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1: Interrupting Me

My best, softest, most-loved chair was a concession to Sylvia that there simply must be
comfortable places to sit on my farm. Must be. Sylvia of course meant new and beautiful chairs,
but she’s grown wise enough to use the word comfortable. So I relented, because she was right.
I had jokingly told her I wanted the chair to be royal blue velvet, because the hot color right
now was orange, and the hot fabric was a chiffon, light and airy. I figured it would keep her busy
for a while. But in my year and a half on the farm I had forgotten how New City was good at
designing, building and delivering things that are new and absolutely lovely. The chairs (because
Sylvia, in her exuberance, had ordered two from Jonathon, her favorite designer) were deep blue
velvet and overstuffed. The legs and arms had wooden carvings of vines running up them, and
the vines turned into intricate beading along the edges. In days gone by it would have meant they
were lovingly hand-crafted, but today, in New City, it meant that we had invented ways to make
things beautiful. It was almost all we ever did.
So I woke up on the farm one day, and there was a truck delivering two beautiful chairs.
William and I faced them toward each other, in the dirt at the edge of the kitchen garden, near
our living space, yet sort of in a field, and fell into them. Sylvia said, “They’re meant to go
indoors!” She was incredulous and indignant, but we just laughed and promised to take them
inside when it rained. We propped our feet into each other’s seat and settled in. William and I
loved those chairs.
William was my friend, my best friend, my boyfriend.
He was not the young man who had been chosen for me—instead the Governmental
Oversee chose Jack Maranville. Jack was normal and steady and handsome, yet aware of it. Jack
was powerful and important and not the kind of guy that should be thrown over by a girl, but I
had done that. It was a testament to his obstinacy that he still came around sometimes. To visit.
Or to check in. Or probably more likely to check on.
Jack was chosen for me, but William I chose for myself. William was handsome, yet
brooding. Prone to dramatic flourishes and cloudy moments. He was a poet and unaware of how
hot and powerful he was. He wasn’t what you would call steady, but he fit me and I knew he
loved me and he wasn’t ever going anywhere. I knew that, because he had told me. And when he
saw me the clouds parted and his mood was as open as the sky. Maybe I chose him because I had
that power over him. A power that I didn’t have to wield. He made me feel like I could do
anything, which was good because I was trying to save the world.
A few weeks later William and I were in those chairs. The light was dimming because
evening was upon us. I was leaned back, comfy. My feet rested on the edge of William’s thigh. I
had a book propped on my stomach. A good book. A favorite, about a young woman who thought
a man was arrogant and later finds out he’s not, or at least not that much. And not when it comes
down to her. Come to find out he loves her in the end, though this reading I was still in the
middle, where she doesn’t know it yet. The book is dense, thick, difficult to read. The first time I

read it I didn’t notice how funny it was. Now I realized that it really is.
I sneaked a peek at William over the top of the page. He was writing. His brown hair was
shoulder-length, a white shirt opened at the chest. He looked like I imagined the man in the book
looked...dashing, that’s the word. Even relaxed, slouched. William had an intensity when he was
writing that knit his brows and set his jaw. He was handsome all the time, but when he was
writing he was really really really handsome. There had to be a better word, the author of my
book would have been able to come up with a better word. I smiled to myself—these chairs were
such a good idea, the blue set off his eyes.
William moaned. I raised my brows. I didn’t want to interrupt him if he was in the middle of
a thought. He moaned again, dramatically. He was stuck.
I asked, “What are you working on?”
“Nothing, I mean, I don’t want to interrupt your reading.”
“You’re not, I was thinking about something else.”
“You know how I’ve wanted to write about the medications? I’m trying to frame it in a way
that will inspire New City citizens to question what they’re taking, but I can’t find the right way
to say it. Like, I can make the case that they should stop taking Vulon, the love drug, but the
opposing opinion would be, “But the Oversee picked my spouse, I need, I want, to feel love for
that person.”
I said, “It’s a quality of life issue, maybe you could talk about what love feels like versus
manufactured love.”
“Yes, but I would have had to experience both and, as you know, I haven’t. We also didn’t
quit taking all our meds, we’re still on the one that keeps you from getting pregnant, so that’s a
mixed message. I’m not sure I can persuade anyone to make big changes with a mixed message,
especially if they’re content with the love they have.”
“Thoreau said, ‘There is no remedy for love, but to love more.’ I don’t know if it applies—”
“Whoa, are you quoting love stuff? You are so hot.” He pulled the arm of my chair, bringing
me closer to his orbit.
“I can see why you’re having trouble, you’re too easily distracted.” I stuck out my tongue. “I
decided on my big plan and had already changed the way I saw the world before I gave up Vulon
and the other meds that I didn’t need.”
“That’s why I keep putting this essay off. I want to write it. I think it will one of the most
important things I write, but I’m not able to. Definitely the citizens of New City aren’t ready to
hear it.”
“They need something to happen that changes their mind about it first.” While I was talking
his hand dropped to my shin and rested there, relaxed, but sending an electrical charge through
my body that sped up my heart’s beat.
He continued, unaware of the zing between his hand and my leg, or maybe able to override
it, “It’s easier to write about the barter system on our farms, and the farmer’s market we started,
and that everyone should be free. Writing about freedom is the easiest thing in the world. I talk to
people, they get it. They like reading it, and they agree, in principle. But while they’re telling me
how much they agree, they’re standing in front of me in their brand new New City clothes, with
their make-up and their hairdos, and smiling their small blank smiles. It’s unsettling.”
“Have you seen how big the new hairdos are? The pile is two feet above their heads and
they’re adding those flouncing poofs of pink netting sticking out of the pile. It looks like
fireworks exploded from their hair. I can’t imagine how long it takes them to get ready in the
morning. All those hours wasted...” I trailed off, remembering when I used to wear big piles of

curly updos and how long my beauty regimen took.
I didn’t have to dress in the garb of the day anymore. I had dropped out, ceased to play
along, given up the fancy clothes for a life on a farm. I was right now clothed in a pair of linen
pants gathered at the waist and a loose shirt. I had taken a shower and put on something I could
sleep in, because the work of the day was over, and I didn’t want to get another outfit dirty before
bed.
Laundry here on the farm was a hassle. William and I walked our bags of clothes over to
Glom Farm, the Conglom sponsored, government-approved farm that Terran ran, to do it there,
and I had to come up with something to wear while I did that. When I lived in New City I never
thought about laundry. My clothes had always been impeccable, sent out, and returned clean and
perfect, but here was a dichotomy, I sort of missed dressing up in beautiful things. I had been
good at looking beautiful. Now I was lazy and wrapped my uncombed blonde hair into a bun on
top of my head. With a little bit hanging by the side of my face. To twirl while I was thinking.
William told me I was beautiful. He said one of the best things about me was that I wasn’t fussy
about beauty, but I missed it sometimes, being fussy, and New City-style beautiful. I missed
people thinking, wow. I missed jealous stares as I walked into a room. Though I hated to admit it.
I shook my head, setting my hair loose and my thoughts swinging away, to continue the
conversation. “Freedom and farming are easy to write about because it isn’t personal. When you
talk about the big issues they don’t feel like you’ve singled them out. They can think like you do,
in increments, and then maybe they’ll give up the meds on their own. You’re winning them over,
just keep writing about the big picture.”
William nodded and sat for a beat looking at me before he said, “The chair really sets off
your eyes. I’m glad Sylvia forced us to have them.”
Heat crept up my face. “Everyone will come to see things your way eventually, listen to you,
you have a way with words.”
William smiled and said, “Okay, I’m putting away the meds essay and writing poetry to you
instead. What rhymes with adore?”
I batted my eyes and said, “Big bore? Now you are interrupting me. I want to get back to
reading about Mr. Darcy.” I stuck out my tongue, and William smiled.

2: Not Very Surprised

There were a few things I had learned living on my farm, the biggest was feeling fulfilled.
Who am I kidding, finally understanding the word fulfilled. It was an archaic sentiment, full-fill
—satiated, complete—a word that was rarely, if ever, used in my world. We, the people of New
City, were never full-filled. We kept a constant state of longing, incomplete, and desirous of
things. We wanted more, better, stronger, newer—almost all of us, except me. I was different
now (except for my occasional bouts of longing that were like echoes of the girl I once was) I
was full of excitement and satisfaction, filled with wonder and joy. And love. I had my farm and
my friends and my family and work and the stars. I had everything I could possibly want. We the
people of Old Town on the edge of New City were learning to be happy with what we had, to
feel satisfied. It was good, all good.
Another thing I learned was that there is a whole lot about food I knew nothing about. In the
eight months since my permit to farm was acquired, I had grown, harvested, prepared, seasoned,
mixed, chopped, and created meals. Meals from the bounty of my land. Trouble was, come to
find out, I really wasn’t all that interested in real food. It tasted fine, sometimes rather good, but
after a long day of harvesting, I wanted food that was easy, convenient, sweet, comfortable. What
I had been used to in my life before.
Yet, here I was, this evening, expecting family for dinner and attempting to turn a big basket
of root vegetables, green clippings, and herbs and vinegar into something delicious, when really
all I could think about was how great some nacho cheese sauce would taste on it. MJ, my
farming guru from the land to the West called the Beyonds, would be so disappointed, though
probably not very surprised.
I noticed the time; William was probably headed home by now. I tossed the knife and the
last clean dishrag on the counter, missing the edge and witnessing its descent to the dirt floor, and
raced to the end of the path in the northwest quadrant of the farm. Scanning in the direction of
his farm land, I couldn’t see him yet. Perfect. This game was my favorite: I pulled two big rocks
off the low perimeter wall, and laid down, putting one rock on my stomach and one on top of my
thighs, and waited pretending to be a part of the rock wall. A poorly disguised rock wall. A few
minutes later, from the direction of the Old Stadium, I heard his happy whistle. He must have
had a good day. I stifled a laugh and tried to get perfectly still.
William passed me by ten paces, before he wailed, “Es-telle! Where are you Estelle?” and
then added, “As long as you’re not here I think I’ll just sit on this low rock wall and wait.”
He was a second away from sitting on my head before I announced, “I’m the wall!”
“Oh, wow, I didn’t see you there,” he said, “and I mean that honestly. I’m not just
pretending.”
He dropped to his knees right by my head and kissed me on the lips. “How was your day?”
“Wonderful, I got my whole list done, and still had time to chase some chicks around and
read your latest pamphlet. I think you might be onto something with your thoughts on local
monies. Hey, did you know there’s a baby turtle in the pond?”
William kissed me, and said, “Good.” He kissed me again, and said, “I missed you,” and

then he kissed me again and asked, “how long were you waiting for me, pretending to be a
rock?”
“About ten minutes, but I planned it in my mind for most of the day.”
“Well, a disguise that masterful should take all day to plan.”
I asked, “Did you get a lot done?”
William rolled off his knees into a sitting position in the dirt, while I rose to a sitting position
on the wall. “I did. I checked in on the West Farm. Cameron and Katie are preparing for a big
delivery of trees. They’ve been digging all day. You’ll see tomorrow when you come. Then we
went to see Terran on Glom Farm. They’re plowing and building. When was the last time you
were there?”
“It’s been a few days since I went and helped with the coops.”
“I can’t believe how many chickens they plan to have. Terran said he’ll be here in about an
hour. He just has to wait for Angela to get ready.
“I’m glad she’s coming, I keep thinking I need to get to know her, yet she’s so quiet.”
“Speaking of dinner, is this elaborate wall-guise a distraction, so you don’t have to make it?”
I leaned forward and kissed him. “I just thought if we ran out of time we could serve dinner
bars on a bed of greens. With sprinkles. Everybody loves sprinkles, right? Not so sure about
arugula.”
“So your plan is?”
I laid my plan out, “To pretend to be a wall, until the guests arrive and make their own
dinner and eat it, then I walk over and say, ‘oh, is there nothing left? Oh well, I’ll just have a
dinner bar, can you please pass the flavorings tray from the way-back of the cupboard?’”
“So you’re okay with Terran making dinner? You’ve tasted his concoctions, right?”
I acted horrified.
He added, “And then Angela will take over.”
His warning got me moving. “Her food is twice as healthy and half as delicious as a salad,
and that’s not saying much. We need to work fast.” We headed toward our waiting kitchen.
Appraising what I had already accomplished, William said, “Look at all these greens! We’re
going to eat like kings!”
I pretended to be dour. “Hand me a knife. Let’s get chopping.”
The salad, bountiful and delicious, contained spring greens, goat cheese, hard boiled eggs,
vinaigrette, onions, and some dried fruits and nuts that were gifts from MJ’s mother. Easy
enough to make and plenty for everyone to feel fulfilled. “Anybody home?” called my brother,
Terran, from across the fields.
“We’re in the kitchen!” William and I were excited whenever Terran came to Star Farm. He
hadn’t lived with us in months, sleeping instead at the farm where he worked for the Congloms.
But Star Farm was his home—we built it together, and home wasn’t quite the same without him
there.
When Terran and his girlfriend Angela entered our open kitchen area, he threw his arms
wide. “I miss this place!” He dragged his fingers along the old beaten up counters. Their surfaces
long ago ruined by our chopping. “I miss these counters.” He leaned against the lone wall and
said, “I miss this wall. Estelle do you remember when we met this wall?”
“Remember? I was speaking to it just the other night. Reminding it of our first day together,
when you and I smashed everything all around, yet left it standing. It’s grateful we spared it.”
William asked, “Not only are you pretending to be walls, but you also talk to them?”
Terran said, “So glad you’re keeping Wall company in my absence.” He quickly changed to

another exuberant thought. “I brought home-baked bread from the Glom Farm test kitchen!” He
waved it overhead like a prize.
Terran was blonde like me. We were the same height, which made me seem tall and made
him seem stocky. His body was built to haul and load and dig and happy to do it as well. He was
handsome, in a boy next door kind of way, and had an easy smile that lit up a room. A ready joke
always on his lips. He was full of effort, yet effortless to be around, the perfect partner for
someone like me, full of ideas and airy thoughts. He kept me grounded and reasonable. I couldn’t
live without him, not in any conceivable way. Even I didn’t have the imagination for that.
“Did you really carry bread under your arm while walking through the fields?” I asked.
“Totally, and sang like this, ‘O so low MeeeeOOOOO.’”
Angela said, “He’s not kidding, he did that the whole way here.” She pretended to clean out
her ear with her finger. Angela was pretty, with brown hair and deep dark eyes. She was petite,
perky, not really built for farm labor, but she loved the fruits of the farm, the herbs and spices and
vegetables. She loved cooking and was always inventing things in the kitchen.
Angela was wonderful. Everyone agreed. And I probably should have adored her. I mean she
loved Terran, she was practically a sister, a part of the family. But somehow I just couldn’t get
past her perfect wonderfulness. It was like I had built my world, and she had moved in and
somehow lived within it better than me. I was still covered in dirt and debris, while she baked
bread and invented salads and called us her family and—kind of drove me crazy.
Terran hugged William a hearty hello, placed the bread on the counter, and then hugged me
and said into my ear, but loud enough for everyone to hear, “Haven’t seen you in a few days!
Now that you have such a bountiful harvest are you staying here eating greens all day? Hoarding
them, keeping them all to yourself?” While he had me in his clutches, he slipped something into
my back pocket. He stepped away and said, “Me and Angela are going to walk the farm and see
what’s sprouting.”
“I’ll meet you in a few minutes by the pond. I have something really cool to show you,” I
said.
As Terran and Angela walked away I pulled his ‘gift’ from my pocket. It was a luxurious
chocolate dessert bar. The best the Nutrolo Conglom had to offer and my favorite. I smiled
happily.
“Terran’s got your back, huh?”
“Always.”
After walking through the fields, all of us enjoying the time together and talking over the
work to be done and the plans yet to be made, I saw Frederick trudge across the fields from the
direction of New City. He had changed out of his Scientist-at-the-Institute clothes, and had
instead donned his version of Relaxed-Dad-Visiting-His-Kids-on-a-Farm clothes. He had helped
us build this farm, and then like the logical person he is, decided to move back to New City and
visit us on weekends. I had hoped that everyone who met my farm would want to live there
forever. Dad was proof that people could live in both worlds and integrate.
We all yelled, “Hello, Dad!”
He waved exuberantly, and then ran his fingers through his styled hair so it came undone and
stood straight up on end.
I called, “You look like a mad scientist, and where’s Sylvia?”
“She’s coming in just a few minutes. We had to bring two cars because she has your clothes
for the benefit concert tomorrow.”

“My clothes!” I clasped my hands over my mouth. William laughed.
Terran said, “Stelley, you aren’t supposed to be quite so excited to shirk off farm clothes.”
“I never ever want to wear anything but my farm clothes, ever, but I also can’t wait to put on
my new, fancy, benefit-concert, designer clothes. I’m a dichotomy.”
William, with a cheeky grin, said, “One of the things we have to put up with I suppose.” I
slugged him on the shoulder. He added, “It’s your most endearing quality!”
Sylvia struggled across the field with a big, long, bulky bundle over her shoulder. We rushed
to relieve her, but she warned, “Don’t let them touch the ground, there’s dirt everywhere. Oh, it’s
going to get dirty!” She grumbled and fussed so that we had trouble pulling them off her
shoulder. Once we had managed to take over, she followed saying, “Look Estelle, it’s dragging.
If you get this dress in the dirt, I’m going to make you wear it in that state,” and then rethinking
the punishment, added, “just don’t get it in the dirt, please.”
We put the clothes up on hooks. Sylvia somehow, after carrying the load of clothes and
traipsing across the field, looked exactly the way she had that morning when she first dressed for
the day. Her skirt was stiff and straight, a pink that seemed electrified, hot. Her jacket was a
warmer pink, toned down, dignified, short and heavily tailored. The jacket was formfitting, if
Sylvia’s form was actually prism-shaped. Her stiff collar resembled a dinner plate. Sylvia’s
makeup was pale, and she had a few, understated filigrees at her temples, but her hair had grown
since I saw her last. Up. Tight curls towering twenty inches above her head. If that was
Government-Official hair, my hair would have to reach up to at least twenty-four inches to be
dramatic enough for a benefit concert tomorrow night. Sylvia asked, “Do you want to see?” She
brimmed with excitement.
Terran said, “Not really, we can wait until—”
“We will not wait!”
Frederick rescued us all, “Terran meant they want to see the clothes right now.”
We formed an audience, so Sylvia could unzip the hanging clothes bags with a flourish.
First, Terran’s, a full suit of bright pink with dark magenta accents. The coat had tails. The
crisp white shirt collar was high, the front flat and pleated. Sylvia gushed, “I was so worried that
you would talk Jonathon into making everything Dingy Brown.”
Terran attempted to look shocked, though at the fitting he had tried to do exactly that.
Jonathon hadn’t agreed and outranked him.
“You’ll stand out of course, since the shirts of today are so generous with their frills.” Sylvia
smoothed the front, and tilted her head to appraise it from another view. “Jonathon did that
purposefully. He knew farmers wouldn’t want flounces. See, I told you he would be adaptable.
He’s really very excited about designing for all of you.”
She ran the zipper around William’s bag and exposed his suit, a deep, vibrant sparkling pink.
We had seen the colors and the fabric swatches during the fitting the week before, but all together
it was kind of dizzying. The coat was long and dramatic, the white shirt had flounces at the
neckline.
I smirked at William and asked, “I suppose because you’re a writer, you get to be puffy?”
William glanced at Sylvia before responding, “Oh, I love puffy. I wish there was more
puffy!” He liked to agree with Sylvia, having decided long ago that because of her love for
government and New City, and her ability to put up with our farms, she was the best kind of
person, adaptable. And courageous. And necessary.
Next came my dress. Sylvia opened the bag, which was twice the size of the others, and
pulled and pulled from the bottom to reveal my dress. It was velvet, black as night, the top

covered in sparkling silver stars. In constellations, not random at all. It took my breath away. “Oh
my.”
Sylvia grumbled, “There is not a bit of pink on this dress. You’ll stand out, absolutely and
peculiarly, what was he thinking?”
Frederick said, “I think that was exactly what he was thinking. Come here and stand back
and take a look.”
Sylvia stepped back, and we looked at the three outfits. I couldn’t wait to get dressed
tomorrow. We would look so great, beautiful. Sylvia said, “You’ve got to admit Jonathon knows
how to design for farm kids.”
I looked again. The designs were beautiful, sure. I couldn’t wait to play dress-up, to go
somewhere and be beautiful, but what made them farm-like? I couldn’t see it. Sylvia saw the
look of disbelief on my face, and said, “Back me up William. Doesn’t Jonathon understand how
to design for your needs?”
William said, “My mother’s designer wouldn’t even try to design for us, and that’s a fact.
And if he did, definitely not as farm-y as this.”
“See, Estelle, Jonathon is forward thinking. Here’s the shoes.” In my hand she laid shoes
that had a heel that could only be described as teetering. Under a skirt that trailed, I would have
to wear excruciating shoes.
Sylvia beamed.
At the look on her face, I said, “Perfect.”
We all turned toward our table for dinner. William and I had liberated this long dinner table
from the Used Products Piles just before it was headed to the big dump in the Beyonds. The man
in charge of the Piles had asked repeatedly if we were sure we wanted it, and why, and couldn’t
two kids like us afford a table? He was sure we should ask our parents to buy us one. That
reusing a used table just wasn’t done. But we had taken it anyway and found four chairs that
matched and then two more that didn’t match, but were close enough. Sylvia would never sit in
the non-matching ones, even if they were the only ones left. She would make one of us move
first. She was that committed to the idea of new.
Dad said, “Sylvia sit here. She’s been tired lately.”
Angela said, “I have a remedy for tiredness, I could get them.” She started to stand. “Of
course you’d have to wean off the sleep and wake pills.”
“Well, that is a problem, because I’m not weaning off of anything. I’ve been with my doctor
since forever, and I need them.” At the look on Angela’s face, Sylvia added, “Thank you for the
offer,” and then changing the subject, “I almost forgot, these are for Terran and William.” She
gave them each an envelope, and said, “I saw your mother William, in New City, and she asked
how you were. I told her that you were doing really well and urged her to come visit. So
maybe...”
“That would be great. I’d love to show her the farm, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Terran ripped into his envelope and read silently and reported, “Apparently, I’ve been
assigned to my career, and my current employers have pulled some strings.”
He read:
Dear Terran Wells,
As you have come of age, we here at the office of Behavioral Management have

chosen your future career through a series of Aptitude tests.
Your score on the Technological Advancement test was a 92%
Your Score on the Current Trends test was a 63%
Your score on the Achievement of New and Improved Goals was a 72%
Your score on Competitive Social Outcomes test was a 57%
We have taken into account your scores, your interviews, your own stated future
goals and met with your current employers and have assigned you to:
Managing Director of Conglom Farm and Market
Your post is contingent on your contract with the Congloms of New City, and will
be renegotiated in 16 months from this date.
Sincerely,
Theodore Wilkins
Head of Conglom Career Placement
Angela said, “Nice, Terran, only sixteen months to go!”
“Yep, but then what?”
Frederick said, “Well, we just have to make the farm and market system such a big part of
New City life, that when your time is up you can tell the Congloms what you want to do next.”
“So I only have to sell New City inhabitants on the idea that they can’t live without salads?”
Angela said, “Oh that’ll be easy, everyone loves a salad, they just don’t know it yet.”
I chewed a big bite of salad and said, “Yum.”
William tore into his letter and looked it over.
He stood up, cleared his throat, and read:
Dear William,
As you have come of age, it is time for the office of Behavioral Management to
choose your future career through a series of Aptitude tests. As of the date of this
letter you have missed three scheduled meetings with our office, as well as your
testing date, and your make-up test date. We have therefore given you grades
based on non-assessment.
Your score on the Technological Advancement test was a 0%
Your Score on the Current Trends test was a 0%
Your score on the Achievement of New and Improved Goals was a 0%
Your score on Competitive Social Outcomes test was an 0%
Your scores are nonexistent.
You lack interviews, and your current status is unemployed.
We have marked your career path: unassigned.
Your status is: unlabeled.
Your citizenship level is: revoked.
Your future: undetermined.
I am sure you will understand the grave nature of these labels.

Hearings to discuss reinstatement of your citizenship are held on the fourth
Thursday of the month. Appointments must be made two weeks in advance.
Sincerely,
Theodore Wilkins
Head of Conglom Career Placement
“That sounds ominous, huh?” William smiled around at the small gathered circle.
“Unassigned, unlabeled, revoked.” He sat back in his chair.
Hearing the labels, a heavy stone descend to the bottom of my stomach. I tried not to
vocalize, but—Ugh. Any talk of the Office and our assignments brought all the memories back.
The fear and uncertainty of having them control our lives. Prison. There was no way I could
return William’s merry smile. “It does sound ominous. Sylvia, what does unassigned mean?”
“It means that William needs to make an appointment to have his citizenship reinstated,
immediately.”
Frederick said, “It just means that you don’t have a career path and you’re unemployed. Not
necessarily a bad thing if your idea of employment and the Conglom’s idea of employment are so
vastly different, but I’m afraid it’s not so simple. Unassigned means no job, no money, no credit,
no connection at all to New City.”
William shrugged his shoulders.
Frederick continued, “I know, I know, you don’t mind severing your ties, but you also don’t
have any protection. Unassigned means you aren’t a citizen. You don’t have ties, but you also
don’t have rights. I don’t know William, you’re very close to New City living here. I think you’ll
have to be very careful.”
Angela said, “You could go to the hearing and ask to be assigned to Terran’s farm. Terran
did it for all our farmhands. He’ll vouch for you.”
Terran said, “Definitely, I will in a second.”
I studied William’s face. He had chosen not to go to the meetings and the tests. His decision
was calculated. I was sure he wasn’t going to change course now.
William said, “Thanks, but I would rather not ask the Congloms and Government to decide
my fate. I prefer being the master of my own demise, thank you very much.” He folded the letter
and put it back in the envelope, shoving it into his back pocket. “I’ll put it in the Star Farm
Scrapbook for posterity.”
Frederick said, “I just want you to know that if you need me and Sylvia to do anything for
you, we will. You’re family, just ask.”
“I know that, but thank you for saying it.” Then he looked around, “But why the glum faces?
So I skipped a test or three. I’m going to be fine. The Congloms and the Oversee won’t make
trouble for any of us, not after Estelle’s captivity. They know better, don’t worry.”
Frederick said, “I hope you’re right. The Oversee and the Congloms are notorious for their
short memories.” Sylvia adjusted her napkin, not looking at any of us. It was a lot of pressure
being a part of the government during the day and sharing meals at night with teenagers who
refused to be governed.
Terran smirked at me. “You’re next. Your tests are in six months. What do you plan to do
about them?”
Sylvia looked directly at me, her eyes squinted, waiting for my answer.
“I don’t know.” I held William’s hand in my own. “Probably the same as William. I can’t

imagine walking into the office again and asking for their permission to do anything. Anyway,
let’s not borrow trouble.” I asked the air above my head, “Don’t we need dessert?”
Terran said, “Angela brought a barely sweetened pudding. It’s very subtle.”
I said, “That sounds, um, great!”
Terran looked incredulous and repeated himself, “Sub-tle, Estelle, it means less sweet than
you might be thinking.”
Frederick hid a smile in his napkin. Angela, though, remained oblivious to my failings. I, no
matter how I tried, did not appreciate subtleties when they affected my desserts. Desserts were
supposed to be savored, to be sweet, dramatic and overdone.
I lied, “I love subtle puddings.”
Angela took that as a cue to retrieve her dessert, and Terran started a new conversation,
“What are you working on right now, Dad?”
“A solar panel system. It’s to run the night projections—sorry Estelle, but I think this one
will have uses on the farms. I thought you might want to get completely off the electrical grid
and have no connections to the utility Congloms. Speaking of that, the Congloms have built a big
secretive water treatment system. I’ve been trying to get a look at the plans for months, but can’t
get security clearance for it. It’s online and working already, yet they haven’t even announced it.
They’ve never done that before.”
Sylvia said, “It’s just a new water system. I glanced at the paperwork as it went by my
desk.”
William asked, “A new water system? How long had the other one been in use? I mean, I get
that we like things to be new, but didn’t we just overhaul the system a few years ago?”
Frederick said, “I thought so too, that’s why I’m so curious.”
Sylvia folded her napkin into a small tight square, and then when it refused to stay square,
put her plate on its edge to hold it firm. “There’s nothing to worry about, it’s just new. That
makes it necessary. New City is one of the greatest cities. It demands world class water for its
citizens.”
Angela handed Frederick a bowl and said, “Last time I was home, a few months ago, my
father, Jordan, was working on a big project. He said it was something to do with the new water
system.”
“Why would a doctor have something to do with a water project?” asked William, not really
expecting any of us to have an answer. Because there was no good reason, but very many
unthinkable reasons.
Sylvia said, “There’s no reason to think there’s a conspiracy or anything.”
I took a bite of pudding and wanting to restore my good name said, “It’s delicious and
subtle!” Everyone laughed.
After we said goodnight, I sat for a long time with William at the fire holding hands. He was
quiet and still. I crept glances at his face wondering what he was thinking. William was chiseled,
his resting face a stoic stone sculpture of a face. Impenetrable, walled off. His barricades made
his moments of joy all the more sweeter. His face would light, become animated, dimpled. His
smile transformed into an open landscape that I wanted to run though, but he wasn’t smiling
tonight, he was deep in thought. I hoped to garner a small bit of what he was thinking, so that I
could match his mood—acquiesce, join. So I watched him watching the fire. After a time, I
turned to the fire and watched the flame and felt William turn and watch me, as if he too were

trying to discern my thoughts.
I tried to start a conversation, “I’m glad that Terran has Angela to go to Glom Farm with
him.”
He said simply, “Me too. She’s good company and he deserves it,” and then that was it, no
conversation at all.
After some time I said, “I’m going to bed?” like a question, hoping to draw him in.
He nodded. “I’ll be there in a few minutes. I’m thinking something through.”
I decided to get closer. I climbed over and settled onto his lap. His wasn’t a perfect lap. We
were matched too closely in size, he tall and lanky, me tall and lanky, but he had a lap and I
wanted to sit in it. Even if it required awkward adjusting, I wanted to nestle. He lifted his arm
willingly and I shrugged my shoulder in-under, and he encircled around. My head rested in my
favorite place, my lips millimeters away from his neck’s steady thrum. I kissed it trying to get
closer to William, my William.
He dropped his chin and nested in my hair, and we sat quietly listening to the fire snap and
crackle.
The next morning when I woke, William was dressed in his thick canvas work pants, pulling
on his boots. He smiled as he tugged the left one and said, “Good morning, Sleepyhead.”
“How did I get here? Last thing I remember I was sitting by the fire.”
He pulled a simple, brown cotton shirt over his head and half tucked it in. “I woke you
enough to walk here. I wondered if you might have turned into a zombie. Hands out, moaning,
drool running out of your mouth.” I sat up and he kissed me on the cheek. “I’ve got to go meet
the trees, they’re being delivered today. Will you come in a bit? We need more diggers. We have
to get trees in the ground before we get ready for the concert tonight.”
“Definitely, let me feed all the beasts first.” I moved my foot and momentarily dislodged my
cat, Walden, from the end of the bed. He looked nonplussed and circled back down to sleep.

3: Whisk Us Away

My days on Star Farm were spent checking off chores on a list, a list created by the demands
of the lives that were growing there. I could no sooner skip a chore than go without food or
water. Things depended on me. The work was good for that very reason. It was important. I
mattered, so the work I did mattered.
I suppose some might consider their endless list of chores, stifling, call the work drudgery,
but I loved it and had stopped thinking of the work as chores at all. I barely noticed that I was
cleaning the coop, because I was chattering with the chicks the whole time. Instead of chores my
day was marked by moments. I woke up and spent time with William, petted Walden, chattered
with the chickens, let the wind rustle my hair in the fields, counted the clouds, splashed in the
water, fondled food, laughed with Terran, conversed around the fire, cuddled with William.
After I had enjoyed a few moments, I walked off to Westy, William’s farm. We had thought
to call it the West Woods, because we were stocking it with trees. Very small trees. The term
‘woods’ was definitely wishful thinking. So Westy stuck as the name. Besides the woods, there
were a few fields and a few small houses for some of the crew. Westy was communal. We called
the crew the Farmhands, and there was usually a convivial mood when I went there to work.
While Star Farm was family and home, William’s Westy was about friends and community.
When I entered through the east wall, William called, “Hello!” from behind the tree delivery
truck.
I pulled on work gloves and grabbed a shovel. I would be digging until early afternoon. I
would remember it as sharing moments of conversation and laughter with friends.
An hour or so later Terran arrived to lend a hand.
William asked, “Can they spare you at Glom Farm?”
“I have four farmhands working right now, they’ve got it covered. And, you know me, I
don’t want to miss a good dig.” The work of the day was reminiscent of our lives before my
arrest, the three of us working together happily towards an end goal.
At two-thirty I leaned on my shovel and said, “I ought to go get ready, Sylvia is bringing the
car around at five. I have to get my hair up, and everything, and I haven’t practiced with the tools
in so long. And how do they get their hair so tall?” I said this in a complaining mood, but I was
actually rejoicing. I was going to shower. I planned to use new luxurious lotions, yummy
smelling shampoos, and glamorous makeup that Sylvia had given me because she was outraged
that I didn’t have the newest toiletries. I wanted to put filigrees around my hairline just like in my
past life, but with silver and black tiny stars to match the dress. My blonde hair would be stacked
and curled and hopefully towering.
I imagined the end result with a faraway look, when Terran interrupted, “Well, go on then,
you’re not going to get beautiful here in the dirt.” He and William burst into laughter. I dropped
the shovel and yelled over my shoulder as I bounded away, “Put my tools away for me!”
I was in a silk underdress working on my updo, when William came home covered in mud

and dirt. He teasingly leaned in for a kiss, and I squawked, “Ack! Don’t muss my hair!” I had
been working for about an hour and it was almost perfect. Almost.
I regally stared down my nose, “You, Sir, need a bath.”
“That I do, M’Lady. You are the speaker of truths.”
When he had slipped into the shower, I added another coating of varnish to the pile of curls
and appraised myself. “I’ve still got it. I can walk into this room and completely own it. Even
after digging holes this morning. Kind of makes me amazing.” I hoped repeating positive things
would cause me to believe them.
My makeup was done as William entered, already in his pants and dress shirt, running his
fingers through his long wavy dark hair. He brushed it back from his face. I said, “You look hot.”
“Well, I steamed it up with that shower,” he answered.
“Not that kind of hot.” I figured I should send some compliments his way too.
I stepped into my dress, pulled it up, and turned, so he could close the million fasteners up
the back. When he finished I swept my train around so he could see me from the front.
“Wow,” was all he could say, and I could tell from his eyes that he meant it.
“Thank you,” I said.
Sylvia knocked on the door to our room. “Estelle, are you ready? Frederick and I are here
with the car.”
William pulled on his coat. “Here we go.” We swept out of the room and into a sparkling,
shiny, extra-long car, to whisk us away to the world of glittering bright.

4: Off Track

It was still early when we pulled up in front of Glom Farm to pick up Terran. He stepped out
of his command center in the bright pink and white suit, his look tailored and impeccable. His
hair was combed and washed and styled. It was good to see him look like that again. He smiled
cordially as he climbed into the back seats.
Frederick said, “I’m sorry Angela couldn’t come.”
“Me too. The deal she has with her father—that she can be a part of the Farm Movement as
long as it’s not publicly—is usually easy to deal with, until there’s a fancy shindig like this.” He
sat beside Sylvia, facing the back of the car. I sat between William and Frederick facing the front.
With all the layers of clothes it was a tight fit, even though it was a long, long car.
Terran said, “William I see you also stuffed your farmer-self into these monkey clothes.”
Then he pretended to startle. “Oh, Estelle, I didn’t notice you there without your usual outersheen of dirt. You smell better too.”
Sylvia smoothed her long magenta skirt and said, “You look very put together Terran,
William. I’m still not entirely sure about the color, Estelle, but when I called Jonathon, he said I
wasn’t really the market. That the kids were the market, and that they would get why she was in
black. It’s not even really a color at all, but he promised you would be noticed.”
I tuned her out and looked down at the paper I clutched. William squeezed my hand, leaned
in, and whispered, “How’re you doing, ready for your speech?”
I whispered back, “I’m never ready to speak, yet for some reason I get called upon to do it
all the time.” Sylvia huffed, because we weren’t listening to her anymore.
William said, “That’s because what you have to say is important.” It was said so softly, yet
so directly for me, meant only for me, that I wanted to put his words in my pocket and carry
them around always.
I closed my eyes. “If only I could get it to sound—”
Terran interrupted, “Stelley, if you need me, just do the signal, and I’ll jump to the stage.
I’ve got plenty I want to say.”
William countered, “Yet, you rarely get called upon to speak. That’s New City logic for
you.”
Frederick asked, “I’m afraid to ask, but what’s the signal?”
Terran said, “Stelley puts her index finger up her right nostril. Not the left, the left means
she’s picking her nose.” We all laughed, especially at Sylvia’s shocked face.
The driver turned onto Main Street and drove past the building I used to live in. It was odd
how thrilling it was to see it, like it was historical and important. Looking around felt nostalgic.
Like seeing myself when I was young, before I knew all I know now. An innocent me.
I didn’t come to New City enough to be used to my old places. Only for speaking
engagements, or meetings, when I had to. The Oversee would request my attendance at an event
and send the invitation through Terran. There was no way I could say no. If it were up to me I
would never. But it wasn’t.
Some of the events were based on and involved our farms. I cut the ribbon on the Conglom

sponsored farmer’s market. I waved and smiled at the opening of the Conglom owned book
store.
Then there had been events in New City that the Congloms wanted to associate with the
farms, products they wanted to associate with my celebrity: My image was used to sell herb
laden shampoos and conditioners. A new green dinner bar marketed as having more vegetables
than ever before—I smiled through the unveiling and while chewing, even though the bar tasted
awful. A fashion show where I introduced a new line of boots, fashioned after my own, but with
lighter materials and brighter colors, created for standing around and looking farmer-y. I did all
this, because, as it was explained to me, the Oversee, representing the Congloms, wanted me to,
and Terran needed me to. And this now was the biggest event of them all, a benefit for the Old
Town Museum, to add a new farm history wing.
I was happy to be a part of it, even though I knew most of the attendees were just there for
the party—to show off their clothes, to discover what they lacked, and to see what they should
desire. The music was Zenith Drama and the Exceptionals, jazzy songs, improvised words,
occasionally rhythmic beats, backed up by a full ten piece band. It was fun to stand around and
listen to. There would be lots of that, and pronounced boredom, too. The best of the best from all
over New City would be there.
Terran and William and I wouldn’t be the most famous attendees. Everyone knew who I was,
but I wasn’t a singer or an actor or a designer, someone who was on the television daily. For the
crowd that was aged twenty-four and over, I was someone to tolerate, to watch with interest, the
troublemaker who was a bit of a spectacle. With many of the sixteen to twenty-four year olds I
was the biggest celebrity in New City, the most sought after, a star. I had created a whole new
way of life, and the Congloms were scrambling to find ways to make money off me, and the
government wanted to minimize my effect, to control me and my followers.
Tonight was a huge deal. Piles of money would be made. Music, singers, fashion, and me. I
would have to say a few things. I had been told, “It’s a benefit. People are there to look fabulous.
Talk about the farm or something.”
I had decided on something—to talk about the night sky.
Sylvia asked, “Do you have it all written out, what you plan to say?”
“Not really. I have an idea what I want to say, but they only gave me ten minutes. I’ll make
it up as I go along—”
“Make it up?” Sylvia was incensed. “A ten minute speech needs a beginning, middle, and
end! It must be simple, concise and completely important.”
I began to stammer. Frederick stepped in, “Sylvia, Estelle has this under control. Right,
Estelle? Look at the paper in her hand, she’s ready.”
“I haven’t let anyone down before, right?”
William said, “Remember which nostril, if it comes to that.”
“Or,” Terran said, “she could do like me, I plan to read directly off the prepared list of
important words the Conglom’s Public Relations guy gave me.”
“You wouldn’t dare!” I said, though he would totally dare.
William asked, “They really gave you a list?”
“Yes, I’m to use selling words, positive words, words that inspire. I was given suggestions. I
plan to read them list-like.
Sylvia sighed. “You have to do everything the difficult way.”
“They can make me play, I just don’t have to play nice.”
I teased, “Yet you are so nice, how do you reconcile that?”

The sun set as we continued along the New City streets. We passed the prison tower, riding
along the same street protesters occupied when they demanded my release from jail. We stopped
at an intersection in front of the steps where Terran had negotiated for my freedom. I stared out at
the empty scene, remembering that day, how out of control and powerless I felt, and what it was
like seeing Terran in the front row smiling, and William reminding me how to breathe.
Terran was at ease, arm on the door, head juking to the music playing in the background. He
waved at someone driving by.
“Did you know that person?” Sylvia asked, incredulous.
Terran grinned, “No, just seemed friendly, wanted to wave.”
William looked straight ahead. He seemed pensive and deep in thought. His hand rested on
his pink thigh, thumb holding on, fingers dropped to the side. His hand was strong, masterful, at
ease it looked like it wanted to get busy. As if to punctuate my thought, his thumb joined the beat
of the music, thrummed a few, then stopped again. His body stilled, until something caught his
eye out the window of the car. “Frederick, what is that?” He twisted in his seat to look.
I turned too. It was a high long wall, stretching for a while, blocking any view on the other
side. Frederick leaned across me to look out the window. “I’m not sure, Sylvia?”
Sylvia looked up from her Muni 4Y, the latest in communication devices. She didn’t own the
best because she was high up in government, she had the best because Frederick was in
development. “Well, that is, the—” She looked up and down the wall and then asked the driver,
“What road is this?”
The driver said, “There was traffic, so I’m going a back route to the Lumesca Concert Hall.
This is Avenue A-Plus.”
Sylvia said, “I don’t get down this road much. That’s industrial, probably,” as if that was
explanation enough.
William pressed his face against a side window, attempting to look up and over the top of
the wall. When we reached the end, he turned to watch from the back window. As the wall
disappeared to the distance, he said, “Those are tanks, Frederick. Tanks. That’s all new.”
“I see them,” said Frederick. “I see them.” His voice sounded cautious.
I checked Frederick’s face, it was full of questions. I followed William’s gaze again, sure
that there must be something ominous, but it was just a long high wall, not allowing for any
knowledge of what was inside. William had a guess though, it was all over his face. He turned
back in his seat, adjusted his coat, and said, “That my friends, was the new water facility.”
Terran asked, “The one you were telling us about, Dad?”
“You mean not telling you, because I didn’t know anything,” corrected Frederick.
Out of the corner of my eye, William shook his head and took a deep breath, a tactic he had
learned to bring himself back to the present. He brought my hand to his lips, kissed my knuckle,
and then absentmindedly placed it back in my lap.
The buildings and industrial walls slid by, as we took another back street and then another,
before turning onto Big Grand Boulevard and arriving at the lit, beckoning, Concert Hall,
sponsored by Lumesca, the Conglom that designated our style colors for each season. Lumesca
would be proud: from the adorned revelers, to the blaring lights, pink was the color. How pissed
would they be that Estelle Wells was wearing Boring Black?
The front sidewalks were filled with people, glittering, gorgeous, well-dressed people. In all
their finery. Attempting to look like they were going inside, yet milling about, waiting to see who
else was coming in.
Our driver pulled our car into the Dropping-the-Riders-at-the-Front-Steps queue. Terran

adjusted his cuffs and ran his fingers through his hair. Sylvia pulled out a mirror and checked her
makeup. She looked stylish and grand, in a long, Magnificent Magenta dress, accented with pink
and sparkles around the neckline. They were reminiscent of the starry constellations on my dress,
but I didn’t want to be the one to tell her that.
The driver opened the door and handed Sylvia out to the sidewalk. Terran followed. William
leaned out the door and asked, “May Estelle and I have a few minutes please?” So Frederick
crossed out and joined Sylvia, and they all swept up the sidewalk. Sylvia looked tense and
dignified. Frederick looked uncomfortable. Terran looked like he was enjoying the walk, smiling
and waving all around.
William dropped back to his seat and sprawled a bit, leaning in and looking up. “I don’t
want to face the crowd quite yet.” He laid his head on my shoulder. “Nervous?”
“I hate talking at these things. The low key ones are bad enough but with all this hoopla, yes,
I’m nervous.” I took a deep breath and pulled at the middle of my dress to get more air in. An
action that was futile.
“You’re getting better and better at speaking in public, but it hardly matters. You could stand
and say turkey, turkey, turkey, and the citizens of New City would applaud and say yours was the
best speech ever.”
“Aren’t we trying to win them over to our point of view?”
“True.” William sat up straighter and turned his head and stared at me, stared so much that I
grew self-conscious and then gulped and giggled. “What? Do I have something in my teeth?”
“You are absolutely beautiful. I know it doesn’t matter to you, you hardly care, but seeing
you like this takes my breath away.”
“Oh,” I said, not at all capable of a response. He took my hand in his. “You always looked
like this before, when you were just a New City girl, or if not this exactly, put together, dressed,
done up. You were pretty, don’t get me wrong, but you looked just like everyone else. Put
together in all the same ways. Normal and the same. Now you wear your farm look, and you’re
pretty then too, but this—tonight—wow.”
“Stop William, You’re making me blush.” I batted my eyes because I liked to be
complimented. I remembered once, what seemed like forever ago, when I departed the farm in a
dress and William hadn’t even noticed me or didn’t mention it if he did. This little speech made
up for that. Definitely.
William said, “Sure. I know. I think I’m just trying to prolong some alone time with you, but
I was thinking...” He paused, his familiar pause, the one where the gears turned, the one just
before he said something that would end up in his writing someday. “All those days of sameness
makes this night, you even more spectacular. Because it’s different. You’re different. I feel sorry
for the residents out there, with their fancy clothes and their big hair. How can they get excited
about all this, when they see a version of it every single day? It made me think that one of the
biggest problems with New City is really a problem of sameness.
“Ever the philosopher.”
“Okay, I’m off track. I want to kiss you, but I won’t be held responsible for mussing your
display.” He motioned about my face. “Suffice it to say, I want to.”
I smiled. “Thank you. I feel better.”
“You ready to go storm the concert hall? Wait—” He peered out the window. “Is that
Clarissa Todd?”
“No, really, the actor? I’m going to the same place as Clarissa Todd? But, but, she’s a mega
star, the most famous—” The driver pulled our door open, exposing us to the milling crowds on

the street.
William smiled and said, “Ready or not, New City awaits.” He stepped out to the sidewalk,
dashing in his suit, smiling at the crowds. He leaned in to offer his hand. The lights gave him a
glow and cast his face in shadows. A shadow that I hid in. Maybe I could slam the door shut and
ask the driver to take me around the block a few more times. Terran would cover for me, in a
second, but then again, I did have this dress and my hair and—I grabbed William’s hand and
stepped into the blaring night.

5: The Crowd Clamored

The crush of the crowd was intense. Breath-stealing. I looked up at the sky, hoping for
space, but instead found pink spirals. I took a deep breath and watched them spiral for a beat.
Even the projections on the night sky weren’t so bad, now that I only had to see them once every
few months. What would the people of New City think if they saw a sky full of stars for once?
Excitement, maybe. Fear, probably. If they could get past the fear, they might be excited with the
newness of it all. It might be life changing. Like with me.
I looked to the left and the right, seeing celebrities of all kinds, designers, singers, actors.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw William wave. I followed the direction of his gaze and realized
that strangers were waving and calling to me, “Estelle! Farm girl!” I was one of those kind of
people. I waved and smiled and then let William’s hand guide me past the lights and voices and
calling crowd.
Near the doors of the concert hall a microphone was thrust in front of my face. “Hello,
Estelle Wells, can you tell us a little bit about your color choice tonight?”
I blinked twice. The reporter wielding the microphone had a towering hairdo that threatened
to tumble on top of me. I wanted to duck. I stuttered instead, yet found voice enough to say, “My
designer, Jonathon, chose it.”
“He’s usually a very good designer, I’m surprised he went for something so different.”
“Well, I’m a little different, perhaps I inspired him.”
Now it was the reporter who paused for a second, before she asked, “How are things on the
farm, Estelle?”
“Wonderful, the eggs are fresh, and the greens are sprouting. You should come to the market
someday. I’ll personally help you gather what you need for a salad.
The reporter laughed a twittering laugh and turned to William. “William Loftin, maybe I can
get a serious answer out of you. Are you writing anything new? Something that the crowds here,
who are clamoring to see you two, might be interested in reading?”
William and I turned in unison. It was true the crowd clamored. I waved and smiled, hoping
that would hold them at bay.
“I’m writing a piece on the new water treatment plant,” he answered.
She blinked twice. “What water treatment plant? Oh wait, you’re joking with me too!” She
turned to the camera, “There you have it, as always, interviewing Estelle Wells and William
Loftin is always interesting.” With a hand on the small of my back, William propelled me toward
the front doors. I needed the help, having lost the desire to go in at all.

6: We Lost Our Stepping

Finally we were in the relative safety of the invited guests of the concert. Still crowded, yet
less aggressively tumultuous. These invitees looked bored out of their minds and stood chatting
or staring or milling about. I was five steps through the door when Jack Maranville pushed
toward us. He said, “William,” with a slight nod, and then addressed me, “Estelle, I promised my
table that I would bring you to introduce.”
I turned to William. “You okay?”
“Sure, I’ll look for Terran and your Dad and Sylvia. In lieu of that I’ll stand and try to look
dashing and self-assured.” He kissed me on the side of my neck, mindful of the delicate filigrees
painted all around my hairline and cheeks.
Jack led me through the main room to a table near the front. The table was large and round,
there were about twelve chairs, and about four people sitting in them. Four strikingly beautiful
people. Leaning and sighing in their incomplete circle. “Estelle, these are my colleagues—Mike,
my producer; Denise, she’s a part of my team; and this is Kate, you met her when we did that
story on the farm markets a few months ago. Everybody, this is Estelle Wells.”
Mike said, “Jack told us you two were close, but I told him I wouldn’t believe it until I saw
it. Though I did suspect when he kept getting the exclusive stories.”
“Jack and I go way back.”
“She’s my future-wife, twice over. That has to mean something—we’re very close.”
I said, “Former future-wife. Having Jack in the press has worked out very well for me.” Kate
and Denise sized me up and down.
Jack noticed too and asked me, “So what’s with the color, or lack of?”
“I’m supposed to look like the night sky.”
Kate laughed. “Not any night sky I’ve ever seen! Tonight’s has pink spirals!” This caused
everyone to laugh—fake laughs, that neither displaced well-coifed hair, or mussed makeup. I
took their laughter as a moment to scan the cavernous room for William. I was usually tall
enough to have a good view in most crowds, but here the hair was all so tall. Ridiculously. Made
taller still with decorative plumage. I found William all the way across the room talking to a
beautiful woman that I recognized from something. A movie? Or maybe she was a model? What
was it?
She had her hand on his shoulder. I tried to look away before I noticed she was touching
him, but I was too late. I wasn’t a jealous person, ever, on principle. I was a former New City
girl, to be jealous would imply that I lacked. I wasn’t jealous, but that beautiful woman tilted her
head back and laughed at something William said, and I was stuck here talking to Jack and a
table full of people who were New City-style boring.
Jack had been watching my face, and the side of his mouth twitched when he saw William
and the actor in conversation. He threw an arm around my shoulder. “So how have you been?
Tell me about the farm.”
This was an old tactic of his. He didn’t really care, he just knew if he got me talking I’d stay
for a while. Jack was persistent and consistent in everything, except his career choice. He had

been set to go into his parent’s marketing firm, but had parted ways over their treatment of me,
instead landing a career at Daily Style magazine. He covered celebrities of all stripes, but the
farm movement was his particular favorite. Because of me, always because of me.
Mike interrupted, “How did that work anyway? You two shirking off the planned husbandwife part of the program?”
I joked, “Is this off the record?”
“Sure, but if it’s a good enough story, I’ll probably have to use it.”
Jack’s face clouded over. “It’s not a good enough story. Estelle has become unassigned, and
as you know, I’ve been assigned a new partner.”
This was the first I had heard of it. “You have? What is she like?” Mike looked from me to
Jack with a bemused smile on his face.
Jack said, “She’s good. She’s smart and beautiful and—” A voice boomed over the
microphone, “Welcome to the newly branded Lumesca Concert Hall.”
The lights went down. I had wasted the whole lead up to the concert talking to Jack. Great.
Where was William? Terran? I hadn’t even found my table yet. The voice announced the head of
the Lumesca Conglom. I pushed toward the stage craning for William, but the lights were low,
and most people planted their feet trying not to lose ground. I went nowhere so I decided to wait
for a change in the lighting. The long boring introductory speech ended with a smattering of
applause, and Terran ascended the stage to speak. I forgot to look for a better place to stand,
mesmerized watching my big brother take the stage. His walk was full of strut and bounce. His
body was graceful in movement. His smile lit up the stage.
He sauntered to the microphone, jerked it from the stand, and said, “Hello, New City,
greetings from the Farm Movement.” The audience applauded. New City audiences loved it
when you referenced them personally. I needed to remember that. This charitable audience was
made up of the glittering, educated, artistic class of our mostly upperclass city. The younger
citizens, the huge fans, pressed to the front of the stage.
There were hoots and calls as Terran said, “We’re gathered here to raise money for the Old
Town Historical Museums, one of my favorite places in New City, and the birthplace of the idea
of Star Farm. So, please, next time you want to get inspired and start your own revolution, head
on over there.” He smiled jovially to more applause.
Terran waited for it to die down before he said, “But I’m here to tell you about some of the
great things we have going on over at the Old Town farms.” I loved his voice. It twanged,
comfortable and slow and relaxed and casual. “We have the Farmer’s Market on Wednesday
afternoons, a perfect chance to get some vegetables for your Wednesday night salad!”
The audience laughed as if this were one big joke. I got where they were coming from,
though Terran could sell even me on a salad every night for the rest of my life. How did he get
all the charm? Where was my fair share? I wanted to be half as self-confident in front of a crowd.
“Many of you were at the opening ceremony for the new Publishing House. I’m pleased to
announce we are about to release our first book. There will be a reading and a party. Stay tuned
for the date and time. Oh!” He pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket and laboriously
unfolded it. “I have been advised to mention the sponsors, Nutrol and Pa-Pow, for the things I
mentioned already, that they um, sponsor. I was also advised to add these key phrases to my
speech, because you prefer it when you hear these words, and you know me, I always do as I’m
told.” He then slowly listed the words with a cheeky smile, “New. Fan-tas-tic. Best. Sty-lish.
DeSIGNed.” He performed his trademark jig, bowed, and tipped an imaginary hat. The audience
laughed, happy that Terran, part of the subversive Farm Movement, was putting one over on the

Congloms and the Government, and they were in on the joke. Way to win the audience over
Terran, brilliant.
Now Terran’s speech was finished, and I had to get to the stage. He said, “I’d like to
introduce my sister, Estelle, you may know her as the Farm Girl.” He looked to his right
expecting me to enter from the wings. Yet I was still in the middle of the audience too dimwitted
to move. Or incapable, it amounted to the same thing. He realized I wasn’t backstage, shielded
his eyes, and looked out over the audience. “Stelley?”
Hearing my name prodded me to move. Terran had entered the stage from the left, so I
figured I should aim for that side. I excused my way, bit by bit. “Stelley?” he asked again.
I called, “I’m coming!” Though there was no way he could hear. The crowd was big and
loud and the concert hall large. People noticed me pressing through the crowd and cleared a path,
stepping back or aside, and a few pointed as I passed and called, “Here she is, here she is!” The
spotlight found me, and Terran asked, “Estelle are you ever coming to the stage?”
I said, “I’m on my way!” The audience laughed, enjoying our camaraderie.
I finally made it, stumbling a bit on my way up the steps. Because too high heels, of course.
Terran rushed over to support me to the middle. He adjusted the microphone to my height, while
I blinked confusedly at the audience. He hugged me, waved at the audience, and left the stage. I
was alone, standing at the terrifying, solitary edge of a sea of people.
I was unprepared. I had long ago lost the piece of paper with the few random thoughts jotted
down. So I smiled, it seemed the easiest thing to do. Sadly the smile became a giggle, as I
remembered my trip up the steps. So I picked up the edge of my skirt and motioned to my super
high-heeled shoes. I said, “I blame the shoes.” My voice amplified over the heads of the big
terrifying crowd. I laughed nervously and snorted just a little bit. I suppose it came across as
endearing, because the audience laughed along, enjoying my awkwardness. Okay, now speak,
Estelle, speak.
I couldn’t really see them. They were dark. The light in my eyes blinding, but I knew how
they looked. I stalled for time with the best thing I could think of, a compliment. I leaned into the
microphone and said, “You all just look so beautiful. Gorgeous. I swear you are taking my breath
away.” The applause rose.
A voice from the back said, “We love you, Estelle!”
I leaned close and said, “I love you too.” The crowd was mine. I could say anything at that
point but decided to do better than turkey turkey turkey. “I know that many of you, perhaps most
of you, don’t really get how beautiful you are. You’re bored when you look around. I used to be.
Bored. The same hairstyles, fashions, day in and day out. The same bright lights, the same
colors, on all the same people. I remember getting ready and just going through the motions. One
more day of seeing everyone look great.
“But now. Now. I work on a farm, in the dirt. I never get to see this—you, me, everything all
just so amazing and fabulous. Do you know what I did this week? I fitted for this dress for the
first time in months and months. It’s the best dress I ever put on.” The crowd applauded. I pulled
out the skirt and dropped into a deep curtsy, causing the applause to turn into a roar.
I waited for them to quiet. “To get ready tonight I took a shower, with fancy shampoos and
lotions, and put on makeup. It was all so fun, and now here I am, and you are all so gorgeous,
and here’s the thing, not one bit of it has been boring at all. Because this night, for me, it’s
special, it’s different.
“Every single night in New City is as bright as the day. The same. The sky is covered with
projections. The same all the time. You can check the calendar by it. In Old Town the sky over

my farm, it’s different. It’s beautiful and breathtaking, and what if you turned off the lights and
sat and looked up at the stars? Would it be beautiful? Amazing? Take your breath away? Because
it’s different from what you always have?
“A wise man told me tonight—you may know him as William.” The audience applauded
again, because they liked my joke about my boyfriend. “He told me, ‘The trouble is sameness,’
and he’s right. We here in New City do the same thing all the time. It’s a good thing, but it’s all
the same, boring. If the trouble is sameness, the solution, my friends, my gorgeous, beautiful,
amazing friends, is doing something different, being different.”
I hadn’t really known that the end of my speech was coming, and yet there it was. “What if
you woke up tomorrow and did everything differently? What if you changed your clothes? What
if you came and helped us on the farms? What if you spent the day at the Old Town Museum?
What if you found a dark place and sat and looked up at the stars? Maybe nothing would change,
maybe it would suck, maybe you’d be bored, but probably it would be amazing. Probably it
would make you really happy. Probably your mind would be blown by the beauty of it all.
Probably living a little differently would be the best thing you ever did. Probably.”
I knew I was done because the crowd applauded wildly and there was nothing more to say. I
blinked and for a half second wondered how to segue off the stage. If Terran was here he would
do a jig. I wondered if maybe I should jab my index finger up my nostril but was relieved by the
sight of the band picking up their instruments preparing to play. I waved goodbye to the audience
and walked to the wings of the stage where Frederick and Sylvia stood beaming. Frederick
wrapped me in a hug. “Way to go, Estelle, you did it and then some.”
“Thanks Dad.”
Sylvia was all business. She straightened the shoulders of my dress and pretended to wipe a
smudge off my cheek. “Now I suppose we should mingle a bit.” She turned and led Frederick
and I out and into the audience.
The first people we saw were the Maranvilles, Jack’s parents, my former PR marketing staff.
They had declared me hopeless and irredeemable, but now sent me monthly letters offering to
move my career in a new direction. They had never figured out that new wasn’t a good selling
point with me.
Maude Maranville stared at me down her nose, then gave Sylvia’s hand a lukewarm shake.
Leo Maranville grabbed my hand and pumped it. “Hello Estelle, very interesting speech.
Different, like your look. Of course, rebranding is all the rage these days. Out with the old, you
know. You’re a smart girl, I’m sure you’ve figured out that brand, especially re-branding,
requires precision and—” The band began playing, so he faltered and added, “I’ll send a new
proposal in the morning.” He lead Maude through the crowd, shaking hands, and speaking to
everyone who seemed newsworthy.
Frederick watched them go and said, “Jack has raised in my estimation that he doesn’t work
with them anymore. Aren’t you glad you aren’t entwined with the family?”
I teased, “Of course I haven’t read his new proposal yet.”
He said, “He probably heard your speech and thought you were talking about new shoes.”
Sylvia said, “Well, I think its wonderful that he still takes an interest. What do you think
William?”
I turned to see William standing just behind our group. My heart swelled. He winked and
said, “Yes, Sylvia, the Maranville family fills me with wonder that they take an interest in
Estelle, still.” He held out a hand to me. “Would you like to dance?”
In answer I let him lead me to the floor. The music swelled. The citizens of New City were

dancing the way they always did, a casual swaying, with a bored slant to their head. Mostly alone
and full of affected sighs. If the music was too fast or too slow they stepped away from the floor
to drink and gawk and silently mock with their stares. There was no worse place to be in New
City than a dance floor. It was fraught with rules, hierarchies, and traditions. I never danced, on
principle. I couldn’t imagine William ever dancing, on principle. Even our hootenannies were
head bouncing, toe-tapping events. Singing perhaps, but not really dancing, not really.
But tonight we were different. William pulled me to the floor, wrapped an arm around my
back, and took my other hand in his. He leaned to my ear and said, “I saw a video with dancing
once. I don’t really know how, but let’s show them how different we can be.”
He lead me in a stepping, rocking, turning circle. I tromped on his toes a bit, and we were
massively out of step, much of the time, but my grin stretched across my face. His hand on my
back made me feel so safe, his sweep, his shoulder so strong. His cheek pressed against mine—
who cared about my filigrees now? I didn’t. I cared about nothing but him.
The crowd parted to give us room. We had seen a dance floor clear for a twirling couple, an
old-fashioned, trained, competent, twirling couple, but we were novices, barely capable. We
cleared the space, not out of awe, but more for safety. We looked beautiful though, and in New
City that was enough. I giggled as we lost our stepping, and I trod his toe again. I said, “Sorry
love.”
He stopped in mid-turn and pulled me in close for a kiss. “Mmmmm,” he said, and then, “I
suppose if I knew what I was doing I could kiss and dance at the same time.” He kissed me again
as the music ended. “Need a drink? They have that blue smoking drink with ice that you love.”

7: A Lot of Digging

The following Saturday we decided to dig a pond at Westy. We also planned to hold one of
our regular hootenannies that night. At the end of the day, almost crippled with exhaustion,
William and I washed and dressed for the frivolities. This was a much simpler dressing than the
week before. I aimed for clean, sort of, not beautiful.
I did for one second wish that I could wear the dress, I paused on it for a minute, wondering,
could I wear a black gown with shiny stars and a sweeping train to a farm hoe down? I talked
myself out of it because I would ruin it for sure, and I hadn’t totally given up hope that I might
get to wear it again. Instead I put on a simple shirt and pants, casual evening clothes for a farm
girl, in a dusty pink rose, because pink was the only color for anything these days.
William and I walked hand in hand through our fields, across the stadium lot, past the turn
leading to William’s land, and then a few blocks farther to the site of Terran’s Glom Farm.
William and I had a routine: stopping at the first view and marveling in awe at what my
brother had accomplished.
Terran’s farm was huge, about eight times the size of my own. He had equipment, big
equipment, land movers and loaders and diggers, that stood waiting at the edge beside the
Scorpion, a massive piece of equipment that we had used all last year to bust down buildings,
crunch cement and dig out ponds. Terran had housing, enough for him, Angela, and his
farmhands. He had whatever he needed to make the farm work.
He had worked methodically from one edge toward the other, clearing the land of the
shopping mall, its walls and roofs, then all the pipes and electrical, and finally the cement, until
there was only a paved area in the northwest quadrant left. As the cement was removed, the land
was prepared and planted, gardens sprouted as civilization was rolled away. When trees were
planted, they were double the size of the ones that I planted on Star Farm, so that even a year
behind my farm, Terran’s farm looked older and wiser. A grownup farm in comparison. I said, as
I always did, “Terran did this.”
“He’s got a way with land,” was always William’s reply.
The hootenannies had grown to huge gatherings: the three of us and Angela, the farmhands,
workers, and other refugees from New City life who had joined our Farm Movement. There was
a fire pit, music, food, and festivities from sun down until it was time to go home.
Tonight’s was different, the music seemed more spontaneous and joyful. Perhaps it was in
comparison to the benefit concert, music that had been polished and performed almost
mechanically. Terran said, “Dance, Estelle! You too, William!”
“Oh I don’t—”
Terran began a chant, “Dance, dance, dance, dance.”
William ran his fingers through his hair. “I suppose we are the resident experts.”
We walked to the side of the fire pit, and while our friends played instruments, performed
our step, sway, turn, step. We were a bit better at it now, because we were in our comfortable
clothes and shoes. We might have even be able to hide our mistakes, if it weren’t for the bright
lights. The Congloms and the Government had decided that because this farm was theirs, for the

use of the citizens of New City, that they would leave the lights on. All night. Blaring lights to
keep the darkness at bay. We tried to ignore it, to pretend like it was dark, but it really sucked
welcoming a night that was as bright as the day.
After a song, two other couples joined us on the dance floor. Then Terran and Angela came
to dance too. William, lips pressed to my ear, whispered, “And that is how the revolution begins,
one dance at a time.”
I beamed at our dance floor. We were dancing on a farm, awkwardly, but all the same. It was
the best feeling ever. Even better than our dance at the concert hall the other night.
We stayed late, and left when I was so tired I barely thought I could make it back. The
Hootenannies were fun, but I was happy to go back home, to sit in darkness and wind down.
William and I grabbed blankets to wrap in and headed to our main field. I laid with my head
on his chest, face to the sky, and asked, “Remember the first night we did this?”
“I think about it almost every day.”
“Me too.” I pulled up to give him a kiss, because that answer was so perfect, he deserved it.
Another one too.
“Are you okay?” You seem...” I didn’t know what to say exactly, but distant came to mind,
and it didn’t help that stars were reflected in his eyes. He pulled his head up and looked at me.
“I’m fine. It’s just—I’m worried, and I don’t know why. It’s a gut feeling I have, and I don’t
know what to do, except try to figure out what it is, but it isn’t really anything.”
“Oh,” I said, because I had nothing helpful to say at all. “Is it because of the letter from the
Office? You said you were okay. That you weren’t nervous about it.”
“No, it’s not that. Not really. I don’t think the Congloms are crazy enough to mess with us
again, but then I think about your arrest and wonder if I’m just being naive. I don’t know what
I’d do if anything happened to you again.”
“Wait, you’re worried about me?” I felt my heat rise as if I was alarmed.
“I worry about you all the time. I have to keep you safe, to keep them from—”
I sat up with a huff. Maybe he meant this in a romantic way, but instead it felt infuriating. I
looked down at him, “You worry about me all the time?”
He nodded.
I was shocked. “All the time, that’s not just an exaggeration?”
“I have to keep you safe, Make sure you aren’t hurt or—”
I took a deep breath and tried to calm my voice. “Would you say that you worry 5% of the
time or 95% of the time? Can you put a percentage on it?”
“Estelle, what are you getting at? It’s already enough pressure without having to explain—”
There was no calm now; I was flat-out angry. “Because I need to know! How much of the
day to day moments of your life are spent worrying about me?”
William said, “I don’t know, let’s say 85%. When I’m not with you it’s more.” William’s
brow furrowed. He was irritated, pissing me off even more.
“85%? Seriously? My days are filled with joy, and you’re saying that your days are filled
with worry and fear. Am I playing at a happy ending, while you stand guard, tense in the
corner?” My hands shook. I wasn’t expecting to have a big conversation like this, because we
were so happy. Weren’t we happy? Was I just a fool?
“Estelle, I don’t know why you’re making this into something.”
“Because you’re saying I’m guilty of happiness at your expense! How is that fair? How long

before you resent me?”
William rose to a sitting position and dug his fingers in the dirt. “When you were taken away
it was terrible, and I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t save you. I couldn’t find you. I couldn’t
bring you home. I was powerless. I just worry that it might happen again. That’s all I’m saying.”
“You weren’t responsible for my arrest and you helped me get released. You’re giving
yourself too much credit and then not enough.”
“I should have seen it coming.”
I couldn’t sit there anymore, I jumped up. “Give me a little credit. I knew I was going to be
arrested. I chose to publish that story. I’m a big girl. I needed everyone’s help, but I don’t need
anyone’s protection. Not anymore. We’re beyond that. You said so yourself.”
William said, in a very small voice, “I don’t think I really believe that, and if you think
we’re safe, you’re fooling yourself.”
I said, “We have a contract. We still have sixteen months to farm, and then we’ll
renegotiate.”
“Terran has a contract. I have a letter from the government telling me I’m unassigned. You
have an uneasy agreement with the authorities, ‘stay out of sight over there in the dark, come out
and perform when we tell you to, and we’ll try not to mind.’”
“Perform when we tell you to?”
“Yeah, do you see it any differently?”
I couldn’t argue and so I stared in the direction of our kitchen with its tiny light still on.
“We’ve got the stars overhead, fields under our feet, a home, and you can’t be happy. You have
me, and its not enough to make you happy. You’re telling me that I cause you sadness and fear
and worry.”
“It’s because I love you.”
“I love you too, and it makes me happy.” I stared down at him for a long beat. What would
we do with this...this...disparity? I felt like the earth was shifting under my feet, threatening to
throw me down or completely off, but I didn’t cry, and that may have scared me most of all. I
said, “I’m really tired. Can we talk about this tomorrow? Will you come to bed?”
“I’m really tired too. That was a lot of digging today, and maybe this conversation got away
from us a bit. I’m going to hang a hammock outside and sit for a while. I’ll be there soon, okay?
I’ll be right here, outside.”
“You say that like I need protection.”
William raised his eyebrows and sighed. I slowly walked to our room, alone.

8: An Uneasy Feeling

The next morning, I startled awake to William staring right at me. He was kneeling on the
ground, his top-half leaned on the bed, waiting for me to wake up.
“Have you been up all night?”
“No, apparently I fell asleep right after you went to bed. Look, Stelley, I was so tired
yesterday, and I guess the conversation the other night, and the letter from the Office...I felt like
it was all the same as before. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”
This was William. Hair tousled, on his knees, telling me he was sorry. I rolled through, on,
and around my purple comforter (taken from my childhood home when I left a year and a half or
so ago) wrapping it around me as I rolled to my side and took his hands in mine. “I’m so sorry
too. But are you really worried about me all the time? It makes me so sad to think—”
“No, and not really, and yes, but I love you and you make me very very happy. It’s just that I
think I don’t deserve this much happiness, so I behave like a jerk.”
I scrunched my body around a bit and curled around his hands and twisted my head up under
his, so that all he would have to do is kiss me. I gave him no choice. He kissed me, nose to chin,
chin to nose. “I love you, Estelle Wells.”
“So you’re dressed? You come with this great apology, and you’re not coming to bed?” I
batted my eyes.
“I’ve got to get going. I have work to do and its almost seven. I brought you this, just in case
I needed to sweeten the apology.” From behind his back he swooped up a plate with a banana
peanut butter bar covered in profoundly pink sprinkles.
I pulled myself into a sitting position, settling into the bank of pillows as the plate hit my
lap. “You’re the best.” I checked the sides of the bar. He had coated them perfectly. Distracted, I
asked, “Are you headed to Terran’s?”
“No, I need to go check some stuff first.” He stood and put his work gloves under his arm,
pulled the door open and then turned back. “At the risk of sounding like I’m worried, will you do
me a favor?”
“Sure?” I asked as I took a big bite.
“Don’t drink the water from the tap. I’m not sure why, but don’t. I left a bottle on the
counter for you. See you later,” and he closed the door behind him. I chewed and stared at the
closed, silent door. Why shouldn’t I drink the water?
I pulled up at Terran’s farm a couple of hours later, after finishing all of my moments on Star
Farm. “How’s it going? Did you clean up after the party last night?
Terran hugged me and with grandiose airs said, “As you know, Dear Stelley, I have staff for
that.” He grinned cheekily. “No, as a Grand Farm-Lord I don’t have to waste my time with
menial chores like cleaning. Instead, people of my stature are to build a fenced area near the
northwest corner for some ponies. Or possibly horses. If I can persuade the Overmasters to let
me have big beasts.”

“Grand Farm-Lord, that’s what you go by these days?”
He jostled my arm playfully. “Only among family.”
“I’ll help, I love building. Whose plans are you using?”
Terran said, “MJ drew these up for me last time she was here. I just couldn’t get to it until
now.”
I sighed melodramatically. He said, “I know. I miss her too, but she’ll be visiting in a couple
of months.” I pretended to cry, so he pretended to remind me, “She can’t live with us. She has a
life in the Beyonds.”
I petulantly said, “A stupid life. What have they go that we don’t have? We have
hootenannies, vegetables, chickens.”
“We also have Congloms and governing Overmasters and city lights that,” he raised his
voice and fist toward the sky, “never go out!”
“The constant light getting you down?”
“It’s so bad that the other night I thought, maybe a projection on the sky would be an
improvement.”
“No,” I said with mock horror. “You can always come sleep at Star Farm.”
“I never really said this out loud before—Angela is afraid of the dark.”
“Oh. Humph. Well, that’s rough, huh? Do you think she can get over it?”
“Who knows. We did, but then I can’t really remember being afraid.”
“Me neither. I wanted the lights out ever since I can remember. Where is Angela?
“In the kitchen making a new potion, or salve, or something to shmear on you to ward of
blink-widgets or something. It’s like living in a Hogwarts’s potions class some days.”
“The first book I read you.” I smiled at the memory. “Figures you’d fall for a Hermionetype.”
Terran and I spent the next hour setting up wood and supplies to build a split rail fence. His
philosophy for running the Glom Farm thus far: build what he wanted and then negotiate for the
animals and plants to fill it. He built the coops and then negotiated for the chickens. He built the
pens for the goats and then negotiated for them. And now he was working on horses. Terran also
began his bargaining with an outlandish number of chickens, or the biggest horses, and then
would compromise by accepting the amount he really wanted. William joked that Terran was
ruthless, a strange word to describe such a nice guy.
While we dug the first post hole, Terran noticed cars from New City arrive. “Damn, a
contingent.” He wiped sweat from his brow and continued to hoist and steady the post, while I
filled the hole with dirt. “Is it the Congloms? Or the Oversee?” Without looking Terran asked,
“How many cars?”
“Four and from the looks of it, six men, two women.”
“That’d be Congloms and Government, here to wallop me around the head with their
bossiness.”
“Ouch,” I said, tamping earth around the base of the post. The familiar dread settled over me
at the sight of their shiny cars and fashionable clothes
“Estelle, you have to stop worrying about me and this situation. It has nothing to do with
you. I mean, it might have started because of you, but I signed the contracts, and I plan to fulfill
my end of them. I just need to complain about it without upsetting you. Get it?
“Totally.” I tried to keep my head down, so they wouldn’t notice it was me, and tried also to
tell myself to get real, shiny cars and well dressed people weren’t automatically ominous. I just
wasn’t very persuasive. I broke out in a fear sweat, on top of the work sweat.

“All right then, sixteen more months.” He danced a swift understated jig with his back to the
contingent. “What are they doing right now?”
I stole a glance. “Standing in an awkward group, shading their eyes, trying to discern from
that distance if this is you or not.”
He grabbed a clod of dirt and wiped it across his cheek and nose and asked, “Am I
presentable?”
I laughed and nodded and he sauntered away.
I watched him approach the well-dressed New City influential people, with their suits all in
shades of the same colors, deep pinks ranging to red maroon. Not one of them put forward a
hand to shake with Terran. Jerks.
I dug post holes while Terran’s time was monopolized with conversations, explanations, and
conciliations. Every so often I caught glimpses across the great expanse of land of Terran leading
them around showing them the latest New Thing. How did he keep his cool?
When he returned it was almost lunch time. “Every few days a group of managers comes to
talk at length with me about the farm. I swear I lose six hours a week to their meetings.” He
stood with his hands on his hips and looked around at what I had accomplished. “Looking at the
holes you dug makes me hungry. Want to see what Angela whipped up for lunch?”
“Is this a trick question? I mean, I know she’s a good cook, but in my estimation there could
be a lot more nacho cheese sauce.”
“I’m with you on that one. She lets me have it on Mondays.” He threw his arm around my
shoulders and we headed to the kitchen, where Angela served us a lightly seasoned bean and
vegetable stew. It truly hit the spot, a perfect complement to a morning of labor. I dipped big
hunks of bread into it and sopped up the broth. Angela’s cooking made it easy to like real food.
Maybe it wasn’t so much that I didn’t appreciate it, I just didn’t want to be bothered with having
to make it.
Terran’s kitchen was impressive. Larger than the entire living quarters at Star Farm. It was
color coordinated in greens and blacks, designed by a hot designer willing to try ‘farm kitchen’
style. It had two large ovens, four big sinks, and the biggest refrigerator I’d ever seen. Long
counters ran along the sides, and through the middle, and we were all used to pulling up stools,
pitching in with food prep, and then gathering around to eat.
After lunch Terran asked, “So how long do I have you? Can you help with more posts?”
“I’m here for the long haul. William is meeting me here once he finishes what he’s up to,
and then you’ll have both of us.”
Terran and I left the kitchen and crossed the expanse of fields back to where we were
digging the post holes. I asked, “Has William talked to you about the water?”
Terran didn’t answer or break his stride. I couldn’t read whether he was confused by the
question or trying to figure out how to answer, but he seemed determined not to speak. I asked
again, “Terran? Has William been talking to you about the water?”
“He has. A few days ago he asked if I had heard any discussion about the new water system.
A protestor told him about it originally, and so he asked me if I could get information through the
Overmasters. I told him I didn’t know anything about it. What’s he said to you?”
“Not much. The bit the other night, and then today when he told me not to drink the tap
water. He says he’s worried about it.”
“Well, you’ll have to ask him when he gets here. We’ll corner him and make him tell us
what he knows.”
I picked up one end of a post, Terran lifted the other, and we walked it to the waiting holes.

“Do you think William made a mistake not taking the career assignment test?”
“I don’t know. I was in the same situation, and I think I would have done the same thing, but
now I have the Congloms and the Governmental Oversee pulling strings for me. I’m safe. I wish
he would take me up on my job offer and go along a little bit, be protected.”
“I wonder if you really are as safe and protected as you think.”
“I get to wake up and hang with you and William and Angela and do work I like. Isn’t that
enough?”
You sound like me about nine months ago. Yes, it seems like it’s enough, but if they’ve
given you permission for happiness, then they know exactly how to punish you if you piss them
off.” Terran held the post steady while I tamped earth around the base. “They can take your
happiness away.”
Terran turned his face up to mine. He was sweaty, glowing, from the joy of this kind of
work. He looked just like a little boy, yet with a man’s body. He said, “You know, this world we
live in is a tough dangerous place, all shined up and bright pink ribbon wrapped. We’re sitting
beside this shiny object and worried it’ll come unwrapped and expose the danger inside. Again.
I’d like to stop worrying. I’m so tired of worrying.” We picked up the next post.
“Funny, that’s what William said last night. He was worried about me. We argued over it.”
“We’re all tired of worrying. What we do about it is what will define us.”
I nodded though I wasn’t sure what he meant. We moved the next post into position and I
tamped down the dirt at its base. “What time is it?” I asked vaguely.
“Probably at least three. We got a late start and then the meeting and lunch. I figure we can
put in a couple more posts and then call it a day.”
“Sure,” I said. Though I had an uneasy feeling that pulled at my stomach and wanted to rush
me to William’s land.

9: Past Experience

By the time I left Terran’s farm it was late afternoon. He was beginning his evening chores.
Angela had offered me drinks and a snack, had even offered to cook dinner for me and William
tonight, but I begged off, quickly, urgently. I needed to check on William. He had said he was
coming to Terran’s, but so what? We often couldn’t do what we intended because of pressing
farm issues. This was normal. A pond had been dug in Westy. There had been plenty of work
yesterday, there was probably plenty of work today. Maybe he got sidetracked. Possibly
something came up.
I put one foot in front of the other down the main road from Glom Farm and turned the
corner. I was propelled by anxiety. What was I worried about? Silly me. William’s vague fears
had infected my common sense. William was standing, right now, dirty, on his farm, leaning on
his shovel, waiting for me to come. Knowing I’d come when I could.
My feet picked up speed. I wished it was excitement but knew it was fear. Let him be okay.
Let him be okay. Let him be okay was the beat that played in my mind all the way there. I
shouted, “William! Cameron! Katy!” before I was even through the gate. I hurried across the
field, past the sleeping porch, shouting again, “William! Cameron! Katy!” I reached the woods
and yelled, “William—”
Cameron shouted, “Estelle?” and stepped out from a group of trees in the far north quadrant.
“Cameron, is William here?”
“No, we thought he was with you.” I saw his mouth moving but couldn’t hear over the
cacophony as my whole world crashed down around me.
Every bit of blood I owned rushed up and threatened to knock me off my feet with the force
of the wave. I gasped for air but couldn’t get any. My lungs grasped but refused to let go of the
old air, so I was stuck, lightheaded and keeling over. To top it off, the trees spun, and I couldn’t
find footing for my brain. I did the easiest thing and slumped to the ground, making good on my
blood’s threat—
—Next thing I knew Cameron was peering at me anxiously, “Estelle? Are you okay?”
Once my mouth worked in conjunction with my brain, I asked, “Cameron, did William come
here this morning at all?”
“No, never. We assumed something happened at Terran’s.”
Cameron and Katy looked at each other in dismay. Katy asked, “Do you have any idea
where he might be?”
“No.” I stood. And then, because I felt queasy, bent over and rested with my hands on my
knees. Focus. Focus. Keep the air up, the dirt below this time. I remembered the day of my
release from prison, when I was up on the dais, and William stood in the front row with his hand
over his heart. He had pointed to the sky to remind me to breathe. Breathe. “Okay, I’m better
now.” I stood all the way up and tried to calm my demeanor, though I shook in my core.
I said, “Can we think of any place he might have gone today that we’re forgetting? A

meeting, a delivery—I’m going back to Star Farm, maybe he’s taking a nap.” I shook my head
no in reply to my inner brain’s scoffing, William didn’t take naps. Don’t be ridiculous.
Cameron said, “I’ll go with you. Katy can stay here in case he turns up. We have um, Muni
3s to um, call each other. They’re old.” He sounded worried about telling me.
They have phones. They can call each other. “Good, good,” I said, refusing to think about
the fact that we all gave up our communication devices to live here on the land. Why did we give
up our phones? Suddenly it seemed like the stupidest thing in the world to take a stand against.
Cameron passed Katy a silent look that said, Well, we told her.
I didn’t have time to worry about why people kept secrets from me. I had to go.
Through the Old Stadium parking lot, Cameron jogged along just behind, almost in chase.
He said, “He’s going to be okay, you know. Nothing’s happened. The Congloms, the police, the
Oversee would never mess with him.”
It was hard to hear him over my inner voice screaming, William, over and over and over.
“Why? Why wouldn’t anybody mess with William?” I kind of wanted to know, but also knew
Cameron wouldn’t have an answer. He didn’t know what he was talking about. He was just
trying to be nice. I didn’t need nice, I needed William.
“I don’t know...”
“Because from my own past experience William is exactly who they want to mess with.
Absolutely.” I was panting from our race across the cement. We turned down the road to Star
Farm.
“Well, anyway, William is strong, he can take care of himself.”
We kept up our pace, while in my head I sobbed, But who will take care of me? I sprinted
into Star Farm glancing down at the low rock wall where I had pretended to hide from William
just days ago. “William!” I sped toward the kitchen. Everything was exactly as I had left it. I
opened the door to our bedroom and saw the rumpled bed and scattered clothes. The normal
disarray of our lax housekeeping. I leaned against the doorframe attempting to catch my breath,
squeezing my eyes shut, wishing I could sleep and then wake up. William, where are you?
I opened my eyes. Cameron quietly waited to hear what I planned to do next. “Can you call
Katie and ask if he arrived while we ran here?”
“Sure.”
I opened William’s bedside table and leafed through his stuff. There were his battered, oftread copies of Walden and Civil Disobedience, that we stole, or rather liberated, from the Old
Town Museum Library. Also, some older printed pamphlets, a little money, and a few keys from
his former life. Nothing new or important.
“Katy says he’s not there. She’ll call me if he comes. Would you like to go to Terran’s? I
could call his office. The Congloms made him install a phone, but he never ever answers it. Just
lets it ring, as a point of pride.” Cameron smiled, not at all grasping the seriousness of this
situation.
“Yes, Terran’s,” I said, though I already knew William wan’t there.

10: Real Possibility

Behind us it was already turning dark in the Old Town area around Star Farm, though our
destination beckoned fully lit and glowing. I felt like I had run a marathon and like a big crybaby
for feeling tired and complainy about it. Though, in my defense, I had flown around for two
hours now in a complete panic. Miles probably, but I was too stressed to do the math.
I called, “Terran!” though his farm was too big to hear from one end to the other. I ran
through the machinery lot to the front gate calling again, “Terran!”
He was crossing a field, from the chicken coops to the kitchen, when I saw him. He waved,
and called back, “Estelle! Here for dinner?”
I let myself through the gate and shouted, “William, I can’t find William!” I knew better than
to ask, because he wasn’t there. Couldn’t be there, or he’d have swept me up by now. I ran across
the dooryard to Terran and threw myself into his arms. “I can’t find him! He’s not anywhere.” I
held on.
“What? What, Stelley? He’s not at Westy or Star Farm?”
“He never showed up. He’s been gone since this morning.”
Terran tightened his hug and half-lifted, turned me toward the living quarters. “Crap,” he
said, a huge understatement, as he led me to his front door.
The lounge was situated just off the kitchen, impeccably decorated with pillows and tassels
and beads, and large enough to comfortably seat Terran and all his farmhands. They were all
there settling in for the evening. Ten sets of eyes turned to us, as Terran and I entered, with
Cameron just behind. I must have looked a wreck, because all eyes became instantly worried.
Terran asked, “Has anyone seen or heard from William today?”
Angela threw her hand to her mouth. “Oh no. Where’s William?” She rushed around the
back of the sofa and reached for my hand. She held it in both of hers, waiting for an explanation
from Terran. Terran shook his head, so she asked me, “He’s not at the farm or Westy?”
“No.” I sobbed. The tears waiting behind my eyes for an hour or more, flowed. “He’s just
gone.”
Jason, one of the farmhands, asked, “Maybe he went to New City for something, some
business of some kind?”
I shook my head, no. I looked at Terran, “Has he said anything to you?” He clenched his jaw
and shook his head, but there was a flash of recognition in his eye. I asked, “What?”
“Nothing. He had no business in New City.”
Jason continued, “Maybe it’s a surprise. Maybe he’s just been detained...”
I sobbed again. Detainment was the absolutely real possibility, and all of my fears were
based on it. William was detained. I knew it with full certainty now.
Terran said, “We were about to eat. Stelley, I’m going to put a plate of food in front of you,
and even though you’re too freaked out to eat, you’re going to take a bite or two to make me feel
better. Because you’re going to need your strength.” I sank to the couch. Terran had washed from
his days work, had changed into clean clothes, had been ready for his evening meal, and now
was interrupted. We were all interrupted. “Did you check through William’s things at Star

Farm?”
I nodded, incapable of speaking. Just nod and take orders. Let Terran find William. Terran
can take care of this.
“Okay, nothing,” said Terran. “Cameron, we’ll go back to Westy and see if there’s any
indication where he might go. Stelley, stay here and rest, we’ll be back as quick as we can.”
Terran and Cameron left, closing the door with a click.
I stared at a plate of green salad, beans, and bread smeared with goat cheese and listened to
the murmuring voices of Angela and the farmhands. Their words were insensible. I stared, mind
mostly blank, because thoughts whirled like a typhoon, sweeping away meaning and
understanding.
Angela came to where I sat alone and said, “I brought you some tea.” She perched on the
edge of the couch, and waited for my hand to lift and take the mug. “We’re going to figure this
out. We all love William. He’s a part of the family. We’ll find him.” I attempted to smile, and
grimaced, at best. “It’s okay,” she said, “don’t try to make me feel better. I’m going to sit here.”
She put an arm around my shoulder and sat quietly, exactly the kind of presence I needed. After
what seemed like hours, the door banged open and Terran stalked back in. He glistened with
sweat, his blonde hair sticking out in all directions. He placed a box of papers on the coffee table
in front of me and sat down. “Here’s what I found on William’s desk and in the top two drawers.
Places that looked most recently used. Here’s the envelope and letter from the other night. It was
under this magazine clipping.” He passed me a piece of paper with a photo of two celebrities on
it.
I asked, “Do you know this couple?”
It was weird looking through William’s things, like they were parts of a mystery. But
William wasn’t a mystery. He was my William. I knew him like I knew my own heart and mind,
and how could he have a picture on his desk of a couple I didn’t know?
One of the farmhands, Mara, said, “That’s the singer, Jezuta, and her husband. Her music is
really hot right now. Does William like that kind of thing?”
“No, he’s more a guitar guy.” I scrutinized the photo. The singer had terrifically tall hair and
a tight bodice coat descending behind her in a train. Her husband had a high ruffled collar and a
jacket that puffed around his rear. They looked like they were either coming or going from the
benefit concert the other night, but I didn’t remember seeing them there. I didn’t hear anything
about them, and they weren’t William’s style. I put the photo aside to rifle through the rest of
William’s things.
His book was there with a pencil. I flipped through it, but he hadn’t written anything for a
couple of days. We had been busy with trees and ponds. His last entry was a rough outline of an
article about local monies. It was the beginnings of the essay I read days ago. After all our past
rabble-rousing, I couldn’t imagine how an essay about trading goods with local currencies would
be the idea to get William in trouble. The other things were outlines, poems and essays for
publication, and lastly a drawing of a wave and in the corner his familiar longhand, “Take Estelle
surfing someday soon...” I pulled the book to my chest and hugged it close.
“I don’t see anything that gives me a clue.”
“Me neither,” said Terran with a sigh. “I’m going to my office to call Dad and tell him
what’s going on. Feel like talking to him?”
“No,” I began crying again. Or rather, I never stopped, but cranked up the volume. Terran
pulled my head to his shoulder. “I know Stelley. Maybe you should lie down for a bit. Angela
will let you use her room. I’ll come tell you as soon as I talk to Dad.”

I nodded, though I barely understood what he said, just that I felt better when I followed his
directions. I went down the hall to Angela’s room, a room I had helped build only a few months
before. First, I sat on the edge of the bed and stared into my hands. The bedroom was not mine. It
was made and well kept. The bed was different, the pillows, blankets, books, all foreign. Even
the smell was more perfumed and genteel than my own. My bedroom smelled of dirt and sweat
and William. Oh. I pulled my feet up and rolled into a fetal position and fell into a state that,
though close to sleeping, was more trancelike.
“Stelley?”
The tone told me right away that William hadn’t been found while I lay in a stupor. “Yes?”
My voice was little more than a squeak.
Terran put his hand on my shoulder. “Dad will find something out. He said to tell you he and
Sylvia will do everything they can, but it might take a while. It’s almost ten now.”
“Oh.”
“He said for you to sleep, if you’re able. He’ll call me when he knows anything. I’ll sleep in
the office tonight near the phone, and I’ll tell you as soon as they call. First thing in the morning
we’ll make a plan.”
“Uh huh,” I said, past talk, past comprehension, past help. Terran slipped out the door.

11: In His Nature

My eyes closed and then my eyes opened when Terran entered the room whispering,
“Stelley?” For a second I didn’t answer, it all seemed so confusing. Who, what, where, why? My
mind was a blank, but then the wave of remembrance washed upon my shore.
I swung my legs off the bed, and sat up. “I’m sorry, I forgot to take my boots off.”
Terran pulled up a chair and sat across from me. “Dad called. There have been five arrests
today. There were four arrests at various places around the city, but one is listed as ‘confidential,’
and the location is blank. He thinks that might be William, and if so, he was arrested about
eleven this morning. I told him that fit what we suspect.”
“What was I doing this morning at eleven?”
“Digging postholes, while I met with the Overmasters.”
I nodded in agreement. I was digging holes, while someone I loved was ripped out of my
life.
“So, do we go to the prison steps? We know what to do next, right?”
“No. We don’t.” Terran took my hands in his. “Dad told me that after your arrest and release,
the Governmental Oversee has changed the way they deal with arrests. The policy now is zero
tolerance. They no longer hold people in prison first, they disappear them promptly, without even
the impression of justice or the hint of a trial. They’ve removed any possibility of another
occupation.”
It felt like a wind tunnel had been installed in my head. Whoosh. “So they pick New City
citizens up and disappear them? Just because they want to?”
“Yes. Dad said ‘Sylvia will try and get to the bottom of it in the morning.’ He said ‘Sylvia is
pissed.’ She’ll figure out where he is.”
“Terran?”
“Yes?”
I was going to ask if he thought the authorities had killed William. And what did he think
‘disappeared’ really meant? And were we too late? I wanted to ask him these things, but I knew
he would say no. Whether no was true or not. So instead I said, “Nothing.”
“I should go back to the office in case Dad calls with more information. Can Angela bring
you some food or tea?”
“Yes, I think I can eat something now.”
“Okay. Stelley?”
I looked at Terran. “I promise William will come home, okay? I promise I will do everything
I can, and he’ll come home.”
“Okay,” I mumbled, as he walked out of the room.
After about five minutes, Angela walked in carrying a plate with a napkin over it. She
looked put together, but she always did. “I brought you a salad, because you said you were
hungry.” She put the plate and a mug of tea on the bedside table. I pulled the napkin off and

revealed a pink sugar coated dinner bar. I smiled a glimpse of a smile. Maybe Angela understood
me more than I gave her credit for.
She sank into a chair in the corner of the room. “How are you holding up?”
“Not good. My brain isn’t working right. Like I’m in a fog. A caramel coated fog of
anguish.”
“That’s understandable. You’ve been walloped by life in the last few hours.”
“How can life get so bleak, so quickly, that’s what I want to know?” I took a bite of the bar
and chewed, thinking. “We argued last night.” I picked the dinner bar into pieces, dropping
crumbs onto my lap. “We made up this morning, but still we fought, I can’t get that out of my
head.”
“You made up though, that should make you feel better. What was the last thing he said?”
“He said not to drink the water.”
“Oh, well, you get the point, he wasn’t mad, he was caring about you.” She sat for a few
minutes hands clasped, twisting her fingers, rubbing her knuckles, and staring into space. “Did he
talk about the tap water a lot?”
“No, that was really the first time. Though, remember, we talked about the new water system
the other night at dinner.”
“I remember. I’ve been thinking about it ever since. I went home this week to snoop, and
found out the Conglom Jordan works for developed a new medication called Lapseine. It causes
‘precision docility,’ and ‘positive reactiv-activity.’ I didn’t have a chance to read everything. It’s
very secretive, which is weird, you know, why aren’t they marketing it? Frederick said the new
water system is secretive. I just wonder if there’s a connection. I planned to tell everyone about it
at our next family dinner—Oh wait! I’ll be right back.”
Angela looked up and down the hall before slipping out and softly closing the door. The
house sounded asleep. It must have been the middle of the night, almost morning.
She came back a few minutes later with the clipped photo from William’s things. “Look,
there, over the singer’s left shoulder, in the background. Where’s that wall?”
“I don’t know. Hmmm, that could be the wall we passed the other night. See the pipes?
When we passed it, William said he thought it was the water treatment plant.”
“That’s what I’m thinking, too. It’s new and shiny. I bet that’s why William clipped this
photo. Not because of the celebrities.”
“So how much you want to bet William went to the water plant?” I groaned and flopped
back on the bed.
“The arrest Frederick heard about was confidential and needed clearance. It’s definitely
William. What are they hiding? And why are they arresting citizens for wondering about it?”
I groaned again. “William isn’t a citizen remember? Dad told him to be careful, but it’s not
really in his nature to be. You should show that to Terran, so he can decide what to do next.” I
turned to the wall and curled up around my knees.
“Okay,” said Angela quietly as she left the room.
William had been arrested. Where was he now?

12: The Passing of Time

I finally couldn’t sleep at all anymore. I snuck out of the room, but everyone else slept. The
house was quiet and still.
I entered Terran’s office. It had been decorated to look distinguished, managerial, and
commanding. Terran’s desk was supposed to face the door, with the chair facing away from the
window, but Terran had shoved it around the first day saying, “What’s the point of having a big
window that you don’t intend to look out of?” Then he proceeded to never, ever sit at the desk,
explaining, “Why sit inside and look out a window, when you can be outside enjoying the land?”
He slouched over the desk, so I whispered, “Terran? Are you awake?”
He turned in his chair. “I finally talked Angela into getting some sleep.”
“What about you?”
“I’ve gotten a little, in between phone calls.
“It’s almost morning, though who can tell with all the lights blaring.” I dropped into a chair,
pulling a pillow onto my lap. “I ought to go to Star Farm to feed the beasts,” I said to no one in
particular. “Life goes on.”
Terran nodded. “I’ll send Jason with you when you go. We ought to use the buddy system
for a while. No traveling between farms alone, at least until we know what the authorities are up
to.”
He tapped his fingers on the phone distractedly. “It will probably be a couple of hours before
Sylvia calls with information.”
“I’ll stay if you want to get some rest.”
“That would be good, I cope better on sleep. I’m having trouble thinking straight. How
about you?”
“I’m muddled. And fuddled. I’m sort of surprised I’m not constantly crying.”
“You have been fairly restrained.” He smiled a half-smile and stood with a groan and left to
go to his room.
I sat in the chair and watched the phone and listened to a tick tick tick sound in my brain, the
passing of time. I had a parade of one thought, “Call me Sylvia, give me good news,” marching
by entirely too slow.

13: A Lot of Planning

Sylvia’s voice sounded impersonal and businesslike when she called, a habit from her work
in the Governmental Oversee. She was powerful and important, even though she was considered
midlevel. Government jobs carried with them weight. A weight that she carried with a straight
spine and a determined gleam. She never deviated from anything, and though I had placed a farm
and a whole new lifestyle at her feet, she had merely stepped over and continued on. “Hi Sylvia,
It’s me, Estelle.”
Her voice softened, realizing it was me, “Oh good, how are you? Are you okay?”
“No, not at all. Did you find out anything about William?”
“Yes, and I was planning to come and tell you, but knew you were waiting and I—Estelle,
William was arrested yesterday morning in New City.”
“Near the New Water System?”
Sylvia’s voice missed a beat. “I’m not sure. I don’t have clearance to know.”
“What are the charges against him?”
“Attempted Sabotage, Trespassing, Intent to Destroy, possibly Treason, though none of that
ultimately matters. William is gone. He’s not in New City anymore.”
“Do you have any idea where they took him? You don’t think they...” I couldn’t say it. No
way could I say it. I focused on the desk, on a stud that decorated the front edge. It’s job was to
make the desk look masculine and powerful, but it was a rounded stud. I stared at the curve
looking for comfort.
“I don’t know what they do with prisoners. That’s also classified information, and I don’t
have clearance. I’m sorry. I spoke with Frederick just before I called you, and he said not to do
anything until he gets there. He’s on his way.” Her voice became background noise to my
thoughts. “I’ll try to come after work tonight. I’ll see if I can get answers today.” Her voice
continued with niceties and platitudes, but all my mind heard was, William is gone, William is
gone. There’s nothing anyone can do. Where was gone?
Terran entered the office at the end of my conversation. He mouthed, “Is that Sylvia?” and I
nodded. He sat and watched my face for indications of what she said, but my face was as stuck
as my mind. I was immobile, expressionless, catatonic. Except my eyes traveled back and forth,
around and around, trying to get some answer from the flat painted top of the desk and the
surrounding studs.
When I hung up, Terran asked, “Arrested?”
“Yes, no one knows where, but I know it was the new water plant. Had to be. He was
worried about the water, and he went for answers.”
Terran asked, “Did Sylvia know where he’s being held?”
“No, like you said last night, the authorities don’t hold prisoners here anymore because of
the precedent. That’s what Sylvia called it. She didn’t say me or my arrest. She called me The
Precedent.”
Frederick arrived, tossed his keys on the desk and came around my chair to give me a hug.
Hard. I sobbed into his shoulder, because being consoled felt so terribly awful. I didn’t want to

be consoled, I wanted William back. Angela, Cameron, Jason, and the other farmhands entered
and filled the office. Frederick asked, “You’ve heard from Sylvia?”
“Yes, William’s gone.”
“We’re going to get him back, Estelle. We will. This is unconscionable, and we haven’t been
paying attention. The Oversee changed the way they do things, they do it all more secretly, and
it’s to control us more efficiently.”
“Like the new secretive water plant.”
Frederick said, “Among other things. One past protocol was to transport prisoners, the ones
deemed dangerous and irredeemable, by train out past the Beyonds, and drop them at an—I don’t
know—facility, or something. I think they’re reeducated. I haven’t heard about the program in a
while, but I thought maybe they’ve just skipped the trial, and are transporting the prisoners there
directly.”
“You said one of the protocols, what were the others?” My questions overrode my sense of
self preservation. As soon as I asked it, my brain internally begged, Don’t tell me, don’t tell me!
“Let’s just say that’s the best option for us. We hope William has been shipped away. We
really hope. I’ve thought it all through, if I was in charge, and I wanted to control the citizens and
create the least amount of fuss, I would ship them away, and wash my hands of them. It makes
sense. That’s where William is or at least on his way.”
My mind calmed a little once I pictured William alive somewhere in the world. Because Dad
believed he was alive.
Jason asked, “How would they transport them?”
“By truck and then train. Or at least years ago they did it that way. Who knows what they’ve
done to improve the plan, and secrecy is their main goal at this point, but I think we should work
from that hypothesis. William is being moved to a facility deep in the Beyonds, by train.”
Frederick added, “I think Terran should go. He can ask for a vacation and go to MJ’s and ask
her family for help, advice, directions. Then he can make his way to this prison. Meanwhile, we
can work from our end to get William released into his custody. Terran will have safe passage,
because he has the respect and approval of the Congloms.
Frederick looked at Terran when this litany was over, and Terran said, “Absolutely. It only
makes sense.”
My head spun as I looked from one to the other. They were talking about bringing William
home. Relief washed over me. We had a plan. We were going to get William and bring him
home. Terran added, “I’ll leave early afternoon, once I give Jason and Mara instructions.”
Frederick said, “I brought you a Muni 5L outfitted with a special chip that works throughout
the Beyonds. I know you don’t like phones out of principle, but you’ll need to keep us updated.
It’s nicer than Sylvia’s, so please don’t tell her.”
I asked, “What happens next, when he comes home? Will they let him come home?”
“I don’t know Estelle, but we’ll get him released first and then worry about that.”
The people around me planned and created schedules and discussed the chores and duties of
running Glom Farm in Terran’s absence.
At one point I asked, “I could go with Terran?”
But Frederick said, “We need you here, to run Star Farm and Westy. Plus, the whoever is in
charge out there, won’t be inclined to deal with you. It’s better this way, I think.”
The plans went on in this way until everyone left to get their morning chores done. I let their
words and plans calm me and comfort me. Like a cool breeze after the heat of terror, I felt
restored. This was all going to be okay. Terran and Dad would make it okay. William, they’re

coming to get you. Please be okay.
I finally said, “I need to get to Star Farm to feed the hungry mouths. I’ll come back to help
Terran get ready to go.”
Dad distractedly said, “That sounds good, we have a lot of planning to do yet.”
Angela said, “I’ll walk with Estelle to Star Farm. I’ll return in a little bit to help you get your
food together.” She kissed Terran on the cheek and followed me out the door.

14: To Pick Up the Parts

Angela walked beside me and we barely said a word, each too lost in our own thoughts. I
was thinking about how life goes from good to difficult so quickly, and does it go back? I had
never reached this pinnacle of happiness before, was that it for my life? Would I never reach it
again?
William had said he didn’t feel like he deserved happiness. Maybe we did deserve it, but
only a little bit, only a year and a half’s worth. Would that be enough to propel my life forward,
or was I to languish alone forever and ever and ever?
I entered the gate to Star Farm just as Angela broke our silence. “Estelle can I speak to
you?”
I swear she startled me. She continued, without waiting for my reply, “I’ve admired you for
a long time.”
“Thank you,” I said, certain she was intending to comfort me.
“When I first joined the Farm Movement you were so amazing.” Was she speaking in past
tense? “You created this whole movement and inspired people to follow you.”
“Me and Terran,” I said, “and William was integral.”
“I agree, but ultimately they followed you. This was your idea.”
I stopped on the path and stared at the ground not entirely sure where this conversation was
heading. She continued, “Terran and Frederick and William would do anything for you, to
protect you, even at the risk of their own lives.”
I looked at her sharply, “I would never expect them to.”
She looked at me as if scrutinizing my thoughts. “I guess not, but you were the kind of girl
who asked questions and did things, who changed the world. Now you’re letting everyone else
take care of you.”
My breath quickened and warmth crept up my face. How dare she come at me like this?
“You realize I have a lot going on, right? I’m not sure why you’re criticizing me.”
“Because I love Terran, and you can’t let him go get William. He’s risking too much for you.
You have to make him stop.” She said it simply, but with force.
I blinked and stared stupidly at her mouth, trying to understand why it was saying this. “I—”
“He’s already saved you once. He’d do it over and over again if he has to. You have to let
him off the hook.”
“Oh,” I said as I began to understand what she truly meant. “Oh.”
“I know Frederick and Terran made this plan of theirs sound easy, because they want to keep
you from freaking out. The Congloms are not going to let him go on vacation, and if Terran
leaves Glom Farm he’s in breach of contract. The Congloms would love that. They’d come down
hard on the whole Farm Movement. Everything you’ve worked for, everything that Terran’s
worked for. You have to stop him from going.”
I nodded as the sense of what she was saying filtered into my careening mind. Terran was
trying to save me again, but he was still paying off the last bargain. How could I let him strike
another? “You’re right. He can’t go. I don’t know why I didn’t see it.”

Angela softened. “I know why you didn’t see it, because you were too grief stricken to open
your eyes. That’s perfectly understandable, and why I came to talk to you. I knew if you opened
your eyes, you’d see.”
I remembered the last twelve hours, everyone trying to calm and assuage me. Telling me that
I should rest and let them handle it, but this was William. What would I do, sit and wait for word
of William? If our roles were reversed, would he sit around?
“I’ll go tell Terran right now.”
Angela grabbed me by the arm. “You can’t talk him out of it. He won’t listen. I overheard
him telling Frederick that he would go to get William, and I gave him fifteen reasons why he
couldn’t, but he won’t change his mind. He has a gift for stubbornness, your brother, under that
easygoing temperament.”
“That’s true, he clung to the idea that one shower a week was fine, long after he was proven
wrong.” I smiled more to lighten my stress than for any happy reason. “So you think I should just
go without asking permission?”
She nodded.
I said, “Come to find out you’re totally my kind of girl.”
“Good, because I’m coming with you. You do your chores and gather your things here, and
I’ll run back to Glom Farm and pack. I’ll give Terran a kiss and leave a note he won’t find until
later. I’ll meet you at the entrance to Front Grand Highway.” I began to protest, but she held up a
hand. “I know you’re going to say no, but I’m as stubborn as Terran. You shouldn’t travel
through the Beyonds by yourself, and the authorities won’t miss me. Besides, I’ve aways wanted
to see the Beyonds. Ever since the first night I heard MJ talking about it. And I’ll have Terran’s
new phone.”
“Aren’t you worried about breaking Terran’s heart?”
“I’m not leaving him. I’m helping you protect him. He’s going to be miffed, but he’s smart.
He’ll understand, eventually.” She paused for encouragement.
I was so surprised by the whole conversation, that I nodded yes. Even though in my heart I
knew he would never understand. The only thing that would make this all okay was success. We
had to save William and bring him home.
I said, “When you go to the farm will you get William’s book? I’m not sure how long it will
take to get back here, and I want to make sure he has it. Or I have it.”
I took a big gulp of edifying air.

15: Now That I Think of It

I did the chores. Walden was irritated with me and showed it by being standoffish. I fed him
and pet him until he forgave me. “I’m going to the Beyonds. I’m going to go get William. I’ll be
back in a bit, but until then you should be nice to Terran. He’ll be in charge of your food.”
I chased chicks and fed chickens and walked the land visiting all the corners and spaces of
the farm. I ran a finger along the counter of the kitchen, thinking about chopping salads with
William, and noticed the water bottle he left for me. I stuffed it into a backpack. I grabbed the
boxes of dinner bars on the back shelf and emptied them into the pack. If I remembered correctly
MJ was two days away, maybe three if you were slow, like I assumed we would be.
I ran my finger along my black starry dress from the other night’s concert, packed a change
of clothes, and laid down on my bed. I pulled William’s pillow close and breathed in. It smelled
like him. I hope you’re okay. I breathed deep and then pulled the pillowcase off and stuffed it
into my backpack.
I wrote a note for Terran that said,
Dear Terran,
I went to the Beyonds to get William. I love you. Thank you for offering to do it for me. It’s
really truly best this way. I’ll call you tonight from the road.
Stelley
P.S. Walden likes the food on the bottom shelf best.
P.P.S. Tell everyone to stop drinking the water. Ask Dad for a filter.
On my way out of the farm I stopped at the pond, and fed some leftover stale bread to the
new baby turtle, marveling at its tininess. I took one more sweeping view of my home and turned
my back on it. I couldn’t think about what I was leaving. Only that Star Farm was broken, and I
was leaving to pick up the parts to fix it. I had to fix it.

16: Could Use the Darkness

I stopped at the meeting place and waited for Angela. Front Grand Highway skirted the Old
Town side of the parking lot of the Historical Museum and, like most of the roads leading in and
out of New City, was a covered road. Tall walls and a ceiling forming a cavernous tunnel that
was completely, brightly lit. The sidewalks were wide, the road, wider and a deep royal blue. The
walls were painted lime green with ornamental yellow flourishes. The far away ceiling gleamed
with lights all along its edges. There wasn’t a break anywhere. I was exposed where I waited.
Luckily there was no traffic, not a car the whole time; it took Angela almost fifteen minutes to
arrive.
“I won’t be comfortable—” She stopped to pant pant pant and then continued, “—until
we’re far out of town.”
We entered the tunnel as Angela told me about her departure: when she returned to Glom
Farm Terran was packing and everyone was bustling around doing chores and making a big
production out of getting him ready. Angela had packed a bag with food for his trip and then
stole it while he was in the fields giving instructions. Besides Terran’s bag of food, she grabbed a
few days worth of clothes, and the Muni 5L phone. She left Terran a letter and then snuck away,
running the entire time.
I marveled that she had the nerve. Sure, I snuck away too, but not as deliberately, so
blatantly. The farm I walked away from was empty. She ran away from the bustling, full-ofpeople Glom Farm.
Front Grand Highway was flat and straight and stretched away, empty. There was nowhere
to hide, and we were the only pedestrians. It was comforting that the blue cement of the road was
so pristine it looked like no one ever drove on it, but against the green and yellow wall it clashed
and vibrated and bothered my eyes. We walked.
I asked, “What did you write to Terran in the letter?”
“I told him I went with you to bring William home, and that he shouldn’t worry.”
“He will though.”
“We’re all worried—about William, about what the Oversee is doing, about the water. We’re
all worried. I wish I could spare Terran, but I can’t.” I had believed her carefree and unburdened.
She surprised me, that she worried about Terran.
We were walking fast, our feet marking a rhythm, step step step step step, on the brightly
colored cement. I asked, “So you believe they’re adding this new medication, what was it called
—”
“Lapseine.”
“In the water?”
“I don’t know for certain, but if the biggest Pharma Conglom, Cuticle, is involved with a
secretive water system, and they developed a medication for ‘precision docility’—I don’t even
want to think about it. It’s too scary.”
“Medicines. In the water.”
“My father, as you know, is in Research and Development at Ceutical. He’s told me his job

is the most important in New City, because medicines helped the citizens stay in control. He
proudly explained that without meds, everything would escalate to chaos. I guess what I’m trying
to say is, I really wouldn’t put it past them.”
“Precision docility, I can imagine that would be desirable for a government attempting to
deal with rampaging youths.”
We walked in silence for a while longer, occasionally casting furtive glances behind us for
any cars or foot traffic. There was nothing. “This is a strange turn of events isn’t it?” I asked.
“Yes it is. If you had asked me yesterday, if I would be walking to the Beyonds today, I
would have called you crazy. Yet here we are.” She checked behind us again. “And where is
here? Are we headed the right way?”
“This is the direction MJ walks. It’s one of the only roads out.” I didn’t want to think about
what might happen if I was wrong. Months ago I looked at a map of the Beyonds and noted its
direction but hadn’t paid attention to the route. Definitely not well enough to plan an excursion,
yet here I was walking without a good plan. I decided to just talk more, instead of panicking.
“Earlier you said you wanted to go to the Beyonds, why?”
“I read a really old book about herbal treatments. There are a few things we grow already,
like garlic, but there are so many more. I was hoping MJ or her mom or somebody could help me
decipher what they are. Maybe I could get some clippings or something, learn what they know.
Perhaps borrow some books. There’s some simple things like chamomile that I just need access
to, but more complicated things like elderberry that I don’t even know how to find. I heard that
some of these cures are just waiting to be found inside forests and fields. Can you imagine? Say
if you have a headache, you could just pick a stalk and chew on it.”
“Really, just like that? Cures growing out of the ground?
“Wouldn’t it be great if the Farm Movement had no use for the Pharma Congloms? If we
didn’t even need them at all?
I wanted to be her biggest champion, because she was so cool, but I hated how inadequate
she made me feel. Angela was learning new things, improving the world, while I sat around a fire
pit and fed chickens. I thought I was so important, but maybe I was only the catalyst—past tense.
And she was the actual change, the movement ahead, the progression. My bulky pack dug into
my shoulder. I adjusted and said, “I thought I had the grand mission, but yours sounds pretty
world-changing.”
“I hope so. There’s just so much I don’t know.”
“That includes both of us.”
Beeps emitted from one of Angela’s bags. Her eyes widened, and she gulped dramatically.
We both looked up and down the road. “It’s Terran or Frederick,” said Angela. “How far away
are we?”
I didn’t even know if our direction made sense. “I don’t really get distances, maybe a couple
of miles? I think, far enough away that we can’t change our minds.”
Angela rummaged around, found the Muni 5L, and dropped her bags on the cement. “Okay
then...Hello?”
I watched as she listened to the voice at the other end of the phone. It was Terran, and his
voice sounded agitated and pleading. Finally, Angela said, “Uh huh, yeah, uh huh.” After a few
minutes more, she said, “I know. Definitely. I love you too. Okay, here she is.” She handed the
phone to me, and then stared back in the direction we had come.
I took a deep breath. “Terran?”
“Stelley, what are you doing? I mean, I know, but is there anything I can say to get you to

come back?”
“Remember that day when you walked up on the dais and told the whole of New City that
you were prepared to sign a contract to save my life? This is me, returning the favor.”
“You know you didn’t have to. I didn’t expect you to. “
“I know. That’s one of the best things about you. Will you make sure Walden is fed?”
“Sure. I’ll probably sleep over there. I could use the darkness for a while. Call me if you
need anything, okay? Bring William home.”
“I’ll try.”
“And Angela too.”
“Definitely.”
We hung up and I breathed out a deep puff of air. “Well, that’s done.”
“Yes, yes it is.”
We walked for a long time in silence. I wondered if Terran was a mile behind or two
hundred miles, and how it was all kind of the same. Behind.

17: Seemingly Endless

Angela said, “My arms hurt from these bags.”
“And my feet, let’s sit.”
“Right here on the sidewalk?”
I looked up and down the road. The yellow, twirling, spiraling decorations on the towering
walls had ended, leaving them flat, lime green. The vividness of the blue cement vibrated against
the green walls, and threw the entire tunnel into vibration. And glare. My eyes had nowhere to
rest. A blue strip in front and behind, two green strips of wall, and then a brightly lit roof above,
and no other markings anywhere. I tossed my bag to the ground and sat crosslegged within the
shadow of the south wall.
Angela dropped beside me. “Where does MJ sleep when she does this?”
“MJ probably grabs clouds out of the sky for bedding and has spiders weave gossamer
blankets for her.”
“Did she ever give you instructions?”
“No, I guess I figured if I ever went to the Beyonds it would be in her company.” I
rummaged in my pack for a dinner bar and sweetener.
Angela pulled two hardboiled eggs out of a napkin and proffered one. “Sure you don’t want
a taste fresh from the farm?”
“Yes, only because I’m melancholy.” It wasn’t true. I loved eggs, and chickens were an
amazing, bounteous, ostentatious miracle. I told my chickies so every day. I took an egg, split my
dinner bar in two, and offered half to her.
Angela shook her head. “I promised myself I would never eat one again, ever. I mean to
stick to it. For me it’s all or nothing. I told you, I’m stubborn.”
“Even if you’re starving out here in the wilderness?”
She looked over her shoulder at the cement road with sidewalks that we had been walking
along for hours. “Is this wilderness? I thought it would be more wild.”
“It could be wild. How would we tell from inside this tunnel?”
“How much longer do you think this tunnel goes? And should we sleep on the sidewalk or
on the other side? And are we totally crazy?”
“Absolutely. Let’s rest for a few minutes and then walk more. Are your shoes holding up?”
“Yes, yours?”
I looked down at my boots. I had been given these by Jack, when he was still trying to woo
me, because I was his chosen future-wife. He gave me boots, though he couldn’t imagine why I
would ever want to wear them. Just because I asked. It was all rather romantic really, but I was
pretty hot for William at the time.
The boots now had a crack along the edge of the sole, big enough to put a finger in, but I
could walk. They were comfortable and old. They worked still, that was important. “Yes,” I
answered, and we sat and stared and listened to the sounds of nothing at all. After a few moments
we rose together and gathered our bags and packs.
“Onward!” I commanded, and we walked again. About ten minutes later, we heard a rumble

from behind. I turned, but kept walking. Backwards. I had forgotten there was a possibility of
traffic, relaxing, apparently too much. Fear bristled my hair. My eyes swept back, forth, up, and
down. Where could we go? It was probably fine, just a truck. What would a truck do? Just drive
by. Probably. I tried to lighten my own sense of dread by saying, “Funny, we hadn’t seen any
traffic...”
Angela kept looking over her shoulder, as not just one, but a line of trucks neared. I picked
up my pace, as the rumble grew steadily louder. Chasing us. I didn’t want to look. Looking made
us seem suspicious. Might draw the driver’s attention. I looked again. Five trucks in a convoy.
Angela asked, “What do we do?”
“Just walk and try not to look.” I dropped back a little, to shield Angela from the oncoming
trucks. I felt protective of her, though I had no idea how I would actually protect.
The trucks closed in. The first had flashing magenta lights, and gigantic video screens
showing gigantic women shampooing their hair. The women repeatedly said, “Clean” and
“shiny” with gigantic seductive voices. There was nowhere to go on this desolate road, on this
uncluttered sidewalk, surrounded on all sides by this entrapping tunnel.
The first truck passed us at a fast clip, then the second, but the third slowed, hesitated,
investigated, before slowly driving away. It’s gigantic video was a loop of a child ripping the
wrapper off a Dinner Bar and repeating, “Ooh, delicious...ooh, delicious...ooh, delicious.” The
passenger in that truck turned and stared back at us.
The fourth truck slowed to match our pace. The driver whistled for our attention. The truck
had strobing white and pink lights flashing in all directions, causing the tunnel, and my head, to
throb. “Hey girls, where are you going?” The video on the side of his truck played enormous lips
being licked by a terrifyingly large tongue. The audio repeated, “Beautiful...Yes, beautiful—”
“Oh man,” I said under my breath, and then louder, “None of your business.” My shoes hit
the pavement, step, step, step.
The video of the lips said, “Beautiful...Yes, beautiful—”
He said, “It is my business. I’ve been told I should report anyone that I see, walking out of
town, and I see you.”
I glanced at Angela peripherally. She watched her feet too, methodically placing one foot in
front of the other. I pulled beside her to block her from their view. It seemed best not to look, not
to engage, and keep walking straight ahead, but the driver tired of our lack of engagement. He
stopped the truck, threw open the door, and stepped out so fast, that the truck behind slammed to
a stop. A puff of dust filled the air. Aw, the road was so clean.
The man stalked toward us, fast. “Crap,” I said.
I had two options—run, or stop and discuss. I didn’t even want to think about what would
happen if stop and discuss turned into something more menacing or violent, but running seemed
futile, since I hadn’t seen an opening in the blasted wall in hours.
The video repeated, “Beautiful...”
I decided to respond with indignation. I pulled to my full height with Angela behind me.
“Who do you report to?” I hoped he would climb back in his truck because I was so menacing,
but lost all hope as he continued walking toward me. My full height hadn’t deterred him at all.
“I report to my boss and beyond that, the Governmental Oversee. You aren’t allowed to walk
down this road. It’s restricted access.”
He pulled up short. “Whoa!” All the doors of both trucks opened, and more men dropped to
the road. Crap crap. Angela and I were alone on a road we weren’t supposed to be on, with four
men who weren’t friendly. He said, “Look at this, this is Estelle Wells!”

I decided to keep my mouth closed.
He turned to the other driver and said, “It’s Estelle Wells, that farmer girl! This is your lucky
day.” I couldn’t decide from his tone if being Estelle Wells was dangerous or not. So I stood still
and pretended like I didn’t understand a word they said. Probably finding Estelle Wells walking
out of town would get a snitch extra points with the authorities. Probably finding Estelle Wells
doing anything outside of the law would make the authorities extra happy. How come I hadn’t
known about this long tunnel, maybe I would have worn a disguise?
The video said again, “Yes, Beautiful—”
The driver of the other truck said, “Estelle Wells, huh? Really, you’re Estelle Wells?”
Deny it or accept it? I hadn’t decided, when my mouth opened on its own and spoke without
permission. “Yes, I’m Estelle.”
He said, “You’re that celebrity farm girl. What are you doing out here alone?” What was
Angela, an apparition?
I said, “I have an errand.”
“To the Beyonds?”
The other truck driver said, “I told you it was her. I knew it, it’s Estelle Wells.”
The four men closed in around us. Causing me to take a step backward, jostling Angela, who
was already at the wall. We were backed up, great, now what?
The second driver said, “Hey, wait.” He was so short, wide, and chiseled that he resembled a
square. And looked like he needed a ladder to climb in and out of his truck. “I have one of your
books, will you autograph it?”
I relaxed with a gust of trapped air. “Oh, yes, definitely.”
He ran back to the cab of his truck, while the other driver explained, “He’s always carrying
on about your farm. He wants to start one someday.”
The driver rushed back, breathing heavy. He shoved my pamphlet with MJ’s love story
forward with a pen.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Timothy.”
I signed it right under the title:
To Timothy, your friend Estelle.
Timothy asked, “How’s Terran, is he as great as I think he is?”
I smiled and said, “Better.”
“What about William? I read his booklet on the need for transparency in the uses of our
resources. I think he’s really on to something.” The other men shuffled, a little bored, but
listening in case something interesting happened.
“He’s why I’m on this errand. He’s been arrested.”
“Oh, he’s probably at the FharenGlam Facility then, that’s too bad. I’m sorry.”
Angela asked, “FharenGlam, isn’t that a Conglom that makes make-up?”
“They’re just the sponsors, the Facility is really a prison.”
“Do you know where it is?”
“It’s farther than our supply route, so I’ve never been.”
Another man said, “And that’s a long way on foot. There’s no way two city girls will make it
all the way.”
“I’m going to a friend’s farm, I believe it’s about a two days walk. The area is called Terra

Firma, I think?”
Timothy said, “I don’t know it, but we only go one place, the Depot, pick up and deliver,
back and forth, same route, day in, day out.”
I wanted to console him on behalf of New City citizens everywhere and apologize for
making him do something so boring, but I figured pity wasn’t very politick, surrounded by men
on a desolate road. So I scuffed my foot on the ground and wondered what I needed to do to get
them to go away.
Timothy said, “Well, you shouldn’t be out on this road like this. We’re under strict orders to
stop and report anyone coming and going from the Beyonds.”
One of the other men said proudly, “We’re first line of defense, to keep the riffraff out.”
Timothy scowled at him and explained to me, “The protesters, especially. I can give you and
your friend a lift to where the road splits. That will get you closer.” I silently conferred with
Angela. She looked worried, but what else were we going to do? They didn’t intend to leave us
to our walk.
I said, “That would be great.” We walked to Timothy’s truck. It didn’t strobe, but the video
showed high heeled shoes walking back and forth. I climbed into the front seat and slid to the
middle.
Timothy said, “This is Greg my driving partner. He doesn’t get your appeal.”
Greg hoisted himself beside us and pushed a bit, so Angela, being smaller, climbed to my
lap. Greg said, “No offense, I’ve listened to Timothy go on and on about the farms, but I don’t
get how anyone would want to live like that. Dirty.” He shifted so he wouldn’t touch me even
though the proximity was close.
I said, “That’s perfectly fine, Greg. You drive a truck, I wallow in the mud. There’s many
different ways to live.” Timothy grinned, started the truck with a vibrating rumble, pulled into
line behind the other truck, and drove down the road, along the seemingly endless wall, toward
the Beyonds.

18: From the Protection

“It looks odd up ahead, what is that? The color change?” Angela asked.
Timothy said, “That’s where the tunnel ends. We have to let you out there, because our road
tuns to the North. My best guess is your path travels west through the woods and then south to
the farmlands.
I looked over Angela’s shoulder through the front window. The light did indeed change. I
gulped and wished I could offer Timothy something to give me a ride all the way. I guessed he
might, if I asked, but how unfair would that be? He would lose his job, and who knew what else
might happen. Giving me a ride this far was probably too much risk. He pulled to a stop. The
trucks in front continued north.
Greg slid out, and Angela dropped to the ground beside him.
I slid toward the door. “Thank you Timothy. You should go by and see Terran sometime at
the farm. Tell him you gave me and Angela a ride.”
“You’ll be back though, right?”
“I don’t know, has anyone ever gone to the Facility and then returned to New City?”
“I never heard of it, but if someone was going to, it would be Estelle Wells.” He adjusted
his hands on the steering wheel then fidgeted with a button. “I drive the route back to New City
tomorrow morning. I’ll stop by Old Town in the afternoon and tell Terran I saw you.”
“Thanks Timothy. I’m sure he’s worried. It would mean a lot.”
He reached into a bag near his feet and pulled out the booklet I had autographed before. “I
travel this route every two days. If you need a ride,” he wrote on the bottom corner of the cover
and tore it off. “Here’s my number.”
“When I get back, I’ll have you for dinner on the farm.” I hopped to the ground.
Angela and I watched the truck drive away to the North, our last connection to New City. I
said, “Well, at least we have directions now.”
Angela looked nervous as she adjusted the bags on her arms. “Sure, we have direction.”
We were at the end of the lime green tunnel walls. The tunnel that had been towering over
us, so we couldn’t see what lay out there, had also protected us from what lay out there. That
tunnel ended. It stopped, abruptly, as did the bright blue cement road. We stood at the entrance
and stared out at the distance. Everything out there was low down. The ground was dusty, tan,
with bits of bushes, and tiny plants, sporadically placed around. Who would place plants out
here? And why so scattered?
Our road changed to a pale grey rock substrate, similar to the archaic ground covering we
found when we broke through the cement on Star Farm. I had never been able to use the word
desolate before, hadn’t even understood its purpose, but the ground out there was terrifyingly
desolate.
I didn’t have to tell Angela what I was thinking, because her face showed it too, terrifyingly
desolate. What lay out there? In the far, far distance was another green wall—possibly trees,
perhaps even a whole woods. Something to aim for. I had traveled to a woods on vacation once,
but guessed the New City vacation version was very removed from the Beyond’s version. Was a

woods the best destination for two girls traveling alone? With night coming on? I would guess
not, but I needed a goal to persuade my foot to step onto the terrifyingly desolate landscape.
I loudly and jokingly gulped. “One, two, three.” We stepped from the protection of the
tunnel into the world beyond.

19: The Entire Sky

I had to pee. Badly. The heat and fear from the hours before had helped me forget, but now I
was in the middle of nowhere and had to pee. Even roughing it in the early days on my farm I
had a toilet. It didn’t flush most days, but it was a toilet, to sit on. “I have to pee,” I said to
Angela.
“Me too.”
There were no trees, no rocks, just low bushes as far as the eye could see. “Will you stand
watch for me?” I crouched pulling my pants down. I imagined doing this in a New City outfit, a
bustle? No way.
Angela nervously scanned the horizon while I fumbled with my pants. Come to find out it’s
difficult to pee without getting it on your clothes. I asked, “What are you supposed to do with
your underwear?” As though Angela would know. No toilet paper, or water, or anything. I
wiggled my hips hoping that was good enough. I stood watch while Angela tried to manage
keeping her butt out of the dirt. I needed to ask MJ to tell me how to arrange everything while
crouching.
We walked and walked and walked. “I’m exhausted,” I said. “I haven’t been this tired, since
I broke cement with Terran. What would we have done if Timothy hadn’t shown up?”
Angela said nothing. I needed the comfort of inane chatting, and found her silence
unnerving. We walked, step step step.
Then she said, “I bet that was an amazing time. Those first few days, turning the cement into
a farm. I didn’t hear about you until later, and by the time I joined up we were working on
William’s Westy with Star Farm mostly finished. I always wondered what it must have been like
to look at Old Town and imagine farms there, instead of abandoned buildings. It was amazing
that you saw something out of nothing.”
It was my turn to be quiet. I didn’t know how to respond to such a kind compliment. It was
amazing that I saw something out of nothing. I wished I could see this nothing right now as
something.
Clouds of dust billowed around our ankles with every step and the ground was becoming
uneven, the rocks bigger. The light dimmed as we walked, the shadows of the bushes lengthened.
I was grateful the bushes were so close to the ground, there couldn’t be anything lurking behind
them. I didn’t see any signs of life, but then again, it was my first day.
We neared the edge of the wooded area, and the sky was growing dark. I wanted to stop. I
didn’t want to get any closer. It was too dark and ominous, but out here was wide-open and
desolate. I felt like crying. “I’m too tired to move another step. Should we stop here?” I hoped
Angela had an answer.
Angela’s face proved she was even more nervous, but her nervousness gave me some
needed courage. Of the two of us, I was the more experienced—if hammock sleeping on an
urban farm could be called experience. I had to take charge—or what, run screaming back to
New City? Nope. A log lay by the entrance to the woods, so in lieu of a better idea, I decided to
call it home for the night. “We should sleep in shifts. Did you bring a jacket? I think it will get

cool.” This adventure demonstrated I talked when I was nervous. She nodded. When she was
nervous she was quiet and brooding. I found her lack of chatter exceptionally unhelpful.
Angela said, “I forgot to give you this earlier,” and pulled William’s journal from her bag.
“Oh,” I pulled it close to my chest. “Oh, I forgot.” I opened the book and tried to read a
page, but the light had dimmed, so I couldn’t make out the words. I put the journal inside
William’s pillowcase and put them in my backpack. I felt guilty for being irritated with her a
moment before. “This will lighten your load a bit, huh?”
“Maybe a little, but I don’t think my arms will ever forgive me. I need a bag like yours, that
goes on your back.”
“MJ left it behind when she visited once. I didn’t think it would be this helpful, but now I
wonder why we don’t use back bags all the time. I brought matches.” I walked a short distance to
gather sticks for a fire and after building it, as night settled in, we talked. Or I talked and she
listened.
I was ravenously hungry. I ate bar after bar, not even noticing what Angela was eating. I
sprinkled sugar all over, and moaned with delight when the sugar encrusted awesomeness
crossed my lips. “Wow. That’s good.”
Angela said, “I can’t believe you aren’t tired of those yet.”
“I know, I’m relentless.” I closed my eyes, and flung my arms out and hollered, “But they
taste good!”
I opened my eyes. My arms were still flung, face to the sky, and, “Whoa.” Speechless. While
my mind had been on food, the entire sky had filled-full of tiny pinpoints of light. Stars,
everywhere. Millions. It seemed like every second more appeared.
In Old Town, over Star Farm, on the best nights, we could see about thirty-five stars. We had
named a few, as they became familiar, but I had never ever seen anything like this. Thousands of
stars. Hundreds of thousands of stars spreading from one edge of the horizon to another. Come to
think of it I had never seen a sky spreading from one edge of the horizon to another. This
afternoon was the first time, but I had been so nervous and tired and overwhelmed that I must
have stared down at my shoes the whole time.
Angela asked, “Are we going to be okay? I mean...” She glanced over her shoulder. I had
forgotten she was afraid of the dark.
“Come sit by me?”
She moved beside me and nestled into my side.
“I’m going to stay awake for a while and enjoy this sky. Why don’t you get some sleep, and
I’ll tend the fire and keep watch, until I know we’re all right for sure.”
She fell asleep in a matter of minutes. I sat and listened to the familiar pops and crackles of
the fire and watched the sky unfold, so unfamiliar. I kept involuntarily whispering, “Wow,” and,
“whoa.”
After a little while I pulled my coat around me and, using my bag as a pillow, fell asleep..
When I woke up it was really cold. Terribly cold. My teeth chattered. A soft glow came from
what must have been the East. I carefully moved my arm out from under Angela and snuck a few
feet away to scrounge more sticks. I built another fire on the coals and while it heated up stuffed
my hands into my armpits for warmth. As Angela revived I said, “Congratulations, you survived
a night in the wilderness.”
“Don’t remind me.” She blew on her fingers to warm them. “I’m so hungry.” We ate a big
breakfast, opened new water bottles, and after looking at each other for support and gulping with
exaggerated hesitation but not really exaggerating at all because the last thing I wanted to do was

enter the woods, we did exactly that, because we had to, we entered the woods.
Our road was surrounded by trees. The air was cool and wet. The sounds, spooky. Things
moved all around us, hiding. I couldn’t stop looking to the right and left and over my shoulder.
There was nothing behind us or in front of us or ready to pounce, but I couldn’t shake the feeling
that it was about to happen. A pounce from some unnamed thing was the only thing that made
sense.
Out of nowhere Angela giggled.
“What?” I was grateful for something, anything, to get my mind off the creepy sensation of
being hunted. By an invisible pouncer-thingy.
“I was thinking, this is hilarious, here’s our plan—two young girls walk into the wilderness
and knock on the door of the Facility and...”
It did make me laugh, because it was so epically ridiculous. I said, “Knock knock knock.
Excuse me, sir, I’m here to take William home.”
We both devolved into hysterics. “Can you please bring his bags around?”
“And call us a car to drive us home, please and thank you.” I laughed so hard tears streamed
down my face.
Angela said, “I really can’t believe this is our plan. We’re going to storm the Facility armed
with a phone!”
“Hey, I brought a pillowcase,” I said. “And the crazy part is, I’m still kind of conflicted
about that phone.”
Angela doubled over she was laughing so hard. “You are such a Luddite. The phone is
seriously the only thing we have that might keep us from dying!”
“True that.” I wiped my eyes. “That’s why I’m conflicted.” Our laughter echoed against the
trees as we walked through the first real woods we had ever seen. We stopped every hour or so
for food and water. I asked, “How fast do you think MJ does this? Are we faster or slower?”
“Who knows, besides MJ of course. These trees seem endless and this road goes on and on.
There’s no one else anywhere.”
It’s freaky, but not surprising. Who wants to go to New City? Or who in New City wants to
go to the Beyonds?
Angela said, “We were so lucky that Timothy guy gave us a ride yesterday. I wish someone
would come along this road now.”
I said, “Someone nice. Who appreciates my awesome glory. Speaking of which, remind me
if I ever see Jack again, to thank him and his horrid family for creating my awesome glory.”
“Do you really think you won’t see Jack again?”
“I don’t know what’s in store for me. I can’t imaging never going home, but I also can’t
imagine home without William. And I can’t imagine sauntering right up to the Facility and
asking for him. Contrary to our comedic planning.”
Angela smiled and said, “Knock knock knock. Hello, it’s Estelle Wells, here to collect
William. Can you let him know I’ve arrived?” She cracked herself up again.
I added, “If you don’t send him down in three minutes, I’ll use my pillowcase. I’m warning
you!”
“You can threaten to throw the phone at them!” It took a long time for our laughter to calm
down.
She said, “You know, I get that home doesn’t seem the same without William. I imagine that
Terran feels the same way about the farm without you. I think whatever happens with William
and our plan, you should try to go home for Terran. You don’t owe him, but you should do it for

him.”
I hadn’t really thought of it that way. Terran was so competent on Glom Farm. So busy and
consumed with the work. “I don’t know, I think he doesn’t need anything else but the farm, the
work, and you,” I said.
Angela looked up at the trees lining our walkway, her eyes faraway, like she was thinking
about the sky. “It might seem that way, but Terran is just fulfilling his end of the deal. Inside he
still dreams of being his own boss, on his own farm. He wants the original plan, your plan,
together, not this bigger production.”
“Oh, I didn’t know that. Or I did, but he kept telling me it was all good. He says what he
thinks I want to hear, to make me feel better about his contract.” I was conflicted. I couldn’t
decide if I was irritated Angela was informing me about Terran’s feelings, or relieved to know
how my brother really felt.
“He’s okay with everything. He just ultimately wants something different. Have you looked
up at these trees?” she asked, changing the conversation.
I looked up. The trees were beautiful, creating a canopy over our heads with soft green light
all around. The only time I had been around so much green was in the areas of New City with
green cement. It definitely wasn’t the same. We trudged for most of the day as the cool air and
the trees closed in around us.
We rarely stopped. It must have been evening, but I didn’t want to check the time, knowing I
would be disappointed. I wanted to be competent, yet I ached. I was tired and sore and starting to
feel very grumpy. I said, “I think we should stop for the night.” The idea of sleeping in the woods
freaked me out, but I didn’t want to freak Angela out. She was afraid of the dark after all. I was
more sensible. I was afraid of the woods.
She said, “The light is changing maybe evening is coming on.”
I looked up and there wasn’t as much tree cover. “The trees are sparser. Maybe this is the
end of the forest?”
“Maybe.”
“Let’s walk a bit more, then set up camp.” I hoped to get us out of the forest and into
whatever was on the other side, that it would feel safer. But ultimately we couldn’t make it—we
were too tired and had to stop. We found a small place just off the road that was enclosed,
surrounded by trees, hidden, but the ground was flat and seemed to have, well, the qualities one
might want in a resting place. But this was only our second night, and we didn’t know what we
were looking for. We were also exhausted enough not to care.
I collected sticks for a fire, and we ate dinner as everything around us darkened. It dawned
on me that smoke from our fire probably signaled we were here, but I couldn’t imagine why that
would be a problem, so I didn’t worry about it. I was a lot more worried about being in the
woods without a fire. This all made me feel weak. Am I such a New City girl that I couldn’t relax
in the woods? I could build a fire though. Do that, New City fashionistas.
Angela moved to my side again, and I put my arm around her. Then she moved her head to
my lap and fell asleep. I stayed awake, kept watch, and thought through our plan. I wanted to
come up with a good one, a real one. A plan that would get William out, and me and William
home, but before I even began, I woke up. It was near dawn, cold, teeth-chattering cold, again.
Oh well. I would come up with a plan during today’s walk. I stood and stretched and then
shrieked and jumped as a snake slithered past the tree I had been sleeping against. Angela bolted
straight from sleep to standing. I said, “Snake,” and then, because it had been so close, shivered
from my head all the way down to my feet. “Snake, snake, snake.”

“What kind?” she asked, like it mattered.
“I don’t know. How would I know?”
“Was it sleeping by us?”
We picked up our bags, but shook them out on the ground first, squealing the entire time. I
said, “I guess if it had friends or family, we’ve definitely scared them off by now.”

20: A Million Questions

We came to the end of the woods. Our road pointed directly toward a range of hills. Fields
with high flowers and grasses surrounded us to the left and right. Did heather grew here? Is this
where I would come to lie down in it? It was still desolate, but humans lived here, or near here.
We trudged to a crossroads. A sign pointed northwest and southwest with town names we
had never heard of. It pointed behind us to New City. At least we knew that was true. It meant we
weren’t completely turned around.
“Guess what?” I asked.
“What?”
“We get to keep walking.”
“Ugh,” she said.
We followed the left hand road. We took more breaks than the day before, and about the
only thing we occasionally, yet continually said was, “I’m so tired.”
We both agreed.
Early afternoon a hum came from behind. I turned to see a small truck. Not a big gleaming
one from New City. This was old and junky. It rattled and twisted and creaked. It lacked shiny
glass and chrome, and there wasn’t a video screen to be seen. The interior was hidden, the back
open and exposed, without a cover. What manner of person drove a truck like that? It slowly
pulled beside us.
I told Angela, “Keep walking,” guessing another fan out here in the Beyonds was unlikely.
This man didn’t even look like he watched fashion news anyway.
He had a mistrustful squint in his eyes. “Where are you headed?” His hair was curly and
stuck out from under a striped knitted hat. It was unkempt. He had a long full beard that looked
to have some rubber bands and maybe even a bead and a flower in it. I suspected he didn’t bathe
often. I didn’t either, but I would if I could. I wanted to. He looked like he couldn’t if he wanted
to. That seemed to be a big difference.
I said, “Were going to the home of Merrily Jones. I believe it’s one of the Terra Firma
farms?”
“I know where that is,” he said, continuing to keep his truck at our speed. “What business
have you go with Merrily, and her father, CJ?”
“I’m a friend of the family’s. They invited me to visit for a few days.” I figured a white lie
wouldn’t hurt.
“Its still a long way off yet. You have hours and hours of walking ahead of you. Might not
make it by nightfall.” Okay, now I felt like crying. Seriously? Who in the world did this for the
fun of it? MJ—was she crazy? I guess my faltering caused the man to take pity on me. “I can
give you a ride if you like, to CJ’s place. It’s a two hour drive.”
“You’re headed that way?” I asked.
“Yes, I am. Throw your bags in the back of the truck.”
Relief washed over me. I didn’t even think twice about climbing into the stranger’s vehicle.
I didn’t even falter when I waved my hand over what appeared to be a handle and nothing

happened. The man kindly leaned over and opened the door from the inside. Angela and I
climbed in. This was my third day on the road and second time traveling in a truck. I felt like
someone out of a book by Mark Twain. My eyes drifted to the man’s sweater—bright blue and
pink with a large flower or was that an animal of some kind? It didn’t fit him well.
“Oh! Oh. Oh. Are you MJ’s father, CJ?”
“Yes, I am, how did you guess?”
“I’ve heard stories! Oh, I’m so embarrassed, I’m Estelle Wells.”
“Well, Estelle, we finally meet, you can call me CJ.”
I made introductions, “CJ, this is Angela. She’s one of MJ’s biggest fans.”
“Good good, you’re both welcome. Of course, seeing how I already invited you, you must
have known that.” His eyes twinkled. I promised myself I would never ever lie again. “How
come you’re paying us a visit?”
I said, “One of our friends has been arrested.”
“Well, you New City kids can’t seem to stay out of trouble can you? Is your friend at the
Compound or the Facility?”
“Um, I don’t know.”
He looked at me from the side over his driving arm, “Were they arrested as a criminal, or a
dissident? If it’s as a criminal, a murderer or thief or some such, they’re being held at the
Necerene Compound. You probably recognize the name, the Conglom that makes the special
New City Food Colorings owns it. That’s high security. Guards everywhere. There’s visiting
hours, but criminals are usually locked up for life.
“Then there’s the Facility. I can’t remember which Conglom owns the naming rights to the
Facility. Used to be the Jenderous Conglom, they, as you know, make your carpets, but that was a
few years back. I’m sure it has a new owner by now.
If you’re at the Facility it means New City wants rid of you, and they don’t want any
trouble. It’s way way out, way out there, a full day or more to get to. I’ve heard the security is
lighter. It’s more like a camp, kind of a hospital. There’s a reeducation program, and then after a
time the prisoners are given a choice, either labor at a faraway factory, or if they’ve got good
behavior they can begin a new life in a settlement. Either way they aren’t supposed to go back to
New City or contact family and friends in any way.”
“Um, I guess he’s there.”
“You hope.”
“Yes, I hope. But William would never agree to that. He would want to come back to New
City, to the farm.”
“Oh, this is William we’re talking about? The writer? I have some of his pamphlets. Yes, if
he’s been arrested, they’ve probably sent him out to the Facility. I would assume they want him
as far away as they can get him. There’s no visitors—they’ll just turn you around once you get
there.”
“Sylvia and Dad are working in New City toward his release. I’m going, so I’ll be there
when he gets out.”
He looked at me again. “That’s your plan? Walk to a place that doesn’t accept visitors and
rarely lets anyone go and ask them to let someone go?”
“I’m actually just walking. I figured while I was walking I’d come up with a plan.”
He smiled. “MJ was right, you’ve definitely got the power of wishful thinking. So tell me
about your farm. What’s growing there?”
I spent the remainder of the drive talking about Star Farm, while Angela quietly listened, and

MJ’s father asked question after question. We wound out of the hills through fields and farms and
at last pulled into a driveway.
He said, “The home of CJ, Trudy, and family, farmers extraordinaire.”
The house was a beautiful, yet shabby, sprawling one story. It looked like, as the family
grew, they simply added rooms with wood and nails and whatever else might be laying around.
The front door was set within a deep big shady porch full of tables and swings and rocking
chairs. Every bit of it was painted in a riot of color, with flowers and gardens all around, and
sculptures peeking out from all corners.
As CJ stepped out of the truck he bellowed, “Trudy! MJ! I’m back from the delivery and
brought guests!”
The front door swung open and MJ gawked at us. “Estelle? Estelle! Angela! What are you
doing here?” She ran toward the truck, her long corded hair sticking out in all directions. Clothed
as always in a pair of worn overalls. Barefoot. Beautiful. She swept us into a hug. “Seriously?
What is this?”
I burst into tears. A torrent, a rapids, a tidal wave of tears. That kind of tears. My grief and
my relief to be in MJ’s arms, was such, that there wasn’t any way I was able to explain. I
blubbered.
Angela loaded her arms with all our bags. A person I assumed was MJ’s mother, Trudy,
came to the driveway. She looked a lot like MJ, except her corded hair was darker. She also wore
a pair of overalls, splashed all over with brightly colored paint. A paintbrush had been stuck
behind her ear, leaving a splotch of paint on one of her hair cords. She was wiping her paint
splashed hands on a rag. “What’s happened?”
CJ said, “It’s a long story. How about we step into the house and get some drinks and snacks
into these world travelers, and then perhaps, Estelle...” I sobbed loudly at the mention of my
name. “Or perhaps better, Angela, will tell you what’s happened.” I was led through the front
door, into the big farm kitchen, and perched onto a tall kitchen chair.
The table was counter height, made of strips of thick wood, a giant cutting board. Cuts and
marks and divots covered the surface, and rubbing and wiping through the decades had worn it
concave. In front of my seat, initials were carved: MJ + AD. I sniffled, decided I would never
happily carve my initials with William’s into my own farm table, and burst into tears anew.
MJ said, “Okay, I’m at a total loss. Angela what’s happened?”
Angela said, “William was arrested a few days ago.”
MJ said, “Oh no. Estelle, I’m so sorry.”
I sobbed.
Angela said, “We think he was moved to the...um, Facility?” MJ’s father nodded. “Terran
was planning to go get him somehow, while Frederick and Sylvia pulled strings from New City,
but I thought it was too risky for Terran to take the trip. I urged Estelle to go with me instead, and
so we uh...ran away.”
“You ran away? Whoa, I’m impressed.”
“Well, I didn’t want Terran to do it. I think he would have been in breach of contract, and
who knows what would happen. No one cares if I go. The government won’t even notice I’m
gone. I’m a nobody, and they already ignore Estelle, because she’s a troublemaker. So we left.”
“Okay, wait, I have a million questions. Mom will you call everyone who can come back? I
think we all need to be here to talk this through.”

21: A Fresh Outlook

Over the next twenty minutes while Angela ate slice after slice of bread smeared with thick
butter and goat’s cheese and slices of tomatoes, the rest of the family arrived. Adam, MJ’s
husband, carried Beatrice, their daughter, in a sling. MJ’s sister, Lizzy, and her brother, Jonas,
rushed in a few minutes later. The others were away for the afternoon.
Adam folded me and Angela into his bear hug. “What in the world?”
MJ said, “William’s been arrested.”
“We’re needed in New City again?”
“Not this time, we’re pretty sure he’s been taken to the Facility.”
“Oh, how sure?”
I said, “75%.”
CJ said “100%”
Everyone stood around us in a circle. Huddled, something good had to come from a huddle.
I hoped for a plan. I added, “He was investigating a new water treatment plant.”
Angela explained, “New City has built a completely secret water system. Estelle’s father
can’t access the records. My father, a doctor who works with the Pharmaceutical Congloms, is
involved in the development. William was curious and concerned, and we believe he was
arrested on its premises.”
Adam huffed, and said, “They’re adding meds to the water system, dammit, I knew it.”
CJ said, “It was only a matter of time.”
Adam nodded and then pointedly asked, “You don’t think William was sabotaging the
treatment plant?”
“No,” I said, “I don’t think he knew that much about it yet. He was just checking it out,
trying to learn.”
CJ said, “That’s why I think they’ve sent him to the Facility. There was no real crime and
this is one of the Farm Movement’s creators. They don’t want to make a martyr of him, they just
want him out of the way. They’ll reeducate him—”
“Reeducate?” Angela asked.
“Yes, a combination of training and medication to make the person more pliable. Less
reactionary.” I clutched at my lips trying to keep the wail inside. Oh no, oh no, oh no. It echoed
inside my head. Outside I had no words for the horror of William being reeducated.
Trudy had pulled the paintbrush from behind her ear and was absentmindedly tapping it
against her arm leaving small flicks of paint. “If he had been moved to the Compound there
would be the pretense of a trial.”
Adam said, “And he would be allowed visitors. Charges would be filed, and he’d be able to
say goodbye. They don’t want William to have that much contact, guaranteed.”
CJ said, “So we all agree, William is at the Facility. They consider him a dissident and he’s
been disappeared.”
I looked around at the circle. Adam met my eyes and nodded. MJ looked down at the
ground, bit her lip, and nodded. Angela stared into her hands. CJ didn’t need to nod, he squinted

at me, sizing me up. I was of course still clutching my mouth. I felt like I couldn’t control my
insides, my thoughts and words, so I had to clamp down from the outside, to physically restrain
myself.
Jonah and Lizzy put plates of a bean and sausage stew in front of everyone.
It smelled delicious, but needed to be edifying by steam, because I couldn’t eat. This all
sounded so dreadful and final and impossible to fix. How could I eat? What do they feed
dissidents in the Facility? Gruel? No, I couldn’t possibly eat.
MJ asked, “So what do we do about it?”
CJ pulled at his decorated beard in thought. “Estelle here wants to go get him.”
Angela said, “Frederick and Sylvia are working through channels to have him released.
Terran will offer him a safe haven on his farm. He’ll vouch for him.”
Trudy handed me a turquoise square of cloth. At my confusion, MJ mimed it was for wiping
my nose and face. I wiped my tears. I felt pitiful, out of my element, weak. I sobbed and sniffled
again.
Trudy asked, “Are we sure Estelle is able to go? Maybe she should stay—”
MJ said, “She’s plenty strong enough. Aren’t you, Estelle?”
I nodded.
“She just needs a few minutes to get her feet back under her.”
“Yes,” I said. “I’m going to get William.”
CJ asked, “Who would like to attend Estelle to the Facility?”
MJ’s brother, Jonah, said, “Round trip, with stuff in the middle, willI take about a week. I’d
be willing to go. Can I take the truck?”
CJ said, “I can’t lose the truck for a whole week, but I can ask Jenkins if you can use his car.
Angela, do you intend to go?”
“Yes, definitely.”
“Okay, that’s three.”
“How about I go too,” said Lizzy, MJ’s sister. “That way if we have to split up and come
back no one is alone.”
“If there’s any trouble you bring back everyone. Everyone comes home, right? Stay safe,”
said Trudy. She brushed some hair off her forehead leaving a small smear of green paint.
All of this planning and discussion to help me, help William. Everyone helping. It was so
sweet, almost too sweet to bear. I mopped at my eyes, but it was impossible to stay ahead of the
river. I twisted and pulled at the handkerchief in my lap, noticing it had a few of Trudy’s
fingerprints, in a vibrant Orange. “I came here to ask for advice, I didn’t ever intend for anyone
in your family to be put in harm’s way. I really didn’t expect.”
MJ’s mother put her hand on my arm. “Shush. You don’t need to worry about any of that.”
CJ said, “Our MJ went and made you part of her family. She loves you, and if you have
trouble, we all have trouble. That’s just the way it is with family.”
I nodded, because his tone meant there was no arguing. CJ said, “Besides, William Loftin is
my favorite contemporary philosopher. How will I look the other way when he’s been jailed?”
Adam said quietly, “I know this is hard to hear—I think if you get William out, there’s no
chance of him going back to New City.” Everyone nodded.
Angela asked, “But if Sylvia gets him released? Maybe Terran can be his, I don’t know,
guardian or something?”
MJ and her family were very quiet. I said, “Yes, he probably won’t be able to go back. Yes, I
see that.”

“Okay then,” said CJ, “Looks like we’re decided. Lizzy and Jonah will get packed. I’ll
arrange to borrow the car. Angela, how about you call Frederick and ask how things are going
there. Estelle, I recommend you, MJ, and Adam, go have a nice sit on the porch. Evening is
coming on and the cool air will give you a fresh outlook.”
Everyone went to their business. I watched them moving around and thought, this is a
family, like my farm family, except born to be together. The farm connected them, but the way
they worked together, had to be innate. On the porch I sat in a swing, wrapped in a blanket, with
MJ’s arm around me. Beatrice sang songs into a pretend microphone, unaware of the cataclysmic
changes my appearance had made on the farm.
MJ said, “You did a brave thing coming here. You walked along the southwest trail?”
“No, on Front Grand Highway.”
“You walked through the tunnel?” MJ laughed. “I guess I forgot to mention that you don’t
ever, ever walk to the Beyonds through the tunnels. Oh, you’re lucky the trucks didn’t see you!”
“They did, but one of the drivers happened to be a fan.” Adam and MJ both laughed.
MJ said, “You should thank Jack next time you see him.”
“I owe him, big.” I smiled for the first time since I arrived. “Then we walked through the
woods.”
MJ asked, “Where in the world did you sleep?”
“The first night: beside a log at the entrance to the forest. The second night: in the forest, the
snake-infested forest.”
“Oh, Estelle, I can think of any number of ways you might have come to a bad end.” MJ
laughed merrily at my naïveté.
“It’s not my fault you never told me how to get to your house.”
She feigned incredulousness, “Do I have to tell you how to do absolutely everything?
Seriously, there’s a trail about a quarter mile to the south of the road, with cabins for overnight
travelers. You don’t think everyone in the Beyonds is a complete barbarian do you?” She looked
at her husband Adam and said, “Do you hear this?”
Adam said, “I hear it.”
I said, “I never thought—wait, how could we have died?”
“Maybe I shouldn’t tell you. Let’s just pretend you know all the ways, and you still did it,
because that’s how brave and competent you are.”
I smiled deeper now, in my heart. MJ was the only person in the world who could tease me
like this, besides Terran. Was it because I loved them that it was okay? Or was it because I knew
they loved me so completely, that their teasing made me feel loved even more? We sat in quiet
for a few minutes, and I asked, “What is that noise?”
“Crickets,” said MJ.
“They’re so loud. They must be gigantic.” I knew they weren’t. I just said it to make MJ
laugh more. I liked hearing her laugh. Her true unfettered happiness gave me hope. “This is
really beautiful.” There were soft noises, and gently changing shadows, as evening settled in. I
stood and leaned on the railing of the porch to take in the full view.
“What’s that big cloud way over there, birds?” I pointed to a hilly area a few miles away.
“Birds flocking over the Piles of Refuse. That’s New City discards, mountains of them. The
birds swoop like that for a while before they settle down for the night. That’s why granddad
faced the house this way, so we wouldn’t look over there.”
Angela stepped out onto the porch and covering the phone with her hand said, “Estelle,
Terran wants to speak to you.”

“Hello?”
“Hi Stelley, how are you doing?” It was good to be called Stelley by Terran again. It made
me feel safe. Like MJ’s arms. Like William’s voice.
“Okay, but not. I cried a lot today.”
“I know, Angela told me. Will you give MJ my love, tell her thanks for taking you in?”
“Definitely. Did you hear what they’re doing for me, for William?”
“I heard, but I didn’t really think MJ would do anything less. That’s the way she is. Like a
sister. Frederick has some stuff to tell you. And Sylvia is here too. She’d like to talk to you, I
miss you guys. Walden says hello. Here, I’m passing the phone.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow from the—” No one was listening while the phone traveled from
Terran to Frederick.
“Hello Estelle, you walked all the way to the Beyonds, huh?”
“Hi Dad. I did, well, I caught a ride or two, but I made it to MJ’s house. Apparently I’m a
brave and competent hiker.”
“Well, it’s not the first time you’ve surprised me. I wanted you to know that William was
right to be worried. I’ve uncovered some paperwork that leads me to believe that the
Governmental Oversee and the Congloms are medicating the new water system. I’m not sure
what medicines yet. Maybe when Angela gets back you can uncover it through her father.”
“Angela already did, it’s called...wait a minute...” I asked Angela, “What’s the name of that
medicine again?”
Angela said, “Lapseine. Targeted, or precise docility, I think.” I repeated that to Frederick
and heard him write that down.
“Targeted docility? In all this time I’ve been upset about how you personally were treated,
but I didn’t really think of the whole system as a big problem. I see it now and I’m furious.”
“Join the club.”
“I already joined remember? Oh, and I talked Sylvia into drinking bottled water, and she
feels better, her stomachache is gone. That seemed to implicate the water right there. Terran is
installing filters at the farms. We’re trying to keep our damage minimal, but who knows how this
will affect everyone else. Speaking of Sylvia, she has some news about William. Take care of
yourself. Will you ask MJ’s father what I can do to help him? Anything I can do, anything.”
“I will Dad, definitely.” The phone rustled as it was passed from hand to hand.
Sylvia said, “Hello Estelle, I wanted you to know that I informed William’s mother about his
disappearance, and she’s filed an injunction asking them to drop charges. She’s also hired a
lawyer for William, so maybe that will come to something too.” I remembered the lawyer from
my own trial, he was a mere formality and acted like it, never saying a word in my defense. None
of this got my hopes up.
“In our filings we learned he’s been taken to a place called the FharenGlam Facility. The
Conglom that makes those super hot Muni phones owns the naming rights, but as you know, it
doesn’t mean the Conglom is involved, it’s just a marketing—”
“Good.”
“You know about it?”
“Yes, we’re headed to the Facility, starting tomorrow morning.”
“The lawyer seems to think that if we signed a contract on William’s behalf, stating that he
would never come to New City again, that maybe they would release him into your custody.
Especially if that meant you wouldn’t return to New City either.”
“Please don’t sign it, not yet, okay Sylvia? I don’t know how I can get him out, or whether

we ever get to go home to Star Farm again, but just don’t sign anything yet. I need more time
before something so final happens.”
“Okay, just—we’ll keep filing injunctions. Call us tomorrow.”
“Okay, good bye, Sylvia. Hug Frederick and Terran for me.
I stood for a minute and looked around. While talking I had wandered into a living room. It
was full of overstuffed couches and chairs slung in a half-circle around a fireplace. Big pillows
covered the floor, and just about every chair had a guitar or drum in front of it.
I stepped back to the porch and saw CJ, Lizzy, and Jonah had joined Angela, Adam, MJ, and
Beatrice.
MJ said, “You look like you feel better.”
“Talking to Terran does that. He sends his love by the way. CJ, my father says, please, if he
can help you in any way, anything, just ask.”
“Will do,” said CJ. “I borrowed a car for your trip. Jonah will pick it up tomorrow morning
and then you’ll be on your way. Oh, and Jenkins reminded me about Tristan Miller. Do you
remember him, Jonah, Lizzy? We met him a few years ago when he was looking for a place to
settle. He had been a prisoner in the Facility. He lives in Herfordshire and you’ll be going right
through there. I figured you could take Estelle by and see if he can advise her on the next step.”
I asked, “Was he reeducated?”
“I don’t know, he seemed fine.”
“Sylvia said the lawyer believes William should allow himself to be reeducated, and that we,
meaning I, should sign a contract, in his absence, agreeing he will never reenter New City, and
then I could just wait for him to be released. We could tell him to go along. Do what they say.”
MJ said, “This is William we’re talking about, right? He can’t go along. It’s not in his
nature, and even if he could, what if he was permanently—I don’t know...”
“Yes,” I shook my head, clearing it of Sylvia’s suggestion. “That’s not an option.”
CJ said, “Definitely not. That young man is going to change the world. We can’t let them kill
his spirit.”
I smiled at CJ. If it was possible to love a man in a short afternoon, I loved him, from the
flowers in his beard to the multicolored striped socks. He was awesome. MJ stood up and said,
“I’m going to go lie down with Beatrice to nurse her to sleep, I’ll be back in a bit. Estelle, slide
over here under Adam’s arm. Adam you’re in charge of keeping Estelle safe and strong while I’m
gone. Tell her happy stories, keep her mind off her missing prince.”
“Sure, Sweets, love you.”
“I love you too.”
I slid under Adam’s arm. He was a big galumph of a bear of a guy. He had tousled brown
hair, a barrel chest, strong arms, and at the top of the mountain, a dimpled smile. He did make
me feel safe.
Angela said, “I’m going to go help Trudy,” and left.
I asked MJ’s dad, “Have you read many of our pamphlets?”
“MJ brings me them. I have most, I think, but I’m missing the Love Story.”
“That’s the best one, and its MJ’s—maybe we ought to do another printing.”
Adam said, “The Love Story. Pthbtttttbt.”
I leaned away so I could see his face. “What?”
He said, “You heard me, pthbttttbt.”
“But, it’s your story! MJ’s story about the night you two fell in love. You can’t pthbtttttbt it!”
“I can too, because its all bull dung. The whole thing, not true.”

“What do you mean—it’s the night you and MJ fell in love? I’m sure its true.” CJ and Jonah
laughed.
“Well, I’m sure MJ believes its true. It’s the story about how MJ fell in love with me, and it
happened in the Beyonds and it was dark and festive and romantic. Oh, she loves that story, but
its not when I fell in love with her. That story is totally different.”
“Tell, tell!” I said.
“You know I come from New City, right?”
“I heard that. I kind of forget because you’re so perfectly a Yondian.”
Everyone laughed at the name I had coined.
“Well, believe it or not I was a New City teenager. I was on track to be in the Government
Oversee. My family was important and connected. I had the newest of everything and made
everyone jealous. The perfect combination for happiness, right? I had recently passed my
sixteenth birthday and was future-betrothed to a girl. It was the perfect life.”
I nodded, because it was the perfect New City life. “Did you like the girl?”
“Enough. She was bossy, but she looked good on my arm.
“One day, I was on the track fields running after school, and through the fence I saw the
most beautiful girl I had ever seen. She was like an apparition. She walked along, peering
through the fence, slowly, like in a trance. Her gaze still and interested. I caught eyes with her
and, even from the great distance, she took my breath away. I wanted to know her. But I was
inside, and she was out.
“I ran toward the fence but, by the time I reached it, she was gone.”
“MJ?”
“Yes, the one and only. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. She wasn’t at all my type. She
looked dirty, like she really needed a bath. I tried to talk myself out of my obsession, but I
couldn’t be persuasive enough. Everyday I watched for her at the fence. A month later she
reappeared. She placed her hand through the fence, and I wanted to hold it so badly.
“I sprinted across the track fields and caught up to her and said, brilliantly, ‘hello.’
“She smiled and said, ‘Hello,’ and then quietly looked at me.
“I asked, ‘Where are you from?’
“And she said, ‘the Beyonds.’
“’Oh,’ I said. Because though I believed I was a charmer, I apparently had no charm when I
truly needed it.
“I asked, ‘Are you visiting someone?’
“She answered, ‘No, I’m just out for a walk.’
“That was the most mysterious answer ever. She wasn’t visiting anyone. She was from the
Beyonds. I had heard of them once, but I only knew they were far away, and no one would ever
want to go there. She was walking? I kind of wondered if my first impression was correct, and
she really was a ghost.
“I asked, ‘What’s your name?’ but whispered it, because I didn’t want anyone else to hear. It
wasn’t that it was a bad thing. It was that I didn’t want to share.
“’Merrily,’ she said and turned away. When she turned I caught a glimpse of the back of her
neck, right behind her ear, and remember thinking to myself, I want to kiss that place every day
for the rest of my life. If only I could. If only she would let me.
“My apologies, CJ.”
CJ smiled. “No apologies necessary. That neck did not belong to me. And you’re part of the
family now.”

Adam continued, “She walked away.”
This was not the happy ending I was expecting. “Whoa, what did you do?”
“I stood like a dummy and watched her walk away. It was the stupidest thing I ever did, yet
the smartest too. I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t be smart enough or charming enough or great enough
to kiss her every day for the rest of my life. I had to become that. I had to earn her.”
CJ chuckled. The whole family beamed, they loved Adam. How did he go from New City
teen, to a well-loved farm boy in the Beyonds?
“I’m sure you’re wondering what I did next?” I nodded practically breathless. The rest of the
family looked as if they had heard the story before, but were interested, because it was a good
story.
“I couldn’t behave. I went through the motions of being a New City citizen, but I had peeked
into the Beyonds and putting that peek behind me was impossible. I couldn’t maintain my
relationship with my betrothed. I couldn’t get along with my parents. I hated school. Or maybe
that’s not the right word—I didn’t hate so much as I wanted something different, and I couldn’t
do anything else. My whole self yearned for leaving. So I left.”
“You just left? You didn’t know anything about the Beyonds, nothing, and you just left?”
“I barely even thought about it. Four months later, I put on my most comfortable clothes and
shoes, packed my bag, and snuck out of the house. I drove to the edge of New City and walked
to the Beyonds. Taking, I might add, the same road you took.”
“What about your parents?”
“These guys don’t get that part, but you and Angela probably will. We were just
acquaintances, you know?” I did know, it seemed long, long ago.
Adam said, “At the first town I came to, I asked for a job. I worked on a farm, for about two
months, learning everything I could about living on one. I thought I was so experienced.
Remember?”
MJ’s brother laughed and shook his head. “You messed up everything you touched.”
“That I did. When I lived with the Smiths, I worked in exchange for food. Some nights they
probably thought I wasn’t worth it.”
“I asked everyone I met if they knew Merrily, until I figured out she went by the name, MJ,
and she lived a few towns over. I walked here a couple of times, before I met her on the fateful
night of that party. By then I knew enough to be able to talk to her like a real person.” He
chuckled to himself. “Apparently it all worked. I swept her off her feet.”
“Did she remember you from New City?”
“She didn’t seem to that night, but later, before we married, she mentioned meeting me at
the fence. She seemed nonchalant about it, but it was the moment that changed my life.”
“That’s a great story,” I said.
“It has a point to. A moral. It’s that I don’t regret giving up New City for this life at all. A life
in the Beyonds is a real life. If you and William can’t go back, you’ll be okay. It will all be
okay.”
He hugged me closer, and I said, “Thank you, I feel a lot better,” but I wondered if it was
true. I already had given up a New City life and created a new one on Star Farm. It was my farm
I might have to give up now. My farm. Could I give up my farm?
MJ returned with three guitars and passed one to her brother, one to Adam, and sat down
with the third, and they played a beautiful song about rainbows and being connected. Then Trudy
came out and asked CJ, “Kind sir, would you like to dance?”
“Always,” he said. They stepped off the porch into the night and slow danced and spun and

twirled on the lawn in front of the house, with their children looking on. I wanted to remember
their moves so I could dance like that with William. Or better yet, come back here with William,
and have CJ and Trudy teach us how.
I could give up anything for this. I looked at Adam. He was watching me, playing guitar,
nodding gently to the beat. He winked.

22: Keep That Bravery

After the music, MJ’s mother said, “Well, you girls must be exhausted. We don’t have any
extra guest rooms, not in the traditional sense.”
MJ said, “I think Estelle and Angela would love to sleep in the library, wouldn’t you?”
“The library! Yes, the library!”
MJ led us through the house. Trudy met us with a pile of sheets, quilts, and pillows. The
room was spectacular. Big, with a comfy couch, and a desk, and floor to ceiling shelves on every
wall, covered in books. Trudy dropped the pile of linens and looked around, “I’m not sure...can’t
remember if I painted anything in here—be on the safe side, if you see something bright purple
or green, don’t touch, it might be wet.”
MJ said, “Mom is in a ‘paint everything’ phase. Assume everything is wet.”
“Just doing my part to make the world a more beautiful place.” Trudy pointed at a plant on a
side table, “That pot, I painted those purple polka dots this morning.”
I said, “It’s beautiful. It will be like sleeping in the Old Town Museum Library. I’ve always
wanted to do that.”
MJ said, “Except not quite so dusty.” She kissed me good night. “You’re in good hands with
Jonah and Lizzy. I know they seem young—”
I asked. “Aren’t they my age, like eighteen?”
She paused and smiled. “True. Jonah is nineteen and Lizzy is seventeen. They’re competent
though, and they have an uncanny knack for getting in trouble and a willingness to do just about
anything. Plus they’re great company. Mom and I packed food for you, but I’m willing to bet
you’ve got some dinner bars squirreled away too?”
Angela said, “She has enough bars for the whole trip.”
MJ laughed. “Well, the real food is for Jonah, Lizzy, and Angela then. You can keep your
bars all to yourself.” She hugged me. “Good night. Dad said to tell you that you can take some
books with you tomorrow, for the road.” She hugged Angela and left us alone.
Angela asked, “Have you ever seen so many books?”
“Yes, one place. It’s what changed my life,” I said.
I picked a shelf and read the titles—The One Straw Revolution, Small is Beautiful, The
Freedom Manifesto. To the left, The Art of the Commonplace, and The Continuum Concept. A
row of pamphlets from my own Star Farm Press sat on the shelf above.
Angela said, “I found cookbooks and gardening.” Near her were also books about knitting
and embroidery. Too many to choose from.
I took two—A little History of the World, and a well-worn book, A Tale of Two Cities, and
we laid out the bedding and got comfortable for a long read. Sadly, by the time I had perused a
page, I was fast asleep. The next morning I blamed the monotony of Angela’s snores.
While we ate breakfast Jonah pulled up out front in the borrowed car. It more closely
resembled the cars I was used to in New City, except older, and I realized on closer inspection

that it was a few decades old, at least. Its glass somehow still gleamed. In New City it would
have been given up as junk years ago, but someone here still took good care of it. Would it drive?
The buttons were unfamiliar and the labels worn away. The front seats were ripped, observable
from outside, because they perched tall and exposed, city-style. The back seat was lower, a little
more hidden.
I asked, “Is it common to drive New City cars out here in the Beyonds?”
CJ said, “It’s common enough, we love a good castoff. Let Jonah and Lizzy sit up front, you
and Angela stay out of view in the back. Even after a year of farm life, you still have a New City
sheen.”
We filled the small trunk with a tent, blankets, pillows, clothes, food and books. Lizzy and
Jonah chanted, “Road trip, road trip road trip,” while the whole family gathered to give us kisses
and send us on our way.
Trudy held my shoulders and said, “I’ll be waiting to meet William. Hopefully by the end of
the week, but if you can’t get him out, come back here, and we’ll figure something else out.
You’re welcome as long as it takes.”
MJ hugged me and said, “Keep your chin up and be brave, like you were when you walked
right down the middle of the road to the Beyonds, even though you knew it was dangerous. Keep
that bravery.” She was joking, but I knew she meant it. I was brave, brave enough to do this. I
had forgotten, but now I remembered.

23: The Point of Border Patrol

We had been driving for only a few minutes, when Jonah said, “I’m famished, Sis, break out
the snacks.”
“I thought you’d never ask. What did Mom pack?”
As they unpacked the box, they yelled in unison, “Cookies!” Angela and I watched from the
back, enjoying their easy camaraderie. “Want a cookie?” Jonah and Lizzy were both crunching,
flinging crumbs, and singing a song with their mouths full.
I asked, “Did you have to take time off school to do this Lizzy?”
“School? We don’t go to school. Do you go to school?”
“I did, until I left to farm.”
They laughed. Jonah said, “We already farmed, so we never had to leave. We just didn’t
bother going to school in the first place.”
Lizzy asked, “What did you learn there?”
“Um...” I looked at Angela for support.
She said, “I learned color combinations, theories of marketing, and basic economics of
desire. How to be a good citizen and prepare for my career.”
Jonah said, “That sounds awful.”
Lizzy listed, marking them off on her fingers, “Our education is reading every book we own,
to learn practical math, to know how to run a farm and market business, and working everyday
with our family. I can’t imagine going to a classroom and sitting there, bah! Here, you both have
to have another cookie because I feel so sorry for you.” She handed us a cookie.
“Shouldn’t we save some?”
Jonah said, “Mom packed four dozen. I think we have enough for a few days.” The way he
ate one after another, I wasn’t so sure.
We rode for a while, singing, and watching fields and farms go by. I was thrilled when I
began to see stables, horses, and then a herd of cows along a fence on the road. I yelled, “Cows!”
Jonah said, “Humph, we have cows and horses at our place. You didn’t see them?”
“I didn’t see anything, except the porch.”
“You have to come for a longer visit next time. I’ll let you help me clean the horse stalls.”
Changing the subject he pointed out, “We’re beginning to pass the Discard Mountains.”
Rimmed by trees, the bottoms were difficult to see, but the tops towered above the road.
Incredibly high piles of trash. High enough to create their own weather patterns. I swear there
were clouds at the top. Mountains of the trashy remains of formerly new and admired goods.
Garbage. The first glimpse made me curious. Next I wanted to know how long it went and how
high. Finally nausea settled in as our car kept going and going, and yet the mountains never
seemed to ever end.
After an hour or so, passing the piles of trash, Jonah said, “Here,” and grabbed four
bandanas out of the glove compartment to wrap around our noses and filter the fumes. “There’s a
fire ahead that won’t go out.”
A plume of black smoke marred the blue sky. The smell was horrid. Burn your nose hairs

horrid. “Oh no. No no no no no,” I stared straight ahead refusing to watch anymore. What was to
be done about that? That huge pile of things that threatened to ruin everything?
Once we passed the burning trash, the discard mountain range kept going and going and
going. Traffic picked up, cars, similar to the one we were in, zipped by. We approached a
crossroad, a grouping of warehouses, and rows of tiny shacks.
“What’s this?”
“The Crossroad shanties. The Refuse Pickers live here.” He pointed, “Over there is their
store. You can find great stuff there that they’ve liberated from the mountain and have for sale.”
The warehouse was massive, the parking lot held hundreds of spaces, but only about five cars.
I couldn’t take my eyes off the shacks. “Are those their homes?”
“Yep, it’s impossible to get rich selling trash to people who don’t have money.” The whole
thing was so sad I could hardly bear it.
As we pulled to the intersection, kids rushed over, surrounding our car. Filthy kids from their
head to their toes. They had matted hair and their clothes were little more than scraps of rags.
They all smiled widely. They banged on the car for our attention. Lizzy rolled down the window
and asked, “How are you all today?”
The kids said in unison, “Fine!”
“Good.” She passed them the box of cookies. “Enjoy!” The kids cheered.
Jonah said to me, “That’s why you eat as many cookies as you want, right off the bat,
because you can’t come by the crossroads without giving gifts to those kids.”
Pulling away from the intersection, I turned back to watch the Crossroads Kids laughing and
eating cookies.
Lizzy asked, “So, Angela, how are babies born in New City?” That was an abrupt segue.
Angela looked nervous. “Um...”
I tried to help and said, “The same as here.” I figured these guys were too young to be asking
about birth, and shouldn’t they learn that at school? But then again they didn’t go to school.
Whose job was it to explain to them how babies are made and born?
“Really,” asked Lizzy, “the same?”
I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. “I don’t know really...maybe...”
Lizzy said, “Don’t worry, I’m not asking you to explain anything to me. Me and Jonah were
there when Beatrice was born.”
Jonah and Lizzy grinned at each other. He said, “We’ve seen it up close.”
Lizzy said, “I really want to know how babies are born in New City, specifically. How you
were born.”
I explained, “Um, I was born in the hospital. And um, We don’t really cover it that much
until our partners are assigned to us, then we’re required to take future family classes. And we
learn it all then. I guess, I suppose, I kind of skipped it.” I felt like the biggest moron in the
world, so to get the focus off, I asked, “You were at the hospital when Beatrice was born?
Jonah laughed. “Hospital? It was our living room!”
Their living room? I couldn’t hide my shock. Lizzy said, “We were all there.”
“Every last one of us,” said Jonah. “You’re MJ’s friend now—next time she gets pregnant,
you’ll be expected to come.” His laughing, sparkling eyes watched me through the rearview
mirror as he careened the car down the road. I was undecided whether to enjoy their teasing—
this was MJ’s family after all, teasing was their specialty, and it proved I was a part of their
family—or to throw myself out of the car to get away.
Instead I turned wide-eyed to Angela for help, and she regained her composure enough to

say, “Where we come from babies are born through incision. I didn’t know MJ had her baby the
other way. I guess I never asked. Who was her doctor?”
Lizzy narrowed her eyes. “Mom was there.”
“Oh.” Angela looked out the window, her brow wrinkled, a look I recognized as ‘figuring
something out.’ She said, “When we get back I ought to ask her how that works.”
“Speaking of,” said Jonah, “soon we’ll be passing into the industrial areas and then on to
Herfordshire where our contact lives. Anyone need to pee?”
He pulled to the side of the road and stepped out to relieve himself. Lizzy chose to go behind
a bush. Angela and I gave each other yet another look of bewilderment. I said, “That was the
weirdest conversation I have ever been in.”
“These kids are a trip. I never know what they’re going to say next.”
I joked, “Just grab your seat and hold on.”
I stepped out and found a bush the perfect height. There was no way anyone could see. My
technique had gotten better though, so an audience might not be the end of the world. Here I was,
peeing in a bush, on the side of a road, in the middle of nowhere, in the depths of the Beyonds.
Competently. Which was good, because I didn’t want to ask Lizzy about the mechanics of
urinating, not until I had established myself as educated about something. Anything. What
though, color choices? High heel shoe walking? Pink sprinkle sprinkling?
Jonah pulled four masks out of a zip-top bag that had been in the trunk. He inspected them
and looked about to pass them out.
I asked, “What are those?”
“Gas masks,” he said. “The air gets awful for the next hour or so.”
“Why didn’t you break them out near the burning mountains? Why did we tie bandanas
around our faces?”
Jonah looked at the masks, thoughtful, for a second. “It’s just the way we’ve always done it.
I think, because the locals living in that stench don’t have masks, we feel guilty wearing them as
we pass through. How would that look? You live here, you breathe it, we drive by with masks on.
But inside the industrial section, everyone wears masks, so it’s not a matter of being wealthy or
not.”
I considered how foreign this idea was, to me, a citizen of New City. Our goal was to have
the best and newest of things. To show off that you could afford it. No one ever hid their
possessions out of fairness or compassion. It never even dawned on me that you should.
Jonah slammed the trunk closed. “Wanna drive Lizzy?”
“Sure, you’re wa-a-y-y-y too slow.” They both laughed.
“Grab your seat,” said Angela pulling the gas mask over her face. Lizzy drove fast, too fast.
The road was long and straight but gaining more and more traffic. Lizzy apparently felt the need
to pass any car she got behind, causing even her brother to grip the dash in front of him. “Lizzy
perhaps you could be a bit more restrained.”
“Restrained? Look at this guy, he’s meandering!” She whipped around the offensive car. “I
totally prefer an open road.” Soon though, the road was crammed with cars and trucks. Traffic
slowed us down, and the road was full in both directions. The drivers and passengers in all the
other cars wore gas masks too.
Ahead of us large mountains spanned the horizon. I asked, “What mountain range is that?”
“That’s not mountains, that’s the air. So thick you can barely see through it. Got your gas
mask on?”
Lizzy said, “Wish we could fly through it, but everyone goes even slower.” As if to

punctuate her words, the cars in front of us came to a complete stop.
Now we were crawling, creeping, bit by bit, closer and closer. It was menacing air, brown,
thick and repulsive. I couldn’t believe we planned to drive into it.
I asked, “We can’t go around?” The first tendrils of wispy air reached toward our car, and
then enveloped us inside. I knew the answer. No one would drive through this if they could help
it.
I couldn’t see much—a shimmer, a red glow surrounding everything, the back bumper of the
car in front of us. Occasionally a puff of breeze set the thickness drifting, wavelike. In the far
distance, to the left of the road, I made out edges, points, and other architectural details. There
was a city, entirely hidden in this stew of ick.
Jonah said, “It’s thick today. Ever seen it so thick?” His voice sounded faint and robotic
through the mask.
“Well, I’ve only done this twice before.” Lizzy slammed the brakes, narrowly missing the
car ahead of us. We inched forward. A red light flashed and then a hand banged the hood of our
car, demanding our attention. A masked figure emerged, stepped in front of the car, daring us not
to stop. Lizzy said, “Uh oh.”
Jonah stared straight ahead. He lifted the bottom of his mask an inch and whispered,
“Estelle, it’s a Border Patrol Thug-man, don’t say a word. You’re a farm girl. Try to keep your
mask on no matter what.” He dropped the mask back over his mouth.
I looked at Angela and signaled that she should hold on.
The Thug-man leaned into Lizzy’s window and peered around at our mask covered faces.
“Where are you from?”
Jonah said, “We come from the farmlands of....”
The Thug-man interrupted, “Why are farm kids out here in the Manufacturing cities?”
“We have an uncle who lives in Toledo. We’re just passing through.”
Lizzy’s knuckles on the steering wheel were white. Why were we so scared of this guy? I
had no idea, but I was terrified all the same.
He asked, “All of you are farmers? Because those girls in the back seat have strange
clothing.”
I glanced down. I thought my clothes looked like farm clothes. I had them designed for
farming, had been urban farming in them, and had worn them now without washing for days, yet
I still looked New City. Too shiny, no matter what.
Jonah said, “We picked those outfits up when we passed the piles of discards. It was meant
to be a joke, for my cousin.”
“Let me see your papers.”
Lizzy handed over a white folder. He opened it up and slowly, slowly, scanned the pages.
You could tell he wasn’t really reading; he was just making us wait and suffer, and enjoying our
suffering, before his next step. “I thought you were going to see your uncle, but you just said
your ‘cousin.’ How about you step out of the car while we sort this out.” He opened Lizzy’s car
door.
I gripped the car seat. What were they going to do with Lizzy? Jonah gripped Lizzy’s arm,
seemed prepared to hold on if it came to that. He leaned across, pulled the door shut, and said
through the window, “You didn’t check my papers. I drove the entire trip. I let my sister drive so
I could rest. These are my papers.” He handed a similar, but heavier folder across Lizzy and out
the window of the car.
The Thug-man tucked Lizzy’s folder under his arm and opened Jonah’s. He shuffled through

the contents, glaring at Jonah, and said in the metallic voice, “Are you attempting to bribe me?”
Jonah shook his head. “No, Sir, that’s just my papers. My things.”
“How about your sister gets out of the car anyway?” The man pulled the door open again
jerking Lizzy to her feet. With frantic moves Jonah banged the glove compartment open and
pawed through papers, knocking a pile to the floor.
The Thug-man demanded, “What are you doing?”
“Looking for my driving pass.” Jonah piled a stack of paper and money on his lap and rifled
through it. The Thug-man shoved Lizzy back to her seat and chucked her folder to her lap. He
reopened Jonah’s folder, grabbed a wad of money out of it, and stuffed the money in his chest
pocket. Then he stood right beside the car, shoved his hand inside, an inch in front of Lizzy’s
face, and held it there. She sat, petrified, motionless.
Jonah placed a big stack of money in the Thug-man’s hand, and pushed the hand away from
his sister’s face. Then Jonah totally surprised me—he pulled the bottom of his mask up, exposing
his face, and said, “We haven’t been properly introduced, my name is Jonah Jones. You look kind
of familiar...”
The man looked disconcerted. Jonah continued, “Are you related to the Jesters? You kind of
look like one of Mel’s boys.”
Thug-man’s voice was gruff through the metallic sound of the mask. “My last name is
Thomas.”
“Oh, how’s it been today? Tough day at work?”
“Yes, it’s been busy. Lots of traffic.”
“Well, it makes you a little extra, right? Would you like a cookie? We have a couple.”
“What kind?” Jonah handed one across Lizzy, giving her a wink. The man raised his mask to
eat, exposing his face. He had a stack of money in one hand, a cookie in the other. I couldn’t
believe he was getting away with being such a menace. “Chocolate chunk, my favorite. Okay
kids, safe driving.”
He deposited the money into his hip pocket, patted it closed, and then leaned in. “Hey,
maybe when you come back through you can stop by, I’m George Thomas.” He chuckled as he
pulled his mask down to walk toward his truck.
Lizzy’s hands shook so much she had trouble aiming on the button when she started the car.
Jonah scribbled something on a piece of paper. “Dad was right about calming those guys
down, huh? Show them your face, ask how their day is going, offer a cookie. Dad said it would
work, but I’m totally freaked out by the whole thing.”
He groaned and leaned his head back as we passed George’s truck. “Next time remind me to
put the money in the driver’s papers. I can’t believe I forgot.” He reached under his seat and
retrieved a small box. Inside was more money. He added a bit to his papers, some to Lizzy’s
papers, and then a bit more into the glove compartment.
“How did you know how to do that?”
“The bribes? I’ve seen my father do it. It’s customary. Everyone does. The being nice is just
my father’s idea. We were talking one day about how soul-crushing it must be to be a Border
Patrol Guard, or as they’re known, Thug-men. Dad said he felt sorry for them. Dad has a theory
that if there’s going to be a revolution, we’ll need the guards and police to see us as allies,
instead of adversaries. He tries to be nice to them, to get their names, and tell them his. He thinks
it makes us more human.”
“What do they guard?”
“They keep the workers inside and under control in the Mani-city.”

“A Mani-city?”
“The official name is, Manufacturing City. We aren’t really the point, we’re just passing
through. We’re just a way for the Thug-men to make a little extra money on the side. The whole
point of Border Patrol is to keep the factory workers inside the city walls.”
As Jonah finished the explanation, we reached the end of the brown cloud, the clearer air
exposed the northern city wall. I leaned to look across Angela. In the far back, tucked behind the
city wall, were factory pipes, stacks, and towers, raised to the sky, and the tops of brick rooms,
piled one on top of the other.
This was yet another place, that was so depressing I couldn’t bear to look at it for long, but I
was also too fascinated to look away. Jonah said, “That’s where most of your stuff is made.”
I twisted to watch through the back window. The view from this direction was unimpeded
by the icky cloud. The city was huge. It stretched east, for a long, long way. Because of the wall
it was impossible to see the inside. It might as well have been empty.
“Jonah do you know how many people live and work there? How many Mani-cities there
are?”
“A lot,” he said simply. “Everyone needs stuff.”
I turned back in my seat and stared straight ahead, as we traveled along the straight road in
another low and desolate landscape. A convoy of trucks passed us going the other direction. I
asked, my voice still distorted by the gas mask, “Why did you come with me? This is all so
depressing and possibly even dangerous.”
“You couldn’t come by yourselves.”
Finally we got to an area with trees. Lizzy pulled the car to a stop and said, “This is where
Dad takes his mask off.” She pulled hers up over her head and said, “Switch.” She and Jonah
collected our masks, returned them to the bag in the trunk, then traded seats so he could drive.
“Trees! Fresh air!” Lizzy rolled down her window, leaned out, and breathed deeply. “Fresh!”
She plopped back onto her seat. “Estelle, I’ve always wanted to ask, when you decided to start
your farm, did you plan to start the printing press too? Was the whole thing already laid out and
decided?”
“No, I only really planned to break down the buildings, beyond that I didn’t know what I
was doing. MJ came and taught me everything. William came and brought the press. Terran
brought the Scorpion. Without them it was just an idea. With them it became a plan.”
Jonah said, “So what’s your next step? You’ve started a city Farm Movement. You published
some good pamphlets about changing the world. Is that it? Do you just sit back and enjoy being a
farmer now?”
“No, apparently not, you see how that’s working out. I don’t know what the next step is, but
with William in jail, I know that’s not it. Can’t be it. This wasn’t the plan.”
Angela reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze.
Lizzy said, “Yeah, it looks like you’ll have to go further. It’s not going to be easy.” As she
spoke, she opened the dashboard compartment, and pulled out a book. “Of course, history books
are chock full of people who tried to change the world but never accomplished much until after
they were gone.”
“Have you studied history?”
“Tons, haven’t you?”
“Not at all, until I found the library. In New City people look to the future, we value
invention and designing and planning. We don’t like to dwell in the past. We let go of it and
move on to the next new thing.”

“I guess that saves you a lot of sadness.” Lizzy inserted her finger into the book at the place
she had left off last, and curled the book up against her chest, “But I don’t know—I used to put
together puzzles with my grandmother, and she would tell me stories about her childhood. I think
the stories made her sad, but also happy too. She was someone who had all the answers to every
question. Probably because she remembered so many things.” She flipped the book open and
began to read.
I leaned back against the seat. Wouldn’t it be amazing to have the answers to everything? To
know what I was doing out here in the Beyonds? To have some kind of plan.
I asked, “Jonah, how much longer do you think?”
“We should arrive at Herfordshire just after dark. Another hour probably.”
I grabbed a book from the pile I purloined from MJ’s house and settled in to read.

24: The Only Hope

As we pulled into the darkened tree-lined driveway, our lights swept over the outside of a
lone tiny house. Jonah parked and said, “You can stay here,” to us over the seat. Lizzy opened
her door to accompany him to the porch.
They knocked on the door and spoke to the man who opened it. The man looked to be older,
but I couldn’t tell by how much. He was dark-skinned, and his face was unshaven, though his
hair was cut short, close to his head. Dark-skinned men in New City wore their hair long,
straightened, and fashioned, not clipped and ignored. I hoped that meant he was a good guy, and
favorable to helping a bunch of teens, just because they asked, even though they were strangers,
but I had no experience with men that ignored their hair. He looked confused by unexpected
visitors and questioned them for a while. Finally, Jonah and Lizzy must have explained well
enough—he motioned for us all to come up to the porch.
Angela said, “Hold on to your seat.” That was definitely our theme for the day.
We were introduced to Tristan Miller. On closer inspection he was in his late twenties,
maybe early thirties. His nose was broad, his eyes dark, his hair, what there was of it, black and
wiry.
He shook my hand. “Hello, Estelle. I’ve heard of you.”
“Oh.” I was ten hours away from where I had been this morning and a stranger had heard of
me. Heat crawled up my face. “All good I hope?”
He said, “Well, I’ve heard good things about you. I’ve read excellent things written by your
friend, William.” I felt relief that he had a big, warm smile. He led us inside.
His house was small and dark. He clicked on a lamp, but it was dim and barely lit the space.
Over his shoulder he said, “I usually sit on the back porch in the evening. Want to join me? You
can fill me in on the story and tell me what kind of help you need.”
His back porch was screened and had a long table running through the middle. Angela and I
sat on a side bench, facing the direction of the screen wall and the pitch-black outside. Jonah and
Lizzy sat on chairs opposite. Tristan sat in an armed chair at the head of the table. He looked
comfortable, like it was his favorite place to sit. The table had five lit candles of various heights
casting shadows. An opened book waited near his chair, with a forehead flashlight acting as the
place marker. We had interrupted him reading on his porch. I felt like I would like him. Tristan
asked, “Do you need anything to eat?”
Jonah said, “My mother sent us with so much food we should offer some to you.” We
laughed, because it was true.
“So how are CJ and Trudy? Meeting your community was the best thing that could have
happened to me. After my time in the Facility, I was so lost, the families of Terra Firma helped
me get started on a new life.” Tristan’s voice was low and resonant, listening to him made me
feel calm.
I took that as the perfect segue. “Can you tell us about the Facility?”
“The whole point of the place is to change a person. To make them new, more pliable, so
that they won’t go and bother the citizens of New City with...with instigations. Then, after the

reeducation, they offer a choice: where else, anywhere else but New City, do you want to go? I
picked a Dustry Farm and worked for a couple of years before I ran away. Then I traveled for a
while. That’s when I ended up in your village.” He smiled at Jonah and Lizzy. “Later I moved
out here to Herfordshire. Along the way I picked up an ability to fix machines, and now I’m close
enough to the Mani-city to fix things when they need fixing.”
He lit another candle as one was getting too low. Outside was a deep black. The hum and
buzz of the night-insects was so foreign and all encompassing that I felt surrounded.
I said, “You were able to start over, to leave the Facility and have a home—”
“It wasn’t easy though. The Facility is a nightmare. When they released me, I had to start
over everything from scratch. Learn new skills, find work. For a while I was really hungry. None
of it was easy. Every day I regretted protesting. Every day. If I hadn’t protested, I wouldn’t have
been arrested. What was it even all for? No one in New City ever even noticed the protests.” He
leaned back in his chair with a sigh.
“It was for me. I noticed.”
“What do you mean?”
“I watched every protest. I asked questions. I even went to one before I started the farm. So
it did matter.”
He looked at me in the candlelight for a few beats, then nodded. I wasn’t sure he agreed, just
that it was new information to consider. “So William Loftin is at the Facility now?”
“Yes.”
He leaned forward and looked at his hands as if seeing them for the first time. “How do you
think I can help?”
Jonah spoke, “Dad thought you might have a connection with someone inside. Or advice for
our trip. We don’t know anything about the Facility, so you’re step one.”
“I have an inmate friend who was there at the same time. Now he works as a guard. I could
ask him about William.”
“That would be great, so great. Oh thank you, thank you.” I was going to be in contact with
someone with direct knowledge of William. This was all going so much better than I had—
Tristan said, “Estelle, this isn’t good news. I don’t have good news. Since the New City riots
earlier in the year—”
“The New City riots?”
Jonah explained, “Your arrest. That’s what the news called it, that’s what everyone out here
in the Beyonds heard. That your followers caused riots.”
Oh, I was the instigator of riots. That didn’t play as well in my head as my former image:
girl who was an innocent wager of peaceful revolutions. I asked Tristan, “Is that what everyone
thinks? What you think?”
“I think overall, the majority, probably believe that you caused riots. But in the outer areas,
like here, the numbers are probably in your favor. The unincorporated sections don’t believe
anything good about New City and the people that run it. But there also isn’t much news out of
New City. We’re all in the dark. There are a few of us in the unincorporated sections that have
been passed William’s pamphlets. We’ve heard what you are really doing and know the truth
about what happened, but there’s a whole lot more who don’t have any idea and don’t care.”
“So after the riots?” I wanted to lead Tristan back to the subject at hand.
“Yes, after the riots, the people in charge stopped being as lax as they had been and believe
me it wasn’t very lax.”
“Oh.” This wasn’t good news. My arrest and release had changed the whole penal system,

and now William was inside. My stomach felt queasy, like I wasn’t going to be strong enough for
another bite, but I had to go on. Had to ask more questions. Had to. “So, You think William
won’t get out?”
“No, he’ll get out, but I’m warning you that none of this is a happy ending. I don’t know
how you get to a happy ending from here.”
Angela was ghostly pale, she was afraid of the dark and the dark was all around us. It was
oppressive. I reached out and grabbed her hand. I usually liked sitting in the dark, but I always
knew bright was just a few steps away. Nearby. Close enough if I needed it. This was neverending darkness. The candles couldn’t keep it at bay. So dark I wondered if day would ever come
again.
“Tristan, what happens in the Facility?” Inside, my head screamed, no no no.
Tristan fiddled with the forehead light in front of him, turning it over and over in his hands.
“First, you’re delivered to the grounds. They’re bleak and steep and uncomfortable, but you
prefer it to going inside. You’re surrounded by a big fence, and you just wait and feel hopeless.
They do things to try to break you. It might be lack of food, the cold, the loneliness.
Punishments. It takes different times for different people, but finally you become broken enough
that you beg them to let you come inside.”
“Inside the Facility? Like the building?”
He nodded. “Yes. That’s where you’re reeducated. By then you’re almost grateful. After you
complete their program, if they deem you acceptable, they’ll offer you choices. That’s when I
chose the Dustry Farm like I said before.”
I asked, “Dustry Farm?”
Tristan said, “Forgot you were a Civvie for a second. Industrial Farm, that’s where I learned
my trade.”
Tristan noticed his book’s binding suffered under the weight of the light he had placed as
bookmark. An expression of dismay crossed his face. He removed the light, pressed the book
closed, and turned it over in the dim light checking the edges. Like he almost forgot we were
there.
He sighed and said, “I can talk to my friend. He’s read some of William’s work. He might be
able to help in some way. How long has William been gone?”
“A few days.”
“I can’t call my friend until the morning.” He stared down at the book again, then said, “I
need to get to bed. Do you have bedrolls?”
Jonah said, “Yes, we planned to camp.”
“You can camp in the living room. Just make yourself comfortable.” He stood and headed
into the house. His feet made a desolate clump clump clump sound as he walked alone through
the rooms and away. The only hope I had.
We offered Jonah the couch, Lizzy the big stuffed chair, and Angela and I took the floor. We
spread out our bedrolls. Angela asked, “Can we change sides? I’m too close to the windows.”
“Sure.” We rearranged our blankets, so I could be her barrier from the world. We snuggled
in and quieted. Finally, long after I believed she was asleep, Angela said, “I’m sorry that he
didn’t have anything better to say, but I think we’re closer now than ever. Tomorrow morning
we’ll call Terran and see if there’s news there too.”

25: That’s Good News

The next morning Tristan skirted our piles of bedding, as he snuck across the room to the
porch. His movements were quiet, but my night had been fitful, and I couldn’t pretend to sleep
anymore. I needed to find something out.
I joined him on the porch, and whoa, I gaped at the scenery. The house had been built on a
hill, so that the land fell away, situating the porch high, jutting into trees. Not the tops of the trees
though, these were big trees, giant trees, towering over us, their trunks dropping away below.
“Wow, I—” I scooted around the table and attempted to see the tops by pressing my face to the
screen. “Wow,” I said again, speechless.
Tristan said, “Step out the door there, take a look.”
The staircase to the ground was long and steep. The landing was like an entirely different
ecosystem—thick with needles and leaves. Smelled like mud. I couldn’t believe how big the
trees were. As I arched to see, I held the back of my head to keep it from falling off. It wouldn’t
be the weirdest thing for a head to fall off in this foreign world.
The air was misty and cool. The filtering light caused everything to glow green, though my
view was of the massive brown trunks. “Wow,” I said, eloquence completely escaping me.
The door opened above, and Angela said, “Wow.”
“I know,” I said. “What do you think? If you had known you were here, in this forest, last
night, would you have been more scared, or less?”
“Knowing this would have been way more scary. I haven’t seen anything remotely like this,
ever.” She stumbled on the stairs for a second, trying to walk down, while looking up. “I bet a
ton of this needs to be named and cataloged and tested. I wonder if Tristan has any books...” She
turned on the stairs and went back to the porch.
I followed a few minutes later, not done looking, but needing to find out what we should do
first. As I sat down at the table, Tristan said, “We’ll eat breakfast and then go make a phone call.
No reception out here in these trees.”
We drove twenty minutes up a winding road until we reached a plateau big enough for us to
park. Tristan excused himself to call his friend.
I marveled at the view, a downward slope of mega-trees descending, heading who knows
where. Angela said, “I’ll call Terran,” and stepped out of the car.
I sat with Jonah and Lizzy, and tried eavesdropping on both phone conversations, but found
myself incapable of hearing either well enough. “Do you guys have any thoughts about what we
can do?”
Lizzy shook her head. “I don’t. I hope Tristan has an idea.”
Jonah shot Lizzy a look and said, “Don’t listen to her Estelle, she’s just an old worrywart.”
Lizzy stuck her tongue out at him. He continued, “If Tristan doesn’t know what to do, we’ll drive
to the Facility. Something will come to us.”
I nodded, though I didn’t necessarily agree.

Angela waved me over. She mouthed, “Nothing new,” and handed me the phone.
“Hi, Terran.”
“Angela told me abut the city and the guard and the place you’re staying. Are you guys
okay?”
I nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see me though the phone. If I opened my mouth, I would
sob, and I didn’t want to freak Terran out. His voice sounded tinny and very far away.
“Are you safe?” No. I was on the far lone side of the other opposite edge of the universe. A
mist had settled over the tree-topped view. I couldn’t see or speak or even think. I just wanted to
stop worrying.
“Yes,” I said, my autopilot taking over and answering with a half-truth.
“I’m realizing now how far away you both are. I don’t know, when you were at MJ’s it felt
like you were with family. Now I don’t even know...”
I nodded again, and couldn’t help the sob that came out. “Oh, Stelley.” He said my name
like a plead. I had to convince him that we were okay, calm him down. It was so scary to not
know.
I took a deep breath and gathered my wits. “Yes, we’re okay, I promise. We’re okay. This is
all just so much harder than I thought it would be.”
Terran said, “You’re the strong one. You can bring him home.”
I nodded again. Tristan was walking back to the car.
I said, “I have to go. I’ll call you, soon as there’s news.”
“Okay. Call me.”
Everyone turned toward me. Tristan must have learned something important, something I
needed to hear. The expression on their faces caused my pace to slow. Way. Down.
Tristan said, “I thought you and I could walk back together, while the others go ahead in the
car.”
“That would be good.” I wanted to hear the news, but because he hadn’t said anything right
away, I was positive the news wasn’t good. Now I didn’t want to hear it at all, but had to. I had to
be a big girl and listen to the bad news. My stomach lurched watching the others drive away,
their brake lights disappearing from my view. For a foolish second I wanted to sprint after the
car. Maybe I could jump in, we’d drive back to MJ’s, and then I would just—the foolish moment
passed.
Tristan began talking, prolonging my discomfort by filling me in on less of the phone call,
and more of his backstory. “My friend’s name is Daniel Truman. He’s been a guard at the
Facility since we were released five years ago. He hates the job. The only people who like it are
mean to the core. Can you imagine working with people like that everyday?”
Tristan’s face was newly shaven, making him less worn and tired looking. He continued,
“He planned to run away, like I ran away from the Dustry Farm. It would have been difficult,
he’s as much a prisoner as the prisoners, but about six months ago there was an uptick in the
amount of prisoners coming for reeducation. They’re younger now, most of them teens, young
adults, and there are many. He decided to stick around, wondering if he could maybe help.”
“What?” I had been listening, but I was still startled. “Wait—what?” My heartbeat
quickened. “Where are they...?” My voice trailed off, my mind whirled. “Teenagers, this year?”
“Daniel said there’s ten times as many. He didn’t understand what was happening, so though
he wasn’t supposed to talk to the new arrivals, he did anyway.”
“Why aren’t the guards allowed to talk to the ‘new arrivals’?”
“It’s part of the program. While they’re out on the grounds new arrivals are left alone and

suffering. Bemoaning their lot. No conversations, no comfort. Daniel discovered they’re being
arrested for taking part in the New City Riots.”
“Oh.” The truth of it washed over me like a wave. Drenched, I felt breathless, gasping.
“Oh,” I said again. The truth of it all. I was released from jail while others were being
disappeared. Why didn’t we notice?
“Daniel said hundreds have been there, going through the system, arrested from the riots.”
“How are they not missed? Why isn’t there an outcry?”
“Why indeed. You never heard of people disappearing?”
“I knew it happened. I believed it would happen to me, but I had no idea. None at all. No
one can possibly know.” We walked down the same winding road we had driven up. The tip tops
of the giant trees surrounded us, then the trunks, as we descended toward the roots.
Tristan continued, “Daniel has no idea if William is there. When I was at the facility there
were two other people with me on the grounds. Now there are thirty, maybe more. He said he
would try to figure out if William is out there. He’s read one of William’s pamphlets before, on
civil disobedience. The one about Henry David Thoreau and Gandhi?”
“I know the one. It was one of my favorites.” I choked on the words and clarified, “I meant
past tense because he wrote it a while ago, not because...”
“Daniel said there was some good news in all of this.”
“Really?” The word came out breathless and pleading. I stopped walking and gave Tristan
my full quiet attention.
He nodded. “The amount of prisoners on the grounds means they aren’t suffering from
isolation and fear like they were. They aren’t moving through the system. They’re creating a
backlog.”
“The dissidents are refusing to cooperate?”
“Yes.” He smiled at me. “That’s good news. William Loftin is probably with them.”
“Yes, he is. I’m sure of it. If people are refusing to cooperate, he’s a part of it.”
“So Daniel told me to call back in a few hours.”
A few hours. My heart felt lighter than it had in days.

26: All Gone

We whiled the hours playing games, me, Angela, Jonah and Lizzy, and eating more of the
food that MJ’s family had sent. We weren’t even close to running low. How did they whip up
such a feast, enough to last us for days? Having mom-supplied comfort food in the middle of
nowhere made me forget about the dinner bars I had squirreled away in my backpack. I was
discovering the secret to enjoying good food was: I appreciated it more if I didn’t have to be
involved in the making of it. Call me lazy, but I wasn’t unappreciative.
A few hours later Tristan left to call Daniel and returned with a smile. “He’s there! Daniel
slipped out to the grounds and asked a group, ‘Which one of you is William Loftin?’ He said they
pointed up at the farthest corner. William is there, and everyone knows who he is.”
This was the best news I had heard in days and days. I couldn’t believe it. William! William
alive on the earth. Sure he was in some strange place, but he was alive, just in a different place.
He had been transported away, but he was fine. I just had to transport him home.
Tristan asked, “When you last spoke with your family back in New City, did they have any
leads on getting him released?”
Angela said, “They said it would take more time.” I felt chagrined I hadn’t asked Terran
anything about it, had only blubbered into the phone. I promised myself to compose myself
better next time. Like a grown up. Like the kind of person who handles things.
Tristan said, “Daniel thinks there’s a chance William can escape. There are too many people
on the grounds, they haven’t even been processed yet. Maybe a distraction, or something. I’ve
known Daniel for a long time, and I’ve never heard him talking like this. He wants to do
something. He’s been walking around that facility for years and years, first as an inmate, now as
a guard, wishing he had the strength to leave. He didn’t leave though, and he didn’t understand
why. He said, ‘This is why I’m here. I’m going to help William Loftin escape.’”
My grin beamed from ear from ear. “How far away is the Facility from here?”
“About 60 miles.”
“Are there any towns? Any place we can stay?”
“You could camp nearby and wait,” Tristan said. “I’ll take you tomorrow. Will everybody
go?”
I looked around the circle, and they all nodded. Okay, We had a plan. We were going to
camp at the edge of the Facility and try to help William escape prison. Like most of my plans, I
believed it was thought through from every direction. We spent the evening packing and loading
extra food.
The dinner bars Tristan stocked were labeled, “Dindin Bars—Real Food Flavor,” definitely
not one of the luxurious brands of New City. These bars were crushed, dented, and quite possibly
outdated. I blew, and a cloud of dust puffed into the air. Ugh. We brought lots. “How long do you
think we’ll be there?”
Tristan said, “I have no idea, but you should prepare for a long time.” He threw another box
in the car.
That night we nestled into our sleeping spots in the living room—my body between Angela

and the door. The black night seeped in all around. I couldn’t sleep, too many thoughts rushing
around in my head. I wondered why I was traveling with Jonah and Lizzy, they were just kids
after all. But then again, so was I. Weren’t we the same age? I was responsible for them though,
and they had signed on to be tour guides. Was it fair to keep them out camping for days and days
and days? Miles and miles from home?
From the back bedroom there was a low moan. Then silence, and then a moan growing
louder and louder. A shout, “Aaaaah!” and then, “No no no no no!” I checked to see if Angela
was awake. Her open eyes looked back, questioning.
Jonah asked quietly, “Is that Tristan?”
There was another yell, “NO!” I sat up wide-awake, now.
I crept to the hallway, fumbled down the pitch-black hall, and pushed open his bedroom
door. “Tristan?” He was thrashing on his bed. Begging, over and over, no no no no no, clutching
at his blankets.
I wondered if I should wake him. It seemed obtrusive to interfere, but the moaning and
thrashing made it impossible not to. “Tristan?” I walked closer to the bed, being mindful I might
get slugged if I wasn’t careful. He quieted, his eyes still closed. “Tristan? It’s okay.”
He startled, “Huh—what? Estelle?” His eyes opened but seemed blank, like he couldn’t see
me, though I stood right there.
I said, “Tristan, I think you were having a bad dream.”
“Oh.” His hands clenched the blankets, but he said, “Oh,” again and relaxed by degrees. He
sank into his mattress. “Oh.” His hands went to his face and he began to cry. Deep distraught
cries.
“Tristan, it’s okay, you’re here safe. You’re home.”
“I’m not home. This isn’t my home.” I put my hand on his shoulder. He sobbed. “It’s not
home. It’s not home.”
I took his hand in mine. “It’s okay Tristan, you’re safe.”
“I’m not. I never can be. I ran away. They’ll find me eventually. They will. I can never go
home.”
“I thought this was your home. This is a lovely home.” I believed he was being excessively
critical, that I needed to persuade him to see the good where he lived.
“What, this?” His eyes scanned the room. “This is just a place I’ve been renting for the last
couple of months. This isn’t home.”
“Where’s your home?”
“I don’t know.” He sobbed again. “I can’t remember. I don’t know.”
I worried that I might lose him to another nightmare. I dropped my knees to the floor, held
his hands, and leaned close to his wretched crying face. “You don’t remember where you came
from? Where your home is?”
“I don’t remember anything before the Facility. Nothing. It’s all gone. Everything, all gone.
How old am I? What’s my real name? Where do I come from? They took it all, and now I have
nothing. I’m nothing—”
A wave of fear rose from my feet to my head. “How can...?”
He curled around my hands and cried into my fingers. In the fetal position, while I knelt in a
pleading position beside the bed. We were in the same positions William and I had been in the
morning before he disappeared. One pleading, one curled. One vowing protection, one wounded
and needing protection. Tristan was just one, of so many, that had been injured by our system,
and I was worried about us all.

Angela tiptoed in. “I brought Tristan something.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “What
medications are you on?”
He said, “None, anymore. Now that I live out here, I don’t have access. I have terrible
dreams.”
“This is a calming herb. It will help you sleep.” She patiently waited for him to struggle to a
sitting position and passed him a cup with steeping tea. He held it in slightly trembling hands.
Angela steadied it to his lips.
“I’m sorry. I barely know you and I—”
Angela said, “It’s all okay. We’re friends.”
He took another sip of the tea and sighed. His stress was leaving. He calmed down.
I twisted off my knees to the floor, leaning against his bedside table. Angela perched on the
edge of the bed. The room was spare—a blanket and a pillow, a table with a few books and a
glass. There was a large window over the bed, but it was too dark outside to see the view. Along
the walls were photos, of trees and hills, startlingly beautiful black and white landscapes.
Angela asked, “Who’s the photographer?”
“Me,” he said simply.
“They’re really beautiful.”
“I think I take them because I’m trying to find something that will seem familiar. Anything
that will remind me of who I used to be.”
Angela nodded. She and I came to an unspoken agreement—we wouldn’t leave until he fell
asleep again. He passed his cup and leaned into the pillows. After a few moments, he nestled
down into his covers. While I waited, I scanned the photographs. An entire world I had never
seen, captured here, in stark black and white. My favorite was of Tristan’s shadow jutting out in
front of the scene. The cement was the canvas, Tristan’s shadow eloquently stood between his
self and his memories.
He had no memory. How can you live with no memories? He didn’t know where he was
from, or who he belonged to. What of his family? Did they miss him, wonder where he was,
think he was dead? It made me think of Dad and Sylvia and the trouble I had caused them and
was still causing by leaving for the Beyonds. I had to remember to call them tomorrow, tell them
I was okay.
I followed Angela back to the living room to be her buffer from the black world outside.
Jonah asked, “Is he going to be okay?”
I said, “I think so. Probably for the rest of tonight at least.”
Lizzy asked, “He doesn’t remember anything?”
“He can’t remember his childhood, his family, his age, where he lived. It’s all gone.”
“That’s what the Facility means by reeducation?”
I nodded. It wasn’t possible to say it out loud.
“Estelle, you have to get William out of there.”
I nodded again. “I have to get everyone out of there.”

27: The Facility

The next morning I walked out to the porch and sat beside Tristan, giving the back of his
hand a pat.
“Thanks, Estelle.”
“No problem.” The others joined us for breakfast. I cleared my throat. “I’ve come to
decisions about how we’ll carry on. I was hoping, Tristan, that you will come with us to the
Facility.”
He nodded. “I plan to.”
“Thank you. The other thing is, I’m sending Lizzy and Jonah back home.”
Jonah said, “What, why?”
Lizzy said, “We planned to stay with you! It’s settled!”
“I needed your help to get out here, but Tristan can take us the rest of the way. Besides, now
I know about the dangers, about what we’re headed into. I can’t risk you guys. MJ is my family. I
can’t risk it.”
“But—”
“Look, I didn’t mean to give that so much weight. The truth is, if I needed your help
desperately, I would risk it, but the plan going forward requires less people.”
Lizzy asked, “Will you call us if, I mean when, you need a ride?”
Tristan said, “I’ll bring Angela and Estelle to you, once we rescue William.”
I wanted Tristan’s expression to look hopeful and resolved, but he chewed the inside of his
lip looking unconvinced. I saw it in his eyes. Great. All my hopes rested on him, and he lacked
confidence. He added, “And because of my work in the Mani-city, I can travel unimpeded. I also
don’t have any useful work right now.”
Jonah asked, “What’s your plan? Mom and Dad and MJ will want to know. What will we
say?”
“Tell them Tristan is taking us to retrieve William, and I’ll be back soon.”
Jonah narrowed his eyes, sizing me up. “Okay, we’ll go home. Though we’ll come back if
we’re needed. This is Mr. Jenkin’s phone number. Ask for Dad or me or MJ or anyone, if you
need anything.”
Lizzy said, “Well, I guess I agree, but call.” They left to gather their things for the long drive
home.
Angela nodded in agreement, but stopped short at the look on my face. She shouldn’t come
either. She should go back with Lizzy and Jonah. She should wait at MJ’s. But before I said any
of this she stopped me, “No, I’m coming.”
“You heard what they do at the Facility. Were not just picking William up from school.
Tristan, tell her how dangerous it is.”
“Very.”
“It doesn’t matter, I’m not leaving until you have William.”
“Tell her how we’ll talk to William. If we get to talk to William.”
Tristan said, “Through a fence, a well-guarded fence.”

“Fine. I’m small, I can be stealth.”
I said, “Tell her where we’ll be sleeping.”
“Outside.”
I added, “In the dark.”
Angela gulped melodramatically. “I’ll put you between me and the dark. And I’m almost
sort of getting used to it, kind of, so I’m coming with you. No matter what you say.”
Tristan said, “We should hurry. Daniel says the Facility is considering options to force the
prisoners inside faster. They’re starving. We need to get to William before he goes inside.”
“He won’t go inside. I don’t think he would ever go inside, but we need enough food for
everyone, to help them all keep their resolve.”
We hugged Jonah and Lizzy goodbye and thanked them profusely for getting us to Tristan
and waved goodbye as they drove out of the driveway, returning on the same mountain road,
down and away, in the direction we had come.
Then Tristan, Angela, and I loaded up books, all our clothes, the sleeping bags, a tent, all the
Dindin bars we could gather, and Tristan’s camera, and went in the opposite direction, farther
away—farther from Tristan’s house by about 60 miles or so, even farther, by at least a day, from
MJ’s farm, way farther from New City. Farther away from everything I knew, directly toward the
one I loved.
It only took an hour or so. I grew more and more excited. Would I see William? Could it be
that easy?
We passed through an opening in an eight foot high wall that enclosed a small town.
“Where’s this?”
“The town that houses the Facility guards and staff. Act casual.” He was joking, but I did act
casual and tried not to be too interested. There were people everywhere, cars zipping around,
New City-style cars, fancy houses. Many shops and offices. This tiny town bustled. I wasn’t sure
who was more out of place—Tristan driving in his old beat up car, or me and Angela in our dirty
and stinky New City clothes. We definitely didn’t want to stop and ask.
After passing through and then driving along and scanning the side of the road, Tristan
turned off and parked in a small clearing. He said, “There’s a path through here. We’ll have to
hike now, I’m not sure how far.”
“How did you know it was here?”
He pointed to a pile of rocks. “Daniel left a sign for us this morning.” He got out and pulled
a few of our bags out of the trunk. “We’ll hike what we can carry and come back tomorrow for
more of the food.
Angela asked, “How far is it?”
“I’ve got no idea, so we should probably start.” He swung out another bag and slammed the
trunk shut. It felt abrupt, like jumping off the edge of the world. I thought I had jumped days ago,
yet here I stared over another edge. Tristan led us along a ridge, trudging through a pathless,
untouched, unseen, un-trudged-before forest. I asked, “Have you done this?”
“No, but I do remember some key things: The Facility was situated along the south edge of
some mountains. The grounds rolled down into a valley. Not a tree for shade, or anything to
break the wind or weather. The highest point is the farthest from the Facility, up on a ridge, so
steep I could barely keep my footing.” As he talked he pushed aside tree limbs, clearing a trail.
“To stay up I held onto the chain-link fence. It was okay during the day, but sleeping was near

impossible. I wanted to stay up and as far away as possible, I was desperate to, but couldn’t hold
on. I was exhausted, cold, and hungry. I slid down and was within sights of the facility. The staff
came out then, and they were kind and offered me a warm bed, a filling meal, and the chance to
start over. It took me three days until I followed them inside. I held out as long as I could.”
“William’s been there longer than that.”
“I know, that’s why we’re walking fast.”
I turned to check on Angela. She was gazing to the left and right, up and down, observing
everything. She asked, “Have you seen this forest?” I smiled at her enthusiasm and silly
question, but actually, I hadn’t really looked. Now I did. Trees. Big trees clutching the edge of
the ridge.
“Does anyone know the name of these trees? They’re so different from the trees back at your
house, Tristan, and different from the ones we walked through on our way to the Beyonds. How
many kinds of trees are there?” She investigated the base of one. “Look how tenacious it is on
this slope.” She called ahead to Tristan, “What are these called? Do you know anything about
these trees?”
Tristan distractedly said, “These? Oh I think they’re a pine, even though they have white
bark.” He quieted, as if he had answered all her questions, though in reality he only answered
one.
We continued trudging. The trees to our left were tall and growing taller as the mountain
sloped down. The trees to our right were small as the mountain rose beside us and above. It grew
cold, so we retrieved jackets from our bags and a Dindin bar for a late lunch. Angela said,
“Check this out,” she picked at orange goop at the base of a tree. “What do you suppose this is?”
I said, “I have no idea. Have you always been this fascinated by trees?”
“I don’t think I ever really saw a tree before. I mean we’ve been planting trees on the farms,
but not growing like this, all about, willy-nilly. Wait, you’re smiling.”
“I was just thinking you’re acting like I did when I saw the stars for the first time. I had
wanted to see them ever since I was six years old. I thought I knew what it would be like,
because I’d seen pictures or read about them, but nothing prepared me for really seeing it.
Nothing.”
“Have you seen trees before?”
“When Terran and I were young my family went on vacation in a New City-approved,
Conglom-sponsored forest. We stayed in a lodge surrounded by cement and some very
occasional trees. Now that I think about it, the trees may or may not have been real. I thought
they were, but I thought they all were, and now—they were likely fake.”
Angela said, “Terran told me about digging in the dirt there.”
A flash caught my eye. “Look!” A bird circled far above our heads. “It’s so big.”
Tristan said, “That’s a hawk. It sees its dinner down here.” Leaves rustled a few feet below
us down the hill.
Angela scrambled closer. “What was that?”
I couldn’t see anything moving or that might have moved. A shiver went down my spine.
There were animals nearby. Animals we couldn’t see. “What do hawks eat?”
Tristan answered, “Rabbits, small beasts.”
Angela grimaced. “Okay, that’s enough of nature rapture for a little bit. Let’s walk.”
I worked up the nerve to ask Tristan something I’d been meaning to since the night before.
“Do you think you lived in New City or the Beyonds before your arrest?”
“I have no idea.”

“You seem competent out here in the woods. I’m beginning to think you were a Beyonds
kid. You seem at home out here.”
“I wonder if you’re right? I was pretty incompetent when they released me to the Dustry
Farm. But maybe that was part of the memory loss. I just worked and did what I was told.
Happily I learned how to fix mechanical things. When I ran away I didn’t think I would survive,
because I was so incapable of doing anything I needed to do. I almost starved, until I ended up in
farming country. There, I traded my skills for food and figured out how to carry on with only a
half-brain.” Figuring out how to survive. For Tristan that was a happy ending. I felt deeply sorry
for him.
Tristan noticed a change in the light. “I think the trees are sparser up ahead. Stay here. I’ll go
check it out.”
He was gone before we could say, “Wait, don’t leave us.”
Twenty minutes later he returned. “Ten minutes walk to the edge of the forest and the
Facility fence. I didn’t dare look, a peek might be noticed by a guard or something. I didn’t want
to blow it before you get a chance to see William. We’ll camp here and wait for dusk. At nightfall
we can risk approaching the fence.”
We looked for a place to camp, but it was hard to imagine where, since it was all one big
slope. I stood with one foot down, one foot up, gripping a tree to keep from sliding. “How do
you sleep on a slope?”
“That’s what those kids on the grounds of the Facility are asking themselves every day.”
Angela slid-fell-walked down the hill investigating. “What about down here?”
We followed her voice to a small ledge around the base of a tree. It was enough room for
three people to sleep, if they were very close, literally and metaphorically.
Tristan scanned around and said, “That will work, I guess, unless I have a nightmare and
then...” He glanced around unnerved by the idea of going to sleep. What was it like to wake up
alone in terror?
Angela said, “I have plenty of the calming herbs. I’ll give you some before you sleep. It will
be fine. If you have a nightmare at least you’ll have friends with you.”
Tristan nodded and quietly unpacked some of our things. We hung our bags from the tree. I
put on every bit of clothing I owned, preparing for the cold night to come. Tristan said, “We’re
not exposed here and though it’s a mountain, it’s not a tall one. We’ll be warm enough.”
Angela said, “Especially sleeping this close.”
We sat under our tree and waited for night to come. My stomach felt like it contained
creatures running through leaves. You couldn’t see them, but they were there wreaking havoc on
my calm. Possibly I was fifty feet away from William. Maybe I was farther away, because he had
gone down the slope and was near the Facility doors. Or worse yet, he had asked to be
reeducated, and I was too late. How long did reeducation last? If it had already started, could he
be rescued in the middle? If he had his entire memory wiped away, would there be anything we
could do to get him back?
“Tristan?”
“Yeah?”
“How long were you reeducated?”
He dug angrily at the dirt in front of him. “I don’t know. I only remember bits and pieces
and some of what I remember I don’t want to talk about. It took six weeks or six years, but
ultimately, since they removed everything that came before, however long it took was efficient. I
remember nothing.”

Angela asked, “Even without your meds, you still don’t have any memories?”
“A couple of months ago I had a recurring dream about a closet. I would reach in, rub back
and forth on hanging clothes, and then pull a shirt out and—that’s it. All of it. I have no idea if
it’s a memory, but if it is, it’s not helpful. I had it almost every night for a while.”
I asked, “Were the clothes all the same color?”
“They glowed deep purple. There are patterns and other colors, here and there, but the
purple is predominant.”
I pulled a clump of leaves out of the dirt and rubbed the leaves back and forth between my
thumb and fingers. “You’re describing a New City closet from about eight years ago. The color
was Ponderous Purple and my closet was full of it. I remember reaching in for a shirt, my fingers
traveling along, everything the same color. In New City, we throw unmatched older colors away,
into the Piles of Discards.”
Angela said, “Which means...”
Tristan stood up. “Yeah, sure. I think it’s time to walk to the edge of the woods. Ready?”

28: The Fence

I was going to see William. Ready. Seeing him was gong to be a relief, and I couldn’t wait.
But I wasn’t prepared.
I crouched hidden, within the branches of a tree, at the edge of the woods. A fence stood
about fifteen feet away. The fence was tall, too tall to climb, and chain-link, resembling the fence
that enclosed us last year at Star Farm. The fence William tore down. I wouldn’t be able to tear
this one down—I didn’t have the tools, the time, or the manpower. I was positioned near an
oblique corner, the facing edge followed the slope down to the left, the perpendicular edge led
away along the top of the ridge.
Inside the top of the ridge fence, at the top of the slope, clung a cluster of people. Many
people. From my hidden spot in the shadows and with the changing light, it was difficult to see,
but it looked like a lot of people. A crowd. I crawled back and whispered to Tristan and Angela,
and one at a time they went to see for themselves. We figured there were thirty people, maybe
more, at the top edge of the slope.
In case our voices might carry, we crept deeper into the woods. Tristan shook his head. “It
wasn’t like that when I was here. There were four prisoners in the Facility with me. We had all
been there for different durations. That seemed like what they could handle, what the Facility
was set up for.”
I said, “Maybe they added more rooms?”
“Possibly, and more staff.”
Angela asked, “How are they staying up on the ridge? It looks even steeper than here, and
there aren’t any trees.”
Tristan said, “The prisoners must have a system for staying up at the top of the slope. Maybe
they’re holding each other up, taking turns sleeping. I don’t know. It can’t be easy. I guess we
have about forty minutes until it will be dark enough to venture closer. I’ll go back to the tent for
some more food. Angela will you walk halfway, so I don’t lose myself in the dark?”
Angela’s eyes opened wide. “Wait halfway in the dark in the woods?”
“You can do it,” he said. “I’ll go really fast. Just think about all of those hungry people that
need your help.”
Angela bravely followed him down the path to our camp. It was a lot darker when they
returned, and Tristan had every Dindin bar we had carried into the woods. “Tomorrow we’ll
retrieve more from the car, and drive to a store if we need to.”
We watched the fence for about five more minutes as the night sky completely darkened.
Tristan said, “Estelle would you like to do the honors?”
“Yes,” I said, “but be ready to run if it comes to that.”
Carrying two boxes of bars, I stoop walked from the tree, my hiding place, my safety, to the
exposed corner of the fence.

29: Hold On, Hold On

The crowd of people along the fence were silent. I didn’t want to startle them, but I also
couldn’t think of any way to approach that wouldn’t startle them. I gave the fence a small jiggle,
clink clink.
None of them noticed, but my next step caused a small rock slide. Someone whispered,
“There’s something moving over there.”
Another voice answered, “There’s nothing—” More rocks slid out from under my feet,
cutting the statement short.
I was about twelve feet away and hunched over, hidden. Pretending to be something natural,
like a boulder. But I could’ve been a bear, or a, I don’t know, monster. Either way, discovering a
hidden moving something, outside the fence in the dark, was going to be freaky. I whispered,
“I’m looking for William, William Loftin.”
“Who’s there?” The voice was male, but not William’s.
“I’m a friend, looking for William Loftin. Is it safe?”
My whispered question was passed from one person to another, flowing down the group
along the fence. I listened to it go. I was crouched, curled, chin pressed against my knee. About
three quarters of the way, William’s voice asked, “What?” His voice was louder than a whisper.
Plain as day.
I projected my whisper, “It’s me, Estelle.” I shuffle walked, then dropped and crawled along
the outer side of the fence, pulling the boxes of bars behind me. I reached the group, creeping
behind their backs, whispering, “William?”
“Estelle?” He was still about seven feet away. He must have attempted to turn or stand,
because a noisy rockslide cascaded down toward the buildings.
Light blared on. Big lights. Lights that shocked the retina and swept over the crowd at the
top of the hill. I flattened into the dirt, pressing myself against the backs of the people on the
other side of the fence.
A male voice directly in front of me whispered, “Don’t move a muscle.” The light scanned
along the faces and bodies of the prisoners. A few prisoners waved.
One girl yelled, “Good Evening, Jerks!” Then, just as suddenly, the light went out again. I
guess the Facility was using fear of the dark as a tactic.
William whispered, “Estelle?” I belly crawled forward.
William,” I said, as I pulled up right behind him. “William, I’m here.”
“Estelle, how? What?” He didn’t turn to the fence—I guessed he couldn’t because of the
way he was holding himself at the top of the steep slope—but he half-turned, grasped the fence
over his shoulder, and twisted three-quarters around. To hold the position, he kept both hands
clutching through the chain-link. His cheek pressed against the steel, his eyes settled on me in
moments and only by degrees. “How did you get here?”
I pressed my face against his fingers and cried all over his hand. I couldn’t stop myself. I
couldn’t stop crying, but I also couldn’t make an intelligible sound, so I attempted to stop, which
made me incapable of stopping, and for a second I feared I might become hysterical. He was

locked inside a fence, a cage, and needed to console me. I was not proud of this one bit.
“It’s okay, you’re here, right? You’re here. I’m here. We’re both okay, right?” His voice
soothed me, smoothed me. I nodded, clutching his fingers. “It’s so good to see—I didn’t think I
would—I was trying to get used to the idea.” The chainlink pressed deep into the skin of his
forehead and cheek. Pressed so deep it brought me to my senses. He shouldn’t have to console
me. I had to pull myself together.
“I brought food.”
“Enough for everyone?”
“Yes, two bars each, I think,”
He said, “Lie down for a minute.” Then louder, “All right! Looks like we need to sing.”
Down the row he asked, “Walking in the moonlight with my girl?”
They sang at the top of their voices until the lights blared on, then they sang and made lewd
and rude hand gestures until the lights extinguished again. They continued singing. William said
over his shoulder, “That ought to hold them for a bit.”
I opened a box of Dindins and stuffed a bar at a time through the links to William. It was a
simple job, but his end required so much effort. His feet were slipping on the downward slope,
his fingers grasped the wire. His weight pulled him downwards. Somehow he managed to hold
himself up and remain calm. “From Estelle, pass it down.”
A voice down the line asked, “Estelle?”
Another said, “Estelle Wells is here?”
William said, “She’s outside the fence. She brought food.” They sang more, loud and
boisterous, to cover the ripping of the packages. William ate his bars fast. How many days had he
been here, six?
I asked, “Do you have water?”
“A guard has been bringing us water. We’ll pass it down the row, after we eat.” He stuffed
the end of the bar in his mouth. “Ravenous.”
“That’s how I felt while I was in the tower, and they fed me.” William licked the inside of
the wrapper, and opened his second.
The guy next to him asked, “Estelle, how’d you get here?”
“I came with friends.”
William asked, “Terran? MJ?”
“No, Angela and a former prisoner, Tristan.” William looked confused. “It’s a long story and
—go ahead and eat.”
“Can you take away the wrappers? I don’t want them to suspect we had food.”
“Sure, definitely.” I collected the empty wrappers, and the singing died down.
William relaxed his grip on the chainlink and unfurled. His back was to me, but his fingers
still grasped over his shoulder. I held his fingers, keeping my lips as close to his ear as they could
be.
He asked, his voice so low it was barely perceptible, “Do you know why all these people are
here?”
“Because of me.” I said it so low I barely heard myself.
“Because of us. Because of our farm. I know you don’t expect all the credit, but you can’t
take all the blame. We did this. These people are here—”
He shifted causing a big cascade of rocks. He banged his head back against the fence in
frustration and yelled, “Let’s sing! I dropped flat to the ground, as the lights blared on again.
Everyone erupted into different songs creating a cacophony of noises until the lights

extinguished again.
A young woman’s voice whispered, “William, I’m going to the bathroom, take the belt for a
while.” A leather belt was passed down. A young man kept William steady while he wrapped it
through his belt loops and around the fence.
I said, “I’ll bring ropes tomorrow.”
“There’s going to be a tomorrow? Because from here the chances of tomorrow seem bleak.”
“Yes, there—”
I was cut off. Someone said, “Here comes the guard, perimeter search.”
“Hit the ground, tight and low. Don’t move. The guards come up the outer sides of the
grounds, but never across the back. That’s why we’re in the middle. They don’t like to come up
this far. We’re making it hard on them. Wait, shhhhh.” I dropped to the ground and pressed
against the fence holding tight to William’s lower fingers.
The crowd called in falsetto sweet, mocking voices, “Hello Mr. Guard-man, how are you
today?” They caused rockslides, and made a racket clanking the chain-link fence. In response the
guards shone lights into their faces, aiming for their eyes. After a few tense moments, the guards
slip-walked back down the sides.
Voices from both ends of the line declared, “All clear.”
I sat back up and whispered, “There will be a tomorrow and a next day and a next. I’ll come
back every night until we figure how to get you out.”
“How to get us all out. I’m not leaving without everyone.” His dropped his head back to the
fence. I pressed my lips to his fingers.
When I pulled away, I looked out, through the fence and over his shoulder, at the view. The
night sky was crisp and dark with an epic number of stars. We were so close, on high, that I
wanted to reach up to touch one, but didn’t want to let go of William’s hand.
He said, “No one is going down this slope and into the facility. Not anymore. Too many
people have gone through those doors. Almost ten since I arrived, and I hear it’s been like this for
months. We’re staying up here together and we’re getting out together.”
I leaned my forehead against the fence and whispered close to his ear. “I was so worried you
would go in before I got here.”
He chuckled, “As you know, that’s not really my style.”
“Do you know what they do—in there?”
“No one does, we just know not to go. We don’t even go near the doors, in case they entice
us with food or something.”
“William, I know what they do.”
He twisted toward me, and the young man to his left turned too. Everyone within listening
distance stilled. I said, “They call it reeducation. They wipe memories. Everything—where the
prisoners come from, their names, their families. It’s all forgotten. Then the prisoner gets a new
job somewhere out here in the Beyonds.”
William nodded as if he understood. He said, “You know my pamphlet about nonviolence? I
want to kill them. I want to rush the door, and fight our way out. We have the numbers, we could
probably do it. Maybe if I went inside I could stop them or figure out how to escape.”
“Promise me you won’t go in the door, William.”
His jaw clenched.
“Promise me, for any reason. We don’t know how to get you out once you’re in. Don’t go in.
Keep everyone from going in.”
“I promise. But do you have an idea? Because my only idea includes storming the facility,

and I just made a promise to the woman I love that I wouldn’t.”
“I do. I came up with it when I saw how many of you there are. It might take a few days.”
“We have time, if you can bring food.”
“I’ll bring more tomorrow night.”
I stared up at the sky. Some areas were sparsely populated by stars, but a broad swath
glittered and glistened from horizon to horizon. It was called the Milky Way. I knew that from
books, but I had never seen it before. I had believed that because I had never seen it, that it
couldn’t possibly be quite so—epic, so expansive, so awe inspiring. I had to see it with my own
two eyes to really get what the description meant. I figured that there was a lot about life that was
like that. You don’t know something exists until you really see it.
In New City, no one believed there were any problems, until the protests marched by. No
one dreamed of other ways to live, until I busted down some buildings and farmed right under
their noses. Now young people were disappearing, and no one noticed. Maybe if the citizens of
New City saw the faces of the missing, it would jog their memories. Make them remember what
was lost. Maybe.
I said, “Tomorrow morning, when there’s light, one by one, go to the corner over there, and
turn toward the tree. Tristan will take photos of each of you. Then I’ll get the photos to New City.
Try to get a public outcry.” He nodded. I continued, “We have a guard that we’re in contact
with.”
“The one that brings us water.”
“I think so. He was a former prisoner. I’ll talk to him tomorrow. Maybe we can plan a prison
break, if we catch them unawares. Tomorrow night I’ll know more.”
“Sure, Stelley.” He adjusted his back, lowered a little, and said, “Remembering you in bed
that last morning, sleepy-eyed and forgiving, is the only thing that has kept me going.”
“Remembering you kneeling beside my bed is the only thing that kept me going.”
“Did I remember to tell you that I love you before I left?”
“Yes, always.”
“Good. I need to sleep. I only get the belt for about an hour.”
“Can I sit here and hold your hand?”
“Definitely.”
I watched as he slowly fell asleep, head lolling to the side uncomfortably, fingers relaxing.
Tension softening. William.
An hour later a cascade of rocks set the lights blaring again. This time, the crowd perched at
the top of the hill didn’t raise a defensive song, but instead covered their eyes trying to soften the
blow of the blinding light. So bright it was maddening. I felt like I couldn’t breathe the entirety
of its blare, and I didn’t have to stare into it.
After it ended, William passed his belt down the line and returned to clutching at the fence.
He said, “We need about twenty more belts or ropes. Can you get them?”
“Yes, and food for four hundred.”
“How did you get here?”
I whispered into his ear for the next hour. I told him the whole story, while everyone slept in
stages and shifts, until another belt was passed to him. He was so exhausted; I didn’t want to
leave, but I had to let him sleep. Every minute I stayed was more risk. I said, “I’m going to go to
my camp in the woods. Remember, tomorrow morning, one at a time, in that corner.”
He nodded his head.
“I love you. Hold on, okay? Hold on.”

“I love you too, Estelle. I’m holding. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
It was the hardest thing in the world to walk away. I crawled along the backs of the
protesters until I reached the last, then took a deep breath and hustled, noiselessly, to the corner.
The tree-lined edge of the prison grounds seemed like such a long distance away now that I knew
about those blasted lights. The lights terrified me. I took a deep breath and scrambled to the
safety of the tree, just about falling onto Angela and Tristan.
Angela whispered, “Did you see him?”
In my excitement I struggled to keep my voice a whisper. “Yes, he’s there! He’s there, I saw
him!” Angela threw her arms around me and Tristan threw his arms around us both, swept up in
joy.
I said, “He’s okay, we got here in time. They aren’t going in. They need food and ropes—to
tie off to the fence—but they aren’t going in.”
Angela hugged tighter, “Oh I’m so happy!”
Tristan asked, “What do we do now?”
I said, “I’m glad you asked, I came up with a plan that depends on you.”
We left the edge of the woods. I talked through the beginning of the plan, the photographs—
Tristan would begin at dawn.
We found our sleeping bags, somehow, though we were tired, and it was dark and everything
looked different from during the day. The night was cool and misty, yet warmer than it had been
exposed on the fence line. As I snuggled in on one side of Angela, while Tristan lay on the other,
I sent a repeating plea to the stars watching over William. Hold on, hold on, hold on...

30: Dinner Bars and Rope

At daybreak the prisoners had shuffled to the corner of their cage. Tristan, camouflaged in
the tree line, tossed a pebble, signaling he was ready, and the closest prisoner turned toward him
and posed. Tristan took photos. Then he tossed another pebble, and the prisoners traded places.
Tristan shot photographs for almost an hour. The entire time the prisoners created a distraction by
singing a song about a bottle on a wall, over and over again, taking it louder whenever they
switched positions. The prisoners were teens mostly. It was outrageous. They were taken from
New City for what—because they protested my arrest?
William went last. He presented himself, looking in my general direction. He couldn’t see
me, I was hidden by camouflage, distance, and the growing speckled light of the trees and the
shadows, but I smiled as if he could. Tristan tossed a pebble, and William smiled, gave us a
thumbs up and then turned away and that was it. I wouldn’t see him until tonight. I wiped a tear.
The clockwork movement of my plan worked as it was set in motion. I couldn’t believe it
worked so well. Tristan fiddled with his camera and removed a small chip about the size of a
thumbnail. “All the photos, in one teeny tiny object, now where do we take it?”
“I get it to Jack,” I said. “Jack will take it from there.”
We hiked out of the woods back to the car. An envelope had been left on the door. Tristan
read,
Dear T,
I see you made it. I’ve been watering. Call me today, need to know plan. Trouble possible.
—D
Tristan said, “Daniel wants to know our plan.” He stuffed the letter in his pocket and started
the car.
I said, “We need phone reception to call New City.”
Tristan worked it out loud, “We could try the town right back there, but it’s full of
employees of the Facility. They might ask questions. You might get recognized. There’s the hill
near my house, but it doesn’t also sell food. Maybe we should drive to the South? I think there’s
a town there, that means food, and it’s close enough to a Dustry Farm to have phone reception.
I asked, “Would it also have a truck depot? We need a trucker to drive the film into New
City.”
“There’s one nearby, but how are you going to talk a trucker into helping you?”
“I’ve got a friend, but if he’s not there, then you’re the one asking.” I smiled and batted my
eyes.
Tristan laughed and said, “I guess that makes sense.”
We drove southeast, headed toward yet another place I didn’t know existed. Angela and
Tristan talked about trees and forests and leaf shapes and any other thing that crossed their
minds, while I stared out at the landscape remembering William’s fingers, and their imprint on
my heart.

I called Terran first.
“Hi!”
He said, “You sound almost upbeat.” It was so great to hear his voice, his comfortable,
companionable voice.
“I snuck to the Facility and spent the night holding William’s hand on the side of a hill.”
“That’s wonderful!”
“Do you have Jack’s number? I need to ask him to help me with something.”
“Um sure,” he rustled papers. “He came by yesterday. I didn’t tell him where you were, but
he seemed suspicious. Wanted to talk to you.”
“I’ll fill him in now. How’s Walden? The farm?”
“Walden’s doing great. He curls up around my legs at night. It’s nice sleeping at Star Farm
again. It’s fine too. How’s Angela holding up?”
From my vantage I could see Angela and Tristan inside the car continuing to chat like they
had been all day. “She’s doing okay, misses you. I’d let you talk, but I have to call Jack quick.
She’ll call you soon.”
“Sure, here’s his number.” We hung up, and I dialed Jack. “Hi, Jack.”
“Estelle, I need to see you today.”
“I’m not in New City right now. I’m really far away from New City. About as far away as
it’s possible to be.” My explanation became a jumble of words. “William was arrested.”
“What? Estelle, slow down, tell me what happened.”
“He was arrested and shipped out to some place called the Facility.”
“Oh, and so you...?”
“I’m there.”
“I see. Or I don’t know—I don’t see, Estelle. Don’t we have channels? Can’t you file papers,
hire a lawyer? Do you need me to help with that?”
“Yes, I need your help, but not with channels. No channels. They’ve been arresting hundreds
of kids, maybe even more. The Facility has been full for months. It’s got thirty people there now,
besides William.”
“What do you mean?”
“Since my arrest, Jack. They’ve been disappearing people involved in the protests.”
“That can’t be possible. We would have heard. People would have noticed.”
“I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Kids, like us, in prison.”
There was silence at the other end of the phone. “How?”
“I don’t know how. They’re just rounding them up.”
“No, I mean, how do we not notice? How do we, here, not care?”
“I think it’s something that’s being added to the water—a medicine that affects our memory,
or makes us just not care.”
Jack’s voice sounded small and far away when he said, “That’s what I was coming to talk to
you about. I heard rumors, about the new water system, and wanted to ask what you knew about
it.”
“I didn’t know anything, but William was arrested for investigating it.”
I heard him running his hand down his face. His voice sounded weary, first, then businesslike.”What can I do for you?” This was freaking him out; he was putting up walls around his
psyche. I would have to climb carefully.
“You remember when you quit your father’s marketing firm?”
Silence.

“And went to work at the Daily Style, so you could promote things that matter?”
More silence. I wondered if he was still on the phone.
“You’ve covered the markets and hootenannies, but I thought you wanted to do more, cover
a bigger story. This is a big story. Really big.”
“It’s not a very good story. It’s missing people that no one noticed are missing. They’re far
away, and the only people who know anything about it are William and Estelle. You aren’t really
trustworthy, upstanding New City citizens.”
“Ouch.”
“It’s true.”
“I have photos.”
“Of what?”
“I have photos of the prisoners that are there today. Thirty, maybe more. I’m going to get
them to you. If you’ll put the photos out, I think the citizens of New City will recognize people
they lost.”
There was silence again.
“Please Jack.”
“You’ve been there?”
“I was there last night. It’s terrible Jack. They take these kids and drop them off to starve.
Once they’re hungry enough, they beg to be reeducated, their memories are wiped clean, and
then they’re released to labor in the Beyonds. You have to tell their story. Please. It’s the most
important story ever.”
“How will you get me the photos?”
“I’ll send them by truck. Jack, this has to happen fast. The prisoners are starving. I’m afraid
they’re going to beg.”
“Okay, Estelle. Okay. Get me the photos, I’ll make it happen.”
“By tomorrow?”
“Yes, and how are you, are you okay?”
“I’m holding on by one teeny tiny finger to all that’s left. Promise me Jack.”
“I promise.”
The men of my life were making promises that I barely had hope they could keep. Lastly I
reached in my backpack and pulled out a small scrap of paper and dialed the number there.
“Hello Timothy, it’s Estelle Wells.”
“Hello Estelle! How are you? Did you make it back to New City yet?”
“No, I’m deep in the Beyonds, around Herfordshire?”
“I know of it. What are you doing out there? Aren’t you ready to go home yet?”
“I’m ready, but I still have some vacation yet.”
“Sure, sure. I told Terran I saw you, that I gave you a ride. He gave me a basket of carrots.”
“Good, I’m glad. So, I need a favor. I have a small package—I need to get it from here, all
the way to New City, by tonight. Can you help me?”
“I’m headed to New City today, but what you need is someone coming to me.” Then there
was nothing, silence. I sat for a beat, trying to figure out what he meant, but finally he spoke
again, “Estelle?”
“Yes?”
“We have a truck leaving the Defordshire depot in one hour. The driver’s name is James
Drekel. If you get it to him, he’ll bring it to me. Just write me a note where you need the package
to go.

“Thank you, Timothy, you’re the best.”
“Estelle?”
“Yes?”
“Maybe don’t give him your real name. Tell him you live in the Beyonds. Look, I have to
tell you, I heard some truck drivers talking about you being in the Beyonds. They called you a
troublemaker. A few said they would be looking for you. I told them you had returned to New
City by now, but I’m sure news is spreading. You have friends and foes, so be careful out there,
okay?”
“I’ll have someone I know hand it off, just in case.”
“Good. Will I see you soon? Call me when you need a ride.”
“I will.” Click. He was gone.
I asked, “Tristan, do you have any idea where the Defordshire Depot is?”
“No, but we can figure it out.”
I scrawled Timothy’s name on the envelope containing the chip from Tristan’s camera.
Inside I wrote a note:
Please deliver to Jack Maranville,
c/o The Daily Style,
26 Hi Rise Blvd.,
New City.
Thank you!
I wasn’t used to relying on people. Asking for help. Depending. It was unnerving that my
idea relied on such a crowd to follow through and play a part. What if one person didn’t do what
I asked? All it would take was one. One New City citizen behaving normally and not
cooperating. I sighed.
I had to believe they would all do it. For me. I tried not to think about Timothy’s news—
rumors had me in the Beyonds. Did that mean that people were looking for me? What did
Timothy mean by my foes? I have foes?
I shook my head trying to clear the negatives, the what ifs. What did it help to be worried?
Better to be in the present, to deal with the task at hand. I turned my focus to the conversation in
the front seat of the car. Angela asked Tristan, “Have you ever wondered where it all started, how
old it all is?”
“I don’t wonder so much about the beginnings. I just want to document what’s here. I feel
like, even here in the Beyonds, we aren’t thinking about the big picture, we’re just going about
our lives. We don’t see.”
“Or know,” agreed Angela. “I want to know about those trees, the ones outside your house,
jutting into the sky. How long have they been there, and why are they so different from the ones
near the Facility?” Angela turned sideways in her seat and kicked her shoes off. “I wonder if
anybody is studying them.” She directed her attention to me, “Do you think Frederick might
know someone? Maybe I could work in tree science.”
“I could ask, next time I see him, but I wouldn’t think so. I mean, maybe to find ingredients
for medicines, to discover raw materials for things, but just to know about a tree? Call me
cynical, but I don’t think anyone cares that much.”
We were driving through a forest. As trees flowed by, I thought about how much I liked
them, the lights and shadows, the coolness when I stood beside them. I loved the idea of the tree.

I thought it would be fun to climb them, but I didn’t care that much about where they came from.
I wondered if that was the New City girl in me, or just personality. Like pink sprinkles or high
heels.
Angela said, “In New City no one seems to care where things come from, much less trees.
We’re uninterested by history, but not me. I wonder how the first person who tasted chamomile
knew it wasn’t poisonous, and how long before they figured out it was good for relaxation.”
Tristan asked, “Chamomile, is that what you’re giving me?”
“That and some other things.”
“How did you figure it out?”
“Books, and—”
I laughed, “What came first, the knowledge, or the book?”
We followed a sign that said, Defordshire, and then passed a truck with a large video of a
beautiful woman saying, “Delicious!” along its side.
Tristan said, “Following!” He pulled his car into the truck’s lane.
It was impossible to miss the depot. It was by far the biggest building in the town and full of
trucks, coming and going. Big trucks, little trucks, a giant warehouse of hundreds of trucks.
Tristan parked near the back, and practiced for a second. “Hello, I’m Tan Jones. That sounds
more common right?” He looked comfortable for the first time since I met him, charming, at
home in his skin. “I have a delivery for Timothy at the New City-West Trucking Depot.”
To help straighten his story, I asked, “Who’s the delivery from?”
“My boss at the...um, newly created Tree Science Institute. It’s small and isn’t well known
yet.”
“Hmmm, what are the odds they’ll check behind you?”
“It’s got to be better than pretending to be part of a place that does exist. If I tried that,
chances are good that I’d get caught in a lie. My boss is the new Tree Science Institute head,
Angela Singer.” He raised his eyebrows at Angela with a smile. “She’s a pleasure to work for.”
Angela said, “Your cover story is my dream thrown to the universe. I’ve got a new job in
research, and today is my first day.”
I laughed. “Go get ‘em, Tristan. I don’t mean to put too much pressure on you, but the whole
plan hinges on this exact moment.”
While he used his acting skills inside the depot, Angela and I waited, scrunched down in our
seats. “So how was William?”
“There was something in his eyes, an anger that worries me. He feels helpless and—I made
him promise not to go in the Facility, because I could see he was about to. He thinks he can do
something. He always wants to do something.”
“Yeah...” For a second I couldn’t figure out what she was agreeing to, but then she changed
the subject. “What’s interesting about you, is that you started it all, the whole movement, and it’s
so big and important what you’ve done. I thought of a metaphor last night while Tristan and I
were waiting for you at the edge of the woods. Do you want to hear it?”
“I didn’t know you were the storytelling type and yes.”
“It’s like you had a boulder, the roundest, biggest, heaviest boulder, and you wanted to roll it
down the hill. You wanted to see the path it would make and watch it go. That seemed enough.
You asked for a few people to help, and you rolled it to the launch point, and you pushed. Well,
your boulder is rolling. It’s picking up speed. William and the other people at the facility have

almost been flattened by its speed and trajectory.”
“How does one stop a boulder once it begins rolling?”
“I don’t know if you do, Estelle. You have to decide if you want to sit back and watch it
descend. I mean maybe that’s enough. No one would really blame you, if you want to sit back. I
don’t know. You’re responsible. You’re trying to help people in the path, that’s commendable—
and I don’t want to belabor the metaphor too much—but you started the boulder rolling. When I
was watching those kids get their photos taken I was thinking, those are my classmates, could
have been my friends. I don’t think you stop it, but I don’t know if you sit back either.
Tristan opened the door to the car. “Worked! Found him, he took the envelope, and said he
would deliver it. I told him it was important. He seemed to appreciate my Beyonds sensibility.”
“Good, the wheels are in motion. I’m not sure what exactly Jack will do, but he knows how
to publish something. Doesn’t he, Angela?”
“I will give him that. When I heard of him I thought he sounded like a jerk, no offense, but
then he had the love story printed. It was a gutsy move for a city guy.”
“None taken. I’ve thought all those things and more, but he’s turning out okay. His path is
just not as direct as mine.”
Tristan drove the car back to the main road and we began looking for an open store to buy a
few cases of dinner bars.
I said to Angela, “Just to stick with your metaphor. I could stand up and scream at the top of
my voice, ‘Get out of the way! Thus saving everyone’s life and allowing the boulder to roll
unimpeded.”
Tristan said, “You told Estelle what you came up with last night?” She nodded.
He met my eyes through the rear view mirror. “I don’t know a lot about New City, and what
happened when you were arrested, but...”
I said, “She believes that, because I set the boulder in motion, I shouldn’t just sit back and
watch it roll.”
Tristan said, “True.”
“So I asked if waving my arms and telling everyone to get out of the way would be a good
plan. Because that’s pretty much all I’ve got.”
“Or you could go farther down the hill and dig a trench and turn the boulder from its current
path. Divert it. Keep it from it’s current crash course and send it in another direction.”
“You think my boulder is on a crash course?”
Tristan squinted at me through the rear view mirror. “What do you think?”
Angela said, “Look, I don’t know if that helps. I just wanted to tell you so that it could get
you thinking about what your next move should be.”
“I haven’t thought about anything beyond getting William home.”
Angela nodded and a look passed between her and Tristan. It made me realize that they were
becoming close friends.
We found a store and bought five cases of dinner bars and rope, for my visit to the Facility’s
grounds that night.

31: Act Like a Rock

As I walked to the edge of the woods, in near total darkness, something seemed different.
There was a humming sound. Faint, but noticeable, nonetheless. I peered out from the woods and
looked for anything amiss. I couldn’t distinguish anything, but neither could I see any people.
I stooped-ran toward the edge of the fence, closing the distance to within three steps, when a
male voice from inside the enclosure said, “Stop! Stop, Estelle, don’t touch the fence!” I froze,
silent, still in my tracks.
A pebble bounced, pinging me on the shin. The voice, one I didn’t recognize—not William
— said, “Don’t touch the fence, it’s electrified.”
A whoosh slammed into my ears as panic set in. I whispered, “Electrified? Where are you?”
“I’m below the fence, just inside.” I slowly crouched, then dropped flat to the dirt, left the
box of bars behind, and belly crawled to within a foot of the fence. “Who are you?”
“I’m Coren Truho. I stayed behind to tell you the fence is electrified. It’s painful. Don’t
touch.”
“Oh, no, what happened?”
“The guards toured the grounds this morning, and then—I guess they were tired of waiting.
They returned to the building, and a pulse of electricity shot through the fence. It didn’t last long,
but it hurt like hell. People screamed and slid down away, as far away, as they could get.”
“Where’s William Loftin?” I asked, my cheek pressed into the ground. Why wasn’t he here
at the hill? Why was I talking to this random guy? My breath quickened. Random guy—really?
That’s how I’m going to be? This guy was locked up here because he wasn’t random. He was
here because he had been out in the streets—for me.
“He’s in the Facility.”
I pulled my limbs in to cover my face and, by accident, ate dirt. Panting, I inhaled some, and
choked and spit mud. The Facility. He went in. While I shopped for dinner bars and rope. A wave
of anger and fear washed over me and I was grateful to be laying down. My brow was wet with
sweat.
“He promised me,” I said, not meaning to say it to Coren. Saying it to myself, and the earth.
Coren said, “I couldn’t get my belt off. There was a pause and then an enormous electrical
pulse. People were so scared. They were screaming and racing down the hill. William slid after
them, begging them to calm down. He tried to talk them into staying.” Coren’s voice choked on
the words.
“My belt wouldn’t come off. I tried to get it loose, but ended up sliding through. It’s like I
woke up, and I was hanging from the loop of leather.” I couldn’t see him over the slope of the
hill; he was only a sad, sad voice.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, About six of us were able to hold on. We’ve been watching it unfold all day. A group
gave up. They were too exhausted and scared to stay outside anymore. William begged and
pleaded with them not to go in, but finally they went, and he walked in with them.”
Of course he wouldn’t let them go in without him. He felt responsible.

“I have food.” I crawled backwards to retrieve the box of bars. As I returned to the fence I
whispered, “Say something. I’ll aim bars in your direction.” My hands shook as I ripped the box
open.
Another voice, from farther away, said, “What we really need is water.”
Coren added, “Look, I stayed on the hill to warn you not to touch the fence. Now my
mission is complete, I’m going in the Facility. I think we stand a better chance if we stay
together.”
“No, you don’t, you don’t know what they do, and maybe they’re—” I stopped because of
the rockslide as they slid down the hill. Not just Coren, but all of them, sliding. I whispered,
“Hello? Hello?” but there was no reply. I sat up and tried see where they were, but the night was
near total darkness. If only there were a moon or some lights. “Why does it have to be so dark?”
Then, as if to punctuate my idiocy, the startling spotlights blared to life. I pressed to the dirt
and tried to act like a rock. Maybe the fence created a visual filter in front of my body. Maybe
they weren’t looking outside of the fence. Maybe now that everyone was inside, they wouldn’t
care that there was a human on the outside. Me. Out here. I didn’t dare move, or breathe, or
blink, or look. But then an alarm sounded. A loud alarm, a startlingly, terrifyingly loud alarm that
went on and on and on. I scrambled to my feet and ran-fell into the edge of the woods. “Run!”

32: Alone and Lost

We barreled through the woods. Tristan led and I followed in the stumbling last place.
Tristan called over his shoulder, “Do we have time to grab our things?”
“I don’t know, are they behind us or in front?” I had lost track in the scramble. There was a
path, but I was going fast and kept tripping and running through branches and leaves and scary
things that grabbed at my clothes. This wasn’t a path.
Angela said, “One of us has to stay out. We should split up. We can’t all get caught.” We
were full out running through the woods. Where would we go, which direction? Tristan chose
and slid-fell down the hill, crash landing on a log at the bottom. Angela slid behind him. I missed
and slid-crashed against a tree trunk halfway down. I held on and tried to calm my panting
breath.
I guessed Angela and Tristan were about thirty feet below and behind. The footsteps of the
following guards were about forty feet above along the path. I closed my eyes and tried to be one
with the tree. One with the tree. The footsteps clomped far above.
Tristan whispered, “Shhhh,” but I was already as quiet as I could be, being a tree and all.
The clomping steps of the guards above seemed to be moving past. I hoped we were clear,
but then the steps stopped. There was silence and, after an excruciating moment, guards slid
down the hill all but landing on top of Tristan and Angela.
I clamped my hand over my mouth to stop the yell from escaping that perched on the edge
of my tongue. Angela was right, it would do us no good if we were all found. Then who would
go for help? Was there any help to go for?
“Why are you at the Facility?”
“No reason,” said Tristan, “just out for a walk in the moonlight.” The men jerked them to
their feet and led them away. The sound of their feet receding through the night. Leaving me
alone and lost in the woods of the Beyonds.

33: Night in the Beyonds

What would I do? A small something rustled nearby—shuffle squiggle shuffle shift. What
was that? I tried to relax. I turned onto my back to catch my breath, but right above me—
hooocheee, hooooocheeecheee. I jerked my eyes open. Trying to see what was too black to see.
What makes that noise? A human-eater? I sat, not liking how exposed I was at the bottom of this
—what, a ravine? I much preferred being up on the slope, looking down. I guess that’s what the
teens in the Facility thought too. The Facility was down here. I needed some distance.
I also wanted my stuff. My bag with William’s book. The food, the water. My sleeping bag.
If there was to be any sleep tonight, it would be in a bag, not out in the open under this tree. I
needed to get back on higher ground.
I lay quietly and listened. I didn’t discern anybody, or anything. It was ethereal, quiet,
uncomfortably quiet. I frankly didn’t know it could get this quiet. I thought darkness was the
same as light, just darker.
I turned over to crawl and managed to work my way up the hill through the dirt—the dead,
wet, decaying leaves, rocks, gravel—using occasional trees for handholds.
The extent of my visuals was twelve inches in front of my face. Except occasionally, when
the trees were spaced widely giving me more ambient light. Trouble was, wider trees meant less
trees to pull on for my ascent. Did I want more trees and cover, or more light? I couldn’t decide.
I slid, losing half the distance I had made. Then I scooted sideways looking for a different,
hopefully better place to ascend, and picked and pulled and worked my way up.
After about an hour I emerged at the northern tree line and the mountain ridge. Was I before
or after the spot on the trail where our camp and my things were? While I had been struggling in
the dark woods, the moon had risen, illuminating the slope. If only it would have risen an hour
ago it might have made the entire scenario easier. I faced the woods and looked right, the
direction of the facility. There was a break in the trees just ahead. I guessed I was close.
I shoved through the trees and picked a path to my left, stopping every few steps to scan
down the slope. After inching about thirty feet, I recognized a familiar tree and descended into
our camp. Or rather, my camp, now that I was all alone in the Beyonds.
What does one do when they’re all alone in the Beyonds? How would I carry on? Absolutely
everything relied on the photos arriving on Jack’s desk and Jack telling the story. Everything.
I climbed into my bedroll and pulled the covers to my chin and lay alone in the all
encompassing dark. How was it so loud? First, it was so silent I thought I would go mad, and
now it was so clamorous I felt frantic. Were those bugs? Or the whooshing of my rushing blood?
I heard a scratching sound. Was the scratching thing ten feet away or forty? And what would I
fight it off with, if it was hungry?
I pulled the covers over my head and curled in a ball. I needed sleep to think straight. Terror
wasn’t good for decisions, but what was that? There was a definite crunching noise not far from
my left ear. I stilled and listened with every part of my body. What was it? Was it coming closer?
I listened but couldn’t hear over my mind-voice repeating, please-please-please-please-please.
I begged the universe to save me from the dark. If I had known this before, how dark it gets

and how freaky, maybe I would never have done any of this stupid—
I tensed every muscle to see if that made me feel safer. Nope. I needed to relax, relax, calm
down. But I frankly thought I might hyperventilate. There’s nothing there, nobody, nothing. But
why not? I was only about a hundred feet from the edge of the facility, and what if Tristan and
Angela told them I was here?
I flung my covers off. The guards could be coming right now, walking the woods, looking
for anyone else, or maybe specifically me, but whatever, they might be coming, while I cowered
under a blanket.
I grabbed everything I could carry—a blanket, my bag, Tristan’s camera, a box of food,
some water—and scrambled fast, back up the hill to the tree line. Then I ran full speed along the
tree line toward the car.
Tree limbs pulled at my hair and clothes, and my breath came in jagged clawing breaths. I
grabbed hold of a tree, rested, and then continued racing. I jettisoned the blanket, because my
load was too heavy.
The hike-in had taken about an hour, so my run-out would be less than that, but the hillside
was slanted, the footing uneven, the path very dark, and I was out of breath. My usual work
included lifting and bending. I hadn’t done much running in the last year. Not since the protest,
in New City. A time and place that seemed very far away.
I attempted to settle on a pattern—step step step step step, but terror kept my brain from
calmness. I wanted to scream, though I didn’t have the breath. It felt like someone was behind
me every step, gaining ground between us.
I tore out of the woods to the road. Tristan’s car was just up to the right. I dropped my load
to the ground and doubled over, wheezing and panting. I shook my legs and arms trying to get
my blood to stop roiling like it was. Flow, flow, Estelle, flow.
I threw my things into the backseat of the car and stepped in. It was the first time in a year
that I sat behind the wheel of a car. I hoped I remembered how to drive. Toward town?

34: Ways to Say Goodbye

Town was dead quiet, not a soul to be seen. Well-lit though, an outpost of New City policies
and beliefs after all. None of the guards wanted to live in a dark Beyonds, they wanted light,
bright light. I, on the other hand, wanted to be inconspicuous, but the car was old and made a bit
of a racket. And it was the middle of the night. Hey, look at me, driving through town, not
supposed to be here. I pulled over on a side road and called Terran. The phone rang and rang. I
wanted to jump through the phone and yell, “Terran, answer the phone!”
I dropped the phone into my lap and stared at it for a minute. “What good are you Muni 5L
if you can’t call Terran when I need him, hmm?”
I decided to try someone else—Jack. As soon as I heard his voice I began to cry—sob, cry,
“Jack” cry, “Jack,” sob. Making absolutely no sense, trying, needing, to communicate, but totally
incapable.
“Estelle?” His voice went from confused to panicked, “Are you okay? Estelle, it’s the
middle of the night.”
I cried more. I was all alone out here. Where even? His voice was so far away. I hoped he
would comfort, but his voice terrified me instead. From another planet, a long gone distant
planet.
“Jack,” I said again, not helping at all.
“Estelle, tell me what’s going on!”
“Everyone is gone. They’re all gone.” I sobbed again, a wail. I lost myself and thought, oh,
this is being hysterical. Maybe someone should smack the lady to bring her to her senses.
“Who’s gone? What do you mean everyone? Estelle, you’re freaking me out. Are you
okay?”
Something moved outside the car. The light changed, a flash in the otherwise complete
darkness. I dropped onto the floorboards below the windows and whispered, “I’ll call you right
back.” I hung up the phone, as Jack yelled, “Estelle!”
I raised my head just a tiny bit and peeked out. I couldn’t see anything. Only darkness,
surrounded by forest, on a deserted country road. How much of my crying and wailing had been
heard out there and was the car surrounded? I bent low, slithered to another window, and peered
out.
I systematically looked in every direction all around the car and didn’t see anything out of
the ordinary. Of course, I was pretty confused by what was ordinary. Were there birds or animals
that moved in the dark? I dialed Jack’s number again, and he answered immediately. I said, “I
thought I heard something.”
“Please don’t hang up again. Where are you?”
“I was at the Facility. Everyone is gone. All those kids, the ones from the photos—did you
get the photos?”
“I got them. I can’t believe there are so many. They’ll be published in the morning.”
“They’re all inside now. William is inside. Angela and Tristan got caught.”
“Oh, Estelle.” Then muffled noises, like his hand was over the phone, and he was talking to

someone else. Wasn’t it the middle of the night? After a few moments, his focus returned to me.
“Tell me where you are.”
“I don’t know, a dirt road. I was in the woods, I ran, and now—”
“Estelle, I’m coming to get you, right now. I’m coming, but you have to tell me where you
are.”
“No you don’t need to—”
“Estelle, I’m coming to get you.”
“I’ll be okay, I’ll figure this out, I just got scared and—”
“Estelle, tell me where you are.”
I racked my brain for the name of the town on the outskirts of the Facility. “I don’t know—
the Facility.”
“It’s going to take me most of the day. I’m leaving in an hour or so. Take care of yourself,
Estelle. Don’t do anything crazy. Stay put. Okay? Promise?”
I remembered extracting the same promise from William. Would I be able to keep mine? “I
promise.”
“Okay, I’m hanging up.”
“I’m scared,” I said, wishing I could keep him on the line longer. My lifeline to the outside
world.
“I know, me too. This is all insane, but I’m on my way.”
“Okay,” I said, my voice small and childlike. I wanted to be a grownup, to meet my fear and
rise above, but I was curled around my knees on the floor of a car, in the dark, in the middle of
nowhere. “Okay.”
I hung up and clutched the phone to my chest. I focused on the steering wheel of the car
trying not to acknowledge that the whole wide world was big and dark and all around me. I was
small. Insignificant. It was never more apparent than here now alone. I closed my eyes. I wish I
could say that I slept. I needed to, but I didn’t, because I had to pee so badly, and I didn’t want to
get out of the car to pee in the dark woods.
Finally after trying not to, I opened the door. I stepped into the crack between it and the car,
pulled my pants down, and peed. Hurry hurry hurry, hurry, oh hurry. Could something scary bite
my butt while I crouched pants-down?
I peed all over on the back of my pants. Great. I dove back into the car and hunted through
my pack for a different pair. The ones I changed into weren’t much cleaner. I only had three pairs
and had been wearing them for the past many days. I just wanted a washing machine, or at least a
bath, or maybe a rain shower, that then ended in sunshine and rainbows.
I tried calling Terran again. It rang and rang, but then finally he picked up. “Estelle?”
I said, “Angela is in the Facility. She was grabbed a few hours ago.”
He was quiet for a few beats, “What happened?”
“I was going to see William, and then she got caught. I escaped, somehow.”
There was another long silence before he said, “Sylvia and Dad are meeting with the lawyer
in the morning. He seems hopeful that we might see a trial with time. I’ll tell Sylvia that Angela
is there. Maybe that will help, her father is pretty important. Stelley do you think she’s okay?”
“I don’t know, I hope so. She’s with William at least. Terran, Jack is on his way out here. I
sent him photos, and he’s involved and—”
“Photos of who?”
“The inmates of the Facility. They’re all kids, from the protests.”
“Really? The protests? Our protests?”

“Yes, they’ve been arresting people and sending them out here and somehow no one is
noticing—there’s so much I need to tell you about.”
“I know, I can’t believe I’m not there. I can’t believe I’m just sitting here twiddling my
thumbs while you’re there. While Angela is there. Are you okay?”
“I’m really not, but I feel better now that I’m talking to you.” Having my body stuffed in the
floor of the car was incredibly uncomfortable. I rested my head on the seat.
“I’ll stay on the phone.”
“Thank you. Hey, remember when we went to the woods back when we were kids?”
“Are the Beyonds like that?”
“They’re so much more. Right now, I’m surrounded by trees that soar to the sky, bigger than
you can ever imagine. It’s so quiet, silent and still, but also, if I can get my internal sounds to
quiet down, so noisy. There are so many noises, that once you start listening, you can’t turn it
off.”
“I want to hear that sometime.”
“We have to make a point of it, coming here, once everyone is out. The first night, I slept
under a sky that was so big and black. I saw a billion stars. A billion, Terran. I’m not
exaggerating.”
He chuckled, “While you were just talking, Walden came and curled in my lap. Let me put
the phone to his ear.”
“Hi Walden, I’ll be home soon.” A tear slid down my cheek, as I pictured the scene—Terran
in a hammock, Walden on his lap, a gentle sway, a sky that’s dark but kind of bright too. A few
stars, yet light enough not to be scary. I thought I was so brave, that I had embraced the night
hours, yet here I was scared out of my wits in the dark.
Terran’s voice said, “Hey,” and shook me out of my reverie. “I wanted to tell you about a
word I just read: Atomy. I looked it up, it’s a sprite of surprising smallness.”
“I like that, surprising smallness.”
“Back in the day people believed that fairies and sprites were all around them in the woods.
Have you seen any?”
“I can’t see much, but I may have heard one earlier.”
“That’s probably good luck I figure.”
“I hope so, I guess it depends on if sprites of surprising smallness also have teeth?”
Terran laughed, “Okay so that probably wasn’t the best thing to make you feel better. I
didn’t want to mention this before—it’s supposed to be a surprise.”
“A good one?”
“Do you remember meeting that new kid, Todd? He has brown hair and was wearing the
excessively designed coat at the last hootenanny?”
“I think so?”
“Remember, his jacket was velvet and lace, but he kept asking me about farming. He was
confusing.”
“Well, we were all kind of like that once.”
“True enough. He came by yesterday, seems nice, and tells me that he wants to join the
movement, and that he has a deed to a property way over on the other side of Old Town.”
“Near the old power plant?”
“No, past that. What I think used to be called the gold quarter.”
My mind off my surroundings, I felt comfortable for the first time in hours. My focus was on
farming, strategy, and Terran’s voice. With my eyes closed it felt like I was there. “That’s really

far away from our farms. Do you think it’s feasible? Crowd protection would be nonexistent.”
“He’d be distant from New City proper though, and the government. If we could call from
one farm to another, we could communicate. That would help.”
“I’ve pretty much decided my phone is crucial.”
“Feels like a lifeline, huh?”
“All that’s left in the world.”
“That’s not even the surprise. I went with Todd yesterday afternoon to look at his house.
When we were done talking about the land and the distance and the logistics of it all, we went
inside to poke around. Because it’s situated in such an old section, it hasn’t been cleaned out like
they usually are. I found you something. Or things.”
My breath quickened. Whatever the somethings were, they had to be good, for such a big
lead up. “What was it?”
He teased, “I wasn’t going to tell you. Maybe I shouldn’t ruin the surprise. I could just give
them to you when you get back.”
“Terran, what are they?”
“Estelle, I found a couple of teacups and saucers—china, with gold rims. Beautiful. So old
that you aren’t going to believe it.”
“Whoa, what do they look like? Do they match?”
“No, that’s the best part, one is covered in purple flowers, the other has a tiny painting of a
tree on the edge of a lake. They’re so light it feels like drinking from them would crack them.
Really beautiful.”
“Oh man, I can’t wait to come back. Todd didn’t want them? They were in his house.”
“He still has the new-ness-loving sheen on him. He’s trying, but totally didn’t get the value.
I told him I wanted to give them to you, and he agreed readily. “I think when you get back we
should all go exploring in those old houses and see what artifacts we can find.”
“Yes, definitely.” I said. “Thank you.”
“No need to thank me.”
“No, I mean for talking. I feel better.”
“I should probably call Sylvia and tell her about Angela. Do you really think she’s okay?”
“I hope so.”
“You don’t think I should come?”
“I don’t think you can help yet, or I don’t know. I want you here, but you need to be there,
too. If you were here, you wouldn’t have gotten me those beautiful teacups.”
“We’ll figure something out. Sylvia has to. Wait, you said Jack was headed out there, why?”
“I guess he’s involved now, with the photos, or maybe it’s just a rescue. Either way he’ll be
here this evening.”
“Hopefully we have everyone released by then. Let me call Sylvia. I’ll talk to you later
today with good news.”
“Okay.” I looked around at the dark windows, wishing I could come up with more ways to
say good bye, to keep him on the phone, but he was gone.

35: Here I Am

Slowly, far slower than I had ever dreamed possible, the black night faded into grey with me
watching every second, and first beams of sunlight entered the deeply wooded road. It was
morning. I was exhausted, yet somehow felt renewed, strengthened. I had managed a night in the
deep dark Beyonds. I had fled capture and navigated the woods. I had a plan and friends in high
places. I was competent. I wouldn’t cry anymore. Not anymore. No. More. Crying.
My relief was quickly followed by an urgent desire to move the car, so I wouldn’t be noticed
by morning traffic.
I figured it would take Jack more than twelve hours to get here, if he left when he said he
would. He would be here tonight, or so, and that’s if he left promptly and drove fast. I needed to
waste time. I started the car and drove, until I saw a tree-flanked driveway that looked like it
wasn’t used very much. I followed the driveway up to the house which looked vacant. I pulled to
the side, found a semi-comfortable position in the floorboards, using clothes for a pillow, and fell
into an exhausted sleep. I slept and slept and slept.
When I woke at noonish, I was so thirsty and hot, I thought I might scream. I guzzled all of a
bottle of water and then immediately had to pee. Outside of the car, with a different kind of fear
this time, in the full light of day.
I ate a dinner bar and decided to drive back toward the Facility as incognito as possible. I
passed the pile of rocks on the side of the road, marking the trail through the woods. I’d come
back there if I needed to hike in. I continued driving to a crossroad and turned right. The Facility
front was directly ahead with a large gated fence. I u-turned quickly, hoping I hadn’t alerted them
to my presence.
I returned to the rock pile and parked and waited some more. Would Jack pass this way? At
about four I wanted to do something, so I decided to walk along the low edge of the woods in the
direction of the Facility. I would keep the road in view, so I wouldn’t miss Jack if he came this
way. Which way would he go? I stashed Tristan’s camera in the trunk. I wondered if it might be
useful, but I didn’t want to take chances with the only-thing-in-the-world-he-loved. I ditched the
car, taking a pocketful of bars and a bottle of water.
It took a couple of hours to arrive within view of the facility. And there was no Jack. Please
let him come. I don’t want to spend another night out here alone. But what did Jack coming
mean? Would he come in a car and demand to take me home? How was I going to get everyone
out, and would Jack help?
I sat in the shadows of the trees watching the road. This might have been an excellent place
to think over a plan, any plan, but instead I just complained to myself about my sore feet. And
my dirty clothes and stinky armpits. For a half hour I sang a New City song over and over,
wondering if I might have gone crazy. The worst part was that it seemed like it might be getting
darker, and I didn’t want to be out here in the dark again. Please, no. No.
I heard the rumbling of a car before I saw its arrival. It wasn’t a car, it was a van. A New
City-style van with all over glass and chrome and decorative accents of deep magenta pink. It
was new, it looked official, and it was bearing down on the gates of the Facility.

What did I have to lose? There wasn’t ever any traffic on this road. I had even begun to
question whether this was the main entrance. Maybe the staff of the Facility came and went from
a different door? I would have faltered, but I knew the signs read: the FharenGlam Facility. They
pointed this direction. The Facility was here, and when Jack came, it would be down this road. I
had nothing else to do but step out of the shadows and be seen.
I waved, just as the van sped by, causing it to abruptly turn perpendicular to the road and
down into the shoulder. The side of the van played a looping video of a New City girl with
towering hair carrying four shopping bags. A set of hands waved me over, though it was
impossible, in the oncoming dusk, to see who was inside. I ran to the van anyway. The side door
swung open from the inside, and I dove in. This was a stupid thing to do without knowing
exactly who was inside, but I was betting everything that Jack hadn’t let me down.
It was a good bet. Jack was in the passenger seat, pulling his belt off, turning around. He
knee-walked to where I was—on the floor surrounded by equipment—and pulled me into his
arms. “Hi,” he said simply.
“Hi,” I said into the lapel of his jacket. We were kneeling, so when the van turned in the
road, we pitched and just about fell to the floor. I scrambled up in time to see the Facility get
smaller, as I left Angela and Tristan and William behind. About three miles away the van pulled
to the shoulder.
The driver relaxed into her seat said, “We’ll wait here for the go ahead from Mike.” She
wrapped her luxurious coat tighter. I had met her at the benefit concert. Her name was Denise,
and she looked about twenty-something. She also looked really exquisite—dark hair and pale
skin, magenta pink everything else, sparkles on her shoes. She had been recklessly, expertly,
driving the van, which she was color-coordinated with, in high heels.
Jack said, “Denise, this is Estelle. Or, as we’ve been affectionately calling you, the Package,
made me feel like a spy or something. Estelle, you remember Kate, she filmed that story I did
about your farm market.” Kate was stocky, muscular, and though she dressed in the fashion of
the day, looked like she didn’t fit inside. Her clothes lacked extravagant details, as if she suffered
no nonsense, matching the expression on her face. She tipped an imaginary hat at me.
Denise arched her eyebrows. “You look different.”
Yes, I’m sure I did. I had a thick sheen of dirt over my entire body. I could rub water on my
arm and make mud. I asked, “So is your plan to take me home?” I needed to know if I should
jump out of the van now, or if I could do it later, after maybe a meal and a night with company.
Jack said, “No, we’re here to cover the story. My editor, Mike, told me to blow the lid off
it.”
I searched his face, to see if he was serious. “You’re going to do a story?”
“Yes, today The Daily Style published some of the photos you sent, and while we were
driving, the rest were being hung all over the city. The heading reads, “Are you missing this
person?” They’re everywhere. Mike, my editor, thinks his niece might be missing. He also said
that if Estelle Wells wanted to tell New City something, he wanted The Daily Style’s microphone
in front of her mouth.”
“Really?”
“I’m bringing the microphone.”
Jack’s phone rang. He answered with one hand so that he could keep the other draped
around my shoulders. “Yes, we have the Package. All right. We’re going forward to the gate.
Yes,” Jack stuck his head up and looked out the front window. “We’ll be live in about ten
minutes. Yes, Okay.”

He looked at Denise, “Mike says we’re a go.” He affectionately squeezed my shoulders, as
Denise turned the van in the direction of the Facility. Kate fiddled and adjusted some of the
equipment strewn around her. Denise intently drove, and Jack seemed more focused on the story
than me. I was glad of that. That was good.
I stared at the Facility as we approached and thought about all the lame interviews I had
done in the past. I said the wrong things. I was awkward, unconvincing, and sounded ridiculous.
I was the worst on camera person, and yet here everything hinged on me. Of course I had been
better at the benefit concert, but that was with William’s support and that dress and the hair and
make-up. I didn’t want to sound silly, but I was filthy, poorly dressed, how could I be a good
onscreen presence? The citizens of New City wouldn’t listen. But I had to. Had to.
The daylight was almost gone. The van pulled up right to the gate, and Jack turned to the
others, “Let’s shed some light, ready?”
Without looking at me he said, “Get presentable Estelle, Mike wants me to introduce the
story before we unveil our star.” He stepped out of the passenger side door into the dark secrets
of the Beyonds.
Denise turned on the van’s headlights, and then blared spotlights from the roof, giving the
area in front of the van a Sunscape blare. She slid out of the seat and met Jack in the front. Kate
joined them, outfitted with a small camera and boom mic. They set up position in front of the
Facility’s gate.
I went around to the back of the van to piece together some presentable clothes. Jack’s
suitcase contained a jacket. Kate’s suitcase had a dressy, stylish shirt. I pulled my shirt off over
my head, beyond caring if anyone saw me half nude. I pulled the clean shirt on and fastened the
clasps as I walked to the side of the van for a view of the broadcast.
Jack brushed his fingers through his hair and adjusted his tailored magenta jacket. He smiled
at me with his ‘I got this’ Maranville grin. I was supremely glad he was on my side. I hated a lot
about the Office, but I owed them a debt of gratitude for bringing him into my life.
As Jack Maranville stood stoically staring into the camera, Denise, wearing earphones, said,
“We are live in...five, four, three, two, and...” Jack knitted his brows together and looked intent,
on the verge of a big thought. “Hello, New City, I’m Jack Maranville of The Daily Style,
standing in front of the FharenGlam Facility way out in the Beyonds. I’ve received word that
young citizens of New City are being held without trial or family notification and I’ve come to
cover the story. Because you, the trendy fashionable best of New City’s elite, demand to know
what’s going on.” Jack smiled in his charming way and gestured toward the front gate with the
door to the Facility just behind. “I’ve been told that young citizens of New City are being held
within these walls, as criminals, because they took part in the creation of the Farm Movement
about eight months ago.”
Jack frowned at the camera, shook his head, and looked dismayed. “I’m sure you’re
surprised at this news. We, the trendsetters of New City, want to know what’s happening. We
pride ourselves in knowing what’s going on. The Farm Movement is fresh and new. The
Farmer’s Markets have become a spectacular addition to our city lives. Everyone who’s anyone
is there. Except these kids, the kids inside these doors. Perhaps you’ve lost someone? Maybe you
know a teenager who has been disappeared?” Jack paused, looked directly into the camera, and
then lowered the microphone to his side.
Denise said, “Mike’s running the photos, he said you’re back on in ten.”
I returned to the van and searched the pockets of Kate’s bag for something for my hair,
finally finding a cord clip on a piece of equipment. I wrapped my hair up tidy, but leaving a bit

dangling in the front, for old times. I hoped it would make me more memorable.
Jack came around the van. “How are we doing?”
“Good, great. I go next? What should I say?”
“Just tell them what’s going on.” He pushed me to arm’s length, peering into my face. “This
is going to work. Our citizenry thinks they live in the light, but there are secrets lurking in the
dark edges. We have to shine light on them. Secrets have to be exposed.”
I closed my eyes for strength and asked, “How did you get so smart?”
“I have a good teacher.” He smiled. “She taught me, if you want a better world, you have to
start living it. So here I am.”
I teased, “She sounds smart.”
“Well, she has some issues. Like, for one, she walks around a literal mess.” Jack pulled up
the bottom edge of his jacket and wiped at my cheeks. “And she has the hots for an angry writer
type, but I’m hoping she’ll recover.”
I scuffed my shoe in the gravel of the road. I was reminded—I was worried about my angry
writer. He was imprisoned, laughing wasn’t okay.
Jack reached for my hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t tease. We’re going to get everyone out. We
won’t leave until we do.” I nodded and then we stood in silence, me leaning against one door,
Jack leaning against the other, waiting for Denise to signal that Jack would go on the air again.

36: I Stared at the Doors

The signal came. Jack said, “Follow me,” and stepped in front of the camera. “This is Jack
Maranville of the Daily Style. I’m here in front of the FharenGlam Facility in the Beyonds,
attempting to get answers about the disappearance of young people from New City.” He banged
on the front gate and waited. “My producer contacted the staff of the Facility asking that we
enter, but so far they aren’t allowing us access. If this is an approved facility, following the laws
of New City, then why can’t a reporter with The Daily Style have access?” He shook the gate.
“Please call your government representative right now, You’ll see the numbers on your
screen. Tell them you want The Daily Style to have access to the FharenGlam Facility. Call the
number for FharenGlam, and assure them you won’t buy their makeup anymore, unless they
grant us access. Now I’d like to ask Estelle Wells to come speak—” Jack drew his hand back
from the fence with a yelp. “They’ve electrified it.”
He looked pissed. He covered the microphone and conferred with Denise, then said, “All
right then.” He made a twirly motion in the air. I stepped to the side of the driveway with Jack
and Kate.
Denise said with a big cheeky grin, “This is some good story.” She climbed into the driver’s
seat, and yelled, “I’ll need some speed!” She threw the van in reverse and backed for ten feet.
Then shot the van forward, slamming into the gate.
I threw my arm up to block the shrapnel, as fencing and metal grating and sparks, shot all
around. Denise slammed the van to a stop, causing the tires to squeal, pulling directly in front of
the Facility. She had a gleeful expression as she climbed out, meeting us at the bottom of the
front steps.
The van’s spotlights shone on the Facility’s front doors. Shadows moved inside, crossing
behind frosted glass. Was this really going to work? Would the Facility grant us access and
release the prisoners, just because a camera was positioned outside?
I stepped to the front of the van. Denise said, “Mike wants to talk to you,” and handed me
the headpiece.
I pressed it to my ear. “Yes, this is Estelle?”
“Estelle this is Mike. There’s a situation here—the government has closed themselves in
quarters, they aren’t answering phones, or releasing statements. From what I can tell, the people
are outraged. We’ve locked ourselves inside our offices, but I’m certain someone is coming to
close us down. I need you to win the hearts and minds and do it quickly.”
“No pressure, huh?”
“My niece disappeared four months ago. Her mother told me at the time, but I barely even
thought about it until I saw the photos. Win the hearts and minds. Tell them what you know.
Okay?”
“Yes.”
Jack climbed to the top of the stairs in front of the light. “Estelle Wells released photos of the
young people who are being held within these walls. You’ve seen them, there are thirty-four
photos. We estimate hundreds have been imprisoned in the last eight months. Where did they go?

Perhaps you, the forefront, fashionable, trendsetters of New City, have lost someone. Maybe you
didn’t even realize. That’s okay, you lead busy, important lives. But now you know, something of
value has gone missing. Now I have an exclusive interview with Estelle Wells.”
I jogged up the five steps and stepped in front of the camera.
Jack asked, “Estelle, how did you happen to be out here in the Beyonds, in front of the
FharenGlam Facility?”
“My friend William Loftin was disappeared the other day. He left our farm, to go to work,
and never returned.”
“Never returned,” Jack echoed.
“Yes, I learned that he had been arrested and delivered out here to the Facil—I mean the
FharenGlam Facility—and I followed him.”
I was about to add, it was the only thing I could think of to do, but Jack interrupted, “That
was a very brave choice you made.” He was ever the consummate marketer. “What did you learn
when you traveled to the Beyonds to rescue your friend?”
“That the Facility was full of young people. They hadn’t broken any laws. They were
disappeared because they took part in the protests to have me released from jail last year.”
“What happens to them when they’re disappeared?”
“Their memories are taken away. Then they’re lost. Gone forever.”
“Estelle, do you have anything else you’d like to say?” Jack peered in, giving me a piercing
look that smoldered for the cameras. He was good at his job.
I nodded. “Our only hope as a decent fair society is that we remember mistakes and lessons
and we live to be better, to grow and learn, to become different. But we’ve forgotten our history,
and we stopped appreciating the different, and we distrust knowledge, and...the thing is,
somehow young people are disappearing and having their memories taken away, and, somehow,
so are we.
“How do we forget? How do we not care? I don’t really know, but my friend, William, was
trying to figure it out, and for that he was arrested. That’s too high of a cost.”
I paused for a second, so Jack lowered his microphone causing me to panic. That was the
end of my speech? No, not yet. “Wait, Jack. I have something else.” He brought the microphone
back up. “My favorite writer Thoreau said, ‘The cost of a thing is the amount of life required to
be exchanged for it.’ This is too high of a cost. I wanted to farm, to live differently, more simply
—my arrest was too high of a cost. Young people protested, they believed my arrest was unfair—
disappearance for that is too high a cost. Asking questions of the government—losing memory of
everything, that is too high a cost.” Jack nodded along. “The cost of a thing—a farm, a friend,
fairness and truth—shouldn’t require a life.” I was pissed, my voice forceful, “That cost is too
high. Tell them to release the prisoners. Tell them there will be no more disappearances.” I took a
deep breath. “ Tell them you demand a full accounting of the costs so far.”
I nodded, yes, I was done.
Jack said, “Please call your government official and the FharenGlam Makeup Conglom, and
tell them to allow The Daily Style access to the Facility. We will replay the photos for you now.”
Kate lowered the camera and Jack turned to me nodding. “That was perfect.”
“Thank you for the chance to say it.”
He smiled his charming smile. “Hey, I just delivered the microphone.”
“Sure, that’s all you did. Do I have a second to make a phone call?”
“Take your time, I’m keeping you off camera for a while, part of effective brand
management as my father would say.”

I hugged him and left the steps for the passenger seat in the van. I fished my phone out of
my bag and called my own government official. “Sylvia, are you watching?”
“Estelle! Everyone is watching, everyone. You did great. I wish you would have worn
makeup, but anyway, you did really well. Frederick and Terran are here at my place.” She held
the phone up and familiar voices called hello, their voices traveling across the room, into the
phone receiver, and carrying through the air to me in the Beyonds.
I laughed with joy. “Sylvia, is anything happening?”
“The government is caving. They’ll grant him access, we’re just waiting for the word. The
pressure has been tremendous. You wouldn’t believe it, if you were here.”
“Oh! I’m so happy! Jack is speaking again, hold on.” I put my hand over the phone and
returned my attention to Jack through the front window of the van.
Jack said, “I’ve received word: The Daily Style will be granted access to the FharenGlam
Facility within a few minutes.” He climbed the front steps and stood just in front of the doors.
“I’m sure you agree that the release of these lost citizens is our first priority, and then we need to
locate the others that have been disappeared. I look forward to families being reunited, and a day
when the citizenry won’t live in fear—”
The door opened outwards, blocking our view of Jack, and then from the shadows, a blunt
instrument swung and connected with Jack’s jawline. He head jerked back, banging on the
surface of the wall.
Denise yelled, “Get him, stop them!” She ran up the steps behind Kate, whose equipment
hindered her speed.
Jack was being dragged through the door by his legs. He was almost unconscious, weak,
crumpled, but grasping for handholds to resist. And for a second, it worked. Jack clutched a door
edge, firm, but Kate accidentally tripped in her race up the stairs and fell against the door. The
door jerked from Jack’s hand, and he was tugged inside. Kate, screaming, equipment jiggling,
falling, and barely recording, yet still recording, was grabbed by her gear straps and forcefully
pulled through the doors. The sliver of darkness receded abruptly, the doors were slammed and
locked, closed.
All that was left was bright light and an empty step, except for Denise standing and gaping
at the spot where her crew had disappeared.
“Estelle? Estelle? Estelle?”
I stared out the window at Denise alone on the top step.
“Estelle!” As if coming up from underwater, a tinny voice I barely heard, repeated my name.
Denise began gathering cords and inspecting strewn equipment. Her earphones were still on,
but she didn’t speak. She looked shellshocked, slow-motion.
“Estelle? Estelle!”
My phone was still in my hands. I had forgotten— “Sylvia?”
“What happened!” Her voice sounded panicked. I wasn’t used to Sylvia’s voice bearing
emotion, and if Sylvia was panicked, then the rest of New City must not be far behind.
“They took Jack, Sylvia. They beat him, and they took him.”
She said, “The signal is dead. The camera was jiggling and rocking around, and then it went
dead.”
We were less talking to each other, and more relaying what we’d seen. I said, “There was a
struggle, they took Kate, too.”
Sylvia said, “I have to go. I have to figure out what happened.”
“Okay.”

I hung up the phone without waiting for Terran or Dad to step in and comfort me. We were
beyond comfort. The whole city was beyond comfort. Denise spoke into her earphones. I
climbed across the van, and stepped out of the driver’s door, to meet her on the steps. I listened
in on her half of a conversation, “Yes, I know. They’re just gone. I thought they were
cooperating. Yes.”
Denise met my eyes. Hers were scared but also angry. Into the phone she said, “Give me a
minute, let me get my thoughts collected.”
She asked me, “Are you okay, Package?”
“Weird question. The answer is no, but I’m unharmed, physically.”
“I thought they were cooperating,” she repeated. “I thought they were bending to our will.”
“We were close, but it wasn’t quite enough in the end.”
She asked, “Was that the end?”
I looked at the doors, doors that held captive people I cared about. “No, that can’t be the
end.”
Denise asked, “What do we do?”
“I could go back on the air,” I said.
She said, “And tell the citizens of New City to make this end the right way.”
I stared at the doors. Sylvia had believed the government was letting Jack into the Facility.
There were powers high up in the chain keeping secrets, and the links were breaking, the
pressure was high. This was the breaking point. Jack and William were in prison. What would
going on the air do? But what else could I do? “Do you have a camera?”
“Kate has a smaller one in the back. Mike still has the feed running. He posted a technical
difficulties sign, and is running the photos again. We have about five minutes to get the
equipment in order.”
I nodded, somehow feeling I should conserve my words. I would need them soon enough.
Denise slapped and banged equipment, piecing together something for our purposes,
continually talking into the earpiece she wore. With Mike, I supposed.
I asked Denise how I looked. She said, “Um, just a second Mike.” She squinted her eyes and
looked me over, then said, “Excuse me.” She grabbed the edge of a laying-on-the-floor-of-thevan shirt and rubbed something off my cheek bone. “You look like someone from New City,
who’s been through an ordeal. That seems about right.” She turned away, hefted equipment to
her shoulders, and chattered into the earpiece again. “I know, yes. Will do,” and so on, while I
ran my hands down my front, attempting to look less like an ordeal.

37: What to Do Next

I stepped as near the door of the Facility as I could, yet well away. I had seen it open and
bite. It was nerve-wrenching to be anywhere near it. Denise said, “Mike wants to speak to you
again.”
I asked into the headset, “Hi, Mike, do you have any ideas?”
“Nope. Okay, one—go on the air and tell them what just happened to Jack. Tell them to call
their representatives. Tell them to be outraged. Say it fast. You’re on in two.”
I returned the headpiece to Denise. She pinned a microphone to my lapel and raised the
small camera. With her fingers, silently, she counted down from five. Then motioned I should
begin.
I wish I followed direction better, because I cleared my throat nervously, instead of
beginning, and Denise scowled, which made me falter. Auspicious beginning, Estelle. Way to go.
No pressure, but GO! “Hello, this is Estelle Wells, I’m at the ParenGlam Facility, where Jack
Maranville and his colleague have just been attacked and—”
Denise whispered, “Say who to call.”
“Call the FharenGlam Conglom and your Government official and tell them you want the
prisoners—”
Denise frantically whispered into her radio, “Mike? Mike?”
I said very softly, because my stomach lurched uncomfortably, “Released.”
Denise said, “He’s gone. Nothing. Zilch.”
She handed over the dead earpiece. No voices, no activity. My heart beat frantically, a
whooshing sound escalated louder. I was tempted to clamp my hands over my ears, yet the noise
was coming from inside me. I had a full blown panic brewing. Why was it that dead earphones,
silent lifelines, were the scariest thing after all I had been through?
I closed my eyes tight. “Maybe the phone went dead—maybe we should keep filming.”
“No, Mike said, ‘They’re coming, we’re off the air,’ just before the line went dead.” As she
uttered the last word, a breeze blew past my back, ruffling my hair forward, and I involuntarily
stepped down and away from the door. I wanted to run from this place. I did not like it looming
behind me.
I said, “I feel like getting off these steps. Get to the van.” We hustled, though mine felt like a
stumble. I couldn’t seem to do a basic one foot in front of the other. I jumped into the passenger
side and raised to look at the building.
Denise put her hands on the steering wheel and took a deep breath. “That wasn’t at all what I
thought would happen.”
Whooshing spun inside my head. A hurricane-force wind threatening to blow me from my
tether. Everyone I loved was inside. I was outside. And I couldn’t think of a single thing to do.
Not anymore.
Take a deep breath Estelle, breathe. My breath was too deep though—I feared I wouldn’t be
able to get another. Why the hell couldn’t I breathe? I needed to save everyone, and I couldn’t
even breathe. “Can you turn off the lights? That blasted video?”

Denise said, “Of course.” She clicked a few buttons before finding the one that turned the
giant looping video off. Because why would the driver want to turn the gigantic, blaring,
attention-attracting video off?
My phone rang from the floor beside my seat. I fumbled for it while staring out, unable to
look away from the building. That was it—my last big plan, my big outraged speech, and it had
only made things worse. Now Jack was inside, too.
The phone displayed Terran’s name, “Terran? Oh, Terran! They’re in the facility, Jack is, did
you see?” My words rushed out looking for place to rest, a mooring or a cage, anyplace secure.
The front of the Facility was dark, but a desk lamp inside turned on. It wasn’t enough to lighten
up the front steps, but it was enough to remind me there were people in there. Malevolent people.
Denise’s eyes were big as she started the van. Terran didn’t reply, the phone clicked, empty,
blank. It crossed my mind that Denise might drive forward. She had barreled the van through the
gate—she could drive up the stairs and ram the front doors. It would be heroic, but also
foolhardy—the van might wreck, or slam in, not through, or worse, kill someone I loved. It could
possibly all go wrong, so I didn’t really want to, but I held on anyway.
Denise backed us away.
Terran’s voice said, “Stelley? Estelle!” Denise stared over her arm, driving in reverse, over
and out the gate, then careening us, in an not-quite-straight line, backwards down the road.
“Terran?” I felt incredibly alone that our connection didn’t work. Terran wasn’t reassuring
me it would be okay. Instead his voice called my name from a long distance away. I alone
watched the front of the building, phone pressed to my ear. There was no movement, just the
everything of my future happiness, growing smaller, as I left it behind.
Terran’s voice suddenly emerged, speaking, as if he had been all along. “—and Sylvia went
to the Office of the Oversee, and I ran back to the farms. Police are everywhere—but the streets
are empty. Estelle, no one is out.”
“Are you at the farm?” About 300 feet down the road, Denise pulled the van to the shoulder.
Terran said, “They won’t allow me to pass. The police have it blocked. I told them I lived
there, and an asshole with a big gun said no, they won’t let me through. They’ve locked down the
whole—” He panted and said, “Sorry, I’m out of breath, running. I’m racing back to Sylvia’s. I’ll
call—” Suddenly he wasn’t talking to me. “I’m a resident of the Old Town Farms—” Muffled
voices, then Terran said, “Yes sir, I’m headed to 115 Best Boulevard. I’m the son of a
government official—” Another long pause, and then Terran returned, “There are police
everywhere. I’m headed to Sylvia’s, I’ll call when I know anything.”
The line went dead, before I could say, “Wait!”
The front of the building was obscured by the fence, we were a distance away, yet right in
the open. Denise whispered, “What do we do?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know.”
Denise suggested, “We could leave. Head back to—”
I shook my head. “We can’t leave them, none of them. We can’t leave.”
“I figured the Package would say that, she’s pretty hardcore. We’ll wait for Mike to call us
and tell us what to do next.” Denise picked up her earphones, fiddling, checking it was on and
worked, listening to it’s empty, dead, blank, nothingness.

38: I Had to Accept

We sat back and stared straight ahead in the direction of the Facility. Denise broke the
silence, “I wonder what’s going on anywhere.”
“My brother said the police are everywhere, have closed down New City.”
“They don’t want to let your followers get into the streets. They’re afraid what might happen
if the young get out of control—like last time.”
“They’re always one step ahead of us. Just when I think I’m inventing a perfect world, they
co-opt it for their nefarious means.”
“Well, last time you just about broke New City. This time you have to totally break it.”
“Now who’s hardcore? I didn’t necessarily mean to break it. I just figured if a government
can’t take some questioning, some dissent, then it’s probably not a very good government.” I
pulled my borrowed, stylish jacket around my front. The fabric was luxurious, comforting.
“Somehow, in my dissent, I became the kind of person who causes big, big problems.”
Denise looked at me sidelong, then turned back to the front. “I don’t think you cause
problems so much—you’re more of a shine-light-on-the-problems-that-already-exist kind of girl.
Mike couldn’t believe what he was seeing when Jack showed him the photos. He kept asking,
‘Whose kids are these?’ He started talking about his missing niece, she’s been gone for months,
but it was the first time he really thought about it. This is the most important story we’ve ever
done.”
“I think it takes a while for stories to filter out into the world. If they’re going to change
things, people have to hear them, believe them, then do something about them.
“So we could be here for a while, huh?”
I said, “Yes, I suppose we could.”
“Probably they’ll get out, the story will work, it will just take time.”
“They wipe the memories of the prisoners.”
Denise physically deflated. “Oh.”
I said, “Maybe the news story didn’t work, but maybe it just hasn’t worked yet. I don’t know
—I have no good news. I was released from the tower unscathed, these guys will be scathed.
They don’t have time to wait for the story to spread. They don’t have time.”
“Want me to ram the building? I rammed the gate. I think you suggested I’m hardcore.”
“Not yet, but you’ll probably get your chance.” I liked her, having her here made a big
difference. Things were bleak, but at least I wasn’t alone.
I said, “Have you looked up?”
“What do you mean?”
“At the sky? You’re a New City girl, have you looked up at the sky?”
Denise craned to look through the front window. Trees lined both sides of the road, but the
middle swath of sky was chock full of stars. “Whoa.” Her head turned from side to side. “That’s
amazing, I wasn’t even thinking about where we are. Where are we again?”
“You, a New City citizen, are parked on a mostly unused road, in some never much heard of
place, in the way way way Beyonds. And you are looking at the stars, like a million, billion,

trillion people before you. First time?”
“Yep, first time.”
“I was never the same after.”
“I have some coats.” She dove into the back and pulled them free. “It’s getting cold in here.”
I said, “Actually, I’m going to step outside. It’s too comfortable in these seats. Would you
like to join me?”
“Really?” She peered out at the blackness.
In answer, I stepped from the van.
“I’m coming with you.” She crawled out just behind.
I walked to the front of the van, leaned on the hood, and looked up at the sky.
Denise joined me nervously. “Is it always this black?”
“Only if you’re lucky.”
A sound emitted from inside the van, like a bing-bong. Denise said, “Oh! That’s a message
from the station—Mike!” She rushed to the driver’s door, forgetting, in her hurry, to be nervous.
I met her inside. She directed a screen to her viewing position and pushed a button.
A tiny voice said, “Hello, this is Sylvia Wells, I have a message for Estelle Wells—”
“Sylvia?” I asked the ether.
Denise said, “She’s right here,” and swung the screen my direction.
Sylvia launched into a speech with her most professional tone, “Estelle Wells, your
television transmission has been halted. The Governmental Oversee and the Congloms have
convened a meeting and would like to impart an important message.” An official leaned in and
whispered in her ear.
Sylvia resumed speaking. “The Government, the Congloms, and the Citizens of New City
will no longer allow this dissent.” I made a face, but Sylvia’s expression didn’t alter, her eyes
appeared blank. “You and your followers are no longer allowed to broadcast, or publish, within
the borders of New City.” She paused for a second. “The farms are from this moment forward—
closed.”
I said, “But—”
She continued, “The Government, the Congloms, and the Citizens of New City have decided
to seal the borders—to protect our way of life from the encroachment of dissent.”
I waved my hand. She blinked but continued undeterred, “You and your followers will not
be allowed to reenter New City.”
The man whispered in Sylvia’s ear again. She nodded and her dispatch made a sparking
noise, switching from a one-way, to two-way conversation. My side of the conversation had been
turned on.
“Do you have any questions?”
“But what—Sylvia? Never come back to New City?”
She simply said, “You’ve been banished. The farms are closed, as of tonight, until further
notice.” Her eyes darted to the side. She was being forced to say these things, she couldn’t speak
freely. That was the only explanation. She had said, my followers. Was Denise a follower?
“What about the film crew? Jack is in the Facility. What about William?”
Sylvia glanced to the left, then paused, made a small nod and said, “The film crew is not
allowed to reenter New City because of their illegal activities this evening. Their families will be
notified.” Denise’s eyes grew wide with fear.
“Sylvia? What about William? What about Jack?”
“If you’ll agree to these terms, to not attempt reentry, then the incarcerated will be released.”

Denise shook her head no. “No, don’t.”
I said, “Excuse me.”
I twisted the screen to the dashboard. “I have to take this deal.”
“No, you don’t. We can figure something else out. I have to go back to New City, I live in
New City. I have a husband, a job, my stuff—”
“You don’t want to go back to New City the way it is right now. You don’t want to go back
while Jack is in the Facility getting his brain stripped. You don’t want it.”
She glared. “These assholes.”
“Yes, agreed. Look, we’ll figure something out, later.”
“Okay. Make the deal.”
I pulled the screen around and said, “I accept these terms.”
“Good, the Oversee, working with the Congloms, will arrange for the release of prisoners by
morning.” The transmission cut as quickly as it had begun.
The van filled with an ominous silence.
I stared straight ahead. “Crap, I should have told them I wanted the prisoners released
unharmed. I forgot to say, unharmed. I’m the worst at prisoner negotiations.”
“Not too good at rescues, either.”
“True, I’ve got a list of things I’m bad at that I’ve been called on to accomplish.” I sighed.
My farm? I wasn’t going to be able to see my farm? What about Walden? Terran would take care
of him, right? What about my things, my hammocks, my chairs?
“So, this Sylvia Wells, a relative of yours?”
“My mother.”
“Whoa, that is not okay.”
“No, no, it’s not her fault. She’s on my side, mostly. What happened there, wasn’t her giving
me an ultimatum; that was the Powers giving me an ultimatum using my mother to drive the
point home. Like a hostage situation. Having Sylvia in the government is the only thing that
makes me feel safe right now.”
Denise let out a long low breath. “Okay, if you say so.”
“Where are they, anyway?” I leaned forward peering down the street toward the building.
“She did say they were releasing the prisoners right? I’m not just imagining it?”
“She said by morning.” Denise checked the time on her phone “We still have a few hours.
Maybe we should get some sleep.” Denise rocked her seat back and wrapped her coat around her.
“Look at me, New City girl, sleeping outside.”
I was about to say the van didn’t really count, but remembered, to a New City girl, it totally
did. She was disheveled, her up-swooped hair leaned loosely to the side. Her makeup was
smudged and nonexistent around her mouth. But her clothes were unmistakably New City all in a
dazzling pink. She wore high-waisted pleated pants, a tailored shirt, a long fitted jacket, and
high-heeled boots. I couldn’t imagine sleeping in that kind of thing. Who’s more hardcore now?
I smiled to myself, too tired to worry anymore. I had to accept that this was good news.
Whenever panic rose, I reminded myself, the prisoners will be released, I’ll figure out what to do
after that. The prisoners will be released. I stared down the road for signs of life, then closed my
eyes, and continued my internal pep talk—an endless cycle until slowly sleep overtook me and I
was calmed.

39: Please, Please

About two hours later I woke with a start. A bright light blared. I squinted into it, trying to
determine what I was seeing. A barren road with lights at the end of it. Lights bright enough to
wake us. I looked over at Denise.
She asked, “What do you think? Are they letting them go?”
“I think so, let’s drive to the gate.”
Denise started the van. “Here’s something that just occurred to me, will everyone fit in the
van?”
I turned to look. My guess was we needed room for thirty people. “No way, but like
everything else, we can only take a first step and figure the rest out.” Denise inched forward
down the road, the Facility growing larger, looming.
Denise said, “Of course, this might be a trick.” She stopped the van about 100 feet from the
gate. There was still no activity, just big blaring lights and nothing.
“Do you have any food and water in here?” I wished I had used the past few hours to
retrieve the boxes of bars I dropped during my flight from the guards. “I don’t think I’m very
prepared, I wish I would have prepared—instead of sleeping. What was I thinking?”
Suddenly, a person ran down the Facility steps. It was a guy I didn’t recognize, he turned
and waved for others to follow.
Kate rushed out. She teetered on her heels. She slowed, taking the stairs with careful,
worried steps, still clutching her camera equipment in one hand. Then hurried the distance to the
gate, about forty feet, and passed through, rushing toward us with a look of disheveled distress.
“Oh!” I jumped out, opened the side door, and gestured her over.
The front doors of the Facility closed with a slam.
The young man standing at the gate startled when the door slammed shut. He looked up at
the doors and then at our van, seeming undecided.
Kate reached the van and dove in. “Package, am I ever glad to see you.”
I waved the young man over. He looked confused, but, after a pause, sprinted toward us,
calling, “Where did they go? Everyone was right behind us!” He grabbed the door of the van but
turned toward the building. “Where are they?”
Kate stuck her head out of the van, “Wait, they were all behind me, where are they?”
My heart leapt to hysterical, but somehow I kept my voice calm, “Kate, where’s William?
Where is everyone?”
“I don’t know, they were right behind me!”
The door slammed open again and Angela raced across the porch. She descended the steps,
taking two steps at a time, crossed the front lawn, and screeched to a stop at the broken down
gate. She gestured for someone else, someone still hidden inside the Facility to follow. “Come
on, come on!”
I yelled, “Angela, run!” I felt like we ought to hurry, like someone might change their mind.
Tristan stepped out and time slowed.
He hoisted an arm draped over his shoulders.

He took another tentative step and again adjusted the weight of the arm he supported. An
arm still connected to someone within the shadows of the doors.
Another step, and Tristan was fully through, supporting the weight of—who was that, head
lolling, legs dragging, unconscious, oh—William.
Dragged between Tristan and Jack.
Jack adjusted William’s other arm, and Tristan and Jack conferred and then hustled down the
stairs, William’s feet dragging between,
And oh no.
And oh.
No.
They caught up to Angela at the broken gate and passed her. She waited there for a minute,
but the doors of the Facility closed with a slam.
So Angela ran toward the van too, quickly catching up to Tristan and Jack and William—
blood on his shirt, head lolling forward, when Tristan and Jack adjusted once more, his head
lolled back and exposed a beaten, bloody—
I rushed forward to meet, to help in some way, but Tristan commanded, “We have to get him
to the van!” with such force that I stepped to the side and watched them drag and then drop and
shove my William into the side of the van.
Angela jumped in beside him. “William can you hear me?” She raised one of his eyelids.
“William, talk to me. Estelle, can you tear some strips of shirt? I need to stanch this flow of
blood.”
I looked over her shoulder, William’s face was covered in blood. His eyes were swollen
closed, his lip swollen. His nose looked bent. I think I said, “Yes, of course.” But I wasn’t really
inside my body, instead hovering outside, flitting around, insensible.
I grabbed a shirt, used my tooth to start a rip, tore a long strip, and passed it to Angela.
“Perfect, keep them coming.” My flitting-self collapsed back into my body, feeling useful and
directed. I would become a fabric-strip-making-machine if that was what it took to make William
come back to life. I tore three more strips. Where was everyone else? Not everyone was out.
Jack stood about two feet away, in the dark of early morning, staring at the ground, scuffing
his foot, glowering. His jaw was bruised and swollen, his eye a bit black. I tore another strip,
handed it to Angela who was pressing them to William’s forehead, layering them on. I asked,
“Jack, are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“I mean your eye, is your eye okay?”
I ripped another strip. Jack said, “Seriously, tend to your boyfriend, I’m fine.”
Angela said, “I need a long one now.”
I ripped a really long one and then another. William was completely still. Angela pressed her
fingertips to the side of his neck, causing my heart to stop.
Tristan leaned in the van, “No one else, we have to move. Estelle, where’s the car?”
“About a mile down the road—wait, Tristan, no one else? Where is everyone? I promised I
would get everyone out.”
“William tried, but they chose to stay.”
“No, you don’t understand, we have to get them—”
Tristan said, “Estelle, they were beyond help. There’s nothing we can do, we tried. We really
tried.” He closed the side doors and jumped into the front seat to direct Denise to his car. Jack
climbed through the back doors and huddled silently. The other guy, the one I didn’t know, sat

tucked in a corner. Kate sat in the back surrounded by equipment. No one said a word except
Angela, urging William to wake up. The van turned around, causing us to slide on the shiny floor.
We were headed in the opposite direction of the Facility. The opposite direction. I really
sincerely hoped I would never see it again.
“Hold him, Estelle, keep him still.”
I curled around him, and with my mouth to his ear, said, “Please, please don’t go.”

40: At a Loss

Slowly we traversed the distance back to Tristan’s car. Denise parked the van and almost
everyone climbed out and stood in a close circle in the dark woods. Except me and Angela, we
remained in the van trying somehow to get William to be okay. Tristan ripped open boxes and
passed water bottles.
We all sat quiet. A silence only interrupted by the occasional rustling of dinner bar papers
and gulping of water, as the dawn of a new day finally crept into the unnatural darkness of the
forest-lined road.
I whispered, “Do we need a hospital?”
Angela said, “I don’t know. Maybe we could call Trudy, maybe she would know.”
Tristan leaned in. “How is he, better?”
Angela shook her head.
“It’s starting to get light. I’ll backtrack through the woods and look for our stuff. I’ll go fast,
promise. Then we can go back to my place.” Angela nodded. All I could do was hold on.
I said, “I’m calling MJ,” and stepped out of the van.
MJ sounded out of breath, “Estelle, are you alive? Is Angela alive?”
“Barely and totally. I have William.”
“Oh wonderful.” Then to the side she said, “Everybody, Estelle has William!
“MJ! MJ, wait. He’s really sick. He’s unconscious. He—”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know. Someone beat him. Tristan and Jack carried him out, and Angela can’t get
him to wake up, and—”
“Let me get my mom, she’ll know what to do.”
A second later Trudy’s voice appeared, “He’s not conscious? How long?”
“I don’t know, I—”
“Jonah says he left you the medicinal kit, at Tristan’s, on the counter. Give him the—”
“I don’t have it, I’m not there, it will be—” Angela was leaned in, talking into William’s ear.
She pulled up his shirt and his ribs were bruised dark.
“So try this: take—”
“Trudy, can I pass you to Angela? I’m sort of at a loss...I don’t know...”
“Of course, everything is going to be—” I couldn’t listen to the end of the sentence, It
wasn’t that I didn’t need the consolation, I just couldn’t believe it wasn’t a lie. I sat beside
William and listened to Angela’s Uh Huhs, and Yeses. She raised his feet and packed clothing
underneath them. She dug through a satchel. She made lists. I had to believe in the power of the
list, that there was not just one but two or even more things that we could do for William—he
moaned and faintly said, “Wadeh.” His eyes stayed closed, more a statement than request.
I grabbed the closest bottle. Angela reported, “Trudy, he said something. He said ‘water.’” I
put a hand under his head and lifted, pouring water over his mouth. Barely any went in, and then
he sank unconscious again. I lowered his head back to the floor of the van, saying, “William, it’s
me. It’s me, Estelle.” I wrapped my arms around my legs. Come to find out, there was something

scarier than unconsciousness—semiconscious moments in a long expanse of not. But at least he
was alive.
Angela said, “Thank you Trudy. I’ll call if I have questions, once we’re back at Tristan’s.
Here’s Estelle.”
MJ was on the line. She asked, “How did you get William out?”
“Apparently I broke New City.” MJ put her hand over the phone and mumbled something to
someone else.
“We heard something was happening, but there’s no official news. New City isn’t broken, at
least—here, Dad wants to talk to you.”
“Hello, Estelle?”
I crawled out of the van and walked away from the others. We had big things to discuss. “Hi,
CJ.” I scuffed my shoe back and forth in the gravel on the side of the road. That was satisfying.
Way better than the hard plastic covering of New City, where shoes don’t scuff, because who
would have anything to worry about, ever? Wouldn’t it be so great to go back there to where we
didn’t worry?
“Down at the shop I heard something big happened in New City. Do you know anything
about it?”
“Just that something big happened. Terran called, he said they blockaded access to the
farms.” MJ’s dad put his hand over the phone and mumbled to the others in the room. His voice
came clear again, “Where’s Terran now?”
“I don’t know.” I didn’t know where Terran was. If he was even safe.
“I’m sure he’s with your mom and dad.”
Yes, probably, but were they safe?
CJ asked, “So you’ll probably be heading there now?”
“No, I can’t. The government of New City said I can’t go back. None of us can go back.”
“How many of you are there?” I scuffed my shoe and sent up a small cloud of dust.
“Um, me and William. Angela. Tristan—that man you sent us to meet out here? Though I
think he’ll probably stay. Jack is here and two of his coworkers and a New City kid from the
Facility, um I don’t know his name.”
“Oh. I see. Seven people. Hold on Estelle, let me talk to the others about this.”
He left the conversation. I could imagine them—MJ, Adam, her mom and dad, her brother
and sister, other brothers and sisters, neighbors—conferring around the kitchen table, everyone
full of ideas. Sensible ideas, helpful ideas. I bit my lip and closed my eyes and wished to the
universe that they would have a good idea now.
CJ returned. “Do you have any transportation?”
“We have Tristan’s car and Jack’s camera van.” I squeezed my eyes more shut, willing my
body to be at the kitchen table with them. It was safe there. I was no longer alone out here, not
anymore, but it still felt lonely, because I was so responsible. I had done all of this, the good and
the bad, all came down to me. I was the catalyst for the whole debacle. No matter how far I
chose to go back in my memories, it was always me—deciding and doing and causing. Me. My
phone beeped that it was running out of battery power. Perfect. What I needed now was the solar
power gismos Frederick was working on, but that was in the future, in New City, a place I wasn’t
allowed to live in anymore.
“Estelle, can you stay someplace safe tonight?”
“Probably with Tristan.”
“Do you think you can all fit in the van? If William is well enough to move in the morning,

we want you all to come here.”
“To your house?” I felt queasy at the idea of dumping my problems on this kind and
generous man.
“Yes, of course, our home is your home.”
“Oh, okay, I just feel so sorry—”
“I know, Estelle. It’s all going to be okay. We’ll figure this out. We’ll figure it all out. Here’s
MJ again.”
“Estelle?”
Beep. My phone warned me of its looming battery death.
“Yes?”
“I love you. I was listening to mom talk to Angela, and I can tell from her voice that William
will be okay. I know it. Give him a hug, and whisper in his ear that I’ll have a warm dinner
waiting for him.” Beep.
“Okay,” I said as my phone died.

41: One Person

Tristan emerged from the trees, “I found our stuff, even stuff strewn along the path.”
“That would be me, losing my mind alone in the woods.” I sat down beside William again.
Tristan tossed me my backpack. I hugged it, realizing with that motion that I held everything
I owned. I did this once before, gave up everything, but it was my choice, and I was working
toward my own plan. And who was I kidding, I always had Sylvia and Frederick as a back up. I
started a farm, but my bedroom waited if I needed one, if I failed.
This time, now, hadn’t been my choice. I didn’t give my stuff up, it was taken from me, lost.
I had no back up plan, but the floor of MJ’s father’s library. Perhaps forever.
Tristan said, “So let’s get out of here. We can go back to my house—”
Jack said, “Nope.” He had been sitting in the van, legs dangling out the back doors, staring
into space. Now, he pulled a suitcase close and rummaged through it. Without looking up he said,
“Denise and Kate and I are going back to New City. We have jobs, lives.” He found a stack of
clean fresh designer clothes, folded and color coordinated, and stood, adjusting his collar,
readying to change his shirt. He noticed my gaze through the van and stopped, squinted, unsure.
He forcefully said, “You’re coming too, right, Estelle?”
“Well, that’s something we need to talk about. We aren’t allowed back.”
“What—what do you mean?” I had the full attention of everyone in the van, but didn’t quite
know how to explain further.
Denise turned around in the driver’s seat and answered for me, “Jack, while you were in the
Facility, a government official gave Estelle a choice, under threat. Estelle promised that none of
us would return—so they would release you. She made a deal.”
Jack looked furious. “Well, unmake the deal. My father will never stand for this—his son
locked out of the city? You shouldn’t have made the deal. He would have gotten me out.” Jack
scowled. “What are we supposed to do?”
“I don’t know.” I chewed my lip, buying a moment to choose my explaining words. “This is
what I know. The Oversee and the Congloms blockaded the gates to the city and closed access to
the farms.”
William moaned and whispered, “Wadeh,” again. Angela expertly lifted his head and poured
water into his mouth. More water hit its mark this time. William drank. Angela wiped around his
mouth with a wet rag, removing more blood, but also exposing the swell and damage.
He muttered, “Dank,” and seemed to go back to sleep or whatever that was.
I took his limp hand in mine and carried on, “I spoke with my brother, Terran—he traveled
to New City to watch your news broadcast, Jack. Now he isn’t allowed to return to the farms.
I’m frankly relieved he wasn’t there, who knows how he would have been treated? He told me
the streets were empty and police positioned everywhere.”
Jack’s fists were clenched. He glared, as if I was making up a story just to piss him off. “This
doesn’t make any sense.”
I climbed out and stalked to the back of the van, closing the distance between me and Jack,
because he looked about to spring through the van, over William.

I said, “It makes perfect sense. They didn’t want another uprising. They came down hard
and fast. Sylvia said everyone tuned in for your broadcast. Everyone was out in the streets, but
then you were grabbed and communication lost. Next time I spoke to anyone, it was Terran, and
he said the streets were deserted.”
“When did Sylvia tell you this?”
“When she called me—made me agree that none of us would come back to New City.”
Angela quietly asked, “Sylvia?”
“Yes.”
Jack scowled, “Of course, everything comes down to you.”
I said, “Look, Jack, getting you and everyone out of the Facility was all I could do. I had
nothing else to negotiate with. That was it. They said we shouldn’t come back. I agreed.”
“You don’t even like New City. You’ll be perfectly happy living out here like an unwashed
barbarian.” He shoved his clothes back into their case. “So where are we going, what—” He
counted heads. “Eight New City citizens?”
Tristan said, “I’m not from New City, I’m from the Beyonds. I have a home. We can go back
to my place.”
Jack asked, “You have food for eight people, indefinitely? How many people does your
house even sleep?”
“Jack, this is my friend, Tristan. He’s offering you a place to stay—and no, he doesn’t have
enough room, or enough food, but you shouldn’t be an ass about it.”
Jack slammed the suitcase down, took a deep breath, and shook his head. “Yes, I’m sorry,
this is just a lot to take in.” He turned to Tristan, “My apologies, that was uncool.”
“No worries,” said Tristan.
Jack looked at the group, “Denise, Kate, what do you think about this?”
Denise said, “I was there when Estelle made the deal, it was all she could do.”
He nodded. “Kate?”
“This is the first I’ve heard about it, but I didn’t sleep last night, this new day is starting to
get hot, and I’d love to get out of my shoes. Why am I wearing high heels again? I’ll go
anywhere, I just want out of my shoes.”
I stared up at the sky and thought about the back yard of Tristan’s tiny house. Nestled in the
woods. It would be more than freaky for these people. Dark. What if Tristan had another of his
breakdown, freak-outs? There weren’t enough comfortable places to sleep. The more I thought it
through, I knew CJ was right, we had to get to his farm, to MJ’s family. We had to be safe to
figure out what to do next.
I said, “I am very sorry for any trouble that I’ve caused you, I’m really so sorry.” How
would I ever make amends to them all? I leaned in the van and said to the young man in the
corner, “I don’t even know your name, I’m Estelle.”
He said, “I’m Coren. I spoke to you on the hill outside the Facility. I told you not to touch
the fence.”
“Oh! I’m so grateful. How did you end up here with us?”
“William asked me to stick with him. He promised me—he, or rather you, would get us out.
I said I would.”
I nodded, at a loss for what to say. William and I had saved one person—besides ourselves.
One. A New City teen who stuck with William and was now our responsibility. I had to make
things right for Coren.
Tristan said, “So we’re decided, follow me to my house.”

42: Making a Good Team

The drive, Tristan’s car leading, Jack’s van following, took almost two hours. William slept
most of it, while I sat holding his hand in both of mine, wishing he would wake up and
acknowledge anything, especially me. A few times he asked for more water—he barely opened
his swollen eyes, allowed me to pour water over his beaten lips, and then slept again. Finally, he
squeezed my hand. The movement was slight, momentary, but I knew then that he was coming
back. Bit by bit William was reemerging.
The van pulled onto Tristan’s gravel drive. Tristan and Coren, with Angela and I leading,
carried William into the house and deposited him onto the couch. Angela stuffed pillows under
his feet, and then found the box of medicinals Trudy had sent with us, what seemed an eternity
ago. She rustled through the box. “Yes, salve! The bandages and oils and—oh thank you Trudy!”
I sat beside William while Angela dressed his wounds. The one over his eye was the worst.
She cleaned and bandaged it. His swollen eyes and lips would have to heal over time. I imagined
they looked like my wounds when I was arrested last year. Probably worse. The bruise on his
side was ugly looking, but there wasn’t much we could do, but let him rest and heal.
Tristan played at being host, passing out food and drinks whenever there was a need, and
everyone settled into a napping, resting, relaxing lay-about. That was what we needed most.
William slept soundly. I could tell it was sleep, because the next time he asked for a drink,
he was aware, awake. Then he slept again. I hovered and fussed, until it was clear I couldn’t do
anything but keep him awake. I took in the scope of the room. Kate was sleeping in a stuffed
chair. Denise was sprawled on a pile of blankets on the floor. Jack sat leaned against the wall
glaring at the floor. Like the floor had somehow played a part in his banishment. Sigh. I crept
quietly out to the porch and sat at the table with Tristan, Angela, and Coren.
“You all should be sleeping.”
Angela said, “Same goes to you.”
I sat down in a chair, taking a place that had a view through the door of William sleeping on
the couch.
Coren nodded in William’s direction and said, “He begged us not to eat or drink in the
Facility. He begged us not to trust them. Everyone was so hungry though, and thirsty. I was so
hungry, but I promised him.”
“What happened last night?”
Coren said, “We were all sitting in the front area near the doors. This doctor walked around
with a list, giving each of us a choice—stay where it was safe, at the Facility, where there was
food and water, and they would see about getting us home, or leave the Facility.
“William began interrupting and speaking over him, yelling, ‘Leave! Leave! Don’t listen to
him, leave!’ Other staff members tried to restrain him and keep him quiet, but he fought, and
finally the guards beat him up. They did it right in front of us, and after that people were too
scared to disobey.”
“How many people stayed?”
“I don’t know, thirty, fifty? Do you think they’ll get to go back to New City?”

“I don’t think so. What do you think Tristan?”
“I was in the Facility, years ago. They aren’t letting anyone go back to New City. Especially
not now. You did the right thing.” His jaw was set. His expression grim. “You did the right
thing.” Angela patted the back of his hand.
I looked back into the living room where even Jack had finally fallen asleep.
Over the next few hours we whispered and talked over all that had happened in the past few
days. Kate and Denise woke up and joined the conversation, and then moved away to go back to
sleep or stare into space. William woke a few times, shifted, adjusted his body, and fell asleep
again.
Jack woke a few hours later and asked Tristan, “How can we watch the news?”
“I don’t, as a point of pride.”
Jack raised his brows and said, “O-kay. Perfect. I’ll go to the van to see if I can learn
anything.” He opened the front door and stopped in his tracks. “Anyone else need anything from
the van? Estelle, did you need something?” I smiled at Tristan as I rose to my feet.
I said, “In fact I do need something from the car,” and though he never offered to go alone,
“No, no, I’ll go with you, I know where it is,”
Jack and I walked over the plank decking to the driveway. I said, “This sucks doesn’t it?”
He said, “For me, yes.”
“It sucks for me too. I know you think I’m right at home here, but this place isn’t my home.
Not at all.”
“I suppose that’s true.”
“It is. I built a farm, Jack. I was really happy there. This place is strange and not at all
happy.”
“Well, you have that guy back, that will help.”
“Yes, but you aren’t alone. You aren’t allowed to return to New City, but neither can I or
William or Kate and Denise or Coren. We all have homes and families, but because we
complained about the problems, now we’re banished? It’s not fair, but it happened to all of us.
We have to work together to get back to New City, or not, but we have to stick together.” I
opened the trunk of the car and pulled out my pack. “Think about Kate and Denise, they’re in the
same position as you. They have families, right?”
“Sure, they have families, just not as important as mine.” Jack climbed in the van. He leaned
out and said, “You want to watch the news with me?”
“Sure.” I climbed into the passenger seat, while Jack turned on the console. The channel was
discussing a hot new fashion trend—towering, two foot high, multicolored wigs. Jack switched
stations to a story about prism-cut car windows. The following story was about a new musical
style called Carni-rock. It was based on the resurgence of an instrument called the hurdy-gurdy
and was—
Jack turned the station again. “I don’t understand why there isn’t any news. What’s going on
with the farms? Nothing about our banishment, nothing.” He tried another station and another.
“Maybe they already covered the story. Now they’re doing fluff pieces,” I suggested, though
I knew I was wrong.
He punched the buttons furiously. “You know that’s not what’s going on.”
“Yes, I know. You want to come back inside?”
“No, don’t go yet.” He stopped pushing the buttons and stared out the window of the van at

the trees, through them, and beyond. “It’s just. I don’t want any of this to be true, you know?”
“I do know, I feel exactly the same way.”
We stared out the window, both of us leaned back in our seats, as if we were on one long
relaxed road trip, instead of sitting in one place, not going anywhere at all.
Jack leaned forward and put his hands on the wheel and turned to me. “I suppose if I want to
be completely honest, I’m mostly mad that my celebrity status didn’t solve this. I was going to
cover the story and solve everything with my fabulous face and a microphone.”
I chuckled. “My plan was to change everything with a farm.”
He smirked. “Okay your vision was crazier, I have to admit.” I loved his smirk, it made me
feel safe. Like being in New City again. “Seriously, Estelle, are we just gone? Isn’t anyone
wondering where we went?”
“People are wondering. Jack, your story might not have made the immediate difference you
expected, but what a story. When you stood by the gate, so sure of yourself, and told Denise to
drive through. You were telling the best story ever. The people of New City were listening. The
government called it an emergency. You did that.”
Jack’s forehead rested on the steering wheel. “I did that.”
“Yep. What happens when people wonder where we are? Where the farms went? The
changes may come, they’re just coming slower.”
“I was awesome when I said to break down the gate.”
“Very awesome.” He turned his head on the steering wheel with a cheeky smile.
“You were awesome when you got me those photos.”
“True.”
He said, “The Office wasn’t completely wrong about us making a good team.”
I laughed, thinking that was the mood, but then he said, “I’m serious about that.” He sighed,
“Will you walk me back, it’s really terrifying out here with this green nature-crap glow.”
“Sure.” We stepped out of the van and back into the Beyonds.

43: Waiting, Resting, Recovering

“Is he awake?”
Angela said, “Kind of. He’s drinking anyway, but he’s hot.” Angela was administering a bit
of the tea she had given to Tristan a few days earlier. She whispered, “I have no idea if this is
good for a fever, but it was good for calming, so I suppose it can’t hurt. We have to get William
to MJ’s mom, she’ll be able to help.” She handed me the cup, squeezed my shoulder, and left for
the porch.
“William? It’s me, Estelle.”
“Hi.” His right eye opened a bit, within a swollen lid. The left eye stayed closed. He had
bandages all along his brow, and wrapped around his head. Most of his face was the shade of
blue bruise. His fat lip made making out his words difficult. “I pwomith, happy to dee you, I jud
malfunguning.” The right side of his mouth pulled up in a weak half smile.
My hand shook as I put down the tea cup. “I have something for you.” I pulled his journal
out of my bag.
“Bwought?”
“I packed some clothes, dinner bars, and since I had enough room, your book. I have
priorities.”
He closed his eye and nodded, too weak to counter-tease.
“I’ll put it right here.” I put it between his side and the back of the couch.
He mumbled, “Sweepy.”
“I know. I’ll be right over there if you need anything.” I kissed his forehead. He was
rescued, but I was still so scared. There was no tearfully happy reunion, instead William was a
collapsed, injured, possibly broken soul, and I was still panicked. Still.
He was no longer captive, but he wasn’t free. We weren’t ever free. We were stuck in
between. I hated the in-between, but wasn’t that where our whole stupid world was situated now?
Neither New City or the Beyonds, neither safe or imprisoned, neither good or bad. In between.
Where you don’t know what to do, and worse, have no idea who you are.
As I stepped onto the porch, Angela said, “Estelle, can I talk to you outside?”
I said, “Um, sure,” but her tone sounded ominous. She headed to the stairs leading off the
porch into the woods. Was she going to tell me something scary about William’s condition,
something like never, or gone, or—my heart picked up it’s beat, and the noise combined with the
bug hum outside. What was that bug anyway, and why was it so loud, and was Angela sure she
wanted to go out there with it? From the sound it must be six foot tall easily. It was either a giant
bug or an entire bug army, either way, really—I should follow Angela down the stairs? Into that
green glowing mossy wet buzzing wildness? I swallowed and followed.
We stepped onto the path and a little way down Angela asked, “See this tree?” I looked up,
the direction of her gaze. “Have you ever seen something so beautiful?”
Okay, this wasn’t as ominous as I had suspected. Maybe Angela just needed a break from the

house of gloom. I said, “It really is.” The tree soared to the heavens on a trunk that was about ten
feet in diameter. We both stood looking up at the tree for a minute. “I’ve always wanted the
expanse of an open sky, so I forget about the beauty of a tree. They block my view, but wow, it’s
amazing.”
Angela didn’t respond. She was so in the moment of awe, that it was like she didn’t hear me.
“I want to hug it, have you ever hugged one?”
This was an odd conversation. “No, never. Unless I’ve just dug a hole and I’m planting it.”
She walked over to the tree and embraced it—arms wide, left ear on the trunk, eyes closed.
“Come try it.”
I stepped to her side and embraced it, right ear to the tree.
She asked, “Do you feel the vibration?” I tried to feel it. “It’s like a rumbling, I swear I think
I feel it breathing.”
I closed my eyes tight and concentrated, but didn’t feel a vibration. When I breathed in
though I smelled the deep scent of musky dirt that our feet had glubbered up when we walked
out here. The humming of bugs ebbed and flowed in my ears. The trunk was cool on my cheek
and yes, alive feeling, and real.
She asked again in a whisper, “Do you feel it?”
I didn’t really, but I said yes anyway.
“I knew you would.” Angela stepped away and arched back to look again at the tree and
said, “Estelle, I’m not leaving with you.”
I narrowed my eyes. “What—”
She said, “I want to stay with Tristan.”
“What about Terran?”
She sat down, crosslegged, right in the middle of the path. “I’m so worried about Terran. I
hope he’s okay, but I want to live out here in the woods.”
I dropped beside her in the leaves and dirt. “But, he loves you.”
She dug her fingers into the dirt. “I know. I love him too. I love being at the farm, and that
was the best thing I could imagine—at the time.”
“Oh, Angela. You’re going to break his heart! We don’t even know if he’s safe.”
She hunched a little under my words, “I know.”
“Maybe he would come live in the woods with you. I bet he would do that.”
“Terran in the woods? He would spend the whole time cutting and sawing and plowing.
He’d be miserable sitting on the porch talking about the trees.”
A million things went through my mind—she was deserting Terran. How dare she? I
plucked at a plant, yet it clung tenaciously, pulling in a rope-line stretching away from me toward
the tree. It was attached and didn’t want to come. I shoved it back into the earth, patting the dirt
back around. Sorry little tree-plant-root thing.
Angela said, “I know this is awful and unexpected and taking you by surprise, but I love
Tristan. He told me that he loves me too, and he begged me to stay. I know I just met him, but it
was like meeting my best friend, and he needs me. Terran doesn’t need me, not like this.”
What she was saying was true. And it wasn’t really as unexpected and surprising as she
thought—I had been seeing glimpses of it for a few days.
I nodded, because what could I say? I wanted to defend Terran but against what? Angela,
who never seemed like that great of a girlfriend for him, didn’t want to be with him anymore.
Nodding was the only thing I could come up with.
I asked, “So you’ll live here?”

She turned in surprise. “You aren’t going to argue with me? Try to talk me out of it?”
“No, I won’t. I can’t. I don’t know what you should do. It’s confusing, isn’t it, being able to
choose who you want to be with? It means we make mistakes. We might choose the wrong
person. But we get to choose. You get to choose, even if it does mean Terran will be really sad.”
“I know. Oh I feel so bad.” She wrapped her arms around her knees and buried her face into
them.
I scooted closer and put my arm around her shoulder. “I think Terran will be sad, but if he
wasn’t the right guy for you, then you aren’t the right girl for him. He’ll see that. He’s a smart
guy.”
“He deserves an amazing girl.”
“So what are you planning to do?”
Tristan and I want to write a book about the trees. He’ll do the photography. We would hike
through the mountains. I saw a book at MJ’s about trees and it had names and information. What
if I compiled it? I just want to learn more, about everything.”
I nodded along as she spoke. Definitely. That seemed perfectly right. Even Terran would see
it, eventually.
“Wasn’t it great when we were walking through the woods together outside the Facility?”
I chuckled, “I don’t know if I would say that. I was so focused on William being inside the
Facility. I think the trees were just in my way.”
“Those trees only grow at that elevation. Did you know that? They get smaller at the top and
taller at the bottom, isn’t that interesting?”
“Did Tristan think it was fascinating?”
“Oh, absolutely! Who wouldn’t? We talked and talked about it. This tree is the reason he
moved into this house. He figured he didn’t remember anything past a few years ago, but this
tree was very old, its memories must go really far back. Really far. Then I wondered how old this
tree was and—we want to go explore. Together.”
“That’s really great. You were lucky to meet him.” I nudged my head into her shoulder. “I
really appreciate you forcing me to go get William and then coming with me.”
“No problem. I don’t know why I was so determined, but now I know—my destiny was
calling.” She laid back in the dirt of the path and spread her arms wide. “Look at this view!”
I laid down with my head on her arm and looked up at the sky and the tree and it was
breathtakingly beautiful, the sun filtering down through the branches and the leaves. I said, “It’s
all so amazing.”
“William’s going to be okay.”
Tears welled up in my eyes, but I forced them back. I was scared, but done with crying.
Done.
She said, “He’s going to be okay, you’re going to be okay. I’m sorry you can’t go back to
Star Farm, but maybe this is your destiny, too. Maybe everything from this moment is exactly
what you need now.”
I sniffled and said, “I hope you’re right.”
She squeezed my shoulders in a hug. “I’ll tell Terran, but will you really tell him. Promise
me you’ll help him understand?”
“Definitely.” We laid in a companionable silence staring up at the sky and the branches.
After a few moments, Angela repeated, “I can’t wait to learn about this tree.”
I teased, “Oh Angela, I’m so glad you’ve found someone who understands you.”
She giggled in response.

I asked, “So, you’ll live here, in the Beyonds and just hike around photographing trees?
That’s your new life?”
“Can you imagine a better one?”
“Yes, but I have a really good imagination.”
Finally I said, “I’m really happy for you.”
“Me too,” she said. We stood and walked back to the house and the waiting, resting,
recovering troops.

44: There Was Only Try

The phone was charged, so I borrowed Tristan’s car to return to the top of the hill and call
Terran. There was no answer. I called Sylvia and then Dad. No one picked up the phone. I felt so
alone, staring out over treetops, listening to a call that never connected, never, never, never
connected. I wished that there was a special button I could push, super-connect, or something.
The no, I’m serious, button. But there wasn’t. There was only try, then sit and wonder. Where are
they? Are they safe? Was Terran at the farm? When would I see him again?
I returned to the house to find William still sleeping. Feverishly sleeping. Angela rested her
hand on my arm, “Tristan wants you and William to take his room tonight. I’ll help make people
comfortable, um...” She looked around, “Everywhere else.”
“You can sleep on the floor in Tristan’s room,” I said. I didn’t want to take all the prime realestate, though William did need the bed. And I needed Angela close by. She was William’s
caretaker. I was just his hold-on-and-hoper.
I whispered William awake, “I have a place for you to sleep, can you walk?”
He answered with a grunt, so Tristan and I hoisted him between us and mostly-carried him
to Tristan’s room, where William collapsed on the bed, and immediately fell back to sleep.
I curled up against his back, holding his body in a hug he didn’t acknowledge. I kissed his
shoulder and said, “I’ll see you in the morning,” and fell asleep to the heat emanating off his
body. My sleep was fitful. I was watchful and worried. William’s moans and shifts woke me
every time. It was dark when he said, “Wadeh,” in a voice that escaped his swollen, cracked lips
more than projected from them.
I picked my way around the sleeping people—two on the ground in our room, one in the
hallway, two people on the floor of the main area, and one half-awake on the couch. Either
whispering or staring. Which lump of dirty New City clothes was Jack? I guessed he won the
couch, it was his style. I poured water into a cup and carefully traversed the return.
William was too weak to fully sit, so I raised his head and poured a few drops in his mouth.
My hand shook so much I couldn’t aim and instead drenched the top of his shirt. I was scared,
really scared. I had never seen someone look as badly as William did and definitely not someone
in my care. I had no idea if I was doing this well.
I managed to get the shaking cup to the floor and curled again around William’s back,
holding on as if my life depended on it. I fell into a deep sleep, the first in days, or who was I
kidding, weeks.
Three hours later, in a still pitch black dark, a shift, and my eyes jarred open. In my sleep I
had released my hold. I jerked up. William was beside me, on his back. My eyes adjusted. He
was looking at me through his one good eye, now less swollen, I could tell by its glint. “Hi
Ethelle.” He raised his arm, with a low moan, gesturing that he wanted me to nestle in. I
gratefully let him enclose me in his arm.
I said, “Hi, does this hurt?”
“Evwything hurts. No matter.” He was a normal temperature, damp, but not boiling
anymore. I kissed his shirt, and then squeezed, my eyes, my arms, everything, into the biggest

hug I could muster, without causing him any pain. I hoped.
He raised his other hand, moaning again, that arm was on the side of his big ugly bruise, and
gave my hand a pat. For the first time in weeks I felt taken care of. Safe and comfortable. He
kissed my head. Yep, just like that, all good.
“Um, Delley?”
“Yes?”
“Where in the world awe we?”
I raised my head and put a finger to my lips. “Shhh, people are sleeping.”
“What people, where?”
“Everywhere.”
He raised his head and with his one working eye, peered into the darkness. He laid back.
“Whose houth?”
“It’s Tristan’s. He helped Angela and I find you.”
“Last I remember I was in the Facility, it all ‘ketchy after that.”
“We drove here, after you were released. Soon, possibly this morning, we’ll go to MJ’s
place.”
“Oh. Wow. How many?”
“People? About six?”
“That a wot...” His voice trailed off. “Thleepy.”
“I know. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

45: Warm Dinner Waiting

Next time I opened my eyes, it was light out, and the bed was empty. The floor was empty
too. I walked through the hallway and into the living room to see Kate and Denise sitting on the
couch. Coren was curled, wrapped in blankets, in the chair. I was greeted with a big hello.
I leaned out the porch door and found Tristan, Angela, Jack, and William—wearing a
bandaged, swollen, bruised look—sitting around the table.
William’s partial smile, through puffy lips, widened as I entered. I returned a smile and
asked, “How did you get out here?”
“My new friend Trithtan helped me hobble, by way of the bathroom. He and I are very close
now.” I sat on the bench seat beside him on his right side, his uninjured good side. He didn’t look
like himself, every feature was distorted with puffiness or camouflaged with unusual colors or
caked with blood, and the entire top of his forehead, wrapped around his head, down over his left
eye, were bandages tinged with blood.
“How are you?”
“Been better. Angela changed my thkull bandage. I thee out my right eye, by degreeth.
Talking, laughing, moving too painful. Face hurts. Actually whole head hurt.”
“But you’re okay? I mean, you’re okay, right?”
He nodded. “I’m okay Delley. My nose might be little diff’ent though. But you look
beaud’ful.”
I had been so worried, that to hear him joke about his condition felt miraculous, like I ought
to celebrate. Or at least relax. Seeing him up, hearing his halted voice, his mumbled, garbled
words, none of it made me comfortable, but seeing a smile, even a half-smile made me feel so
much better. “Oh yes, gorgeous. I haven’t looked in a mirror in days, and a toothbrush is
absolutely necessary at this point. Plus, I slept beside a human-heater all night, so my eu de scent
is spectacular.” I gave my armpit a whiff, the way Terran would have if he had been there. There
was nothing he would have enjoyed more than a good body-odor joke.
William chuckled and then winced. “No laughing, ouch.”
Jack rolled his eyes and said, “Can we please talk about something besides the lack of
showers? I don’t usually relish my body odor, or the odor of others.”
Tristan said, “You can definitely use my shower, Jack.”
“Thank you, Tristan. Someone here agrees we should keep a semblance of propriety.” He
stood and all but humphed out of the room.
I clenched my laughter between my lips and said, “Sorry about um...that. He’s dealing with
a lot right now. No one should take it personally.”
William nodded. He asked, “Maybe I eat someding?”
Tristan jumped from his chair and returned a minute later with an assortment of Dindin
dinner bars. “Lots of flavors, but nothing particularly breakfast-y.”
“It okay. Don’t know how much I eat anyway.” William pulled at the wrapper with one
hand, his other arm immobilized to protect his bruised side, and then wordlessly passed the bar
for me to open. He abruptly said, “Angela thay she’s daying here with Tristan.”

I smiled at Angela. “She told me, yesterday, after introducing me to a tree. I believe she was
trying to be gentle.”
William pretended Angela and Tristan weren’t at the table. “I told her it didn’ make thense.”
“Well, you just met Tristan. It makes perfect sense once you know him.”
William searched my face with his one eye, the other still too swollen to open. Both eyes
surrounded with deep blue, angry red, and royal purple. “Fine, but when Terran athk, I totally
argued his cathe. I have his back—I’m jud too injured to actually do it.”
I said, “Definitely. You argued all of Terran’s merits until you were blue in the face. Literally
blue. It was actually amazing to watch. Come to find out I didn’t realize how much you loved
him, and it made me a little jealous, truthfully.”
William took a tentative bite of a bar and shook his head. “I traveled to the Beyonds and the
food all the thame.”
“MJ said to tell you, when you’re able to travel, she’ll have a warm dinner waiting for you.”
William took another small bite. “Id it poddible my teeth hurt? Ouch.” He put the dinner bar
down in front of him and said, “I’m famithed, but need to lay down.”
Tristan asked, “Do you want to go to the bed or the couch?” He came around the table to
help William hobble the distance.

46: I think We Have to Build

Tristan’s room had a large window right beside his bed. It made me feel like I was sleeping
inside a tree. I said, “This is the tree Angela introduced me to.” I lay on my back touching
William down the length of one side, but any movement I made toward him caused a sharp
inhale or moan.
He said, “Id really green. Gorgeous Green? Or Grandiose Green? Remind me, when we
return, I want a thuit that color. Tho I’m wrapped in it.”
“You heard we can’t go back, right?”
He gave a slight nod. “I know Jack’th family will never thand for it. I’m very happy he
here.”
I curled alongside Williams arm, placing his hand in-between my inner thigh, wrapping my
hands around his upper arm, resting my chin on his shoulder, words close to his ear. “You can
only see a sliver through the middle of the tree, but when you’re better we’ll go outside to see its
full majesty. It’s Tristan’s favorite and now Angela’s too. I seriously think this tree is half the
reason she’s staying.”
We both quietly watched out the window as the morning light filtered down through the
needles, catching the lights and shadows of the dewy misty day and setting the whole view into a
dazzle of lights and shadows. The needles and branches danced as the stillness of the morning
was occasionally barely touched by the breath of a breeze.
One sparkle made William wonder, “A breeze, or the tree breathing?”
“Breathing,” I said. “At least that’s what Angela tells me.”
“How many people, in the hithtory of the whole entire world, have looked upon this tree—is
it uth, jud us? Or hath every civilization had moments and times and maybe even other trees that
inthpired them to sit and stare?” We sat quietly thinking about the vastness of space and time
until he added, “I duppose what I’m trying to say is, this tree makes me feel thmall.”
“And insignificant.”
“No, never, you could never be indignificant.” It was impossible to answer so I closed my
eyes and breathed in his scent and warmth. “Edelle, there’s domething I want you to know.”
I opened my eyes and watched the side of his battered face as he stared out the window and
spoke. “When I was arrethted, the whole time I was tran’ported, and then on the ridge of the
Fadility, I kept thinking about how I had lied to you. I didn’t tell you I wad going to the water
plant, and in light of the enthuing days, I totally should have. Maybe you would have talked me
out of my invedigation, but that’s not really it. I lied to you when I thaid I worry about you all the
time. I made it theem like I think you’re weak and that I take care of you. That you need me and
that it wore on me. None of that id true.”
I attempted to protest, and he said, “I know you’re going to thay it okay, the argument is in
the patht, but I really need to thay it.” He twisted his contorted mouth in an attempt at his cocky
smile, “And look at me. I have ouchies. You can’t argue with thomeone who has this many boo
boos.”
“You are a mess,” I agreed.

“You are throng. If I caused you to feel weak, I’m really thorry.”
I started to protest again, that he would never make me feel weak, but he had, so I didn’t. I
said, “That night, it seemed like you turned our relationship upside down. We were equals and
best friends, yet you made it sound like you took care of me. Then you were gone and Terran was
taking care of me. Then Frederick and Angela. I wondered how the whole world had changed, or
was it me?”
“I’m thorry I made you doubt yourself. I don’t thee you that way at all. You’re my bed
friend.” He chuckled. “And my betht friend. Let me try again—best friend.”
“And don’t forget I can drive the Scorpion. I can bust cement with the strongest rebels in the
city.”
“True that.” He turned his head to look at me almost nose to nose. “We were building a
whole new world, you and I, and we were throng and daring and powerful.”
I said, “Then we were finished, so we sat around relaxing.”
“In our blue chairs.”
“Yes, in our blue chairs. My feet in your lap. Staring at your hotness over the top of my
book.”
“I thought you were reading.”
“How can I read with you, three feet away, with your brooding eyes, your set jaw, and your
scribbling pencil? You’re a mystery. I want to throw the book to the ground, climb into your lap,
and kiss you until you read me your poetry.”
“My writing conthists of this, I love you Ethelle Wells, I love you Ethelle Wells, look up
from your book Ethelle Wells. I love you Ethelle Wells—”
I kissed him on the edge of his lips as delicately as I could, considering I hadn’t kissed him
in so long. Of all our kisses it had to be one of my favorite top ten, slight as it was, because of the
bed, the window, the relief of his skin, the insistence of his heartbeat, and the sparkling light of
the day bouncing off our cheeks.
“So we’re full partners. No worrying about me, unless I’m also worried about you, and
definitely no hiding things from me, to protect me or whatever. We do it together. All of it.
Equals.”
“Yeth.” William’s turned head required too much effort in his weakened state, so he returned
to looking at the ceiling, with an oblique view out the window. He closed his eyes. “I would like
to reserve the right to call you ‘my girl’ in front of Jack though. Can I call you ‘my girl’ if I don’t
really mean it, please? If he deserves it?”
“I don’t know, that sounds possessive, like you’re my boss or something.” I kissed his
shoulder. “How about this—as long as in your head, you’re thinking, ‘my girl totally saved my
ass.’ Or better yet—I heard once that every negative thing must be followed by three positive
things–so if you call me ‘your girl,’ I think you have to say out loud, that I saved your ass.
Probably three times. To whoever is in the room to hear.”
He nodded quietly and seemed minutes away from sleep. “Absolutely, and only if Jack
deserves it.”
I said, “Oh he’ll deserve it.”
With his eyes closed, he joked, “Did I mention how glad I am he here?”
I whispered into his ear, “I don’t think we get to relax anymore. I think we have to build the
world again.”
“Yeth, we. After a nap.” I felt his body relax as he drifted away into sleep.

47: Exhausted by the Effort

I woke up before William and went to the living room and dropped on the couch and said,
“So, how about I tell you what’s happening.”
Denise stopped rummaging through her suitcase and said, “That would be good, I’m tired of
the mystery, frankly.” Kate and Coren gave me their attention. Angela leaned against the counter
in the kitchen. Jack stood.
I said, “I have a plan, or well, it’s less of a plan and more like a next step. As soon as
William can make the trip, we’ll go to a farming area, to stay with some friends.”
Jack said, “We’re going from squatting on the floor of Tristan’s house, to squatting on the
floor of a farmhouse?”
“Yes, we’ll go from being guests of Tristan, to being guests of my friends,” I said,
emphasizing ‘guest.’
“That passes as a plan? My apologies, Estelle, but I need more to go on.”
I said, “We’ll be closer to New City.”
Denise asked, “Where will we sleep?
“I don’t know, I’m working out the details as I can.”
Tristan entered the living room with William leaning on his arm and deposited him to the
couch. William said, “Thanks for helping me hobble to the bathroom.”
Tristan said, “No worries.”
William asked our group, “What did I mith?”
I said, “I’m trying to make our plans less mysterious.”
“Good. We’re going to MJ’s farm, right? I can’t tell what’s been a dream.” I nodded. “That
sounds good, it’s far away from the Facility. It’s safe. We need safe. That was quite the ordeal
back there.”
Coren said, “And then some.”
William said, “Coren, I’m so glad you’re here. You made the right choice, I know things
seem bleak, but it will get better.”
Jack said, “Things don’t seem bleak, they are bleak.”
“It does seem bleak, but I have to imagine it will get better. And, Jack, thank you for your
help. I’m so sorry about the outcome.”
Jack grunted and said, “I didn’t do it for you.”
“I know.” William dropped his head back on the couch’s cushion, and closed his eyes for a
brief moment. It was sapping his little energy to speak.
Coren said, “I wish more of the others from the slope would have listened to you.”
William nodded, “Me too. And—” He moved the arm close to his bruised side. “Ouch.”
Kate interrupted, “How long can we live there at someone’s farm, and what will we do for
food and clothes?”
William said, “I have all the same questions. Look around, there are six of us looking for a
home. We’ll be the guests of people who are only taking us in because they’re kind enough to.
We have a lot to figure out, but first we’re going to move to this new place—what’s it called

Stelley?”
“Terra Firma.”
“Then we’ll have a meeting and make some decisions. Okay, are you with me?”
Jack scowled and said, “We’re not with you. I don’t know who made you the leader.”
William cocked an eyebrow, and winced because eyebrow cocking was painful, and said,
“You know, I didn’t mean to say it that way. I only meant—I’m as confused as anyone here, but
I’m going to go with the flow. I also think if there’s any leader here, it would be my girl.”
William pointed in my direction with his thumb. “My girl, the one who saved my ass out here in
the Beyonds.” William didn’t move, but held up one finger.
Jack corrected him, “Your girl? You mean, Estelle?”
“Estelle, the one who saved all our asses.” William held up two fingers. “She negotiated our
release, and saved your ass at the Facility.” William raised finger number three, and cut a look in
my direction, pleased with himself.
I said, “Look, Jack, I know this is difficult. We’re going to do our best to get you a place to
sleep and food and clothes and then, then we’re going to deal with New City. You mark my
words, this is not over. You can go off and be by yourself and try and make a living and a life out
here, or you can stick with us and solve this situation. We’re going home. I won’t rest until we’re
all allowed to go home.”
“Fine, but William shouldn’t act like he’s the leader.”
William said, “I may have a propensity to act like an ass sometime. Please call me on it
when you see me do it, and I promise to return the favor.” His jaw clenched. He closed his eyes
with a moan. “So we’ll leave in the morning?”
I looked at the side of his warped beaten face, he was exhausted by the effort of this
conversation. His ribs were causing him severe pain. I wanted to get him to MJ’s right now, but it
was too late to leave today and he didn’t look well enough to travel.
“First thing,” I said.

48: Maybe Too Much

The next morning Angela and Tristan and I tore and cut William’s disgusting bloodied, dirty
shirt off his body. His bruise was about a million colors, ranging from red to violet and through
to purple and blue. Angela inspected it and declared that it was healing, but then admitted that
she didn’t know anything, and that she would be relieved when Trudy declared it all better. I
gave William a bath using rags and soap and water. Tristan gave William a shirt that we tied
closed in the front. William asked for a piece of cloth to tie around his shoulder to hold his arm
still against his side. All this took hours, we were running late.
I called MJ. “We’re leaving today, this morning, right now. We think William can travel, but
anyway, I need your mom to see him.”
“We’ll have beds ready and food. I can’t wait.”
“Can I talk to your dad?”
“Of course, he’s right here.”
“Good morning, Estelle, who’s driving today?”
“Denise, I think, but maybe Jack, too.”
“Let me give them instructions for getting through the Mani-city’s thug-men checkpoints”
I passed Jack the phone and hovered, listening to Jack’s side of the conversation. “I’ll pay
the bribes...Yes, CJ, I can...Two folders, yes...” Jack passed the phone back to me and said, “I’ve
got this, no worries.”
“CJ, I have a friend in trucking, do you think that might help?”
“Maybe, couldn’t hurt to ask.”
I called Timothy next. We gathered our things and loaded the van. The hustling and bustling
was impressive, considering most of us possessed only the clothes on our backs. Tristan and
Angela prepared a care package for six people and we said a tearful goodbye. We created a
palette of blankets for William to lie on in the back of the van, behind the seats. I sat on the floor
beside him and Denise and Kate piled equipment and suitcases around us, camouflaging us, in
case of an antagonistic inspection at a guarded checkpoint.
We drove. We ran the projected videos of celebrities and fashion icons displayed on all sides
of the van, lighting up the Beyonds, even during the day. No one could miss us. We stood out. A
New City news crew, just out in the Beyonds telling a story. Hey, look at us, being awesome,
now look away, there’s nothing to see. We pulled into a transit station and introduced William to
Timothy, and were invited into his trucking convoy, pulling into place behind his truck. Timothy
worked magic and got us through the checkpoint with only a quick interview and a quarter of the
money we carried. We were lucky.
I felt invisible. Was it because I had been banished? Was I no longer, Estelle Wells, the
revolutionary? Instead I was hunkered down inside a New City van, while no one asked to see
my papers. Invisible. Inconsequential. Six hours into the ride I looked at William, hot, sleeping,
moaning. Incapacitated. It would take a lot to get us back to changing the world. Maybe too
much. Maybe we wouldn’t or couldn’t anymore. Maybe we had to be content. Instead.

49: Chairs on the Porch

After a long day of driving that stretched into night, our van pulled into the driveway of
MJ’s farm. It was dark out, but every house light blared waiting. MJ, Adam, CJ, Trudy and then
MJ’s sisters and brother came to the cars to welcome us all.
I fell into MJ’s arms, and she kissed my cheek and said, “You did it, you got him out! I
swear, you can do anything when you set your mind to it!” She wiped her eyes, tears coming
almost as easily for her as they do for me. I opened the back of the van to expose William. He
grinned sheepishly, but his beaten face looked troubling and sad and painful, and MJ called,
“Mom, come!”
Trudy bustled around the corner, took one look, and said, “Let’s get you inside to the house
to clean you up, change these bandages—”
Adam said, “Oh man, William, they did a number on you. How did the other guy look?”
Coren said grimly, “There were four.”
MJ’s family helped William stand within their embrace and bundled him up into the house. I
watched, my hand on the van, so relieved to have him in the safest place I could imagine.
MJ called over her shoulder, “Follow us into the kitchen, everyone, we’ll be back in a bit.”
CJ and Adam met us around the kitchen table a few minutes later and CJ clapped a hand on
my shoulder and boomed, “You got your boy out, I’m very impressed.” My boy. I laughed.
William might call me his girl, but he was also my boy.
“You met him?” I asked.
“He was showing off his vibrantly colored insides, so I didn’t want to interrupt. I’ll meet
him when Trudy is done with her medicinals.”
Adam hugged me and looked around at Jack, Denise, Kate, and Coren, said, “Hoowee, this
is a lot of New City faces.”
CJ said, “So I hear you’re refugees from the big city?”
Everyone said yes, and I began to make introductions. MJ, Jonah, and Lizzy passed us all
bowls of stew with crusty bread and we tucked gratefully into a warm meal. Even the Daily Style
film crew seemed grateful for real non-Dindin bar food, and if it tasted too foreign, were polite
enough not to show it.
Lizzy asked, “Um, where’s Angela?”
I said, “She stayed with Tristan.”
MJ asked, “Tristan? The guy who stayed here a few years ago? What happened?”
“He helped us get to the Facility. We all camped together, and I suppose she sort of loves
him now. They’re going to hike the forest and write about trees.”
“Oh, poor Terran.”
“I know. Angela said she would call him, but the bulk of the message is mine to tell. I’ve
been calling him all day, and he’s not—”
Just then William emerged from a back room, rejuvenated. He had a clean shirt, his arm in a
sling, and his forehead bandage was smaller, not a full wrap. Trudy said, “William, after you eat,
you can join us on the porch, but I want you to hold this cold pack on your eye to cut the

swelling.”
“Thank you Trudy.”
CJ shook William’s hand and said, “I’m a fan of your writing, William Loftin.”
“Thank you CJ. That means a lot.”
William smiled as he sat down, a smile much closer to his usual smile, self-assured and
cocky. He felt better. I felt better. The change had been so quick I couldn’t believe it.
MJ asked, “Estelle, how did you get through the thug-men?”
I said, “We joined a truck convoy. The truckers got us through, no questions asked.”
“Truckers? New City truckers?”
I smiled broadly, “I have friends in high places.”
CJ said, “Here’s the sleeping arrangements for tonight: there are tents set up outside in the
field. They’re for my family. We’re giving those of you from New City the choice to have a roof
over your head—”
MJ teased, “What about Estelle, Dad, she likes to sleep outside like a barbarian.”
Trudy said, “Oh no, William’s injured; Estelle and William are taking your room.” Everyone
laughed.
CJ continued, “If you prefer roofs, please follow Trudy.” He turned to a giggling Jonah and
said, “No judging the city folk.” Jonah stifled his laugh.
Trudy said, “We have beds and couches set up in almost every room. After you find a place,
you’re all welcome to meet us on the porch for a while.”
Everyone rose to follow Trudy. Jack asked me quietly with a grimace, “The porch?”
I nodded. “Come.” I could tell MJ’s family would gather for a family discussion. Jack ought
to be there. He was deep in this mess too.
After everyone left to see their rooms, Adam stepped up to William and said, “Here, grab my
shoulder, I’ll help you outside.”
William and I sat on a comfy love seat. Adam and MJ sat on a porch swing. CJ and Jonah
and Lizzy sat on a couch.
Jack opened the door, “Hello everyone.” Denise, Kate, and Coren were behind him. He
moved straight for a seat that happened to be right beside mine.
As he sat, MJ conferred with me in a glance. Her’s said, “I can’t believe you have Jack
Maranville to deal with in the Beyonds, what are you going to do?”
My glance said, “I have no idea. What do I do—especially when he wants to sit right beside
me all the time?”
Jack said, “I’ve met so many people today. My apologies, if I can’t keep them all straight.”
CJ said, “There will be no test.”
MJ said, “Jack, I haven’t heard your story yet. How did you end up here?”
“Well...I was minding my own business when Estelle called. She told me there were New
City kids being disappeared out into the Beyonds without trials, and she had the photos to prove
it.
“That night a truck driver delivered the photos of about thirty young people to me, and I
gave them to my boss, Mike, at the television station. I work for the Daily Style. Or, um, worked.
Apparently Mike’s niece had been disappeared, and—he was furious.
“Mike had posters printed that read, ‘are you missing this person?’ and ordered them hung
all over New City. Then Estelle called, completely freaked out, all alone, asking me to come
rescue her.”
I said, “I did not ask you to rescue me!”

“Might as well have.” Jack continued, “So Mike sent me and my crew to the Facility to, as
he put it, ‘Tell the story of those kids, so that New City will bring them all home.’ So I went to
meet up with Estelle—”
I said, “I was alone at that point, because Angela and Tristan were grabbed in the woods
outside the Facility.”
“My Daily Style crew and I pulled up in front of the facility.”
Denise teased, “He means Kate and I. We have names.”
Jack teased back, “Of course, but my Daily Style Crew sounds impressive.”
“Jack gave the order to ram the gate,” I said, “It was awesome.”
“And I rammed it,” said Denise. She stood and flexed her biceps as a joke.
I said, “Denise is very hardcore,” and she and I exchanged a smile.
Jack said, “I was on camera talking about the disappearances and—I guess I was pretty
cocky—I was on the front steps of the Facility, demanding entrance, when suddenly the door
flew open and I was punched in the face.” Jack rubbed his cheekbone where a nasty bruise
bloomed that had been all but ignored because of William’s epic injuries. “I was dragged into the
facility. Then they grabbed Kate.”
Jack leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and turned his head and gave a long look
at William. He looked down at his hands. “Inside the Facility was a...I don’t know how to
describe it. Chaos. The guards were beating someone. I thought maybe to death. I didn’t know it
was William...”
Everyone quieted until William said, “Well, they didn’t. And Trudy says I’ll recover. And
I’m thinking my nose might even be an improvement.” I laced my fingers through his, but then
curled my hand up within his, encased.
MJ asked, “What’s your story, William?”
“I’ll give you the short version. I was minding my business, investigating a secret ConglomGovernment Water Facility. And by investigating, I mean I was inside a closed, locked, gate. I
know, I know, it was asinine considering I told no one where I was going. I was arrested and
transported by truck and then train to the grounds of the Facility. Coren was with me the whole
time.”
Coren said, “I was picked up after school the day I told my teacher that I didn’t regret
protesting when Estelle was arrested.”
Adam said, “Ouch.”
Jack asked, “Wait, that’s all it took? You’re sure nothing else happened?”
“I’m sure.”
CJ asked, “So tell us about the Facility.”
“When you’re there, the trick is to stay outside on the grounds, up a hill, clinging to a fence
at the top. Estelle arrived and brought us food, so I thought my group was going to hold out.” He
grimaced at the memory. “But they electrified the fence. Everyone was scared. I begged them to
stay outside, but they were just so hungry and thirsty.”
CJ asked, “They weren’t feeding you?”
“No, that’s their plan—you’ll ask to come in and then they...” William looked at me to finish
the thought.
I said, “They give you drugs to wipe your memory. Tristan had it happen to him. He doesn’t
remember anything that came before.”
William said, “Once we were inside, I knew no one should eat or drink. I begged everyone
not to take what they offered. It was terrible though—once we were inside. Out on the hill we

supported each other. Once we entered the Facility, they separated us and forced food and...”
William sat quietly for a second, before finding the strength to continue. “The staff was nervous,
there were calls, and whispered discussions. I figured I ought to raise a ruckus, if there pressure
on the outside, I should apply pressure from the inside. Of course, I may have miscalculated the
amount of pressure I could apply. I learned, the hard way, that the guards were stronger.”
Jack said, “Once inside, Tristan told me not to take anything, no food, no water, no drink. I
recognized Angela from the farms, she was crying, listening to the guards beat William, but
William was unrecognizable, he looked like hell.” Jack glanced at William. “Still does.”
“Thanks man, you always know just what to say.”
They smiled at each other, a sign that their tense relationship might be turning into a tense
friendship because of the hardships they endured together.
Jack said, “They immediately offered me and Kate a drink, but we refused. We had no idea
what was happening. We all stared straight ahead leaning against the walls, being told to shush
every time we spoke. William’s beating stopped and then the whole place went eerily quiet.”
CJ asked, “Does anyone know what was happening in New City?”
I said, “I was on the phone with Sylvia. She said the citizens were outraged. I thought things
were going really well, until Jack was grabbed. Then the Oversee closed the streets down with
force before any protests could start. Sylvia called and told me as a representative of the
government that if I promised none of us would return they would let the prisoners free.”
Jack said, “Finally, in the middle of the night, after conferring, the workers offered us a
choice: stay and have food and shelter and a job and a place to live, or go fend for ourselves in
the Beyonds. We chose to leave. Tristan and I chose for William. We picked him up, and they
shoved us out the front doors. Somehow we made it here.”
CJ asked, “So why do you think Sylvia made that deal with you, Estelle?”
“I think she had to, I think someone made her. I don’t know where Frederick is, or Terran.”
MJ asked, “You haven’t spoken to him at all?”
“Right after Jack was taken. Terran said he attempted to return to the farms, but the road was
blocked. He said the streets were empty and police stationed everywhere. He was returning to
Sylvia’s. I haven’t spoken to him since.”

50: Rise to the Occasion

“So there are six of you here,” said CJ, “and none of you are allowed to go back. We have a
hostel next town over, that takes in travelers. I spoke with their local town council and they’ll
help find everyone work and a permanent place. But my family can house and help too. I just
want you to know that there’s options.”
William said, “CJ, I would love to start a farm. I haven’t had a chance to talk to Estelle
about it, but is there a way we can work toward a farm?”
CJ said, “Trudy and I will discuss it. We have some fields that were given to us by old man
Truman, we can ride over there tomorrow and let you see them. They’ve been fallow for a while
and are overgrown and it will be a lot of work...” He glanced at MJ who nodded. “But I guess
you two are used to work.”
Trudy said, “We can’t promise it will be what you two are used to, but it’s something.”
William said, “CJ, Trudy, that sounds really good, thank you.” We all quieted. This was
huge, what CJ had offered William and me. I couldn’t get my hopes up, not yet, but wouldn’t that
be awesome, to farm next door to MJ, with a farm house and stars like this over our heads?
Wouldn’t that be perfect? I would need nothing else, ever.
I was practically doing cartwheels in my mind, when Jack, incredulous, interrupted, “So you
two are going to play at farming, while New City has all these barbaric rules? Willy, where’s
your righteous indignation? Estelle, where are your big ideas? I’m not going to sit back and
relax, I’m going to fix this.” He scowled sending one big message: I’m disappointed in you.
“Jack,” I made my tone appeasing. “William and I want to fix things, we just need to get a
roof over...” Okay, that probably wasn’t the best way to begin.
“So back when you were my future-wife, you didn’t want me to be complacent, you wanted
to change the world. And now that your world changing has ruined my life, you want to sit back
and accept it?”
I said, “I don’t want to sit back and accept it. I have Terran there, Dad, and Sylvia, I have to
make sure they’re okay. I just need to think first. William is talking about getting us a place to
think, to—”
“What my girl is trying to say is—” William smiled out of the corner of his mouth. “I had
time to think out on the grounds of the Facility while she was saving my ass.” William raised one
finger. “I’m sure she was so busy saving all our asses that she’s had little time to think.” He
raised another finger. “MJ, have I told you how grateful I am that Estelle saved my ass?” He
raised his third finger.
MJ chuckled, “I don’t know half of what you’re talking about...”
Jack scowled, remaining serious, “I know it’s been tough. That it’s been nonstop, relentless.
But that’s what New City does. You heard Coren, he was arrested for an opinion. We have to stop
them. It’s not okay that they took us from our homes and banished us from our stuff, our
medications—”
“Oh Jack, I didn’t think about that. Are you okay? It’s been two days?”
“Yes, I had no idea I’d be out here for this long, I brought two days worth, and thanks for

asking but no, I’m not okay.”
Trudy stood up, “Jack, I have something to help you. I’ll make you some tea.” As she went
into the house she squeezed his shoulder. “Kate and Denise, do you need some too? It will make
you feel better and help you sleep.”
I said, “Jack, I know when you first stop taking the medications it feels terrible, but you’ll
feel better in a few days, and once you stop needing them you’ll feel better than ever. Sometimes
you’ll feel way worse, but it’s worth it. I would never go back to taking the medications again.
Not anymore.”
CJ said, “In all the turmoil we forgot our New City guests would have physical
requirements, I apologize Jack.”
“No, I don’t mean to be rude. I’m sorry. My head is just so befuddled. I feel like, confused,
but I plan to do something. I’m going to make this better—not just find a place to live—I’m
going to go back and fix this.”
I looked at William. He stared down at his hands, his expression impenetrable. We were
coming under fire for complacency. He could barely see through his eye, his side hurt to breathe,
and Jack was accusing us of not doing enough. I would believe it if William was furious, but he
seemed thoughtful instead, as if thinking it through.
Then William quietly spoke, “Did you know, Jack, that the Government of New City and the
Congloms have begun a program of adding medications to the water supply?”
CJ, MJ, Adam, Jonah, Lizzy, Kate, Denise, Coren and Jack gave William their full attention.
Trudy returned with a tray of tea cups and passed them around. Coren balked, saying he had
already gotten off his medications days ago, but Trudy urged him to drink it. “It will help.”
She took her seat, as William continued, “I went to the building that houses the new water
treatment facility and walked the perimeter fence. It’s locked tight, but I found an area in the
back, pipes with water pouring out. It had proximity to a storage tank, so I climbed over a fence,
and then the guards came and took me away. They disappeared me, without explanation. Who
decided that the Water Conglom would put medicines in the water? Who decides which
medicines we need? The Pharma Congloms? Who decides that a citizen gets disappeared? You
don’t have to tell me something has to be done. I’m with you. Those actions won’t be allowed to
continue.”
Adam said, “Hoowhee, CJ, you’re harboring revolutionaries.” He was leaned back with his
arm around MJ, swinging with his strong legs.
CJ said, “Well, even revolutionaries need a harbor, might as well be mine. And it doesn’t
seem okay to secretly medicate people. I will ask you William, Estelle, Jack, as your friend, to
use caution. This is my home, my family’s home. I would prefer the revolution not come to my
front door.
“We out here in the Beyonds, we don’t shop. At least not enough. New City knows that, and
so we’re seen as inconsequential. We have no voice. We produce, and we support, but because
we don’t consume, we have no say. There’s good people out here who would help you if it meant
that would change.”
Trudy said, “It’s just occurred to me that I should ask McAdams to run some tests on our
own water, we are downstream after all. Perhaps New City’s issues are already here.”
“That could explain why MJ has a tummy ache,” said Adam jostling her shoulder. MJ
groaned and held her stomach. I hadn’t noticed before, but she looked kind of ill.
Trudy smiled in MJ’s direction and said, “I think we all know why MJ is feeling sick.”
I shook my head. This whole conversation was surreal and confusing, and I wasn’t at all sure

why MJ was sick. I asked, “What?” and then added, “Why?” to more plainly state my confusion.
Jonah and Lizzy began chuckling. What was so funny about their sister being sick?
MJ said, “Estelle, I planned to tell you once I stopped feeling queasy, but my siblings have
blown it.” She glowered in their direction. “I’m pregnant.” She smiled widely at me and raised
her eyebrows expectantly. I needed to say something wonderful.
“Um, that’s great?” I asked it like a question, because I had never ever ever known anyone
who was pregnant. It seemed like something that happened out of view, and I had no idea how it
worked here in the Beyonds, the outer un-citified world.
“It is great and the best part? Since you’ll be living here, you can be at the birth!”
Jonah and Lizzy devolved into a laughing, chortling pile, with the occasional, “I knew it!”
and, “I said it would happen,” and, “You were so right!”
MJ asked, “What is this about?”
Lizzy had to stop to catch her breath. “When we drove Estelle to the Facility we told her all
about attending Little Bea’s birth.”
Jonah gathered his composure and said with mock seriousness, “MJ, I don’t think Estelle
believes it’s the honor that you intend.”
I rolled my eyes at them. These kids had delivered me safely to the Facility and now were
cracking jokes about me, like a brother and sister. Teasing me like I belonged. I felt like I
belonged. I also wanted to wring their necks, in a sisterly way.
MJ said, “Jonah, Estelle just doesn’t know it’s an honor yet. She’ll get it eventually.”
I said, “I generally rise to the occasion.”
MJ said, “That’s one of your best qualities, you’re in over your head, but you’re willing to
try.” MJ’s compliment took all the sting out of her sibling’s laughter.
Lizzy said, “Sorry, Estelle, I didn’t mean to laugh. I just can’t wait for you to see a newborn
come into the world.”
I decided to join the joke and said, “Hey, I’ve watched a chick hatch. Can’t be any worse,
right?”
Jonah and Lizzy laughed so hard they had to wipe their eyes. CJ laughed and slapped his
legs. Adam said, “Oh, it’s worse all right.”
As their laughter quieted down, I said, “You’re making me miss Terran. He had perfected
teasing me to an art form.” William rubbed along the top of my thigh comfortingly.

51: Feeling Full and Content

Our conversation wound down. We sat quietly on the porch listening to the creak of the
swings and the sounds of the last of the bugs outside. Jack took a long draft of the cooled tea.
“Thank you for this, I do feel a little better. And sleepy. Which is good, since it’s so late.”
CJ said, “It’s almost morning on the farm. I have chores to get to, in just a few hours, so I
better sleep. I would rest easy that I have extra hands, but I believe it will take a while to get
them accustomed to farm work. And William has to recover.”
I said, “I’ll help tomorrow, CJ. I know my way around a hoe.”
“That you do.” CJ and Trudy headed into the house. Jonah and Lizzy crossed the grass to the
tents.
Adam asked, “So William, besides seeing the fields that CJ was talking about. What do you
plan to do?”
William looked at me and then Jack. “We have many plans to make.”
“I have to get Terran,” I said. “If he doesn’t answer by tomorrow, we just need to go get
him.”
William nodded and said, “I also want my press. I can’t be a proper revolutionary without a
press. It’ll be our voice. It’s just big and bulky. I wonder if we can load it up into a truck without
anyone noticing?”
Jack leaned forward, looking at William incredulously, again. “Man, Willy, you are so
ridiculously ancient in your thinking. In case you’ve forgotten, I have a New City, best of the
best, broadcast van. Parked right over there in the driveway. Full of equipment. The revolution
doesn’t need books, it wants television. I can document the whole thing, film whatever I want,
and if we override their channels, I can broadcast directly to the citizens.”
William said, with a bit of a laugh at the corner of his mouth, “Wait, now that I think of it,
the broadcast van is big enough to fit the printing press inside. We can use your broadcast van to
rescue my printing press!”
Jack smiled and shook his head, “You are incorrigible.”
Adam said, “It’s a good trait for a revolutionary.”
Jack said, “I believe I’ll turn in. Estelle, will you wake me? I mean, at a reasonable time, so I
can help CJ with chores?”
I said, “Definitely Jack, he would really appreciate that.”
“All right, good night.” Denise and Kate and Coren said their good nights as well, and they
all left together to go to their rooms.
MJ said, “Wow, having Jack here is interesting, huh?”
Adam said, “He’s going to have a hard time of it. It was difficult to get used to life in the
Beyonds and I wanted it with all my heart. How will Jack Maranville accept a banishment?”
I said, “He won’t. He’s going to fight. I never would have believed it eight months ago, but
he’s the biggest enemy New City and the Congloms have.”
Adam said, “You’re all enemies. You have to stop the water treatment plant, but to stop that
you’ll have to stop the Oversee and the Congloms.”

“Or do we?” asked William. “We could just take down the water treatment plant and watch
everything crumble.”
“Maybe, if you’re lucky.” Adam leaned forward and clapped his hands on his knees. “Ready
to sleep, MJ?”
She nodded her head and mumbled, “I think I already am.” She moaned sleepily as he pulled
her up, and as she shuffled by she said, “Goodnight friends, glad you're...zzzzzz,” with a loud
fake snore.
I answered, “See you in the morning, Gorgeous.”
Adam and MJ walked down the steps and across the lawn headed for their tent. I yawned
widely and with great noise. William put his arm out for me to snuggle under. “It’s just you and
me.”
“Finally. I thought those other thirty-eight people would never leave. We went from our
idyllic, quiet, little farm, to the middle of a bustling family, on a big farm, with a birth imminent.
Are we ready for this?”
William sat still for so long I wondered if he heard me. Then finally he said, “Yes, Estelle,
we’re ready.”
I leaned up and kissed him three long kisses, and he said, “I’m so sleepy, I think we ought to
head to bed.” He stood and groaned as he straightened. Then he reached out with his good arm,
and pulled me to a standing position.
“Wait, can we go onto the lawn for a minute? I mean, I know I get to be here every night
from now on, but this is our first night. There won’t ever be another.”
“Of course.” I helped William half-stagger off the porch, onto the dewy front lawn.
In the middle of the lawn I arched back and gawked at sprinkled stardust from one horizon
to the other. It seemed to spiral as I watched, but not in the unnatural New City way, in an I’vebeen-flung-from-Earth-and-lost-my-footing kind of way. These weren’t the few, measly, paltry
stars of my New City farm nights. These weren’t even the same stars from just a few days ago.
Those stars had been distractions, from my focus on rescuing William, trifles I glanced at, while
worrying. Those stars had been grand, yet ignorable. These demanded to be seen.
It took my breath away. More than I could count, more than anyone could count, more than
could ever be counted. And here I was in a field, under a majestic night sky, with my guy. “Oh.” I
said. “This is it, my dream come true.”
William wasn’t looking at the sky. He was staring at the side of my face. Intensely. Intently.
And said, “Mine too.”
We stood that way for so long I almost forgot I was headed to bed. Just gaping at the stars
feeling full and content and frankly almost too tired to move. But move we must. We slowly
turned to walk back to the farmhouse. “I wish Terran was here to see this.”
“He will be. There are no happy endings without Terran.”

Afterword: One Last Look

Frederick stretched out another strip of tape and ripped it from the roll. “If you get stopped
don’t let them pat you down. You don’t want to lose these blueprints.”
Terran twisted to see the document folded and taped to his torso. “I won’t Dad. Don’t worry,
I got this.”
Frederick wrapped the final tape strip around the bulk of the package and Terran’s skin and
patted it down. Terran lowered his shirt. “See, totally hidden.”
Frederick appraised Terran’s shirt, “Well, I can see it, but I know it’s there.” He stuffed
bundles of steel bottles and plastic tubing into the bottom of an open bag on the table. “I’m
putting these water filters on the bottom. There are only five, but my hope is that someone out
there will know how to mimic the design.” Next he loosely arranged clothing over the filters and
created a top layer of loose dinner bars. “If a guard looks, hopefully he won’t look all the way to
the bottom.”
“I won’t get stopped, it’s night, and I’ll cling to the shadows.” Terran smiled broadly in an
attempt to assuage Frederick’s worries.
“I know, it just all hinges—”
“And you risked a lot getting the blueprints. I won’t screw up, promise. And you’ll find
Sylvia, Estelle will come home, and when I return it will all be happily ever after.”
Frederick swung the pack to Terran’s back, zipped the top and tightened a strap. He asked,
“You know the way? I wish you could call me, let me know you’ve arrived safe.”
“Phone calls are monitored, you told me so yourself. You’ll just have to trust that I can make
it. MJ told me there’s a path, just south of the main Front Grand Highway. I remember she said
only a New City idiot would go down the main road. The path she told me about is secure and
unknown to New City guards.”
“That sounds easy enough.” Frederick patted Terran’s shoulder straps.
“Should be, but I’m not going straight there.” Terran averted his eyes. “I have to collect
something from Star Farm first.”
“Perhaps you don’t understand the gravity—”
Terran returned Frederick’s glum expression, “I get the gravity, I also have to pick
something up. For Estelle.”
“There’s guards, lots of guards.”
“There’s also me, shadow-clinging.” Terran threw his arms around his dad. “I’ll see you
soon. I’ll get to Estelle and we’ll figure this all out. You have the harder job, staying here and
acting normal.”
“With no shadows to cling to.”
The two men hugged again.
Terran attempted to stabilize his breathing. His pace was a jog, his breathing bordering on
frantic. He had promised Frederick he would cling to the shadows but there weren’t shadows,
just a bright light illuminating everything. His only cover was that everyone else was inside, but

his footsteps echoed. And grew louder as his brain registered that the only sound in all of New
City was the echoing feet of a young farmer racing through the night, breaking the law. Guards
were driving up and down the roads.
He found an oblique wall just off Greatness Avenue, one of the main thoroughfares, and
stood within its not-quite shadow catching his breath. He tried to calm himself with a pep talk:
the guards are only halfheartedly guarding, because the whatever it was—probably a drug in the
water supply, at least that was the prevailing opinion—had been so effective the whole city
seemed to be asleep. But his rational mind countered: if everyone was asleep then the actions of
a frantically racing guy echoed throughout the city.
A truck rumbled by. Terran pressed to the wall and slid down. The truck had images
projected on the side of marching troops in riot gear. Their faces masked. The sound—clomp
clomp clomp. Terran first realized the New City police owned riot gear about eight months ago.
Now they wore it all the time. The truck passed.
Terran crept to the street, checked both ways and sprinted across and down a side lane.
Conglom Farm was located in the southwest quadrant of Old Town, Star Farm was central.
Terran was headed east, through excessively lit streets, a checkerboard pattern projected on the
sky, toward the Southeast of Old Town. He was betting the east side was dark and barely
monitored. Then he would make his way west, through the dark of Old Town. A dark he was
used to. The guards were not.
Terran ran, covering a distance measured in miles, but paced by his breaths coming in gasps
and moans. He finally, around one in the morning, placed his hand on the low brick wall of Star
Farm, an encompassing wall he had helped build. “Walden? Here kitty kitty kitty.” He crept
through the fields, to the kitchen, keeping his voice low, just in case, though any guard in the area
would probably be carrying a light. But just in case. “Walden?”
At the kitchen, near his food bowl, Walden appeared, meowed for food, and rubbed along
Terran’s calves. “Hey Walden, how’s it going, buddy?” Terran passed through the kitchen to the
veggie garden. He snipped off a piece of chicken wire from a roll leaned in the corner, fastened
the piece into a tube, and closed the end with a twist. He tested the tube for strength and then
attached it to the top of his pack with straps. He carried the whole contraption to the kitchen.
“Good boy, there’s a good boy.” He scooped Walden up and placed him inside the mesh basket.
“I’m taking you to see Estelle.” Walden meowed in response.
Terran took one last look around Star Farm. “Well, I guess that’s everything.” He left on foot
for the Beyonds.

###

Thank you for reading this, the sequel to Bright. I hope you look forward to the next book,
coming soon. And if you enjoyed this, can you please take a moment to leave me a review at
your favorite retailer?
Tell your friends!
Thank you,
H.D. Knightley
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