Inertia
by Nancy Kress

At dusk the back of the bedroom falls off. One minute it'sawall, exposed studs and cracked blue
drywall, and the next it's snapped-off two-by-fours and an irregular fence as high as my waist, the edges
both jagged and furry, asif they were covered with powder. Through the hole asickly tree pokes
upward in the narrow space between the back of our barracks and the back of a barracksin E Block. |
try to get out of bed for acloser look, but today my arthritisistoo bad, whichiswhy I'min bed in the
first place. Rachd rushesinto the bedroom.

"What happened, Gram? Areyou al right?"

| nod and point. Rachel bendsinto the hole, her hair haloed by Cdiforniatwilight. The bedroomis hers,
too; her mattress lies stored under my scarred four-poster.

"Termites! Damn. | didn't know we had them. Y ou sureyou're dl right?"
"I'mfine. | wasal the way acrossthe room, honey. I'm fine."
"Well—weéll have to get Mom to get somebody to fix it."

| say nothing. Rache straightens, throws me aquick glance, looks away. Still | say nothing about Mamie,
but in asudden flicker from my oil lamp | look directly at Rachel, just becauise sheis so good to look at.
Not pretty, not even here Insde, athough so far the disease has affected only the left side of her face.
Theridge of thickened, ropy skin, coarse as old hemp, isn't visible at dl when she sandsin right profile.
But her noseislarge, her eyebrows heavy and low, her chin abony knob. An honest nose, expressive
brows, direct gray eyes, chin that juts forward when shetilts her head in intelligent lisgening—to a
grandmother's eye, Rachd isgood to look at. They wouldn't think so, Outside. But they would be
wrong.

Rachel says, "Maybe | could trade alottery card for more drywall and nails, and patch it myself.”
"Thetermiteswill dill bethere”

"Well, yes, but we have to do something.” | don't contradict her. Sheis sixteen yearsold. "Fed that air
coming in—youll freeze at night thistime of year. It'll beterrible for your arthritis. Comein the kitchen
now, Gram—I've built up thefire."

She hel ps me into the kitchen, where the metal wood-burning stove throws arosy warmth that feels good
on my joints. The stove was donated to the colony ayear ago by who-knows-what charity or specia
interest group for, | suppose, whatever tax breaks il hold for that sort of thing. If any do. Rachd tells
me that we till get newspapers, and once or twice I've wrapped vegetables from our patch in somefairly
new-looking ones. She even says that the young Stevenson boy works a donated computer newsnet in
the Block Jcommunity hall, but I no longer follow Outside tax regulations. Nor do | ask why Mamiewas
the one to get the wood-burning stove when it wasn't alottery month.

Thelight from the stoveis stronger than the oil flame in the bedroom; | see that beneath her concern for
our dead bedroom wall, Rachd's face is flushed with excitement. Her young skin glows right from
intelligent chin to the ropy ridge of disease, which of course never changes color. | smileat her. Sixteenis
S0 easy to excite. A new hair ribbon from the donations repository, a glance from aboy, a secret with
her cousin Jennie,

"Gram," she says, knedling beside my chair, her hands restless on the battered wooden arm,



"Gram—there'savigtor. From Outdde. Jennie saw him."

| go on smiling. Rachel—nor Jennie, either—can't remember when disease colonies had lots of vigtors.
Firgt bulky figuresin contamination suits, then afew yearslater, deeker figuresin the sani-suits that took
their place. People were il being interred from Outside, and for years the checkpoints at the Rim had
traffic flowing both ways. But of course Rachel doesn't remember dl that; she wasn't born. Mamie was
only twelve when we were interred here. To Rachd, avisitor might well be agreat event. | put out one
hand and stroke her hair.

"Jennie said he wantsto talk to the oldest peoplein the colony, the ones who were brought here with the
disease. Hal Stevenson told her."

"Did he, sweetheart?' Her hair is soft and slky. Mamie's hair had been the same at Rachd's age.
"He might want to talk to you!"

"Wdll, herel am.”

"But aren't you excited? What do you suppose he wants?'

I'm saved from answering her because Mamie comesin, her boyfriend Peter Maone following with a
string-bag of groceriesfrom the repository.

At thefirst sound of the doorknob turning, Rachel gets up from beside my chair and pokes at thefire.
Her face goes completely blank, although | know that part isonly temporary. Mamie cries, "Herewe
are!™ in her high, doll-baby voice, cold air from the hdl swirling around her like bright water. "Mama
darling—how are you feding? And Rachdl! Y ou'll never guess—Pete had extra depository cards and he
got us some chicken! I'm going to make a stew!"

"The back wall fell off the bedroom,” Rachdl saysflatly. She doesn't ook at Peter with his string-crossed
chicken, but | do. He grins his patient, wolfish grin. | guessthat he won the depository cards at poker.
Hisfingernails are dirty. The part of the newspaper | can see saysESIDENT CONFISCATESC.

Mamie says, "What do you mean, ‘fel off'?"
Rachd shrugs. "Just fel off. Termites”

Mamielooks helplesdy at Peter, whose grin widens. | can see how it will be: They will have ascene
later, not completely for our benefit, dthough it will take place in the kitchen for usto watch. Mamiewill
beg prettily for Peter to fix thewal. Hewill demur, grinning. Shewill offer various smirking hints about
barter, each hint becoming more explicit. He will agreeto fix thewall. Rachd and |, having no other
warm room to go to, will watch thefire or the floor or our shoes until Mamie and Peter retire
ostentatioudy to her room. It's the ostentation that embarrasses us. Mamie has aways needed witnesses
to her desirability.

But Peter iswatching Rachel, not Mamie. "The chicken isn't from Outside, Rachel. It'sfrom that
chicken-yard in Block B. | heard you say how clean they are.”

"Yeah," Rachd saysshortly, gracdlesdy.
Mamierolls her eyes. "Say 'thank you, darling. Pete went to alot of trouble to get this chicken.”
"Thanks"



"Can't you say it like you mean it?" Mamie's voice goes shrill.

"Thanks," Rachel says. She heads towards our three-walled bedroom. Peter, ill watching her closely,
shiftsthe chicken from one hand to the other. The pressure of the string bag cutslines acrossthe
chicken'syelowish skin.

"Rachd AnneWilson—"
"Let her go," Peter says softly.

"No," Mamie says. Between thefive crisscrossing lines of disease, her face setsin unlovely lines. "She
can at least learn some manners. And | want her to hear our announcement! Rachel, you just come right
back out here thisminute!”

Rachel returns from the bedroom; I've never known her to disobey her mother. She pauses by the open
bedroom door, waiting. Two empty candle scones, both blackened by old smoke, frame her head. It has
been since at least |ast winter that we've had candles for them. Mamie, her forehead creased inirritation,
amilesbrightly.

"Thisisaspecid dinner, al of you. Pete and | have an announcement. We're going to get married.”
"That'sright," Peter says. "Congratulate us."

Rachd, dready motionless, somehow goes even siller. Peter watches her carefully. Mamie casts down
her eyes, blushing, and | fed a stab of impatient pity for my daughter, propping up mid-thirties girlishness
on such adender reed as Peter Malone. | stare at him hard. If he ever touches Rachel . . .but | don't
redlly think hewould. Thingslike that don't happen anymore. Not Inside.

"Congratulations,” Rachel mumbles. She crosses the room and embraces her mother, who hugs her back
with theetrical fervor. In another minute, Mamie will gart to cry. Over her shoulder | glimpse Rachel's
face, momentarily sorrowing and loving, and | drop my eyes.

"Wel! Thiscdlsfor atoast!" Mamie criesgaily. She winks, makes aclumsy pirouette, and pullsabottle
from the back shelf of the cupboard Rachel got at the last donations | ottery. The cupboard looks strange
inour kitchen: gleaming white lacquer, vaguely Orienta-looking, amid the wobbly chairs and scarred
table with the broken drawer no one has ever gotten around to mending. Mamie flourishes the bottle,
which | didn't know wasthere. It's champagne.

What had they been thinking, the Outsiders who donated champagne to a disease colony? Poor devils,
even if they never have anything to celebrate . . .Or here's something they won't know what to do with . .
.Or better them than me—aslong asthe sickiesstay Inside. . .It doesn't really matter.

"l just love champagne!” Mamie criesfeverishly; | think she hasdrunk it once. "And oh look—here's
someone elseto help us celebrate! Come in, Jennie—comein and have some champagne!™

Jennie comesin, smiling. | seethe same eager excitement that animated Rachel before her mother's
announcement. It glows on Jennie's face, which is beautiful. She has no disease on her hands or her face,
She must have it somewhere, she was born Inside, but one doesn't ask that. Probably Rachel knows.
Thetwo girlsareinseparable. Jennie, the daughter of Mami€'s dead husband's brother, is Rachel's
cousin, and technically Mamieis her guardian. But no one pays atention to such things anymore, and
Jennie lives with some people in abarracks in the next Block, athough Rachel and | asked her tolive
here. She shook her head, the beautiful hair so blondeit's amost white bouncing on her shoulders, and
blushed in embarrassment, painfully not looking a Mamie.



"I'm getting married, Jennie,” Mamie says, again casting down her eyes bashfully. | wonder what she did,
and with whom, to get the champagne.

"Congraulations!" Jennie sayswarmly. "Y ou, too, Peter."

"Cdl me Pete," he says, ashe has said before. | catch hishungry look at Jennie. She doesn't, but some
sxth sense—even here, even Insde—makes her step dightly backwards. | know shewill go on calling
him "Peter.”

Mamie saysto Jennie, "Have some more champagne. Stay for dinner.”

With her eyes Jennie measures the amount of champagnein the bottle, the Size of the chicken bleeding
dightly on the table. She measures unobtrusively, and then of course shelies. "I'm sorry, | cant—we ate
our meal at noon today. | just wanted to ask if | could bring someone over to seeyou later, Gram. A
vigitor." Her voice dropsto ahush, and the glow is back. "From Outside.”

| look at her sparkling blue eyes, a Rachel'sface, and | don't have the heart to refuse. Even though | can
guess, asthetwo girls cannot, how the visit will be. | am not Jenni€'s grandmother, but she has called me
that snce shewasthree. "All right."

"Oh, thank you!" Jennie cries, and she and Rachdl ook at each other with delight. "I'm so glad you said
yes, or else we might never get to talk to avisitor up close at dl!™

"Yourewelcome" | say. They are so young. Mamielooks petulant; her announcement has been
upstaged. Peter watches Jennie as sheimpulsively hugs Rachdl. Suddenly | know that hetoois
wondering where Jenni€'s body is diseased, and how much. He catches my eye and looks &t the floor,
hisdark eyeslidded, half-ashamed. But only half. A log cacklesin the wooden stove, and for a brief
moment thefireflares.

The next afternoon Jennie bringsthe vistor. He surprises meimmediately: he isn't wearing a sani-suit, and
heisn't asociologi<.

In the years following the internments, the disease colonies had alot of visitors. Doctors till hopeful of a
curefor thethick gray ridges of skin that spread dowly over a human body—or didn't, nobody knew
why. Disfiguring. Ugly. Maybe eventualy fata. And communicable. That wasthe biggie: communicable.
So doctorsin sani-suits came looking for causes or cures. Journdistsin sani-suits came looking for
storieswith four-color photo spreads. L egidative fact-finding committees in sani-suits came looking for
facts, at least until Congresstook away the power of coloniesto vote, pressured by taxpayers who,
increasingly pressured themsalves, resented our dollar-dependent status. And the sociologists camein
droves, minicamsin hand, ready to record the collapse of theill-organized and ill coloniesinto
street-gang, dog-eat-dog anarchy.

Later, when this did not happen, different sociologists came in later-model sani-suitsto record the
reasons why the colonies were not collgpsing on schedule. All these groups went away dissatisfied. There
was no cure, No cause, no story, no collapse, no reasons.

The sociologists hung on longer than anybody ese. Journaists have to be timely and interesting, but
sociologists merdly have to publish. Besides, everything in their cultura tradition told them that Inside
must sooner or later degenerate into war zones. Deprive people of eectricity (power became expensive),
of municipa police (who refused to go Inside), of freedom to leave, of palitical clout, of jobs, of freeways
and movie theaters and federal judges and state-administered € ementary-school accreditation—and you
get unrestrained violence to just survive. Everything in the culture said so. Bombed-out inner cities. Lord
of the FHlies. The Chicago projects. Western movies. Prison memoirs. The Bronx. East L.A. Thomas



Hobbes. The sociologists knew.
Only it didn't happen.

The sociologists waited. And Inside we learned to grow vegetables and raise chickens who, we learned,
will eat anything. Those of uswith computer knowledge worked red jobs over modemsfor afew
years—maybe it was as|ong as a decade—before the equi pment became too obsolete and unrepl aced.
Those who had been teachers organi zed classes among the children, athough the curriculum, | think,
must have gotten smpler every year: Rachd and Jennie don't seem to have much knowledge of history or
science. Doctors practiced with medicines donated by corporations for the tax write-offs, and after a
decade or s0 they began to train gpprentices. For awhile—it might have been along while—we listened
to radios and watched TV. Maybe some people ill do, if we have any working ones donated from
Outside.

Eventudly the sociologists remembered older models of deprivation and discrimination and isolation from
the larger culture: Jewish shietls. French Huguenots. Amish farmers. Sdf-sufficient models, stagnant but
uncollapsed. And while they were remembering, we held goods | otteries, and took on apprentices, and
rationed depository food according to who needed it, and replaced our broken-down furniture with other
broken-down furniture, and got married and bore children. We paid no taxes, fought no wars, wielded
no votes, provided no drama. After awhile—along while—the visitors stopped coming. Even the
sociologidts.

But here stands this young man, without a sani-suit, smiling from brown eyes under thick dark hair and
taking my hand. He doesn't wince when he touches the ropes of disease. Nor does he appear to be
cataloguing the kitchen furniture for later recording: three chairs, one donated imitation Queen Anneand
one Inside genuine Joe Kleinschmidt; the table; the wood stove; the sparkling new Oriental lacquered
cupboard; plastic sink with hand pump connected to the reservoir pipe from Outside; woodbox with
donated wood stamped " Gift of Boise-Cascade”; two eager and intelligent and loving young girls he had
better not try to patronize as diseased freaks. It has been along time, but | remember.

"Hello, Mrs. Pratt. I'm Tom McHabe. Thank you for agreeing to talk to me.”
| nod. "What are we going to talk about, Mr. McHabe? Areyou ajournaist?"
"No. I'm adoctor."

| didn't expect that. Nor do | expect the sudden strain that flashes across hisface beforeit'slost in
another smile. Although it isnatura enough that strain should be there: Having come Inside, of course, he
can never leave. | wonder where he picked up the disease. No other new cases have been admitted to
our colony for aslong as| could remember. Had they been taken, for some Outside political reason, to
one of the other coloniesinstead?

McHabe says, "I don't have the disease, Mrs. Pratt.”
"Then why on earth—"

"I'm writing a paper on the progress of the disease in long-established colony residents. | have to do that
from Insde, of course,”" he says, and immediately | know heislying. Rache and Jennie, of course, do
not. They Sit one on each side of him like eager birds, listening.

"And how will you get this paper out onceit'swritten?' | said.

"Short-wave radio. Colleagues are expecting it," but he doesn't quite meet my eyes.



"And this paper isworth permanent internment?”

"How rapidly did your case of the disease progress?' he says, not answering my question. He looks at
my face and hands and forearms, an objective and professond scrutiny that makes me decide at least
one part of hisstory istrue. Heisadoctor.

"Any painintheinfected areas?'
"None."

"Any functiona disability or decreased activity asaresult of the disease?' Rachd and Jennielook dightly
puzzled; he'stesting meto seeif | understand the terminology.

"NOI’Ie."

"Any change in appearance over thelast few yearsin thefirst skin areas to be affected? Changesin color
or tissue dengity or size of the thickened ridges?!

"None."
"Any other kinds of changes| haven't thought to mention?"
"None."

He nods and rocks back on his hedls. He's cool, for someone who is going to develop non-dysfunctional
ropes of disease himsdlf. | wait to seeif hesgoing to tell mewhy he'sredly here. The silence lengthens.
Findly McHabe says, "Youwerea CPA," a the sametimethat Rachel says, "Anyone want aglass of
‘ade?!

McHabe accepts gladly. The two girls, relieved to be in motion, busy themsalves pumping cold water,
crushing canned peaches, mixing the 'ade in a brown plastic pitcher with adeep wart on one sdewhereit
once touched the hot stove.

"Yes" | say to McHabe, "1 wasa CPA. What about it?"
"They're outlawed now."

"CPAS?Why? Staunch pillars of the establishment,” | say, and redlize how long it's been since | used
wordslikethat. They taste metdlic, like old tin.

"Not anymore. IRS does dl tax computations and sends every household a customized bill. The
caculations on how they reach your particular customized figureis classified. To prevent foreign enemies
from guessing at revenue available for defense.”

llAhlll
"My unclewasaCPA."
"What ishe now?'

"Not aCPA," McHabe says. He doesn't smile. Jennie hands glasses of 'ade to me and then to McHabe,
and then he does smile. Jennie drops her lashes and alittle color stedsinto her cheeks. Something moves
behind McHabe's eyes. But it'snot like Peter; not at dl like Peter.

| glance at Rachel. She doesn't seem to have noticed anything. Sheisn't jealous, or worried, or hurt. |



relax alittle.

McHabe saysto me, ™Y ou a so published some magazine articles popularizing history.”

"How do you happen to know that?"

Again he doesn't answer me. "It's an unusua combination of abilities, accounting and history writing.”
"l suppose s0,” | say, without interest. It was so long ago.

Rachd saysto McHabe, "Can | ask you something?"

"Sure”

"Outside, do you have medicinesthat will cure wood of termites?’

Her face is deadly serious. McHabe doesn't grin, and | admit—reluctantly—that heislikable. He
answers her courteoudy. "We don't cure the wood, we do away with the termites. The best way isto
build with wood saturated with creosote, achemical they don't like, so that they don't get into the wood
inthefirst place. But there must be chemicasthat will kill them after they're dready there. I'll ask around
and try to bring you something on my next trip Insgde."

His next trip Insde. He drops this bombshell asif easy passage In and Out were agiven. Rachd'sand
Jenni€'s eyes grow wide; they both look a me. McHabe does, too, and | seethat hislook isacool
scrutiny, an gppraisal of my reaction. He expects meto ask for details, or maybe even—it'sbeen along
time since | thought in these terms, and it's an effort—to become angry at him for lying. But | don't know
whether or not he'slying, and at any rate, what doesit matter? A few people from Outside coming into
the colony—how could it affect us? Therewon't be largeimmigration, and no emigration &t al.

| say quietly, "Why are you redly here, Dr. McHabe?!

"| told you, Mrs. Pratt. To measure the progress of the disease.” | say nothing. He adds, "Maybe you'd
like to hear more about how it isnow Outside.”

"Not epecidly.”
"Why not?'
| shrug. "They leave usdone."

Heweighs me with hiseyes. Jennie saystimidly, "I'd like to hear more about Outside." Before Rachdl can
add "Me, too," the door flings violently open and Mamie backs into the room, screaming into the hall
behind her.

"And don't ever come back! If you think I'd ever let you touch me again after screwing that . . .that . . .|
hope she's got a diseased twat and you get it on your—" She sees McHabe and breaks off, her whole
body jerking inrage. A soft answer from the hdl, the words unintelligible from my chair by thefire,
makes her gasp and turn even redder. She damsthe door, burstsinto tears, and runsinto her bedroom,
damming that door aswell.

Rachel stlandsup. "Let me, honey,” | say, but before | can rise—my arthritisis much bette—Rachel
disappearsinto her mother's room. The kitchen rings with embarrassed silence.

Tom McHaberisesto leave. "Sit down, Doctor,” | say, hoping, | think, that if he remains Mamie will
restrain her hysterics—maybe—and Rachel will emerge sooner from her mother's room.



McHabe looks undecided. Then Jennie says, "Y es, please stay. And would you tell us—" | see her
awkwardness, her desire to not sound stupid "—about how people do Outside?!

He does. Looking at Jennie but meaning me, he talks about the latest version of martia law, about the
falure of the National Guard to control protestors against the South American war until they actually
reached the edge of the White House e ectro-wired zone; about the growing power of the
Fundamentdist underground that the other undergrounds—he usesthe plurd—call "the God gang.” He
tells us about the industries losing out steadily to Korean and Chinese competitors, the leaping
unemployment rate, the ethnic backlash, the citiesin flames. Miami. New Y ork. Los Angel es—these had
beenrioting for years. Now it's Portland, St. Louis, Atlanta, Phoenix. Grand Rapids burning. It's hard to
picture.

| say, "Asfar as| cantdl, donationsto our repositories havent fallen off."

Helooks at me again with that shrewd scrutiny, weighing something | can't see, then touches the edge of
the stove with one boot. The boot, | notice, isamost as old and scarred as one of ours. "Korean-made
stove. They make nearly dl the donations now. Public reations. Even alot of martid-law Congressmen
had rdativesinterred, athough they won't admit it now. The Asians cut dedlswarding off complete
protectionism, athough of course your donations are only asmal part of that. But just about everything
you get Insgdeis Chink or Splat." He uses the words casudly, this courteous young man giving methe
news from such alibera dant, and that tells me more about the Outside than dl his bulletins and
summaries.

Jennie sayshdtingly, "l saw . . . | think it wasan Adan man. Y eterday.”

"Where?' | say sharply. Very few Asan-Americans contract the disease; something else no one
understands. There are nonein our colony.

"At the Rim. One of the guards. Two other men were kicking him and yelling names at him—we couldn't
hear too clearly over the intercom boxes."

"We?'Y ou and Rachel? What were you two doing at the Rim?" | say, and heard my own tone. The Rim,
awide empty strip of land, is eectro-mined and barb-wired to keep us communicables Insde. The Rim
issurrounded by miles of defoliated and disinfected land, poisoned by preventive chemicalss, but even so
it's patrolled by unwilling soldiers who communicate with the Insde by intercoms set up every hdf-mile
on both sides of the barbed wire. When the colony used to have afight or arape or—once, in the early
years—amurder, it happened on the Rim. When the hateful and the hating came to hurt us because
before the elecro-wiring and barbed wire we were easy targets and no police would follow them Inside,
the soldiers, and sometimes our men as well, stopped them at the Rim. Our dead are buried near the
Rim. And Rached and Jennie, dear gods, at the Rim. . .

"We went to ask the guards over the intercom boxesif they knew how to stop termites,” Jennie says
logicaly. "After dl, their work isto stop things, germs and things. We thought they might be ableto tell us
how to stop termites. We thought they might have specid training in it.”

The bedroom door opens and Rachel comes out, her young face drawn. McHabe smiles at her, and then
his gaze returnsto Jennie. "'l don't think soldiers are trained in stopping termites, but I'll definitely bring
you something to do that the next time | come Insde.”

Thereitisagan. But all Rachel saysis, "Oh, good. | asked around for more drywall today, but evenif |
get some, the same thing will happen again if we don't get something to stop them.”

McHabe says, "Did you know that termites e ect a queen? Closaly monitored balloting system. Fact.”



Rachd smiles, dthough | don't think sheredlly understands.

"And ants can bring down arubber tree plant.” He beginsto sing, an old song from my childhood. "High
Hopes." Frank Sinatra on the stereo—before CDs, even, before alot of things—iced teaand Cokein
tall glasses on a Sunday afternoon, aunts and uncles sitting around the kitchen, football on thetelevisonin
the living room beside atable with alead-crystd vase of the last purple chrysanthemums from the garden.
The smell of late Sunday afternoon, tangy but alittle thin, the last of the weekend before the big yellow
school bus |abored by on Monday morning.

Jennie and Rachel, of course, see none of this. They hear light-hearted words in agood baritone and a
sample rhythm they could follow, hope and couragein slly doggerd. They are ddlighted. They joininthe
chorus after McHabe has sung it afew times, then sing him three songs popular at Block dances, then
make him more 'ade, then begin to ask questions about the Outside. Simple questions. What did people
eat? Where did they get it? What did they wear? The three of them are till at it when | go to bed, my
arthritisfinally starting to ache, glancing at Mamie's closed door with a sadness| hadn't expected and
can't name.

"That son-of-a-bitch better never come near me again,” Mamie says the next morning. The day is sunny
and | St by our onewindow, knitting a blanket to loosen my fingers, wondering if the donated wool came
from Chinese or Korean sheep. Rachel has gone with Jennie on alabor call to degpen awell in Block E;
people had been talking about doing that for weeks, and gpparently someone findly got around to
organizing it. Mamie dumps at the table, her eyesred from crying. "1 caught him screwing Mary
Debarton." Her voice splinters like atwo-year-old's. "Mama—he was screwing Mary Delbarton.”

"Let himgo, Mamie"

"I'd bedoneagain." She saysit with acertain dignity, which doesn't last. "That son-of-a-bitch goes off
with that dut one day after we're engaged and I'm fucking done again!”

| don't say anything; there isn't anything to say. Mami€'s husband died €l even years ago, when Rachel
was only five, of an experimentd cure being tested by government doctors. The colonies were guinea
pigs. Seventeen peoplein four colonies died, and the government discontinued funding and madeit a
crime for anyoneto go in and out of adisease colony. Too great arisk of contamination, they said. For
the protection of the citizens of the country.

"Hell never touch me again!” Mamie says, tears on her lashes. One dips down aninch until it hitsthefirst
of the disease ropes, then travel s Sdeways towards her mouth. | reach over and wipeit away.
"Goddamn fucking son-of-a-bitch!"

By evening, she and Peter are holding hands. They sit Side by side, and hisfingers cregp up her thigh
under what they think isthe cover of the table. Mamie dips her hand under his buttocks. Rachd and
Jennielook away, Jennie flushing dightly. | have abrief flash of memory, of thekind | haven't had for
years. mysdlf at eighteen or so, my first year at Y ae, in ahuge brass bed with amodern geometric-print
bedspread and a red-headed man | met three hours ago. But here, Inside.. . .here sex, like everything
else, moves so much dowly, so much more carefully, so much more privately. For such along time
people were afraid that this disesse, like that other earlier one, might be transmitted sexualy. And then
there was the shame of one's ugly body, crisscrossed with ropes of disease. I'm not sure that Rachel has
ever seen aman naked.

| say, for the sake of saying something, " So there's a Block dance Wednesday."
"Block B," Jennie said. Her blue eyes sparkled. "With the band that played |ast summer for Block E."



"Guitars?"

"Oh, no! They've got atrumpet and aviolin,” Rachel says, clearly impressed. ™Y ou should hear how they
sound together, Gram—it'salot different than guitars. Cometo the dance!"

"l don't think so, honey. Is Dr. McHabe going?' From both their faces | know this guessisright.

Jennie says hesitantly, "He wantsto talk to you first, before the dance, for afew minutes. If that's dl
right.”

Why?

"I'mnot . . .not exactly surel know dl of it." She doesn't meet my eyes: unwilling to tell me, unwilling to
lie. Most of the children Inside, | redizefor thefirst time, are not liars. Or elsethey're bad ones. They're
good at privacy, but it must be an honest privacy.

"Will you seehim?' Rachel sayseagerly.
"Il seehim."

Mamie looks away from Peter long enough to add sharply, "If it's anything about you or Jennie, he should
see me, miss, not your grandmother. I'm your mother and Jenni€'s guardian, and don't you forget it."

"No, Mama," Rachel says.
"| don't like your tone, misd™

"Sorry," Rachdl says, in the same tone. Jennie drops her eyes, embarrassed. But before Mamie can get
redly started on indignant materna neglect, Peter whispers something in her ear and she claps her hand
over her mouth, giggling.

Later, when just the two of usareleft in the kitchen, | say quietly to Rachel, "Try not to upset your
mother, honey. Shecan't helpit.”

"Yes, Gram," Rachd saysobediently. But | hear the dishelief in her tone, a disbelief muted by her love
for me and even for her mother, but nonethel essthere. Rachd doesn't believe that Mamie can't helpiit.
Rachel, born Insde, can't possibly help her own ignorance of what it isthat Mamie thinks she has logt.

* % %

On his second visit to me six dayslater, just before the Block dance, Tom McHabe seems different. I'd
forgotten that there are people who radiate such energy and purpose that they seem to set the very air
tingling. He stands with hislegs braced dightly apart, flanked by Rachel and Jennie, both dressed in their
other skirtsfor the dance. Jennie has woven ared ribbon through her blonde curls; it glows like aflower.
McHabe touches her lightly on the shoulder, and | redlize from her answering look what must be
happening between them. My throat tightens.

"I want to be honest with you, Mrs. Pratt. I've talked to Jack Stevenson and Mary Kramer, aswell as
some othersin Blocks C and E, and I've gotten afed for how you live here. A little bit, anyway. I'm
going to tell Mr. Stevenson and Mrs. Kramer what | tell you, but | wanted you to befirgt."

"Why?' | say, more harshly than | intend. Or think | intend.

Heian't fazed. "Because you're one of the oldest survivors of the disease. Because you had astrong
education Outside. Because your daughter's husband died of axoperidine.”



At the same moment that | realize what McHabe is going to say next, | redizetoo that Rachel and Jennie
have dready heard it. They listen to him with the dightly open-mouthed intensity of children hearing a
marvelous but familiar tale. But do they understand? Rachd wasn't present when her father findly died,
gasping for ar hislungs couldn't use.

McHabe, watching me, says, "There's been alot of research on the disease since those deaths, Mrs.
Pratt.”

"No. There hasn't. Too risky, your government said.”

| seethat he caught the pronoun. "Actua administration of any curesisillegd, yes. To minimize contact
with communicables”

"So how hasthis 'research’ been carried on?”
"By doctorswilling to go Inside and not come out again. Datais transmitted out by laser. In code.”
"What clean doctor would be willing to go Inside and not come out again?”

McHabe smiles; again I'm struck by that quality of spontaneous energy. "Oh, you'd be surprised. We had
three doctorsinside the Pennsylvania colony. One past retirement age. Another, an old-style Cathalic,
who dedicated hisresearch to God. A third nobody could figure out, a dour persistent guy who wasa
brilliant researcher.”

Was. "And you."
"No," McHabe says quietly. "l goinand out."
"What happened to the others?'

"They're dead." He makes abrief aborted movement with hisright hand and | redlize that heis, or was, a
smoker. How long since | had reached like that for a non-existent cigarette? Nearly two decades.
Cigarettes are not among the things people donate; they're too vauable. Y et | recognize the movement
gtill. "Two of the three doctors caught the disease. They worked on themsaves aswell as volunteers.
Then one day the government intercepted the relayed data and went in and destroyed everything.”

"Why?" Jennie asks.

"Research on the diseaseisillegd. Everyone Outsideis afraid of aleak: avirus somehow getting out on a
mosquito, abird, even asaspore.”

"Nothing has gotten out in al these years," Rachd says.

"No. But the government is afraid that if researchers start splicing and intercutting genes, it could make
viruses more viable. Y ou don't understand the Outside, Rachel. Everything isillegd. Thisisthe most
repressive period in American history. Everyones afraid.”

"You'renot," Jennie says, so softly | barely hear her. McHabe gives her a smile that twists my heart.

"Some of us haven't given up. Research goeson. But it'sall underground, al theoretica. And weve
learned alot. Weve learned that the virus doesn't just affect the skin. There are—"

"Bequigt," | say, because | seethat he's about to say something important. "Be quiet aminute. Let me
think."



McHabe waits. Jennie and Rachel look at me, that glow of suppressed excitement on them both.
Eventudly | findit. ™Y ou want something, Dr. McHabe. All this research wants something from us
besides pure scientific joy. With things Outside as bad as you say, there must be plenty of diseases
Outside you could research without killing yoursdlf, plenty of need among your own people—" he nods,
his eyes gleaming "—but you're here. Indde. Why? We don't have any more new or interesting
symptoms, we barely survive, the Outside stopped caring what happened to us along time ago. We have
nothing. So why are you here?’

"Y ou'rewrong, Mrs. Pratt. Y ou do have something interesting going on here. Y ou have survived. Y our
society has regressed but not collgpsed. Y ou're functioning under conditions where you shouldn't have.”

The sameold crap. | raise my eyebrows a him. He staresinto the fire and says quietly, "To say
Washington isrioting says nothing. Y ou have to see atwe ve-year-old hurl ahomemade bomb, aman
diced open from neck to crotch because he till has ajob to go to and his neighbor doesn't, a
three-year-old | eft to starve because someone abandoned her like an unwanted kitten . . .Y ou don't
know. It doesn't happen Inside.”

"We're better than they are," Rachd says. | look a my grandchild. She saysit smply, without
self-aggrandizement, but with akind of wonder. In thefirdight the thickened gray ropes of skin across
her cheek glow dull maroon.

McHabe said, "Perhaps you are. | started to say earlier that we've learned that the virus doesn't affect
just the skin. It aters neurotransmitter receptor sitesinthe brain aswell. It'sardatively dow
transformation, which iswhy the flurry of research in the early years of the disease missed it. But it'sred,
asred asthefaster Ste-capacity transformations brought about by, say, cocaine. Are you following me,
Mrs. Pratt?'

| nod. Jennie and Rachel don't look logt, although they don't know any of this vocabulary, and |
recognize that McHabe must have explained dl thisto them, earlier, in some other terms.

"Asthe disease progresses to the brain, the receptors which recelve excitory transmitters dowly become
harder to engage, and the receptors which receive inhibiting transmitters become easier to engage.”

"Y ou mean that we become stupider.”

"Oh, no! Intelligenceisnot affected a al. The results are emotiona and behaviord, not intellectud. You
become—adl of you—camer. Disinclined to action or innovation. Mildly but definitely depressed.”

Thefire burns down. | pick up the poker, bent dightly where someone once tried to useit asacrowbar,
and poke at the log, which isa perfectly shaped molded-pulp synthetic stamped "Donated by
Weyerhaeuser-Seyyed.” "I don't fed depressed, young man.”

"It'sadepression of the nervous system, but a new kind—without the hopel essness usudly associated
with clinical depresson.”

"l don't believeyou.”

"Redlly? With al due courtesy, when was the last time you—or any of the older Block |eaders—pushed
for any sgnificant changein how you do things Insde?!

"' Sometimes things cannot be congtructively changed. Only accepted. That's not chemigry, it'sredity.”

"Not Outside," McHabe says grimly. "Outside they don't change constructively or accept. They get
violent. Ingde, you've had amost no violence since the early years, even when your resources tightened



again and again. When was the last time you tasted butter, Mrs. Pratt, or smoked a cigarette, or had a
new pair of jeans? Do you know what happens Outside when consumer goods become unavailable and
there are no policein agiven area? But Inside you just distribute whatever you have asfairly asyou can,
or make do without. No looting, no rioting, no cancerous envy. No one Outside knew why. Now we
do."

"Wehaveenvy."
"But it doesn't erupt into anger.”

Each time one of us speaks, Jennie and Rachel turn their heads to watch, like rapt spectators at tennis.
Which neither of them has ever seen. Jenni€'s kin glows like pearl.

"Our young people aren't violent either, and the disease hasn't advanced very far in some of them.”
"They learn how to behave from their eders—just like kids everywhere e se.”

"| don't fedl depressed.”

"Doyou fed energetic?'

"l have arthritis”

"That'snot what | mean."

"What do you mean, Doctor?"

Again that restless, furtive reach for anon-existent cigarette. But hisvoiceis quiet. "How long did it teke
you to get around to applying that insecticide | got Rachel for the termites? She told me you forbid her to
doit, and I think you were right; it's dangerous stuff. How many days went by before you or your
daughter spread it around?”

Thechemicd is4till initscan.

"How much anger are you feding now, Mrs. Prait?' he goes on. "Because | think we understand each
other, you and I, and that you guess now why I'm here. But you aren't shouting or ordering me out of
here or even tdling me what you think of me. Y ou'relistening, and you're doing it camly, and you're
accepting what | tell you even though you know what | want you to—"

The door opens and he breaks off. Mamie flouncesin, followed by Peter. She scowls and stamps her
foot. "Where were you, Rachel ? Weve been standing outside waiting for you dl for ten minutes now!
The dance has dready started!”

"A few more minutes, Mama. Weretaking."
"Taking? About what? What's going on?"

"Nothing,"” McHabe says. "'l was just asking your mother some questions about life Insde. I'm sorry we
took so long."

"Y ou never ask me questions about life Inade. And besides, | want to dance!™
McHabe says, "If you and Peter want to go ahead, I'll bring Rachel and Jennie."

Mamie chews her bottom lip. | suddenly know that she wantsto walk up the street to the dance between



Peter and McHabe, an arm linked with each, the girlstrailing behind. McHabe meets her eyes steadily.
"Well, if that'swhat you want," she says pettishly. "Come on, Pete!" She closesthe door hard.

| look a McHabe, unwilling to voice the question in front of Rachel, trusting him to know the argument |
want to make. He does. "In clinica depression, there's dways been asmall percentage for whom the
illnessis manifested not as passivity but asirritability. It may be the same. We don't know.”

"Gram," Rachdl says, asif she can't contain hersdf any longer, "he hasacure.”

"For the skin manifestation only,” McHabe says quickly, and | see that he wouldn't have chosen to blurt it
out that way. Not for the effects on the brain.”

| say, despite mysdlf, "How can you cure one without the other?!

He runs his hand through his hair. Thick, brown hair. | watch Jennie watch his hand. "Skin tissue and
brain tissue aren't alike, Mrs. Pratt. The virus reaches both the skin and the brain at the sametime, but
the changes to brain tissue, which is much more complex, take much longer to detect. And they can't be
reversed—nervetissue is non-regenerative. If you cut your fingertip, it will eventually break down and
replace the damaged cdllsto hed itsdf. Shit, if you're young enough, you can grow an entire new
fingertip. Something like that iswhat we think our cure will stimulate the skinto do.

"But if you damage your cortex, those cdlls are gone forever. And unless another part of the brain can
learn to compensate, whatever behavior those cells governed is aso changed forever.”

"Changed into depression, you mean.”
"Into cAmness. Into restraint of action . . .The country desperately needs restraint, Mrs. Pratt.”

"And s0 you want to take some of us Outside, cure the skin ropes, and let the ‘depression’ spread: the
restraint,’ the'downesstoact' . . ."

"We have enough action out there. And no one can control it—it'sal the wrong kind. What we need
now isto dow everything down alittle—before there's nothing | eft to dow down."

"Y oud infect awhole popul ation—"
"Sowly. Gently. For their own good—"
"Isthat up to you to decide?’

"Congdering the dlternative, yes. Because it works. The colonieswork, despite al your deprivations.
And they work because of the disease!”

"Each new case would have skin ropes—"
"Which well then cure”
"Doesyour curework, Doctor? Rachdl's father died of acure like yours™

"Not like ours,” he says, and | hear in hisvoice the utter conviction of the young. Of the energetic. Of the
Outside. "Thisisnew, and medicdly completely different. Thisistheright srain.”

"And you want meto try this new right strain asyour guineapig.”



Thereisamoment of dectric slence. Eyes shift: gray, blue, brown. Even before Rachd risesfrom her
stool or McHabe says, "We think the best chances to avoid scarring are with young people without
heavy skin manifestations,”" | know. Rachel puts her arms around me. And Jennie—Jennie with thered
ribbon woven in her hair, stting on her broken chair as on athrone, Jennie who never heard of
neurotransmitters or dow viruses or risk caculations—says smply, "It hasto be me," and looks at
McHabe with eyes shining with love.

| say no. | send McHabe away and say no. | reason with both girls and say no. They look unhappily at
each other, and | wonder how long it will be before they redlize they can act without permission, without
obedience. But they never have.

We arguefor nearly an hour, and then | insist they go on to the dance, and that | go with them. The night
iscold. Jennie puts on her swester, a heavy hand-knitted garment that covers her shapelesdy from neck

to knees. Rachel drags on her coat, a black donated synthetic frayed at cuffs and hem. Aswe go out the
door, she stops me with ahand on my arm.

"Gram—why did you say no?'
"Why?Honey, I've been telling you for an hour. Therisk, thedanger . . ."

"Isit that? Or—" | can fed her in the darkness of the hdll, gathering hersdlf together "—or isit—don't be
mad, Gram, please don't be mad at me—isit because the cureisanew thing, achange? A . . .different
thing you don't want because it's exciting? Like Tom said?"

"No, itisn't that," | say, and fed her tense beside me, and for thefirgt timein her life | don't know what
the tenang means.

We go down the street towards Block B. Theré'samoon and stars, tiny high pinpoints of cold light.
Block B isfurther lit by kerosene lamps and by torches stuck in the ground in front of the pedling
barracks walls that form the cheerless square. Or does it only seem cheerless because of what McHabe
said? Could we have done better than this blank utilitarianism, this subdued bleskness—this peace?

Before tonight, | wouldn't have asked.

| stand in the darkness at the head of the Street, just beyond the square, with Rachel and Jennie. The
band plays acrossfrom me, avialin, guitar, and trumpet with one vave that keeps sticking. People
bundled in al the clothes they own ring the square, clustering in the circles of light around the torches,
talking in quiet voices. Six or seven couples dance dowly in the middle of the barren earth, holding each
other loosely and shuffling to aplaintive verson of "Starships and Roses." The song was a hit the yeer |
got the disease, and then had arevival adecade |ater, the year the first manned expedition left for Mars.
The expedition was supposed to set up a colony.

Arethey Hill there?
We had written no new songs.

Peter and Mamie circle among the other couples. " Starships and Roses' ends and the band begins
"Yegterday.” A turn brings Mami€sface briefly into full torchlight: it's clenched and tight, stresked with
tears.

"Y ou should sit down, Gram," Rachel says. Thisisthefirst time she's gpoken to me since we left the
barracks. Her voiceis heavy but not angry, and there is no anger in Jennie's arm as she sets down the
three-legged stool she carried for me. Neither of them isever redly angry.



Under my weight the stool sinks unevenly into the ground. A boy, twelve or thirteen years old, comes up
to Jennie and wordlessly holds out his hand. They join the dancing couples. Jack Stevenson, much more
arthritic than 1, hobbles towards me with his grandson Ha by hisside.

"Helo, Sarah. Beenalong time.”

"Hello, Jack." Thick disease ridges cross both his cheeks and snakes down his nose. Once, long ago, we
were at Yaetogether.

"Hal, go dance with Rachd," Jack says. "Give methat stoal first." Hal, obedient, exchanges the stool for
Rachd, and Jack lowers himsdlf to St besde me. "Big doings, Sarah.”

"So| hear."

"McHabetold you? All of it? He said held been to see you just before me.”

"Hetold me"

"What do you think?"

"l don't know."

"Hewants Hdl to try the cure.”

Hal. | hadn't thought. The boy'sfaceis smooth and clear, the only visible skin ridges on his right hand.
| say, "Jennie, too."

Jack nods, gpparently unsurprised. "Hal said no."

"Hd did?'

"Y ou mean Jennie didn't?' He stares at me. " Sheld even consider something as dangerous as an untried
cure—not to mention this aleged passng Outsde?'

| don't answer. Peter and Mamie dance from behind the other couples, disappear again. The song they
dancetoisdow, sad, and old.

" Jack—could we have done better here? With the colony?*

Jack watches the dancers. Finally he says, "We don't kill each other. We don't burn things down. We
don't stedl, or at least not much and not cripplingly. We don't hoard. It seemsto me we've done better
than anyone had ever hoped. Including us." His eyes search the dancersfor Hal. "He'sthe best thing in

my life, that boy."

Another rare flash of memory: Jack debating in some long-forgotten politica scienceclassat Yde, a
young man on fire. He stands braced lightly on the balls of hisfeet, leaning forward like afighter or a
dancer, the dectric lights brilliant on hisglossy black hair. Y oung women watch him with their hands quiet
on their open textbooks. He has the pro side of the debating question: Resolved: Fomenting first-strike
third-world warsis an effective method of deterring nuclear conflict among super-powers.

Abruptly the band stops playing. In the center of the square Peter and Mamie shout at each other.

"—saw the way you touched her! Y ou bastard, you faithless prick!"



"For God's sake, Mamie, not herel"

"Why not here? Y ou didn't mind dancing with her here, touching her back here, andassand . . .and . . ."
She startsto cry. People look away, embarrassed. A woman | don't know steps forward and putsa
hesitant hand on Mami€'s shoulder. Mamie shakesit off, her handsto her face, and rushes away from the
sguare. Peter stands there dumbly a moment before saying to no onein particular, "I'm sorry. Please
dance." He walks towards the band who begin, raggedly, to play "Didn't We Almost Have It All." The
song istwenty-five years old. Jack Stevenson says, "Can | help, Sarah? With your girl?

"How?'

"I don't know," he says, and of course he doesn't. He offers not out of usefulness but out of empathy,
knowing how the ugly little scenein the torchlight depresses me.

Do weadl so easly understand depression?

Rachel dances by with someone | don't know, a still-faced older man. She throws aworried glance over
his shoulder: now Jennie is dancing with Peter. | can't see Peter'sface. But | see Jenni€'s. Shelooks
directly at no one, but then she doesn't have to. The message she's sending is clear: | forbade her to
come to the dance with McHabe, but | didn't forbid her to dance with Peter and so sheis, even though
she doesn't want to, even though it's clear from her face that thistiny act of defiance terrifies her. Peter
tightenshisarm and she jerks backward againgt it, smiling hard.

KaraDesmond and Rob Cottrell come up to me, blocking my view of the dancers. They've been here as
long as|. Karahas an infant great-grandchild, one of the rare babies born aready disfigured by the
disease. Karas dress, which she wears over jeansfor warmth, istorn at the hem; her voice is soft.
"Sarah. It'sgreat to see you out." Rob says nothing. He's put on weight in the few yearssincel saw him
lagt. In the flickering torchlight hisjowly face shineswith the serenity of a diseased Buddha

It's two more dances before | redlize that Jennie has disappeared.

| look around for Rachel. She's pouring sumac teafor the band. Peter dances by with awoman not
wearing jeans under her dress; thewoman is shivering and smiling. Soit isn't Peter that Jennie left with . .

"Rob, will you wak me home?In casel sumble?' The cold is getting to my arthritis.

Rob nods, incurious. Karasays, "I'll come, too," and we leave Jack Stevenson on his stool, waiting for
histurn at hot tea. Kara chatters happily aswewalk along asfast as| can go, which isn't asfast as| want
to go. The moon has sat. The ground is uneven and the street dark except for the stars and fitful lightsin
barracks windows. Candles. Oil lamps. Once, asingle powerful glow from what | guessto be a donated
stored-solar light, the only one l've seenin along time.

Korean, Tom said.
"Youreshivering," Karasays. "Here, take my coat.” | shake my head.

| make them |leave me outside our barracks and they do, ungquestioning. Quietly | open the door to our
dark kitchen. The stove has gone out. The door to the back bedroom stands half-open, voices coming
from the darkness. | shiver again, and Kara's coat wouldn't have hel ped.

But | am wrong. The voices aren't Jennie and Peter.

"—not what | wanted to talk about just now,” Mamie says.



"But it'swhat | want to talk about.”
"Isit?"
llYall

| stand listening to the rise and fdl of their voices, to the petulancein Mami€e's, the eagernessin
McHabe's.

"Jennieisyour ward, isn't she?'

"Oh, Jennie. Y es. For another year."

"Then shelll listen to you, even if your mother . . . the decison isyours. And hers.”
"l guess 0. But | want to think about it. | need more information.”

"I'll tell you anything you ask.”

"Will you? Are you married, Dr. Thomas McHabe?'

Slence. Then hisvoice, different. "Don't do that.”

"Areyou sure? Areyou redly sure?

"I'msure”

"Redly, realy sure? That you want meto scop?'

| crossthe kitchen, hitting my knee againgt an unseen chair. In the open doorway a sky full of stars moves
into view through the termite hole in the wall.

"Q,V!"

"| said to stop it, Mrs. Wilson. Now please think about what | said about Jennie. I'll come back
tomorrow morning and you can—"

"Y ou can go graight to hell'" Mamie shouts. And then, in adifferent voice, strangely cam, "Isit because
I'm diseased? And you're not? And Jennieis not?"

"No. | swezr it, no. But | didn't come herefor this."

"No," Mamie saysin that same chill voice, and | redize that | have never heard it from her before, never,
"you cameto help us. To bring acure. To bring the Outside. But not for everybody. Only for the few
who aren't too far gone, who aren't too ugly—who you can use."

"Itisnt like that—"
"A few who you can rescue. Leaving dl therest of us heretorot, like we did before.”
"In time, research on the—"

"Time! What do you think time matters Insgde? Time matters shit here! Time only matters when someone
like you comesin from the Outsde, showing off your hedthy skin and making it even worse than it was
before with your new whole clothing and your working wristwatch and your shiny hair and your . . .your .
.." Sheissobbing. | step into the room.



"All right, Mamie. All right."

Neither of them react to seeing me. McHabe just stands there until | wave him towards the door and he
goes, not saying aword. | put my arms around Mamie and she leans against my breast and cries. My
daughter. Even through my coat | feet the thick ropy skin of her cheek pressing against me, and dl | can
think of isthat | never noticed at al that McHabe wears awristwatch.

Latethat night, after Mamie has falen into damp exhausted deep and | have lain awake tossing for hours,
Rachel cregpsinto our room to say that Jennie and Hal Stevenson have both been injected with an
experimental disease cure by Tom McHabe. She's cold and trembling, defiant in her fear, afraid of al
their terrible defiance. | hold her until she, too, deeps, and | remember Jack Stevenson as ayoung man,
classsoom lights glossy on histhick hair, spiritedly arguing in favor of the sacrifice of one civilization for
another.

Mamie leavesthe barracks early the next morning. Her eydids are till swollen and shiny from last night's
crying. | guessthat she's going to hunt up Peter, and | say nothing. We sit at the table, Rachel and |,
eating our oatmedl, not looking at each other. It's an effort to even lift the spoon. Mamieisgone along
time

Later, | pictureit. Later, when Jennie and Hal and M cHabe have come and gone, | can't stop picturing it:
Mamie walking with her swollen eydids down the muddy Streets between the barracks, acrossthe
unpaved squares with their corner vegetable gardens of rickety bean poles and the yellow-green tops of
carrots. Past the depositories with their donated Chinese and Japanese and Korean wool and wood
stoves and sheets of aloys and unguarded medicines. Past the chicken runs and goat pens. Past Central
Adminigtration, that dusty cinder-block building where people stopped keeping records maybe a decade
ago because why would you need to prove you'd been born or had changed barracks? Past the last of
the communa wells, reaching deep into acommon and plentiful water table. Mamie waking, until she
reaches therim, and is stopped, and sayswhat she cameto say.

They come afew hours later, dressed in full sani-suits and armed with automatic wegpons that don't look
American-made. | can seether faces through the clear shatter-proof plastic of their helmets. Three of
them stare frankly at my face, at Rachel's, at Hal Stevenson's hands. The other two won't ook directly at
any of us, asif viruses could be transmitted over locked gazes.

They grab Tom McHabe from his chair a the kitchen table, pulling him up so hard he sumbles, and
throw him againgt thewall. They are gentler with Rachel and Hal. One of them stares curioudy & Jennie,
frozen on the opposite Sde of the table. They don't let McHabe make any of the passonate explanations
he had been trying to make to me. When hetries, the leader hits him acrossthe face.

Rache—Rachel—throws hersdf at the man. She wraps her strong young arms and legs around him from
behind, screaming, "Stop it! Stop it!" The man shrugs her off likeafly. A second soldier pushes her into a
chair. When he looks at her face he shudders. Rachel goes on yelling, sound without words.

Jennie doesn't even scream. She dives across the table and clings to McHabe's shoulder, and whatever is
on her faceishidden by thefdl of her yelow hair.

"Shut you fucking ‘doctors down once and for dl!" the leader yells, over Rachel's noise. The words
come through his helmet as clearly asif he weren't wearing one. "Think you can just go on coming Inside
and Outsde and diseasing usd|?'

"|—" McHabe says.
"Fuck it!" the leader says, and shoots him.



McHabe dumps againgt the wal. Jennie grabs him, desperately trying to haul him up upright. The soldier
firesagain. The bullet hits Jenni€s wrist, shattering the bone. A third shot, and McHabe didesto the
floor.

The soldiersleave. Thereislittle blood, only two small holes where the bullets went in and stayed in. We
didn't know, Inside, that they have gunslike that now. We didn't know bullets could do that. We didn't
know.

"Youdidit," Rachd says.

"l did it for you,” Mamie says. "l did!" They stand across the kitchen from each other, Mamie pinned
againg the door she just closed behind her when she finaly came home, Rachel standing in front of the
wall where Tom died. Jennie lies sedated in the bedroom. Hal Stevenson, his young face anguished
because he had been usdless againgt five armed soldiers, had run for the doctor who livesin Barracks J,
who had been found setting the leg of agoat.

"Youdidit. You." Her voiceisdull, heavy. Scream, | want to say. Rachdl, scream.

"| did it so you would be safel”

"Youdidit so | would betrapped Insde. Like you."

"Y ou never thought it was atrap!" Mamie cries. "'Y ou were the one who was happy here!™
"And you never will be. Never. Not here, not anyplace else.”

| close my eyes, to not see the terrible maturity on my Rachd'sface. But the next moment she'sachild
again, pushing past me to the bedroom with afurious sob, damming the door behind her.

| face Mamie. "Why?'

But she doesn't answer. And | seethat it doesn't matter; | wouldn't have believed her anyway. Her mind
isnot her own. It isdepressed, ill. | haveto believe that now. She's my daughter, and her mind has been
affected by the ugly ropes of skin that disfigure her. Sheisthe victim of disease, and nothing she says can

changeanything a dl.

It'salmost morning. Rachel standsin the narrow aide between the bed and the wall, folding clothes. The
bedspread il bears the imprint of Jennie's deeping shape; Jennie hersdf was carried by Hal Stevenson
to her own barracks, where she won't have to see Mamie when she wakes up. On the crude shelf beside
Rachd the oil lamp burns, throwing shadows on the newly whole wall that smells of termite exterminator.

She has few enough clothesto pack. A pair of bluetights, old and clumsily darned; a sweater with pulled
threads; two more pairs of socks; her other skirt, the one she wore to the Block dance. Everything else
she dready hason.

"Rachd," | say. She doesn't answer, but | see what silence cogts her. Even such asmall defiance, even
now. Y et sheisgoing. Usng McHabe's contacts to go Outsde, leaving to find the underground medical
research outfit. If they have developed the next stage of the cure, the one for people aready disfigured,
shewill takeit. Perhaps even if they have not. And as she goes, she will contaminate as much as she can
with her disease, depressive and non-aggressve. Communicable.

She thinks she has to go. Because of Jennie, because of Mamie, because of McHabe. Sheis Sixteen
years old, and she believes—even growing up Inside, she believes this—that she must do something.
Evenif it isthewrong thing. To do the wrong thing, she has decided, is better than to do nothing.



Shehasno redl ideaof Outside. She has never watched television, never stood in abread line, never
seen acrack den or adasher movie. She cannot define napam, or political torture, or neutron bomb, or
gang rape. To her, Mamie, with her confused and sdf-justifying fear, represents the height of cruelty and
betrayd; Peter, with his shambling embarrassed lewdness, the epitome of danger; the theft of achicken,
thelast word in crimindlity. She has never heard of Auschwitz, Cawnpore, the Inquigtion, gladiatorid
games, Nat Turner, Pol Pot, Stalingrad, Ted Bundy, Hiroshima, My Lai, Wounded Knee, Babi Yar,
Bloody Sunday, Dresden or Dachau. Raised with akind of menta inertia, she knows nothing of the
savage inertiaof destruction, that once set in motion in acivilization is as hard to stop asadisesse.

| don't think she can find the underground researchers, no matter how much McHabe told her. | don't
think her passage Outside will spread enough infection to make any difference at dl. | don't think it's
possible that she can get very far before sheis picked up and either returned Inside or killed. She cannot
change the world. It'stoo old, too entrenched, too vicious, too there. She will fail. Thereisno force
stronger than destructive inertia

| get my things reedy to go with her.



