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Chapter
Get All the Jabs - by Pixie Beldona. Copyright 2019

If Mrs. Ellen Patterson had any hair left, she would have torn it out at once.  
Instead, she only had her lime-colored wig, carefully fashioned into ringlets, and 
removing it was less than satisfactory.  The event hall at Victory hotel was 
booked out for months and Ellen didn’t know what they were going to do.  
Patting her shiny bald head, she allowed herself a second to mourn the loss of 
her silky, brown hair that had never grown back after the last optional chemical 
treatment.  Optional.  Ellen smirked.  Everything was “optional,” everything was 
a “choice,” yet she never had the luxury of turning any treatment down.  Such a 
thing would instantly be noticed by her society friends and Ellen could not have 
that; no she could not have that.  Back the wig went on her smooth head.

Mr. Patterson was running late and the kids were wandering the city with 
their friends.  They three didn’t know the crisis she was in.  Ellen pressed a hand 
to her fluttering heart.  She would find an event hall that was open.  Not much 
time left, what with the twins turning thirteen in only a couple of weeks.  
Already friends and relatives had started to ask, suspicious that partying might 
be going on without them.  Oh, sometimes Mrs. Patterson wanted to scream at it 
all, but it was no use.  Only one way remained now, and that was to have the 
Plus party for Alex and Suzy.  Ellen closed her hazel eyes, mentally ticking off all 
of the notable event halls in Minnepaul.  There was the Old Orpheum, the New 
Orpheum, the Roosevelt, the Jenner, the Salk…the New Haven.  Oh, but there 
were so many others!  

Ellen resolved to spend the next few hours in the computer room shouting 
questions and commands at Sybil, one of their household robots.  Mr. Patterson 
would say Sybil was being overworked, but all the robot needed was a good 
battery charge and she’d be good as new the next day.  The Pattersons had 
owned Sybil since they were in college.  Mr. Patterson—David—had built Sybil 
from scratch and for a highly amusing date had taught Ellen how to program her.  
Ever since, Sybil had been Mrs. Patterson’s special pet and she took upon all 
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maintenance herself, as Mr. Patterson built evermore complicated robots like 
Drake, who was now staring at her expectantly.

“The hall is booked out, you say?  Of course it is.  Thank you, Drake.  You 
may spend the afternoon cleaning the yard.”  The Pattersons’ high-rise 
apartment building had a tiny yard that wound around the place which sported 
exactly five trees.

“There are many leaves, Ellen.”
“Yes.  Tree branches, too.”  As Drake whirred away to begin work, Mrs. 

Patterson couldn’t help but think of the news that morning that tree leaves were 
now causing severe allergic reactions.  It was amazing to her that trees even 
survived in Minnepaul as every speck of earth was covered with a 
hypoallergenic springy material made of a plastic amalgam.  And now they 
would have to do without them, too.  Well, it couldn’t be helped.  What if 
someone died from an allergic attack?  What if more than one someone died?  
Ellen shuddered.  They hadn’t yet invented a jab for allergies.  What was taking 
them so long?

Blip, blip, blip.  Blip, blip, blip.  It was Mrs. Mortar on the phone. Mrs. Mortar 
was Ellen’s best friend.  Her oldest daughter was fourteen and the Mortar Plus 
party last year had been something for the ages.  Mrs. Patterson touched the 
screen.

“Hi, hi, hi!” Like any good socialite, Mrs. Mortar traveled the city by limotaxi 
with a human driver.  As all of the cars in Minnepaul were self-driving, the 
drivers mostly twiddled their thumbs and collected gossip of the higher classes 
to share with the tabloids.  Mrs. Mortar’s first name was Rebecca and as a child 
she’d had carrot red hair and a dusting of freckles.  Nowadays, like so many 
others, she sported a fashionable pale blue chemo wig and freckle free skin, 
courtesy of the latest laser surgery, which left barely a scar under the red pustules 
on her cheeks.  The pustules were called the city tattoo in slang and had been a 
part of Minnepaul for many years.  Like her friends, Rebecca plastered her 
pustules with a soothing, multicolored paste or even glitter if the occasion 
warranted it.  Ellen thought to herself that she barely noticed the pustules now. 

“Rebecca,” Ellen winked.  “What have you been up to, you minx?”
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“Only bringing Delia to her weekly clinic appointment.  It’s mandatory after 
the Plus,  you know.”

Mrs. Patterson did know and wondered how the twins would deal with that.  
They had never been to clinic, not even to be born.  It would come as a shock to 
them.  Maybe she could soften things a bit by bringing them to her next chemo 
treatment, the radiation one, too.  Mr. Patterson did scold her often for not raising 
them properly. 

“Show me what you bought,” Ellen grinned, hoping her false teeth weren’t 
crooked.  As a precaution, all of the socialites in the city had their teeth removed.  
Infected teeth were a cause of infection in the body proper, and it was just as well 
not to have teeth, most people found.  Manufactured teeth could easily be 
replaced no matter what happened.

“Alright,” Mrs. Mortar sighed as if it were a chore, but Ellen knew better.  The 
clinic the Mortars went to boasted one of the fanciest shopping centers in the city.  
The blue-haired woman held a long rope of clear fabric up to the taxi screen.  
Ellen pushed a button on her desk screen, causing a hologram of the fabric to 
appear on the desk in front of her.  The material looked a bit like the old cling 
wrap mothers had once used to cover long-extinct dishes of jello and plum 
pudding. 

“What it is, dear?”
“Only the latest it item on the market, Mrs. P: a Wish It dress!”  Mrs. Mortar 

closed her green eyes and suddenly the hologram became an orange sequined 
sheath with tassels on the shoulders and diamonds around the collar.  Mrs. 
Patterson gasped.  “Isn’t it amazing?  You really must get that brain implant, 
Ellen, dear, I don’t know how you live without one.”  Brain implants were worth 
twelve years of Mr. Patterson’s salary.  Ellen wouldn’t be getting one installed for 
a very long time and would continue to miss out on all of the technological 
innovations associated with them.  Not that she minded.  Implants weren’t as 
interesting as robots.  She and David both thought rewiring and programming 
Sybil and Drake as sufficient time enjoying advanced technology. 

“It’s amazing!” Ellen agreed with a wide smile. 
“Oh,” Rebecca pouted.  “I can see you thinking of your precious robots, 
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sweetie.  Really, with the invention of brain implants robots will soon be ancient 
history.”

Mrs. Patterson nodded in agreement.  So many once ordinary things were 
now nearly extinct—aging, disease, food.  Sometimes, just sometimes, she 
wondered if all this innovation itself would one day become ancient history.  
Would humanity be so scientifically perfect that nothing else could be done for 
it?

Alex and Suzy went where all the kids did after school: to a Punch & Juice 
shop.  One could never get too many vitamins, after all.  The shop took raw 
materials known to the rich and famous as “food,” extracted all of the vitamins 
from them, and added delicious flavors.  Alex preferred blueberry, where Suzy 
always ordered a chocolate-strawberry smoothie.  They daren’t tell any of their 
friends, but once when they were six, their older brother Charlie had brought 
them to a friend’s house.  The friend was illegally growing berries in his 
basement.  They’d tried two blackberries each and were shocked at the strange 
taste.  Charlie and his friend had chuckled down at them, saying eating 
unmanufactured nutrition was the best high around.  Charlie hadn’t been 
allowed to see his friend after that. 

While sipping their drinks in the noisy eating room, the twins watched the 
ads on the shop screens.  The most popular commercial was for The Plus, a 
onetime jab that you could only have once you turned thirteen.  Alex and Suzy 
would be thirteen in exactly two weeks and were waiting for their mother to 
announce the day they could invite their friends to their Plus Party. 

The Plus, now on sale!  A single jab providing over one hundred immunizations that 
will last you for your entire life!  From the company that brought you the jab for the 
common cold—The Charleston Corporation!  Imagine: A lifetime of no sickness, no 
diseases, no fevers, or coughs, or runny noses.  No days spent praying to the porcelain 
god!  For ages thirteen and up.  Must have permission of the Minnepaul government…

As the commercial ran off into the standard disclaimers, Suzy’s attention 
wandered back to the eating room.  She was almost finished with her smoothy, 
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but wasn’t quite satisfied.  She wanted something to chew on, but there was 
nothing, only rice chips and she and her brother both hated those.  The room had 
emptied somewhat, but was still mostly full, and Suzy  noticed a dark-haired girl 
sitting all by herself at the next table.  The girl looked to be about their age, but 
Suzy couldn’t be sure, and the girl was laughing to herself, but wasn’t holding a 
hand screen.  The girl placed her drink down on her table with a smack and 
stared hard at the eating room screen that was just changing to its regular 
programming, an afternoon talk show.  As usual, the hosts seemed both too 
cheery and too severe as they talked audience members through family 
problems. 

“A lifetime!” the dark-haired girl suddenly laughed loudly.  Alex and Suzy 
exchanged glances and he, too, put down his drink. “A lifetime?  Who are they 
kidding?  The Plus is a joke!”  Silence suddenly reigned in the eating room as 
everyone stopped to stare at the giggling girl.  She ignored their startled glances. 

Suzy felt panic rise up in her throat.  This girl, this kid, was questioning a jab.  
No one questioned jabs, not ever.  It was severely frowned upon.  Jabs were 
Minnepaul’s greatest miracle, the cure for everything that ailed one. 

“What’s wrong with her?” Alex whispered.
“An attack…” Suzy racked her brain, coming up with an ancient word she’d 

found once in dad’s dictionary, “…of giddiness.”
“Huh?” Alex scratched his head.
“Hey, kid, what’s wrong with you?” An older man a few tables away asked.  

He was working on a banana juice drink and order of rice chips.  His dark skin 
sported the Minnepaul tattoo, red dots and pustules that never went away.  No 
one had these in the Patterson family, but allergies often skipped families. No 
one knew why. 

The dark-haired girl turned to him with merry eyes and a smile.  She shook 
her head.  “Don’t you get it?  The Plus!  They’re total liars!  You can’t promise 
immunity forever.  It’s not possible!”  At this, everyone gasped in shock.

“Is she questioning The Plus or all jabs?” Alex whispered furtively, his brown 
hair tickling Suzy’s ear as he leaned in so that no one would overhear them. 

“Not possible?”  The rice chips man looked as baffled as everyone else.  The 
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girl might have just as easily have told them the sun didn’t come up in the East.  
Where had she gone to school?  “But, but it’s a-a jab.”

“Exactly.”  The girl crossed her arms. 
“But the science is safe,” Suzy mumbled, barely above a whisper. 
“The science is sound, the science is settled.”  Alex finished the mantra they 

said every day in school.  How was it possible this girl didn’t know all of that?
“What did you say, child?” 
Alex and Suzy shrunk down even further in their seats, as did everyone else 

as a serene-faced blonde woman traipsed into the room.  Her lips smiled out in 
epic proportions and her wrinkle-less, spotless skin shone with unearthly 
brilliance.  Upon seeing that overpowering smile, the dark-haired girl’s smile 
dropped and her face turned a chalk white.  Under their table, Suzy grasped at 
Alex’s trembling hand.  The woman was a H.I., or Health Inspector.  They kept 
the public peace and once upon a time had been called peace officers and wore 
blue.  The H.I.s nowadays wore white and little white hats with gold stars on 
them. 

“Oh, H…I…!  Nice to meet ya.”  Bravely the girl waved a hand at the 
inspector. 

“Mmm.  Hello there, little girl.” The woman bent down, her hair falling softly 
across one perfect cheek.  “Now what were you saying to all of these nice people 
about the Plus?”

“I don’t remember,” the girl said, and clamped her lips shut.
“Oh I think you do.”  The H.I. surveyed the girl and straightened up.  “How 

about anyone else in here?  You remember what she said?”  Everyone—Alex, 
Suzy, their classmates, and all the adults—stared hard at the spongey foam floor 
that was colored to look like black tile. 

“Well.”  The H.I. placed a hand on one thin hip.  “Good thing everything in 
Minnepaul restaurants is recorded.”  She pulled out the inspector’s primary tool, 
which was a universal remote that worked on absolutely everything.  She clicked 
off the afternoon talk show on the Punch & Juice screen and it went dark.  With 
the click of another button an overhead recording of the eating room popped up.  
There was the girl finishing up her drink, and there were Suzy and Alex talking 
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about their plans for their party.  Everyone’s eyes lowered again when the 
recording got to the part with the girl laughing and saying those awful things 
about the Plus.

The H.I. tutted.  “Oh, my dear.  But of course the Plus offers lifetime 
immunity.  That’s what all jabs do, that’s their job, dear.  The science is very 
settled on that, ever since Dr. Jenner and the smallpox—”

“The common cold jab we take every single day doesn’t offer lifetime 
immunity.  It barely covers a day.”  The words seemed to come out of their own 
accord.  Despite her fear, the dark-haired girl still said what she thought.  Suzy 
thought that impressive, but something she could never, ever do.  The inspector 
stared down at her with a startled look on her face, and her inaction emboldened 
the girl to say more: “Lifetime immunity to any and all diseases?  That’s heaven 
on earth, that’s utopia.  It’s not possible!” The H.I.’s cheeks had two red spots on 
them and her eyebrows turned down.  “And-and-Jenner!  People who got his 
vaccine still got the smallpox!”

After finishing off with that insane statement, the dark-haired girl crossed her 
arms and poked a foot under her table to push her chair as far away from the 
blond woman as possible. 

“You’re lying.  She’s a liar.”  The rice chip man laughed uncomfortably.  “Call 
the funny farm.  You know the funny farm, kids?”  The twins shook their heads, 
but guessed it was probably the Quiet Room.  Everyone who refused to keep the 
peace went to the Quiet Room.

“The science is safe!” The Health Inspector finally spat out.  In two steps, she 
yanked the dark-haired girl up from her chair.  The girl’s eyes wildly searched 
the room, pleading for someone to help her.  But no one would.  No one ever did, 
not even family.  Alex and Suzy still remembered the day their older brother was 
taken away.  Mr. and Mrs. Patterson hadn’t lifted a finger. 

“The science is sound!” The H.I.’s shrill voice rang out in the rapidly 
emptying room.

“The science is settled!” Alex shouted, ignoring Suzy plea for him to keep 
quiet.

“Just so, young man, just so.  Clearly, you need more work at your school 
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lessons, child.”  Swiftly, the woman clamped plastic handcuffs on the girl’s 
skinny wrists and led her away to the padded white car all of the Health 
Inspectors commanded. 

Suzy let out her breath with a whoosh as soon as they were gone.  Now it was 
just the twins left in the eating room.  The rice chip man had placed his bowl on 
the escalator belt and was heading out after the inspector and the girl, filming 
with his handscreen the whole time.  Alex scratched his forehead.

“Sooz, why would anyone question a jab?  Doesn’t she believe in science?”
“I’ve heard about them,” Suzy responded.  “Nonbelievers.  I’ve never seen 

one in person before.”
It was an odd incident, but the twins quickly forgot about it as children are 

apt to with things they don’t quite understand.  They threw their recyclables in 
the bins and made their way home, following the street signs instead of the soft 
multicolored lights that so many of their peers used.  The lights, and the pleasant 
chimes they emanated were supposed to be soothing, but the twins just found 
them distracting.  But somehow other children were calmed by these things and 
no longer got lost on their way home or wandered into traffic, climbing over the 
soft barriers on an unknown quest.  The Patterson children didn’t need blinking 
lights to feel calm or find their way.  Their minds were clear, and they had no 
trouble following lettered signs.  The need for the lights and the soothing sounds, 
was something Minnepaul now called the Izm.  Like allergies, the Izm skipped 
families and some members of families.  Again, no one seemed to know why, but 
people with the Izm had trouble focusing on tasks.  Some improved over time, 
but most didn’t.  A lot ended up in the Quiet Room.

“Do you think she has Izm?” Suzy asked.
“Didn’t seem like it.” Alex shrugged.  “She looked the inspector in the eye.”
“Oh yeah.” That was the biggest trouble for people with Izm. They had 

trouble connecting with their fellow humans, though Suzy always felt they really 
wanted to.  They always seemed ready with a message they couldn’t quite form 
the words to say.

Mr. Patterson always came home late from work.  His family didn’t really 
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understand what he did, and he didn’t blame them.  For most Minnepaul 
citizens, their city was their world, but he and his colleagues knew that though it 
seemed their safe streets, avenues, business districts and neighborhoods went on 
forever, that wasn’t true.  Minnepaul had borders, squishy, specially-made foam-
plastic walls that were so tall they nearly blocked out the sun, or what 
Minnepaul still got of the sun.  The steady increase of allergies meant an increase 
in sun allergies, and so special screens were being built all over the city, and 
vitamin D added twofold to their daily nutrition intake.

What was beyond the city limits, Mr. Patterson didn’t know.  Their cameras 
only stared out into desert.  It was rumored that there were a very few people 
that survived out there, apart from Minnepaul, but they had no nutrition and no 
jabs, so their lives surely didn’t have much quality.  Mr. Patterson’s oldest son 
was out there.  He hoped he was.  Or maybe not.  Was it better to be living and in 
bad health?  Was that really better?  Most parents would wish their children dead 
than the possibility of getting an illness or a disease.  Mr. Patterson shuddered.  
The last disease he and Mrs. Patterson had witnessed was long ago when they 
were teens.  A schoolmate had gotten measles, largely due to the fact that so 
many people still would not take the lifesaving jabs at that time.  The baffling 
thing had been the student’s mother, who did not take him in to the health clinic, 
but fed him the solid nutrition still available at the time, actual food of fruits and 
vegetables and a special sweet potato soup she made herself.  

The mother had seemed to think that with vitamins her boy would fight off 
the disease.  She also let him sit in the sun, which at that time was just not done.  
Everyone was worried that the boy would go blind, and the Health Inspectors 
almost took the boy away from is parents, but miraculously, he recovered to full 
health.  Both David Patterson and Ellen (Jacobson at the time) had marveled 
when they learned their friend had never had a single jab in his life.

“But surely,” Ellen had said.  “Surely it’s much better to never get a disease, 
even if one can fight it off?”

“No guarantee you will or won’t get something.”  Mr. Patterson had pushed 
his boxy glasses up on his nose.  “Though the modern jabs are nearing total 
prevention.  In our lifetime, Ellen, we may see a day when no one will ever get 
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sick again.”  Ellen had spent a lot of time talking with their friend’s mom in those 
days.  She was just so curious about that family’s way of life, she told David, and 
was trying to turn them around to see that jabs were the better path and always 
had been.  Unusually quiet after that family had moved away, David had asked 
Ellen a penny for her thoughts.

“Oh.”  She’d shrugged.  “It’s just that…Jimmy’s mother never got any jabs 
either.”

“What?” David had been incredulous. 
“And she had chicken pox as a child. The chicken pox! Can you imagine?” 

They had both commented how Jimmy’s mom always looked, well, disease-free. 
How was one supposed to know if someone wasn’t up to date on their jabs, after 
all?

But that was part of Mr. Patterson’s job now, making sure those who didn’t 
get jabs never came in contact with those who did.  To the average citizen of 
Minnepaul this would have seemed a nonsensical task; everyone took their jabs 
every day.  It wasn’t a law, but, well, one just did it for good health, didn’t they? 
And with the Plus taking over, soon there wouldn’t be daily jabs, but one jab.  
One for a lifetime.  

Mr. Patterson took off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. Even after seven 
corrective laser surgeries, his eyes still hurt, the edges of his vision permanently 
blurry.  Glasses were considered antiquated, but he found the magnified lenses 
helped with reading and gave him the look of an authority figure. Blinking at the 
wall-sized screen before him, he stared out into the desert.  It was the same 
stretch every day, and Mr. Patterson felt he had memorized every grain of sand 
by now.  He kept busy during his shift by putting together the special arm 
bracelets that those non-jabbed people had to wear when visiting the city.  Most 
visitors refused the bracelets until they understood just how very afraid the 
government of Minnepaul was of them. 

“You really think I have a disease?” One had questioned Mr. Patterson once.
“You.”  He had paused, getting control of his fear. “You have everything.”
The visitor had been prepared to laugh, but his eyes instead inexplicably filled 

with tears.
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“But, the science…”
“The science is safe,” Mr. Patterson had assured him.
The bracelets weren’t one hundred percent effective, but they put a forcefield, 

a bubble, around the visitors that only a specially trained government worker 
like himself could see. The bracelets themselves looked like nothing more than 
wrist screens that citizens often wore, especially for telling the time. 

Sometimes Mr. Patterson did not understand Mr. Gambol, his boss.  
Everyone’s boss, actually.  Mr. Gambol seemed to think that in the coming years 
they would get more and more non-jabbed visitors, that Minnepaul was part of 
some sort of tourist route.

“But where do they come from?” His colleagues whispered among 
themselves. “And why are they coming to tour the city when they should be 
asking for food and shelter?”

Mr. Patterson didn’t want to meet anymore visitors.  Who in their right mind 
would want to be around a person that wasn’t disease-free?

“Ah, David.”  Mr. Gambol walked into the room with his secretary, Mrs. Slade 
hot on his heels.  Mrs. Slade was always pushing papers under Mr. Gambol’s 
nose to get him to sign away at them.  Signing papers appeared to be his boss’s 
main job and Mr. Patterson didn’t feel so bad about having to stare at the desert 
all day. 

Mr. Patterson head bobbed at the large, smiling man while Mrs. Slade patted 
her carefully curled hair and handed sheaf over sheaf of papers into his meaty 
hands.  Murmuring an apology, Mr. Patterson took his hand screen and 
expanded it into a handy clip board.  Her job done for the moment, the secretary 
shot a smile at Mr. Patterson and rushed out of the room, probably to the 
printing room where she would collect more stacks of paper.

“David,” Mr. Gambol said again after putting his pen and handphone back in 
his suit and sending a nearby robot away with the teetering pile of papers.  
“Computers were supposed to get rid of paper, weren’t they?”  His blue eyes 
twinkled with laughter and Mr. Patterson found himself chuckling along with 
him.

“Any visitors today?” Mr. Gambol perched on the corner of one of the 
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numerous empty desks in the room.  Mr. Patterson shook his head and his boss 
sighed.  “We haven’t had any visitors in months.  None of the other sectors either. 
Perhaps they’ve taken us off of their tour route.”  Again, his eyes twinkled.

It was on the tip of his tongue for Mr. Patterson to ask what this tour route 
business was about, but he swallowed the question.  Maybe he didn’t really want 
to know the answer.  Instead, he said something else. “No visitors, no diseases, 
Mr. Gambol.  Don’t you read the Daily Mantra?”

Mr. Gambol wasn’t offended.  “Of course.  I take it along with the morning 
cold jab and a strong cup of coffee.  The science is safe, after all.”

“Sound and settled,” Mr. Patterson replied.  He stared at the screen.  The 
desert hadn’t changed a bit, except for a lone tumbleweed traveling to an 
unknown destination.

 “I hear your twins Alex and Suzy are up for a Plus party soon.”
“Yes, sir, although Ellen is having trouble finding a venue.”
“These days,” Mr. Gambol held up his hands, “we have more Plus parties 

than we know what to do with.  We are thinking of starting the trend of having 
them at home.”

“At home?” Mr. Patterson pushed his glasses up on his nose.  “But it won’t be 
special, then.”

“Soon, very soon, David, the Plus won’t be something special.  It will be like 
the cold jab.  Every thirteen year old will get it and live sickness free the rest of 
their lives.”  Mr. Patterson nodded, acknowledging this to be true, and then the 
big man added, “the signing, though.  That might go out of fashion.”

Thinking over this, Mr. Patterson volunteered, “My twins are especially 
excited about the signatures.” 

“Are they, really?”  Mr. Gambol smiled.  “They still mean something these 
days, signatures.”

“You can’t get the Plus without them,” Mr. Patterson added, trying to be 
helpful, but only received a noncommittal grunt.  In fact, Mr. Gambol had 
seemed rather distracted from the time he’d stepped through the door.  His eyes 
roamed the room and searched the screen repeatedly.  Suddenly, Gambol 
gestured at the screen.
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“What do you think we’re doing here, David?”
“Watching the perimeter of the city.”
“Why?  Intelligent computers monitor it day and night.”
Mr. Patterson thought the answer to be obvious.  “The computers might miss 

something, sir.”
“Really?  But isn’t the science safe?  Isn’t it sound?”
This line of questioning made Mr. Patterson uncomfortable.  The Minnepaul 

mantra only applied to health.  Everyone knew that.
Mr. Gambol sighed.  “I can hear her.  Mrs. Slade?  Her heels are tick-tocking 

slowly this way.  I imagine she has a sky high stack of papers with her.”  He 
chuckled.  “I can see the wheels turning, David.  Yes, I enjoy signing them.  More 
than you could presently know.”  He rose, straightened his tie, and prepared to 
leave.  “How about clocking out early today, eh?  Join the wife for dinner for 
once?  And don’t you worry about the venue.  City Hall always has rooms open.  
Just you have Ellen call up Mrs. Slade and she’ll set everything up.  I’ll put your 
name in.  Good night, David.”

As his boss left, Mr. Patterson’s mouth dropped open.  Parties at City Hall 
were only for officials, celebrities, and the rich and powerful.  Mrs. Patterson 
would be so pleased because all of her friends would be so very jealous.

Dinner that night was a light affair, soup, salad, and some crisp breadsticks 
that Mrs. Patterson made up herself.  Most of the time Sybil, the robot, cooked for 
them, but sometimes Mrs. Patterson was just in the mood.  Her meals tasted full 
of love, Suzy thought, but would never tell her so.  Never ever did they have 
Drake cook, for the robot had no idea what flavor was.  “This was the problem 
with the newer robots, the twins’ parents would complain, “they don’t know 
life.”  That never made sense to Suzy.  All robots had artificial life, none of them 
could possibly know real, human life unless they were programmed a certain 
way.  Sybil had more of the human about her, which Mrs. Patterson attributed to 
her being very old, but Suzy didn’t agree.  Suzy felt someone with love had 
programmed her very well. 

Alex didn’t seem to care so much about flavor these days.  He was always 
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hungry and could feel his bones and muscles fairly growing every day. Whatever 
nutrition he could get, he inhaled as quickly as possible, often got an upset 
stomach, and was sent to bed with hot cup of ginger tea to sip on.  Mrs. Patterson 
would have rather fixed him up with a regiment of antacid pills, but the bottle 
always seemed to go missing.  Since the Patterson household was licensed for a 
rooftop garden, the ginger was in ready supply.  Few people had gardens 
anymore.  It was so much work to sustain, plus everything was readily available 
at the market, all packaged and preserved.  Both twins could taste a difference in 
the nutrition they ate at home and what they ate at school or at the local Punch & 
Juice, but they just didn’t know how to word it.  Life, they both thought.  Home 
cooked meals had something of life in them. 

The talk around the table was all about the Plus.  Mrs. Patterson raved about 
the possibility of having their Plus party at City Hall.  Alex and Suzy were 
dumbfounded as much as their father was.  City Hall was for famous, important 
people and their kids, not the Pattersons.  What would their friends say at school 
tomorrow?  The three of them peppered Mr. Patterson with questions.  Which 
room were they to be in, and how big?  Would there be enough room for a band 
and a dance floor?  Suzy loved dancing and dancing only happened at parties.  
Alex wondered if they could have a real, seven-course meal and Mrs. Patterson 
declared that it would hardly be in their budget.  Sybil piped up with the 
suggestion to use fruits and vegetables from their garden, but Mrs. Patterson 
said,

“No, Sybil.  There’s not nearly enough for everyone and I don’t want to draw 
too much attention to the fact we have a garden.  Why, people would be stopping 
by at all hours of the day to look at it.  

“Rooftop garden tourists,” Mr. Patterson stroked his chin and chuckled over 
his own, private joke. 

“Why do we have a garden, mother?” Suzy asked.  “Aren’t they illegal?”
“Not with a permit, dear.  Your father and I got one after…after your brother.”
“Charlie,” Alex whispered.  Shortly after Charlie and his friend had the twins 

taste the illegal, delicious blackberries, both boys had disappeared.
“What happened to him, mother?” Suzy asked.
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Mrs. Patterson blinked several times and avoided everyone’s gaze.  She told 
them to never-you-mind and that Charlie wasn’t meant for Minnepaul.  Mr. 
Patterson sighed and said how arrogant Charlie was, right up until the end.  Alex 
wasn’t exactly sure what arrogant meant, so he made a mental note to look it up 
on his hand screen later. 

“He was twelve like us, wasn’t he?” Alex asked.
“Thirteen,” Mrs. Patterson said curtly.  “Thirteen.  Why don’t you two help 

Sybil with the dishes tonight?  Your father and I are off to an event.”
Upon hearing that, both children groaned.  An event was something like a 

party, only just for adults, and it often involved long speeches and the taking of 
strange substances.  Happiness all in a controlled environment!  Fun and safety at 
work together!  Alex and Suzy, like all children, desperately wanted to go to an 
event, but the closest they’d get to one at their age was a Plus party.  Now they 
looked forward to a whole night alone with only the robots to talk to and 
homework to do.  It’s not that Mr. and Mrs. Patterson were terribly interesting, 
but they were a sight more interesting to be with than either Sybil or Drake, 
especially Drake, who tended to drone on about the great state of Minnepaul and 
how together with the Charleston Company, they were rooting out all disease 
entirely.  

The twins, by mutual agreement, did not mention what happened at the 
Punch & Juice that day.  Mr. and Mrs. Patterson always got frightful looks on 
their faces whenever a story popped up about someone questioning a jab.  Alex 
and Suzy figured it always made them think of Charlie, though why they had 
come to this conclusion, they couldn’t say.  The Charlie they remembered hadn’t 
talked about jabs at all, but then they’d been small and focused on other things, 
cars, dolls, building blocks, computer games, and the like. 

As Mrs. Patterson sat at her dresser getting ready for the event, Suzy 
wandered in and watched as her mother put various shades of creams from 
different pots on her face.  Most of her mother’s friends used the creams to cover 
up the spots on their faces, but Mrs. Patterson didn’t need to do that, and instead 
used the creams to highlight her apple cheeks and the sad look in her green eyes.  
Suzy watched as Mrs. Patterson took off her wig, her eyes bulging as always at 
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the strange sight of a woman with no hair.  Some women went to events bald as 
proof of their latest chemo treatment, but most wore fashionable wigs in the 
strangest mix of colors that would never grown on anyone’s head naturally.  
Tonight, Mrs. Patterson chose a winding wig in green that matched her eyes 
exactly. 

“How do I look?” She asked Suzy from the mirror.  Suzy told her mother’s 
reflection that she looked beautiful. 

“Mother.”  Suzy was sprawled across the bed and bit at a fingernail or two—
very unclean, but grownups were always saying that about children.  “Mother, 
does…does The Plus really offer a lifetime of immunity?”  In the middle of 
adjusting her wig, Mrs. Patterson whirled around, scooped Suzy up, and took 
her into the clothes closet.  Before Suzy could say anything, Mrs. Patterson 
pressed the “wash” button on the wall and all of the clothes racks started to 
move in and out of holes in the wall where they went in dirty and came back 
clean.  The noise was awful, and clothes in the closet were already clean as Drake 
had done the laundry just yesterday. 

“WHAT DID YOU JUST ASK?” Mrs. Patterson shouted down at her daughter.  
Fires sparked in those green eyes, and Suzy shrank back.  

“The Plus!”  Was all she could squeak out.  “I just had a question.”
Mrs. Patterson was very good as reading lips.  She bent down to Suzy’s ear 

and said very evenly and clearly.  “We haven’t had a Health Inspector in this 
house for seven years.  The Plus is made by science.”  She curled a lock of brown 
hair behind Suzy’s right ear.  “Do you understand, dear?”  Suzy nodded.  The 
science was settled.  She didn’t really believe the dark-haired girl from the Punch 
& Juice had any good reason to question the Plus.  Suzy was just curious, that 
was all, and she told her mother so.

“Curiosity killed the cat.”  Mrs. Patterson tapped the tip of her daughter’s 
nose and Suzy groaned at this ancient saying.  Suzy had never even seen a cat.  
“Where did you get that idea about the Plus?”

“Oh, just thinking.” Suzy shrugged.  She didn’t want to upset her mother 
further by telling her about the dark-haired girl.  

After their parents left for the event, the twins had a brief conference out of 
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the robots’ earshot.
“Did you ask her?” Alex said.
“Yes.  Did you ask him?”
“Yes, he said that question was a conspiracy.”
“What’s a conspiracy?”
“Dunno.”
“Mom took me in the clothes closet and shouted at me.”
Alex shrugged.  “Seems like her.”
“Do you think it’s a good question?  About the P. L. U. S.?” Suzy whispered, 

spelling it out.
“No one questions a jab,” her brother sighed, “but sometimes, Sooze, I 

wonder why.”
They’d had to break up their conference after that as Drake came whirring 

over to declare they had unfinished homework that must be done by eight 
o’clock sharp, after which they could have exactly thirty minutes of screen time 
and then it was off to bed. 

Secretly, Mr. and Mrs. Patterson detested company parties. They both would 
much rather lounge around at home, cleaning and fixing up their high rise 
domain and helping the kids with their homework.  They, however, would never 
say this, not even to each other.  Some things were best left unsaid, especially 
when one’s jobs depended on it.  To the world, Ellen was primarily a socialite, 
but David knew better.  He knew that the gossip of office spouses drove the 
company, and someone needed to lend an ear to it.  

Because the biggest and often only client for Minnepaul companies was 
Minnepaul itself, most events took place at City Hall.  In days long past, a city 
hall had been a place of legislation and meetings, but now it was all party and 
banquet halls, discos and karaoke bars.  City Hall was the place politicians went 
to in order to have influence.  Mr. Patterson’s company, Company B, a subsidiary 
of The Charleston Corporation, always had their events in arena 10, the 
Aluminum venue, as it was one of the most prestigious venues on the City Hall 
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campus.  City Hall was spread out over more than thirty city blocks, and more 
arenas and venues were being built all the time, especially due to the popularity 
of Plus parties. 

On the long limotaxi ride from their outlying sector of the city, David and 
Ellen straightened their wigs and stared at each other so longly and soulfully that 
the Company B driver asked if he should put up the partition and turn the back 
section into hotel mode.  David curtly told the driver that Mrs. Patterson wasn’t 
that kind of socialite, but had him put up the partition anyway.

“Oh.”  Ellen gestured at the black wall in front of them. “Now you’ll get 
rumors started, David. We already have enough with the twins being love 
children.”  It was a strange thing that the more Minnepaul was filled with health, 
the less it was filled with children born from their parents’ lovemaking.  All 
things procreation were simply safer and healthier at a clinic.  Nearly all babies 
were now what once people had mockingly called “test tube” babies.  But no 
mother would ever die in childbirth again.  That was the blessing.  In fact, the 
whole idea of “hotel mode” in limousines was rapidly falling out of fashion.  The 
primary goal of all citizens of Minnepaul was to maintain good health, which is 
why everyone was too tired, simply too tired, and too busy to make any sort of 
love.  The second goal of the city was making money, and that, too, was tiring. 

At the main entrance to City Hall, they waved goodbye to the limotaxi and 
rode up grand escalator 10 to a height that Mr. Patterson was certain just 
exceeded that of the city walls.  Just. More than that, he had once been told, 
would never be allowed.  There always existed the possibility of a desert attack, 
but David and Ellen both thought it unlikely that a scattered few, very unhealthy 
people trying to mount an attack on the city could possibly reach all the way to 
the center.  Long ago, like most Minnepaul citizens, they had mastered the 
technique of believing two contradictory things at one time.  Really it was quite 
an easy thing to do once one started to do it.

Aluminum venue was an open rotunda surrounded by alcoves and rooms 
accessible by open arches. Each room included a long banquet table, chairs, a 
console with screen, microphone, and speakers, and a tiny bar behind which a 
robot waiter stood waiting to take orders.  The rotunda itself, depending on the 
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occasion, served as a dance floor, had risers for performers or a platform for a 
band, but most often was simply filled with a single podium for the event’s 
speaker that rotated clockwise ever so slowly through the speech. 

Tonight Company B had arranged for Tiara Medicina, the newly elected head 
of the Health Inspectors, to be speaker.  The Medicina family was the prominent 
branch of the Charleston family, and their legacy wound back to the very 
founding of Minnepaul, at least as the city was now: safe and clean, the 
inhabitants as healthy as they’d ever been.  Tiara had a flawless, caramel-colored 
complexion and dark hair upon which she’d set a winking band, a tiara.  Rumor 
had it that Mrs. Medicina wore it all the time and that the tiara was actually a 
computer that recorded everything around her and whispered information to 
her.  Her hair was real; she wore no wig that Mrs. Patterson could tell.  Ellen 
scowled.  Wasn’t it the job of all H.I.s to be examples?  Mr. Patterson, however, 
leaned his chin into his hand on the table and blinked with veritable stars in his 
eyes.  Ellen grabbed his hand, pushed his chin gently up, and batted her eyes at 
him.  David murmured something slow and soft about the limotaxi ride home. 

Instead of the usual nutrition and manufactured juice drinks the Aluminum 
usually served (and what everyone in Minnepaul normally ate), the robots 
instead placed in front of them plates of crisp, green salads, fish swimming in a 
rich, herbed sauce—at least the Patterson’s thought it might be fish, they hadn’t 
seen one since they were children—mashed potatoes and a mixture of vegetables 
drizzled with a delightful yellow substance.

“Butter!” Mrs. California whispered to her friends.  “I think it’s butter!  Are 
they trying to kill us tonight?”  Butter or not, the rest was something only the 
richest people in Minnepaul ate on a regular basis: food.  Not merely the required 
nutrients, vitamins, and minerals, but food like the Patterson’s grew on their 
semi-secret rooftop garden.  The guests’ eyes goggled even further when the 
serving robots placed slim glasses of a clear, bubbly substance in front of them. 

“Oh.” Mrs. California’s mouth made a little mew around her fake teeth.  “Can 
it be?  Champ-ayne?  Is that how one says it?  They are trying to kill us, but I 
think I shall die happy!”  She clapped her manicured hands together, forgetting 
for a moment, the IV line stuck in one of them.  Many socialites had taken up the 
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trend of intravenous nutrition.  This was thought to help them lose weight and 
gave them the delicious privilege of picking at their food as if they were queens 
of state.  Mrs. Patterson got enough of needles from the daily jabs, so this was not 
a trend for her.  She reached up and pushed Mrs. California’s red beehive straight 
on her head.  Mrs. California expressed her thanks through the mouthful of fish 
she was wolfing down.  Mrs. California was probably eighty, but she looked 
about forty after constant anti-wrinkle skin treatments.  She wore the city tattoo 
with pride: Her spots were decorated tonight with brilliant flakes of glitter.  
Sometimes Ellen and David wished their family sported the tattoo; it was so 
troublesome to stand out sometimes. 

“Ahem,” David’s boss, Mr. Gambol, stood at the podium ready to introduce 
their speaker.  Everyone stopped eating and caressed their champagne glasses 
with trembling fingers.  Alcohol wasn’t particularly healthy, yet the company 
proudly served it today.  Was Company B about to announce another jab?  One 
that would render all negative effects of alchohol inconsequential?  “Fellow 
comrades of Company B!”  Everyone cheered.  “Tonight, we celebrate a new 
leader in our fine city, Health Inspector Tiara Medicina!”  Mr. Gambol sported a 
false beard for the occasion and pushed it idly back and forth on his chin with 
one finger.  “Raise your glasses, everyone!”  He held his own aloft while Tiara 
blushed prettily behind him.  “To health!”

“To health!” they all cried, dumping the puckering, bubbly substance down 
their throats and trying desperately not to cough it all back up.  This was the 
primary task of the evening, for their stomachs all were troubled by this unusual 
food and drink in which the vitamins were not so easily accessible as those of 
nutrition.  Mr. Patterson felt he would have a heart attack at every moment and 
was grateful that at least his stomach knew some food from his wife’s garden, 
but there was something tart, stronger, and more colorful about these vegetables.  

Mr. Gambol ceded the podium to Tiara and she stood behind it in a dress of 
shiny, gold material.  She had no tattoo and her eyes were bright and, unlike 
many of the guests, didn’t follow the slowly moving lights on the floor.  Most of 
the guests focused on their food or stared at their hand screens for comfort in an 
arena so full of moving, chattering people.  Tiara cut through all the distraction 
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with music in her voice.  It was as if she sang out a new day to them.  The 
Pattersons put down their forks and gaped.  Never had a Health Inspector spoke 
such nonsense so well.  For a moment, Mrs. Patterson felt it was truly going to be 
a new era.  For some reason, she thought of Charlie, her oldest boy, now long 
gone. 

“Workers and spouses of Company B.  Citizens of Minnepaul.  Comrades in 
the fight against disease!  Have no fear.  The science is sound!”

“Safe and settled,” everyone murmured. 
Tiara took a deep breath, producing even more sparkle in her eyes.  “Here we 

are, healthy, happy…young.”  Mrs. California chuckled at that, pinching at her 
own baby-skin cheek.  “Here we are in a time when all of our science has been 
whittled down to one grand invention: the jab.”

“The jab,” everyone repeated in a hallowed tone.
“And now we have the Plus, a jab to eradicate all other jabs and any other 

diseases we don’t already have jabs for.”  Everyone knew this from the Plus 
commercials, but it was hard to wrap one’s head around.  Were there actually 
any diseases left that the present jabs didn’t cover, for example? Mr. Patterson’s 
brow wrinkled in thought.  He didn’t think so, but he wasn’t a jab maker or H.I., 
so it really wasn’t his area of expertise.  Tiara continued.

“This evening, I am happy to introduce a new product:  Plus Enhanced.  This 
is a new product that both Company B and the Charleston Corporation will be 
launching over the coming year.  Plus Enhanced will cover not only the standard 
diseases, the colds, the flus, the measles, and so on, but also will prevent cancer,” 
the audience oohed, “acne,” the audience aahed, “and the bane of Minnepaul: 
allergies!”  

At that the audience shrieked and then went silent.  Allergies were caused by 
an overactive immune response.  Perhaps, Mr. Patterson thought, perhaps…but 
David couldn’t quite finish the thought.

“I know what you are thinking,” Tiara played with her shoulder length hair, 
“and it’s true!  Our science has discovered the problem to all of these maladies.”

Ellen, pressed a hand to her forehead, thinking of robot Sybil, rusting from 
lack of use.  Sybil calculated and dispensed all of the Patterson family jabs.  In a 
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couple of weeks, she would be the robot to proudly give Alex and Suzy their 
Plus jabs.  David reached a hand across the table and pressed it over his wife’s as 
Tiara explained further.

“Don’t worry, it’s all perfectly safe as usual, perfectly sound and secure.  The 
best part is that even if you’ve already had the Plus you can still get the Plus 
Enhanced.  Signatures can start as early as age sixteen.  Or, if your child skips to 
the Plus Enhanced right off, their signature can take place at age thirteen.  Think, 
no acne for your teenagers!  How wonderful for them!”  Tiara clapped her hands.  
There were, of course, plenty of acne treatments and medications, but they didn’t 
work for everyone and were often expensive.  Jabs were subsidized by the city 
government, and one only had to pay a copay to get them.  The Plus jabs were 
still new and a bit pricey, so some of the lower classes had to take out loans to get 
them, but The Charleston Corporation was ever looking for ways to bring the 
cost down and to get the loans waved.

“This is amazing news!” Mrs. California gobbled up the last of her fish as the 
Pattersons gripped hands as if in the fever of an allergy.  “Just goes to show you 
those gloomy theorists don’t know anything.  Humanity is not doomed, we have 
veritably beaten out death!”

“Now, you all may be wondering how Plus Enhanced is possible,” Tiara 
sparkled, “but it’s really quite simple.  Plus Enhanced has two phases.  In the first 
phase your body builds up the necessary immunity to ev-er-ey-thing, and in the 
second phase your immune system is fully replaced.  It was the allergies that 
were most difficult and Mr. Roger Stemcell, our premier scientist figured out the 
solution: Replacing the immune system with something so much better, an 
immune system that will never malfunction or react improperly to anything 
digested or in the environment.  No allergies!”

“No allergies!” Everyone repeated while more glasses of champagne were 
passed around. 

*
“Well, well, well,” Mr. Gambol greeted Mr. and Mrs. Patterson with a large, 

blue-eyed stare.  “The Plus Enhanced.  Now you know, Patterson, if you want 
your twins to wait until Enhanced is on sale, I can get you the waver.
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“Oh, but,” Ellen blinked up at him.  “They are so looking forward to their 
party.”

Gambol shrugged that off, patting her on the shoulder.  “Ah, children.  Well, 
we mustn’t disappoint them.”  He walked off to join another after-event group.

“My dear, I think you insulted the man.  He’s done so much for us, not to 
mention being my boss.”  Mr. Patterson bit his lip. 

“We already have the venue, David.  I called Mrs. Slate, his secretary, before 
we left.”

Mr. Patterson took her measure for a long moment.  “You never miss a 
second, do you, Ellen?”

“Not after Charlie.”  They both knew what that meant. 

A few days later, when they were all in a whirl over preparations for the Plus 
party, Mr. Patterson retreated to his office, eagerly taking a midnight shift to get 
away from Mrs. Patterson’s constant pestering.  What kinds of nutrition should 
they serve and could they afford the cost of one food item: a chocolate cake?  No, 
they could not, but women never bothered about the expense of things, 
especially if all their friends were doing it.  He had shouted at his wife that Mrs. 
Mortar was ten times richer than them and if she wanted to buy them a cake he 
was all for it, but it would not be coming out of his paycheck. 

“Mrs. Mortar says it’s just the trend now to serve cake.”
“Cake contains too much sugar and can be contaminated.  And it’s too 

expensive,” Robot Drake told them both cheerfully, while Sybil giggled over the 
idea.

“A little risk for a special occasion, hmm, Drake?”  Mrs. Patterson had poked 
him in his plastic eye.  “I could grow cacao beans in our rooftop garden.”

“Not in two weeks,” Mr. Patterson had stamped his foot, “and you’re always 
saying how you hope no one knows of our rooftop garden.  Where would you 
even get the beans?”  He was right.  The gourmet restaurants that catered to the 
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strange whims of the super rich guarded their foods jealously.  Food was out of 
fashion for most simply because it was so expensive.  Nutrition was cheap and 
easy and it gave one everything one needed.

Nighttime at the office was quiet and dark.  David followed the sensory lights 
that illuminated his path as he walked.  He wondered if Mr. Gambol was in his 
office sleeping or had stayed up late to get more forms signed.  All the top 
directors at Company B lived at the office.  It was expected and no one 
questioned it.  Oh, Mr. Gambol and the others had apartments with wives and 
children elsewhere in the city, but they only visited there on rare occasions.  Mr. 
Patterson had never met Mr. Gambol’s wife and he idly wondered if she was 
pretty and if she had her own hair and teeth.  He shook himself.  It was not for 
him to question fashion trends, especially ones inspired by science.  Some men 
partook in regular surgeries, treatments, and services, but Mr. Patterson wasn’t 
one of them.  He left that to his wife and she willingly and gladly shouldered the 
duty for all of them, but he often wondered if she missed her old silky hair.  Mr. 
Patterson missed it, but he would never say as much. That would be a lot worse 
than fighting over chocolate cake.

Placing his palm to the cold metal door of his office, Mr. Patterson waited 
patiently as the computer whirred and gigged, taking a reading of his palm.  He 
stared ahead, letting it read his eyeballs as well.  Once inside, he switched on the 
interior lights and straightened the jumble of bracelets on the table before the 
wall screen.  He had put together thousands of visitor forcefield bands in the past 
few months.  Most would go unused, yet Mr. Gambol demanded more.  More 
and more and more, insisting that the tour route would resurface. 

Sometimes David thought of reporting Mr. Gambol for the waste of resources, 
but then he remember there wasn’t anyone to report Mr. Gambol to, except 
perhaps a Health Inspector and HIs had nothing to do with bracelets or 
surveying the boundaries of the city.  It’s not as if Mr. Gambol was asking him to 
make up secret jabs for sale on the market or anything.  The bracelets were 
protection.  He sighed and sat down to put together more, lining up his array of 
boxes with their wires and gears just so as he always did, and set up his own 
assembly system.  It was work that could have, that should have been done by 
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robots, but Mr. Gambol seemed to think Mr. Patterson the only one capable of 
putting them together correctly.  In a sense, he was right.  The bracelets 
themselves were David’s own invention from years ago when Company B was 
one of the city’s biggest innovators.  Company B was all security now and didn’t 
invent things anymore.  David often thought of applying to work at a company 
that did innovate and invent, but that was frowned upon.  Science deemed it 
unhealthy and stressful to change jobs too often, so no one changed jobs at all 
anymore. 

After settling into his malleable chair that reformed it’s foamy self 
comfortably around him, Mr. Patterson quickly fell into his regular rhythm of 
putting the bracelets together.  Every few second he looked up at the wall screen, 
on careful watch of the dark, empty desert with only a vague hope that it would 
produce something of interest.  When forty minutes had passed he was ready for 
a break and starting to feel a little sleepy.  In preparation, he commanded his 
office robot to set up the cot he kept for just such a night.  Again, he followed the 
lights as they illuminated him down the hall to the bathroom and then to the 
break room where he made himself a cup of coffee. 

When he at last stepped back through the door of his office, he sensed that 
something was different, more than actually saw it.  Mr. Patterson surveyed his 
little kingdom, the wall screen with a faint glitter at the center, the gray carpet, 
the gray desk, the desk screens, the cot, the robot standing as a sentinel by the 
closet, the alcove with four squashy chairs and a desk, and the rows of shelves 
with data books and recordings.  The boxes of bracelet parts seemed a tad out of 
place as David left them arranged in a messy circle around his chair but—glitter 
on the wall screen?  Before it spilled to the floor, he set his cup of coffee solidly on 
the desk and stared at the screen.  A tiny spark of light shone out from the dark 
desert.  Some excitement had entered his domain.  

A half an hour later, Mr. Patterson still watched the screen.  The light was still 
tiny, but he could see it was steadily progressing towards the city and could even 
catch a flicker or two as it came closer.  A visitor was coming to Minnepaul.  Was 
this a tourist caravan that Mr. Gambol was always expecting?  The routine for 
noticing an anomaly was to immediately notify the super computer.  This would 
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help the computer learn and recognize future anomalies.  This would also 
eventually put Mr. Patterson out of a job.  David decided to wait to report, but he 
couldn’t wait too long, because of the computer cameras picked up the light, that 
too might land him out of a job.  After hemming and hawing in silence, he pulled 
out his hand screen and placed a call that was answered at once even though it 
was now nearly two o’clock in the morning.

“Patterson?” Even at this hour Mr. Gambol sounded bright an alert, but then 
David’s boss always appeared at peak health.

“An anomaly, sir.”  David swallowed.
“The computer?”
“Hasn’t registered a thing.”
“Give me ten minutes.”
As the call clicked off, Mr. Patterson relaxed.  Everything would be in Mr. 

Gambol’s hands.  The sensory lights flickered for a moment and the wall screen 
went dark, then came back, but the light was gone.  David rubbed at his eyes, but 
the light was still gone.

“Well Patterson?” And suddenly Gambot was there, rubbing at his balding 
head and sucking down a steaming hot drink. 

“It-it disappeared, sir.”
“Disappeared, you say?  And what was the anomaly?” His boss seemed far 

from troubled. 
“A light sir.”
“Light in the darkness.  Well, well.”  Mr. Gambol stepped up to David’s chair 

and placed a meaty hand on his shoulder. “I’ve set the computer cameras to high 
alert.”

“That’s very good of you, sir.  I was thinking of reporting the incident, sir, but 
thought it better to wait—”

“And see if the super computer picks up the, er, scent, eh?  Quite right, 
Patterson, quite right.”

“But it’s gone, now, sir.”  David stared up at his boss.  “What if it is…”
“An attack?”  Gambol sipped at his drink.  “Doubtful, Patterson, doubtful.  

Attackers would simply attack.  A tourist is the most likely.”
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Mr. Patterson scratched at his head.  “I don’t understand.  What would 
tourists want to see here?”

The larger man gazed down at him.  “History, culture, what tourists normally 
go in for.  Our museums are second to none, as you know.”  He cheerfully 
drained the rest of his mug, then stared at the screen with a curious, thoughtful 
expression.  “Or, maybe Patterson, maybe they aren’t tourists after all.  Maybe 
they are coming for an entirely different reason.”  

Mr. Patterson frowned, asking what sort of reason.  
“Your guess is as good as mine.”  Again, David received a pat on the shoulder.  

Mr. Gambol left him to the rest of his shift and said goodnight.
But it was not a good night for David.  He strained his eyes searching and 

searching for the light to appear again.  Once he thought a flame rise up quite 
close, not more than a mile from the city walls, but it was a flicker only, a glitch in 
the electricity powering the cameras.  If not to attack, not to tour it, and certainly 
not to get healthily jabbed, what other reason could anyone miraculously 
surviving on the outside what to visit Minnepaul for?  He felt he somehow knew 
the answer deep in his bones, but couldn’t quite work it out.  

Health education was the primary feature of all Minnepaul schools.  Alex and 
Suzy spent several hours a day learning about the miracle of the jab, the pill, the 
treatment, all carefully formed by science over the course of human history.  
They learned how the nutrition they ate and drank fortified their bodies and how 
by carefully crafted technology, the harmful sun was filtered so only the 
necessary vitamins could get through. They learned how to bring their pulse up 
for exactly thirty minutes a day and bring it back down again. 

At eight o’clock in the morning, the two of them sat at side-by-side desks in 
their otherwise empty classroom. This was their usual routine.  Everyone else 
had to wait in line at the school’s medical center to get their daily cold jab.  The 
Patterson family, like many employed by Company B got all their jabs at home.  
They arrived by special delivery every couple of days and were signed for and 
thoroughly inspected by their robot Drake. 
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The classroom screen board played a rerun of an old television show in which 
teenagers spent a lot of time trying to get out of homework.   Suzy sniffed and 
scratched her nose.  A minute or two passed and she sniffed again.  Alex threw 
her a sidelong glance.

“Don’t.”
“I can’t help it.”  Suzy coughed. 
Sneezing and coughing were the bane of Mr. Settleson, their sixth grade 

teacher.  Anyone who repeatedly coughed or sneezed must be sent directly down 
to the medical center to get examined.  The nurse there would peer and prod the 
children, baffled by these symptoms, evidence of colds that should no longer 
exist.  Both twins had these symptoms once or twice a year and each year had to 
be sent home for treatment.  Their mother had long insisted public healthcare to 
be inferior and demanded that all treatment be given by their home robots who 
were licensed by Company B to administer any pill.  Whenever Sibyl gave him a 
pill, Alex found he felt better in only a few hours.  Suzy, too.  A lot of their 
classmates took pills as often as they took the cold jab, but then most were 
plagued with allergies which included all manner of coughs, sneezes, rashes, and 
fevers. 

“Mom won’t like it if you’ve caught another allergy,” Alex sighed, crossing his 
arms.  His sister gave him a sweet smile.

“Just think, Alex, after we get the Plus, no more allergies again!”
“But…” Alex frowned, thinking.  “Did the Plus stop even allergies?  He tried 

hard to remember the last commercial that had played just before bedtime.  It 
must have mentioned something about that.  The bell tolled and the rest of their 
class filed in, many of them following the lights to their desks and waving their 
hands in time to a music only they heard.  Alex remembered today was the day 
for their algebra quiz and he slouched low in his seat and counted numbers in 
his head. 

Afternoon recess was a relief, but Alex never felt like he was outside now with 
all of the screens overhead.  Somewhere up there the sun shone down on him, 
but he couldn’t see it.  A few kids held sun umbrellas just in case the screens 
didn’t work and they ended up with a rash.  Suzy had been sent home with a 
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definite allergy.  She would be better in a day or two; she always was.  Since 
running wasn’t allowed—too much exertion to be healthy—Alex shuffled 
rapidly around the perimeter of the playground.  The foam and plastic park was 
full of cheerful colors and the sounds of digital warbling birds, but Alex felt he 
couldn’t relax.  He thought of the Patterson’s rooftop garden and how different it 
was in comparison.  The twins weren’t allowed up there very often because Mrs. 
Patterson was determined to keep it as secret as possible.

Alex shuffled around the perimeter of the playground.  Most of the students 
spent the time breathing deeply and stretching, but no one played ball or jumped 
up and down.  Only really little kids could handle that kind of stress on their 
bodies.  Alex, paused, wondering.  His older brother Charlie had like to run and 
ran everywhere, even to his friend’s house.  Charlie’s teachers had all been so 
worried about him and mom still had her real hair and that time and almost tore 
it out trying to get him to rest his heart.  But that just wasn’t Charlie.  Alex smiled 
a half-smile.

As his shuffling took him around to a group of ten of his classmates, he 
overheard snatches of conversation.  Other students were also turning thirteen 
and also planning their Plus parties.

“Hey!” Luke, a tall, gangly kid who always sat in the back of the classroom 
yelled at Alex.  “I heard you and Suzy are having your Plus party at City Hall!”  
The group gasped and whirled around to stare at Alex.  He stood in front of them 
and nodded with a shrug of his shoulders. 

“Wow, you’re so lucky!” One of the girls gasped.  “What venue do you have?”
He shook his head.  Mom and Sooze kept track of these things, not him.  He 

pushed his foot into the foam-plastic ground.  Dirt and grime had collected in 
spots after last night’s rain and he saw a crack where a weed had poked through.  
Mr. Kendall, their janitor would have a fit if he saw it.  Dirt and weeds were not 
allowed at school due to allergies. 

“Don’t you think it’s weird to have a party for a jab?” Alex said suddenly, 
then snapped his jaw shut.  This was sketchy territory and he only realized how 
much the question had been preying on his mind, ever since the dark-haired girl 
and her laughter at the Punch & Juice.
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“Well,” A girl name Anna with fashion glasses on scrunched up her nose, “it’s 
the greatest invention of our lifetime.  Why not celebrate it?”

“But it’s just a jab.  We get them every day.  And how do they know…” Alex 
raised his head to find them all staring at him with little O’s for mouths and 
raised eyebrows.  He continued, watching their eyebrows touch the sky.  “…if it 
really works.  I mean, doesn’t it seem impossible?”

Luke crossed his arms and clucked his tongue.  “Alex, Alex, Alex, have you 
been talking with Deniers?”  Everyone gasped again and some of the girls 
crossed themselves.  Alex didn’t know what Deniers were exactly, just that they 
were bad.  “Don’t you know that humanity can do anything when we put our 
minds to it?  We have science!”

“But what if—”
“Hey.” Luke strode forward, suddenly full of anger.  “Who are you to 

question jabs, huh?  You want people to die of disease or something?”  Alex 
leaned back as Luke pointed a finger at his chest.  “Maybe…Maybe you didn’t 
take your cold jab today, huh?  Is that it?  Is that why your sister got sent home?  
Maybe she has a cold!”  A couple of the girls burst into tears and ran inside.

“Stop it.” Alex slapped the bigger boy’s hand away.  “Of course I had my jab.  
We take them every day.  I’m only wondering, I’m only asking—”

“No.”  Luke shook his head adamantly.  “We don’t ask, we don’t about jabs.  
The science is safe, Alex.”

Alex swallowed uncertainly at the fear he could see in his classmate’s dark 
brown eyes and remembered that Luke had an older sister, Tracy.  Like Charlie, 
Tracy was gone, too. Disappeared.  She’d had a problem with the HIs over 
something, but Alex had been too young to remember what. 

“What if it isn’t safe?” He said barely above a whisper.  “What does that 
saying even mean?”

Luke gave him a cold look and stormed off as the bell chimed pleasantly for 
the last hour of the day, which was always city history class. As they watched the 
documentary about how Minnepaul used to be two cities, then joined together 
when the surrounding hills, forests, and lakes had all turned to desert, Alex saw 
Luke lean over and whisper to several students, all the while looking at him.  
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Here and there in the classroom, Alex could hear the whispers, “Denier, Denier, 
Denier.”  Even Mr. Settleson knew something was up, giving Alex a concerned 
half-smile.  After school Alex ran all the way home, taxing his heart horribly, but 
feeling all the worries leaving his body with the exertion.  He tried not to be too 
jealous of Suzy, who was recovering nicely on the couch and being fed the 
orangest of oranges from the rooftop garden.  Too proud to ask for just one slice, 
Alex retreated to his room, then asked Sybil if he could go up on the roof. 

“Too much bright sun up there for your fair skin.” Sybil tapped the tip of his 
nose with her metal finger.  Most other houses had robots that had manufactured 
skin so as to look exactly like humans, but Mr. Patterson said it gave him the 
heebie jeebies and that humans should be humans and robots, robots.  So 
although Sybil and Drake had human names, they looked like what they were—
metal and wires all configured and hooked together to make a walking, talking 
robot servant.  

“But…” Frustrated, Alex went to his room and flopped down on his bed.  He 
didn’t know what was wrong with him today and why he had said those things 
about jabs.  Jabs were a miracle, so why did he suddenly not trust them?  He 
blamed it all on the girl with the dark hair at the Punch & Juice.  Her laughter 
had been startling and…he couldn’t quite think of the word.  Catching, he 
thought suddenly.  Her laughter was catching like catching a cold.

“Drake,” Alex said aloud into the room.  Drake’s system was connected to the 
mainframe the house was built around.  The Patterson house sat atop thirty-nine 
other houses, all stacked in a great tower.  Although most had balconies, no one 
else had access to the roof.  “Drake,” he said again.  “What’s a Denier?”

“Denier,” Drake’s rather bored voice wafted out to him.  “In ancient times a 
denier was one who would not accept the truth.  Today it is a common term for those who 
do not believe in science.”

“Thanks, Dray, Dray,” Alex mumbled into his pillow.  He knew that.  
Everyone knew that.  Jabs were science, weren’t they?  Still, it was a little odd that 
no one scratched their heads that once upon a time only kids gots jabs, a few 
over a certain number of years and now everyone no matter their age had at least 
one jab every single day.  They’d learned about it in class, the immune effects of 
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jabs just didn’t last as long as the old scientists had originally thought.  But back 
then it was common knowledge that jabs gave you immunity for years, if not 
your whole life.  Instead of being concerned that the scientist back then had had 
it wrong, people just started talking more jabs more often. 

What if… What if they don’t work at all? Alex thought to himself.  He couldn’t 
say it out loud or Drake would hear and come in for a chat, or worse, would tell 
his parents as soon as they got home.  

“Drake, where’s mom?”
“In the garden.  And, no, you’re not allowed up there today.”
Alex sighed and decided to do his homework.

On her rooftop, Mrs. Patterson stood in the blazing sun and soaked it up.  
She’d been spending too much time indoors planning for the Plus party and 
joining her friends for weekly treatments.  Half of her eyelashes had fallen out in 
the shower that morning and Ellen decided maybe it was time to take a break, 
the vanity of society be damned.  Let the other company wives prance around 
with their lashless eyes: Ellen would find a way to top them all.  She used a pair 
of shears to snip, snip, snip at a rose bush in her garden, pruning and fine-tuning 
it with deft hands.  A whir sounded behind her.

“Yes, Sybil?” Despite the fact that Sybil could tap into the house intercoms 
and instantly talk to any of the family members eluded the robot.  She rolled 
around on her treads and up and down stairs to be physically in the presence of 
whomever she needed to talk to.  Sometimes Ellen thought Sybil was actually 
growing a mind of her own, that she would be the first truly intelligent robot. 

“Alex asked to come to the garden.”
“Oh.  Why?”
“He seems unhappy, Mrs. Patterson.”
“He’ll soon be a moody teenager, Sybil.  Get used to it.”  Ellen continued 

snipping away.  “Oh, and please plant one more orange tree tomorrow.  I will 
need to make more  serum in the future.”

“Yes, oh, mistress.”  Sybil bowed, reaching her mechanical arms to the ends of 
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the earth.  Ellen poked a finger at the brim of her hat so she could see better and 
squinted at the robot she’d help build with her own two hands. 

“None of your cheek, today, Sybil, thank you.”
“Cheek?” Sybil pressed a hand to her battery box.  “Why would I, how would 

I—”
“David’s been fiddling with you again, hasn’t he?” Mrs. Patterson’s eyes 

narrowed further.
“Ellen, I swear, Mr. Patterson’s done nothing.  He’s a saint, you know.”  Sybil 

fairly wrung her hands, twisting the wires in them atrociously.  David would 
have his jokes, but though he claimed he wanted a slavish wife, Ellen knew the 
truth.  They’d been equals since they were children and he couldn’t stand to have 
anyone underneath his boot.

“Sybil,” Ellen put down the shears and wiped her brow.  “When’s the next 
inspection due?”

“The day after tomorrow, Mrs. Patterson.”
“Thank you.”  Ellen stared off into the distance at the forest of buildings 

spread out in every direction.  Here and there were a few other rooftop gardens, 
but even from a distance she could tell they were only for show and were 
probably made of plastic.  Most buildings had helicopter pads and one or two of 
the largest ones had airplane runways.  No one could fly outside the confines of 
the city, of course, but it was possible to fly for days and not reach the border 
walls.  Something chirruped and Ellen turned to look at the double row of corn 
that was growing to a fine height.  A small blackbird bobbed atop one stalk and 
sang a song most unusual.  Sybil cried out and cowered in the corner by the 
stairs.

“Mrs. Patterson, what it is, what is it?”
Ellen rolled her eyes.  “Only a bird, Sybil.  You see them ten times a day flying 

around the windows.
“But, I’ve scanned it, Mrs. Patterson, I’e scanned it and it’s not…robotic.”
Ellen whirled around to stare at her housekeeper, then turned back around to 

look at the bird.  The thing did have an otherworldly air about it.  As she 
watched, the blackbird dived down to the dirt and tugged up a tiny worm, 
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swallowing it whole.  Well, that settled things.  Here was a bird, a real bird, like 
in the Minnepaul zoos.  Ellen had known for as long as she’d had her garden that 
things like real insects and worms still existed—if nowhere else but on this 
rooftop—but never in her forty-three years had she ever expected to see a non-
mechanical bird again, not after the bird jab had caused the collapse of so many 
people.  Because science couldn’t ultimately make the bird jab work, birds had 
been eradicated years and years ago.  Robotic birds were the only kind most 
children in the city knew.  Sybil now stood straight and tall, her eyes glazed over 
as they did when she was searching for information in the city mainframe.

“Mrs. Patterson?”
“Yes?”  Ellen spotted a few weeds among the onions and tomatoes that would 

have to be dealt with.
“There are other real birds.”
“At the zoo, yes, Sybil.”
“No, Mrs. Patterson.  In the Rubble.”
“The Rubble?”  To Ellen the name seemed vaguely familiar.  “And where is 

that?”  Again, Sybil’s eyes glazed over.  When they cleared, the robot seemed 
shocked, if robots with no skin covering can look shocked.

“The Minnepaul mainframe will not tell me.”
“Well, it’s not for us to know, then.”  Ellen pushed up her sleeves to get to 

weeding.  “How’s the latest batch of serum coming?”
“Splendidly, Mrs. Patterson.  Incoming call from Mrs. Mortar.”
Now on her hands and knees, Ellen sighed.  Was she to get nothing done 

today?  “Connect, please.”
“Hello?  Hello, Ellen?” Rebecca Mortar’s voice emanated shrilly from the 

nearest speaker.  “I say, Ellen, can you hear me?  Can’t see you for some reason.  
The confounded cameras must not be working.”

“I’m in the Serene room.  No cameras here.”  The Serene room was a closet-
like virtual reality room that anyone who was anyone had in their house.  In it, 
one could experience the beauty and joy of the natural world without worrying 
about disaster, disease, or allergies.

“Oh.  Should I call back later?”
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“No, no.  I’m just—just experiencing a bit of a garden.”
“The Garden of Eden?  I hear that’s one’s quite a show, but ever so 

expensive.”
“Just a regular garden, Rebecca.  What going on?  What’s the latest gossip?”
Rebecca lowered her voice, though there was probably no need as the woman 

was almost certainly in her private limo-taxi that zoomed around the city 
nonstop.  “I heard from Mrs. Needle who heard from Mr. Stark who heard from 
Mrs. Settleson—”

“Settleson? As in the wife of the twins’ teacher?”
“Exactly the one, dear.”
“Go on.”  Ellen tried not to grunt as she tugged up a particularly strong weed 

with gloved hands. 
“The children in his class today were whispering about Deniers.  Deniers, 

Ellen, can you imagine?  Are Alex and Suzy safe in that class?  I can put in a 
request for them to move to my  Delia’s class, though they’re not quite of age.  
Once they get the Plus, though, it should be smooth sailing.  Who could object, 
after all?”  Ellen could just imagine Rebecca clasping her manicured hands 
together.

“Perhaps it’s just children talking.  You know how they are.  Someone 
probably heard the word from somewhere and thinks it’s fun to say.  They can’t 
know what it means, not truly, Ellen.  Oh!  You don’t think… You don’t think that 
Mr. Settleson will have to—to educate them on it, do you?”

“He is an educator, Rebecca,” Ellen said dryly. 
“Oh, you know what I mean!  I thought we put that all behind us years ago.”
“Nothing’s ever gone forever,” her friend responded, watching the blackbird 

as it flew to a low apple tree branch.  “Dear, have you heard of a place in the city 
called the Rubble?”

“The Rubble?  Goodness, no, what an awful name.  Have you checked the 
mainframe?”

“Sybil has, but it’s restricted information.”
As Mrs. Mortar digested that statement, Ellen rallied in the near silence as the 

bird chirruped again in the sun that was slowly descending down to the horizon.  
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“Well, Ellen.  It just must not be for us to know.  So many things are like that, but 
it’s necessary to science.”

“Is it?  Necessary?”
“The science is sound, my dear.”
“Settled and safe.  Meet me tomorrow at City Hall?  We are going to view the 

venue.”  Ellen smiled as her friend laughed giddily.  Mrs. Mortar liked nothing 
better than party or event planning.  It was the main reason she practically lived 
out of her limotaxi. 

Before going to bed that night, Mrs. Patterson looked in on the twins.  Suzy 
slept peacefully, but she still had a slight cough.  Alex frowned from something 
troubling in his dreams, but then he’d always slept restlessly, taking after his 
father who often tossed and turned all night.  She thought again of Mrs. Mortar’s 
piece of gossip.: Deniers.  An old word.

When Mr. and Mrs. Patterson were both children, a friend of theirs was from a 
Denier family.  Ellen had been fascinated with them at the time, especially the 
boy’s mother and she’d spent hours and hours listening as the mother shared her 
views and concerns.  When Ellen’s parents found out she wasn’t visiting the 
house to play with Billy, but to talk to Mrs. Hendrix, and that their conversations 
were jab-related, they forbid their daughter visiting ever again.

“It’s a conspiracy!” Her mother had hissed in her ear.  “What if you catch 
something?”  Not too far off from how Ellen herself had reacted to Suzy’s 
question on jabs a few days ago.  By the time she and David graduated from 
elementary school Deniers were thought to be nonexistent.  The science had been 
undeniably deemed sound and settled, and the peace officers had been changed 
to Health Inspectors, most of whom rarely said “HI” or “Hello,” to enforce 
Minnepaul’s official view.  Still, Mrs. Patterson felt, so many years later that she 
still didn’t know what a “Denier” was, nor what a “conspiracy” was except for 
being a question one wasn’t supposed to ask.  Some questions were allowed, of 
course: How long must I take such and such a medicine?  Will my hair fall out 
right away from chemo or is it the radiation that does that?  If I develop allergies, 
what pills are available for that?  And so on.  But Mrs. Patterson could see, 
suddenly, that no one really questioned the jabs, the medicine, the treatments 
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themselves.  They were safe and effective just as all the HIs told them.
“Ellen?” Mr. Patterson saw her paused at Suzy’s door.  “Everything alright?”
“She had a cold today, David.”  Mrs. Patterson brushed away a tear.
“Oh.”  He hugged, taking a few deep breaths.  “Now, now don’t get upset, 

dear.  Think of your heart, your health.”  Ellen knew it was himself he was trying 
to calm.

“They sent her home to rest.  You know what I think of public school clinics.”
“Yes, yes.”  David patted her shoulder.
“And she’s on the mend.  Barely a cough, now.”
“Better keep her home just in case.”
“Yes, yes.  And an extra dose of cold jab in the morning.”
David’s large brown eyes blinked at her through his real glasses.  “But…it’s 

recommended, is it?  A double dose?”
“No,” she pulled away from him.  “No, David, what’s recommended these 

days is a hundred-dose jab, soon to be two hundred in five years.”  Ellen crossed 
her arms.  “A double dose.  I’ll program Sybil.  The science is safe.”

“Of course.”  David bit his lip.  “Well, good night, dear.”

The next morning, Mrs. Patterson waited impatiently on the curb at precisely 
eight-thirty.  David was off to work, Alex off to school, and Suzy was catching up 
on homework and simultaneously viewing her classes by remote video.  Ellen 
had made sure Sybil gave her two doses of the cold jab and Suzy’s cheeks were 
fairly starting to bloom with good health.  How, what was the word, providential 
it was that the Pattersons did not bear the Minnepaul tattoo.  Skin allergies were 
not a part of their makeup, and Ellen thought the trait was mostly from David’s 
side of the family.  He always had good skin, and at forty-three, bore hardly a 
wrinkle, while she herself still had a few teenage acne scars.  It would have been 
easy for Ellen to get them surgically removed, but they came in useful if she 
occasionally wanted to blend in.  She would clump reddish  oozing paste on top 
of them and sprinkle glitter on top.  It didn’t look exactly like a city tattoo, but no 
one ever looked too close, did they?
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Where was Mrs. Mortar?  Mrs. Patterson tapped her foot at Rebecca’s always 
being late.  Too many duties, too little time, that’s what she always said, but Ellen 
thought that Rebecca liked being late, that she found it as useful as Ellen found 
her faded scars.  A sleek white and gray health taxi slid up to the curb right in 
front of her, causing Mrs. Patterson to step back a bit.  One of the blackened 
windows slid down and a young, handsome H.I. smiled out at her.

“Everything all right, missus?”  He tipped his hat to her and she couldn’t help 
but gasp at his beautiful smooth, dark skin.  And his eyes didn’t follow the lights.  
Health Inspectors were truly the healthiest of everyone in the city.  It was no 
wonder they had been chosen to enforce the city’s view of science. 

“Erm, yes.”  Ellen willed her own eyes away from the shimmering, 
multicolored lights on the sidewalk.  It made her stomach queasy to stare 
someone directly in the eyes, only she couldn’t say why.  No one could.  It had 
gotten worse over time, but David was really the only one who’d noticed.  His 
eyes often followed the lights, too.  “Waiting for a friend,” she added hastily.

“I hope your friend isn’t too late?”  The H.I. tapped a finger on the car door.  
“It’s supposed to rain in fifteen minutes.  You’re not allergic, I hope?”

“To-to the rain?  No, no.”
Still, he sat there, idling in his spotless health taxi.  
“I’m—we’re going to view the venue today.  My children are having a Plus 

party.”
“Wonderful to hear.  You said, children as in more than one?”
“Twins.”  Mrs. Patterson beamed.  The H.I. turned to his car screen and 

touched it a few times, moving through files rapidly.
“Ah,” he said at last in a deep voice.  “Alex and Suzy, right?  Mr. Gambol 

himself of Company B made the reservations at City Hall.”
“Y-yes,” Ellen said, a little uncertainly.  “Mr. Patterson’s boss is so generous.”
“Well, twins.  That’s unusual these days.  Let me guess, love children?”  He 

grinned and Mrs. Patterson blushed and started to stammer an apology, but he 
waved them aside.  “Hey, a little exertion once in awhile can’t be that bad, can 
it?”  He thumped at his chest.  “Got to make sure the old ticker’s actually 
working.” The H.I. winked and Ellen was mortified.  It was common knowledge 



39

that H.I.s were only this friendly if they wanted something from you, usually 
information.  The H.I. tugged at his ear.

“Suzy…and Alex.  Mr. Settleson’s class at public school twenty-six?”
Mrs. Patterson nodded dumbly, terrified not of how he knew that without 

looking it up, but why he knew it.  Was Rebecca’s gossip right?  Were Deniers 
running amok at P.S. 26?  She blinked as she realized the young man was 
handing something to her: a tiny rectangle of paper.

“Mrs. Patterson, is it?  Here’s my card.  If you need anything, anything at all, 
you contact me by video call, regular call, text, okay?  We Health Inspectors are 
always here to help.”

Ellen stared at the card on which was printed Lucius Hahnemann: Health 
Inspector in training, Sector 32.  His name seemed vaguely familiar, though she 
was certain she’d never met him before in her life. 

“Now, you keep an eye on those twins.”  Lucius tipped his white hat to her 
and his taxi slid away into the see-through street tube.  Another taxi, magenta 
colored and trimmed in gold, almost immediately took its place and there was 
Mrs. Mortar eagerly beckoning her in.  As was usually the case, Rebecca was 
having three conversations with three different people, two by screen and one by 
ear phone.  Or maybe they were all having a conference call.  Ellen never felt like 
she could keep up, but she was grateful for her friend’s distraction as she seated 
herself on the plush, black sofa bench that lined one side of the car and fumbled 
with Lucius’s card, finally sticking it into her small purse.

As the car entered the street tube, Mrs. Mortar signed off of two of her calls.  
The third was a screen call and the woman appeared to work in a shop that sold 
ready made plants for display.  Ready made were the only plants assured by the 
health department to be completely allergen free.  Concern over allergies was a 
big reason that Mrs. Patterson insisted the family keep their garden private.  
There was nothing illegal about it, but it would give some people the impression 
they didn’t care about public health.  The woman had walked away from the 
screen to a back storeroom and was busy at finding a certain kind of plant.

“She’ll be at that awhile,” Mrs. Mortar said cheerfully, following Ellen’s gaze.  
“Now, what do you think?”  Ellen tried not to gasp as Rebecca promptly de-
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wigged herself, slipping the pile of blue hair off as if it were merely a hat.  Wigs 
were hats, in a sense.  Nobody who was anybody wanted to pretend they had 
their real hair anymore.  That would mean they hadn’t gotten the latest chemo or 
radiation treatment because either they couldn’t afford them, didn’t want to get 
them, or, worse, didn’t care about supporting public health.  Rebecca’s fair head 
was shiny except for the tattoo of bumps.  Unlike the rash on her face, these 
bumps looked so…unhealthy to Ellen.  It was strange how on the one hand rashes 
and bumps from disease were unwanted and terrifying and on the other hand 
how so many people had them, yet had no diseases. 

Mrs. Mortar opened a cupboard and took out a dummy head on which was 
displayed an oddly familiar sight, a sweep of long, beautiful red hair.  After 
placing this new wig on her head, Rebecca clapped at herself in the mirror over 
the cupboard.

“Oh, to be young again!  Look, Ellen, how long has it been since I’ve worn my 
proper hair color?”

Mrs. Patterson fidgeted with her own lime green bobbed wig.  “Ages, 
Rebecca.  Oh, you look so wonderful!  But, sweetie, no one…no one will be able 
to tell that it’s a wig.”

“I know!” Rebecca crowed.  “Isn’t that just the thing?”  She clapped her hands 
again.  “I’m going to start a trend.  Real hair colors back in style and no one 
knows who’s had the latest treatment?  Let the guessing games begin!  Oh, it’s 
going to be so good!”

Ellen was doubtful about this.  Strange hair colors were expected just as 
getting treatments was expected.  Men like David could afford not to partake, for 
society only cared that company men brought home the money or credits, not 
how they looked.  But for true socialites like Rebecca and herself, image was 
everything.  And any image outside of what the city promoted was off limits.  
One would soon find oneself not on the invitation list for important events.  Talk 
would come that one’s children really should change schools.  Rumors might 
even start that one wasn’t getting all the anti-disease treatments one could.  Why, 
flaunting a wig with real hair color was at least as dangerous as sneezing in a 
shopping center, and maybe more so.  If one didn’t get the cold jab for a day, one 
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could have the excuse they forgot, their robot malfunctioned, and so on.  True, if 
this went on for several days one would find oneself in the care of Health 
Inspection and a stay in the Quiet Room.  Removing all doubt was the point of 
the crazy colored wigs.  Everyone who mattered, who had any influence over the 
public got the treatment.  For Rebecca to say that they should return it to a 
guessing game was ludicrous.  The H.I.s would never tolerate it.  There could not 
be any doubt, any, that the socialites were getting the treatments or the jabs, or 
taking the medicine.  Lives literally depended on it. 

“No!” Mrs. Patterson shouted at her friend, knocking the wig to the floor of 
the taxi.  The human driver up front asked if everything was all right. 

“It’s fine, Julian.”  Mrs. Mortar’s tone was annoyed.  She bent over to pick up 
red wig and dusted it off.  “Ellen, dear, you always have a tendency to overreact.  
This wig cost me a small fortune.”  She sighed and placed it back on its display 
stand and slid it back into the cupboard.  Ellen blinked back tears as Rebecca 
continued.  “Really, sweetie, it’s not like I’m going to prance around in it today.  
It’s something for the future.”

“But people will think…” Ellen didn’t know how to best explain it.  “They’ll 
think you don’t care…about getting treatments.”

Rebecca placed the blue beehive perfectly back on her head.  “Oh, Ellen, I 
don’t care.  No one cares.  Do you care about it?  Really?  It’s just something we 
do, isn’t it?  Like buying the latest dress or shoes.”

“The Health Inspectors would care.”  Ellen knew it in her bones.  For a 
fraction of a second she thought she caught a spark of fear in her friend’s eyes, 
and then it was gone.

“Oh, darling.  Don’t be so paranoid.  It was just a thought to change the trends 
to something more interesting.  I’m bored with all the fake hair.  Aren’t you?”  
When Ellen said nothing, Rebecca continued while primping herself in front of 
the mirror.  “You’re quite right, though, one must remember timing is everything.  
It may be a bit too soon to introduce the idea.  Well!  And did you hear the latest?  
We’re going to have to do an extra loop around to get to City Hall.  A tube on the 
freeway fell apart and they don’t have enough workers to fix it!  One would 
think that’s a job for the robots, but they need supervision, and the 
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supervisors…”
“Need to know how to program them and how to direct them,” Ellen said as 

her friend chattered on.  And they can’t follow the lights.  She added silently in her 
head.  People who didn’t have some kind of Ism were few and far between now.   
Some were exceptionally smart, but could not focus it to something useful.  Most, 
like herself and her husband, followed the lights, and that kept them more or less 
in the present and on task.  Perhaps Rebecca’s famous brain implants, now just 
fashion, would someday help with the problem.

As they sped in winding loops and circles and in and out of clear tunnels 
around the city, Mrs. Patterson felt they were a marble navigating through an old 
fashioned plastic course like the ones she had put together as a child.  They 
progressively sunk lower and lower as the computer system skillfully found 
ways around all of the traffic jams to the center of Minnepaul.  Although they 
didn’t say a word to each other about it, both friends were silently and suddenly 
realizing that the tunnels and freeway system were riddled with rust, cracks, 
loose screws, and the like, they’d just never noticed it before.  Now everyone 
would be noticing.

The magenta limotaxi pulled up to a drab looking City Hall.  As the complex 
was mostly for evening and nighttime use, during the day, with all of the 
twinkling lights were turned off, Mrs. Patterson could see that the glass and steel 
exterior could use some updating, much like the traffic tubes and tunnels.  Still, 
everything looked spotlessly clean otherwise and pots of fake flowers and 
chirping mechanical birds at least gave it a sense of rallying, as an actress 
suddenly deprived of her spotlight and makeup would still bat her eyes and 
press a hand coyly to her tiny waist.

They met up with Mrs. Slade, the premier secretary of Company B, at the base 
of grand escalator 4.  She breathlessly introduced a Miss Whitecell, the curator of 
City Hall arena 4, and bid them goodbye, stepping up suddenly to one of the 
silent helicopters that Company B owned.  Rebecca said drily that Mr. Gambol 
must be incapable of signing his papers without her and Ellen smirked at that.  
She had always felt that Mrs. Slade would like bossing around robots more, but 
Mr. Gambol knew this well and kept her busy with endless papers.  David had 



43

always thought as much, too, having been siphoned off the robot work himself.  
If the city was falling apart it could be more or less on purpose, a nameless fear 
that the Pattersons had only attempted to verbalize on quiet nights in bed with 
the microphones turned down as far as they would go. 

“Well!” Miss Whitecell exclaimed.  “Let me show you ladies the venue!  
There’s so, so much to go over.  Every detail is important.  This is a day your 
twins will remember forever.”  Miss Whitecell was light skinned with a beehive 
wig of the palest pink.  Her blue eyes were fascinating creations of modern 
invention, and as she blinked, shimmering flakes wafted off, decorating the 
tattoo on her cheekbones. 

Vanity, his coworkers called it behind his back, but David Patterson disagreed.  
What did it matter if he refused the latest eye surgeries for perfect vision?  The 
robots just as often blinded customers as they gave them the gift of sight, though 
everyone ignored that aspect.  The blindness could be remedied by more laser 
surgeries, after all.  Ever since he was a teenager, David had loved his black, boxy 
glasses.  Not only could he see well out of them, he thought of the lenses and 
frames as protection in a world that constantly bombarded him to take that or do 
that, or be that.  As the advertisements to enhance or change his appearance and 
aging body assaulted him on every street corner and in every office corridor, the 
glasses helped him ignore them all.  The lenses had no computer chips, no 
screens, no lights to alert him to possible threats when walking, or to update him 
on the latest news.  The frames had no audio or camera records and the bridge 
and end pieces did not mechanically adjust to his face for comfort.  His glasses 
were plastic and glass and could only be repaired by hand, which he’d done 
himself, time and again.  

“Patterson,” Mr. Gambol had snapped his fingers at him that morning in the 
board room.  “Your vision is cracked.”  As he’d just finished a presentation on 
streamlining the Company B’s city limit cameras to be more efficient, David had 
thought this a rare, real criticism.  His mouth salivated as he almost looked 
forward to a heated discussion or interchange, only to find that his boss was 
amused that the left lens in his glasses had a new scratch in it.  Now that David 
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inspected it in the relative privacy of his own office, he realized the lens was 
indeed cracked, not merely scratched.  If David had any vanity regarding the 
glasses, it was only that he knew exactly how to fix them, but it would take some 
time, so he found his case, put them away in it, and ordered his office robot to 
bring him a pair of temporary contact lenses.  They hurt David’s eyes horribly 
and he always had to turn the screen announcements on them off so he could 
actually see, but they would get him through the rest of the day. 

Sitting back down to work, David’s nimble fingers automatically started 
putting together one protective bracelet after the other.  He stared out at the 
daytime desert where not a soul moved, and wondered for not the first time why 
Mr. Gambol wanted to many bracelets.  None of David’s coworkers had such a 
project, and he knew of only one factory Company B owned that produced the 
materials, one always being threatened with a shutdown as robots had taken 
longer and longer to repair over the years.  Once upon a time it had been David’s 
job to repair those robots, and before that, to invent them.  Sybil and Drake, the 
Patterson house robots, had been two of his first prototypes that he’d made with 
the help of Ellen’s inventive programming ideas.  The two of them were not 
unique.  Everyone had been busy building robots in those days, and raking in the 
money doing so.  And with the invention of the cold jab, no one had to even take 
sick days anymore.  Production had increased tenfold, and Minnepaul had 
grown into a country unto itself, encompassing all of the livable land in a world 
fast turning to desert.  The science had been settled on that years ago, and every 
resource bent to it.  Still, the world had continued to heat up.

So many bracelets.  How many had he made over the years?  Mr. Patterson 
calculated in his head, his eyes following the lights on either side of the wall 
screen.  One couldn’t focus without the lights anymore, or the chime of the soft 
music that floated into one’s ears if they veered off a sidewalk or path into 
possible danger.  Those for whom neither the lights nor sounds worked were 
cared for in the city’s Quiet Room.  Some eventually were able to venture into 
society again, but many were not, and some, strangely just disappeared.  Many 
people were just as often upset by the lights and the chiming music, so David 
often wondered what good they actually did, as being upset was terrible for 
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one’s heart.  Those people, too, ended up in the Quiet Room.  Once there had 
been many Quiet Rooms, but as it was increasingly necessary for the patients to 
be cared for by robots, the city had moved all of them to one location in the 
northwest of the city, where once in awhile Company B’s cameras actually 
caught snow drifting in the air.  So everything might not be desert, was what 
David had thought to himself, but he kept the idea to himself.  No one would 
want to venture outside of the city to check.  They would surely die from the heat 
and from the diseases roaming everywhere. 

“Let’s go way back in time.  Before the cold jab, before even the flu jab that 
it replaced.  Before the polio jab and even…before the small pox jab.  Yes, yes, I 
know what you’r thinking.  Everything started with smallpox, and it did, but our 
current science began in a different form: Inoculation!  Inoculation first began in 
the ancient land of China, now a long lost country.  The Chinese discovered that 
by scraping away a small amount of skin and pressing into it the disease matter 
of the smallpox, the patient would build up an immunity to full-blown small 
pox.  From the smallest concepts flow great ideas.  And now, here, today, we have 
the Plus, a vaccine to surpass all vaccines, a jab to replace all jabs.”  The Health 
Inspector with a bulb of perfect blond hair on her head walked slowly up and 
down the aisles between the student desks and compartments.  Health Inspectors 
gave weekly talks to all six grade classes, talks focusing on the greatness of the 
Plus jab that they would soon receive. 

Luke’s hand shot up and Alex frowned.  He hadn’t forgotten the nickname 
Luke had given him.  And he’d had no luck finding out what Deniers were, other 
than an old legend.

“Yes, Mr., ah, Bender?” As the HI swept her hair behind one ear with a gloved 
hand, Alex recognized her.  This was the same HI he and Suzy had seen last 
week in the Punch & Juice shop.

“You said full-blown smallpox.”
“Excuse me?”
Alex straightened up, his ears perked.  Here was something interesting.  At 

her desk beside him, Suzy doodled possible party dress designs on her tablet. 
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Luke cleared his throat after throwing an uncomfortable glance in Alex’s 
direction.  His dark skin looked pale in the dim light of the classroom.  “You said 
full blown.  So did…they did get small pox, then, even with the inocue--inconque
—the jab thingy?”

The HI put her hands on her hips.  “It’s called inoculation. I…N…O…” and 
she made the entire class spell it out.  “What a question,” she said, finally, 
making her way to the front of the classroom.    Despite the fact that he looked 
about to have a heart attack, Luke leaned forward in his desk, hoping that wasn’t 
the answer.  Alex leaned forward, too.  Then it wafted back to them, a whisper, 
perhaps, only for the two of them to hear:

“Yes.  Yes, they got smallpox, but a mild form, you see.  That was the point.”
Alex and Luke turned to each other, the shine of triumph in both of their eyes. 
“Now, today, because of these first experiments, humanity is able to rid itself 

of disease entirely.  We may even soon have the Plus Enhanced, a jab that will 
also rid us of allergies forever!”  While the HI looked absurdly pleased with 
herself, the students gasped.  Those who had the city tattoo rubbed at their skin, 
perhaps thinking how it would look blemish free.  

It would look like my skin, Alex thought, mine and Suzy’s and mom and dad’s.  It 
was odd.  Why did some not have the tattoo?  Most people in the city did.  It was 
on the tip of his tongue to ask the HI this question, but then he saw how she 
looked at Luke, a piercing green gaze that made him shrink down into his seat.  
It wasn’t exactly wrong to ask questions at school, but it wasn’t preferred.  
Learning and questioning did not go hand in hand. The science was settled after 
all, so there was no point in questions.  Still, as Alex got older he found he had 
more and more of them, but few answers. 

Two days before the twins’ Plus party, the Pattersons went as a family unit to 
inspect the venue at City Hall.  They went during the day, as was usual, leaving 
Sybil and Drake to take care of the apartment house.  Alex and Susy were so 
excited, they were nearly jumping out of their shoes.  As their parents followed 
the lights behind them, both children quickly found the way to escalator 4, 
everything being clearly marked in block letters accompanied by the appropriate 
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arrows and friendly symbols encouraging them in their path.
Miss. Whitecell, a City Hall curator, met them at the top of the escalator.  

Everything about her was crisp and neat—much like a Health Inspector—except 
for her city tattoo.  She wore a braided banana yellow wig that Alex thought 
made her look like a songful maiden out of the long gone Viking era of the 
world.  People fainted at the mere mention of blood now and he was awful 
curious about a world in which violence and the shedding of blood seemed to 
reign, but due to his age, the school and his hand screen only allowed him so 
much information on the subject.  Too much information could be a very bad 
thing.  They had grown up learning this, and Alex could consider this as true, 
though he wondered if it was always true. 

As they strolled first through the park of arena 4, Suzy annoyed Alex by 
batting at his arm every time she found something interesting—which was every 
second.  Behind them, in an unusual stance, Mr. and Mrs. Patterson had clasped 
hands and Alex remembered suddenly that he and Suzy were love children, not 
created in a science or medical lab.  Was that why they had no tattoo?  

The twins had never been to City Hall before.  Their parents had come loads 
of times, but only for nighttime company events.  Although each arena had 
slightly different themes, there was a sameness to them that only the curators 
truly knew, having access to the entire complex.  The park was a true park, a grid 
of sidewalks in between which were patches of green grass that almost looked 
real, trees that also looked real, benches, old-time water fountains, and beds of 
colorful flowers that Alex and Suzy knew could never be real.  Too many people 
were now deathly allergic to the scent of flowers.  Alex daydreamed about 
running around the whole place, enjoying the unshaded face of the sun upon 
him, and Suzy did the same, only her thoughts were of twirling on the grass in a 
pink, dramatic skirt that would whirl around her hips as she danced.  They both 
knew these dreams could never be manifested in real life, but like everyone else, 
they had the dreams just the same.

The park itself formed a large irregular circle, off of which ran spokes of 
outdoor shopping malls or covered, lighted corridors leading to the plethora of 
venues available.  Almost all newly built venues were located indoors these days, 
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but arena 4 was old enough to have a few outdoor ones that were in fashion for 
scandalous parties that Mrs. Patterson’s friend Mrs. Mortar like to both host and 
attend.  Mrs. Patterson had reserved venue 14 for their party.

Suzy clapped her hands together, her brown ponytail bouncing with her 
excitement.  “Oh, Alex, I can’t wait to see it!  It’s sad we can only have one Plus 
party.”  Alex nodded that he supposed so, though he found he didn’t care about 
the party part as much as his sister did.  The main event would be the signing of 
the document allowing them to take the Plus.  At school, their teacher had told 
them that not only would they sign the document electronically, but also with a 
real, hand signature, with a thumb print, with a retina scan, and from a 
fingerprick, with their own blood.  In times past in would be the parents who 
would sign for a child under the age of eighteen, but these days parents signed 
over their rights to the children on the day of birth.  The children of Minnepaul 
belonged to the city and the city alone.  Once in a while he and Suzy heard their 
parents and their friends bemoaning this situation, but it made sense to him.  
Most babies were made in a lab by the government, anyway.  And the 
government owned the parents too—everyone’s body print or DNA was 
patented by Minnepaul and it was only their father’s company, Company B, that 
was allowed to use the patents.  Mr. Patterson had said once that even the 
Charleston Company itself had to ask its Company B subsidiary for mission in 
any DNA ventures.

The entrance to Venue 14 was a sunny, glass walkway that curved over the 
park of another arena in a steep rainbow arch.  Mrs. Whitecell said that for the 
evening of their party it would be the stars that would be out, winking in a black 
sky, and that the arena under their feet—pools of water in various shapes and 
sizes—would be lit up with special lights and fountains that would shoot up on 
either side of the walkway. 

“Oh, but the guests won’t get wet, will they?” Suzy blurted out.  Mrs.  
Whitecell blinked rapidly, perhaps unnerved that anyone would think her venue 
would allow for such a possibility.  Alex bet that Mrs. Mortar would think it a 
grand joke if her guests got all wet.  He’d been thinking about Mrs. Mortar’s 
daughter, Delia, lately.  Delia was older than the twins and really pretty, despite 
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the fact that all she seemed to do after getting the Plus was run from one clinic 
appointment and treatment to the next.  Alex wondered if Delia would look like 
her mother when she got old and if he would like that.  Sometimes he thought 
that someday maybe he would marry Delia and give her a different life.  Except 
for his mother, the Pattersons barely went to any clinic appointments at all.  But 
Alex didn’t know if he could have Mrs. Mortar for a mother-in-law.  She changed 
her appearance so often that sometimes he and Suzy didn’t recognize her when 
she came to visit.

At the end of the glass walkway was a wide lobby with skylights and fake 
palm branches that Suzy said she absolutely adored.  Alex wrinkled his nose and 
said they smelled like plastic.

“But clean plastic, dear,” Miss Whitecell’s smile was triumphant.  “And 
hypoallergenic.”

“Just so.  Alex.”  Mr. Patterson coughed, which was his way of telling Alex to 
behave. 

Beyond the foyer was an old-fashioned coat closet which would only be used 
in winter when Minnepaul lowered the temperature just for Christmas, a ticket 
booth, and a polished table on which would be displayed photos of Alex and 
Suzy through the years.  Suzy begged Miss Whitecell to let them use the ticket 
booth as well and the twins eagerly plotted what kind of tickets they’d hand out.

“Will you be holding a raffle?  I thought this was a Plus party.”  Miss 
Whitecell looked over at Mr. and Mrs. Patterson, puzzled. 

“I think they mean them to be souvenirs,” Ellen rushed to say, while David 
clasped a hand to her elbow.  “Oh…children…”

“Hey!” Miss Whitecell called after the twins as they raced ahead into the 
venue proper.  The proper name for escalator 4, venue 14, was Quartz venue.  
Built especially for large parties of school children, it was a bit like a large 
auditorium with a strip of stage at the far end for a band and groups of round 
tables centered around a rectangle dance floor.  The high ceiling was decked out 
in crystal chandeliers, the prisms of which, Miss Whitecell said would reflect 
every color of the rainbow once the disco lights were turned on.  Tall, narrow 
windows bordered the high walls above, almost like sentries posted in regular 
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intervals atop castle walls.  Here, there were no skylights.  The wall to the right 
sported a buffet table and a bar, as well as entrances for the catering crew.  Both 
the bar and the buffet table were made of a finely chiseled pink quartz that suited 
the wine-colored lower walls trimmed in gold.  The upper walls were a frothy 
white, the paint careful swirled to represent the fizz bubbling up from a glass of 
carbonated drink.  Since a venue was the only time any kid could have 
something like soda pop, Alex thought the walls suitable. 

Suzy begged again for Miss Whitecell to turn both the disco lights and the 
music on and the young woman watched in astonishment as the Patterson family 
had their own little dance party right in front of her.  The citizens of Minnepaul 
didn’t really dance as a rule—one didn’t want to exert themselves too much—but 
the excitement of the day had caught up with Ellen, David, Alex, and Suzy, and 
they danced to their hearts’ content, taking in how the rainbows from the prisms 
bounced on every surface, turning the place into a fairyland. 

Afterwards, Miss Whitecell took them to the Signing Room.  Every venue 
now had one such room and it was a smaller version of the Quartz hall proper, 
having the same wine-colored walls, gold trim, and long pink quartz bar at one 
end of the rectangular room.  Miss Whitecell had prepared in advance, setting up 
the room just as it was to be on the day of the twins’ signing.  Nearest the door 
were two columns of long benches separated by a carpeted aisle in between.  
Alex counted five benches on each side.  They looked to be made of wood, but it 
was unlikely anyone had used actually trees in the process of making them, so 
scarce were trees  now.  In front of the benches, one topping off each column, 
were two plush chairs in a rose quartz color that matched the bar at the front.  
Behind the bar were two high black chairs, again, one on either side, and on 
some kind of raised platform behind the counter.  Behind those were two closed 
doors.  

“Oh.”  Suzy and Mrs. Patterson had each promptly sat in the plush chairs and 
suddenly small round tables rose up from the floor, to the right of one chair and 
the left of the other.  Along with it came a pristine plastic stand that they all knew 
to be a stand with hooks for IV bags or other fluids to be administered to a 
patient.  On each table was a tiny sink with a faucet and a drain, and inset 
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compartments containing bandages, cotton, and other medical necessities.  
“But the Plus jabs won’t be administered here,” Ellen said it as a statement, 

looking to her husband for confirmation.  David threw her a kind smile, then 
clearing his throat, repeated it as a question to their tour guide.

Miss Whitecell tittered.  “What better way to end your party than getting the 
Plus here, right here?  Walking out triumphantly, bandaged arms held high.  
Why, such a sight would so fill the other children with inspiration!”  She clapped 
her hands.  Suzy giggled, saying that should be the way of it, shouldn’t it?  But 
the notion of the two of them parading themselves further in front of their 
classmates caused a sourness in the pit of her brother’s stomach.  This wasn’t to 
be a high school promenade party where they had been elected king and queen 
for a day.  This was the administering of a medical procedure, wasn’t it?  Or 
wasn’t it, Alex thought suddenly and more sourly, the administration of the 
latest, trendiest, most marketed product?  His mother and sister might enjoy the 
socialite life, but he agreed with his father that it was largely nonsense, and only 
more so as Alex got older. 

“Sibyl gives us all of our jabs.”  Alex crossed his arms.
“Oh?”  Miss Whitecell put a hand to her mouth.
“She’s our family robot,” Mrs. Patterson rushed to say.  “Miss Whitecell, we so 

had hoped to bring the children home after the party and have Sybil administer 
the shots there.”

Miss Whitecell straightened her yellow wig and thought for a moment, 
winking at the lot of them.  “Ah, you hope to maintain the allure of mystery 
about the process?  That could be very, very good for business.”

“Really?” Mr. Patterson coughed and something in his tone jarred the curator.  
She referred suddenly to her electronic clipboard that she carried at her side.  

“Of course, the Health Department, that is our own Tiara Medicina 
recommends all jabs take place at the venue of a Plus party itself, ensuring 
prompt administration.  The Charleston Company does not wish to be accused of 
not delivering.”  Again, she tittered into her hand. 

“Is that what they’re worried about?”  David said, before Alex could blurt 
something out.  He cleaned his glasses with a fine, soft blue cloth and Miss 
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Whitecell gasped as she realized the Mr. Patterson’s eyewear was real and that he 
actually needed the glasses to see.

She pursed her lips in an odd way causing Alex to think that the curator was 
somehow offended by his father, but he didn’t understand why.

“Ahem.  Sybil, was the robot’s name, was it?  Why,” Miss Whitecell spread 
her arms out wide.  “Why not bring the robot here?  She can just as easily 
administer it here as in your home, and as I said, what a wonderful way to end 
the party.  Right, Suzy?”

“Yes!”  Suzy clapped her hands.  “Mom, can we?  Can we bring Sybil here?”
“I…” Ellen rubbed at her throat.  “Your father and I had hoped for a private 

ceremony.  It’s not a-an everyday thing, you know.”  Mr. Patterson and Alex both 
grunted their approval of this while the curator waved airily.

“In any case, the decision is certainly yours.  Sometimes the signing does take 
awhile, so it may be prudent to administer at home.  But my dear, Mrs. Patterson.  
You will have to find a new use for this famous Sybil.”

“We will?”  All four of the Pattersons blinked stupidly at Miss Whitecell, 
clearly not following her train of thought.  

“Well, surely once the children get their jabs, the parents are often to follow.”  
She smiled.  “No more jabs will be necessary in your house after that day.  Sybil 
won’t have to administer anymore ever again.”  

They all absorbed this information with a stunned silence.  None of them had 
really thought about what happens after getting the Plus jab.  Mr. And Mrs. 
Patterson hadn’t even considered that they might be expected to get the jabs 
themselves—as adults their immunizations were all up to date, so it hardly 
seemed to be necessary.  Mrs. Mortar and her husband hadn’t gotten the Plus 
jabs, but they proudly and faithfully took their darling Delia to her followup 
appointments at her clinic.  Ellen and David had only begun to plan just how the 
visits would work out.  

“In any case, plenty of time to think it over.  We have a couple of days yet.  
Now, let me show you the Quartz venue restrooms.  They offer top of the line 
amenities that one can only find at City Hall or at the ritzier clinics.”  Miss 
Whitecell beckoned them out of the room and the Patterson’s followed, the twins 
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pondering the term “ritzy” which by their rich friends was considered almost an 
insult.

“What do you think those doors are for?” Suzy whispered to Alex.  She 
nodded her head back at the door behind the black chairs on the platform.  
“Doesn’t it look like an old-time courtroom?”

Alex agreed that it did.  They’d learned about the old law system back in 
fourth grade and all the kids had thought it amazing that a criminal couldn’t just 
be thrown in the Quiet Room, which was called “prison” at that time.  One had 
to be accused and put on trial for a crime.  It seemed a long, time consuming 
process, because everyone knew that anyone sent to the Quiet Room needed to 
be there to keep the peace.  The Health Inspectors did their jobs to perfection.

Who in a signing room would be on trial? Alex thought to himself later that night 
before falling asleep.  Me and Suzy?  The Plus?  No, that couldn’t be.  Everyone 
knew that the science of jabs was safe, sound, and settled way back in the day 
when they’d been more commonly called vaccines.  Then, was it the Charleston 
Corporation putting itself on trial?  Why?  Alex fell fast asleep before coming up 
with an answer.  He could see why those disturbers and deniers who questioned 
jabs were all put in the Quiet Room.  One could drive oneself crazy by thinking 
about it, and Minnepaul didn’t want crazy people walking about the city. 

Mrs. Mortar was late, but then, she was usually late.  Suzy rose up and 
down on her tiptoes in anticipation.  At her side, her mother worked out a 
programming code for Sybil on her hand screen.  Suzy didn’t see what was that 
difficult about it.  How easy to say, “Sybil, give Suzy a jab.”  Sybil did that every 
morning, after all. 

Behind where they stood on the sidewalk, rose the tiered shopping mall 
attached to Clinic Viking, the most popular clinic in the city.  Here, Delia went for 
her regular Plus followups.  Here, Suzy and Alex would come as well, though 
they had never before been to any clinic that Suzy could remember.  Wasn’t that 
strange?  Mrs. Patterson went regularly, as she was always getting some new 
treatment, but the rest of the Pattersons simply rested at home if they felt like an 
allergy was coming on.
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No more allergies!  Suzy clapped her hands.  She couldn’t wait.  The day she 
had asked her mother if the Plus really offered a lifetime of immunity seemed, 
well, a lifetime ago.  Minnepaul wouldn’t allow something harmful to its citizens 
to be so advertised and recommended.  That girl from the Punch & Juice who 
went to the Quiet Room, she had just been a bother, a rebellious teenager, as their 
sixth grade teacher would say.  Once they turned thirteen tomorrow, Suzy and 
Alex would start rebelling against everything.  Suzy wasn’t exactly sure what 
“rebelling” meant, but she was pretty sure it had something to do with her 
wanting to buy a blue, sparkling dress for her party and her mother telling her 
any girl having a party would wear a pink dress.  It was the trend.  Mrs. 
Patterson had even enlisted Mrs. Mortar and Delia to go with them to pick out 
the perfect one.  Suzy was eager to find out from the Mortar’s if pink was really 
the thing.  Her mother was behind the times sometimes, especially when it came 
to Sybil and Drake…and her garden.  The twins had been up there when 
everything was newly planted and it was amazing to watch everything grow.  
Suzy remembered them all being sad after Charlie, but Mr. Gambol had given 
them the garden.  He said it was because Mr. Patterson had been working 
overtime a lot, but the Pattersons all knew that it was on account of Charlie.  At 
least, that’s what Alex and Suzy had figured to themselves, years later.  They 
couldn’t ask their parents.  Mrs. Patterson especially got very angry if they 
starting asking about their brother.  

Charlie’s face was fuzzy for Suzy now, but she still remembered the taste of 
the blackberry his friend had given to her.  What had been his friend’s name?  
Carol?  Anna?  Suzy couldn’t remember, only that she’d had silky black hair that 
was real.  An old, cold breeze wafted over the sidewalk and Suzy shivered, 
looking up suddenly at the sun blocking mesh overhead.  

“There’s no need for the mesh if it’s cloudy out,” Mrs. Patterson commented 
as if to herself.

“But, mom, what if it rains?”
“No one’s allergic to the rain.  Not yet, anyway.  And, darling, we’re in the 

middle of a desert.  It’s not going to rain.”
Yet it had rained a few days ago.  Suzy remembered because that was a day 
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she got an allergy and had to go home from school.  Except.  Except her mother 
had swept her up into bed and told Sybil straightaway to give her a double dose 
of the morning cold jab.  As cold jab for a cold, Suzy had thought at the time.  But 
she’d said nothing, curious to see how three cold jabs in one day would affect 
her.  Suzy’d felt so much better even the next day, but her mother insisted on 
keeping her home until Sybil declared her fully recovered.  Cold jabs only 
worked for a day, everyone knew that, so why was Suzy’s mom so sure that three 
shots would cure her allergy or cold or whatever it was?  Really, it couldn’t 
possibly be a cold.  If it was a cold, that would mean the cold jabs didn’t work at 
all and…oh, Suzy felt dizzy just thinking about it.  She’d rather think about 
dresses.  Maybe she could convince her mother to go with a pink and blue dress
—with glitter!

Finally, the Mortars’ magenta limotaxi pulled up to the curb.  Mrs. Patterson 
put her hand screen away and they both greeted their friends.  Mrs. Mortar had a 
new hairdo, a fun, orange twisty thing that almost complimented her 
complexion.  

“Oh, Delia!” Suzy couldn’t believe it.  Delia wore a wig as well: Purple with 
silver streaks in it that blinked slowly as each strand contained a row of teeny 
tiny lights.  No kids their age wore wigs and Delia’s could only mean one thing.

“You’ve started treatments!” Both Patterson women blurted out, one in giddy 
astonishment, the other with a biting disproval.  

“Something wrong with getting treatments, Ellen?” Mrs. Mortar said with a 
peculiar hardness in her voice.  Suzy’s heart beat faster.  She exchanged a uneasy 
look with Delia.  It was rare that their mothers fought even though public spats 
were somewhat the thing among the upper class socialites.  Those spats were 
largely for show, though.  No one every got really angry—too bad for one’s heart. 

Instead of answering, Mrs. Patterson played with one end of her green wig.  
She’d asked Sybil to wind the long ends around both of her ears and it looked to 
Suzy as if she were wearing large green earmuffs attached to a green hat.  She 
would never say so, though.  Suzy watched her mother looking at Mrs. Mortar.  
Her eyes held a message, but Suzy couldn’t quite catch it, for it was the 
unspoken language that adults have of saying everything when saying nothing.  
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After half a minute, Mrs. Mortar seemed to get the message, for two red spots 
bloomed on her cheeks underneath her city tattoo.  At first, Suzy thought they 
were red from anger, but Delia’s mom suddenly looked straight down at her 
shoes and blinked heavily as if she fought teardrops from falling.  Mrs. Mortar 
was embarrassed!  She was sure of it.  But what had her mother said?  And now 
Suzy looked at the ground as her mother’s gaze turned upon her as if to say: stop 
trying to figure out our conversation.  It is not for you.

Delia reached over awkwardly and patted her mother’s arm.  “It’s strange to 
see, isn’t it?”  She bobbed her wigged head at Mrs. Patterson.  “But it’s the very 
latest.  Any kid getting the Plus gets a wig.”

“Do you have to get treatments after getting the Plus?” Suzy had never heard 
of this and was confused.  

“Optional treatments, dear,” Mrs. Patterson murmured, still looking at Mrs. 
Mortar, who had finally looked up to meet her gaze once again.  “Right, 
Rebecca?”

“Y-yes, Ellen.”  Mrs. Mortar swallowed a couple of times and took a deep 
breath.  When she smiled her usual grin that went from ear to ear and declared in 
an atrocious drawl that they should let the shopping begin, Suzy and Delia knew 
that whatever quarrel between their mothers, it was over, and they shared their 
own smile between them.  

The day of the twins’ Plus party started much like any other.  The four 
Pattersons woke, one by one, finding Sybil blinking and ready by their bedsides 
with the cold jab.  Sybil alternated limbs upon which to administer the jab, just 
like other families’ robots or the clinic robots did.  One didn’t have to take the 
cold jab every day, but it was expected that one did, which ended up being the 
same thing, really.  Most people had constant bruising from all of the shots, but, 
like with a lot of things, the Pattersons did not.  That isn’t to say they didn’t get 
bruises: they did.  However, the bruises healed quickly and so most of the time 
were not visible.  Sometimes David thought there was something magical in 
Sybil.  Every time he got his daily jab, he felt better somehow, as if the jab 
restored something he lost each night while he slept.  If anyone else felt like that 
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after getting the cold jab, David didn’t know because he’d never asked.  
He knelt down on the mat in his bedroom and said the daily mantra: The 

science is safe, the science is sound, the science is settled.  Next door he could hear 
Ellen murmuring the mantra as well.  A few years ago the couple had shared a 
bedroom, but that had gone out of fashion along with love children and limotaxi 
hotel mode.  David couldn’t help but feel that all of the progress in medicine and 
science was at the same time making the world a colder place.  He was surprised 
that people still got married at all, considering it wasn’t needed, but Mr. Gambol 
had always said the Charleston Company was big on family and families.  

Rumor had it that the Charleston family sincerely believed that immunity was 
being passed down from parents to children via their jabs.  It was the great hope 
that jabs would someday not be needed at all, for everyone would simply be 
immune to everything.  David doubted this rumor.  If they believed so, why 
would they even invent the Plus, and especially the Plus Enhanced?  No, clearly, 
they thought that the human immune system was faulty and needed to be 
replaced.  David agreed with this, but couldn’t wrap his head around trying to 
replace a person’s immune system, much less actually doing it. 

David padded in bare feet out to the kitchen.  Drake stood ready with a pot of 
piping hot coffee-flavored nutrition and a plate of bacon and eggs that almost 
looked like the real thing.  They never tasted like he remembered, though, and 
David idly wondering while enjoying his breakfast whether Mr. Gambol was rich 
enough to eat a real food breakfast every day.  His thoughts then moved to his 
children, both of whom seemed excited about their afternoon party.  Lately, 
though, Alex in particular had been quiet.  He was probably just nervous.  

The Plus was still a new procedure, a new jab, and had been out less than a 
year.  For the first few months the super rich had been the only ones who could 
afford it, but with government subsidies and rebates, it was now possible for any 
ordinary family in Minnepaul to get it.  David and Ellen could get the Plus, too, 
should they choose, but they hadn’t talked about it with each other.  Few parents 
had gotten the Plus as yet, and it was largely marketed to children, anyway.  
Soon, David knew, very soon, the Plus would be mandatory, not so much in 
written law, but an unspoken line in the sand in which the inhabitants of the city 
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would not and did not wish to cross.  How the health department managed this, 
he never knew.  Perhaps, David marveled, perhaps that is why tourists would 
come to the city, to see the pressure society could put upon a person.  A smudge 
was in his line of vision.  David polished his glasses with the cloth he always 
kept in a pocket.  

“Morning, Daddy.”  A sleepy Suzy, hair in disarray and one slipper missing, 
trudged into the kitchen.  Drake had her breakfast ready at the table even before 
she sat down. 

“Good morning, Sooze.  It’s your big day.”  David watched in fatherly 
pleasure as his daughter’s eyes lit up.  She clasped her hands together and 
squealed how excited she was and how she couldn’t wait to put on her dress and 
dance at the venue.  “And then you’ll get the Plus,” he said quietly.

Suzy bit her lip.  “Yes, because it’s the best thing ever.  Right, Daddy?”
“That’s right, angel.”
In between bites of her cereal nutrition, his daughter chattered on about what 

her friends were all going to wear to the party and what nutrition would be 
served there.  Rice chips were expected, but the twins had also requested 
expensive nutrition pretzels for a treat, and then there would be the various 
nutrition shakes, sodas, coffees and teas available.  

“But Daddy…”
“Yes, Suzy?”
“We won’t get the Plus today.”
David blinked at his daughter, wondering if he’d heard correctly.  Then he 

relaxed as he remembered.  “We’ll have Sybil administer it to you once we get 
home.”

Suddenly, fat tears fell from Suzy’s brown eyes and she reached a hand across 
the table.  David clasped it in his larger one.  “Daddy, I’m scared.  I know we’re 
not supposed to be, but what if…”

“Shh, shh.” David put a finger to his lips.  “It’s alright.  Perfectly safe.  Made 
by the company.”  He whispered to her, squeezing and caressing her hand in his 
instead of the bear hug he would much rather give her.  Hugs weren’t 
encouraged these days, due to allergic reactions and the fact that any physical 
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contact could spread germs.  Mr. Gambol’s comment on the matter was to raise 
his eyebrows, sip his pretend coffee and say loudly that at least they would all be 
in perfect health.  What more could a person ask for?  Suzy brushed away her 
tears with the back of her hand and was briefly her sunny self until Sybil whirred 
into the room.

From the waist up, Sybil looked like a modern Minnepaul woman.  Waist 
down she was all metal and wheels.  Drake had wheels too, but on the bottoms 
of his feet.  The Patterson children had never really taken to Sybil, David recalled, 
even with all of their mother’s wonderful programming.  In one rather clawed 
hand, Sybil held a syringe.

“No,” Suzy whispered.  “Not today.”
“You haven’t had your cold jab yet, dear.”  Sybil’s voice rang out in the 

breakfast room.  As if sensing trouble, Drake left.
“I’m getting the Plus today,” Suzy said clearly.  “I don’t need the cold jab 

anymore.”
“We won’t be administering the Plus until quite late in the evening.”
David inwardly cringed at how much Sybil sounded like Ellen when she was 

in one of her nagging moods. 
“No.”  Suzy sniffed.  “No, Sybil.  I-I don’t need it today.”  She stood up, 

placing her palms on the table.  Sybil whirred closer, the syringe held out, the 
translucent liquid of the cold jab shining  pearly pink in the light. 

“The Health Inspectors would not approve,” Sybil said, again sounding so 
much like Ellen. 

“Morning.”  A sleepy Alex tripped into the room, still rubbing his arm where 
Sybil had given him his shot.  Ellen was just behind him, humming a tune while 
setting her wig right on her head. 

David watched in fascination as Sybil clamped a hand on Suzy’s thin wrist 
and brought the needle closer and closer to a spot on her bare upper arm.  
Despite her protesting, his daughter didn’t struggle, but just as the tip of the 
needle was about to puncture her skin, Suzy belted out an ear piercing scream 
that shattered a glass bulb in the fancy chandelier overhead.  Alex fell to the floor 
with hands clamped over his ears.  Ellen jumped in fright, a hand over her heart.  
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David reacted suddenly and viciously, a father protecting his child.  He stood 
and struck out at Sybil, sending her flying back on her wheels and tumbling 
backwards over Alex, who grunted unhappily under her weight.  The syringe fell 
to the floor.  The pinkish liquid leaked out of a crack in the glass and slowly 
snaked its way to the kitchen floor drain.  Suzy suddenly stopped screaming and 
all was silent for a moment.

“Fire, fire!  Is it a fire?”  Drake sprang into the room, an old-fashioned fire 
extinguisher in his hand.  

“What?” Ellen said.  “No, no fire Drake.  Where did you get that thing?  I 
thought I told you to throw it away.  It won’t work anymore, not after all these 
years.”

“I fixed it,” the robot said.  Drake breathed heavily as if he truly was a 
panicked human.  David couldn’t help but admire his own craftsmanship.  Sybil 
couldn’t hold a candle to him.  He left and David and Ellen helped to right Sybil 
and get Alex to his feet.

“You alright, son?” David asked while Ellen pouted at the damage done to 
Sybil.  Sybil was rolling back and forth and muttering incoherently.  Maybe Sybil 
wasn’t really so un-human after all.

“Yeah.  What’s with Sooze today?”  Alex stared at his sister.  His parents 
turned to stare, too.  Suzy was still standing at the table, her palms still pressed 
down on it.  With a sigh, she picked them up and smoothed down the sides of 
her nightdress and then her hair, looking eerily composed and adult.

“I’m glad you’re not hurt, Alex.”  Suzy smiled and then said primly, “I just 
didn’t want to get the jab.  Not today of all days.”

Ellen wasn’t having any of that.  She stepped in front of her men and tapped 
her foot.  “You broke Sybil.  Again.  Say you’re sorry.”

“Sorry, Sybil.”  Suzy lowered her eyes.  The robot kept muttering to herself 
and finally whirred out of the kitchen.  In the silence, Mrs. Patterson’s white-hot 
anger seemed loud.

“Today of all days, Suzy, today of all days, you should get the cold jab.  We 
can’t afford a visit from Health Inspection.  If they come this morning, they’ll 
want to come tonight and administer the Plus jabs themselves.  Is that what you 
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really want?”
“I thought that’s what we all want,” David said lightly.  He put a hand on 

Alex’s shoulder.  “The party is for them to get the Plus after all.”
His wife turned to him and nearly spit out her words.  “Yes, David, that’s 

what the party is for.  Thank you for stating the obvious.  Do any of you have any 
idea of the loss of status should that not happen?  We received special permission 
to have Sybil give the shots tonight.  It is a privilege not extended to any other…
oh, why do I even bother?”  She pressed a hand to her temple.  

“Sorry, mom,” Suzy whispered.
“Don’t do again,” was the response.  “You, both of you, will get your shots 

tonight.  You must.”
“They will.  They want to.  Right, Alex?”  David mussed his hair and Alex 

nodded.  Mrs. Patterson tried to act casual, but David had belatedly realized that 
Ellen wasn’t angry—she was terrified, but he couldn’t think why.

A nameless excitement hung in the air.  As Alex and Suzy left school early to 
get ready for the party, they could feel it pressing down on them as they rushed 
through the lighted walkways to wait at the curb for the next limo taxi that 
would take them not home, but to City Hall and the Quartz venue with its 
brilliant glass walkway and white and burgundy colored walls.  Thankfully, the 
tube ways and highways were all up and running so their ride was a smooth one 
and they peered out at the magnificent, winking city.  Tomorrow they would 
never have any diseases or get sick ever again.

“But we don’t get sick now,” Suzy said out loud.  Having similar thoughts, 
her brother picked up the conversation.

“That’s cuz of the cold jab.”
“Oh, yeah.”  Suzy blushed slightly and turned back to the window.  How far 

away yesterday seemed and how angry she’d been at Sybil.  Poor robot.  It 
would take Sybil a long time to realize she wasn’t needed anymore.  Not for jabs, 
anyway.  No cold jabs every day.  How pleasant that seemed.  Suzy could just 
wake up, eat breakfast, and go to school or wherever.  No time spent waiting 
while her mother checked for bruises or a reaction.  No stern talks that the twins 
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should never say anything about the jab making them feel better.  After the hurt 
of the prick, Suzy did always feel better, but she didn’t understand why Mrs. 
Patterson specifically asked to to not say so.  Children often follow parents’ 
instructions simply because a parent gave them, so Suzy and Alex had always 
shrugged it off as a mother’s paranoid quirk.  Their father rarely said anything to 
them about the cold jabs or any jab at all; but then, he was almost always at work 
or thinking about work.

After what seemed like an eternity, the bright limotaxi pulled up to the 
entrance to escalator 4 where Miss Whitecell waited with a new, lavender wig, 
braided as she seemed to like it, and her electronic clipboard.  Mrs. Patterson 
stood resolutely beside her in everyday clothes and the short, blue wig she often 
wore for running errands.  Next to her stood Drake, his fake feet planted firmly 
on the walkway and sets of clothes in clear plastic bags hanging over each arm.  
Mr. Patterson would join them after his workday was over. 

“It’s a glorious day!”  In a rare move, Mrs. Whitecell rushed to hug Suzy and 
shake Alex’s hand.  “This is going to be a wonderful, new chapter in your lives!”  
The children were rather taken a back, but returned her affection as best as they 
could.  Their mother was all smiles for them, the anger of the morning long 
forgotten.  They were whisked up the elevator and took a detour to the Staging 
Arena.  City Hall had several of these arenas and the twins quickly realized this 
was the arena with all of the pools that was below their coveted glass walkway.  
Miss Whitecell told them that sometimes this Staging Arena was used as a venue, 
but mostly it was a gathering place for people to catch their breath and or 
prepare for attending a party or event.  An open, columned rotunda surrounded 
the area and held shops, changing rooms, restrooms, and other such necessities. 

The women sent Alex and Drake off into one changing room, while they 
scurried into another.  Alex listened to the sounds of their fading laughter a bit 
wistfully.  Why did Dad have to work on such an important day?  He talked to 
Drake who was programmed to reflect his own, excited mood, but it wasn’t the 
same as joking around with another human being.  The suit Mrs. Patterson had 
bought for him fit perfectly, except the pants were a tad short as if he’d grown an 
inch or so in the past few days.  With curiosity, Alex watched as Drake first 
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mussed his hair with gel and then artfully arranged it in the latest party style 
with sweeping, careful strokes of a comb.  Alex wasn’t sure he liked the waves, as 
they made him feel like roaring sea sat atop his head, an analogy only reinforced 
when Drake dusted it off with a topping of blue and white glitter.  The boy 
sighed.  He’d get used to it, he supposed, and it was only for one night, anyway.

In the women’s changing room, Suzy was first dunked into a warm bath with 
fizzes and bubbles that were supposed to be good for the skin, but she found 
pricked at her awfully and made her feel as if an allergy was coming on.  She 
learned later that some people didn’t take so well to the bath antiseptics, but that 
the Plus Enhanced to come out someday would fix all of that.   Next, she was 
lotioned and powdered all over—both soothing and irritating to her skin at the 
same time.

Mrs. Patterson as a rule didn’t approve of makeup on anyone under sixteen, 
but it was a special night, and Mrs. Mortar and Delia suddenly appeared with an 
entire bag full of products healthy for the face and that youthful glow that 
everyone was always after, and so, to Suzy’s delight, her mother approval.

“She’s thirteen, how much more of a youthful glow could you possibly add?”  
Miss Whitecell was annoyed with Mrs. Mortar.  Perhaps she, too, didn’t approve 
of makeup on children?  But Delia knew better, whispering in her ear that  
although Mrs. Mortar was nearly twenty years older than Mrs. Whitecell, the two 
looked the same age.  Suzy suppressed a smile and thought that they did look 
the same age—that is, if one didn’t look too close.  And no adult looked too 
closely at another’s appearance these days, even society women.  They all stood 
out in their colored wigs and glitter in order to all appear the same, holding some 
kind of front that Suzy was certain she and Delia would learn about as soon as 
they were old enough.  Delia looked pale in the dressing room lights, but that 
would easily be fixed.  Her purple, sparkling wig looked magnificent, but Suzy 
suddenly missed her old carrot-colored hair.  Were the treatments to be done 
after the Plus truly optional?  If so, she would opt out.  Suzy rather liked her own 
nut-brown hair. 

Suzy’s dress was blue slashed with pink and she thought maybe she would 
start a new trend today, she and Alex.  
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“Blue,” Mrs. Patterson had finally nodded at the choice.  “Come to think of it, 
all the Plus ads are in blue, aren’t they?”

The dress fit perfectly, and after having the dressing room robot instacurl her 
hair, Suzy was ready, if a bit unsteady on her feet in the new, shiny heels Delia 
had given her as a birthday gift.

“So unhealthy,” their mothers had murmured in unison, smirking as if it was 
all a secret joke.  Suzy at first thought she might fall and break her ankle, but 
soon it was as if she’d always worn the heels.  Her back was straighter and she 
walked taller.  And why not?  Today she was thirteen, after all, not the child she 
was yesterday.

They met a rather bored Alex outside at the Staging Arena.  He had been 
wandering around the pools and said they smelled chemical.  It was growing 
dark outside; soon Mr. Patterson and Mr. Mortar would join them, the pools 
would be lit up, and they would all walk across the arcing glass walkway to 
Quartz venue and line up to meet their guests.

When Mr. Patterson arrived, he was in a suit, blue, like Alex’s.  The twins 
staring, ignoring Mr. Mortar who always wore a boring gray or black suit, and 
stared at David who ever since they’d been born had only worn button-down 
shirts and comfy slacks.  In the suit he looked new and important—smart, even, 
especially with his glasses that no one else his age wanted to wear.

Now in a frothy cream-colored dress with tiny pink rosebuds on it, Miss 
Whitecell led them all, just as she’d set, over the glass walkway.  Stars winked far 
up in the night sky.  This was a rare view of them, too, for even most of City Hall 
was covered over with sunscreen.  Not arena 4, though, and not Quartz venue.  
The sight of the park below was breathtaking as the fountains shot up colored 
streams of water in all different configurations.  The twins wanted to watch the 
show forever, but their parents hurried them along.

“Now,” Miss Whitecell’s yellow wig curled around her small ears.  “I have 
prepared the tickets you wanted.”

Suzy squealed and raced up to the old-time ticket booth.  Alex was just at her 
elbow, also curious to see how they’d turned out.  Each ticket was a shiny silver 
in color and was about the size of their mother’s hand.  On the front it read: The 
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Pattersons’ Plus Party.  Admit One.  The Science is Amazing! 
“I added that last part,” Suzy chattered, though Alex knew that already.  It 

sounded better than the daily mantra and he wondering if the Charleston 
Company would take it up in their commercials:  “The Amazing Science of the 
Amazing Plus jab!  On sale now!  Don’t forget to apply for your government subsidy!” 
They would pay Suzy well for it, of course, and she might even be in a good 
enough mood to give him an extra special birthday present from the electronics 
store he loved.

The first guest to arrive, was David’s boss, Mr. Gambol.  The twins were a bit 
nervous, as they’d only met him once before.  He was a big man with an almost 
fashionable beard and a not fashionable stomach.  The suit he wore was a new 
Wish It brand and changed colors as he thought of them.  After greeting Mr. and 
Mrs. Patterson, he bent down to Suzy and asked her to pick a color or design for 
his suit. 

“And I’ll wear it the whole evening.”  Mr. Gambol put a finger to his nose.
“Zebra!” Alex blurted out.  He’d only see one in the city zoo and sometimes 

wished he could travel back in time when there was a place called Africa where 
he could see one running free.  Mr. Gambol’s suit changed to zebra stripes and 
Alex giggled.  His sister was lost in thought, trying to find the perfect design, but 
the big man seemed in no hurry and waited patiently with his club hands at his 
sides.  Next to Suzy, David and Ellen made small talk with Miss Whitecell.  Delia 
and Mrs. Mortar had retired to chairs overlooking the park of pools below.

“I’ve got it!” Suzy finally said, her eye sparkling.  Alex inwardly cringed.  
Would she make Mr. Gambol wear a suit of florescent pink?  “Tonight, you will 
be everything Quartz venue.”

“Really?” Mr. Gambol raised an eyebrow.  “Tell me more.”
“Wine colored, but with cream cuffs and chandeliers with quartz prisms in a 

pattern all over.”
“And bubbles!” Alex added.  “Like you’re inside a champagne glass.”
“Alex,” his mother said, “you’ve never even seen champagne.”
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“Have too.  On my hand screen.”
“Well, David?” Mr. Gambol looked to his employee.  David’s head sunk down 

a bit into the collar of his suit.  He looked to be working out just how to 
apologize for his precocious children.  “Shall I try it?  Do you think I have the 
brain power?”

“Erm.” David rapidly tried to recall everything he knew about  Wish It 
technology.  He didn’t think one had to actually hold the same image in one’s 
head continually.  One could imagine and then set the fabric to that indefinitely.  

“Most certainly, Mr. Gambol.”
As if he were a magician on a variety show, Mr. Patterson’s boss stepped back, 

meeting everyone’s eyes to make sure they were upon him.  He straightened the 
cuffs of his suit one at a time, making sure the cufflinks were secure.  Then, with 
a dramatic wave of his hand, the suit changed just as the twins had wanted: 
wine-colored with cream cuffs, glowing quartz chandeliers, and the final, 
amazing touch, bubbles that continually floated upward.  Everyone clapped 
enthusiastically.

“Ooh!” Miss Whitecell giggled, shaking her shoulders in an adult sort of way.  
“Don’t you just want to drink him up?”

“Not really,” Suzy said.  “But he’ll do.”
“He’ll do,” Alex agreed.

In groups of two or three, some with their parents, some not, Alex and Suzy’s 
classmates began to arrive.  Most of them had never been to a Plus party either, 
especially not at City Hall, and the twins delighted in the fact that they gaped at 
everything, oohed over the neat tickets, and aahed upon finally entering the 
main room.  Alex was happy to see Luke and his parents walk in, but didn’t 
know why they had a Health Inspector with them.

“Alex!” Luke high-fived him even though it was usually frowned upon.  
“This is the plague!”  Mr. Patterson stared at both children, his mouth a circle of 
surprise.

“Stop it, Dad.”  Suzy nudged him in the ribs.  “It just means something’s 
great.”
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“But, ‘plague,’ really?  Is that the slang kids are using these days?”
“Plagues were great in their way.  They killed a ton of people, right?”  Suzy 

giggled and shook Luke’s mother’s hand.
“Right.”  Mr. Patterson sighed to himself.  Next to him, Mrs. Patterson looked 

as if she’d swallowed something sour.  The Health Inspector grinned at her and 
Mr. Patterson couldn’t help but notice he had a striking resemblance to his son’s 
friend Luke.

“Mrs. Patterson, we meet again.”  The HI bowed.  “I’m so pleased your family 
is going forward with the Plus shots.

“I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name.”  Ellen was blushing and David 
noticed for the first time how handsome the HI was and how smooth and 
healthy his dark skin looked.

“Lucius Hahnemann.”
“Of course.”  Ellen pressed a hand to her forehead.  “Luke Hahnemann.  I’m 

sorry, but your…brother, is it?  Your brother has been giving my son a hard time 
a school.”

At that, Lucius grinned.  “Not anymore, though.  Right, Alex?”
“Uh, right?”  Alex scratched at his ear, sure that Luke had never mentioned an 

older brother.  The three other Pattersons watched with squinting eyes as Lucius 
bent down low in his white inspector suit and kissed Mrs. Patterson’s hand.  

“Every Plus party is now required to have a Health Inspector on premises.  
Thought I’d volunteer.”  Lucius firmly shook David’s hand, winked at Suzy, 
ruffled Alex’s hair, and ushered his family into the main room.

David stared at his wife, who was patting her wig.  “You’ve met before?”
“It’s nothing, darling, just some trouble at school.”
“What trouble?” David was seriously concerned, especially that his wife 

hadn’t told him about it.  As more guests were making their way across the glass 
walkway, she hurriedly whispered in his ear.

“Those questions the twins were asking the other day?  The school’s been 
having trouble with…with…Deniers.”

“What?”  David had heard the term before, but it was from something a long 
time ago, his childhood even.  They’d had Deniers on their block, people who 
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refused to take jabs and, well, they’d moved away, hadn’t they?  And he’d never 
thought about it again.  But how could their local school be dealing with such 
people?  It seemed as if those kind of people would have left Minnepaul a long 
time ago.  But he didn’t have time to dwell on the subject as there were more and 
more people to greet.  Now it was Ellen’s society friends that were arriving.  
They had all heard a rumor that wine and champagne had been specially 
approved for this party and were very excited.  Not knowing himself whether 
this was true or not and not wanting to ask his wife about it in front of them, 
David merely coughed and said science did allow that occasional alcoholic 
consumption could be healthy.

Once everyone was seated at the round tables with the cream-colored 
tablecloths, Miss Whitecell stood on the stage and microphoned her voice to say 
that the nutrition for the evening could be ordered directly from their hand 
screens and robots would bring them around.  The band was stuck in traffic, but 
should arrive soon enough, and then the dancing could start.  Miss Whitecell 
encouraged everyone to remember that too much dancing and excitement could 
harm one’s heart, so to take care.  She also added that by the gracious efforts of 
Mr. Gambol, wine and champagne—a glass each—would be available at the bar 
for the adults. 

“Delia!”  Suzy hissed at her friend.  “What band did you order for us?”  The 
fourteen-year-old placed a hand on her hip and looked so much like her mother 
as she said, “Dear, didn’t I tell you?  The Dead Polios.  They’ve been climbing the 
charts for the past six months!  Their music is divine.”

Suzy was sure that it would be, but she’d never understood the appeal of live 
music.  Most instruments were considered too dangerous to play, so bands often 
just played on their hand screens or mimed along to a recording they’d made.  It 
was nothing like what her father described when he talked about going to rock 
concerts as a teenager.  In fact, rock concerts seemed definitely unhealthy, but 
also as if they’d been a lot of fun. 

Before long, everyone got into the swing of the party, eating and drinking to 
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their heart’s content and even swaying along once the Dead Polios took the 
stage.  Suzy and Alex were pleased to find that the lead singer was actually 
singing even if his bandmates played piano, drums, and guitar on their hand 
screens.  The kids watched with curiosity as their parents became more animated 
with the alcoholic drinks.  

As a general rule, alcohol wasn’t considered healthy, except for a glass of wine 
on very special occasions, but Alex and Suzy had heard it whispered at school 
that the Charleston Corporation had lately begun serving such beverages at their 
company meetings.  Alex thought it concerning, though he couldn’t explain why.  
Now, as he saw the way the drinks made the adults looser in their tongues and 
movements, the concern rose again.  Was the Charleston Company trying to 
relieve stress in their employees?  Is that why Mr. Gambol of Mr. Patterson’s 
Company B had gotten a special license for alcohol to be served at the twins’ Plus 
party?  Alex blinked, finding his sister calling to him from the dance floor.  His 
classmates were all trying out the new dance step, where one’s feet squared off 
with one’s partner.  The children were dancing faster than was usual, but it was a 
party, after all.  Alex joined in and found the exercise invigorating. 

Then, Miss Whitecell turned on her voice microphones again and said it was 
time, time for Suzy and Alex to get the Plus.  Suzy’s eyes sparkled in such a way 
that her brother was afraid tears might fall.  He blinked back a couple himself.  
No more jabs for the rest of their lives, no more getting poked and prodded by 
Sybil every morning and being lectured by Drake on how necessary and 
important jabs were.  Jabs could be come as obsolete as the diseases they’d once 
prevented.  All these thoughts ran through Alex’s head as Miss Whitecell 
ushered them to the anteroom in the back.  The party guests clapped their 
thunderous approval, and some even whistled.  Mr. and Mrs. Patterson hurried 
to their children’s side, ready to accompany them into the Signing Room.

“I’m sorry, David.”  Mr. Gambol was suddenly there, pressing a meaty hand 
to Mr. Patterson’s shoulder.  “Not this time.”

“What?” David asked, his wife’s echo following.
Mr. Gambol’s countenance was all apologetic.  “It’s been recently decided by 

the city council that parents will no longer be allowed in the Plus Signing Room.  
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The decision is to be the children’s and the children’s alone.”  All four Pattersons 
stared at him, then at each other.

“A very new rule,” Miss Whitecell frowned.
“Everything all right, Ellen?” Mrs. Mortar called from a table nearby.
“We’re fine, thank you, Rebecca.”  Ellen’s eyes seemed very bright as she bent 

down to Suzy.  “We’ll see you when you come out, dear.”  She caressed her face.
“Momma,” Suzy whimpered.
“There, now.  At least you have a brother to go with you.”  Ellen hugged her 

fiercely, then drew Alex in, too, causing Miss Whitecell to gasp in surprise.  
David swept them all up in one big hug and told his children he was so proud of 
them and that this was the most important day of their lives.  At long last, the 
family members let go of each other, Miss Whitecell opened the door, and Alex 
caught a bearded grin from Mr. Gambol as he turned to walk through.  Miss 
Whitecell closed the door behind them.

Alex and Suzy stood on the threshold of the little courtroom—that’s truly 
what it was, Alex could see it now—their shoes sinking into the plush carpet that 
smelled faintly of chemicals.  The Signing Room was quiet and no one waited 
sitting at the high chairs on the platform behind the rose quartz bar at the front.  
Taking a deep breath, Alex grasped his sister’s hand, causing her to squeak, but 
she returned the hand pressure, and together they walked slowly past the 
wooden benches that would now never be used, and to the rose-colored chairs.  
They released each other’s hands to sit, Suzy looking once in trepidation at the 
closed door behind them, then both faced the long bar at the front, the empty 
black chairs, and the closed doors behind them.  Alex had immediately realized 
that no tables had risen up next to their chairs, no IV stand or jab administering 
equipment.  He sucked in a breath, furiously wondering just who would come 
through those doors. 

Five minutes they waited, and Suzy was obviously bored, tapping her foot on 
the carpet and slouching in her seat, wrinkling her dress atrociously.  Her brother 
crossed his arms and leaned forward.  Alex could hear something, the low 
murmur of voices that grew louder as the people came closer to the closed doors.  
Someone wasn’t happy, he could tell that, but he couldn’t make out any words.  
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Hearing the argument as well, Suzy sat up and smoothed her hands over her 
skirt.  A knock sounded on the door to their left.  Alex swallowed and croaked 
out a, “Yes?”  The door opened and a handsome head with short clipped hair 
smiled out at them.  It took both twins a moment to realize this was Luke’s 
brother Lucius, the Health Inspector.  With the door open they could now hear a 
shrill voice hissing.

“No, No, I won’t—I won’t, Mr. Gambol, this just isn’t done!”
Lucius’s fine skin was marred by a frown and he ducked back inside for a 

moment, then back out again, this time opening the door wider to allow for his 
shoulders and his white inspection uniform. 

“Alright there, Alex?  Suzy?”  They nodded hesitantly at him and he flashed 
them a white smile.  “Then let the games begin, as they say.”  Lucius swept an 
arm out, ushering in a gray-haired woman decked out in a black robe—to fit with 
the obvious courtroom theme, Alex supposed, and he suddenly felt as if he and 
Suzy were the adults stuck with very large children bent on playing fantasy.  
Lucius waved goodbye and ducked back into the hall behind the Signing Room, 
closing the door with a click behind him. 

“Ahem.” The gray-haired woman cleared her throat and found her seat.  Her 
hair was arranged in a tight bun at the top of her head and she wore a white, lace 
collar that folded over the neck part of her robe.  Her large, watery eyes were 
magnified by a pair of half-moon reading glasses and she peered over the tops of 
them to get a good look at the twins.  “I do hope you’ll disregard the disturbance, 
children.  It’s only recently that events…that rules have been…altered in the 
city.”  Although he couldn’t see them, Alex imagined the woman twiddling her 
thumbs in her lap.

A knock sounded at the door on the right, and once again, Lucius poked his 
head out with a brilliant smile, ushered in a young man with longish brown hair 
and a sunburnt face, and clicked the door closed behind him.  The young man 
had brilliant blue eyes, a day-old beard on his chin, and a scar on one cheek that 
he hadn’t had lasered off.  He wore brown pants and a loose, cream-colored shirt 
that were both tattered in places.  Offering them a hesitant smile of crooked teeth, 
the man slid into the other black leather chair.  The older woman pressed a 
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hidden button on the quartz bar in front of them, and two hammer-like 
instruments appeared on the bar, one for her and one for him.  The hammer 
heads were made of wood and had  large, rounded ends, while the handles were 
made of rose quartz.  Another mechanism inside the quartz bar sent up wooden 
plates in front of each black chair.  The young man lifted his hammer and gently 
tapped it on his wooden plate, ignoring the huff and rolled eyes of the older 
woman.  Digital screens came to life on the bar, naming the two.  The woman 
was Health Inspector Mrs. Belinda Medicina, the young man simply Henry.  
Henry sat back in his chair.

“Well, Belinda, should we start?”
Belinda jerked her head at him.  “I told you not to call…”  She sighed, clearly 

trying to compose herself, while the twins watched, goggle-eyed.  It was rare to 
see an adult not in control of their emotions.  “That is, please call me Mrs. 
Medicina.”

Henry nodded.  “Mrs. Medicina, then.  Do you want to start or should I—”
“It is the right of the city to start, Henry; we decided on that at least.”
“We did.”  Henry fidgeted with his left wrist and Alex saw a familiar-looking 

bracelet on it, though he wasn’t sure why it looked familiar.
“Oh!” Suzy gasped, seeing the same thing.  “Alex,” she whispered, putting a 

hand over her mouth and leaning over to him, “Dad made—”
“I’ll have quiet from you two!”  Mrs. Medicina pounded her hammer on its 

plate, making a loud thwock, thwock that echoed in the high-ceilinged room.  
Both children sat straight in their seats, afraid to move.  Henry sighed, but said 
nothing.

“Now then,” Mrs. Medicina put down her gavel—Alex suddenly remembered 
the proper name for the court hammers—and stood, sweeping her arms back to 
billow her robe so it would fall well down to her ankles.  “This is a bit of a new 
precedent we are beginning here today.” She stared down at the twins and they 
shrank into their seats, both unsure of what “precedent” meant and both afraid 
to ask.  “It has never before been allowed…” she paused, glaring sidelong at 
Henry.  “It has never been allowed that the Deniers present their side.”

Suzy and Alex gasped, exchanging a look of wonder and trepidation.  Deniers 
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were against science, against jabs, against, well, everything.  They ignored the 
fact that only a few days earlier they hadn’t even heard of the term.

“But we want to take the Plus.  Both of us,” Suzy blurted out, then clamped a 
hand over her mouth. 

“Yeah, then we won’t have to get any jabs ever again,” Alex quickly added, 
but Mrs. Medicina looked pleased.  

“There you have it, children.  The science is safe, the science is sound, and the 
science is settled.”  Mrs. Medicina sat down and serenely folded her hands in her 
lap.  It was Henry who now stared at the two of them, his eyes open wide as if 
he’d just heard the strangest thing in the world.

“Never again,” he whispered.
The older woman jerked her head at him.  “Stop mumbling, young man.  If 

you have something to say, spit it out.”
Henry cleared his throat.  “Alex,” he smiled.  “I hope it’s ok if I call you that?” 

Alex nodded.  “When you say you won’t have to get anymore jabs after the Plus, 
are you sure that’s really true?”

“That’s what all the commercials say,” Suzy cut in before Alex could even 
think about that.  “And our friend Delia got the Plus last year.  She hasn’t gotten 
anymore jabs.  She goes to the clinic, though, and I don’t get why—”

Mrs. Medicina held up a hand.  “Stop, stop, stop.” She pressed a hand to her 
temple.  Suzy sat back nervously in her seat and started chewing at her nails.  
Sybil would have a fit when she saw them later, Alex knew. “Henry, I realize you 
may want to cut in here or there, but know this is my time, the city’s time, right 
now.”

Henry leaned back in his seat and clasped his hands behind his head.  “That’s 
fine.  We have all day tomorrow, anyway.”

“Tomorrow?” The three other people in the room said together.
Henry smiled.  “That’s what the high HI said, Belinda, I have all day 

tomorrow to present my case.”  Alex and Suzy didn’t know what to say to that 
and Mrs. Medicina looked as if she’d swallowed something sour. 

“It’s true…” Belinda finally squeaked out.  “Ahem.  It’s true that I will only 
need an hour at most.  Though you…why a whole day…”  She pressed a hand to 



74

her back and sat down.  With a sigh, she pressed a button on the ledge before her 
and a screen rolled down from the ceiling.  “I’m sure, children, that you’ve 
watched this before, but we must present the case, even though it’s been proven 
time and time and time—” She paused, glaring at Henry as he started laughing 
and then coughing into his shirtsleeve.  Alex thought it highly amusing while 
Suzy whispered to him, did they really have to come back tomorrow?  Alex 
shrugged.  “—and time again.”

That night Suzy lay on her bed with the lights dimmed.  Someone knocked on 
the door and she raised her head, calling softly for them to come in.  Her mother 
entered, carrying a basket of laundry.  Drake usually did the laundry, so Suzy 
knew that Mrs. Patterson must be really worried about something to take over 
the task.  The closet doors whooshed open and her mother placed the basket on 
the ledge and by voice command asked the mechanical arms in the closet to put 
everything in its place.  In about a minute or two, Suzy knew, the closet doors 
would reopen and the empty basket would drop to the ground. 

Ellen sat at the end of her daughter’s bed.  “I still don’t understand, dear, why 
you and Alex have to go meet with this Henry person tomorrow.  Miss Whitecell 
at Quartz venue was very confused.”

“We aren’t allowed to say.” Suzy looked down the bedsheets at her mother, 
who played with the wedding ring on her finger.  “Lucius told you.  And Dad.”

“Yes.”  Ellen sighed. 
“I suppose…” Suzy tried not to cry.  “I supposed Alex and I will have to get 

the cold jab tomorrow?  Before we leave?”
“Yes, I’m sorry, dear, but you must.  This would not be the time for you to be 

sick.”
“If we don’t get jabs does that mean we’re sick?  All the time we’re sick 

without them?”
“Well, sort of, honey.”
“And babies?  They’re just…full of disease and sick all time until they get a 

jab, right?”
Mrs. Patterson cocked her head and rubbed her neck.  “I don’t like these 
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questions, Suzy.  The science is safe and sound on jabs, you know that.”  Suzy 
said nothing and her mother continued, saying how unfortunate that this new 
procedure for the Plus had to start with their family.  “No one understands it, 
Sooze, not a one of my friends, and I don’t even have any juicy bits and pieces to 
tell them.”

“I can’t tell Delia anything, either.”
“Maybe after you two get the Plus?”
“I don’t know mom.  I don’t think it’s up to us.”
Mrs. Patterson sniffed and stood up.  “Don’t stay up too late, dear.”  She 

stepped over to smooth Suzy’s hair, and then she was gone, rushing away to hide 
her tears.  Suzy was just glad she hadn’t been shouted at.  A scandal was the very 
worst thing.  Scratch that, a scandal over health was the very worst thing for any 
socialite family.  But it wasn’t their fault, was it?  Minnepaul had decided to let 
Henry have his say.  Suzy wanted to skip through sleep and then next day, 
arriving at tomorrow night when she could get her Plus jab and be normal like 
everyone else.  No, not normal.  Not everyone got the Plus jab.  Not yet.  She and 
Alex would be special, and special was better than normal.

*
From the expression on his father’s face, Alex could tell he wanted to ask 

about their time in the Quartz venue Plus room.  What could he say?  They’d 
learned the same old things everyone knew.   He lay in bed and stared up at the 
ceiling with his hands clasped behind his neck.  Drake was still puttering about 
in the dark room, picking up clothes, building blocks and wires that Alex often 
fiddled with when he was bored. 

That Belinda, that Mrs. Medicina of the famous Medicina family hadn’t even 
tried, not really.  She’d played the twins the same video they watched every year 
in school:  The story of how inoculation and then vaccines had eliminated every 
harmful disease known to man, especially smallpox and polio, and how it was 
that it worked, that to not get a disease one had to inject the disease and build 
immunity through one’s blood.  For a time after getting a vaccine, one would get 
symptoms very similar to the disease, but that was normal, totally normal.  True, 
some were adversely affected by the jabs, but these people had been proven to be 
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genetically deficient. 
“Inject a disease to not get a disease…” Alex whispered just as he was drifting 

off to sleep.
“Doesn’t make much sense does it?” A voice answered.
“Mmmm.”  Alex thought he must’ve already been dreaming.
“It’s so unnatural.  Unnnnnatural.”
“What?” Alex shot up in bed, suddenly realizing he was not dreaming.  Drake 

was just leaving, the lights on his chest running up and down in their usual 
pattern as he was planning his next task.  Alex stared at him, trying to meet the 
robot’s fatherly eyes in the dark, but the robot turned his head away to exit.

“Good night, Alex.  Sleep well.”
*

David and Ellen met in her rooftop garden under the stars.  As they were 
higher than most of the city sunscreens, the sky they saw was a clear black with 
white and yellow stars shining out from it.  There was a decided nip in the air 
despite the desert that surrounded them, and David thought he could fairly 
smell snow coming, which was nonsense—it hadn’t snowed properly in years.  
Minnepaul manufactured snow every Christmas, but it wasn’t the same as his 
childhood when he remembers the snow piled so high it would cover cars and 
even trees in some cases.  A thought struck him.

“Ellen?”
“Yes, dear?”  She was pruning a rosebush in the moonlight.  On birthdays 

Ellen would make the family rose petal tea that was earthy, musty and whole in a 
way that other drinks were not.

“When we were kids…there wasn’t a desert, was there?  Here, I mean, in 
Minnepaul.”

Ellen tipped her gardening hat back on her head and thought for a moment. 
“No,” she agreed, “I don’t remember a desert.  I remember driving north to a 

cabin the woods and everything was green and growing.”
“Then, when?”  But David didn’t want to think about it, when the desert had 

happened and the citizens of Minnepaul became trapped in the city.  For some 
reason he thought of the Quiet Room instead, and the people there unable to 
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truly live in Minnepaul, just like the many who had left long ago.  Why had 
people left?  Why would anyone want to leave this great city?  He couldn’t 
remember. 

“They have to get the Plus, David,” Ellen said.  “What’s going on?”  She 
brushed the back of her hand across her forehead.  “What are they…why are they 
doing this?  I mean, why our children?  I don’t want them to be part of some 
new…experiment.  We should…we should have been told beforehand, to be 
given the choice.  The gossip feeds!  If only you could see them. We’re not going 
to get many invitations to the summer parties, I can tell you that right now.”

David murmured something about talking to Mr. Gambol about it at work in 
the morning, but he was pretty sure that Mr. Gambol would rebuff him in his 
usual good natured eye-twinkling way.  This was the company’s decision; 
everyone could see that.  The Charleston Corporation of which Company B was 
only a part was Minnepaul.  No one could stand against either the city or the 
company and they were the same thing: Medicine.

David blinked.  That wasn’t the word he’d been thinking of.  In fact, he hadn’t 
been thinking about health at all except in a vague way.  Medicine.  Medicine in 
the desert.  That was their city, wasn’t it?  And jabs were a kind of medicine as 
was chemo as was everything about their life. 

Who needs medicine?
“The sick.” Both the question and answer popped into David’s head.  “The 

sick.”  He said again.
Ellen wasn’t really paying attention.  A rose thorn had stuck her thumb 

despite the tough, hypoallergenic gloves she wore.  Ellen sucked on the thumb, 
not immediately calling for Sybil and her store of antiseptic and antibiotics as she 
usually did.  David stared at her in her unnatural wig with the gray garden hat 
perched on top like an enlarged bug.  The bug was in danger of losing its 
precarious position in the evening breeze.

“The sick need medicine, Ellen.  The sick, not healthy people.”
“What?”  Ellen shook her head.  “I don’t know what you’re rambling on 

about, David, but it sounds like dangerous talk to me.  Let’s get some sleep and 
send the children off well in the morning.”
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“Mr. Gambol has suspended their morning cold jabs,” David blurted out and 
was immediately sorry.  He’d wanted to find a more roundabout way of telling 
his wife.  Ellen stared at him, shocked even out of the ability to gasp. 

“B-but.”  Ellen stopped and sucked in a breath.  “They need those jabs, David.  
Need them.  You know that.”  David did know that, but he wasn’t sure his wife 
remembered the reason.  After so many years, he wasn’t sure he even understood 
the reason himself.  Their long gone son Charlie had understood.  It was what 
had given him the courage to do what he did.  David swallowed down his own 
fear.  What was Minnepaul and Mr. Gambol playing at?  Did Company B want to 
expose the Patterson family to ridicule?  But why?  Ever since Charlie had left, 
David had done his job perfectly.  He’d  never missed a day of work.  And Ellen 
had risen to the top of the social hierarchy, becoming fast friends even with Mrs. 
Mortar herself, a woman known for keeping everyone at arm’s length.  The 
rumor was that Mr. Mortar’s family had been the architects of the city as it was 
now, and that they were intimately connected with the Medicinas. 

Not knowing what else to do, Mr. Patterson embraced his wife under the 
moonlight, and thought with a brief smile that at least the moonlight was 
allowed to shine down on them without any filters or screens.  The light of 
lunacy, that was what they had.  

“What are laughing about?”  Ellen asked into his shirt, only causing David to 
laugh harder.

“Lunatics!  They love the moon!  They bask in its light!”
“Do they?” Ellen stepped back and raised an eyebrow, giving him the once-

over.  “Well, I’m turning in if you want to join me.”
David chuckled.  “Limotaxi hotel mode?” He couldn’t help teasing, causing 

her to blush. 
“Shh!  The neighbors…”
“Will hear?”  Now the laughter was fairly rolling out of him.
“David!”  But Ellen started laughing too, and suddenly it seemed like 

everything was going to be alright. 

Alex and Suzy tried to console Sybil and Drake, but found it hard to console 
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robots who only had feelings that were programmed in.  Mrs. Patterson had 
already lost several friends on social media, and she’d been on a video call early 
in the morning with Mrs. Mortar who couldn’t believe that people didn’t 
understand they didn’t have a choice in the matter.  Mr. Patterson talked as if it 
was all Mr. Gambol’s doing, but Alex thought it was that Henry guy and the new 
deal with the Plus.  He was actually kind of excited to listen to what Henry had 
to say, and although Suzy ate her breakfast sparingly, Alex devoured his fake 
Spam and eggs. 

Precisely at eight o’clock, all four Pattersons lined up on the sidewalk outside 
their apartment building.  The day was bright, dimmed only by the sunscreens 
overlapping overhead.  A white and gray health taxi drove by, causing Ellen to 
stiffen and David to put an arm around her.  Not two minutes later, another 
Health Inspector’s vehicle drove by, a gray ambulance used for transport.  The 
driver waved at them.  Several taxis came by after that, all clearly marked for 
Health Inspectors, and soon it was obvious that the same five or six vehicles were 
passing them, circling back around, and passing them again.  

A cold feeling settled in the pit of Suzy’s stomach, and she reached for her 
brother’s hand.

“It’s ok,” Alex squeezed her hand back.  “They are probably just getting us 
excited to see Henry…”  Several purple colored ambulances now joined the 
health taxis.  The ambulances bore flashing screens that advertised the Plus over 
and over again.  Speakers on each vehicle blasted the most common Plus 
commercial in a loud assault to the city noise ordinances.  Since most everyone 
else in the neighborhood was at work or school, the Pattersons stared at this 
bizarre display that was clearly only for them.  Fear poked at David’s chest, 
though he couldn’t say why.  One of the health taxis slid by slowly with one of 
the passenger windows down.

“Hey, hey, it’s your day!”  A grinning Lucius Hahnemann waved a them.  
Giving them a double thumbs up, he called, “You’ll get the Plus, it’s the best 
choice you can make!” The Patterson’s stared at him and Alex scowled.

“Not his decision,” he muttered, only to have his sister elbow him in the ribs.
“Hey, we have to take the Plus.  It’s the healthiest choice.”
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“Is it?” Alex asked.
“That’s a very good question,” someone said into the new silence of the now 

empty street.  The Pattersons turned to look behind them, and there was Henry, 
wearing jeans and a long, button-down shirt.  His brown hair waved a bit in the 
wind and his sleeves were rolled up to reveal a slim bracelet on his left wrist. 

“That’s…” David began, recognizing his own handiwork.  
“Company B protection?” Henry raised an eyebrow.  David stepped forward 

as if to press a hand into Henry’s chest, but his finger hit up against a solid, 
invisible barrier, or almost invisible.  A slight shine ran up and around Henry, 
almost as if Mr. Patterson had gently touched an oily soap bubble without 
popping it. 

“Does it protect you from us or us from you?” Suzy stared with a dreamy 
smile.  Alex supposed that girls might find Henry handsome, but he elbowed his 
sister in the ribs to wake her up.  This was not the time for dreaming. 

“David and Ellen, Suzy and Alex.”  Henry nodded to each of them.  “Thank 
you for allowing me to meet with you today.”  He sighed.  “It’s a privilege we’ve 
been requesting for a really long time.”

“We didn’t allow anything,” Ellen said crossly.  “Do you know how much you 
are throwing off my social standing?”

“I do.”  Henry struck David as being truly sympathetic, that he understood 
fully the hierarchies and rivalries of Minnepaul.  And perhaps he did.  Henry 
stuffed his hands in his pockets and asked the children if they were ready to be 
on their way.  Mr. and Mrs. Patterson gave the twins quick hugs and made sure 
their city currency cards were loaded.  After Henry waved their parents inside, 
he turned to the children, saying it was a beautiful day for a walk.

“Walk?” Alex and Suzy were dismayed. 
Feeling as if they were dreaming, the twins followed Henry up the street, 

occasionally crossing under the shadow of a highway tube.  Their neighborhood 
was almost all apartment complexes with foam-turfed parks scattered here and 
there. 

“Not much variety in this city, is there?”
The twins said nothing.  It had been Henry’s choice to walk, and had he asked 
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them, they could have told him that the apartment complexes went on for miles.  
Restaurants and shops had their own sections, mostly congregated around 
schools or clinics.  In some of the wealthier sections of Minnepaul, it was the 
trend to mix in shops and homes, but in neighborhoods like the Pattersons it 
made no sense, as everything could either be delivered far cheaper by delivery 
taxi or helicopter, and ordered from one’s hand screen or home screens. 

“And all of these screens.”  He waved a hand up at the sunscreens far 
overhead.  “The first step to health is sunshine, vitamin D.  For a society so 
obsessed with health, it doesn’t make much sense.”

“People burn easily,” Suzy said. “And have sun allergies.”
Henry turned his head back slightly, with a smile and continued walking. 

“And I bet every article of clothing you own is also sun-proof.  I bet at the clinics 
here people can even get treatments to ensure sunlight barely touches any of 
their skin.  Are those people allergic?  How do they know if they’re never in the 
sun?”

“How did you know…” Alex began, while Suzy muttered something about 
the city tattoo.

“I’m not making fun.”  Henry stopped on a corner and hailed a cartaxi, the 
ones that you had to pay by the hour.  “It’s a genuine wonder to me.  Where I’m 
from we get lots of sunlight and rarely burn.  It’s true that sunlight can be 
harmful, but it’s mostly helpful, I’ve found.” He opened the taxi door and they 
all three slid into the back seat that seems a little sticky and smelly to the twins, 
but didn’t seem to bother their companion.  Handing over a city money card to 
the driver through the plastic barrier, he continued: “We have had great success 
treating tuberculosis with sunlight as one example.” He almost laughed when he 
turned to find the children staring at him in horror.

“TB… It was eradicated from the earth back in 2032.  The jab invented—”
“No.” Henry held up a hand as the taxi slid into a super highway tube.  

Without Henry telling him, the driver seemed to already know where they were 
going.  “It wasn’t eradicated.  Like anything else, diseases have their times for 
trending and times for subsiding.  The true test is the health of one’s immune 
system.” 
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“But you just said sunlight!”
“Can treat the disease, yes Alex, and do you know why?”
Alex did. Both he and Suzy did and he slouched in his seat and crossed his 

arms.  This Henry was twisting things.  “Vitamin D boosts our immune system.  
That’s why we take it along with all our other nutrients in our meals.”

“But,” Henry snapped his fingers.  “Why settle for something so inferior, 
when you can have doses of the real thing? And for free—daily for free—clouds 
not withstanding.”

“The science is sound on nutrients,” Suzy spoke up. “We take them every day 
and we are the healthiest people there has ever been.”

“Except for all your allergies and your city tattoos, huh?” Henry bit back a 
smile as the twins’ expression darkened still further.  “Oh, you’re bright things, 
aren’t you?  Have you ever wondered if all of these vitamins and medicines 
made in a lab can ever be the same as what’s in the natural world?  How it really 
compares?  Sunlight you know…” And as he said that, they had a magnificent 
view of the city with the sunlight fighting through the screens and shining here 
and there on the manufactured kingdom of highway tubes and enormous 
buildings.  “Sunlight has many other nutrients we are only just beginning to 
understand.  All of the nutrients work together, you see.  Just dosing vitamin D 
pills and saying your good doesn’t really cut it.  I mean, if that’s all you got it’s 
not bad, but it’s not optimal health.”

“Optimal health,” Alex murmured, thinking, wasn’t that just health, being 
healthy?  “Where are we going?” He asked instead.

Henry leaned forward and fished in his jeans pocket for something.  “To a 
place where you won’t set foot outside this car unless I give you these to wear.”  
He held out two bracelets identical to his, forcefields against all disease.  “It’s a 
wonder,” Henry said as he snapped them on their wrists one at a time and 
turned them on, “that the city hasn’t gone into business for these instead.  So 
much cheaper to produce than jabs.  Eh, Alex?”

Alex shied away from the young man’s keen look.  It was as if he knew 
exactly what Alex was thinking:  Maybe the bracelets were the next thing.  All 
day every work day, their father was putting the bracelets together.  For tourists, 
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he said, but Alex and Suzy had never once met or heard of a tourist coming to 
Minnepaul.  Even Henry wasn’t really a tourist. 

“It’s true…” Suzy swallowed, “if the Plus really works, then, won’t the 
Charleston Corporation be putting itself out of business?”

“Funny how all throughout history the miracles of jabs have never put a 
company out of business.”  Henry chuckled.  “But they have gone out of business.  
For a different reason.”  

They traveled for over an hour until the cartaxi stopped in a tunnel.  Not a 
highway tube, but an ancient, crumbling concrete tunnel, the kind of which the 
children had only seen in story videos on their hand screens. 

“I can see you have questions,” Henry chuckled, “but let’s leave that topic for 
now.  Now we are going to see exactly how the unhealthy live.  And these people 
truly are unhealthy.”

Overhead lights in the tunnel flickered and died and they were plunged into 
darkness except for the lights inside the car.  The driver turned to them and 
asked Henry if they were sure this is really where they wanted to go.

“Pick us up in two hours.”  Before they even had time to be afraid, the young 
man opened the door and sent them stumbling out onto the wet concrete.

“This is crazy,” The taxi driver said before Henry slammed the door and 
waved him goodbye. 

As the tunnel lights flickered on, then off, then on again, Suzy and Alex got 
their bearings.  Cracks in the old concrete were plugged with growing things, 
creepers, vines, even some flowers, and everything was coated with damp.  Their 
shoes stuck in thick muck on the floor, which was a combination of broken 
concrete and dirt.  They were grateful for their father’s bracelets as smelly water 
droplets landed on the top of their protection bubbles and slid down the sides, 
making yellow-brown stripes.

“This way.”   Henry nodded far down the tunnel where they could see an 
opening.  Not a bright spot of light, more like the light gray of a rainy day that 
they hadn’t seen in ages.  Giving in to the wonder of something new and 
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resisting their unease of germs, the brother and sister followed in his footsteps, 
exiting at last into a cloudy sky that seemed impossibly bright.  True sunlight 
without the cloud cover would surely burn them up, wouldn’t it?

Henry chuckled at their squinting eyes and said that the Minnepaul citizens 
so often looked to the stark skies of the desert outside that they missed the 
rainclouds that hugged the poverty-stricken districts just inside the border walls.

“Poverty?  It’s been eradicated,” Alex said solemnly.
“Like the measles or the old-time pox?” The young man jerked his head to the 

road in front of them. “The city still has them.  The city will always have them.  
But the disease is not the problem.”  His eyes crinkled in such a way that gave 
Alex a good feeling.  They were walking into a den of diseases and circumstances 
not supposed to exist, but there was no reason to fear.  Suddenly, a vision of that 
morning with all of the HI vehicles threatening while cheering them on made an 
eerie sort of sense.  Whoever Henry was, his cheerful, carefree demeanor 
threatened everything about the healthy safe haven that Minnepaul declared 
itself to be. 

A light rain fell as they walked on a very old road lined with broken 
sidewalks and wooden fences with gaping holes into which thrust every form of 
vegetation and life.  Suzy’s skin itched at the thought of all of the possible 
allergens around them.  Before long, they came to an intersection and things 
started to look better.  Orderly suburban streets spread out before them down a 
shallow incline of hill.  Individual houses, stores, and businesses were broken up 
by numerous trees, and everything not covered with concrete or asphalt was 
covered in green, luxuriant grass.  Things weren’t as pretty as they seemed at 
first, however; as they walked, the twins saw that the grass was dying in many 
areas, the strands often speckled with rust-colored dots, and many of the trees 
bore rotting leaves and branches. 

“What is this place?” Suzy asked.
“The Outer Minnepaul,” Henry said with the barest smile.  “Where the poor 

live.”
“But poverty…”
“Has been eradicated.  I know, Alex.  And of course it has for the middle class 
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and up.  But they never had it to begin with, did they?  Now…”  He fished 
around in a pocket and pulled out a square of paper that he unfolded what 
seemed like a million times until he held a large paper version of a Global 
Positioning System in front of him.  He caught the twins starting and told them it 
was a map, something people used before they had screens.  “In fact, it’s 
something you can use even if you don’t have electricity.  Handy, really.”

“We know what maps are.  Globes, too,” Alex grumbled, but Henry ignored 
him, locating the address on his map.

“It’s a couple of good miles away.  Let’s get a move on.”  Leaving Alex and 
Suzy to race after, him, he took off with great, purposeful strides.  Alex was 
certain school would disapprove of this dangerous exercise.  Their hearts might 
get overworked.  

“Why can’t we take a limotaxi?” Suzy pleaded, but Henry shrugged that there 
were none here.  Before long, Suzy started to lag behind, her breathing coming 
out in wheezes as she wasn’t used to such exertion.  Stopping to catch her breath, 
she put her hands on her knees, noting that her knee socks already had stains on 
them, as did the edge of her school holiday skirt.  She felt so hot and dirty, and… 
“Oh!” Suzy blinked at the people before her.

Just coming up from the street to the sidewalk and probably heading into 
their house, was a mother and son.  The son looked about her age, except he also 
appeared horribly sick.  His mother wore a mask and pushed him in a 
wheelchair contraption that looked about a hundred years old. The son had spots 
all over his skin, much like a city tattoo, but clearly inflamed, and he looked 
miserable, scratching aimlessly at his arm. 

“Stop that, do you want to scar?”  His mother rapped him lightly on the head.  
She nodded at Suzy as they passed.  The son stared at Suzy and she stared right 
back.

“Hey, mom, I think that girl’s from the City Center!”
“Never you mind, none of our business.”
“Excuse me!” Suzy found herself calling.  The mother stopped the wheelchair 

and turned around. 
“Yes?”
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“Your son.  What…”  She swallowed.  “What illness does he have?”
The mother chuckled behind her mask.  “Chicken pox, of course, but he’ll rest 

up and be better in a week.  I think your brothers are waiting for you.”  The 
mother nodded off  to where Henry and Alex had paused by a worn park bench.

“A week?”  A week and then he would be better?  But chicken pox was so 
dangerous!  It was one of the first jabs they received as babies.  What kind of 
mother would be so reckless with her son’s life?

“What did they say to you?” Alex asked his sister curiously as she came up to 
them.  Suzy appeared deep in thought, an expression of worry on her face.  
When she caught how carefully Henry observed her, she swallowed and 
answered her brother.

“Pox.  Chicken pox.”
“Really?” Alex turned to stare at the house which the mother and son had 

entered.  “But it’s been erad…eradicated.”  He looked up at Henry.  Both twins 
stared at Henry and he smiled back, his brown eyes warm and merry.  

“What’s your question, Suzy?”
“He won’t die, will he?”
“No.”  Henry bit his lip.  “In a week or so he’ll be all better and will have true 

immunity, too.”
“I knew that,” Suzy said.  “I knew that because we learned it in school.  

History of disease.  But I forgot.”
Henry snapped his fingers.  “What made you forget?”
The thirteen-year-old thought for a moment.  “I was afraid.  We get that jab 

every year, along with our flu shots. It’s necessary.”
“What made you so afraid, do you think?”
“I don’t know.” She looked to her brother who was now mulling over the 

topic. “The Health Inspectors?”
“But it’s not just them, is it?  It’s everything, everything we do every day.  All 

the health ads on our screens.  The…”  Alex breathed deeply, trying to control his 
rebellious thoughts.  “It doesn’t make sense.  I mean, like she said, we learned 
about chicken pox in third grade, but it doesn’t match up with our science… of 
now.”



87

Henry ran a hand down his face.  “Is it possible that what you follow now 
isn’t actually science?”  But his expression fell as he saw he’d reached too far too 
soon.  Their faces clouded and they blurted out the Minnepaul mantra as if their 
lives depended on it, with hands firmly at their sides and backs straight:

“The Science is safe!  The Science is sound!  The Science is settled!”
Henry said nothing, merely looked them up and down, then turned and 

continued walking, not bothering to check if they were following.  Alex and Suzy 
exchanged a glance, then scurried to catch up, feeling somewhat embarrassed, 
though they couldn’t say why.  The clouds above broke briefly with a slight wind 
and sunshine highlighted the dirt encrusted streets, the rust-stained lampstands 
and the trees and grass in all of their spoiling glory. 

After a good half hour of walking, Henry stopped short in front of a red brick 
apartment building, unfolding his map again to check the address and location.  
The bricks and mortar looked haphazard at best, and it seemed to Alex that 
whoever had slapped them together didn’t know much about brick-laying.  
Robots laid any and all brickwork in Minnepaul proper and it was precisely 
placed together with hardly a crack, split, or sag anywhere.  Then he spotted a 
sign on the  wrought iron archway over the sidewalk leading up to the steps.  
The sign said: House of Quarantine, and again it looked like the ironworker had 
only just enough skill with the craft to make the letters legible.  Beside him, Suzy 
gasped, having read the sign too. Henry stuffed the map back inside his pocket. 

“Lets go in.  Our visitor is waiting and sadly he may not have much time left.  
Don’t worry, we all have our protection bubbles, right?” Henry fiddled with his 
bracelet and threw them a wry smile.

Perhaps at some point in the past, the House of Quarantine had been a real 
medical facility housing patients best kept away from the general public, but the 
place now had the air of a creepy old hotel that had seen better days.  Up the 
steps and through the double glass doors was a hallway with rows and rows of 
ancient metal mailboxes.  The once red carpeting was nearly threadbare and 
stained beyond all repair.  They reached carpeted stairs with an elevator along 
the wall beyond it, but Henry first wanted to stop in the tiny lobby that sported a 
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cracked coffee table and two wingback chairs that sagged in the middle.  A short 
counter was set in the far wall with the management offices behind.  The twins, 
tired from walking so much, crawled into the chairs and put their feet up on the 
table while Henry brought a firm hand down on the countertop bell. 

A loud ring sounded, but nobody came.  Henry leaned over the counter, 
searching for anyone, but still no one came.

“Must be lunchtime.”  He turned to the children.  “No, too early for that?  
Brunch?  Teatime?”

“Why do you have to talk to them, anyway?” Alex said sourly, crossing his 
arms.  “Can’t we just go up and visit your friend?”

“We can, but I wanted to make sure they know I have the authority to be 
here.”

“But why?”
Henry blew out a breath.  “The Charleston Corporation owns this entire city, 

top to bottom.  Even here, even this place, but the different parts of the company, 
or I should say the factions of the government don’t always get along.”  Seeing 
how the twins gaped at him, he added: “We’re being followed by the local 
inspectors.  Let’s go.”

Reluctantly they followed him up a couple flights of stairs and down a dingy 
hallway that had dim lighting.  At apartment 220, Henry rapped firmly on the 
wooden door.  A cry ripped out from inside, freezing the blood in their veins.  
Muttering that the man inside was in suffering, the young man threw the siblings 
a look that was supposed to be comforting, but a flicker in his eyes showed that 
inside Henry was not as calm as he pretended.  

“Check your bracelets, Alex and Suzy.  They’re on, they’re working?” He 
tapped at his own and pressed a finger outward into the air, pinging against the 
sheen of protection that surrounded him.  My friend is dying of smallpox.”

“What?”  Alex and Suzy stepped back.
“But it’s alright, as we have both your Daddy’s bracelets, and you two, of 

course, have gotten the pox jab.”  
Alex and Suzy exchanged a glance.
“What?” Henry said over the unsnapping of locks that was going on behind 
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the door.  “You haven’t had it?  The HI’s overseeing your school gave me the list.  
It was on the list.”

“Uh…the pox, yes,” Suzy began.
“Chicken pox,” Alex finished.  “Like the kid in the wheelchair.  There isn’t any 

other kind anymore.”  The door creaked open and a broad-faced middle-aged 
woman stood there in a house dress and slippers.  She had dark, aged skin, but 
no city tattoo, and her hair was a silver white that had been popular among their 
mother’s friends a few years ago, but they somehow knew it was natural, not 
dyed or a wig. 

“Henry!” Her face broke out into a smile.  “You came back, just like you 
always said you would!”  The shorter woman pulled him down for a hug while 
the children hissed questions at him.  They didn’t want to get smallpox.  How 
could that possibly be part of this Plus deal with Mr. Gambol and Company B?  
“Oh!”  The woman released him suddenly.  “You’re all…plastic.  Henry?”

“A protection bubble.  The latest thing, Delores.  Surely to be on sale at all city 
clinics and jab houses in a few short years.”  The two of them shared an 
incomprehensible chuckle.  “We ‘ve come to visit Arnold.”

Delores put her hands on her rounded hips, saying that it wasn’t safe, that the 
House of Quarantine was still that and would always be that.  Henry shrugged.

“I’m immune, as you are, and these children, they’ve had their jabs.  All of 
them.”

“Except the Plus!” Suzy piped up, then clapped a hand over her mouth.
“And the smallpox!” Alex hissed in her ear, wondering if it was better to let 

Delores overhear him.  Maybe Henry was crazy and going to kill them all. 
“Ah.”  Delores nodded her head.  “The Patterson twins.  That’s right.  You’re 

showing them the other side and wanted Arnold to meet them.  He’s taken a bad 
turn today and I’m afraid I forgot you were coming.”

Creaks and muffled footsteps sounded from far away as a group of people 
took the stairs two at a time.

“Sounds like our welcome party has finally overcome their fears.  We 
should…” Henry pointed inside.

“Yes, yes, please come in.  Arnold’s in the front room.  All his end-of-life care 
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is done there, now.”
With distinct trepidation, Alex and Suzy followed Henry and Delores into the 

apartment, which turned out to be unexpectedly cheery.  All of the walls were 
painted either a bright white or a butter yellow.  Strips of hand-painted flowers 
and vines ran up a wall her or there or raced around the top of the room in a 
merry jumble.  The flowers had to be hand-painted, for no robot or computer 
would ever come up with something so disorderly.  Instead of carpeting, the 
apartment floors were made of weathered wood that creaked under there feet, 
and here and there rugs in cheerful colors were laid out.  Something boiled on 
the stove in the kitchen that smelled like soup, and the smelled wafted with them 
down the long hall with its closed doors to a great front room that overlooked 
the front of the building.  A large hospital bed lay close to the windows and on it 
lay a man so covered in pustules he almost didn’t appear human. 

Surrounding him were a village of medical instruments, machines that 
measured his heart rhythm, his breathing, his metabolism, and other bodily 
functions.  An intravenous drip needle stuck out of one of his tortured arms, and 
he wore an oxygen mask, the pump of which uttered a little grunt and sigh with 
clockwork regularity.  Having only seen such medical care and contraptions on 
wall or hand screens, the twins stared in wonder.  That such a person could be 
kept alive by machine struck them as truly amazing, yet, sadly, unnecessary.  
Wouldn’t the old smallpox jab have to be resurrected now that the disease had 
come back?  How long before the entire city was gripped by the stink and fear of 
death?  Suzy shuddered and Delores asked if she was cold.  Despite her 
protestations, the old woman insisted on making them all hot cups of tea.

Once Henry arranged chairs for them around the bed and they were sitting 
comfortably, he called loudly at the patient to wake him up.

“But we should let him sleep,” Alex said.
“Oh, I’ve slept enough for five lifetimes, boy.” A gravely voice spoke—too 

loud, surely, to come from the patient.  A click sounded and the top half of the 
bed raised, allowing the man to sit up.  He removed the mask, breathing on his 
own, if only just.  “Henry!  You kept your promise.”

Henry bowed his head in greeting.  “Yes, Arnold, and now I’m after you to 
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keep yours.  These fine children,” Henry swept out a hand to introduce them and 
they sat up straighter, each hoping they looked presentable, “are Alex and Suzy 
Patterson.  Twins.  Just turned thirteen and weighing on getting the Plus jab.”

“Patterson, eh?  I once knew…but that was years ago.  Could your father’s 
name be David, by any chance?”  Arnold wheezed out his words, but they were 
understandable.  He scratched at a red pustule on his cheek and brought a good 
chunk of skin off on his fingernail, flinging it into the small basin that sat by his 
side with as if this were an everyday occurrence. 

Revolted by the splat sound of it, both twins were happy they hadn’t yet had 
lunch.  

“Y-yes, sir.  That’s our father.  And our mother is Ellen.”
“Ellen.  Of course.  She always had a thing for the…cough, cough, cough…

quiet boys.”  Arnold retched into the basin, then pressed a button and the 
contents were sucked down a clear tube that ran off through the wall.   

Henry asked if Arnold could tell them about how he got sick, causing the old 
man to roar with laughter.  Alex and Suzy exchanged a glance while their day 
guide wavered between smiling and laughting.  What was Henry’s problem?  
Getting sick was no joke.  

Arnold began with something unexpected: “Do you children know why I’m 
still alive?”  They blinked at him and shook their heads.  “I have had the 
smallpox for ten years.  What do you think of that?”  Settling into his bed 
pillows, the old man watched them closely, his eyes flitting from one to the other.  
“You’re trying to work it out, right?  Smallpox only takes a few weeks to go 
through the body.  At the end of that, either your dead or alive with ugly, 
cratered skin.  Tick-tock.  Who’s going to solve the riddle?”  Henry let out a 
laugh at that.  He winked at the twins, saying the answer was right in front of 
them.

“Oh.” Alex suddenly got it.  “You keep reinfecting yourself.  On purpose.”
“Why?” Suzy’s mouth dropped open in astonishment.
Arnold thought for a moment and scratched at old scars on his arms.  

“Science.  I’m a scientist.”
Alex laughed.  “Yeah, right.”  At the same time the thought swirled around in 
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his head that he’d never met a scientist, only teachers and health inspectors. 
“Doubt me, do you?  I invented the cold jab.  Bet you’d never guess that.”
Suzy and Alex conferred together on this.  The cold jab was invented by a Dr. 

Resta, but their school text called him Arnie, never Arnold Resta.  They looked to 
Henry, whose face was playfully noncommittal.  He nodded.

“It’s true.  In fact, I met Arnold, here, twelve years ago.  I wanted information 
on his vaccine.”

The twins alternated between confusion and surprise in their expressions.  
None of this made any sense to them. 

“How did I end up with smallpox?  That’s the question.”  After a coughing fit, 
Arnold continued.  “You see, the science is safe, the science is sound, and the 
science is settled.  True enough, but we had to be sure that it worked.”

“That what worked?” Alex asked.
“The jab, boy, the jab.  Jenner’s jab.”  Arnold folded his hands over his 

stomach.
“But that was the first…”  He and Suzy looked at each other as the truth 

suddenly dawned on them.
“You didn’t know!” Suzy was excited.  “You didn’t know, because…because it 

was never really proven to have worked!”
“Bingo.” Arnold pointed a finger at them and Henry clapped softly.  The 

twins mulled this over, thinking how it was true that correlation didn’t equal 
causation, and they were so often told in school.  But they’d always thought the 
jabs had proven themselves to some degree, and it was disheartening to see the 
inventor of the cold jab so lacking in confidence.  

Delores shuffled in then, bringing hot tea and sandwiches.  As if to keep 
terrifying questions at bay, Alex and Suzy ate ravenously.  The most terrifying 
question of all, one they realized had been simmering in their subconscious ever 
since the girl at the Punch & Juice shop got taken away for laughing about the 
Plus, was this:  If one jab didn’t work, how could they be sure that any of them 
worked? 
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The tea Delores served was so sweet that Alex was prompted to ask her if 
House of Quarantine kept its own beehive.  The children had heard of bees and 
honey, but had only eaten real honey once on top of a special eighth birthday 
cake.  A present from Mr. Gambol, it was the first time the Patterson children saw 
that working for Company B could get them benefits others only dreamed about.  
At that time, they were still too young to have been told about their mother’s 
special garden project licensed for the rooftop.

“Roof,” Delores nodded, pointing upwards.  “Most buildings around here 
have beehives.  Cheaper than buying honey at the store.”

Suzy’s eyes grew round.  “You can buy real, actual honey at the stores here?”
The older woman chuckled, her eyes crinkling.  “Of course, dear.  We ain’t so 

crazy here like you all in the City Center.  Life is worth living whether you’re sick 
or healthy.  Ain’t that right, Arnie?” But Arnold was engaged in another 
coughing fit.  “Too be honest, most of us here, ain’t healthy.”

The twins felt chilled to the bone.  Then she added, “Not healthy by your 
standards, anyhow.”

“Not healthy by any standard, Delores.  You’re dying here, all of you.  Only 
slowly.” Henry’s expression was solemn.

After wiping drool from his mouth, Arnold spoke up.  “We get jabs, all of us, 
we just don’t go to the clinic afterwards to get fixed up.”

“What’s he talking about?” Suzy asked her brother, but Alex shook his head.  
Henry mouthed a “later” to the questions in their eyes and asked his friend:

“And why’s that again, Arnold?”
“Because the jabs work.  They always have.”  He shrugged.  “But a few of us 

scientists, we had to be sure, and so we came here to live with the poor and see.”
Henry leaned forward and told Arnold and Delores that Suzy had 

encountered a young man with chicken pox.
“Got a lot of them around here.”  Delores drained the last of her tea.  “Kids go 

to the Jab Labs to get it that jab.  A week of misery for them, but then it’s done, 
but most have rash outbreaks and fevers the rest of their lives.  No more chicken 
pox for them, though.”

“You’re a skeptic now, Del?”
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“Always was, Henry, but I say what’s the harm in jabs when the diseases are 
almost always worse?”  She gestured at her husband, who grinned, showing 
blackened gums.  “Jabs are the best defense we have.”

“Better than sunlight?” Alex asked, then clamped his mouth shut.  He was 
remembering an earlier conversation with Henry, and the question had suddenly 
popped into his head.  When neither Delores nor Arnold took offense, he smiled 
sweetly while they told him that sunlight was always the cause of skin cancer.  
Science had shown long ago that sunlight wasn’t good for much except a 
sunburn.  Vitamin D could always be gotten in supplements from the store. 

“And yet you prefer real honey for your tea.”  Henry tipped his head at her.  
“Tastes better than the lab stuff,” was all the woman would say.  She seemed a 

little offended as she scooped up the bowls and plates and trudged off to the 
kitchen.  “Those HIs are camped out in the hall,” she called back.  Henry sighed, 
saying he’d been worried that would happen, but that he would deal with them 
in time.  He asked Arnold to explain about his state of having smallpox.

“This time I have full blown smallpox,” The sick man said proudly.  “It’s the 
tenth jab I’ve tried.  Hasn’t killed me yet, but I have HIs from the City Center 
visit from time to time.”  Alex asked him if this was full blown, what did he have 
the other nine times?  “Sharp kid there, Henry.  Smallpox, only milder versions.”

“That could have killed you!” Suzy said.  “It doesn’t work, does it?”
“What about the other smallpox jabs?  The newer ones?”
“Well, my boy, those are too dangerous to even try.  You don’t get them in the 

City, do you?  The smallpox jabs?”
“Because it’s been eradicated.  Well, sort of.”  Alex gestured helplessly at the 

patient on the clinic bed.  How was he to know if this instance counted as 
“eradicated” or not?”

Far away, but coming closer, a helicopter sounded, and Henry said that it was 
time for them to be going.  

“Arnold, my friend,” both twins’ jaws dropped in horror as Henry stepped 
forward and clasped his friend’s hand covered in bleeding, pussing pustules.  “I 
wish you well and that you find a Jenner vaccine that works.  It would be the 
making of you.”  He wiped his hand on a nearby towel that looked mostly clean, 
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and beckoned for the Patterson children to follow him back out of the apartment.  
Alex and Suzy ducked their heads at Arnold and hurried after their guide, 
wondering how powerful their bracelet forcefields actually were.

On the way out, they said goodbye to Delores, who was washing dishes in a 
sink with a bottle of ancient-looking soap, and they were dismayed to see her 
kitchen wasn’t quite as clean as they first thought.  No robots to help clean it, 
they concluded, and as if Henry could hear what they were thinking, he told 
them, no, that the people here liked the risk of infection.  That was why Dr. Resta 
wasn’t booted out with torches and pitchforks.  For many in the Outer City, their 
entertainment was seeing how many diseases they could get and still survive.  
Most of them didn’t care about health or being immune at all, and most got jabs 
for the entertainment of it.  Alex and Suzy were appalled and asked if Henry 
would be taking them to even worse situations.

“No.  Not here, anyway.”  Henry pressed a button on his bracelet and his 
forcefield disappeared with a puff.  Outside the whirring of the helicopter had 
reached a fever pitch.  “It’s simply too dangerous, and many of the diseases here 
are unknown to the Health Inspectors.  The Charleston Corporation wouldn’t 
even know how to treat them.  Now,” He pushed his face up to the peep hole on 
the backside of the apartment door.  “As far as these local inspectors go, the lot of 
us have all been exposed to smallpox.  That should make escaping them easy.”

“You’re the one who actually touched him!” Suzy hissed.  “And why did you 
turn off your bracelet?”

“Because, sweet Suzy, I find the bubble constricting, don’t you?  Also, they 
don’t work.  The bracelets are just pacifiers for when the public at large realizes 
jabs are not much better than dirt.  Actually, dirt is cleaner, so there’s that.”  He 
chuckled to himself, telling them to follow close behind him once he opened the 
door.

“The Science is Safe, the Science is—”
“Alex, snap out of it!” Henry’s voice was sharp with sudden irritation as he 

began sliding back the various locks and bolts on the door.  “There are no magic 
words.  They won’t make a thing true the more you say them.”

Neither Alex or Suzy had any time to protest, for their companion flung open 
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the door and strode into the corridor with his hands up as if waiting for someone 
to arrest him. 

Crowded into the darkened corridor and semicircles around Arnold’s 
apartment door, were ten or more figures encased in what at first looked like 
clear, plastic boxes to Suzy.  She suddenly realized that they all wore hazard suits 
and that they were all shouting at them to get down on the floor.  These Health 
Inspectors acted like nothing where they were from.  These inspectors would 
jump at their own shadow.  One to their left squeaked and sprayed something in 
Alex’s face.  He watched it bead down his nearly invisible forcefield and Suzy 
caught the stinging scent of alcoholic antiseptic.  Then she suddenly remembered 
that they had been exposed to the smallpox and Henry said the bracelets didn’t 
work.  Her heart sank as she thought of their parents and how heartbroken they 
would be to lose two more children.  

“Stay standing!” Henry hissed at them, for they had been about to get down 
on all fours as the shouting instructed them to do.  Over everything, the noise of 
the helicopter beat down, sounding as if it had landed on the roof.  “I have the 
authority to be here!” The young man shouted at the scared inspectors.  “Some 
doctors you are, hiding away in your clinics or jab shops while the public 
gambles with disease!”

“It’s their right!  This isn’t the City Proper.  You don’t belong here!”
“No one does!” Henry snarled.  “Out of my way.”  He plowed through the 

nearest suited inspector and the twins followed after him as he strode to the far 
end of the corridor and the door to the stairs.  The inspectors took their time 
following after, but soon Suzy could hear their footsteps pounding up the stairs 
after them.  Henry pushed open the squeaky door to the roof and they popped 
out in a circle of sunlight streaming down from a part in the clouds.  The 
helicopter roared in front of them, having settled itself among a hedge and floor 
garden as if it were a large bee looking for pollen.  As Henry hustled them 
against the wind of the propellers, Suzy saw an array of bee hives stacked off to 
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one side.  The bees must be, well, terrified.  At least, she would be terrified right 
now if she was a bee.  As a human girl Suzy felt she was heading into shock, but 
it could have just been a reaction to that too-sweet tea.  

They scrambled into the helicopter, which was eerily quiet inside, and slid 
onto fine, leather soft seats set into a plush carpet.  Henry howled a goodbye to 
the astonished local inspectors, one of whom had taken off her plastic mask to 
stare up after them as the helicopter rose into the air, only just more unsteady 
than an elevator.

“Hello, children,” A deep voice said.  Opposite their seats sat a bear of a man 
in a bucket seat facing them.  He sipped at fake coffee and sported a finely 
trimmed beard.  Henry greeted him as the twins stared.

“Mr. Gambol,” Alex said.  “What are you doing here?”
Their father’s boss nodded, saying, “I’m you guide for the next part of your 

journey around the city: The Charleston Corporation headquarters.  Company B 
to start with.” As they flew off, a series of pings sounded on Gambol’s hand 
screen and he excused himself to answer them, turning his bucket seat to face 
forward. There was no driver. Copters were always flown by robot nowadays.

Resting his hands on their shoulders, Henry asked if they were all right.  He 
said that they’d been through something that would be a scare for an adult and 
that there was only more disturbing things to come. 

“You haven’t even talked to us about the Plus, yet,” Alex said. Beside him, 
Suzy was crying silent tears, though she didn’t look sad. 

“That’s for one of our last stops, Alex.”
“Will Arnold die of smallpox?”
“Eventually, if he keeps up his research.”
“Why…” Suzy wiped away her tears as if they were a nuisance to thinking.  

“Why does he give himself a jab to infect himself?”
“Well, it is true that the smallpox has disappeared from the earth almost 

entirely.  Species go extinct, after all, even tiny bugs.  But most disease will never 
be entirely gone as long as we keep injecting ourselves with them, sometimes 
creating new strains in the process.  Today, as far as we know, smallpox only 
exists in jabs, and it’s the only to way to contract it.  Logically, it probably can still 
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be found in certain places, but we have no way of finding out where those are 
unless someone gets sick.”  He sat back to enjoy the view as they soared over the 
inner wall that separated the Outer City from the City Center.  This wall, they 
could see now, actually rose quite high, possibly higher than the actual city walls 
a few miles in the distance.  Perhaps that’s why they’d never noticed the 
greenery and clouds bumping up against the desert, gently pressing on them to 
escape.

Suzy leaned on her brother’s arm and sighed.  Her breathing on Alex’s neck 
annoyed him, but today he felt like sheltering her a bit, comforting her in the 
hope that she’d comfort him, too.  He sensed that tears would come today, but he 
didn’t know what would all have to happen before he couldn’t hold them back 
any more.  Wanting to ask Henry what things were like where he was from, Alex 
instead found himself asking:

“Are we going to die of smallpox, too?”
“We can get treated at a clinic,” Suzy said softly.  “Mom and Dad could come 

and visit us.”  
A stricken look had sprung into Henry’s eyes and just as he began fishing 

around in his pockets, Mr. Gambol swung around and said coldly:
“Armstrong, are going to administer those pills you promised, or are waiting 

so that all four of us have to take them?”  He swept a hand over his beard and 
turned back around, still deep in a series of conversations on his hand screen. 

“Just finding them,” Henry said through gritted teeth.  He finally found a 
small silver capsule in a pants pocket and dumped out a couple of blue pills into 
his palm.  Pressing them into the children’s palms one by one, he said: “Pop them 
in your mouths. They’ll dissolve instantly, and you’ll never know you were, if 
you were, even contaminated.”

It wasn’t that the twins had never heard of taking pills, but it was something 
people did at clinics and often at hospitals, and they’d never been to either 
except for the day they were born.  Up to this day, anything they would need 
from a pill was in their daily cold jab, at least that’s what their parents had 
always told them.  With only a brief hesitation, they pushed the pills into their 
mouths.  It didn’t taste like anything, but like Henry said, dissolved instantly.  
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Henry’s features relaxed and the interior of the helicopter became shrouded as 
they flew over the inner wall to the City Center, winding around tall buildings 
and various sun screens and nets, the few that were big enough and high enough 
for the flying taxi to fit under.

An outsider to MinnePaul would have thought that the Charleston Company 
headquarters would be at City Hall along with the clinic and entertainment 
centers, but real power centers of the city had long ago been moved to its 
northern wall.  Mr. Gambol finished his conversations, swung back around, and 
told them it would be an hour or so flight at least as there was an air jam to the 
west, so all copter traffic was being directed east.  He pushed a button on the arm 
of his chair and a food cart dispenser rose up between the seats. Delores’s 
sandwiches not being nearly enough, the twins had a merry time sorting through 
all of the choices and were surprised to see the category of “real and authentic 
food” in the mix. There were fruit and vegetable choices, some of which that had 
sometimes had from their mother’s garden. 

Twiddling her thumbs was almost all Ellen could think of doing.  David had 
gone to work as usual, for what else could he do, and she sat in the apartment 
house alone, save for the robots.  Society had abandoned her overnight.  She 
spent an hour or more going through the chats and news reels until it made her 
head spin.  Every gossipy anybody thought it the situation with the Patterson 
twins delaying the Plus very odd and extremely suspicious.  What had the 
Patterson family done?  What had Ellen done?  Her wig wasn’t as up to date as it 
should be.  Her husband wore old fashioned glasses instead of getting his eyes 
lasered.  Their children didn’t have the city tattoo—now, wasn’t that strange 
because Ellen and David had certainly sported it at one time or another.  
Anybody who was anybody had!  It meant you were in the club, the club of 
scientifically good health.  The Science was safe, the Science was sound, the 
Science was Settled.  

Feeling a headache coming on, Ellen ordered some mint tea from Sybil.  Each 
year she grew a sprig of mint in her garden and it felt so relaxing to have real, 
true herbal tea on occasion.  While sipping the scalding liquid, Ellen removed her 
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green wig.  The fashion police weren’t wrong: It was out of date.  Silvery tones 
were becoming the fashion again.  Rebecca Mortar had already changed hers.  
Strange, Ellen thought, that Mrs. Mortar had not abandoned her, as she was 
famous for dropping friends over far more mundane reasons.  But she thought to 
an earlier conversation where Rebecca had seemed out of sorts, ready challenge 
the status quo, and decided that perhaps this was just another branch of a recent 
vein of rebellion.  They all had it from time to time, not only the teenagers of 
Minnepaul, the adults as well.  Everything they did all day, everything they were 
told, it all was so binding at times and often it seemed as if it all should be 
questioned.  

A long time ago Ellen and her husband David had questioned most sincerely.  
It was shortly after Charlie left and they had found themselves having a heart to 
heart with Mr. Gambol.  David had only been working in his department for a 
week, but Mr. Gambol in his teddy bear way had given comfort from a company 
and a city filled with scorn for them.  He had quietly put in a request for a 
rooftop garden for Ellen, even giving her access to an ancient, secret library in the 
city, one of the few places that still held actual real books.  How good the leather 
and paper had felt in her hands, how quaint the picture of this tree or that flower 
or that plant and looked.  She even found some journals in which plants and 
animals had been hand drawn without use of a tablet or computer colorization!  
Only in the snobbiest of art districts did anyone in the city still draw like that, 
and they, too, had to have special licenses. 

Chimes sounded and Ellen sat up in her chair, out of her reverie.  It was Mrs. 
Mortar calling and she had half a mind to answer it completely bald.  But Ellen 
didn’t really feel like scaring her last friend away.  With the click of a button, 
Rebecca appeared on the opposite wall, clearly whizzing away somewhere in her 
limotaxi and wearing a rainbow wig with a silver sheen over it, almost like a 
raincloud.  Like everything she wore, it was becoming to her and made her 
striking features stand out all the more.  

“So, Ellen, how are those dear, sweet children of yours?”  A robot hand unit 
from a car wall was touching up her laser makeup.  “The whole of the city is 
talking about this young man, Henry, is it?  They say he is very handsome.”  Her 
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smile was smug and for a moment Ellen thought she was actually insinuating an 
affair with him. 

“I saw him briefly, but he was good looking, yes.”  Ellen tilted her head.  
“Very healthy in appearance.”

“And tan I hear, actually tanned by the sun!  Ellen, he will surely die of sun 
cancer.”

Rebecca didn’t seem to know just how fully Henry was outside the city 
mantra.  Henry had never gotten a jab, and this had only been told to her and 
David by hand screen just before he left for work.  Mr. Gambol had told it to 
them apologetically.  Both parents had feigned horror.  Under the circumstances, 
there was nothing else to do, for it simply wouldn’t do if Mr. Gambol of all 
people suddenly caught on to how sincerely they had questioned Science all 
those years ago.  That Henry had either picked their family or been assigned to it, 
made perfect sense to Ellen.  In many ways they didn’t know about, Alex and 
Suzy were already in a place that Henry wanted to take the to, but she could 
never tell them that, for it would be the Quiet Room for all of them, and only 
Charlie and his friend had ever escaped it.  At least that’s what the news feeds 
had said at the time.  Mr. Gambol had confirmed the escape and almost certain 
death in the desert, but not much beyond that.  He had been intent on hearing 
them out, their woes and concerns, while giving little information on the actual 
events.  He was clearly loyal to the company, which was why they tolerated his 
idiosyncrasies, like the beard, and how he tortured his secretary by having 
everything printed out for his signature. 

“Ellen?  El-len!  Are you daydreaming again?”
“Oh, Rebecca, I’m so sorry,” Ellen began, realizing she’d completely forgotten 

her friend. “I’m…I’m not myself today.”
“And who would be, you poor thing!  No one seems to understand this is not 

your fault.  It could have been anyone, any child ready to get the Plus.  
Unfortunate that they sprung this new program on your family, but there’s 
nothing to be done about it.”

“I do wonder,” Ellen played with the frayed ends of her wig, “could it really 
have been anyone?” 
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The rooftop of Company B could be its own small city.  They landed gently on 
a helipad that was one of fifty, Mr. Gambol told them, and that it even had two 
runways on its north end.  Runways no longer used, as no one flew in airplanes 
anymore, but the children didn’t care about that.  Company B’s rooftop also had 
three Punch & Juice shops and well as several screen game arcades for the 
employees, a small fashion mall, and even  a few what Alex and Suzy now knew 
to be Jab Labs, tiny hut-like kiosks where citizens could easily get up to date on 
any jab at any time. 

“Except for the Plus, of course,” Mr. Gambol smirked.  “The Outer City does 
have its innovations and Jab Labs are one of those.  Why go to a clinic when you 
can have a convenient stop?  Forget your cold shot at home, get it here, before 
you clock in.”  The burly man waved a hand at the air, which shimmered in the 
heat that came over the city wall from the desert.  What they could see of the 
desert seemed wavy, just like the descriptions of mirages they’d seen on their 
handscreens.  

Alex and Suzy stared curiously at everything as they whizzed past in a 
motorized cart that Mr. Gambol drove himself.  As they alighted, Suzy tugged at 
Henry’s shirt and whispered:

“But how did you get across the desert to us without burning up?”
Henry put a finger to his lips and beckoned for her to follow Mr. Gambol.  

Suzy bit her lip in frustration, but dutifully followed, tailing closely behind her 
brother, who kept tripping over his own feet as in watching everything around 
him, he failed to watch where he was going.  Mr. Gambol led them into a large 
room that could have easily fit several conference tables.  By the sliding doors 
and the buttoned panel to one side, the children knew it must be an elevator, but 
why would any company need one so big?  Mr. Gambol anticipated their 
questions.

“Our robotics department transports a lot of machinery through this 
elevator.”

As the room moved down, they could barely feel it except for a small sinking 
in their stomachs.  With rapt attention, Alex watched the lighted numbers over 
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the door, amazed at how quickly they went ten floors down, then twenty. 
“How are you two feeling?” Mr. Gambol asked suddenly, peering at them 

keenly.  By Suzy’s side, Henry suddenly stiffened as if holding his breath.  They 
thought about it and said they were fine, except for being a bit tired from all the 
walking.  “Ah, well, there wouldn’t be any effect after half a day, would there?”  
Their dad’s boss got a hand screen call and turned away to speak into the 
receiver. 

Just as the giant elevator was settling on the twelfth floor, Henry asked them 
if everyone in the city got their daily cold jab from their family robots.  Alex 
shook his head, telling him that most people had a jab counter in their building 
and would get it from the robots there just before going off to school or work.  
Some people had their robots do it, but most did not.  The jab shot was delivered 
by 4am every morning, and in the past so many people had forgotten to program 
their robots to pick it up, that the Charleston Corporation had made it available 
in everyone’s buildings instead. 

“Curious, that.”  Henry scratched at the faint stubble on his chin.  “Your 
parents must be held in high regard.”

“They are, my boy, they are.” Mr Gambol’s voice boomed out.  He had 
finished his call and gestured for them to head through the massive doors that 
were just sliding open.  “This is my floor, also where your father works.  We are 
responsible primarily with maintaining the perimeter.”

“I thought dad made robots.  And bracelets.”
“Ye-es.” Gambol threw a sidelong look down at Alex.  “Though I’m surprised 

your father would have told you about the bracelets.  They are not common 
knowledge, not yet.”

“Henry told us.”  Suzy piped up. 
“Did he?  You must be very sure of your position, young man.”
“I am,” Henry said, jutting out his chin a bit as they walked.  “You see, when 

a society is not myopically focused on vaccines as the only source of health, they 
have time to focus on other things.  Cures, for example, instead of voodoo 
trinkets to ward off ill humors once the truth becomes known.”  

Alex and Suzy made mental notes to look up both “voodoo” and “ill humors” 
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on their handscreens.  Adults so often used ancient terms.  With Henry not being 
from the city, that wasn’t so surprising, but other adults used them awkwardly.  
Often there was no modern word for the thought they were trying to express, 
only the children weren’t quite aware of that.  Mr. Gambol harrumphed at 
Henry’s statement, but led them onward, past numerous offices where workers 
spent a lot of time staring at large wall screens in each room. 

“Robots aren’t yet efficient enough to spot what the human eye can,” Mr. 
Gambol said.  “A moment here.  I must sign some papers.”  He led them into his 
office that sported a tiny waiting room with plush chairs and a table with a 
hologram screen built into it.  The Patterson’s weren’t quite rich enough for 
hologram screens and Alex and Suzy busied themselves looking up and 
interacting with their favorite celebrities on it while Henry pulled out a curious 
device, much like a  watch screen, and clamped it on his left wrist.  With a tower 
of paper in her arms, Mr. Gambol’s secretary, Mrs. Slade followed him into his 
office proper. 

“And they always said computers would make paper obsolete,” Henry said to 
no one in particular. 

“Official city documents always have to have a hard copy,” Suzy answer airily 
as she spun a hologram of a famous dancer in a swingy dress around and around 
on the tabletop. 

Henry quietly surveyed the room.  “No cameras here.” He commented, again 
to no one in particular.  It was true that most of the city was covered in cameras.  
The HIs were always watching to make sure no one was sick and could pass 
anything on.  The sniffles or a cough (which were often diagnosed later as 
allergies) usually got one a stay at home, but anything more than that got one 
sent to a local clinic.  “Why don’t we go visit your father while we wait?”

It was an innocent enough question, but the twins immediately felt the 
wrongness of it.  No one in their family, not them or or their mother, and not 
even their house robots, were to visit their dad at work.  It was strictly forbidden 
by Company B and the Charleston Corporation proper. 

And they hadn’t forgotten the smallpox, either the exposure or the supposed 
cure, but it was a lot for them to process and they’d pushed it to the back of their 
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minds in order to deal with the next step of Henry’s city tour.  It was suddenly 
clear to them that whatever Mr. Gambol had expected by inviting Henry or 
allowing him into Minnepaul, Henry was there for something different, 
something beyond merely an argument against taking the Plus.  In fact, Henry 
had barely mentioned the Plus. 

“Why do you want to see Dad?” Alex asked.
Henry shrugged.  “I’m curious to see what he does all day.  Aren’t you?”
“He watched the desert, like the other workers.  And makes the bracelets.”  

Suzy slammed her hand down on the dancer, sending the hologram back into the 
bowels of the table.  “Let’s go,” she said airily, dusting off her skirt.  “Maybe it’s 
his break time.”

The three of them slipped into the hall, in which their was nary a soul, neither 
human, nor robot, and walked through the maze of hallways and corridors in a 
zigzag pattern, finally coming across a tiny elevator that they squished into.  
Henry pushed the button for floor five. 

“How do you know he’s on that floor?” Alex asked.  “Why do know he’s on 
that floor?”

As with Suzy before, Henry put a finger to his lips.  He wasn’t telling, 
whether to be mean or simply because it couldn’t, Alex suspected it was the 
former because of the look of mischief in his brown eyes. 

   

The fifth floor looked like all the other floors, and again, there was no one 
about.  The three of them passed by plenty of open doors that showed workers 
staring at their wall screens.  As they walked, Alex became more disturbed, but 
he wasn’t sure why.

“Sooze,” he began.  She swung her head around to look at him.  “On Mr. 
Gambol’s floor…” He stopped by one open door and the others stopped as well, 
Henry leaning up against a wall as if he had all day to wait.  Furtively, Alex 
pointed inside.  “It’s the same, isn’t it?”

Not quite comprehending what her brother was getting at, Suzy dutifully 
peeked inside the room and saw a man sitting in his chair and staring at a wall 
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screen which showed the desert outside.
“Well, they all have the same job,” she said slowly.
“But…the view?  On the screen?”
At this, Suzy cocked her head.  She took another look.  Dry desert, some 

dunes, not a bush, tree, or even cactus in sight.  Her ability to pay attention was 
not as strong as Alex’s, so she couldn’t be very sure, but she said: “It’s the same 
scene, isn’t it?  From the tenth floor?”

Alex gulped.  “They…they’re all the same scene.  Every one.  I mean, I’d have 
to check it to be sure, but—”

“I believe you, Alex.”  Suzy smiled sweetly at him and slipped her hand in 
his.  They turned to Henry.

“Why would they all be looking at the same stretch of desert?  There’s robots 
looking too, and computers.  They wouldn’t need…so many workers, that many 
workers to all watch the wall, would they?”

Henry sighed and pressed his lips together.  “Maybe it’s as simple as people 
need a job, any job.”

“But there’s so many other things!” Suzy piped up, clamping a hand on her 
mouth and hoping they weren’t disturbing the worker.  His head never turned.  
Henry studied them, noting the questions in their eyes, but refusing to answer 
them.  The children’s footsteps were more hesitant in following him this time.  
They had expected a day of watching informative videos and hearing clear, 
scientific arguments against the Plus from him, and they gotten a strange and 
unsettling trip around their city instead.  The possibility that Henry wanted to 
visit their father for a happy office visit was remote, given that he was 
circumventing the boss, and they knew for a fact that Dad knew nothing about 
the Plus—at least, not more than they did. 

Mr. Patterson’s office was similar to all of the others, only different in the fact 
that while he watched his wall screen he put together the plastic and microchip 
bracelets with nimble fingers and a speed they had not thought possible coming 
from him.  With the pressure of his hands on their backs, Henry urged them 
forward to make their presence known.  They stepped into the room together 
and due to their nervousness, didn’t at first register that the view of the wall 
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screen looked different than the others.  In a few seconds it became clear that 
their father stared at a completely different desert than the rest, one populated 
with plants, sparse, but plants, and tumbleweeds passing before the camera 
every so often.  In the center of the screen was a path, human-made, winding it’s 
way through the hills and dunes to the city walls. 

“That’s the road I came on,” Henry whispered.
Alex swallowed, asking what the dark line at the top of the screen was.  

Henry held back a smile, saying that perhaps their father didn’t even know.  
“Then, what is it?” Suzy asked impatiently, causing Mr. Patterson to turn 

around in alarm.
“Suzy?  Alex?”  His jaw dropped and the bracelet he was working on fell from 

his hands to the carpet.  “What are you doing here?”
“Dad!”  They both cried, racing into his arms, which even more alarmed him.  

The citizens of the city weren’t into regular physical affection as it was a primary 
way of passing germs from one to another.  Talking over one another, the twins 
excitedly told him their adventure of traveling to the Outer City, the trees and the 
decay there, the boy with chicken pox, and the cold jab inventor with the 
smallpox, how Henry had ripped of his bracelet, their helicopter escape with Mr. 
Gambol, and the smallpox cure that they had been given.

David Patterson looked hesitantly at Henry, giving him a bare wave.  “Am I…
to show you my work, Mr. ….?”

“Show your children.”
“Yes,” David turned to the twins, “Shall I?”
Suzy crossed her arms, saying what was the point as the bracelets don’t work.  

Her father bowed his head and did not speak for a long time and Suzy let her 
arms fall to her sides.

“Now you’ve done it,” her brother hissed in her ear.  “He’s going to kick us 
out of here in one, two—”

“They don’t work now, true.”  Mr. Patterson raised his head.  “But I am 
getting them ready for when they can work.  We just have to figure out the 
right…the right formula.”

“A lot like trying to cast a spell, isn’t it?” Henry leaned against the doorframe 
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as if he was holding it up.  “They want to know about your other job.”
“This?” David indicated the wall screen with his arm.  “Alex, Suzy, on this 

screen I watched this young man come to our city on the darkest of nights.  He 
was a tiny light in the desert.”

But, Dad, the view on your screen is different than all of the others!” Alex 
blurted out.  “How come?”  He received a solemn look in return.

“We don’t view the same sectors, each worker has a different part assigned to 
him.”

“But…it…it’s not the same desert, Dad.  It’s completely different!  And what’s 
that dark line at the top?”

Mr. Patterson shrugged, saying it was probably a part of land so burned by 
the sun as to be black.  He ignored Henry’s guffaw and his children’s additional 
questions.

“Stop!” David held up his hands.  “What do you want me to say?  That your 
father’s job, that his life is useless?  That I come here almost every day wasting 
my time, wasting my energy, wasting…”  He looked so sad that Suzy threw 
herself on him and hugged him fiercely about the neck.  “This isn’t about the 
Plus, is it?  Not really.”  His question was directed to Henry as he patted his 
daughter’s back and threw reassuring glances at Alex.

“The Plus is just one lie of many, but not the biggest one.”
Suzy straightened up, wiping her tears away with the back of her hand.  She 

asked what the biggest one was, and Henry told her.
“For some reason Mr. Gambol has your father surveying the actual desert 

outside the walls.  It doesn’t go very far, just to that dark line, and I’d like to 
show you some day what that dark line is.”

“What is it?”  The question came from all three Pattersons and Henry bit back 
a smile.

“It’s better if you see for yourself.  I can give you a glimpse.  Shall we take a 
peep over the wall?”

At that the twins’ eyes grew round as saucers.  No one was allowed to look 
over the wall.  No one wanted to, either.   Sand dunes weren’t terribly interesting 
to anyone in MinnePaul.  Mr. Patterson stood up.
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“How?  And what does the wall have to do with my children deciding on the 
Plus?”

Henry crossed his arms.  Footsteps sounded on the tile hall floor, from a 
distance and getting closer.  “Everything, David.  I think you know that, don’t 
you?”  The two adults stared at each other, silently assessing each other’s 
motives as the flurry of footsteps grew louder and louder.  Suzy was frightened 
and tried to grab Alex’s hand, but he was two curious, and pushed around 
Henry and his father to stare into the hall.  A number of people tramped towards 
them, both from the right and the left.  Office workers poked their heads out of 
their doors at the noise only to retreat rapidly when they saw the leaders wore HI 
uniforms.  Armed battle robots were among the marchers, and Alex’s mouth fell 
open at the sight of laser guns. 

“Are those for us?” He hissed at his sister.  “Violence against citizens isn’t 
allowed!”

“It could be that those who…refuse to get their jabs are at some point no 
longer considered citizens.  Isn’t that right, David?”

“But we’ll take the Plus!  We want to!”  Suzy pleaded and started crying, but 
she’s wasn’t hurt anymore over the tramping of boots. 

When both squadrons finally reached Mr. Patterson’s open office door, Alex 
and Suzy were surprised to see that one of the HI leaders was Lucas 
Hahnemann.  Lucas winked down at them just before Henry quietly pulled the 
children back to stand behind him.  David put his arms around his children, not 
knowing either what to say or what would happen.  He wanted to get them out 
of harm’s way, but there was no place to run to.

“Lucius, is it?” Henry smiled in his calm, irritating way.
“Henry,” Lucius nodded.  “You were to remain in Mr. Gambol’s office.”
“Ah, so Mr. Gambol send you?” Henry rubbed at his chin.  “How quickly that 

man changes his allegiances.”
“Mr. Gambol has always been loyal to the city.”  Lucius put his hands in the 

pockets of his white uniform.  “We are waiting for that cure you promised.  I’m 
to take all of you to the HI headquarters.”

“It’s a bit early for that.  We not due there for a couple of hours.”
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“You’ll forgive me if we don’t follow your itinerary, Henry.  I think these 
children have been traumatized enough.”

“Did you get the Plus when they offered it to you?”
The Pattersons could see something—not quite fear, but some troubling 

thought in Lucius’s deep brown eyes when Henry asked that question.
“But only children—” Suzy started to say, but her Alex clamped a hand over 

her mouth. 
Lucius cocked his head.  “That jab hasn’t been out long.  It’s only licensed for 

children of age right now.”
“And why is that, I wonder?  If too young is dangerous, then too old…?”
In response, Lucius nodded at the HI, a tall red-headed man, across from him.  

They both pulled out the inspector weapons: white nightsticks that elongated 
when they whipped them into the air.  Henry was the only one who didn’t flinch.  
And then the next second he turned and dropped to a squatting position with a 
curious metal cube nestled in the center of his left palm. 

 

Before the eyes of everyone watching, the box in Henry’s hand unfolded out 
of itself time over time over time, and becoming larger as it did so, until he set it 
on the ground where it grew tenfold, large as an old, cardboard refrigerator box 
that David remembered from his childhood.

“Get in,” Was all Henry said, and they did so—Alex, Suzy, and David—all 
while the HIs and their squadron looked on in amazement.  Leaping in last, 
landing neatly between the two twins, Henry pressed a side of the box that was 
made of some, queer metal, and a a translucent lid materialized over their heads.  
Now Lucas was leaning over the box as they stared up at him.  He tapped on the 
lid with his nightstick, then harder, then hitting it in blows to no avail. 

“What is this technology?” David asked, wiping his glasses on his shirt.
“Transportation.”  Henry pressed a palm to the front side of the box and 

closed his eyes.  “I would have rather used this at the end of the day, but things 
can’t be helped and there are always other ways out of the city.”
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With barely a hum, the magnificent box started moving, pushing Lucas aside 
and squishing him up against the doorframe.  Once out in the hallway, it zoomed 
forward, knocking down the soldiers and robots like bowling pins.  Before long, 
they were zooming through the massive building, taking a zigzag route through 
air conditioning ducts, stairwells, and elevator shafts.  Windows in the box 
moved around, materializing on the walls and more often, the floor.  Alarms 
sounded faintly in the corridors as they zipped by rooms and Alex thought the 
box must muffle sound, too.

“Are we going to the wall?” He asked.
“Wouldn’t you like to have a look over?  See that green line from a better 

vantage point?”
“Is it green?  Looks black.” Alex said.
“I would!” Suzy piped up.  “You want to see it, too, don’t you Daddy?”
“Yes, yes, sweetheart.”  David had placed a hand over his heart as if it was 

hurting him.  “Mr. Henry, you are placing my family in a terrible position.  
Should we go over the wall—”

“We’ll merely hover on top of it.”
“Should we go to the wall at all we will surely be arrested. “
“And for that, I’m sorry, David, but that is our next stop, anyway.”
David stared at him as they shot up through shaft that opened onto the roof.  

Immediately, they were surrounded by robot HI vehicles.  A muffled droning 
sounded, but the Pattersons understood that they were likely being told to stop 
and exit the vehicle.  Henry drew in a long breath, then told them:

“This box isn’t indestructible.  We’ll have a few minutes at most, a few 
moments at worst.” He pressed a palm to the floor and a glass case rose up in 
which sat several sets of eye glasses.  “Put these on once we’re on top of the wall.  
You’ll be able to see for five hundred miles or more.”  Each of them took a pair of 
glasses, David taking ones that looked like they would fit over his regular 
glasses.  The Pattersons then hung on for dear life as Henry pressed another 
button that sent their box zigzagging through the crowd of HI vehicles, narrowly 
avoiding gunfire.  The twins could barely believe the HIs had guns—it was 
impossible, like something out of a screen flick. 



112

At a sickening speed, Henry raced them to the wall. Alex’s heart nearly 
stopped as he looked down just as a window cleared on the metal floor.  Between 
the fortress of Company B and the wall proper was a dark, black chasm that 
looked as if it held secrets dark and dear in its depths.

“Got your glasses on, Alex?  We’ll only have a few moments.” 
Hurriedly, Alex secured the glasses on his face and stared out at the jaw-

dropping expanse of desert in front of them as Henry’s marvelous transportation 
box hovered just above a point of barbed wire on the Minnepaul Wall.  Time and 
space, too, seemed to stop as the three of them stared in wonder.  At first they 
were simply amazed that there really was so  much desert outside the wall, just 
as they’d been told, except it wasn’t so much shifting sands as it was 
tumbleweeds meandering and cacti standing proudly tall here and there.  Their 
inspection then moved to the line of black, or rather, green as they now could see.  
Here, the green wasn’t a line at the top of a screen, but rather an expanse that 
bordered the surrounding desert as far as their eyes could see.  David was 
boggled by how far he could see, and kept pushing both sets of glasses aside to 
rub his eyes.  

“But the forests are extinct and have been since I was a boy.”
“Or not,” Henry said.  “You could have lied to.”
“Why?”
Henry waved a hand at the air.  “So many reasons.  The reasons no longer 

matter to be, but the lies still do.”
Something sailed over their heads and exploded in the air.  The projectile had 

collided with some invisible fence just outside the wall and the impact sent 
crackling rivulets of lightening waves rippling outward, the vibrations rocking 
their little box ship.  Their stomach dropped as Henry pressed a button that sent 
them plummeting downward just as another rocket or missile exploded above 
them.

“And I was told this was a city of peace.”  Henry smirked.  “They can only be 
taking us one place, let’s beat them to it, shall we?”

But Alex and Suzy didn’t want to go to the Health Inspector headquarters.  
They’d had quite enough for one day of Henry’s pulling down this curtain, then 
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that.  They didn’t want to look behind more doors and see things they didn’t 
want to see.  Being exposed to smallpox should surely be enough for one day.  
The government of Minnepaul probably hadn’t had this in mind when Henry 
had asked them permission. 

“Wh-what’s going to happen to Dad?” Suzy whimpered as they tried to 
ignore the muffled sound of firepower rapidly gaining on them as the box 
maneuvered itself under, over, and around the various shops and contraptions 
on the Company B rooftop. 

“That’s right.”  Henry smacked a palm to his forehead.  “You’re not coming, 
Mr. Patterson.  Sorry.  And don’t worry, Mr. Gambol will understand that I 
ambushed you or brainwashed you—or something.”  With that, he hit a lever 
that seemed to appear by magic.  The roof of the box opened up and the square 
of floor David was sitting on catapulted him up into the air right into the line of 
fire.  Suzy screamed and clung to Alex, but he nudged her, urging her to look 
before their father was out of sight.  Mr. Patterson hung in the air suspended in 
some malleable material that looked like a water bubble. 

“Safety feature on the glasses,” Henry chuckled, “though I don’t think it can 
repel bacteria or viruses.”

After what seemed like an eternity to the children, the magic flying box 
whizzed off the end of the roof, revealing a heart stopping drop to the city below.  
Somehow Henry managed to stay just ahead of the vehicles pursuing them.  It 
was now late afternoon and the sun had begun its slow sink into evening.  Its 
light glistened off the tall spires of buildings they past and shone on the clear taxi 
tubes that wove in and around everything.  Just once, Suzy thought she caught a 
glimpse of a magenta taxi slipping into a shopping park, and she thought of Mrs. 
Mortar and her daughter Delia.  What would Delia think of all this?  What would 
Henry think of Delia’s wig?  He wouldn’t approve, but Suzy couldn’t see how 
the wig was the fault of The Plus.  It was just fashion, wasn’t it?  She yawned 
hugely as it was now quiet.  Perhaps the Company B HIs and robots had given 
up. 

“They haven’t given up, “ Henry said, and Suzy sat up, startled that he had 
read her mind.  But it wasn’t that.  Alex had asked a similar question and she’d 
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missed it in her dreaming.  “They haven’t given up,” Henry said again.  “They 
either know or guess where we’re going.  I’ve broken a lot of Minnepaul laws 
today.”

“But they told you you had one day, right?” Alex asked.
“They imagined it would be spent at City Hall in the Quartz venue.  But I told 

them I wanted to take you to breakfast first.  Well, we had more of a brunch at 
Arnold’s.  Mr. Gambol’s been trying to cover for me ever since I got to the city.  
He believes in this project, in seeing both the pros and the cons to vaccination.”

Alex and Suzy were silent.  They knew better.  They knew that adults often 
pretended to be for something they were secretly against.  It was the way 
Minnepaul did things, the way that no one really acknowledged the Health 
Inspector headquarters was the same building as the Charleston Company 
headquarters, the way most dads went off to do useless jobs while their wives 
spending money no one had, the way Nutrition tasted nothing like real food, but 
everyone pretending it was so much better, and the way questions were 
welcomed but not really welcomed at school.  The list could go on and on and 
maybe that was just life.  

At another edge of the city, the box came up against a wall just higher than 
the city walls.  It was black with city soot and dust, yet covered by green vines on 
the top.  Henry pressed a button and they hung in the air.

“Permission, again,” Henry whispered. 

Back at Company B, Mr. Patterson drifted gently down into a waiting circle of 
HIs and armed robots.  Once he hit the concrete, the protection bubble from his 
glasses burst and he sucked in air stale with exhaust and dry desert heat.  Lucas 
Hahnemann gave him a hand up, looking both amused and displeased.  

“It’s all in hand now, Henry’s just playing games.  He’s taking your children 
to HI Headquarters just as we asked him to.  They’ll get a history lesson on The 
Plus there.”

“Is all of this really necessary?” David asked, not sure himself if he was 
referring to Henry’s actions or the HI’s pursuit of them. Then he added.  “Do you 
know there are trees in the far distance?  It’s not all desert out there.  We could…
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the whole world could be still out there and we’re here…”  He gestured 
helplessly. 

Lucas slapped him on the back.  “It’s a mirage from the desert sun, David, but 
even if it wasn’t, what does the world have to offer that we don’t have here in 
this city right now?”

My son.  David thought silently, wondering if he would soon be mourning the 
loss of three children instead of one.  “I’d like to go home to my wife,” he said 
out loud.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.  You need to go through debriefing.  Mr. 
Gambol will see to it.”

To this new set of circumstances, David merely bowed his head.  He would 
have done the same had they taken him in chains to the Quiet Room.  Vaguely, as 
he settled into a roof cart with Lucas and they zoomed to the closest entrance to 
the offices, David thought of Ellen.  He wondered what she was doing, if she was 
planning supper, how her garden was growing, and if Sybil and Drake were well 
oiled and stocked with the family’s cold jabs.  He’d gotten a message from her at 
lunch break that the Charleston Corporation had stopped by to drop off the two 
Plus jabs for the twins.  They had shaken Ellen’s hand and told her how brave 
she and David were for putting up with the city’s experiment in presenting “the 
other side.” 

The Medicina heads of the corporation will be here tomorrow and the Plus is to be 
administered at ten o’clock.  Rebecca told me our story’s bouncing around the news 
stations and that there’s bound to be a reporter or two who shows up.  I may have to 
splurge on a new wig. 

As if the Medicinas cared about a wig, David thought.  For the first time he 
felt afraid, afraid if Suzy and Alex gave their consent, and more afraid if they 
didn’t.  Jabs defined the city in ways nothing else did.  One day, if the Plus really 
worked, there would only be one jab, one little, inconvenient prick administering 
immunity for a thousand diseases.  Their son Charlie hadn’t understood that was 
to be the future.  That’s why he had left so easily, his loving parents and siblings.  
Or perhaps Charlie was in the Quiet Room.  David and Ellen had always feared 
this, but they’d never asked to be told the truth on the matter. 
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The Science is safe… David whispered to himself.
“Yes?” Mr. Gambol rested his bearded chin on top of folded hands, staring at 

David across an expanse of brown desk, a material made to resemble oak.  David 
blinked.  He’d been so lost in his thoughts that he’d barely registered when Lucas 
had handed him over to Mrs. Slade and then to Mr. Gambol.  He sat across from 
his boss in his tight office with white walls closing in, the largest thing in the 
room the desk between them.  David shifted in his seat, finding the chair’s 
cushions realigning with his new position as all chairs did these days.  

“I’m to be debriefed?”  David pushed his glasses up on his nose.  A scratch 
marred the right lens.  

“Yes.  I am sorry, David, that you were kidnapped by Henry, truly sorry.”
“But I—”
Mr. Gambol waved a hand.  “He was a wild card from the start.  I told 

everyone.  He insisted on an entire day gallivanting with the children around the 
city instead of sitting them in front of a school screen and explaining his position 
on the Plus.”  His squared fingers tapped on the desk.  “I even had to rescue 
them today by helicopter, David.  They’d been exposed to the smallpox.”

David swallowed, not knowing what to say, only that what Mr. Gambol was 
saying sounded insane.  Smallpox had been extinct, eradicated for hundreds, if 
not almost a thousand, years. 

“I told them, but they wanted the game to play out, you see, and they’re 
hoping to produce the cure as a vaccine, a jab.”

David felt as if he’d missed a link in the conversation.  “Cure for what?”
“The smallpox,” Mr. Gambol chuckled, stroking his beard.  “And polio, and 

the common cold and flu, and every other disease.  The cure for disease.  It will 
make the Plus irrelevant, but that’s business, and no one will truly remember.  
We’ll call it,” he spread his hands wide, “Antidote Enhanced.  And then, maybe 
then, we can finally leave this place.”

“Leave?”  David was so tired.  “Leave the office?”
“No, David.  The city.  We will be free to leave the city.”
And now David knew his boss was truly crazy, for no one left the city.  It was 

all rumor and legend.  What Henry had showed him through the special goggles 
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was not the tree line of a faraway forest, but blackened hills bordering the desert.  
Henry himself was probably from the Quiet Room.  Perhaps he’d met Charlie 
there, Charlie who’d never really escaped and never died out in the desert.  This 
was a test of loyalty, all of it.  David stood up and put his hand on his heart.

“The Science safe, the Science is sound, the Science is settled.  I will see that 
my children get the Plus and they will be proud to tell everyone—”

“Sit down.” 
With a heavy heart, David sank back into the chair that again moulded itself 

around him.  His bear-like boss bowed over his steepled fingertips.  
“We must leave the city, David.  It is for…our very survival.”

Rebecca Mortar could not stop crying.  Her makeup was streaked terribly and 
her purple, curled wig was askew.  Sybil administered sanitary tissues at an 
alarming rate until Ellen’s guest yelled at her to stop. 

“I need tissues not an early burial!”  Rebecca clawed the tissues this way and 
that until most of them fell on the floor.  Ellen asked Sybil to check on the tea that 
Drake was supposed to be making.  Both robots had been unsettled all day, 
something that in turn unsettled Ellen, as she’d probably messed up the last 
programming.  It was one thing to try to give robots personalities, but making 
them too human was unsettling for everyone.

“He’s leaving me, Ellen.  All for some little tramp in the theatre district!  Can 
you imagine the scandal?”  Rebecca blew heavily into a tissue, balled it up and 
threw it on the floor.  “I don’t even know how I’m going to tell Delia.”

“She’ll be home from school soon.  Perhaps a soothing walk in the park.”
“No, no, Ellen.  Delia has sprouted an allergy to the plastic grass there.  They 

are lying by calling it hypoallergenic, and I will sue them…at a later date.  But 
no, no she’s not been to school for a week.”

Ellen was puzzled.  “Where has she been?”
“Oh, at the clinic.  You know they are always trying some new treatment or 

other.”  Rebecca picked up another tissue.  “I’ve been trying to talk her out of the 
wig, you know.  She really is too young, but…”  She sniffed.  “Her hair’s not 
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growing.”
“I see.”  Ellen did see.  Although optional chemo treatments were generally 

frowned upon for those younger than twenty, it wasn’t unheard of, and children 
were often wont to copy their parents.  Her friend could tell what she was 
thinking.

“No, it’s not chemo treatments.  It’s…well, you know, Ellen, after getting the 
Plus the twins will be visiting the clinic every week just to make sure 
everything’s in order.”

Ellen only wished the look in Rebecca’s eyes told her she believed what she 
was saying.  “I thought it’s to be a weekly checkup.  A precaution at most.”

Rebecca laughed or maybe sobbed into her latest tissue, Ellen couldn’t really 
tell.  “A precaution?  Like our yearly chemo treatments?  Like the laser therapy 
room that burns off every bacteria on your skin?  Like our daily nutrition 
perfectly built molecule by molecule in a lab?”

Ellen didn’t know what to say, and mostly she was nervous.  Rebecca had 
never asked her about her rooftop garden, but she was suddenly afraid that the 
conversation was turning to that subject.  In a nervous movement, she reached an 
arm up to her neck and clutched softly at her throat.

Again, Rebecca sniffed and wiped her nose.  She scooted forward in her chair.  
“My daughter…  My Delia…I’m afraid she’s not well, Ellen.  Some don’t take to 
the Plus.  Well, every jab carries a risk, not that anyone ever talks about it.”

Because she didn’t know what to say to that, Ellen leaned forward to her 
friend and placed a hand over hers, giving some small comfort to the upset 
mother.  Silently, she willed Drake and Sybil to bring out the tea.

While Alex, Suzy, and Henry looked on, a HI inspection drone whisked over 
the ivy-covered wall and whirled around them, likely collecting general 
information on their vehicle, the dimensions, the passengers, the possible 
weapons, and the like.  The drone gave a little yip, zipped away, and was soon 
back in a few moments, saluting them and giving a series of yips and chirrups 
that for some reason made Henry smile.  The drone then posted a hologram of a 
downward pointing arrow in the air.
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“Right-o.”  Henry mock saluted the drone and directed their box ship 
downwards where the twins saw a large portcullis in the wall.  They only knew 
what the huge gate was because they’d started looking at medieval history in 
class, how filthy the castles were, and how no one took a bath because it was the 
middle of winter and too cold.  Most people at that time died of disease as it was 
before jabs had been invented.  

This portcullis looked new, though, and made barely a noise as it slowly 
opened to allow them to pass through.  As they passed through the stone 
archway of the entrance, Alex and Suzy stared in wonder as they found the castle 
theme continued on the grounds of the Health Inspector headquarters.  A 
cobblestone road led them through a verdant field of grasses and bushes topped 
with colorful flowers, then through plots of what looked like real trees.  Stone 
benches, walkways, and bridges were here and there, running over bubbling 
springs or streams and running off into the distance.  The vegetation around 
them all seemed to be moving in some way, and it took several minutes for Alex 
to understand why.  His mouth dropped open.

“It can’t be!”
“What?”  Asked Suzy.  She had her faced pressed up to the glass of the box, 

smudging it horribly. 
“Bugs.  Real, actual bugs, bumblebees, butterflies, things we only see at the 

zoo—what was that?”  Alex ducked as something drifted over their heads.
Henry chuckled.  “That’s a hawk.  A bird, if you’ve never seen one before.”
“We know all about birds,” Suzy retorted.  “How else do you think we’d 

know about the bird flu epidemic of the late nineteen nineties?”  Henry chuckled 
some more, but Suzy had spotted some sparrows and robins and was once again 
captivated by the outside.

After about ten minutes, the landscape started to incline and soon the patches 
of trees fell away to reveal an immense castle.  Even Henry stared at that.  The 
castle was sprawling, made of a tan stone and sporting large windows that no 
medieval castle would have been able to manufacture or afford.  Wide stone 
steps swept up to a broad terrace of flagstones that fronted open archway to the 
interior courtyard.  The terrace was crowded with HIs in their white coats and a 
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jumble of city dignitaries that chatted nervously together.  At least, Alex thought 
they looked nervous as they drifted down and landed on the terrace edge.  Not 
an armed guard or police robot was in sight. This was strangely more disturbing 
to him than if any had been present.  He gripped Suzy’s hand briefly, just before 
they exited the box.  She returned his concern with a pat to his forearm and a 
toothy smile.

The twins stood in a line with Henry as the towering box folded into itself 
multiple times until it was a small cube once again.  Henry reached down to 
retrieve it, placing it back into his shirt pocket.  The city dignitaries whispered 
loudly to themselves, but the HIs said nothing.  Then a tall woman in the center 
of the group started clapping as she walked forward.  She seemed part dignitary, 
part HI, with a clinic-white dress that went to her knees.  Her hair was midnight 
black and threaded with silver strands.  She wore a sparkling tiara on her head. 
Although her face was unlined, the children could sense she was old, at least as 
old as their parents. 

“My, my!”  The woman said as she stepped in front of a group.  A waiter robot 
zoomed up, then, and handed her a glass of something that look bubbly.  “What 
theatrics!”  She indicated to the robot to hand down glasses to Alex and Suzy, 
and then to Henry.  “A toast!”  The woman held her glass high, as did the crowd 
behind her, everyone having been given their own glasses.

“Champagne,” Henry muttered to the children.  “I wouldn’t drink it.”  Not 
sure what to do, Alex and Suzy stood frozen, watching the adults down their 
champagne in one go.  Smash!  Gasps went up as Henry threw his glass down on 
the flagstones.  

“A desert tradition,” Henry said, as the woman in the tiara threw him a 
venomous look.

“To tradition!” Suzy said gaily, and smashed her glass as well.  Alex followed 
suit.

The woman gave them both long looks.  She returned her empty glass to the 
hand of the robot and gestures in front of herself.  “I am Tiara Medicina, head of 
the Minnepaul Health Inspectors.  My family owns the Charleston Corporation 
and also...”  Here, she peering keenly at the twins.  “Company B, from which 
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you’ve so lately escaped.”
“No escape,” Henry said. “We wanted to be on time for our meeting here.”
That got a chuckle out of Ms. Medicina.  “They said you were amusing.  And 

so you are.  Henry.  And now,” she clapped her hands together, “we will have a 
feast.  A celebration for this historical day!”  The dignitaries and HIs behind her 
cheering and started to make their way into the castle courtyard.  Alex was keen 
to follow, as his stomach was rumbling.  They’d barely had any lunch, and 
suppertime was just coming up.  She beckoned and Henry urged them to follow.

“Are you planning on smashing your plates of food as well?”  Tiara said 
conversationally as she led them through the enormous archway and into a large, 
square courtyard set with banquet tables.  “If it’s poison you fear, you’ll all just 
have to starve until—”

“Your hair!  It’s real!”  Suzy suddenly burst out, causing Ms. Medicina to 
stumble in her heels.

“Of course, it’s real, dear.”  As she ushered them into their seats at the head 
table, Alex whispered to Henry.

“Poison?”
“Just a precaution.”  As he sat down, Alex could see that Henry’s relaxed 

demeanor had fallen away.  He was coiled and alert, ready for something.  His 
watchfulness reminded Henry of a soldier video game he used to play when he 
was younger.  

The sun overhead glared into Alex’s eyes.  Soon the burning ball of light 
would be beyond the castle walls, but it was as if it wanted to make its presence 
known before making its slow descent for the night.  With a start, Alex realized 
that there were no sunscreens above the HI headquarters.  Now that he thought 
about it, there hadn’t been many on the Company B rooftop either, and none in 
Outer Minnepaul—but they had their rainclouds, dreary as they were. 

“Eat quickly.”  Henry’s lips had barely moved, but Alex and Suzy heard him 
clearly enough.  “We’ll need to make another escape before too long.”

“What are we doing here?” Suzy asked. 
“How do feel about the Plus after a few hours spent with me?” Henry sniffed 

the water glass a butler gave him.  “It’s ok, drink up.  Eat up.”
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“I thought you were worried about poison?” Alex asked, irritated.  He stared 
at the plate set before him.  Steak, potatoes, green beans.  The children had once 
eaten both great beans and potatoes from their mother’s garden, but never had 
they eaten steak.  It was strange to think that this slab had been part of a large 
cow, maybe the one they saw at the zoo when they were seven.

“Ugh,” Henry had taken a bite of his steak.  “Not good.  Lab food.  Worse 
than poison, because there’s no cure.  But it won’t kill you.  Me, maybe.”

Suzy chew carefully on the green beans, swallowed, and finally said, “I’m still 
the Plus.”

“Oh?” Henry raised an eyebrow.
“Yes, you’ve made no actual arguments that I can see.”
“The Plus is a lie, Sooze, everything about this city is a lie, that’s Henry 

argument.  Even Arnold said his smallpox vaccine doesn’t work.”  Alex tried the 
potatoes.  They were perfectly creamy, but tasted like plastic.  He would rather 
have a shake from the Punch and Juice shop by school. 

Suzy snorted, saying it was no use exposing lies without pointing them to the 
truth.  Henry looked over at her thoughtfully.  

“The truth is that not only is the Plus ineffective and extremely unsafe, but so 
are all jabs.  The science is neither safe, sound, nor settled.”

“It’s settled in Minnepaul.”  Suzy crossed her arms.
“My, my, heated discussion.”  Tiara Medicina had come traipsing down from 

her end of the table.  All of the HIs here looked plastic, fake, like Delia’s mother 
multiplied by ten.  Alex stared at her, uncannily knowing what she would say 
next.

“It’s been a long day, and Henry’s shown you some of the city sites.  We have 
a resting room prepared for you children so you can have a long nap after the 
meal.  And then you get your jabs and go home to your parents.”

“I have twenty-four hours, Tiara.”  Henry’s teeth snapped against his metal 
fork as he bit at another piece of steak. 

“You were told to stay in the city.”
“We haven’t left it.”
“Going to the Outer city and to Company B, you know those are off limits.”
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Henry shrugged.  “How would I know that?  I’m just a tourist, as Mr. Gambol 
says.”

“Mr. Gambol has his own transgressions to deal with.  The children are 
getting their Plus jabs after dinner and that’s that.”  The smile that played across 
her lips was predatory instead of happy.  “And then, we’ll have that smallpox 
cure from you.”

“It’s all gone.  Used up.”  Henry dug into the green beans.
“I don’t believe you.”
“Fine.  The cure I have is enough for millions of people, the whole city, in fact.  

And it will cure every disease known to man.  All you have to do it take it once 
for life.  My science is safe.”

“And sound and settled!”  Suzy cheered him on, or perhaps it was just that 
the robots had delivered giant pieces of chocolate pie in front of them.  Chocolate 
they got once every other birthday, if that.  “I’m still getting the Plus, Henry, but 
you should make commercials for your cure.  Like the Charleston Corporation 
does.”

Tiara sighed.  “At least you haven’t convinced them against it.  Finish your 
dessert, and then it’s to rest for the both of you.”  

“Well, I’m not getting the jab,” Alex muttered.  Tiara paused in her step, but 
otherwise gave no indication she may have heard him.  His sister put a firm hand 
on his arm.

“But, Alex, Delia got the Plus and she’s great.”
“She’s wearing a wig now.”
“She’s just trying to keep up with the trends,” Suzy swallowed, “and—and if 

you don’t get the Plus, something bad will happen.”
“What will happen?” Henry asked, leaning over to them.  He seemed 

genuinely curious, though still watchful of their surroundings. 
“Oh,” Suzy looked down at her lap.  “Like with our brother Charlie.  He 

refused the cold jab, his friend, too.  Everyone was so worried for them, and 
some people were angry.  We were so afraid they’d get a disease.  And then they 
were sent to the Quiet Room.”

“The Quiet Room.  Now that’s one place I hope to see on my visit.”  



124

They ate their dessert in silence.  Alex wasn’t surprised Suzy still wanted the 
jab.  Their whole day seemed hazy, as if it almost wasn’t real.  Could their whole 
way of life really be a lie?  Was that really a line of trees in the distance beyond 
the wall, or was it some trick of Henry’s goggles?  Had they really been exposed 
to the smallpox and had Henry really given them a cure?

Alex’s stomach rumbled.  Both he and his sister weren’t used to such rich 
foods.  Henry seemed to anticipate the way they were feeling, because he waived 
a waiter robot aside and asked where the bathrooms were.  The robot indicated a 
dark door-sized archway in a side wall.  The sun had finally sunk behind a castle 
tower, and the elongated shadows made the archway appear more remote than it 
actually was. 

“Want me to come with?”  Henry toyed with his fork, hanging the tynes over 
his cake as if debating which morsel to try next. 

“I’ll go, too,” Suzy said, her hand clutching awkwardly at her throat.
Under heavy and suddenly silent surveillance of the dignitaries around them, 

the twins walked hand in hand to the archway.  They were relieved when a 
motion sensor flicked lights on down a corridor, at the end of which were the 
bathrooms, left side for men, right side for women.

When David arrived home accompanied by HI robots and Lucas Hahnemann, 
Ellen ignored the entourage and threw herself into her husband’s arms.  He 
hugged her tightly and buried his face into her neck, saying he was sorry over 
and over again. 

“Safe and sound,” Lucas said, saluting them both once they looked up.  “This 
is an ordeal for your family, but it’s important for the future of our city.  Your 
children will get the Plus this evening and be returned home to you.”  If there 
was a glint of uncertainty in the Health Inspector’s eyes, the Pattersons either 
didn’t notice or pretended not to.

“Thank you, Lucas,” Ellen said.  “We—we are so happy they’ve decided to get 
the Plus.”

“It’s the right choice.”  Lucas smiled and bowed out of their high-rise 
apartment.  They closed the door after him, noting that the HI robots with their 
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night sticks had stayed behind, one on either side of their front door.
“God knows what the neighbors will think.  What they already think.”  Ellen 

played with the string of plastic pearls around her neck.  They felt almost real, 
cool and smooth underneath her fingertips. 

“Henry brought them to the office today.  To see me.”  With a groan, David 
threw himself down on the couch.  “And Mr. Gambol is being difficult.  He 
arranged for Henry to come in the hopes that he can leave Minnepaul.”

“Leave?”  Ellen sat down on a cushy chair.  “Why should Mr. Gambol want to 
leave?  Why should any of us want to leave when we have everything we could 
ever need or want here?”

David took his glasses off and rubbed at his eyes.  “Did you hear Lucas?  
They’ll get the jabs tonight.”  Ellen sat with her hands folded in her lap.  When 
she looked up at him, tears glistened in her eyes. 

“What if they refuse?  What if Henry convinces them?”
David smiled thinly.  “You and I both know that is unlikely to happen, or if it 

does…we are unlikely to see them again.  Besides, we have the Plus here, too, 
now.  If they don’t get it tonight, we can—”

“We can what?  Force them?”
“Who would ever know?”
“Our children would know.  They so hate the daily cold jab as it is, and even 

though we…even though it’s not strictly city approved.”  Ellen approached a 
topic they never talked about.  One never knew how much the city knew and 
how much they were listening. Her voice lowered to a whisper:  “Do you think 
they know, David?  That we altered the shots?

David pressed steepled hands to his mouth, an unconscious mirroring of his 
boss.  “None of us have the city tattoo, the facial rash.  Surely they know, that’s 
why they were so careful about Charlie.  That’s probably why they chose the 
twins to meet Henry.  They figured our family was mostly on his side, anyway.”

Ellen took of her wig and played with the arrangement in her lap.  The crown 
of her head was smooth, healthy almost.  She’d stopped the chemo treatments in 
the last week, but her hair hadn’t grown back yet. “There are others.  That’s why 
they haven’t done anything up to this point.  So many others don’t have the 
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tattoo, don’t go in for treatments…”
“They take the cold jab, though.”
“Do they?  How can we be sure?  I feel as if—as if we’re all pretending to go 

along, but really…but in reality we should all be sent to the Quiet Room.”
“Under full robot care.  No deviancy allowed.”  David leaned forward to 

grasp Ellen’s hand.  Intertwined, their hands rested on top of the green wig that 
had faded with age and use.  As much as she’d tried to lift them up to a higher 
social standing, it had never happened.  David’s job had remained the same, and 
Ellen’s circle of friends would always be Rebecca Mortar or lower.

“Oh, David.  What if we’re wrong?  What if the Science is safe?” 
He smiled and shook his head.  “Our science is safe.”  
“But it is sound?  Have we been putting our children in more danger?”
“Sound and settled.  They have no diseases.”
“Suzy had an allergy the other day.”
“A cold, Ellen, call it by its rightful name.  Colds are normal, a normal state of 

life.”  David released her hand and sat back.  “We’ve decided that no one should 
get a cold, but allergies to anything and everything in our surroundings is now 
considered normal.  We live in the cleanest, dust free, mold free place in likely 
the entire world and still people have allergies.  They couldn’t walk among the 
trees even if we had them.  They can’t sit out in the sun, the life-giving sun!  They 
can’t eat a dinner of even the vegetables from your tiny garden without 
choking.”

“David, you’re too loud.”  Ellen put a finger to her lips.  “Let’s go to the 
laundry room.”

His expression was more loving than pity, but still, the pity was there.  “If 
they listen to everything, what good is whispering or the laundry room?  And 
what if they only want us to think they can and do listen to everything?  In either 
scenario, we are completely under their control.”

“Not completely,” Ellen breathed.  “We altered the robots and the jabs, so long 
ago now.”

David dismissed her admission.  “Allowed deviancies. Like they allow those 
to live in the Outer City.”
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Blah, blah - not sure how this scene ends…

When they came out of their respective bathrooms, the twins found their way 
barred.  An iron grate had lowered in the stone-walled corridor.  Too far away 
from the courtyard for their shouts to be heard, Alex and Suzy looked at each 
other and resolutely turned to look behind them.  The wall at the end of the 
corridor had been moved away by some mechanical magic and now they 
stepped into a tiny courtyard carpeted by lush grass and a bubbling fountain.  
Two clinic chairs sat on either side of the fountain, and next to each were tables 
with significant-looking syringes on them. 

Will you choose the Plus today?  A computerized voice came out of nowhere.  
Think of your future. Only one jab for the rest of your life. Disease free, jab free, the best 
of both worlds…  The voice continued and the children could tell it was a 
recording from one of the many Plus commercials that the Charleston 
Corporation played around the city daily. 

Alex crossed his arms. “Ridiculous promise.  Isn’t it, Sooze?”
“Like that laughing girl said?”  Suzy smoothed her dress.  “I hate getting jabs. 

It would be great to only have one more to take…forever.”
“Might be a good idea to understand what that so-called ‘forever’ entails,” A 

voice said to them from the corridor.  Little smiles grew on the twins faces.  They 
didn’t need to turn around to know it was Henry, that he’d somehow escaped the 
dinner, and had fought through the iron grate to reach them before they made a 
decision he’d thought they would regret.

When they turned around, they could see smoke pouring into the corridor 
from the larger courtyard and Henry cutting through the grate with a tiny 
instrument that easily sliced through the iron bars.  In a minute, he was through 
to them, pressing a hand to each of their shoulders as if he wanted to do a group 
hug.  Overhead, a whirring sounded and they looked up to find a roof sliding 
slowly over the tiny courtyard.

“Better make this quick,” Henry dropped his magnificent traveling box on the 
ground.  In no time, it unfolded to its proper size and Henry and Alex climbed 
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eagerly in.  
“Stop!” Someone called from the smoky corridor as Suzy stood on one foot, 

then the other, debating whether to get in the box or not.  Alex swallowed.  He, 
too, thought perhaps Henry was a touch crazy and maybe they were better off 
trusting the city company and government and getting the Plus straight away, 
but he was also curious of what else Henry wanted to show them.  Evidently, 
Suzy felt the same, for she jumped into the box just as Tiara Medica crouched 
through the opening Henry had made in the grate.  The HI leader crossed her 
arms and tapped her foot as she watched them ascend in the box, sailing through 
just as the roof finished closing on the courtyard.  Henry waved down merrily at 
her as they went.

“Not to worry, not to worry, Tiara,” he said almost to himself.  “You’ll get 
word of us soon enough at the clinic.”

“Which clinic are we going to?” Alex asked, both scared and amused as how 
easy it was for them to escape what was supposed to be Minnepaul’s highest 
security force.  Henry and his technology moved so much faster, just enough to 
be ahead of all of the robots and HIs in their flying taxis that trailed behind them.  
At the border wall to the HI fortress, Henry barely paused, for he wasn’t asking 
permission now.  The box flew through something that crackled electric green 
around them, and the children realized it must be an invisible forcefield of some 
kind.  They’d only heard about that in stories. 

“The City Center Clinic, of course.  Perhaps we’ll be seeing your friend Delia.”  
Henry slanted a glance at Suzy.

“How did you—” She began, but thought better of it.  Suzy was tired of this 
gameplay and mind play of the adults.  No one was being honest, either to each 
other or to her and Alex, and she just wanted the whole Plus problem to go away. 

The sun had almost sunk on the horizon, and darkness crept over the city as 
they eluded those chasing them.  Alex and Suzy looked down, fascinated at the 
sight of the lighted highway taxi tubes that lit up in different colors as night.  
Children weren’t allowed out in the city after dark, except if they had 
appointments like clinic treatments and the like.  Having never been to a clinic 
before, they were very curious, wondering what it was they would see and also 
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wondering why their parents had always avoided bringing them, when most 
people, children and adults alike, visiting the city clinics on a weekly basis.

Before long, the multicolored lights of the City Center and all of its various 
venues came into view.  Alex searched for the burgundy and white of the Quartz 
venue, but if it was visible, it was lost in all of the other lights.  Their box passed 
over the huge complex and flew on to the next, the City Center Clinic and 
Hospital, all in white and lit from every possible angle.  Henry avoided those 
lights, landing the box in a garden reserved for longterm patients who enjoyed 
being out in what Minnepaul residents considered to be nature.  The three of 
them slipped out of the box onto the springy, foam grass and waited as the box 
once again folded into itself, becoming small enough for Henry to once again slip 
into his pocket. 

“What’s the time?” Henry asked Alex.  Alex pulled out his hand screen, 
suddenly realizing he hadn’t even thought to look at it all day.  In fact, he hadn’t 
missed it at all.  It was ten minutes to seven, and the evening was dark and quiet 
despite the buzz of lights from the nearby entertainment complex.  The three of 
them made their way to the main entrance of the clinic.  There stood two lines of 
doctors and nurses on either side of the doorway, and between them was yet 
again Mr. Gambol, who gave them a broad smile, though something in his eyes 
made Alex think his dad’s boss was tense inside, only trying not to show it. 

“Welcome, welcome!”  Mr. Gambol put his large paw-like hands together.  
“Ingenious traveling box you have there, Henry.  We could track Alex and Suzy’a 
hand screens until you stepped out on the green here.”  Henry said nothing, so 
neither did the twins, except for a large yawn from Suzy.

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Gambol ushered them into the building, “the day is nearly at 
an end, that is, unless you plan to make further arguments to the children in their 
dreams?”  Again Henry said nothing, only bowed politely to the lines of medical 
workers.

Alex and Suzy stepped through glass doors that whooshed open and closed 
for each visitor and into a massive lobby all in white from the floors to the 
ceilings, and hardly any windows at all except for the entrance doors and small 
square ones high up on the street-facing wall.  On the ground floor were a series 
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of check-in desks that wound back and back into the clinic, here and there 
splitting off into corridors that perhaps led to more desks.  Stairs and banks of 
elevators were set on either side of the entrance, and the twins counted the 
balconies of eight floors before they were too far under the first floor ceiling to 
see anymore. 

Before long, Mr. Gambol bowed away, taking an urgent call on his hand 
screen.  A smiling doctor with real glasses like their dad and a head of graying 
balding hair took his place.  Alex and Suzy goggled at him, wondering why he 
didn’t wear a wig.

“Good evening, children.  I am Doctor Sprightly, head of this famous clinic.  
Ah…” he caught them staring at his head.  “We see by your city registration 
you’ve only been to a clinic hospital to be born, so you may not know that the 
doctors and nurses always proudly wear their real hair, balding or not.  It’s to set 
us above and apart the regular populace.”  They nodded at him, but didn’t really 
understand what he’d said.  Even more infuriating was Henry, who kept looking 
back at Mr. Gambol and whispering he was not to be trusted.

“But he saved us before!” Alex hissed as Dr. Sprightly led them down the 
main corridor to band of elevators.  He said he wanted to show them the 
laboratories where all of the jabs were made.

“They’re not made at the company, you know, as the trials are government 
regulated for safety and quality.  Something funny, young man?”

Henry shrugged, suppressing his smile.  “In a sad sort of way.”
“Hmmpf,” the doctor said.
The elevator opened up onto a large room that covered the entire floor.  Glass 

partitions separated it all into various sections and offices, giving the place the 
impression of being at once very big and very small at the same time.  

Alex let out his breath, though he hadn’t been aware he was holding it.  
Finally, here, Henry would be put to the test.  How could he not be in this, the 
very place where the jabs were made?  Dr. Sprightly led them through the maze 
of glass partitions, his white lab coat reflecting off the glass as they walked.  
Henry brought up the rear, shuffling along and saying nothing.
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“Let’s start with the cold jab, shall we?”  The doctor ushered them into a 
partitioned space with long counters that ended in sinks and tables filled with 
glass tubes and vials of various specimens.  Alex and Suzy recognized the setup 
from their History of the Jab class at school.  Odd squeaky sounds came from one 
corner and there they saw a series of cages with something inside them, 
something living.  “Ah, those would be the monkeys.  Their cells are simply the 
best for keeping the virus alive long enough to inject into humans.”

This information wasn’t new to the children, but they still felt uneasy as they 
approached the cages.  Once, long ago, they’d seen a monkey at the zoo, but 
most zoos were too expensive now.  The monkeys were all hair, lips, and teeth.  
Some sat listless at the bottoms of their cages, some hung from the top bars by 
their long arms and flared their lips, causing Suzy to giggle and wave at them, 
and some appeared to be sleeping.

“How come there are so many?” Alex asked.
“Well, Minnepaul needs millions of cold jabs a day.  In fact, though we are the 

major clinic that manufactures jabs, we are only one of many that do in the city.  
This area makes cold jabs for some of the more, er, elite families, if you will.”

“Rich people?”
“Exactly.”
“Are they better than the cold jabs we get?” Suzy asked.
“No, no, all of the cold jabs are the same quality no matter where they’re 

made.”  The doctor bent down to her, peering over his glasses, then sharply 
straightened again.

“You seem amused at everything I say.”
Henry grinned.  “It’s because you tell lies with such authority.  You’ve got it 

down pat.”
“Lies?”  Dr. Sprightly sputtered.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  

Stop that, Fred.”  One of the monkeys had reached out his cage to rub the 
doctor’s shiny head.

“Every jab has the same quality of ingredients and the same quantity of 
ingredients?” Henry asked, while the children giggled at Dr. Sprightly easing his 
way out from the grasp of the excited Fred.
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“Of-of course.”
Henry crossed his arms.  “Prove it.  Here and now.  What do you say, Alex?”
Alex shrugged and yawned, saying it’s just manufactured by machines, like 

medicine, so of course ever vial is the same, while Dr. Sprightly said he didn’t 
need to prove anything to Henry.

“Prove it to us, then.”  Suzy jutted out her chin.  She was tired and also 
curious.  “I never really thought about it, but do you mean our robots are 
injecting monkey cells into us every day?”

“Well…we do our best to remove the virus from the cells without bring parts 
of the cells with it.”  The doctor then said he grab a few vials and they would 
check them under the microscope. 

“Don’t have a machine that checks it?”  Henry asked idly.  “We thought you’d 
have at least invented that by now.”

“Whose we?”  Suzy whispered to her brother. 
From a nearby cooler, the doctor selected a tray of cold jabs.  He lined up three 

microscopes along a counter and smeared a bit from three vials on slides.
“Now, this is only a bit of each, but…what are you doing, young man?”
Henry had pulled another device out of his pants pocket, a slim metal 

cylinder that resembled an old fashioned pen with a computer screen embedded 
in one side.  Clicking the end of the pen, Henry said his way would be much 
faster, then proceeded to take a fourth vial from the tray, screwed off the top and 
dipped the pen-like device into the jab substance.  The children pressed close to 
him as they watched a laser from the instrument scan up and down all around 
the vial.  Doctor Sprightly looked over the children’s heads as Henry scrolled 
through the readout on the little screen.  After the virus substance and the 
monkey cells, there was a long list of things with their percentage count in the 
vial.

“That can’t possibly be right,” Dr. Sprightly said.  “We haven’t used mercury 
or aluminum in years, and there’s no way that much of the monkey cells could 
possibly be in there.”

“There’s a bit of flu virus, too.”  Suzy’s eyes were round.
“A lot of preservatives,” Alex said.  “How can that be healthy to inject into us?  
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Maybe that’s why so many people have the city tattoo?”
“Ridiculous.  The city tattoo has nothing to do with jabs, it’s entirely allergy 

related—”
“How about we check another jab vial, doctor?”  Henry winked at the 

children, pressed a button to reset his instrument.  The next vial had less monkey 
cells, but more virus and no extra flu virus.  It also had a lot less mercury and 
preservative.  “All the same, doctor?”

“It’s your instrument.  A bit of hocus pocus you invented.”
“No it’s not.”  Alex had run over to the microscopes and was checking each 

one.  “Even in these bits on the slides, it’s not uniform, there’s more of one thing 
or less of another.”

“Well…well, it doesn’t affect the effectiveness of the jab.”
“The smallpox jab doesn’t work,” Suzy said.  “Did you know that?”
Dr. Sprightly stared at Suzy.  Henry and Alex stared at him until Henry said 

that they should probably get on with the next part of the tour.
“Ahem, yes, yes.”  The doctor ran a hand down his face.  “And the smallpox 

has been eradicated.”
“Like poverty?” Alex grinned.  It seemed as if the old doctor would burst, for 

he sucked in a breath and clamped his mouth shut.  Perhaps it was a trick of the 
light, but Alex thought his face looked purple as he silently led them from the lab 
back into the maze of glass walls and panels.  

They silently made their way, waving or smiling when the white-clad doctors 
and technicians looked up from their work, startled to see them.  The Patterson 
children were amazed that so many people worked so late at night, but the 
doctor, when he finally spoke again, said that science could  not wait to advance, 
and, more importantly, the citizens’ health could not wait.  Not only that, but a 
human brain was still worth more than twenty robots, perhaps more even than 
that.  

“In the jab business, creativity and ingenuity are key.”  Dr. Sprightly 
inexplicably stopped at a wall entirely made of white bricks.
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The bricks of the wall at first appeared so white after all of the variety of sizes 
of glass they had passed through, that at first Alex and Suzy did not see that next 
to Dr. Sprightly was an alcove, painted entirely in a white-brick pattern that 
almost concealed it, which housed a door.  Alex idly wondering if the clinic 
wished to keep the door a secret, and he found his question suddenly answered.

“The formula for the Plus is so secret that the clinics who make jabs are not 
allowed to even list it on their catalogue of services or in the blueprints of their 
buildings.”  The doctor fished in his lab coat for a plastic, see-through card.  
Crouching in the alcove, he slid the card into a slot the three others were unable 
to see, but they heard the resulting clicks and beeps well enough.  Dr. Sprightly 
stood back, saying it would take the scanners a few minutes to decide to allow 
them in.  Henry chuckled, asking who the company that owned the entirety of 
city was afraid would turn thief and why.

“You, for starters.”  The doctor looked him up and down.  “You scoff at jabs, 
but perhaps your whole plan in coming here is to steal them.”

For some reason,  Suzy thought this idea was hilarious, and started laughing 
so hard that Alex placed his hands on her shoulders and hissed at her to be quiet.  

Another series of beeps sounded, and the door in the alcove slid open to 
reveal a small, long white room behind.  The only thing in the room were two 
long benches facing each other.  The twins shuffled into the room after the doctor 
and followed up by Henry.  The adults sat on one bench, the children on the 
other.  As the door slid closed behind them, Alex asked if the room was a new 
kind of elevator.

“It is,” the doctor said as they felt the room move, though whether it was, up, 
down, or sideways, their inner sense of gravity could not tell.  “It is also a 
decontamination room.  No foreign substance must come into the labs where the 
Plus is made.”  As if on cue, vents overhead started to spew a cloud of blue that 
smelled faintly of mint and settled on everything.  Henry sneezed profusely, 
saying that Mr. Patterson’s bracelets would be more effective than this toothpaste 
stuff.  Alex inspecting the stuff between two fingers.  It dissolved quickly, sinking 
through their clothes and onto their skin, where it produced a light burning 
sensation that vanished in the next instant.
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All at once, doors on the opposite side of the room slid open to show a set of 
double doors across a slim hallway from them.  The Patterson children and 
Henry dutifully followed Dr. Sprightly as exited the decontamination elevator.  If 
he was wheezing and scratching at his skin, they pretended not to notice.  Henry 
had the sniffles, but the minty paste hadn’t affected either Alex or Suzy poorly.

At the double doors, which looked quadruple locked, the doctor stepped up 
to an old-fashioned retina scanning machine, complete with fingerprint checker 
and coded number pad.  Suzy asked why didn’t a computer just check the 
doctor’s DNA?

“Too easy to fake that,” Dr. Sprightly muttered, leaving the children to 
contemplate that.  Every secure place they knew of used DNA scanning to let 
authorized people in.  It was how they were allowed into their school building 
every day.  Henry didn’t say anything.  In fact he seemed bored and tired, 
holding a hand to his drippy nose and yawning heavily. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled when he saw them looking at him.  “Minnepaul is just 
so much more polluted than where I’m from.  It takes a lot out of you if you’re 
not used to it.”

“We have the cleanest air in the world here,” the doctor answered him as the 
doors unlocked.

Henry thought for a minute.  “You’re right, doc.  Must be all the jabs that are 
causing the rampant asthma.”

Suzy started laughing and Alex was pretty sure it was more out of tiredness 
than humor.  Still, he smiled at Henry’s lame attempt at humor.  The doctor did 
not and led them through the metal doors into a cavernous space.  Overhead, 
lights blinked on one by one, the sensors registering the humans entering.

“The Plus is not yet in 24-hour production, but someday…”
Alex scratched his head at that.  “But, it’s only one shot given one time.  There 

can’t be that many people, and especially thirteen-year-old to make it for.”
“People might want to get more of them, you know.  Just in case.”  Dr. 

Sprightly’s tone was breezy as he swept ahead of them in his lab coat. 
“Just in case they don’t actually work?” Henry muttered.  He fished 

something out of a pants pocket and swallowed it.  “For the nose,” he said when 
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he caught Alex looking.  Suzy gasped, stopping so suddenly that Alex crashed 
into her.

“Hey!”
“Wh-what are those?” Suzy cried, raising her arm to point ahead of them.  

The doctor was still walking, apparently not aware they were no longer 
following.  Alex’s gazed followed the direction that Suzy was pointing, and his 
mouth dropped open. 

The huge warehouse-like room had rows and rows of glass cases, most with 
red-colored tubes coming out of them and flowing to central huge black 
canisters.  In the closest case, Alex could see a figure suspended in mid-air.  It 
took him a few seconds to recognize it as human, although a very tiny human.

“Babies?” He whispered, stepping forward past Suzy, who was gulping in 
deep breaths of air.  Pressing his hands to the glass, Alex stared inside.  It was a 
baby, in the fetal position of not being born yet, a picture of which they’d seen 
several times in class, but never in real life.  Needles punctuated the skin of the 
baby here and there and Alex realized it was the red blood of hundreds, maybe 
thousands of these babies—no, fetuses, that’s what they were called—that ran 
into the central canisters.  There was one needle not like the others. This one 
appears to be injecting a brown substance into the fetus.  Alex couldn’t imagine 
what it was. 

“Nutrition,” The doctor whispered in his ear, finally having come back to 
them.  “The blood cells must be absolutely primed to perfection to receive the 
diseases, one per cell, if we were that lucky, but less than half of the time it 
works.  Inside The Plus are a hundred such diseases kept alive by the fetal blood 
cells.  To that, we add the necessary agents to make sure the immune response is 
effective.

“Shouldn’t it be? Against a hundred diseases?” Alex stared up at him and Dr. 
Sprightly chucked.

“Science isn’t always as much a science as we would like.  Biology and the 
natural world are not uniform.  Creatures are unique in their own ways, as are 
cells.  Some are weaker, some are stronger.”

Alex swallowed.  “Are…are these…babies the weaker creatures then.  
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What…” he wasn’t sure he even wanted an answer to the question. “What 
happens to them after…after their blood is used?”

A firm hand dropped down on his shoulder.  “It’s ok kid, he’s told you 
enough, I think.”  Alex could sense the tightness in Henry’s grip.  Even though 
Henry had promised them the “other side” he wanted to spare them some 
things.

“They aren’t like us, you know, Alex.  These fetuses, they’re not babies, their 
barely human.  Grown in our laboratories, bred for this sole purpose.  Their lives 
are ours, ours to use to improve our health, to advance scientific research, and to 
sustain us when there is no other way.”  Dr. Sprightly took an electric pen out of 
his coat pocket and tapped the glass.  The baby inside jerked as if startled, it’s 
arms and legs dancing a bit in the clear jelly that held it.

Behind them, Suzy screamed.

Alex felt sick to his stomach.  Those poor babies.  They hadn’t asked to give 
all their blood to science.  Dr. Sprightly was saying something to him, and it took 
Alex a moment to realize that he’d said the thought aloud.

“Their parental donors have given consent.  It’s all quite official and legal.  
Really, I don’t see what all the fuss—”

“Stop talking.”  Henry’s voice was strained as he pulled Alex away from the 
glass case and the trembling, needle-stuck baby.  On the floor just behind them, 
Suzy had crumpled down into a little ball where she was crying quietly.  Alex felt 
wetness on his own cheeks and furiously rubbed the tears away.  Why should 
they cry?  They’d barely even seen a baby before.  Babies were always delivered 
to a family’s door nearly six months after it was born.  Every genetic test possible 
had to be done, and of course there were the vitamin and mineral jabs to monitor.  
Alex and Suzy were born outside of the hospital, so they’d skipped all that, but 
they were very rare exceptions. 

Henry patted Alex’s back, half-hugging him, while speaking low, soothing 
words to Suzy.  Dr. Sprightly still stood by the case, alternately watching the 
baby and then them.  He whispered too himself, saying it was just scientific 
research.
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“Research?”  Suzy’s head shot up at that.  She jumped up before Henry could 
grab at her arm and barreled herself at the doctor, hitting him in the chest with 
both hands.  “Re-search!  This isn’t research, this is a horror show!  You’ve 
stolen….their…everything!”  Dr. Sprightly grabbed at her wrists to stop her 
hitting him, but he wasn’t fast enough, and she turned to the glass case, 
smacking it hard with both hands.  “Baby?  Can you hear me in there?”  The 
baby jumped and Alex turned his head so he couldn’t see it anymore. “I’m sorry, 
I’m so sorry at what’s happened to you!”

A melodic ringing sounded.  They all looked up.  It couldn’t be the children’s 
hand screens that were ringing, and Henry didn’t own one.  Dr. Sprightly 
stepped back from the row of glass cases and pulled his handscreen out of a coat 
pocket. “Yes?” He said, loudly, staring at it.  The response must have been 
written rather than verbal, for the other three couldn’t hear a peep from the 
instrument.  Not that they could anyway, with Suzy hiccoughing away her tears. 

When the doctor slid his screen back into his pocket, Henry straightened.  
Both adults sized each other up.  “Let me guess, we’ve reached the extent of our 
time allowed at the clinic?”

“Good guess.”  Doctor Sprightly shrugged as if it was no matter to him.  “Not 
my decision, of course, but we really must get you children back home.  Surely 
it’s past your bedtime by now.”

Alex stepped forward.  “No.  We’re not leaving until we see Delia.”
“D-Delia?” Suzy brushed the last streaks of tears away.  “She’s here?”
“You know she is, Sooze.”
Henry nodded at him, saying he had promised to show them Delia and her 

life after taking The Plus.  At this, Dr. Sprightly started laughing and they asked 
him what was so funny.

“Oh, surely not.  There’s no way the Medicinas authorized you to show them 
the after-treatments of The Plus. 

“We have a contract,” Henry said.  “Not that they’ve adhered to it so far.”
The doctor seemed amused; a smile played on his lips.  Finally, he sighed and 

said, why not? He would take them on the full tour after all.
“We have a few minutes before you’re expected in the lobby and the general 
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population of HIs and security robots aren’t allowed in any of The Plus areas.  
Charleston Corporation is very proprietary about their product.”

“I don’t see why, when they don’t have any competition.”
“No competition…yet.”  Dr. Sprightly put a finger to the side of his nose.  

“Clearly, with this new attempt at, shall we say, transparency?  Yes, clearly, we 
are beginning a new era.  This way, children.  It will be much faster for all of us if 
you look straight ahead as we go.”

Their tour guide led them place a staggering number of glass cases.  The 
children tried not to look.  They stared at their feet or the floor in front of them, 
feeling the press of Henry’s hands on their backs, encouraging them to walk 
faster.  Still, they found the thin, quiet lights surrounding the babies hypnotic, as 
well as the burble of the tanks.  If it wasn’t that the beings were human, the clear 
prisons would have seemed moderately comfortable for animals like rats, or 
snakes, or maybe, maybe even monkey or chimpanzees.  They were shocked to 
find by the end of the room that the babies in the cases seemed rather normal.  
The horror had subsided.  Nothing to do with Delia could possibly be worse. 

It was with a lifting of the hearts that they alighted onto the next elevator that 
once again sanitized them, and waited quietly as they moved back and forth, up 
and down in the labyrinth shafts in the clinic until the doors dinged open at 
Restorative Care.  The twins knew that this part of any clinic was where lots of 
people, including their mother, received preventative cancer treatments.  No one 
had cancer anymore, because of course there was a jab for that one got on their 
fifth birthday, but the adults felt it important to take precaution in one’s health, 
as well as be a good example and testament to clinic treatments in general. 

Henry whispered for the children to stay close, and he seemed wired and 
tense, clenching and unclenching one hand rhythmically, while looking all 
around, possibly for an exit, Alex thought.  A mighty yawn suddenly took over 
Alex and he realized how tired he was.  Tonight he would have gone to bed early 
without being told.  His legs were tired from all the walking they’d done, and the 
rich food they’d eaten at the HI headquarters sat heavy in his stomach. 

Restorative Care looked much like a large hotel lobby, with a long, marbled 



140

counter for checking in, and past it lush, blue allergen-free carpeting, and pockets 
of comfy chairs, many occupied by citizens young and old, getting IV drips of 
nutrition or chemical treatments.  Although they’d never been allowed to come 
with Mrs. Patterson to her treatments, Ellen had showed her children on their 
family room screen, the basic idea.  Only a few lost their hair, she’d said, but even 
at six they’d known she was lying. 

Dr. Sprightly walked tall now, greeting nurses and other physicians as they 
passed.  He seemed to be in a hurry now, and so the twins only saw the truly 
shocking things out of the corners of their eyes—a beautiful woman suddenly 
putting down her magazine to vomit blood into the bucket next to her, a pair of 
children scraping off dry skin scales from the city tattoo they bore from head to 
toe, a man hooked up to so many wires he might as well be a robot, and normal 
looking people all getting treatments that long ago had only been used for the 
dying.  It was shocking, but less so after seeing the plight of the poor babies 
upstairs. 

“Barbarism,” Henry whispered under his breath, frowning at a women trying 
a new, platinum-silver wig on her spotty, bald head.  “What’s restorative about 
this?”  If the doctor heard him, he didn’t say anything.

They soon passed to a crossways of sorts, the meeting of the long, wavy lobby, 
and three other corridors.  Dr. Sprightly said each corridor held individual rooms 
for, he coughed, the higher paying clients who wished to have privacy.  They 
stood in front of the nurses’ area.  Some of the nurses were robot, some human, 
and all looked very busy, tapping away at desk screens or fiddling with various 
medical devices.

“Room 106.”  He nodded towards the right corridor.  “You can have a few 
minutes to visit.”  Dr. Sprightly placed a hand on Henry’s arm.  “Henry and I 
will stay here and chat with the nurses.” 

The children looked up at Henry as if for permission.  Sliding his arm out 
from under the doctor’s grip, Henry nodded, then turned away to say something 
funny to the nurses who were all staring at them.  Suzy’s face was streaked with 
dried tears.  Her brother rubbed at them with his sleeve and she didn’t protest. 

“Ready?” he asked, and she nodded.
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“There now.  Have a good visit.”  Dr. Sprightly folded his hands behind his 
back and watched as they walked hesitantly down the corridor to room 106.  The 
door was ajar, but Alex knocked firmly on the fake wood just in case. 

“Come in!”  The voice was definitely Delia’s, but it sounded very much as if 
she was underwater.  Suzy slipped ahead of Alex and pushed the door all the 
way open.  After a small, squared entrance hall with an old-fashioned umbrella 
stand and coat rack, the room opened up properly.  A large bed flanked the right 
wall, a couch sat perpendicular to a fake window on the far wall, and on the left 
side was a small kitchen area with appliances that dispensed nutrition, and a 
door that likely led to the bathroom. Everything seemed strangely sunny for so 
late at night, and Alex peeked up at the ceiling.  The entire expanse was a 
hologram screen showing a bright sun in a blue sky.

“It dispenses vitamin D,” Delia said, her voice a bit clearer now that she’d 
taken a tube out of her mouth and set it aside.  She sat on the couch, so much a 
shadow of her usual personality, that they’d all but missed her in looking around 
the room.  That, and she was so surrounded by blankets and medical equipment 
that hid just about every part of her except for her face.  Delia was also bald.  She 
gazed at them steadily, but in no way appeared surprised to see them.

“Delia!” Suzy cried, bowling into her for a hug.  “We’ve had such a horrible 
day!  And, oh, your hair is gone!  And why, why are you here when the Plus is 
supposed to save us from everything?”  Suzy was crying again and it hurt Alex’s 
heart that her friend seemed to rest dead in her arms.  After a moment, Delia 
ventured a perfunctory pat to Suzy’s back and gently urged her back to a 
standing position. 

“Please, sit on the bed.  I never use it, anyway.”
The twins did as she directed and for a moment Alex wished he could curl 

back among the bedsheets and covers and have a long sleep, but it wasn’t time 
yet and Henry would have his twenty-four hours and pound of flesh—he 
remembered that quote from literature class—from the city. 

They stared at Delia, who stared back.  She was linked up with a variety of 
machines that seemed to be measuring every function in her body, and some that 
were dosing out nutrition or some other substance.  They only thing they 



142

couldn’t figure out was why.  Her city tattoo was more prominent than they 
remembered, and the pustules were angry reds and some blue like bruises.  
Many leaked a yellow pus and periodically Delia took a tissue from a nearby 
dispenser, patted it over her face, and threw it into a deep, black sink that sat 
next to her couch. 

“This is life after the Plus,” Suzy said solemnly, her bottom lip trembling a bit.  
Alex brushed his hand over hers, but she shoved it away.  Delia laughed softly 
and took her time forming a response, her lips moving first into one position, 
then another.  Finally, she shook her head.

“Yes.”
“But you will never get another disease,” Alex said.  “There’s that.  Hey…” 

He frowned in concerned as his friend turned positively green. She held up a 
finger, indicated them to wait, turned, and vomited into the sink, which made 
choosing sounds as it sucked everything down.  Alex tried not to look too 
revolted, and he noticed Suzy was now crying.

“Disease free isn’t the same as being healthy, is it, Delia?”
Delia looked at them steadily.  “I’m to tell you the truth today.  No, it’s not the 

same.  Our Science may be safe, sound, and settled, but it has nothing to do with 
making us healthy.  Nothing.”

“Wh-what’s it about?”  Suzy frantically wiped away her tears as they fell 
faster and faster.  Alex put an arm around her and she didn’t shrug it off.

Delia looked at the sunny ceiling as if all the answers were written there.  
“Control, I think.  My treatment cost is over half my dad’s salary.  There’s no way 
we could ever leave the city, no way.”

“You’re invested in Plus now.” Alex nodded.  He thought a moment, about 
their day, about Henry, about the babies in the tanks.  “But what’s behind it?  I 
mean, why control us at all?”

“So w-we don’t leave?”  Suzy hiccoughed. 
“But why would any citizen want to leave?  There’s no place to go to, there’s 

only this city.”
“Henry said--“
“I know what Henry said!”  Alex snapped and immediately regretted it.  He 
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was close to tears himself and trying hard to hold them in check.  
“Fear.  Fear’s behind it.”  Delia patted at her oozing skin. 
Alex thought of Henry.  Henry was healthy in a way that Minnepaul citizens 

were not.  “Because…” He squinted, trying to work it out.  “Because, if we’re 
truly healthy they can’t…they can’t control us.  At least not easily.”

“Control and fear, fear and control.”  Delia wiped a hand across her mouth.  
Her lips appeared both cracked and blistered. “A snake eating it’s own tail.”

“I’ve never seen a snake.”  Suzy had calmed down a bit.
“Would you like to?” Henry spoke from the doorway.  He nodded a hello at 

Delia and added, “The HIs have sent their robots after us again.  We’ll have to 
beat them or we won’t make it to the next stop.”

The twins didn’t ask him what the next stop was.  They felt like they already 
knew.

Wincing with the effort, Delia got up, forcing herself into standing position.  
“You both take care of you, alright?  No,”  She shook her head as they got up and 
stepped towards her, “I’m contagious.  It’s another thing they don’t tell you.”  
Suzy took another step.  “Sooze, please.  Please?”

Suzy stopped and pressed her hands to her eyes.  Her brother put a hand on 
her shoulder and she dropped her hand with a sigh.  “I love you, Delia.  You’re 
my best friend!”

“And always will be.  I love you too.  Both of you.”  Her eyes rested sadly on 
Alex.  He and Delia exchanged a long look, both considering what might have 
been.  

Sirens and alarms sounded, one right outside the door, and a metal grate 
came slamming down on Henry as he stood in the doorway, but it was as if he 
was expecting it.  He stepped back, letting the grate fall with a crash, and then 
took a knife from his pocket that cut through the grate in seconds, just as he had 
at the HI headquarters.  The twins ducked quickly through the opening and 
found themselves running along behind Henry.  With the exercise they’d had 
throughout the day, they weren’t breathing as heavily as usual.  Alex thought it a 
novelty.  They ran past Dr. Sprightly, who saluted them, past the robot nurses, the 
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human nurses and the chairs of patients all getting their treatments.  Everyone 
nodded or saluted, as if they knew something the children didn’t, as if, like Delia, 
they were certain this was the last time they would see them.   

After what seemed like forever, Henry led them through a series of storage 
room, one opening off another like a maze.  The storage rooms gave way to 
maintenance rooms monitored by robots who looked up curiously at them as 
they passed.  Alarms still sounded, but faint.  The HIs and security robots after 
them were far enough away that Henry slowed down a little.  The children 
stopped, slumping over their knees and gasping after the workout, though they 
felt more energized than tired this time.  The last maintenance room, was little 
more than a garage with health taxis waiting to be fixed or put into use. Henry 
slammed the door behind them and pulled the bar across, threading it through 
the handles.  He took out his magic knife again and sliced cleanly at the electric 
wires supposed to slid the bar back and forth.  He then jumped as high as he 
could and punched the video monitor over the door.  They gasped at the blood 
on his hands.

“You should see your face,” he laughed.  “It’ll heal in no time.  Alex, help me 
move some of these carts and boxes in front of the door.  Suzy, check that 
overhead door that opens onto the street.”

“W-won’t they—“
“They’ll come at us from both sides, but I still want to make sure that door 

isn’t locked.”
 Wiping away her tears with the back of her arm, Suzy whirled on Henry.  He 

and Alex had paused in barricading the door.  Before Henry could say anything 
more, she fairly tackled him, pounding her hands on his chest and saying how it 
wasn’t fair, what happened to Delia.

“You did this!” she screamed. “This is all your fault.  If you had never come 
here—”  As if her legs gave way beneath her, the child slid to the floor, now 
hiccoughing between her sobs.

“Then, what?”  Henry crouched down so he could look into her eyes.  “Then, 
what, Suzy?”  She blubbered in front of him and he waited until she got control 
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of her emotions.  Then, he said, “Delia wouldn’t be alright even if I wasn’t here.  
Her plight would still be the same; you know that, Suzy.  Alex?” He looked up.  
“You understand everything about today had nothing to do with me.  I’m only 
helping you peek behind the curtain to see what’s already there.”

Alex sniffed, saying he wanted to go home, and Henry nodded, saying that it 
would be an option.

“An option?”  Now Alex’s voice cracked as if he were on the brink of tears.
“Yes.”  Henry looked again at Suzy, seeing that now she was calm, and 

smoothing her brown hair with one hand. “Under the circumstances, you, both 
of you have behaved well.”

“Admirably, our father would say.”
Henry smiled.  “That’s just the word, Alex.  Thank you.”  He stood up, 

bringing Suzy to her feet with him.  She broke away and buried herself in her 
brother’s shoulder.  Alex wrapped an arm around her and tried to look at stoic as 
a thirteen-year-old boy who’s world has been shattered can.  

“I have one more place left to show you,” Henry paused as pounding started 
on the other side of the door.  “It, too, will be shocking for you, but not…not like 
this, I think.  It may help in your decision.”

“Our decision?”  Suzy gulped, turning her head to look at their guide, who 
sighed gently.

“You’ve forgotten in the midst of things, but you still must decide…whether 
to take the Plus or not.”

“What happens if we don’t?” Alex asked, but Henry merely smiled.  That 
angered him.  “Does it mean we’ll never see our parents again?  Or Sybil and 
Drake? Do we even really have a choice?” He gestured at the now shaking door.

“Your robots are like family to you, aren’t they?” The twins nodded.  “Robots 
are like that where I’m from, too.”  A faraway look was in Henry’s eye as he said 
it.

Suzy brushed away the last of her tears.  “Will the HIs put us away in the 
Quiet Room forever?  Like, like that girl who laughed about the Plus?”

“Did she have dark hair?” Henry cocked his head to the side.
“Yes!” They both answered, surprised.  Henry nodded.  
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“That’s why they chose you two.  Containment strategy.  Only it won’t work.  
It’s only a matter of time before this whole city comes crashing down.”  The 
children just looked at him.  Sirens suddenly sounded far away outside, but 
coming closer.  “Ah.”  Henry poked a finger into the air.  “Our next ride.  Right 
on time.  Well, almost.”  He gave them a lopsided grin, jerking his chin at the 
pounding still happening on the other side of the door.  Beckoning them to 
follow, he led them through the garage, past the taxis and random stainless steel 
shelves piled with a hodgepodge of plastic and metal instruments, gowns, tubes, 
and the like.  Sensors switched on the lights as they went along and soon came to 
a single garage door that was open a crack.  Alex and Suzy thought so many 
things in the garage looked terribly old-fashioned, and it occurred to them both 
just how old the City Center Clinic was.

As they waited, and the sirens grew louder, Henry told them that their last 
destination was what they feared the most, the Quiet Room.  Too much in shock 
from their first Clinic visit, the twins merely looked bewildered, each hoping that 
this nightmare would soon be at an end and that they would wake up, get their 
cold jab, have breakfast, and head off to school, just like they always did.  The 
difference now was that they no longer felt either safe, sound, or settled, and 
doubted they would ever feel so again. 
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