and evaluations and boards and normal stuff and she’s been nodding and smiling and saying, ‘Uh-huh, yeah, me too,’ and ‘I’m sure things will be fine,’ and meanwhile, behind my back, she’s been turning into someone I don’t know – someone with secrets and weird habits and opinions about things we’re not even supposed to think about. Now I know why I was so startled on Evaluation Day, when she turned back to whisper to me, eyes huge and glowing. It was like she had dropped away for a second – my best friend, my only real friend – and in her place was a stranger.
  


  
    That’s what’s been happening all this time: Hana has been morphing into a stranger.
  


  
    I turn back to the window.
  


  
    A sharp blade of sadness goes through me, deep and quick. I guess it was bound to happen eventually. I’ve always known it would. Everyone you trust, everyone you think you can count on, will eventually disappoint you. When left to their own devices, people lie and keep secrets and change and disappear, some behind a different face or personality, some behind a dense early morning fog, beyond a cliff. That’s why the cure is so important. That’s why we need it.
  


  
    ‘Listen, I’m not going to get arrested just for looking at some websites. Or listening to music, or whatever.’
  


  
    ‘You could. People have been arrested for less.’ She knows this too. She knows, and doesn’t care.
  


  
    ‘Yeah, well, I’m sick of it.’ Hana’s voice trembles a little, which throws me. I’ve never heard her sound less than certain.
  


  
    ‘We shouldn’t even be talking about this. Someone could be—’
  


  
    ‘Someone could be listening?’ She cuts me off, finishes my sentence for me. ‘God, Lena. I’m sick of that, too. Aren’t you? Sick of always checking your back, looking behind you, watching what you say, think, do. I can’t – I can’t breathe, I can’t sleep, I can’t move. I feel like there are walls everywhere. Everywhere I go – bam! There’s a wall. Everything I want – bam! Another wall.’
  


  
    She rakes a hand through her hair. For once, she doesn’t look pretty and in control. She looks pale and unhappy, and her expression reminds me of something, but I can’t place it right away.
  


  
    ‘It’s for our own protection,’ I say, wishing I sounded more confident. I’ve never been good in a fight. ‘Everything will get better once we’re—’
  


  
    Again, she jumps in. ‘Once we’re cured?’ She laughs, a short barking sound with no humour in it, but at least she doesn’t contradict me directly. ‘Right. That’s what everybody says.’
  


  
    All of a sudden it hits me: she reminds me of the animals we saw once on a class trip to the slaughterhouse. All the cows were lined up, packed in their stalls, staring at us mutely as we walked by, with that same look in their eyes, fear and resignation and something else. Desperation. I’m really scared, then, truly terrified for her.
  


  
    But when she speaks again, she sounds a little bit calmer. ‘Maybe it will. Get better, I mean, once we’re cured. But until then . . . This is our last chance, Lena. Our last chance to do anything. Our last chance to choose.’
  


  
    There’s the word from Evaluation Day again – choose – but I nod because I don’t want to set her off again. ‘So what are you going to do?’
  


  
    She looks away, biting her lip, and I can tell she’s debating whether or not to trust me. ‘There’s this party tonight . . .’
  


  
    ‘What?’ Zoom. The fear floods back in.
  


  
    She rushes on. ‘It’s something I found on one of the floaters – it’s a music thing, a few bands playing out by the border in Stroudwater, on one of the farms.’
  


  
    ‘You can’t be serious. You’re not – you’re not actually going, right? You’re not even thinking about it.’
  


  
    ‘It’s safe, okay? I promise. These websites . . . it’s really amazing, Lena, I swear you’d be into it if you looked. They’re hidden. Links, usually, embedded on normal pages, approved government stuff, but I don’t know, somehow you can tell they don’t feel right, you know? They don’t belong.’
  


  
    I grasp at a single word. ‘Safe? How can it be safe? That guy you met – the censor – his whole job is to track down people who are stupid enough to post these things—’
  


  
    ‘They’re not stupid, they’re incredibly smart, actually—’
  


  
    ‘Not to mention the regulators and patrols and the youth guard and curfew and segregation and just about everything else that makes this one of the worst ideas—’
  


  
    ‘Fine.’ Hana raises her arms and brings them slapping down against her thighs. The noise is so loud it makes me jump. ‘Fine. So it’s a bad idea. So it’s risky. You know what? I don’t care.’
  


  
    For a second there’s silence. We’re glaring at each other, and the air between us feels charged and dangerous, a thin electrical coil, ready to explode.
  


  
    ‘What about me?’ I say finally, struggling to keep my voice from shaking.
  


  
    ‘You’re welcome to come. Ten thirty, Roaring Brook Farms, Stroudwater. Music. Dancing. You know – fun. The stuff we’re supposed to be having, before they cut out half of our brain.’
  


  
    I ignore the last part of her comment. ‘I don’t think so, Hana. In case you’ve forgotten, we have other plans for tonight. Have had plans for tonight for, oh, the past fifteen years.’
  


  
    ‘Yeah, well, things change.’ She turns her back to me, but I feel like she’s reached out and punched me in the stomach.
  


  
    ‘Fine.’ My throat is squeezing up. This time I know it’s the real deal, and I’m on the verge of crying. I go over to her bed and start gathering up my stuff. Of course my bag has spilled over on its side, and now her comforter is covered with little scraps of paper and gum wrappers and coins and pens. I start stuffing these back into my bag, fighting back the tears. ‘Go ahead. Do whatever you want tonight. I don’t care.’
  


  
    Maybe Hana feels bad, because her voice softens a little bit. ‘Seriously, Lena. You should think about coming. We won’t get in any trouble, I promise.’
  


  
    ‘You can’t promise that.’ I take a deep breath, wishing my voice would stop quivering. ‘You don’t know that. You can’t be positive.’
  


  
    ‘And you can’t go on being so scared all the time.’
  


  
    That’s it: that does it. I whirl around, furious, something deep and black and old rising inside of me. ‘Of course I’m scared. And I’m right to be scared. And if you’re not scared it’s just because you have the perfect little life, and the perfect little family, and for you everything is perfect, perfect, perfect. You don’t see. You don’t know.’
  


  
    ‘Perfect? That’s what you think? You think my life is perfect?’ Her voice is quiet but full of anger.
  


  
    I’m tempted to move away from her but force myself to stay put. ‘Yeah. I do.’
  


  
    Again she lets out a barking laugh, a quick explosion. ‘So you think this is it, huh? As good as it gets?’ She turns a full circle, arms extended, like she’s embracing the room, the house, everything.
  


  
    Her question startles me. ‘What else is there?’
  


  
    ‘Everything, Lena.’ She shakes her head. ‘Listen, I’m not going to apologize. I know you have your reasons for being scared. What happened to your mom was terrible—’
  


  
    ‘Don’t bring my mom into this.’ My body goes tight, electric.
  


  
    ‘But you can’t go on blaming her for everything. She died more than ten years ago.’
  


  
    Anger swallows me, a thick fog. My mind careens wildly like wheels over ice, bumping up against random words: Fear. Blame. Don’t forget. Mom. I love you. And now I see that Hana is a snake – has been waiting a long time to say this to me, has been waiting to squirm her way in, as deep and painful as she can go, and bite.
  


  
    ‘Fuck you.’ In the end, these are the two words that come.
  


  
    She holds up both hands. ‘Listen, Lena, I’m just saying you have to let it go. You’re nothing like her. And you’re not going to end up like her. You don’t have it in you.’
  


  
    ‘Fuck you.’ She’s trying to be nice, but my mind is closed up and the words come out on their own, cascading over one another, and I wish every single one was a punch so that I could hit her in the face, bambambambam. ‘You don’t know a single thing about her. And you don’t know me. You don’t know anything.’
  


  
    ‘Lena.’ She reaches for me.
  


  
    ‘Don’t touch me.’ I’m stumbling backward, grabbing my bag, bumping against her desk as I move toward the door. My vision is cloudy. I can barely make out the banisters. I’m tripping, half falling down the stairs, finding the front door by touch. I think Hana might be calling to me, but everything is lost to a roaring, rushing in my ears, inside my head. Sunshine, brilliant, brilliant white light – cool biting iron under my fingers, the gate – ocean smells, gasoline. Wailing, growing louder. A punctuated shriek: beep, beep, beep.
  


  
    My head clears all at once and I jump out of the middle of the street just before I’m squashed by a police car, which barrels past me, horn still blaring, siren whirling, leaving me coughing up dirt and dust. The ache in my throat gets so bad it feels like I’m gagging, and when I finally let the tears come it’s a huge relief, like dropping something heavy after you’ve been carrying it for a long time. Once I start crying I can’t stop, and all the way home I have to keep mashing my palm into my eyes every few seconds, smearing away the tears just so I can see where I’m going. I comfort myself by thinking that in less than two months this will seem like nothing to me. All of it will fall away and I’ll rise up new and free, like a bird winging up into the air.
  


  
    That’s what Hana doesn’t understand, has never understood. For some of us, it’s about more than the deliria.
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