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After our mornings in the classroom and our sessions in the laboratory we
were encouraged to enjoy the facilities or sit outside and talk to one another
on the benches that sloped down towards the sea.

We sat on the lawn, a group of us, and talked about our earliest
memories.

For Maria, the woman I bunked with, it was waking up on the floor of the
supermarket.

Every afternoon, as seabirds tumbled and the wind skimmed salt off the
waves, she told us about the items in her basket: pasta, hummus, satsumas
and mackerel. Its eye was staring at me, she told us, again and again, like
she was embroidering a pattern. That’s the first thing I remember.

Maria was a dark-skinned woman with a lovely large face and large
anxious eyes. She’d chosen her name from one of the films they showed us
from the box of old cartridges.

When I was admitted to the Centre she’d already been there for several
weeks. Her words had started to come back to her and with them, like burs,
certain thoughts and ideas about the person she’d once been. She thought
she might be a fisherwoman or a lifeguard, a marine biologist or an
Olympic swimmer. All of it, it seemed, came back to the mackerel and in
those early days I wondered why nobody pointed this out. I didn’t yet
understand that, like all of us, she was in the process of constructing a
mythology, clinging to anything she could claim as her own to make sense
with. She spent hours in the library, which was the name we gave to the
windowless cabin by the border of the camp that housed the encyclopaedia.
On the lawn, as I flexed my feet and felt the grass bend between my toes,
she told us about Aztec warriors, Brazilian footballers and Guatemalan
bean-pickers, how they worked for sixteen hours every day, that coffee
accounted for eight percent of the country’s GDP... rattling these terms off
quickly, authoritatively, like a speedboat trying to escape its own wake.

One day, at her insistence, I followed her into the cabin. The book opened
to the page automatically. All of the pages of the books were faded but these
pages seemed especially faded. There was one photo in particular she
wanted to show me.

In it a group of children had crowded round the camera. They wore jeans
and polo shirts with pictures of horses on the breast and beamed with white



teeth and black hair slicked blue by rain.

There were five boys and two girls. Six of them were linked together but
one of the girls stood apart. She looked away from the camera, smiling at a
butterfly that had settled on a giant green leaf.

Maria waited for a minute then grew impatient. She picked up the book
and thrust it into my face. The girl had lovely brown eyes and a lovely
round face. I still didn’t understand what she was asking me and eventually,
when she did, I laughed and shook my head.

We were encouraged to think of ourselves as astronauts

as cartographers

plotting the terrain of an alien planet.

This planet was like the one we’d known — it had a perfect, breathable
atmosphere and was just as far from the nearest sun — but it was uninhabited:
there were no cities or cave paintings or paths worn in mountainsides by the
procession of feet after feet.

(Or: we could imagine a stubbly field covered with snow, us standing on the
edge of it, free to make whatever movement we chose.)

Maria was beautiful: this was one of my first established facts. (Back then,
at the start of things, facts were still our main currency.) People looked at
her whether she was talking or not, and if she looked back at them, their
faces reddened and they turned away fast, like they were drawing their
hands from a hot surface or the blue part of a flame.

I met her first after the month or two of my quarantine when, my
plimsolls squeaking on linoleum, I was walked down a corridor with
windows too high to see through and shown into a room with metal bunks
up all four walls.

The first thing I noticed — although these precise words, along with many
others, were yet to come back to me, and in fact these words only come to
me now — was she had the arches of a dancer.

She was lying on the top bunk, her feet balanced vertically, the stem of
her right foot pinched between the largest toes of her left. The heels and the
pads of the soles were black. The arches were white.

On hearing me enter she sat up and threw up her arms in protest:

Her former bunkmate had graduated and was being processed for
reintegration; Maria, or so she claimed, had been promised the lower bunk



to display her collection.

This was the second thing I noticed:

Arrayed on the bare stripped mattress was an assortment of objects. There
were her utensils, her plimsolls, her washcloth and her toothbrush, the same
one I’d been issued and instructed in the use of, but there were other items
too: a seagull’s tail feather, a skeletal leaf, a series of sharp-edged ‘flowers’
made (I later learned) from pudding pots slit to their centre, a skull of a
small animal I didn’t recognise, and several sculptures pressed together
from slips of spent soap.

Maria looked past me and started to argue with the monitor who’d shown
me into the dorm. I sensed she was arguing not in the hope of altering the
outcome but because arguing was something she liked to do. Sure enough,
even as she gesticulated, presenting her case, she slipped from her perch
and huffily, obediently began to gather the objects from the mattress.

She stood beside me, arms tightly crossed, as I deposited my belongings:
my utensils and washcloth, my toothbrush and tracksuit. She watched as I
struggled to fit the foamy mattress with the frowny sheet.

I snore. She announced it proudly like it was a milestone or a special
certificate.

I wasn’t yet familiar with these I statements but I soon grew used to
them. Maria had whole lists of things she liked and things she didn’t.
Colours, gestures, days of the week. This compulsion baffled me. I had no
reason then to believe our memories wouldn’t quickly come back to us.
Nevertheless, I enjoyed hearing Maria recite her lists. Occasionally I would
do something to prompt her: put my shoes on my bed or eat a pudding pot
without licking the lid.

Do you snore? Her soft eyes were stale and sharpened to a point.

I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure what it meant to snore. Nor did I know
who the you was she was asking about. (I’m still not sure I do, which is
why I’m writing this.) Was it the same you who’d woken in the room
with the mattress on the floor and been injected with dye and told to lie
still while a machine crunched and ground and a person in a creased
white coat took careful notes behind a thick metal screen? Only a few of
my words had come back: animal, glove, dodecahedron. There was a
droning in my head and a moss on my tongue and my brain felt staticky
from the pills I was taking to soften the side-effects of the antivirals. I
didn’t know anything but I sensed from the way Maria was looking at me



that the correct answer was no. I shook my head. I didn’t remember the
word no, only that it had a hole in it, a hoop you could fall through,
which didn’t feel right and still doesn’t. (It feels like this belongs more in
the word yes.)

Maria smiled, quickly, deniably. She nodded then reassembled her frown.

She recrossed her arms.

Her chest was flat and she seemed conscious of this. She wedged her
arms beneath it and plumped herself up, then thrust herself forward.

What do you do?

Rhombus, tributary, palimpsest

I shrugged. The movement came naturally. We had no memories but our
bodies weren’t new. Gestures clung to them. The way smells hang in an
empty room. I did it again.

(I did it again.)

Maria continued to study me. The smile was gone. It left no trace, like a
body of water that had healed over after the disappearance of a stone...
and now the frown returned, intensified, crunching maths problems into her
forehead.

Her eyes flitted about my face. I noted with interest where they landed. I
didn’t know yet what I looked like.

I’m older than you, she announced eventually.

Then, Did you know you can tell how old a tree is by counting its rings?

I repeated it in my head and then again out loud: tree.

Maria rolled her eyes then slackened her jaw, a pantomime of impatience
that segued smoothly into the real thing.

Don’t touch my collection. And keep your shoes off the bed.

Actuary, stables, cup, darkness (but not light), egg (but not egg cup),
thunder, perpendicular.

(Segue is pronounced /segway/, not /seeg/, even though seeg is a better
demonstration of a segue.)

Before this? Only vague, cold flickers that, if arranged in a pattern, tell
the story of sunlight climbing a wall and slowly spreading across a
colourless ceiling.

I’ve come to understand that language is like the moulds in the trays we use
to bake muffins: that without it everything flows into everything else. The



moulds are necessary but are also a compromise. Language allows us to
communicate ideas and feelings that are not quite our own.

But we rarely notice this: that we’re walking around in someone else’s
shoes.

This is the Paradox of Language: that in order to communicate I have to
talk in terms that are never quite what I mean. There are ways of listening —
feelings, experiences — but I can’t talk about these. I just have to trust that
they happened. (And that you know what I mean.)

I remember trying to explain this to Maria one afternoon a few months
after my arrival. We were sitting on the lawn, gazing out over the waters
where the sunlight glittered and a gull surfed an upgust, hanging still like a
word I knew! a crossbeam, an antler made of metal, a type of moustache...

I can still see how hard Maria tried to understand. I didn’t have the words
to explain that this was appropriate, that it made me love her all the more as
she frowned and nodded and bit down hard on the tip of her tongue.
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The effects of the virus were retrospective, not neuroplasmic: it didn’t affect
our ability to make new memories. It was not yet known how long the
effects lasted or how the virus was transmitted but all the evidence
suggested it was temporary and determined by genetic predisposition: there
was no need for us to be kept apart from one another.

Memories would return to us in shards or fragments, hopefully in full and
in an order we could make sense of.

We were lucky:

The strain of virus we’d contracted was a mild one. It only affected
episodic memories — specific moments and recollections — and not our
semantic memory (this was the antivirals); this was why we knew words
like egg and cup (but not egg cup), and, in some cases, our dates of birth,
which were stored as facts and not as stories we told ourselves smelted
into language. There were also other types of memory: procedural and
embodied. The virus didn’t affect these either, and it was considered quite
stable. It didn’t show signs of mutating. We were in no immediate danger
of forgetting how to chew or walk or talk or breathe or brush our teeth.

All we’d misplaced were specific, biographical details. We didn’t know
where we’d lived, what we did for work, our favourite sandwich fillings,
how we liked to spend our free time, and we couldn’t summon the faces of
our brothers or our parents.

We were perfectly good buckets ready to be (re)filled with wet sand.

There was no reason for us to worry. It was explained to us that while we
convalesced we would be housed and educated in how to piece our
returning memories into a coherent story, in preparation for our
reintegration. Also, we would learn new skills and receive instruction in
several new disciplines. This was not because it was feared our existing
knowledge bases would not come back to us — there was a large body of
evidence that suggested they would — but because the virus had created new
opportunities and outside of the Centre unemployment rates were high.

It was explained to us, not uncertainly, that no one could claim us. After
the virus had come the data breach. A massive, irretrievable loss. No data
existed to verify our identity and the remains of the system were too open to
abuse.
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A week or so after my admission to the dorms, I was invited to Orientation
and this was where I met Chino.

Chino was a thin man who was named from the same cartridge where
Maria had got her name. He had a gold tooth and a tattoo of a dollar sign on
the side of his neck.

At first we coveted this and it was the source of great speculation. What
was this mysterious symbol? What clue did it hold as to Chino’s former
identity?

This was Chino’s second time in Orientation. The story, which I heard
from a monitor and later on from Maria, was that he’d grown agitated and
threatened another matriculant with the flat end of a spoon, after which he’d
been sedated.

(This was why, in the lunch hall, we ate our pudding pots with plastic
sporks.)

Despite this warning, which I heard repeated several times, not just from
Maria, Chino seemed friendly.

I was seated next to him and on the first day of Orientation he pulled his
chair nearer to mine and, as the instructor handed around shapes with
different textures (a smooth square, a stubbly hexagon, a spongy word I
thought I knew that was the shape of foods like soup and cake), he poked
his tongue in his cheek and rolled his eyes back in their sockets so I could
see the milky yellow sclera.

The surprise of the word and my knowing it — and not eyeball or circle —
made me laugh. Everyone looked at me and immediately I worried I was in
trouble.

The instructor was in the middle of explaining more about the breach: we
suspected anarcho-communists working to level debt and erase all property
deeds or neo-Marxists conspiring with foreign powers to weaken borders
and upend asylum. She beckoned me from my seat, coiled an arm round my
shoulder and guided me to the front of the class. I was sure I’d done
something wrong but she explained that laughter was involuntary and was
often used to disperse feelings of confusion or loss, either or both of which
we were entitled to be feeling.

She pointed to the board and asked me to share how I was feeling by
choosing one of the pictures she had tacked to it. I hesitated — I sensed it



was a test — but she smiled at me and told me, kindly, like she was
dispensing a special privilege, that I could point to more than one.

Some of the pictures were photos but most were illustrations. The faces
were flat and textureless and reduced to simple arrangements of eyes and
mouths, two holes for a nose.

In one of the photos a man stood with his chest thrust forward, his hands
on his hips and one foot balanced on top of a medium-sized rock. In the
adjacent illustration, a woman with blonde hair held a child with blonde
hair and smiled into its face as if exposing her teeth to some purifying
beam.

I studied the images for a minute. I was looking for the one that looked
most like someone who’d lost their memory and all but a dozen words, and
in a moment of surprise revelation had discovered that one of these was
sclera. In the end I pointed to a picture of a man riding a horse.

The instructor smiled, kindly.

Remember, she told me, it’s okay if you want to point to more than one.

I looked back to the board. Now I felt anxious because I’d thought I'd
made the right choice. I considered a drawing of a girl with pigtails, her
arms folded and her lips bunched up to her nostrils... a boy with a
slingshot, mouth askew, one eye shut... another photo, of a woman and
child, both still happy to be there, the woman with lighter hair, still young
and smiling, but the child now a young man. I didn’t know which to choose
and this made me feel helpless, which in turn made the backs of my knees
feel wet and my mouth feel dry. I looked away from the board, out into the
classroom, and caught Chino’s eye. He looked back at me and furrowed his
brow then upturned his palms so I could see the creases running like
channels of ocean carving rivulets through a beach on their way back to the
shore. Then ballooned his lips and whinnied like a horse.

Everybody laughed.

The instructor’s smile tightened. She led the class in a round of applause
and invited me to go back to my seat.

Chino’s first memory was also of a supermarket.

He was wearing a green apron and holding a plastic bag, its neck twisting
into an orange rope, as an old lady frowned at him and a machine with a
grille of metal teeth shuddered to a halt.



Sometimes he would join us on the lawn. As well as thin, he was tall, and
his limbs were long. He would stretch them out and roll his shoulders back
so his chest rose up and the blades pressed together like the beaks of the
seabirds.

As well as the dollar sign on his neck, he had other tattoos: a hawk on his
forearm and an owl on his chest.

As well as tattoos, he had scars on his hands and on the backs of his legs.

These were coveted too.

We used them to practise Constructing a Coherent Narrative:

He’d been sitting at his work desk working on his correspondence when a
cable had snapped loose and snarled, fizzing, towards him.

Or: he’d been queuing at a bank branch, chatting with a friend or
acquaintance, when a hawk had swooped from a nearby pylon, having
mistaken his hand for a family of mice.

Chino enjoyed these stories and he often encouraged us to repeat them.
When we were done, he pursed his lips and pulled his shoulders back
further, thrusting his chest to the sun, and smiled like the man in the
photograph who was mounting the rock. This always made me laugh and he
seemed to enjoy this too, but his pride was genuine, just like mine was later
when Maria told me I’d been there in her dreams.

I came to understand that these stories were his collection, and that each
of us needed one, in whatever form it might take.

I noticed that Chino ducked when he passed through doorways, as if
someone had once told him he was taller than he was.

I also noticed that some of the staff treated him differently to how they
treated me and Maria. They called him Big Man and high-fived him in the
corridors. They praised him for his agreeableness and clapped him more
assiduously when, called on in class, he gave a right answer. Or, smiling
widely, they slipped into a different, looser cadence when talking to him
one-on-one. Sometimes they made comments about him:

He’s actually really gentle.

I’ve never had any trouble with him, personally.

This didn’t seem to bother Chino. He responded to being called Big Man
by grinning and walking taller on the balls of his feet.

But at the same time I noticed that he kept on ducking when walking
through doorways, and sometimes he even stooped when he was standing in



the dorms. This confused me. Mostly though I was jealous, just as I was at
his scars. Through the staff’s special treatment, as if their comments and
attentions were fingers coiling out strands of limp hair, he was able to forge
a provisional identity that — it seemed to me — was far fuller than the rest of
ours. Like the woman in the photo smiling at the small boy.

I resented this and at first I disliked Chino, but at the same time I
remembered what he’d done for me when I was standing in front of the
board and I was grateful to him for this. (This was the first time I realised it
was possible to feel two things at once.)

On the first morning of the second week of Orientation, I came into the
classroom early. I wanted to study the pictures the instructor had left tacked
to the board: I wanted to prepare, to get a better sense of how I was
supposed to feel. But Chino was already there, erected in the doorway.

He was grimacing.

A vein that looked like a letter that not many words started with pulsed at
his temple and a bead of sweat, having traversed the bridge of his nose, sat
teetering on the rim of his left nostril. His forearms juddered and he was
pressing the backs of his hands into the frame of the door.

His eyes were shut so he didn’t see me but when I asked what he was
doing he opened them and smiled.

He stopped pressing but kept his arms locked a door’s width apart. The
smile expanded like it was drawn on a balloon.

He nodded down at the space between his hands.

I wasn’t sure what I was meant to be looking at. There was nothing there
to see. But the way Chino held it suggested my notion of nothing was
provisional.

He stepped towards me and tucked his elbows to his hips then positioned
himself with his arms wedged apart, like he was measuring the distance
between two certain points.

Put your hands inside mine, he told me.

I did as he’d instructed. His skin was warm and his palms were soft. His
hands were much bigger than mine and my hands fit inside his comfortably.

Push.

I pushed.

Chino resisted.



The bead of sweat wobbled (oscillated) but remained teetering on the lip
of his nose.

Slowly, too slowly, unfolding the words like the seams of a fan, he started
to count.

One... Two...

By the time he’d reached six my arms were shaking. The bones screamed
in my wrists and something pulsed behind my right ear. I considered
pushing past him and making for the board where the pictures were still
arranged. I also considered why I’d so quickly done as instructed, just as I
had when Maria had told me to give her my new toothbrush since the
bristles on hers had gone flat. I started to consider whether these two
incidents were connected and said something about my essential
personality, something unflattering, and whether this was something I
would want to recover. Now though Chino told me to stop pushing and
keep my hands where they were. I stopped pushing and kept my hands
where they were.

Chino smiled. At first I didn’t know what at.

But then I felt it. There in my hands, perfectly spherical, was the nothing
he’d been showing me.

He laughed.

I laughed back.

Grinning, he showed me how to run my hands around it, feel it expand
and contract. Watch...

He took it from me and then passed it back.

I laughed again. How long will it last?

Chino grinned. As long as you hold onto it.

An hour later the instructor asked a question I knew the answer to: why
wasn’t it safe for us to venture beyond the walls of the camp? It wasn’t safe
to venture beyond the walls of the camp because we were weak from
infection and outside of the Centre there were new strains of the virus that
were more virulent and that we were likely to contract. No one else knew
the answer. There was a painful silence. It physically hurt me not to provide
the response, to remain silent: to leave a call unanswered, a thought unspent
inside my head. But I kept myself still, my arm unraised, my hands beneath
the desk, their backs welded to the insides of my knees.
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Orientation ended a week after the Chino incident and we were issued our
timetables.

To begin with our subjects were Grammar, Art, Physical Education,
Politeness, Ethics, Maths, The History of the Twenty First Century: A Story
of Progress, Biology and The Appreciation of Poetry. I’ve decided to write
about some of these here because I want to remember them but I’m not sure
that they’re relevant to constructing a coherent narrative.

Ms Jones instructed us in Politeness, Ms Williams in Ethics, Ms Gerrard
in Maths, Mr Ferrer in History, Ms Wanamaker in Biology, and Ms Leonard
in The Appreciation of Poetry.

In Politeness we learned the Value of Restraint and the Importance of
Decorum. It was extremely rude to ask for what we wanted. If we were hot
and wanted someone sitting near a window to open it, we were not to ask
them to do so: instead we should remark that we were hot. To be politer
still, we were to present this as a question: Is anyone else hot? To be even
politer, we should jut our lower lip (like the bottom drawer of a cash
register) and blow air to our fringes and, only if we felt it necessary to make
our meaning clear, accompany this with a fanning motion of our hands.
Better yet, we could try being resilient and not noticing the heat, or
remembering that people elsewhere in history were far hotter and had no
windows.

Ms Jones could ask us to open the window but this was because she was
in a position of Higher Authority. If we asked each other to open a window
it would mean to suggest we considered ourselves above the other
matriculants in our cohort, which would be neither polite nor accurate.

There were exceptions:

Theoretically we could ask a child to open a window, but there were no
children in the Centre. It had been explained to us multiple times that
children were immune to the virus. If we sometimes thought we heard
distant laughter or a stray ragged cry this was likely a side-effect of the
antivirals or a quirk of the acoustics: the dorms were old and the corridors
were curved and sometimes the barks of the seabirds sounded like children.

In Ethics we learned about Immanuel Kant. From Kant we knew that it
was a sin to lie. If a monitor knocked at the door to our dorms and asked for
the whereabouts of a friend who five minutes earlier had burst in begging us
to hide him, the only right thing to do was to give up the friend. There were



no exceptions. Originally Kant had believed that it was admissible to
mislead the monitor while technically telling the truth by saying that the
friend had been there five minutes earlier — the implication being that he no
longer was — but he’d since changed his view. (This was where we got the
word recanted.)

In Maths we learned about the strength of the triangle. There were several
types of triangle but each was made from two base angles, which were
acute as in discomfort, and an apex, which was sometimes obtuse as in
don’t be. Each side of the triangle kept the others in check and weight was
evenly distributed across all three joints. This made the triangle the perfect
form, as versatile as it was strong. Triangles were found all throughout
nature: in the beak of an eagle, in the petals of a flower, and the triangle
between a child and his two parents.

In The History of the Twenty-First Century: A Story of Progress we
learned that the twenty-first century was a story of progress. We also
learned that progress was not always a straight line. Sometimes it was hard
to see a line at all, since, viewed incrementally and not as a whole, progress
was often invisible. This was why it was essential we trust in the Scope of
History and commit to a Communal Vision of the Future, which it was all
of our duties to strive ceaselessly towards.

In The Appreciation of Poetry we learned why the pomegranate was
important to the poet. It was important because it connected her to her
father and reminded her that she had another home. As the poet said, it
tasted like gardens she had never seen. We also learned that poems had to
rhyme. If a poem didn’t rhyme it was not really a poem but a piece of prose.
From prose we got the word prosaic which meant boring, while from poetry
we got the word poetic. This was a compliment when applied to anything
besides poetry, just as it was a compliment to say that someone had been
like a father.

In Biology we learned that there were two genders. We were either ones
or zeros. To find out which we were we should look between our legs — and
use the washroom designated accordingly.

In Maths we also learned that if Bob had ten apples and I had no apples
Bob was under no obligation to give me any apples. It was far better that he
gave me a seed and lent me his watering can or, better yet, explained the
principles of irrigation.
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The incident with Chino was the first time I understood there was a world
beyond the reach of words. It was clear to me that Chino was sharing
something (mere) words could not have contained. When I think about this
incident now, which I do more and more, I think he was showing me
something remarkable: how we create our own world and hold it in our
hands, how fragile it is, and how just sometimes we can pass it to someone
else; how fraught this is, the act of passing it, and how it is also an act of
generosity and necessary hope. But at the time I thought he was telling me
what it was like to be seen: the bubble was who we were and we could feel
it more surely if we pushed against the hands, which were other people’s
perceptions.

There were no mirrors in the washrooms or plugs in the basins so we
didn’t know what we looked like. Are we beautiful, we asked each other,
feverishly, not quite knowing what this meant. A tree was beautiful, the sky
was beautiful, but a face was beautiful in a different, more selective way.
And what did it mean for a person to be beautiful?

Beauty seemed important, worthwhile, not primarily because it was
beautiful, but because it was something that belonged to us. Like Maria’s
soap sculptures or Chino’s scars, it was something we could possess. At
night, in the parallelograms of moonlight that slanted through the dorm’s
high windows, we pored over our pores, studying ourselves for moles,
marks, skin tags, and, in pacts with one another, we inspected hard-to-see
places, described pleasing features and plucked stray hairs with our teeth.

There were ways of wearing our uniforms that were considered more
beautiful. To stop them ballooning or slopping like tongues we tucked the
hems of our T-shirts into the bands of our underwear and kept the laces of
our plimsolls symmetrical in length, leaving them untied and looping them
back through the final set of eyelets. The more beautiful of us (this became
a good barometer) could invent these rules. Maria did this when she took to
wearing one of the cuffs of her tracksuit rolled up past the shin.

There was no question Maria was beautiful. She took this responsibility
seriously: it was something of hers and was hers to maintain. Every night
before bed she combed her hair with a practised motion which reminded
me of the way I shrugged and Chino ducked through doorways. In the
washroom she made a ritual of splashing her face with scalding then cold
water then patting it dry with the pads of her fingers.



One day, a few weeks after I’d completed Orientation, I came into the
dorm to find her inspecting one of these fingers. She was frowning at it
disapprovingly. Its tip had developed a strange obtrusion.

Her previous pact was with a dormmate who’d suddenly graduated. It
was explained to us that we would graduate either when our memories
came back to us or when we’d finished our courses and had accrued enough
credits but this dormmate had graduated without warning, in the middle of
her courses and without her memories having come back to her. One
morning Maria woke and she was gone. So she asked me to inspect the
finger. I wasn’t sure what I could tell her that she couldn’t see for herself
but she insisted.

The skin was hard and yellow and had a strange rough texture like the
walls of the corridors. Maria had first noticed it, she told me, a week or so
earlier when she’d been in class trying to copy something from the board.
But a month or two before that she’d noticed something else:

She hopped up onto my bed and drew her feet up behind her. The legs of
her trousers were rolled down; now that others had adopted it, she’d
abandoned the one raised cuff and seemed to scorn those who’d copied her.
I never had, not because I’d anticipated this turn of events, but because I
hadn’t had the confidence to try it in public, only in secret, in bed, at night,
under the covers. Now I was reaping the rewards, Maria assuming — falsely
— that [ wasn’t so easily led. I felt bad for this, like somehow I’d tricked her.
I thought about Kant, about how there was no difference between
misleading someone by accident and deceiving them on purpose. But now
here Maria was, sitting on the edge of my bed.

She blushed.

It was the first time I’d seen her do it, although I couldn’t really see it. It
was after lights out. I could just feel the extra warmth.

She often walked around the dorms barefoot but lately she’d taken to
wearing socks. I hadn’t thought anything of this. The dorms were cold.
There was frost on the ground in the mornings and the pipes in the walls
had started to clang.

She rolled a sock off her right foot and laid its heel in my lap.

Again, I noticed her high arches. The heel and toes were black, the rest of
the foot light brown.

But in the powdery moonlight that filtered through the window there was
a third colour.



Her small toe was misshapen. It was twice its regular height and serrated
like a knife. The skin had crested and hardened into an ugly yellow fin.

I was disgusted and, at the same time, I was strangely drawn to it.

Is it painful? I asked her.

She shook her head and gestured to the finger. I’'m pretty sure it’s the
same thing.

I understood this as a request, to look closer. I lifted up her foot and bent
myself over it, as close to the toe as I dared. I remembered my feelings of
ambivalence towards Chino. The fin was jagged like a blade.

Maria lay back on the bed, her fingers splayed, her elbows flexed
backwards. She looked at me. The blush had yet to subside — my eyes had
adjusted to the dark and I could still feel its heat — but her jaw was loose
and she’d done her best to make her eyes blank.

Sometimes when she looked at me there was a pain in my chest and I had
to look away but I didn’t yet know if this feeling had a name.

Her foot was light and heavy in my lap.

Her voice was unembarrassed. Plain. In contradiction to the blush.

Will you bite it off?

What?

I’ve tried digging it out but all I’ve got’s a plastic spork. She shrugged,
and rolled her eyes, as if this was self-evident, a waste of her time
explaining herself further: And I can’t reach it myself.

I didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t that I was disgusted by the prospect
of lowering myself to Maria’s foot and scissoring my teeth around the
strange yellow pinna. On one level the thought excited me. But I didn’t
know for sure that this wasn’t a test. She seemed to like me more now that
everyone was rolling up their cuffs than when I’d given her my toothbrush
and in exchange taken her old one with the bristles parted or when I’d
offered up my pudding pots for making her flowers. Would I lose her
respect, what small portion I had, if I lowered my head further and bit down
on the fin (there was a short word that started with w and looked like a
question)? Or would doing so foment something? Accelerate our friendship?
Cement an agreement: the two of us bonded by a secret it was in neither of
our interests ever to release.

I hesitated, and this saved me. Maria scoffed and drew back her foot. I
wasn’t asking for real. What’s the matter with you? Why can no one here
recognise a joke?



I thought little more about it. I thought in not biting it I’d made the right
decision. As if to confirm this, a few days later Maria invited me to join her
on the benches. My not-having-lowered-myself seemed to have endeared
me to her. She’d been warmer to me, acknowledging me in the meal hall
and letting me inspect (but still not touch) some of the items in her
collection, and now she’d invited me to the benches to hear about her
memory:

She was sitting on her side, her feet tucked up behind her, telling us about
the mackerel — this was my first time hearing about it — how its eye had
been glassy, perfectly round, like a bubble of soap. It was a warm day and
she’d kicked off her plimsolls. She was still wearing socks, the standard
white ankle ones we all wore that came back from the laundry knotted like
a flower. The toes and heels were darkened with dirt and the arches were
clean (I considered this now one of the least interesting things about her)
but near the top of the right foot the fabric was dented. It clung to the skin,
sutured to it with a coin of black blood.

I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it but the next day in History Mr Ferrer took
us outside to the lawn and, to demonstrate the principle that the Scope of
History was too grand to be understood from within the span of a single
human life, instructed us in how to form a human pyramid. The bulkiest
went to the bottom in ranks of five, thinning towards the top in number and
size until each pyramid had a one-person peak. Chino was in the bottom
rank. Maria was in the second-to-top. Again we had to remove our
plimsolls. This time the blood was fresh.

When I asked her about it, she was dismissive. What fin?

The one you showed me. The one on your toe.

She shrugged and made her eyes into spoon handles. We were on the
benches and she seemed annoyed to have been interrupted. I felt I’d said
something wrong. It went away, she told me. She shrugged again and went
on with her story. Its eye was staring at me, she told us, that’s the first thing
I remember.
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Other places you found triangles: in the peak of a mountain, in the seed
pods of a beech tree, in the cavity of a melon, on the birthmarks that some
of us had on the backs of our wrists.
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Because of her beauty Maria was treated differently by our instructors. Like
Chino, this difference seemed to stem from a set of Pre-Fixed Expectations.

Since no one, ourselves included, knew anything about us, assumptions
had to be made about our upbringings, our cultural heritage, our learned
psychology, our family traditions...

In this way we could be generalised and through this generalisation we
could be better understood and our care better tailored.

The category for Chino was Tall. The category for Maria was Attractive.

Each of us belonged to a category, sometimes several. These categories
informed (1) how we were to be fed, (2) our position in the dorms, (3) how
much access we had to the library and (4) what additional lessons we had to
choose from. They also informed how we should think of ourselves. They
anchored us, provided a placeholder personality, and offered a sense of
provisional solidity.

I am Quick to Anger, a quick to anger person should think of herself.

I am a Leader, a leader should think of himself.

Because in the beforetimes Attractive people had received lots of attention
they had a tendency to be vain and superficial. Because of this, instructors
were to treat Attractive matriculants with a Corrective Aloofness, a
Pronounced Lack of Attention.

When Maria raised her hand in class they smiled at her benignly or
squinted and scanned over her, waiting for more arms to leaven and proof
into palms, or they selected her reluctantly even though she usually knew
the answer, or at the least had something relevant to contribute to the
discussion.

This frustrated Maria. She ground her teeth, clawed at her knuckles or
slurped hungrily on the neck of her sweatshirt. In the dorms and in the
corridors she spat and cursed and pressed her fingers into the walls so blood
pooled beneath the nails, making little sunsets in the cuticles. But she didn’t
reject the premise: that she was attractive, and that this difference made her
special.

Lessons took place in a classroom similar to the one in which we’d taken
Orientation. We were arranged at lacquered tables in a horseshoe formation
so by the end of a class my neck always felt cricked. We sat on low dimpled
chairs so our knees grazed our ears, while at the front of the room an



instructor took us through some element of our reintegration or schooled us
in some useful new discipline.

Something we learned in Grammar was that for every rule there was an
exception to the rule.

This didn’t include the rule that every rule had an exception.

The exception to the rule about instructors ignoring Maria was Mr
Andreas.

Mr Andreas instructed us in Art.

The purpose of Art was to help retrain our fine motor skills and refine our
hand-eye coordination. In order to do this we reproduced pictures that Mr
Andreas clipped to the board. Usually these pictures featured one or more
people arranged in a Work Setting or a Domestic Scene: (1) a couple sitting
on a sofa and holding hands, (2) a mother stooping to comfort a crying
child, (3) a girl with long hair grooming a horse with a glossy mane, (4) the
legs of a mechanic spilling from a car’s underbelly like two strings of half-
masticated spinach.

I enjoyed copying these pictures. The colours were cheerful, the lines
were crisp and the people in them had the same skin tone as me and most of
the other matriculants. Also, I was good at it. I found that if I relaxed my
fingers and held the pencil loosely a cord would snap tight between my eye
and my brain. This cord bypassed my hand almost entirely. I entered a
dissociative state and in this way I was able to produce reproduction after
reproduction. But Maria struggled.

It wasn’t that she couldn’t draw. If anything it was the opposite problem. It
was clear she had ability as a Draftsman. The lines in the pictures were strong
and simple, reflective of the Stability and Dependableness of the images they
depicted, but Maria’s lines were never quite still: rather than commit to being
in one place, being one sort of line, they juddered and wobbled. They wanted
to be every sort of line, to be in every place at once.

This lent her pictures an aspect wholly absent from the source material:
an ambiguity and unpredictability that undermined the pictures and robbed
them of their Wholesomeness and Simplicity.

It didn’t seem that she was trying to undermine the pictures or subvert
them in any deliberate way but this was the effect: it was impossible to look
at her reproductions alongside the original pictures without finding the
originals childlike and over-simplistic.



Mr Andreas was a squat, square-shaped man, with a square head and a
square stubbly beard that didn’t match up to his swampy jawline. It was like
the borders on the maps we saw in Geography: something man-made
intended to reflect an ancient topography.

He stood at the front of the class, his fingers stubbed on his broad, square
hips, and showed us how to measure to scale holding a pencil horizontally
and shutting one eye, or dispensed edicts about proportions: how the face
was an oval, how a man’s nose was broader than a woman’s. At the end of
the lessons, he would leave his station and, cubic Adam’s apple straining
against the collar of his shirt, which he insisted on buttoning all the way to
the throat, he would wade in amongst us. Ostensibly this was to inspect our
work, but he always made straight for Maria.

He kept a tin of dusty breath mints on his desk and Maria would wince
and wrinkle her nose as he hovered over her, his expression twitching
between a smile and a frown. He would hinge forward from his square hips
so his head was in line with her shoulder. Maria would try to tamp down her
nostrils. He would lean in closer. On this occasion a strand of her hair stuck
to his lips.

What’s this? He seemed curious, at once both stubbing a finger to the
page and waving a hand over a general quadrant.

Maria, who always took his questions in good faith, did her best to
explain. The picture which we’d been charged with copying showed a girl
in front of a mirror tying a ribbon in her hair; she was pictured from behind
but you could see her face in the mirror. The purpose of the exercise was to
teach us about perspective. For once Maria’s lines seemed fairly static and
at first I couldn’t see what the issue was that Mr Andreas was asking about
but looking closer I saw that the positions were reversed: the mirror showed
the hands and the ribbon and the girl’s reflection was transposed onto the
back of her head. In the original picture the girl was smiling dreamily.
Maria had preserved this aspect but from the back of her head the effect was
jarring and a little unnerving.

Mr Andreas frowned and nodded and pretended to consider Maria’s
explanation; he cocked his head to the side, as if trying to assimilate a new
perspective. (Doing so, he stretched the strand of Maria’s hair and it caught
white in the light from the ceiling.) He peeled the paper from the desk,
straightened, and marched squarely back towards the front of the room. He



cleared his throat and slammed the picture against the board so that the air
filled with dust. He waited for it to clear.

This is what one of us considers an accurate reproduction.

He paused, inviting some laughter that duly came.

Now, we’ve all heard her explanation. I’m sure we agree it was spirited.
But let me ask you. He gestured to both pictures beside each other. Are
these both the same?

There was more laughter. The shakes of some heads.

He turned around and squinting his eyes pretended to consider the finer
points in the penwork. He rubbed his temple and turned down his lips in a
pantomime of concentration.

This brought more laughter.

I found Maria in the corridor, pacing and snarling. She jammed her
fingers into the ridges of her gums so they glowed yellow with the roots of
the teeth.

I was afraid to approach her but I sensed an opportunity. Not just to find
out but to prove something to both of us: to Maria but also myself.

My plan was simple. Since I could produce drafts so quickly, and since
the original pictures never changed, I would propose the following: I would
steal a ream of paper and a stub of pencil and reproduce each of the pictures
from memory. Then I would smuggle them into the next class and when Mr
Andreas revealed the assignment I would slip Maria the appropriate
reproduction.

I raced through these steps, counting them off on my fingers.

Maria stopped pacing. She scrunched up her face like it was a tube of
toothpaste from which she believed she could extract one last grey slug.

You could do that?

I nodded. No one would suspect me, I explained, since my category was
Discreet.

Maria still seemed sceptical. Her eyes were back to being spoon handles
and again I sensed I’d made some mistake.

Would you do that?

I nodded again.

Why?

She seemed genuinely to want to know.

I swallowed. My mouth was dry. The truth was I’d have been perfectly
happy to do it for no good reason, just to further cement our friendship, but



I remembered the disdain she’d looked at me with when I’d given up my
toothbrush. I decided to stick with my plan:

I’ll do it if you tell me who you got to bite off the wart.

It was at just this moment that the word came back to me.
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Most of us got our names from the same cartridge as Chino and Maria.

There were dozens of Marias and Chinos, as well as Anitas, Bernados,
Baby Johns and a Krupke. But there was one other cartridge that was even
more popular.

In this show — it was a programme rather than a film, which meant, like
our time, it was comprised of short, discrete units that, taken together,
stretched over various seasons — a group of beautiful, pale actors with shiny
hair and teeth drank coffee in a coffee shop and lounged around each other’s
apartments, arguing and making jokes about each other’s lives.

They seemed unselfconscious while doing this but these settings were
really a stage and their actions were presided over by an unseen audience
who laughed at their wisecracks and occasionally cheered some arrival or
outsized misfortune.

The popularity of this show was obvious:

Their apartments were better lit, more spacious and better furnished than
our dorms but the lives of these characters were very similar to our own.
While they had their apartments, we had the dorms; while they had the coffee
shop, we had the benches; and once a day, as we had our scans, our classes,
our jogs and our assessments, they were required to gather round a sofa in a
park and dance in matching outfits in front of a circular fountain.

Like us, the characters in this show seemed to be suffering from a form of
memory loss, but theirs seemed far more upsetting. They were incapable of
making new memories or learning from recent mistakes, so that week in,
week out, they were fated to endlessly replay the same scenarios and repeat
the same cycles of destructive behaviour. Like us, their days had little
variation, but unlike us, they didn’t know they were ill and had little hope
that their circumstances would improve.

Because of these similarities, this was the most popular cartridge and the
Hall was always crowded when it played. There were countless Rachels,
thirty or so Chandlers, twenty-six Phoebes and just as many Joeys, as well
as a handful of Garys and Janices, and four or five Richards. But there was
only one Gunther.

Gunther was a pale man, almost translucent, with thin straw-coloured
hair and cheeks so red he looked like one of the Flags of Historical Nations
we were shown in Orientation and asked if we could identify. He was damp
and unassuming and always among the slowest in class and in our jogs, so



that first he’d been a source of concern, then of frustration, for a brief time a
figure of ridicule, and then, for most of my time in the dorms, part of the
background. Like the character he was named after in the show he was
there but not there, talking only occasionally, and briefly, when he bumped
into the orbit of a person of greater prominence.

It was a surprise then to discover that Gunther was the one who’d bitten
off Maria’s wart.

Now that I knew this, I looked at him differently. I noticed a certain
energy between them, a line of connection that until now had been hard to
see, like the strand of Maria’s hair that had stretched and caught the light on
Mr Andreas’s lip.

One day, after one of our scans, we’d been sitting in the meal hall, me,
Chino, Maria and a couple other classmates who would later laugh at Mr
Andreas’s provocations, when Gunther had entered, his tray and his
eyebrows held lopsidedly. This was not an event that would ordinarily
inspire much interest. But Maria had looked up from what she was saying;
she and Chino were comparing their first memories, trying to establish if
they were in the same supermarket. As Gunther rotely cast around for
somewhere to sit, Maria shuffled along the bench then waved to him and
beckoned him over towards us. She peeled the lid off the top of her pudding
pot and, as Gunther sat down and fumbled his tray, scraped it across the
dimpled bathmat of her tongue.

If I told you to eat this, would you do it? she asked him.

Gunther laughed but the laugh was uncertain: the opposite of the laughs
on the cartridge, which sounded at once like the invention of laughter and
its natural perfection.

I laughed too but I quickly stopped when I saw Maria hadn’t.

Gunther blushed. In Orientation we’d been shown several dozen flags.
We’d been asked if we recognised them then asked to grade them from
good to bad. I hadn’t known how so I’d developed a system. Anything with
birds I said was good, stripes were neutral, and anything with circles I said
was bad.

Gunther’s blush spread, to his forehead then his neck. He looked around
the table for some clue to how to respond. His eyes settled on a chip in the
lacquer, a plastic spork, the pot of grey pepper. Do you want me to eat it, he
asked eventually.



Maria laughed loudly then let out a groan. Why would that be your
question? Do you want to eat it?

Gunther apologised and his blush deepened. He still seemed uncertain
how to proceed but he seemed happy enough that at least he’d been
included. I didn’t know what I wanted to happen and I noted this feeling. It
was gratifying to see someone else in thrall to Maria to the same extent I
was, Gunther’s uncertainty playing like a mirror of my own when Maria
had asked me to bite off the wart. But I also felt a slight discomfort. I
assumed this interaction had something to do with Maria’s routine
humiliation at the hands of Mr Andreas, that she was paying this feeling
forward. I understood why she might want to do this but the thought of it
frightened me. There was something new at play, something exciting and
dangerous that I sensed I didn’t understand. I sensed Maria didn’t
understand it either and I sensed it would have consequences.

Again, Gunther cast around for an answer. I looked down at my tray but
now Chino repeated what Maria had said. This was when I first learned that
the same words could have opposite meanings. Do you want to eat it?

Gunther teetered. He looked like he might cry. His left nostril was red
and crusted with dried snot. What if I just licked it, he suggested eventually.

Maria crossed her arms and shook her head. No, you have to eat the
whole thing.

Only if you want to, Chino interjected.

Only if he wants to, Maria confirmed. She rolled her eyes.

I felt a mixture of emotions. Primarily I felt sorry for Gunther. Through
Maria, I also felt disdain. Something I’d noticed: it wasn’t always easy to
know how you were feeling. Often I looked to see how other people were
feeling and chose my emotions based on theirs. But there was something
else happening: another emotion I recognised but wasn’t ready to name. I
was grateful this wasn’t happening to me instead of Gunther but at the same
time I was aware that in this moment he had something I'd never had:
Maria’s undivided attention.
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The consensus was that our memories would come back to us in full,
probably within six to eight weeks, and that in the meantime the staff in the
Centre were caring for us the best way they knew how. We were
encouraged to show our appreciation for our instructors. We brought them
offerings. Trains of pencil shavings. Origami hillocks. Flowers pressed
inside our workbooks so their petals stained the pages. But the main way
we showed our gratitude was through the scans.

Four times a week we were called to the Laboratory, which was
underground, in a bunker beneath our dorms. We were invited in groups and
led in procession down a clanking stairwell that opened at its bottom into a
toothpaste-grey corridor.

We were required to sit on plastic benches and hook paper jellyfish
around our plimsolls.

The purpose of the scans was to help the doctors learn more about the
pathways of the virus and its possible mutations. Inside the Laboratory we
took off our clothes and changed into paper gowns before we were injected,
first with a relaxant and then with a dark blue dye, then we were invited to
sit in a comfortable chair where gel was applied to our temples and a
tentacular helmet was fitted to our heads. Once it was fitted a screen in front
of us played a series of images:

A shiny man doing the splits in mid-air with a dimpled sphere welded to
the fingers of his outstretched left hand.

A man in a white shirt with a briefcase standing in front of a row of
vehicles that looked like giant mechanical snails.

A man with slicked black hair and a strange, squat moustache. This same
man walking hand-in-hand with a young child, frowning seriously as if
considering other matters but, evident from the length of his stride, letting
the girl dictate the pace.

A brigade of masked men with ropes for hair hurling bottles filled with
flames.

Participating in the scans was the way we Gave Back to the Centre and
Contributed to our Upkeep; there were other benefits but these weren’t
apparent until later. I always felt bad that I didn’t recognise any of the
figures in the pictures. I felt like I wasn’t contributing, that I was failing to
Earn my Keep, but the doctors always smiled benignly and at the end, once



I was dressed again, they let me choose between a pudding pot or a new
eraser for my pencil.

A few weeks after the incident in Art and my deal with Maria I left the
scan room to find Gunther milling outside in the corridor.

I’d seen him several times since the incident in the meal hall. He was
always there somewhere. In the end he hadn’t eaten the pudding lid but
Chino and I had discussed it and had agreed the negotiation had been
enough humiliation. This, though, was the first time I’d seen him since I’d
learned that he was the one who’d bitten off the wart. Since I'd learned
about this I'd thought about him often. Specifically, I’d thought about the
conversation that must have preceded his biting it off. I imagined that it was
similar to the conversation in the meal hall, except without Chino’s
intervention. I wondered if Maria had blushed, like she had when she’d
asked me and if not I wondered what this meant.

Usually, we were scanned in the same order. Gunther was in the cohort
before me. I assumed he was waiting for a scan. I also assumed he’d been
called before me and had had to duck out of the line because he’d needed
the washroom: one thing that was known about Gunther was he had Erratic
Bowels. Seeing him now, I thought again about him and Maria. The thought
of his crooked grey teeth pincered round her toe filled me with a strange
kind of excitement. I felt a surge of the feeling I wasn’t ready to name.

He was pacing anxiously and his too-small eyes looked blurrier than
usual.

Seeing me coming, he blushed and turned away. But the corridor was a
corridor — there were locked doors on either side and, at the end opposite
the door we entered through, a lift going further down that required a key
and a code. Whenever it opened there was a waft of antiseptic.

Typically, I left the scan room feeling Worthwhile and Positive and this
day was no exception, but seeing Gunther, I felt a flurry of emotions:
annoyance, excitement, intrigue and disdain.

I prepared myself to walk past him but at that moment he turned back
around and I realised too late that a spike of resolve had sent him towards
me.

I wasn’t sure if he recognised me or knew that I was Maria’s bunkmate.

He coughed and issued a wave, which was redundant since we were the
only ones in the corridor.



The conversation began unremarkably. Hullo, he said. Since I’d last seen
him he seemed to have developed a stutter but I don’t think it’s necessary to
recreate this here. I wondered briefly if the wart had become lodged in his
throat.

His skin seemed paler than I remembered it. He looked almost
translucent, like drying sheets that had been left on the line during moderate
rain.

The scan. He said it quickly, like he was falling up a flight of stairs. Do
you think they can see our memories?

I said nothing. I had no particular stake in this conversation.

Gunther went on: When they put the dye in, I mean. Do you think that’s
what the dye’s for? So they can see into our pasts?

I’d discussed this several times with Chino. Chino believed our memories
were in us. They were particles, wandering around, bumping into each
other, having conversations. Little people, he called them. I disagreed. I
thought they were overexposed photographs, words written on the spine of
a book left on a windowsill, bleached by sunlight and softened by time. It
wasn’t that I didn’t believe they were coming back. I believed they would
be reconstructed: flames and lemon juice or traced back over from the
grooves in the page.

I shook my head. I didn’t see how the doctors could see our lost
memories. I said this.

But Gunther blushed again then apologised. Not the ones we lost, he
spluttered. I mean the more recent ones. Do you think they can see those?

The question confused me. The truth was I wasn’t sure the exact purpose
of the scans: it hadn’t occurred to me to ask. I supposed it was possible the
dye lit up certain areas of our brains where our lost memories were
clustered, that the doctors were drawing maps of our past selves. When I'd
entered the dorms I’d had to sign a waiver with my fingerprint to explain
that the results of the scans were confidential, the property of the research
consortium of which the Centre was a part. They didn’t belong to us. It was
explained to me that if I refused to sign the waiver I’d be excluded from the
study and so evicted from the Centre. Nobody did refuse. But why was
Gunther concerned about our un-lost memories?

There were dark grey rings forming under the arms of his sweatshirt and
his eyes were flitting like startled birds. I took a step towards him. This made



him flinch then apologise for flinching. My disdain spiked. Again, the
nameless feeling surged.

I was just curious, he told me. If you thought they could see our
memories... Whether they can look into our brains... and see the things that
we’ve done...

Only now did I realise that he was asking about the wart. I felt foolish for
not realising this sooner. I had the idea that I wanted to humiliate him, to let
him know that I knew, that through this humiliation I might feel some new
connection with Maria. But I didn’t want Maria to know that he knew I
knew, or that I’d been talking about her behind her back, and furthermore I
wasn’t sure I had this in me. I decided to play dumb. I frowned.

Gunther laughed.

If someone tells you to do something and you do it, even if you’re not
sure if you want to... is... is that your fault or is it theirs? If they’re the ones
that told you to do it...?

By now irritation had overtaken my initial residual sympathy. Behind
Gunther a door swung open. A young doctor backed into the corridor
towing a trolley of equipment: rags, solutions, things that flashed silver like
the scales of a fish. He wheeled it towards the lift and punched in the code.
There was a pause then it yawned open and descended to one of the deeper
levels we didn’t visit.

Gunther breathed in. His right nostril stuck shut. It unstuck with a sound
like a wet plaster being peeled from a damp wound. I wondered if this was
true, if my body remembered it.

The name of the emotion was envy.

It depends what the thing is, I told him.

Gunther waited, it seemed, until the lift doors had closed:

It’s nothing bad. At least I don’t think it’s bad... But I don’t know... Do
you think... Does it make a difference if in the end you enjoy it?

Was the question hypothetical?

The word had come to me the night before while I was playing checkers
with Chino in the meal hall. I was proud of it and pleased for the chance to
use it in conversation. Gunther didn’t know it.

Has it happened already or is it something you’re only thinking, I asked
him.

There was a medium-length pause. It was longer than Gunther should
have needed to know the answer to the question.



It already happened, he told me eventually. But it’s also hypothetical. He
blushed again. I’m not sure. I think it might happen again.

My confusion deepened. I’d seen Maria’s feet just the night before. She’d
climbed into my bed and pulled them up behind her to tell me about a
dream she’d had in which she was sitting on a beach. She was reading a
book that was really a loaf of bread. The book was a good one, but as she’d
turned its pages they’d snapped and crumbled and the gulls overhead had
started to honk and circle; she’d wanted to know if I knew what this meant.
The wart had left a divot, a neat little pock. There was no sign of it
returning, or of any other warts she couldn’t have bitten off herself.

Suddenly, my confusion turned to anger. I felt embarrassed, like Gunther
was the one who was playing a game with me. A phrase came to me, at least
I thought it was a phrase. It’s wrong to spread rumours, I told him and as he
stood there, sweaty and transparent, I stormed past him and continued on up
the stairwell.

It was only later, replaying this conversation, its eddies and curious shifts,
that I started to wonder if it wasn’t different conversations.
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My favourite lesson was English with Ms Symonds.

In English we learned the importance of good grammar.

Grammar was a framework for meaning and was essential for avoiding
ambiguity. Ambiguity was the enemy of sense.

This, at least, was the theory. Ms Symonds had flame-coloured hair and
wore flat-bottomed sandals and long flowing skirts with bangles that slid up
her forearms and chunky wooden necklaces that looked painful, like some
kind of penance. She was as unlike our other instructors as it was possible
for two things to be alike and, therefore, unalike: a rolling ball of chaos and
energy who, even two hours into a four-hour session, managed to give the
impression that she’d just arrived in a room and was talking,
inconsequentially, while she struggled to get her bearings.

She kept a verb tree on the board and occasionally, as an afterthought,
would waft a hand towards it or tease out its roots, but she was easily
distracted: she would break off in the middle of sentences, snagged on a
thought like a thread on a hangnail and, urgently, as if she’d intended to
start the class by relaying this, plunge into stories that were related at best
tangentially to the topic or the problem she’d chalked on the board.

Once, a few weeks after my conversation with Gunther in the stairwell, in
the middle of explaining the difference between a preposition and a
determiner, she set up basecamp halfway up an M’s barest face and, without
the chalk once leaving the board, told us, in tangible detail, about a dance
exam she’d attended, at the age of eight, at her mother’s behest at a
prestigious ballet school — there was such a thing as ballet schools, she told
us, making us copy this down as if in sudden fear of our workbooks being
audited, which they sometimes were.

Ms Symonds’ mother had been a well-known dancer. She’d never
allowed bread in the house and when her daughters were old enough, unlike
all the other mothers, she’d encouraged them to smoke cigarettes to regulate
their appetites. Ms Symonds was a podgy girl, ungainly in appearance but
not without a certain exuberant grace. She loved to dance but resented the
economy of ballet, which seemed designed to reduce a universe of
movement to a handful of conservative geometrical expressions.
Nevertheless, she consented to the exam (what choice did she have?) and on
the allotted day dressed in her leotard and let her mother, who was one of



the school’s most celebrated alumni, scrape back her hair into a neat,
painful bun.

The exam took place in the head teacher’s study. Behind a large
mahogany desk a wraith-like figure with powdery skin and a permanently
twitched eyebrow watched, as if in consternation, as Ms Symonds rose on
her tiptoes and diligently performed the routine that her mother had coached
her in. All the while the headmistress watched, her eyebrow hooked and her
nostrils flared — they were slightly mismatched, Ms Symonds told us,
pausing to savour this detail: like the holes in a pencil sharpener.

When Ms Symonds was finished, the headmistress levered out of her
chair and strode past her towards the door, beyond which Ms Symonds’
mother was smoking in the corridor. Ms Symonds, who already knew she’d
failed, was sent outside to sit in the cloud of settling smoke as her mother
and the headmistress, who’d greeted each other like old rivals, disappeared
into the dull, dark brightness of the study.

Ms Symonds’ mother emerged a few minutes later and strode past Ms
Symonds who, with her stubby legs, had to hurry to keep pace with her as
they marched towards the car park. Ms Symonds’ mother folded herself into
the driving seat, slotted the key in the ignition, then sat for a minute
clutching the wheel without turning the key.

Here, as abruptly as it had started, the story ended. Ms Symonds smiled
at the blackboard. Belatedly, realising where she was (but forgetting about
prepositions and determiners), she completed her ascent towards the M’s
central peak, then turned and cast a wistful look across us. It was the
inverse of the looks we’d received from the doctors and other staff during
our quarantine and our Orientation.

At the front of the class Anita (#3344) shot up her hand. Anita was
Ambitious, Attractive and Eager to Please. I disliked her very much. Will
we need to know this for Graduation, she asked.

There were sighs, cross looks and whispers of irritation, just as there
always were when someone missed the point of one of Ms Symonds’
stories. The point of her stories was that they had no point. They were
microwaves gathering far out at sea. They rolled some way, sometimes
gathered some force, then dissipated in a foamy surf someway short of the
shore. The point of them was Ms Symonds believed them and for the
duration of their telling so did we. When she was telling a story nothing else
in the room mattered. The world beyond the classroom receded and all I



could hear was her voice, more crushing and constant than the distant
lapping of the waves.

I wasn’t the only one who didn’t like Anita. Normally I’d have been
among the first tranche of sighers, but something stiffened in me at the
mention of Graduation.

Since my transfer to the dorms I’d heard plenty of talk about Graduation.
Mostly this had come from Maria. She seemed to know of lots of people
who’d graduated. Maybe two dozen. When you asked her how many
exactly, she paused to recollect then started counting on her hands. She
talked about it knowledgeably and carried herself like an authority but when
pressed there were few details that she was willing to divulge. In line with
the official account, it was assumed that our memories coming back was
one reliable route to Graduation. Outside of this nothing else was known.
Some believed we would graduate at different times and some believed we
would graduate together: the graduates that Maria knew were either the rule
or the exceptions that proved the rule. There were rumours of exams or final
assessments.

It was rumoured that some of our instructors had graduated.

This was another generally held belief: that when our memories returned
to us, they would overwrite or ‘push out’ our time in the Centre.

Certainly Maria believed this.

She often talked about the girl in the photograph looking at the butterfly
on the giant green leaf. Occasionally the springs in the bed would creak as
she sat up in the night to scribble down the contents of a dream she’d just
awoken from with the tabs of chalk we were given to settle our stomachs
after the antivirals. In the morning she’d sift these for clues then grow
despondent and rub them off the walls before our inspections. Personally,
perhaps because I lacked imagination, I was ambivalent about recovering
my memories. And the more time I spent with Maria, the more ambivalent I
grew.

I hadn’t yet come to the conclusion that I loved her in any meaningful
way. My feelings towards her were nothing like the feelings that people in
love displayed in the cartridges, where characters in love were always
singing at each other or jumping over fences. It was just that when I was
around her my focus tightened. Everything else in my field of vision lost
lustre, like the world outside the classroom in the middle of one of Ms
Symonds’ stories.



There were more sighs, laughter and some more cross looks, before
someone else, a Zero called Ursula, who behind Maria was considered our
most influential dresser, raised her own hand. Is it true when we graduate
there’s a party and we get to choose the drinks?

This activated a Prematurely Bald One named Glad Hand, who’d heard
there were crisps and we could mix them in salads of up to three different
flavours.

That wasn’t true, someone else contradicted. There was no limit on
flavours. The only limit was what would fit in the bowl.

For a few minutes this debate played out, the class splitting
extemporaneously into those who believed there was a limit to three
flavours of crisp and those who believed the limit would be determined,
informally, by the size of the receptacle. Splinter factions formed: those
who believed that instead of bowls there would be plates. Some of us
maintained that instead of crisps there would be tinned fruit.

In response to this Ms Symonds said nothing, letting this debate play out
as she always did, like it was an orchestra tuning up in a distant auditorium.
She continued to smile wistfully out across us and, when the debate fizzled
out, she returned to her story.

She resumed with a joke. A man was on his deathbed... a deathbed, she
explained, was a regular bed, it was a figure of speech, which was also a
figure of speech... Would you like to be buried or cremated, his wife asked
him. Surprise me, the man replied.

A few years after her failed audition Ms Symonds’ father was diagnosed
with inoperable cancer. Ms Symonds’ father was a scientist. He spent his
life studying the nutrient intake of mycelia, which was the plural of
mycelium — she offered no further explanation but went on with her
description. He didn’t talk much and always had dirt lodged in crescents
under his fingernails. He cooked the same two meals every time he was
required to cook and always returned from the shops with the same six
ingredients, three of which would rot at the back of the fridge; and there
was nothing in the world he loved more than his daughters.

Ms Symonds’ mother had given up her job as a choreographer and tended
to him as he faded. Outwardly, she did everything that was expected of a
doting wife and mother but it was clear she resented the role; resented that,
in death, her husband, whose lack of expression was easily confused with
stoicism, had ceased to be a supporting player in the story of her



disappointment: that he’d become a central character, capable of emoting
with the smallest gesture and inspiring great acts of kindness.

The night before he died, Ms Symonds sat with her father in the hospital.
He was attached to lots of tubes and drifting in and out of consciousness as
Ms Symonds sat sentry beside him and tried to complete a homework
assignment about the factors that had led to the Hundred Years’ War, whose
name was apocryphal — it was called the Hundred Years’ War but had
actually lasted a hundred and sixteen years — but at just one moment his
eyes had opened and he’d seemed suddenly lucid. He’d beckoned Ms
Symonds towards him. His mouth was dry and his voice was crackly. It
sounded like someone rummaging for something in a crinkled paper bag. In
order to hear, Ms Symonds had to lean over his bed and put her ear to his
dry, cracked lips.

Take care of your mother, he’d told her.

Ms Symonds was furious that these were the words he’d spoken. I hate
my mother, she’d told him.

This made her dad wince. With all the force he could muster he shook his
head. His eyes were wet. You mustn’t hate, he told her.

Ms Symonds didn’t know if he’d intended to add your mother and was
rationing out his words or whether he meant this as a general principle. She
could see that he was tired and that the conversation was upsetting him but
she was upset herself now: all those mornings on the scales, the elocution
lessons, the recitations at dinner under her spiteful eye as their friends
smiled meekly.

Why did you marry her, she asked her father, who she loved so much that
for many years she’d imagined his death.

She expected him to get angry at this or say that he loved her mother or
maybe to shut his eyes and pretend that he’d fallen back asleep.

But he didn’t.

With a force that seemed harmful, he propped himself up and adjusted
himself in the bed. His voice was a whisper. It seemed to be coming from
somewhere far away, a memory or a stray thought carried in on the breeze.

Of all the questions we can ask, why is the least important and the least
instructive... The question is what and the next question is what then. I did
marry your mother. He suppressed a cough and smiled broadly at the
thought of this. And I don’t regret it because here I am. I’m the luckiest
man in the world.



Ms Symonds paused again. Again she smiled out across us. This time it
wasn’t wistful. It was slow and triumphant: the smile she occasionally gave
when, through no fault of their own, one of her stories had arrived at a
teachable point.

To regret one thing is to regret the whole world, she told us. She turned
around and chalked this on the board. You should never regret, she told us.
It’s a terrible sin. There’s nothing worse than being ungrateful.

She finished inscribing the adage on the blackboard then, satisfied,
smiled again. She drew a box around it then shivered slightly and turned
back to face us.

I regret saying that I hated my mother, she told us. She was a damaged
person. Every one of us is damaged. It’s important to remember that. She
was caring for us in the way she knew best.
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In Orientation we had been issued a booklet.

The title of this booklet was NECESSARY AND USEFUL TERMS IN
PREPARATION FOR A SUCCESSFUL REINTEGRATION.

It was pocket-sized and comprised several pages of tightly printed script.
Each page contained a hundred or so necessary or useful terms to help
prepare us for a successful reintegration into society on the other side of our
Graduation. The list was non-exhaustive. It was designed to bolster our
memories and ease our transition while our own vocabularies returned to
us. There were blank pages at the back where we could add the Word of the
Day that every morning was printed on the lids of our pudding pots and
displayed on the whiteboards outside our dorms.

Microwave (n). A small creamy swell that gathers off the coast but never
breaks.

Avuncular (adj). Of, or resembling, the avuncule, a spongy but delicate
valve that connects the lungs to the heart’s second chamber.

Tautology (n). The study of concision.

Every day, after our lessons, Chino and I met on the benches to update
our booklets and compare our latest words. I didn’t love Chino in the same
way I loved Maria. When I was with him I didn’t feel hot and then cold as if
these were the same thing and not opposites, and I didn’t long for his
company even when I was in it. Most of the time this seemed lesser, but
sometimes it seemed far greater.

We had a shared interest in definitions.

Something that delighted us both was that there were so many we didn’t
know. Not only this, so many of the words we did know seemed
interchangeable and, therefore, mostly decorative. It didn’t make sense for
there to be two words with the same definition, like a collarbone and a
clavicle, and none for other things like the crease at the top of a nose, the day
after tomorrow, or the hot feeling at the back of your neck when something
happened that didn’t feel fair. To make sense of this we decided there must be
subtle differences between words that appeared the same that we’d failed to
discern, e.g. chair versus bench.

The obvious difference was that chairs were in classrooms and faced
towards our instructors and benches were outside and faced towards the
cliffs. But if you uprooted a bench and re-angled it so it faced towards the
buildings, was it no longer a bench? By the same token, if you smuggled a



chair from the classroom and installed it on the lawn, did it suddenly
become one?

These questions proved unanswerable, so instead we changed tack and
tried to decide on a list of necessary features that would make something a
chair:

A chair had to have four legs. It had to be made of a durable material
(metal or plastic) and it had to be something someone could sit in. A bench
was also something someone could sit in, but it didn’t have to have four
legs. You sat on a bench but in a chair. A bench was for two people but a
chair was for one. Two people could sit in a chair, eventually we agreed, but
it had to be by prior arrangement.

In the end, we decided that a chair was a chair if it was close enough to
the image of a chair we had in our minds when someone said the word
chair. But this too proved impossible to apply. Who was to say that when
Chino said chair we were picturing the same perfect chair from which other
chairs derived? Who was to say that my perfect chair wasn’t really a bench,
or a horse, or a bicycle?

This led us to an impasse. We stared out at the waves. We frowned and
fidgeted. We opened our mouths and then shut them.

Who decides, asked Chino eventually.

I thought he was asking which of us got to decide the debate and
suggested a method I was proud to have conceived. We would both hold up
some fingers: if the sum of their number was even, I would decide, if it was
odd it would be Chino.

But Chino frowned and shook his head.

Who decides that a chair is a chair? Or the sea is the sea?

For a minute I thought about this. I thought I knew the answer: that it was
all written down.

Chino sprang to his feet. He held up a finger like an exclamation. But
who wrote it down? And how did they decide that some things got words
and some things didn’t?

I scoffed at this. It had been explained to us in Orientation: the world was
a hand and language was a glove. No one decided. Things just were. A noun
was something you could point to or touch. A verb was something that you
did to a noun. Only nouns could do verbs and sometimes pronouns: he/she,
or they if there were more than one. A complete clause had one verb and
usually one or two nouns. We should strive to think in complete clauses:



this was a mark of intelligence and solid proof that we were nearing
Graduation. If we found ourselves thinking in multiple verbs and carousels
of nouns it was a symptom that we were still sick and we were to tell the
doctors so they could up our dose of the antivirals.

I said this.

Chino considered it. He frowned in triangles then scratched behind his
ear. After a minute he opened his mouth then settled back down on the
chair/bench.

I thought about my emotions, how I sometimes couldn’t tell one from the
next. I wanted to say this but I wasn’t sure it was relevant, and I wasn’t sure
that Chino would understand what I meant.

Instead, I tried another approach. What if rather than there being a set of
necessary features that made something a chair or not a chair, there were
sufficient features: that a chair could be a chair if it had these three things,
after which it could have whatever else it wanted, including wheels or
wings? The problem, of course, was deciding the three things.

Another problem: my emotions weren’t nouns since I couldn’t see or
touch them. But I wasn’t doing things to them, they were doing things to
me.

I didn’t say this either.

It was hot. The grass was brown.

Chino opened his mouth then closed it again.

I thought about Maria. The night before she’d sat on my bed and told me
about a conversation she’d had, with Ursula, that had irritated her, acting
out both roles, as if it was happening there and then, in the present tense. As
well as verbs and nouns there were prepositions. Prepositions determined
your relation to things, whether you were in front or alongside. Prepositions
were also important. I found myself thinking about them more and more
often. Did I have a relationship to Maria or a relationship with her? I
thought it was most likely that it was to since it was something that existed
mainly in my own head, where with implied it was something we were
doing together. But sometimes I wasn’t so certain. Sometimes in the meal
hall or the washrooms I caught her looking at me while I was eating a
muffin or brushing my teeth. And she seemed to enjoy recounting these
incidents, of small things that had annoyed her, which had a certain sense of
intimacy, since they were always small things and her reactions to them
seemed disproportionate, which meant she was trusting me to take her side,



to understand that there was more to the situation than she was able to
express.

Sometimes, when I was brushing my teeth, I felt her eyes pass across me,
and on the benches and in the dorms she looked to me sometimes to check I

was listening while she was telling her story. If I was, she included some
subtle variations.

I don’t think I’ve imagined this.

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

12

We were encouraged to think of ourselves as etymologists
archaeologists
deep-sea divers

We floated wordlessly, falling through darkness, waiting for our feet to
touch solid ground

And sometimes they did.

Something that happened quite frequently was that someone’s memory
would suddenly come back to them. This was something that happened
quite frequently.

Usually it happened at night or before a mealtime. At breakfast it was
common to see a group of us huddled around a table, talking quietly with
conspicuous voices. Always there would be someone at the centre. Their
eyes would be wide and their voice would be hushed the quietest, in
exaggerated awe, like the memory were an animal and their voice might
spook it, as they recounted what had come back: whorls of light engrained
on a dining room table or a driveway packed with snow blushed pink in a
brake-light dusk.

Most of the time it was easy to trace these images directly back to the
cartridges or a poem or a story Ms Symonds had told us. But this wasn’t
always the case. Sometimes there would be no obvious antecedent and this
would be a cause of great excitement.

Often this would happen in clusters. As soon as someone had
remembered something, someone else would remember something novel of
their own: as if the remembering itself were its own form of contagion.

After this had happened, for days at a time we’d strut through the
corridors with a newfound confidence, rubbing the fabric of this new cloak
of remembrances. Our lessons and our instructors’ voices would fade and
we’d wait, our breath baited as in a trap, for the moment to come when
miraculously and completely we were restored to ourselves, cocky in the
knowledge that our Graduations were imminent.

Slowly, though, this wouldn’t happen.

Eventually the person at the centre of the original huddle would confess,
or be forced to confess, that their recollection was an invention and the
other, subsequent memories would fall away too, either one by one or all at
once, until once again we were restored to our state of animal rest.

Usually this process took three to four days.



I didn’t think much of it then when, one morning, a few weeks after my
debate with Chino on the benches, I came into the meal hall to find a huddle
formed around Anita’s table. As well as being Attractive and Eager to
Please and the first to raise her hand during Ms Symonds’ stories, Anita was
known for the whiteness of her teeth and her constant need to be the centre
of attention. After Maria had pioneered the fashion of rolling up one trouser
leg, Anita had gone from bed to bed, offering pudding pots in a campaign
for hearts and minds to extract agreement that she’d thought of this first.

Out of loyalty to Maria I walked right past the huddle and settled next to
Chino, who still seemed troubled from our discussion about chairs vs
benches. His brow was corrugated in a permanent frown like he was
performing a calculation in his head. We ate in silence, taking sips of our
squash and working mouthfuls of muffin into a chewable mortar which we
poked with our tongues from the pockets of our teeth. Then we stood up
and bussed our trays.

I ignored Anita in Maths and in The Appreciation of Poetry. I wasn’t
interested in what hadn’t come back to her: no doubt a time she was praised
for being eager or attractive or a trip to the dentist where she’d been asked
to pose for a picture for promotional purposes.

But at lunch the huddle reformed and by dinner it had expanded.

The performance of reluctance was another part of the ritual of our
rememberings. It was important to pretend the recounting was of something
private that was being dragged out of us. This also seemed typical of Anita,
a shameless attempt to wring extra minutes from her fifteen minutes of
fame. Sure enough, when I joined the back of the huddle she was fielding
queries, tiredly, a hand scrunching at the back of her hair, as if she regretted
not just the sharing but the memory itself. More than reluctant, she seemed
afraid.

What did its tongue look like, someone wanted to know.

Anita sighed and twisted her hair into a rope which she twisted into a
spiral. Like a slice of ham. Like the filling of a sandwich you’d find in a
supermarket.

Was it smooth or was it dimpled, someone else demanded. Anita closed
her eyes. It was pink and smooth, she recited quietly. But it was also
dimpled. Like a bathmat. Like the type an old person stands on to keep
from slipping in the shower.

And the ball? The ball was hairy too?



The memory was this: a dog was standing in front of her, panting, and in
her hand was a damp, hollow sun, yellow and fuzzy with a smooth rubber
scar. The dog’s tail was wagging and when she looked down she saw that
her clothes were matted with its hairs.

A few people laughed. Dogs, as we knew from our USEFUL TERMS
FOR A SUCCESSFUL REINTEGRATION, were mythical creatures. They
were rumoured to have existed many years before and to have once been
domesticated but there was no evidence, pictorial or otherwise, to suggest
this had really been the case. In any event all of this was rumoured to have
happened many years ago, long before we were born. Someone raised this
point and, tiredly, as if she had done several times already, Anita explained
that in the memory she was a young girl, because she was wearing a
gingham dress and she could feel the dog’s breath (hot, wet) on her face.

There were further questions. How could something be like luncheon
meat and also like a bathmat? How could a sun have a scar? Anita answered
all of them, quietly.

The majority view was that she was lying and that she was doing so in a
bid for attention. This was a Serious Infraction. To bid for attention was
natural but to be seen to do it was considered Impolite. Tearfully, winding
the rope of hair around her neck, Anita stuck to her story and as a result she
was made to sit on her own during mealtimes, and on our jogs, if she neared
someone, they were to speed up or slow down, or, if they were a zero,
pretend that she’d tried to kiss them.

But over the course of the next several weeks an air of uncertainty leaked
into our dismissals. Certain factors counted in her favour. First, there were
her categories. As well as Attractive, and Eager to Please, Anita was
Compliant and Dependable. Second, behind Maria and Ursula, she was
considered our most influential dresser. There was no obvious need for her
to generate extra attention. The main thing that worked in her favour,
however, was the consistency of the image. Most times when someone
remembered something, by the eighth or tenth telling they’d embellished it
so much that the original memory was buried under a surfeit of extraneous
detail, struggling to breathe like a child buried in an earthquake. But no
matter how many times she told it, Anita’s story remained unembellished.
Even when pressed, she could provide no extra details. Nor could she
decide if the hairs on her dress came from the yellow ball or from the non-
yellow dog. It was big, she said, and white.



I discussed this with Chino but he seemed distracted.

Most of us still believed she was lying outright. Others believed that the
memory, though not technically a lie since it had come to her in a dream
or a series of dreams, was an amalgam of stray images, and that Anita had
mistaken them.

There were none of the usual imitators. For a few weeks after the huddle
in the meal hall no-one else remembered anything from our previous lives.
It was generally accepted that deliberate or otherwise the memory was some
form of deception, even if Anita had come to believe it. Still though,
discussions had introduced an Element of Doubt, and over the next few
weeks, Anita was folded back into the collective and people’s behaviours
started to change.

Rather than floating in a trance, waiting for our own memories to flood
back, as we usually did for weeks after someone had remembered
something, some of us grew listless and withdrawn. In Assembly we were
warned about slouching during scans and not answering during lessons. It
was rumoured that Ross (#11117) had refused to climb a rope when
instructed to by Ms Carvall in the Barn. And then some of us started to talk
without being called on.

In English, Joyboy (#9424) interrupted one of Ms Symonds’ stories to
ask if it was true that babies grew on trees and some of us had them inside
us. Ms Symonds laughed at something unrelated and returned to a story
about a time her mother had forgotten to collect her from an after school
playdate, but the same day, in Ethics, Ms Williams was standing at the
board, stitching figures into a bifurcating train track, when Francisca
(#4947) cautiously raised her hand and, her voice quavering, asked why,
rather than ploughing into one of the families of figures, the driver couldn’t
brake: we could see him there, smiling cheerfully in the engine room, and it
was clear from the delineation of the wheels and the angle of the smoke
stack that the train wasn’t moving very quickly.

The next morning, when we got up to shower, there were mirrors on the
washroom walls.
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In Ethics we mostly learned about the dangers of mass transit.

Ms Williams would stand at the board chalking train lines over the ghost
of dead train lines and weave two sad squadrons of doomed figures into the
tracks then add a fork and a lever with which, if we wanted, we could divert
the runaway train away from one squadron and on a course towards the
other.

One day, a week or so after Francisca had asked her question, we were
doing exactly this, weighing up the fates of two dozen chalky trespassers,
when Chino’s face appeared in the porthole of the classroom door.

While we were in Ethics he was in Advanced Politeness and Intermediary
Subservience which he did as a non-elective extra course to help redress
historical tendencies and cultural behaviours that came with being tall.
Advanced Politeness and Intermediary Subservience was in another part of
the Centre, in an annex of the Barn in which we did PE, but he must have
begged a hall pass, to use the toilet or fetch something from the dorms,
because here he was, peering into the classroom.

Ms Williams wanted to know what information we needed to perform the
calculation that would let us determine whether or not we should pull the
lever to divert the train onto the line where two fewer figures lay stitched to
the tracks. She gazed towards the window and smiled vaguely at a tired fly
droning its head against the pane.

Resources, offered Joey (#2647), which was always what he offered.

Age, suggested Glad Hand.

Marital status, offered someone else.

Ms Williams swallowed a yawn and chalked our suggestions on the
board. All of the figures seemed serene and accepting of their fate, which I
thought might have something to do with Resilience.

I was eager to hear the answer to whether or not we should pull the lever
which T knew from past problems Ms Williams would reveal once we’d
filled the board with enough suggestions, and I didn’t want to be told off for
getting distracted, which had happened once before when I’d become
snagged in Politeness on the fact that rivers had mouths and conversation
flowed — at the time this had seemed significant — but out in the corridor
Chino ballooned his eyes and shot the brows into twin exclamations.

I made a shooing gesture with my eyebrows which must have been
ambiguous because Chino started and knocked on the door.



Ms Williams turned to him slowly. She smiled at him with the same
vague smile she’d smiled at the tired fly. Are you meant to be here?

Chino started to apologise. Something we’d learned in Politeness was
that when we were asked a question it was rarely a question. There was
laughter. He turned red, bowed his head and ducked back out through the
door.

I found him later in the queue for the meal hall where he was chewing his
tongue and juddering his leg so the tray jounced against his thigh. I
assumed something else had come back to him, in a dream or on one of our
runs around the camp: these were called jogs, Chino believed, because
sometimes they jogged things loose. A few days earlier, in Maths, breaking
the amnesty that had followed Anita’s recollection, he’d nudged me in the
ribs to tell me that a pigeon’s feathers weighed more than its bones. He
wasn’t sure how he knew this: it had come to him like a simile, like a wafer
placed on an outstretched tongue. He didn’t have access to the Library so he
wasn’t able to verify this fact, nor was he sure what a pigeon was, but he’d
surmised, from the fact it had bones and feathers, that it was likely a type of
bird. He’d hatched a plan to capture a seagull and weigh its constituent
parts but he’d abandoned this since he could conceive no way of doing this
without harming the gull, and besides, it wouldn’t prove anything, except
perhaps that different birds had different bone densities and ratios of
feathers to bones.

When he saw me he abandoned the tray and ducked out of the queue then
hooked his arm through mine and led me down the corridor into an empty
classroom. It was the one where Ms Crudup taught Passive-Aggression and
Lowering Expectations. These were two different modules. The first was an
elective which we qualified to take once we’d finished Intermediary
Politeness and the second was mandatory for all long-term matriculants
approaching reintegration. The board was given to a large circle. It was
filled with words and had a line crossed through it. I saw the words
astronaut, scientist, manager of a leisure centre. On the desk was a board
rubber and the downy hide of a large orange fruit. I picked it up and sniffed
it. It reminded me of nothing. Chino closed the door behind us then opened
it again and poked his head into the corridor. I expected his fervour to have
dulled, it had been several hours since I’d seen him through the porthole, but
if anything he’d grown even more animated. He swiped his eyes from side
to side to suggest the likelihood of spies. There was no one in the corridor



but even so he beckoned me closer. He was happy we were alone but he
dropped his voice to a whisper.

He’d cracked it...

We were robots!

I laughed.

This wasn’t Chino’s first theory.

His first theory, which he’d told us about on the lawn by the benches, was
that there was no virus. Rather, we were suffering the results of a chemical
attack that had been perpetrated by the same group who were responsible
for the data breach. This theory had arisen from a conversation with Mr
Ferrer and was supported by the monitors, but a week or so later he changed
his mind: there was a virus and the Centre was responsible for confecting it,
they’d made it in a lab, the same one we were tested in, and the doctors
were keeping us here while they monitored its effects before they released it
on the wider population. He liked this phrase and worked it into general
conversation, speculating on the popularity of TV shows or whether our
preferences for pink or brown pudding pots reflected trends in the wider
population. Looking back, I can see this was part of a fixation we all had.
To a greater or lesser degree, we were all wedded to the assumption our
memories would come back to us, that our time in the Centre was an
intermission, a sabbatical, before somewhere a bell tolled: that there was a
wider population, and that one day soon we’d be released back into it.

It wasn’t his first theory but it was the first time he’d dragged me out of
the meal hall and into an empty classroom, which we weren’t supposed to
be in outside of our scheduled lessons.

I had to admit it had an alluring logic: if we were robots it would explain
why no one had claimed us, as well as some other things I’d had a hard time
explaining, like why I could never remember my dreams and why in so
many of our first memories we were in supermarkets or offices or other
places of commerce.

At first I thought this was Chino’s intent: to unify his past theories in a
way that answered these questions and gave us something new to play with:
that this was another invisible orb. But he was talking breathlessly,
hurriedly, decidedly unrobotically.

Think about it, he exulted. The lessons! The training! The pudding pots!
The scans! Why else would we need them four times a week? It’s the dye!
That’s what we live on. The food’s not real food. That’s why they don’t give



us fresh fruit or vegetables. And why else would we all be grown-ups?
Where are all the children? Think about it! Why would you make a half-size
robot?

I started to object: I felt I had to. Not just because this was absurd but
because it was provably untrue. It had been explained to us that there were
no children in the Centre because children were immune to the virus. It had
less to attach to. In essence, children were safe by dint of their natural
spontaneity: the fact that in every moment they were making the world anew.
It wasn’t known if they were reservoir carriers but in the few recorded cases
of children becoming ill they experienced mild symptoms and didn’t require
relocation or medical intervention. Also, our instructors had no reason to lie
to us and some of them (I was thinking of Ms Symonds) seemed especially
unlikely as keepers of a secret of this magnitude.

Still, Chino was adamant. Think about it, he repeated, then repeated his
reasons: the scans(!), the lessons(!), the training(!), the pudding pots! He
added a few more, including the one I'd thought of about the strange
uniformity of our first memories. I couldn’t honestly pretend it was
ridiculous and, in fact, it sounded less preposterous coming from Chino
than inside my own head. But it did still sound preposterous. I understood
that, more than the stories, theories were Chino’s collection and I had no
more business disabusing him of them than he had the right to squash one
of Maria’s sculptures, but at the same time it felt dangerous to encourage
him.

I knew it was pointless trying to disprove it with logic, that each problem
I presented was an eyelet that Chino could thread the theory through until it
tautened like a net.

I said nothing.

The night before, I’d caught my reflection in the mirror. I’d thought my
face was open, credulous, a bucket to be filled, but in fact it was hard,
economical, with prominent cheekbones that if I tipped to the side looked
like unbalanced scales. I decided now to use this to my advantage.

Still, over the next few days, I found myself returning to the idea. It
wasn’t that I thought it had any validity: it fell down where Chino’s theories
always fell down, in the suggestion that the Centre was malevolent, that we
were test subjects, incarcerants, the victims of some kind of deception. It
was that it pulled into focus certain other questions I’d been starting to ask
myself. I was starting to suspect that there was something wrong with me. It



wasn’t just that I was ambivalent about recovering my memories and
enjoyed scratching the prickly burns on the insides of my thighs that I got
from climbing the ropes in the Barn, it was that increasingly my feelings
felt not just hard to name but like the wrong ones. Why should I feel jealous
of Gunther for biting off the wart when Maria had asked me first and I'd
said no? And why, when I saw Gunther across the meal hall, did I get a
prickly feeling on the backs of my thighs and a wavy hot flush that reached
all the way to the bottom of my hairline?

And then there were my feelings for Maria in general. Most nights we
slept in the same bed. Technically this was forbidden, but particularly in the
colder months the monitors turned a blind eye. Sometimes she wriggled in
her sleep and jammed a heel between my knees or muttered in irritation and
pulled my arm around a mound in the sheets. This ought to have annoyed
me since I valued my sleep but I lay awake beside her, breathing stilled so I
wouldn’t disturb her, and tried to staunch a flood of feelings that couldn’t be
separated into separate streams. The weight of their mass was
indistinguishable from joy.

One time, in Baking, we were allowed to salvage a batch of burned
muffins and from her shift in the laundry she’d smuggled a spare sheet. The
doors to the dorms were never locked and we’d snuck out after dark to eat a
picnic on the lawn. It was the end of summer but it was a cold, crisp night,
the air glassy and sharp like the needles the nurses used to inject us with the
dye. Shivering and pulling her sleeves down over her knuckles, she told me
about an argument with Ursula, then about something she’d read in the
encyclopaedia: that the light from the nearest stars took four years to reach
us, that some of them were long dead and when we saw them we were
looking into the past. I tried to think of something to tell her in exchange. At
first I couldn’t think of anything but then I remembered something that had
happened a few days before. I’d woken to a small, clenched spider abseiling
from the ceiling on a thread of spun light. I’d seen spiders before and
instantly knew what it was. I also knew that the silver thread it dangled
from was the same silver thread I’d balled between my fingers a dozen
times and saw daily crocheted into the cobwebs that drooped from the
rafters in the Barn, but watching the way it twisted in the light, stretching it
and blinking in and out of existence, I’d felt something inexplicable: the
sudden protection of some unnameable grace. A moment of joy
indiscernible from loss. When I told her this, Maria nodded and pursed her



lips. I could tell she was parsing it for extra meaning and finding it wanting,
and I knew that no matter how hard I tried to explain it, I would only leave
it more incomplete.

Something else I’d learned about language, something that confused me,
was that everything was itself (a chair was not a bench) but it was also
something else. Batteries died, banks had branches, journeys had legs and
woods had necks. A lake shuddered as a breeze whipped across it. A resting
face was an empty stage. Snow fell in asterisks, a million silent caveats.

I sat with Chino in the meal hall and watched him chew his food slowly,
like he wanted to savour the ‘miracle’ of its taste.

On nights when Maria slept in her own bed, I lay awake in the powdery
moonlight, gazing up at the sag in the mattress, at the foam pressing like
dough through the lattice, and listed all the thoughts and feelings I wanted
to share with her and could never express. I felt if I could do this, express
just one thing perfectly, then I could die because my happiness would be
complete.
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A week or so after Chino appeared in the porthole, two weeks after the
installation of the mirrors, I was sitting in class copying a problem from the
board when a tightly folded triangle of paper appeared on my desk. I picked
it up and found the instructions PLEASE OPEN. I looked around to see if
anyone was watching me and from the back of the class saw Eddie (#6247).
He was peering at me intently, his workbook shut, and when our eyes met his
widened, then he smiled quickly in a way that suggested he’d practised the
expression. Carefully, so as not to draw notice from Ms Gerrard, who’d
finished chalking the problem on the board and turned solemnly to face us
with her hands clasped behind her back, I unfolded the paper.

I’M EDDIE, it said.

Underneath there were two dark lines, like a frown.

Passing notes had become far more common in the days since the mirrors
and I knew from seeing other people pass notes that these two lines were
for me, to write my reply.

Hi, I wrote, refolded the note then passed it backwards on the pre-
established line, turning back to the board before it had reached Eddie to
focus on the problem: if there was a madman in a city square with a bomb
strapped to his chest, and if the range (r) of the bomb was fifty metres,
assuming Pi to be 3.14, what was the area of the blast zone in metres
squared?

A minute later, while I was in the middle of the calculation, the piece of
paper reappeared on my desk. WHAT’S YOUR FAVOURITE COLOUR
PUDDING POT?

Pink, I wrote, hurriedly, then passed it backwards.

Someone coughed.

This set off a chorus of other coughs.

Ms Gerrard arched an eyebrow and worked some grit from between her
front teeth.

The next missive came while I was working on the extension: if the
square was a hundred metres wide and populated at a density of five people
per metre squared, how many lives would be saved if the madman were
neutralised or, better yet, removed from the square in a pre-screening
process?

DO YOU WANT TO MEET ME ON THE BENCHES AFTER LUNCH?



For the rest of the morning I felt a knot in my stomach, a strange tingle of
what T supposed was anticipation. I went about my lessons as usual and
even passed Eddie several times in the corridor without either of us
acknowledging each other, as if the notes hadn’t existed or had come from
someone else, but after lunch I bussed my tray with my muffin half-finished
and floated to the benches with a juddery feeling at the back of my chest.

When [ got to the benches Eddie was already there. Seeing me, he shot
up, thrust his hands in his pockets, then took them out and kneaded them
together. He repeated the smile from the morning then settled on a kind of
bow, hinging forward at the waist with his palms on his thighs.
Remembering something he shot up his eyebrows then reached back into
his pocket and drew out a pudding pot.

Sorry: it’s brown. I couldn’t get pink.

I thanked him and took the pot from him. It was presented — the phrase
that came to me was — like a carnation. The gesture struck me as sweet.
This was how Eddie struck me in general. I hadn’t paid much attention to
him before that morning but I had noticed him. He’d always been there, on
the periphery, like me. I couldn’t say that much about him, which
predisposed him to me pleasantly. I sat down next to him. It was a windy
day, squalls skimming mist off the creamy breakers, but it was still quite
warm. I’d have been happy to sit there not talking in the glassy sunlight but
Eddie, it seemed, had prepared a list of questions.

Who was my favourite instructor?

What was my favourite lesson?

What did I like better, mornings or afternoons?

Did I sleep in the top or bottom bunk?

What did I want to do after Graduation?

I answered these in turn. For the last one, I told him what Maria and I had
decided. Maria wanted to be a make-up artist. She’d seen them credited in
the cartridges and thought it was something she’d be good at. She would be
famous and have her own salon and I would be her receptionist. I’d be in
charge of watering the plants in her office and calling clients through when
she was ready to see them by holding up a paddle with a big blue dot.

I didn’t feel compelled to ask any questions back but after I’d answered
each one Eddie nodded and either told me he agreed with me or offered his
reasons why, respectfully, he didn’t.



After that it was time for our scans and for us to go our separate ways,
which we did in the same manner in which we’d greeted each other: with
no plans to meet again or sense of incompletion. I didn’t give it much more
thought but the next day, in Passive-Aggression, another triangle of paper
appeared on my desk.

For our second meeting we agreed to sit together on a Thursday night for
the screening of a cartridge. We met in the dorm after our dinners and
walked in a silence that felt companionable down the windowless corridor
and through the large doors that led to the Hall. The knot in my stomach
had untied and there was no juddery feeling in my chest, but I noticed Eddie
was walking unnaturally, his arms rigid and swinging in time with his feet.
A few times he pulled ahead of me then apologised and doubled back. He’d
wet his hair and combed it so it slicked down his neck and flicked back on
itself in a series of curls, like the serifs of a letter. Several tufts scuzzed out
at the ears and his hands kept darting towards them and fixing them back.

By the time we arrived the Hall was already mostly full. This was not
unusual — attendance at the screenings was Strongly Encouraged — but what
was notable was that instead of the usual laughter and Sanctioned Badinage
there was a low murmur of separate conversations. The available seats were
in the first few rows, nearest the sheet, and following Eddie’s lead I
collected my biscuit from the concession stand and lowered myself into the
wooden chair. Instinctively, I craned my neck around. Chino was on his
own in a middle row. He was scribbling furiously in his workbook and
chewing on his fingers, but when he saw me he smiled and waved. Maria
was in the row behind him. She was seated next to Joey. Her hands were
clipped like wings in her lap and she was nodding along to something he
was saying. Joey frowned and glanced to one side to consider just the right
phrasing. I thought I caught the word resources. From the row behind them
Gunther was staring at the backs of their heads. His eyes were wounds and
his brow was concertinaed, like the curtains that had been added to the
shower stalls at the same time as the mirrors.

The cartridge was one of the new additions that had also been added in
the wake of the mirrors. It was a Documentary, which meant it was true and
had really happened. It began with a swooping aerial shot of mountains,
oceans and a shimmering lake before burrowing into a rainforest to
examine its inhabitants and their delicate ecosystem.



I wasn’t much interested in this documentary. I supposed I should find
birds and beetles interesting in their own right — their ingenuity and their
drive to survive was unquestionably impressive — but the attempts in the
narration to humanise them only reminded me how much more interested I
was in people.

Since the introduction of the mirrors, there had been certain observable
differences in people’s behaviour. Not everyone had reacted the same way.
Some of us had cast a cursory glance at them, and once we’d confirmed
what we’d suspected, that our appearance was unremarkable, had continued
as we were, unburdened by a new awareness of how our movements were
perceived, since mostly they weren’t, but others of us spent longer looking
and returned to the mirrors day after day. They’d grown guarded and more
insular. They seemed to find something new in the mirrors each time they
looked, and forgot how to walk, eat or even breathe automatically.

Maria was in the second group. It wasn’t that she worshipped her
reflection or grew self-conscious in the way that Ursula did: she approached
the mirrors like they were some new subject. She set herself to mastering
them and to make time for this had given up talking in the dorms. Often, in
the washrooms, pretending to perform my Suggested Ablutions, I would
watch her as she studied herself. Her reflection was an animal: something
quite separate from her to be tamed. I watched as she broke it, honed it like
a theory, sharpened it like a weapon. She developed a new appreciation of
angles and sightlines. Sometimes, in the middle of a conversation, she
glanced towards it as if she might catch herself not looking back. This
seemed to be the goal: to see herself how others saw her, to anticipate these
looks and learn to navigate them the way the seagulls surfed the currents on
still, taut wings. To others, a reflection stopped at their hairline or their jaw,
but Maria seemed to understand that it didn’t stop where she stopped, but at
the edge of the frame that contained her.

The documentary was only short. When it finished, a monitor levered
from her chair and fed another cartridge into the player. It was another
programme with a laughing audience but it was very different to the popular
one where Gunther had got his name. The characters were all different ages
and lived under the same roof. The men wore shirts buttoned to their necks
and didn’t sit on the arms of the furniture. The characters’ exasperation with
each other seemed unconvincing, like a front for their affection. By the end



of each episode invariably they had learned a lesson that they could apply
and take forward together into the next episode.

I craned my neck round again. Chino was leaning in closer, squinting at
the sheet. His fingers were bloody stumps. Joey had ceased talking but
Maria was still nodding automatically. She was twirling a helix of hair
round her finger and chewing the inside of her cheek. She too seemed to
have leaned in closer.

I didn’t hear from Eddie again for several days. We passed each other in
the corridors and queued for our meals together with no acknowledgement.
It was as if the meetings hadn’t happened, folded into the seams of one of
his notes. I had no feelings about this either way. I’d enjoyed his company
for what it was, but I was far more concerned with what was happening
with Maria. At night she continued to climb into my bed and tell me about
her day, and lay there, her eyelids drooping and her logic growing stringy as
sleep lapped against her, but in the breakfast queue she was standoffish,
standing offish to the side, and on the benches she stopped glancing towards
me when she was telling a story or, if it was one that I’d heard, making a
point of including a subtle variation. Once, walking down a corridor in
opposite directions, I smiled and waved but she ignored me. Another time,
in Poetry (practical), I passed her a note. Knock, knock, it said. This was a
format we’d learned from Ms Leonard. The recipient was to reply Who’s
there? and the instigator was to answer with who was there, e.g. the data
analyst, the resource-miner, the stay-at-home mother. A few of us had
modified this format to subvert it, pretending that there was an animal or a
concept knocking at the door. This always made us laugh, not because it
was funny but because it reminded us of a time when it was. But rather than
reply, Maria glanced at the note disinterestedly then wrinkled her nose as if
at something she’d outgrown.

A few days later, in Relativity, I received another note from Eddie.

Again he wanted to meet on the benches.

Again he got there first.

Again he sprung up when I arrived.

This time he greeted me with a hand on my shoulder and a kiss on my
cheek. This was the way the husband and wife greeted each other in the
episode on the cartridge.

We sat at opposite ends of the bench. I remembered what Chino and I had
agreed: that two people could sit in a chair by mutual agreement but two



strangers could sit on a bench with no prior plan. This was what Eddie and I
felt like: two strangers meeting by accident. I supposed this was what we
were. Again he’d slicked back his hair. By now it was getting colder again.
The days were shorter. A milky mist sat low on the horizon. Squalls of wind
flipped foam off the waves. I noticed Eddie was shivering. A bead of clear
snot hung from the bow of his septum.

For a moment we sat in silence. This still felt companionable but I found
myself thinking of something Ms Symonds had taught us: for a story to be a
story it had always to be escalating. Otherwise it was just a description. For
another moment we sat there, not sure of what to say. It was blustery and
the gulls hung above us, on still wings, like they were pasted on wallpaper.

Eventually Eddie coughed and peeled his hand from his lap. He gestured
at something beyond the churning waves, then placed his hand on the part
of the bench where a third person could’ve sat provided they were a Mutual
Acquaintance.

I wasn’t sure what I was expected to make of this. I sensed I was
expected to respond in some way: to put my hand next to Eddie’s or on top
of it. Since the installation of the curtains, I’d been the recipient of several
looks in the washrooms. These looks weren’t hostile, they were curious,
expectant, like I was the source of a mix-up and owed an explanation. I’d
received similar looks from Ms Carvall, who took us for PE and seemed to
think I’d been visited on her as an unreasonable complication. I sensed that
my putting my hand on Eddie’s, and being seen to do this by the couples
that had gathered on the benches adjacent, would go some way towards
addressing this complication.

I didn’t want to invite more confusion — I suspected this had something to
do with why Maria hadn’t looked at the note and had ignored me in the
corridor — but nor did I want to put my hand on Eddie’s hand. What was
more, I had a rare strong conviction: that this not-wanting-to was something
to listen to, that if I ignored it I’d be betraying some small but important
part of myself, harming myself in some hard-to-name but irrevocable way.
This conviction wasn’t a memory but it was the closest thing I had: the
weight and shape of an unwanted obligation.

After a while Eddie withdrew his hand. What was your first memory, he
asked me.

This was a consolation: the verbal equivalent of holding hands. I didn’t
especially want to share this either but the thought of doing so was less



egregious.

I told him about waking up in the room with the mattress on the floor,
about the mug held out towards me. The coins of light dappling the ceiling.
This had become a story I told when prompted. A reproduction of a
reproduction. Each time I told it, it felt further from me.

Maybe because of this I took my time to luxuriate in it and embellished
certain details: the way the light passed through the schools of jellyfish that
rose from the mug, the way the hand cupped it, with the handle held
towards me...

Eddie coughed. He looked embarrassed but also excited. Who do you
think it was who was holding out the mug?

I shrugged. The story meant nothing to me. My life was not there in that
room, it was here on these benches.

... Do you think it was someone who loved you?

I shrugged a second time. I didn’t know and I didn’t care. Suddenly I felt
a great surge of annoyance: that I was here with Eddie and not with Chino
or Maria. I felt annoyed at Eddie and I was surprised at myself for the force
of this feeling. I wanted to reach out and wipe the bead of snot that still
teetered from his septum. Instead I dug my hands in my pockets and stared
out past the breakers. The mist had lifted. In the distance, moored beneath
the ocean of the sky, was a gunboat or a tanker. I watched it for a minute,
barely visible in the mist, a stye on the horizon, a silver staple glinting dully
in the crease of a map. Before he’d decided we were robots and after he’d
decided the virus was confected, Chino had another theory. The virus was
real. It was no one’s invention. What was more, it was more extreme than
the doctors had let on: it had wiped out the entire wider population so that
all that existed was life inside the Centre. The gunboat was the main
evidence for this theory: it patrolled the horizon, deterring disparate fleets
of enemy ships and repelling desperate hordes from the broken worlds
beyond the sea, but to me it looked more like a tanker, a floating island. A
stepping stone to a distant land. Sometimes I allowed myself to imagine
what life would look like in this other land. It would be deserted, with no
laboratories, classrooms or corridors. It would look, in essence, very much
like our dorms except there would be more benches and water fountains,
and enough clients for Maria to service in her salon. In this land they would
speak a different language. It would be a different language to the language
we spoke, with different words and a different grammar. Instead of nouns



all the words would be verbs, everything in a state of dissolving and
becoming. As well as no nouns there would be no prepositions. Everything
would simply exist, unconcerned with its relation to other things,
everything orbiting around the same indifferent sun. Also, there would be
different types of silence and speakers of this language would immediately
know which type they were in. There would be a type of silence for when
you weren’t saying anything and another, different type for when you
weren’t saying something. There would be a third type, for when you didn’t
know the word that captured the feeling you were having, a fourth type for
when you knew the word but didn’t want to say it, since in saying it you
would clip the feeling’s wings, and a fifth type, the rarest and most quiet,
for when you weren’t saying something but the person you were talking to
already knew what it was.

When I tuned back in, Eddie was halfway through telling me about his
first memory, but it was too late to listen and I didn’t have the desire to
pretend that I cared. He wiped his nose. The bead of snot was gone from his
septum.
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Over the course of the next several weeks Maria continued to distance
herself from me. In the meal hall she sat with other people, and when I was
talking on the benches she scoffed loudly or rolled her eyes. She stopped
sleeping in my bed and in PE she joined others in giggling when I ran with
my chin pointing up or climbed a rope all the way to the rafters. I tried not
to take this personally. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to upset her, and I sensed
if I asked I’d be demonstrating some unforgivable Naivety and confirming
her reasons for wanting to distance herself, so I said nothing. In Relativity
we learned that all things were relative, that several things could be true at
once without being contradictory. If we were standing at a station watching
a train pass through, it would appear that the train was a blur, but if we were
sitting on the train we would feel like we were static and it was the station
that would smudge past, like a page that had been pulled from a printer. 1
took great comfort from this. Things both were and weren’t what they
seemed, depending on your perspective. I was aware of Maria twirling her
hair in the row in front of me. I was aware too of new sounds after lights
out, of rustles and sighs, of new types of laughter, of familiar words re-
rendered, imbued with secret meanings that elicited sniggers and laid traps
in conversations. What, I wondered, would it look like if the train was
approaching us, or if we were on a different train, watching it recede from
one of Ms Williams’ bifurcating tracks?

I received more notes from Eddie. By now the methods for passing notes
had changed. Instead of passing them in class where they might be
intercepted, we tucked them under trays in the meal hall or slipped them
into each other’s pillowcases. Eddie preferred to tuck his into the tongue of
my plimsolls when I took them off to shower.

He wanted to meet again on the benches. We started meeting more
regularly. We talked and, by tacit agreement, held hands when the bench we
were sat at was overlooked by the others then after a few minutes let them
slide apart.

I was aware of my earlier conviction but increasingly this seemed like a
symptom of my Naivety, which I was sure was the reason Maria was
ignoring me.

The toilets in the dorms were mixed but in the wake of the curtains they
became segregated, their use decided by crude pictures that appeared one
day on the doors of the cubicles. In the dorms people started knotting



towels around their waists and strained for things one-handed when
reaching for high shelves. Our bodies became zones of greater interest. It
was explained to us in Biology that this was inevitable. It was natural we
should be curious about their full functionality. The mirrors in the
washrooms doubled as message boards: Zero is Best or One is Greater than
Zero, written in dripping vapour.

My meetings with Eddie were pleasant, and now that I was spending less
time with Maria they offered a reassuring sense of consistency, but they had
failed to provide the necessary escalation, so one day, using a ruler to make
sure it didn’t leave a ragged edge, I tore a page from one of my workbooks.

I chose Ross (#3332), who’d been rumoured to have refused to climb a
rope in the Barn.

I dispensed with the preliminaries and skipped to suggesting we met on
the benches. The next day, on our jog, I lapped someone and they pressed a
slip of damp paper into my palm.

I felt a different kind of excitement to the type I’d felt before my first
meeting with Eddie. It felt less like a churning and more like something I’d
swallowed: a stone, lying hard and heavy at the pit of my stomach.

I got there first. It was misty. I sat down, not shivering although it was
cold, and watched the seabirds circle and the breakers gather. After several
minutes Ross arrived. He was quite tall with a long, pointy face and feet
that splayed outwards like the hands of the clock in the room where we did
our scans. He sat down beside me and stretched out his legs with his ankles
crossed. He dug around in his pocket for something he didn’t find then
turned to face me. His lips were wet.

The next day I sent another note suggesting we go together to a screening
of a cartridge.

He’d shaved and combed his hair and again his lips shone with moisture.
He brought a blanket as I’d hoped he would. I pushed past a sea of knees
turned sideways like turnstiles and settled beside him, under the blanket, in
a row near the back. Heads turned to survey us. The gazes didn’t linger.
They quickly appraised, quickly approved, and quickly moved on. I was
pleased by this. Ross yawned. He stretched out his legs and tucked his arm
round my shoulder. His palm was moist. I was aware of his arm there,
aware of it touching me, and I was aware that the shoulder it was touching
was mine: I noted with interest the way the bone peaked... the mole that
drooped from its lip... the rail of the clavicle, like the hangers our



instructors hung from their door hooks to ensure their outfits didn’t
crease... I was aware too of the way his wrist grazed the narrow fin of my
bicep, how his fingers rested on the inner crook of my elbow. All of this
was the coveted escalation and I noted with satisfaction that my heart was
beating steadily. I could feel the heat from Ross’s thigh: mossy and
pleasant. He whispered something in my ear and the wetness of his lips
dampened my neck. At the front of the room a small, bearded monitor
reading the announcements stumbled on a word and blushed a deep, dark
crimson. It felt exciting to be part of this new collective power that we all
of a sudden possessed.

When the cartridge began, Ross dropped his hand from my elbow to my
lap. For a moment we sat there, not quite separate and not quite together,
listening to the rustling that, like a dawn chorus, seemed to come from
everywhere and nowhere so that it was impossible to judge what was
distant and what was nearby. The hand was inert in my lap, lying like a
weight on top of the blanket. I peeled my palm from my thigh: my hand, my
thigh. I felt assured that I had done this before. Under the blanket I placed it
on his knee.

For the few weeks after this I received fewer looks in the washrooms and
more notes in my pillow. The correlation between them described a
relationship of Inverse Proportionality.

I answered some of the notes, from A-Rab (#5967) and Chandler (#1116),
and sat with them occasionally on the benches, sometimes talking,
sometimes not. Secretly I hoped Maria would notice this and it would go
some way to assuaging the confusion that still sat around me like a mist but
increasingly she was busy, taming her reflection and fixing herself to match
it. It wasn’t clear if she enjoyed this work but she took it seriously and was
rewarded for doing so. Her table in the meal hall was always thronged with
people trying to impress her with stones they’d found or by fitting their fists
in their mouths, and there were often several Ones loitering near our bed.
When they saw me they either ignored me or nodded deferentially like I
was some kind of test.

Mostly though she spent her time with Joey. Always he was explaining
something, frowning, with his palms pressed together like a pious fish,
while she pressed out her lips and frowned in a way that left her forehead
smooth but that crunched a neat V into the bridge of her nose. Joey was
considered Charming, Stoic and Attractive, and there was a natural gravity



to their pairing. It was hard to deny that they looked good together and
nobody did. People moved seats so they could sit together in the meal hall
and spread rumours about them that were high on Intrigue and thin on
detail.

For these rumours Maria was further rewarded: in class she sat apart from
Joey but word of their acquaintance strung a line between them that granted
her power.

Our instructors seemed to respect this. They let her daydream in class or
pass notes unimpeded and only called on her when she signalled to them
first, with a nod of her eyes or a slight raise of her hand.

I missed her very much. I learned to be happy she seemed happy and to
content myself that after she rolled her eyes and stopped a conversation she
smiled to herself quickly in the same way she had when she’d told me about
the light from the stars, but it was a watery contentment and a poor
substitute for her weight in my bed. One day in the washrooms, while she
was brushing her teeth, I decided to confront her. I put a hand on her
shoulder but she ignored it, so I tightened my grip and pulled her around.
Her eyes blazed and the holes in her face all flared but there was something
else behind it, something like fear, like she was about to be found out. I
gathered my composure and dug my fingers into my hands to ask her the
question I’d rehearsed:

Why are you ignoring me?

Maria scoffed and rolled her eyes for the audience that had started to
gather, like I was being ridiculous and she needed witnesses, to confirm this
but also for her safety. I'm not ignoring you, she told me. Every time I'm
not talking to you, it doesn’t mean I’m ignoring you.

You just did! I told her. You just ignored me!

She scoffed again and gestured around, her eyes roaming out the door
and settling on Velma and Baby John who were comparing toenails on the
bottom bunk of their bed. She lifted her voice. How about them? Are they
ignoring you? Don’t be so Self-Centred.

This was so disingenuous that it made me angry, or it made me aware that
I was already fuming.

I shoved her. It wasn’t hard but I felt the individual ribs where the bone
pressed against the skin.

Maria gasped. Her nostrils flared. Her jaw opened wide, like a gangplank
to a tanker.



For Pete’s sake! she exclaimed. Pete was the name of one of our
monitors. We invoked his name as a shorthand for the Centre or when we
wanted someone to arbitrate on some matter of protocol we’d forgotten
from Orientation.

He lolled over from where he was stationed at the entrance to the
washrooms reading a magazine about women with pituitary issues.

My spit tasted metallic and there was a whomping in my ears. My vision
was furry.

She shoved me! Maria shrieked. She repeated it, louder, putting unusual
emphasis on the first word, she.

I didn’t know what this meant but my anger spiked and roiled a fleet of
fireflies that flitted in front of my vision. I reached for her again and clasped
a clump of her hair then pulled her towards me.

Maria screamed. She snarled and spat. My cheek went hot as something
heavy lashed across it. Later, when I checked my reflection, I could see the
imprint of all five fingers.

For a while it seemed like my fight with Maria was all anyone would ever
talk about and that I’d have to get used to giggles and whispers wherever I
went, but around this time there was a greater change.

Anita was the first to fall sick. In Passive-Aggression one day she
complained of feeling hot and woke in the night, clutching her side, then a
few days later, in the Barn, she pulled up, panting, and bowed her head
with her fingers splayed against the wall. Her ankles swelled so the cuffs
of her socks left trails like teeth tracks and her breasts grew sore.

A few weeks later she stood in the shower, peering at a clump of dark
jam, laughing as water braided round her legs in twisting pink rills. After
this she was fine and this appeared to be the end of it, but a few weeks later
Ursula came down with identical symptoms.

This time there was no early reprieve. Her face grew rounder. She
developed a small paunch. Her nipples grew darker and cracked, like the
bark of a tree. She started sobbing abruptly and when asked why was
unable to give an explanation. People refused to sit next to her in the meal
hall. She bunked with Anita and people feared it might be catching.

According to Chino, this was further evidence that we were robots, that
we were malfunctioning and would soon be broken down for scrap. One
afternoon we were in Poetry, running through the Taxonomy of Acceptable



Rhyme Schemes, when a flock of white coats descended with a list of
names on a clipboard. Chino’s was the first name to be called. He rose to
his feet, ballooned his lips and searched for me in triumph: here was proof,
irrefutable, that he’d uncovered a truth we weren’t supposed to have
uncovered! But when I saw him later, on the benches, he was despondent.
All they’d wanted was for him to open his mouth while they took a swab of
his cheek with a miniature pugil stick.

Over the following weeks Ursula continued to shrink inside her new
upper casing. Her gait widened and her features crowded towards the centre
of her face like a sink someone had pulled a plug from. No one drank from
the water fountains and in bed at night we slept on our fronts with our
covers pulled up to our ears. And then one day she was gone. We came back
to the dorms to find her bed stripped and a monitor showing a new inductee
how to fit a sheet to the mattress.
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For the next few weeks all anyone wanted to talk about was what had
happened to Ursula. It was believed she’d been punished for a failure to
learn the correct way to fold a pillowcase or for a slate of minor and varied
infractions. I was relieved that, for the most part, my altercation with Maria
had been forgotten, but it hadn’t been forgotten by me or Maria: often I
caught her glaring at me on the benches or from across the meal hall, but
sometimes, when I dared to look at her, in the Barn or on the lawn, she
seemed to be watching me neutrally before her eyes hardened on contact
with my gaze, as if [ was cornstarch or the freezing agent the doctors
sometimes needed before injecting the dye for our scans. I wanted to
apologise but I didn’t know the words and I couldn’t shake the feeling that,
although she hadn’t done anything I could point to or touch to instigate the
argument, mine was the greater injury. I was worried that if I apologised,
she might accept it and not apologise herself, and that this would only make
me angrier and kickstart another incident, or that I would swallow this
anger and it would poison our future interactions, releasing itself in tiny
inky puffs each time we spoke or sat beside each other in the meal hall.
And, of course, I was worried that she wouldn’t accept it.

I wanted to discuss all of this with Chino but this proved tricky due to
changes in his schedule.

We’d received our schedules in Orientation. They were reviewed every
month and we received notice of changes via purple letters in the boxes
that hooked onto the railings at the feet of our beds. Usually this meant a
change of classroom or a change of lesson order but Chino’s schedule had
changed more than most: every other morning there was a new purple slip,
like a strange sad bird was shedding its plumage.

It wasn’t just that he had extra lessons on account of his tallness: the
venues and the orders for his lessons were always in flux. As a result of this,
he was always lost, having to return to the dorm between classes to consult
his timetable which we were expected to memorise and were forbidden
from copying or removing from our beds.

His tracker was always chirping to tell him he wasn’t where he was
meant to be and he was always arriving three minutes into lessons, meaning
he spent the rest of their duration trying to proceed in opposite directions:
following its procession forward towards its conclusion, while also
burrowing backwards, groping for its origin to make sense of its bearing.



Because he was always late for lessons, he had to attend extra lessons on
Time Management and Punctuality/Respect. This meant more changes in
his schedule and more frequent returns to the dorm, which was equidistant
from the wings that hosted our lessons but like the apex of an isosceles
triangle, so it was never the shortest distance between two classrooms.
Because of this he was eight and then ten minutes late.

Because of this he was docked time on the benches and ate alone in the
meal hall, with the monitors and the crew for the crematorium, who were in
charge of disposing of medical waste. While the rest of us were still free
after our scans to enjoy the facilities and sit on the benches, Chino sat on
display at a desk in the instructors’ lounge, his knees bunched round his
ears, and copied out notes from the lessons whose starts he’d missed.

Because of this I rarely saw him. I’d seen him briefly, in passing, coming
out of the washrooms, hinged at the neck with his shoulders rolled forward
and his breastbone bowed like he’d been put in italics, but this was no time to
start a conversation.

In the end, I decided I had no choice but to send him a letter suggesting
we meet after his shift washing dishes.

I planned on approaching the subject tangentially, a tangent being a line
that touched on one point of a circle then raced off irrelevantly in a different
direction. This way I could plead ignorance if it came to a full accounting
and claim the subject had arisen by the strength of its own volition.

He was already there when I arrived at the back entrance to the Kitchen.

Perhaps if I’d seen him more regularly I wouldn’t have noticed or been
surprised by the change in his appearance. He looked thinner. His eyes had
sunk in their sockets and I could see the top rung of a ladder of vertebrae
that looked like it would slot neatly between the springs in our mattresses.
When he grinned his gums were drawn back, pinned up like a dress to be
altered. His teeth were petals. When we hugged hello I could feel the cage
in his chest.

I was eager to bring the meeting to order, to start talking about Maria, but
I didn’t want to confess this sense of urgency or rush arriving at the
realisation that discussing her was unsatisfactory, and Chino was bouncing
on the balls of his feet.

I decided to let him go first.

He led me into the courtyard by the Kitchen. It was cold. The windows
were grimy and the light that spilled through them was greasy and thin. A



birdbath sat in the courtyard’s middle, dry and unadorned, with a radial
crack running from its lip to its centre.

Chino drew a square of folded paper from his pocket and handed it to me.
His hands smelled of lemons and his fingers were wrinkled like miniature
brains.

I assumed this had something to do with his theory that we were robots or
a new theory about what had happened with Ursula. The consensus was that
it was a new virus and all of us were susceptible. But when I unfolded the
paper I was met with a picture.

It was a rabbit, ears slicked back, viewed in profile with one glassy eye
staring out towards me. Chino had captured this carefully, with impressive
skill, so it was possible to imagine you saw his outline in its reflection.

At first I thought this was what he was showing me: the advances he’d
made in a technical direction which would surely have him returned to our
classes. But his fingers were drumming on his thigh and a smile hovered
over his lips, and when I looked back down at the paper the rabbit was
gone. In its place was a duck, again with one glassy eye, equally well-
drawn, but facing in the opposite direction.

Now it was a duck it seemed impossible that it had ever been a rabbit, but
no sooner had I thought this than it switched back, the beak becoming ears,
and I could no longer imagine that I’d really seen a duck, but now when I
looked again the rabbit’s nose disappeared, became an unimportant fold,
and once again a duck stared back up at me.

Chino laughed.

I looked at him, annoyed.

Which is it, I asked.

He smiled, as if to mimic the question.

I didn’t like this. I was pleased to see Chino and happy to indulge him in
some new or old hypothesis but I didn’t want to feel like I was the subject
of a joke. I didn’t like that he was playing a trick on me, that he knew the
answer and he was lording it over me. Which is it, I asked again. A rabbit or
a duck?

This time Chino shrugged. He rarely looked in the mirror but the gesture
seemed perfected. What if it’s both? Or what if it’s neither?

The question annoyed me further. How could it be neither?

Chino laughed, this time louder. So you agree! So it’s both!



I saw no harm in admitting this but I was reluctant nevertheless. So what,
I spat.

Chino scratched his head and fingered his neck. It’s like the chairs and
benches! What if we were wrong all along? What if everything is more than
one thing?

I remembered his trick from the meal hall, when Maria had goaded
Gunther towards eating the pudding lid, of repeating the same words to
produce the opposite effect: So what if everything is more than one thing?

Too late, I realised the irony of this, that I was supporting his argument,
but Chino didn’t seem to mind or notice. He pulled himself up to his full
height and raked his nails through the snowy stubble that had settled on his
chin. Then, with the urgency he’d stolen from the discussion we hadn’t had
on Maria, he rekindled a discussion about chairs versus benches. He talked
about this with renewed Alacrity, as if the piece of paper cast the debate in a
new light. It was possible it might have done but I couldn’t see how: what
did chairs and benches have in common with ducks and rabbits? I looked
once more at the picture. This time I didn’t see either a duck or a rabbit but
a two-headed creature frozen in indecision about which direction it was best
to escape in. For a moment I felt a sweaty excitement, like I was flickering
on the edge of a realisation, but the realisation wobbled and shuddered and
evaded my grasp. So what if it was a duck? And so what if it wasn’t? This
didn’t seem important. What seemed important was what had happened to
Ursula and what was happening with Maria. Also, Graduation. The dates
had been announced for our final examinations. We had only two months
left to prepare ourselves and then those of us who were ready would be
given the chance to show that we were. Whenever Ms Symonds paused for
breath, the room filled with a dozen questions. The insides of the windows
frosted with our voices and beads of condensation raced like lizards down
the pane.

I looked at the paper once again. This time I didn’t see the duck or the
rabbit or the two-headed monster. I saw a lone, orphaned eye peering out
hopefully from an orphaned alien morass.

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

17

For the next few weeks, whenever I saw Chino he was castled over a piece
of paper, tongue lodged in his cheek, bone protruding at the base of his
neck. Whenever he saw me, he smiled in an unfamiliar way like it had been
drawn with someone’s left hand. I left him more notes, in his cubby and in
his plimsolls, but when I checked my pillowcase it was invariably empty;
except for one time when I reached into it and pulled out a picture of a
chewed-up fist that might equally have been the roots of a tree. In class he
was happy to offer himself as a punchline by not knowing the answer or
ballooning his eyes in the pretence he hadn’t understood a question being
asked of him, but when I glimpsed him pacing in the courtyard or through
the doors of the meal hall it seemed clear that a new seriousness had
overtaken him. The pieces of paper accumulated, became wads, became
stacks. His trousers bulged. Soon, though, they outgrew his pockets and he
had no choice but to divide them up and stash them carefully under the slats
beneath his mattress. I knew these were secrets but one day I was alone in
the dorms — I’d been given special permission to return during classes to
fetch a new workbook — and temptation got the best of me. What I saw
frightened and confounded me. There were several pages of drawings. The
clenched fist tree. A wiry brush with dark dots at the end of its bristles that
at first I thought was eyelashes clotted with mascara but on closer
inspection looked like birds huddled on a needleless spruce. A crescent
moon that was also a clipping from a fingernail. After this there were pages
of writing in a script I didn’t recognise. Even before I unfolded them, I
could see the lines were dense with markings, a deep, dark forest, the letters
herded together as if in fear of a predator. It was so densely written that the
thought of reading it made me feel woozy but when I unfolded them I saw
they weren’t letters, but tiny pictures. I saw feathers and stones, various
moons in states of waxing and waning. Looking closer, I saw repeating
patterns, what I thought were progressions. But it wasn’t a code. No two
pictures were exactly alike. Everything was itself. A shadow of a word. A
negative of a memory.

I thought I understood what Chino meant by this — that everything was
itself but it was also something else — but this wasn’t true: a duck was not a
rabbit and, no matter if they looked similar, a fingernail clipping wasn’t the
moon. Some of the pictures weren’t ambiguous and I supposed this said
something about the inexactness of language, how it was impossible to



capture an essence in a word, a thing we’d debated, but I had no real time to
think about this since I was far more concerned with my standing with
Maria. In Poetry, where she sat in front of me, she requested to be moved to
a table of her own and in Communal Scripts and Daily Transactions, where
we performed skits to prepare us for common interactions following our
reintegration, she refused to participate when we were paired in a scenario
in which I was a merchant and she was shopper swapping a shoe for a box
of seeds.

For the first time I was aware of being alone and, with this, a feeling of
longing. For the most part this feeling was companionable. I prodded it like
the socket of my missing back molar and worked it into a chewable paste
with the tip of my tongue, but sometimes I just felt it and in bed at night,
listening to Maria snore, I thought about a debate Chino and I had had when
the days were longer back on the benches: if you drilled a hole in a block of
wood and carried it around with you, would it be correct to say, Look,
here’s a block, or, Look, here’s a hole?

It was around this time I received another note. This one was from Kathy
(#6682). She had loopy handwriting and dotted her i’s with floating hoops
like she was trying to lasso a low-flying seabird. She wanted to know if I
wanted to meet her after classes and spend some time with her on the
benches. There were no direct sanctions against this. I didn’t have strong
feelings about the invite and so I didn’t reply but the next day during our
jog I was rounding the Generator when she pulled up beside me. I was one
of the quicker runners and she had to strain to keep in stride. She had thin
papery skin — when she scrunched up her face it looked like a bad idea —
and a blue vein in her forehead throbbed like a correction. We ran beside
each other for a lap of the yard before her jaw unclenched and she asked me
to slow. I did so reluctantly: I didn’t want anyone to see us together. She
wanted to know if I’d received her note. I told her I had — it didn’t seem
worth lying — and that I hadn’t been sure how to reply to it. Broadly this
was true in that I wasn’t sure if I preferred random company or the
company of my longing, which required nothing from me, and which I
clung to tightly, like the tail of a balloon. Kathy smiled. Her face was red
and when she spoke, strings of spit billowed from her lips like sails
catching the wind:

So now I’ve saved you the trouble.



The next day after classes we met on adjacent benches. She wore a
stretched woolly hat and a pair of fingerless mittens she’d knitted with two
pencils and a ball of yarn she’d got by storing up pudding pots and trading
them with a monitor. The days were getting longer again — it was no longer
dark when we left the laboratory from our scans — but it was icy cold and
our breath clouded in front of us like thoughts we hadn’t expressed. She
was short, thin, with red hair and light skin like the character on the show
after whom she’d taken her name. Like this character, she was centred,
confident, flatfooted and smiled a lot, like a featured guest star who knew
emotional complexity was reserved for core members, of which she was not
one.

I was grateful that she didn’t ask about my first memory or my plans for
after Graduation. Instead she talked, breathlessly, about how she’d made the
mittens and how her bunkmate snored (this was presented as a negative)
while I sat there and nodded, staring off in the opposite direction. Listening
to her talk was like stepping into a fast-flowing river. The logjam of clauses
and phrases was preferable to the two thoughts that took it in turns to
bounce around my head, and when she asked if I wanted to meet again the
following day, I said yes.

The next day she met me on the same two adjacent benches. This time
she had two pairs of mittens. One of them was for me. Apparently at some
point I’d told her my favourite colour was green. I wasn’t sure if it was or if
I even had a favourite colour. Nevertheless, I was touched. It was the first
time someone had made something for me. Maria had showed me how to
fish for soap slips by matting the plugholes in the washroom with loose
hair. Once she’d presented me with a new bar squashed together from an
amalgam of these slips. She’d presented this casually, like a conversation
made up of overheard sentences. I’d been very moved by this, which was
proof she’d been thinking of me when I wasn’t there, but never before had
someone made something from scratch, specifically with me in mind. I
decided green was my favourite colour and this time I volunteered some
information (I remembered the questions Eddie had asked me and found it
was easy to self-apply these and use them as prompts).

The next afternoon we met again. This time we sat together on the same
bench. We talked for a bit then after a while Kathy suggested we go for a
walk. All the way to where we were going she didn’t talk. I didn’t talk
either. Instead I marvelled that two people could walk alongside each other



not saying anything and it could either mean they were strangers or they
were acquainted, that all that had changed between me and Kathy was we’d
exchanged a few hundred words; that words, regardless of their inexactness,
their sometimes-leadenness, had the power to knit people together into
novel arrangements. When we arrived, at the doors to the Barn, she
hesitated and smiled lopsided. She slipped round the side and told me to
count to two hundred.

I counted to a hundred and ten.

The air was rank with stale sweat and watery moonlight poured through
the gaps in the rafters. It pooled on the floor which was marked with
apostrophes and commas: the ghosts of our warm-ups.

Kathy was at the back of the room, the sole of one foot pressed to the wall
so that when she stepped forward, out of the darkness, she seemed to be
emerging from a secret door. I had time to think the gesture seemed
practised. I also had time to think that it was ridiculous for two people to be
alone in a room this size, like a pair of quote marks on an empty page.

In the centre of the floor, in the shadow of the ropes, which hung still like
the ceiling’s roots although it had been some time since we’d had PE, there
lay a crashmat. Kathy walked towards it and collapsed back onto it.

I thought about something Ms Symonds had told me: how in English
there was no future tense, only tiers of probability. She hadn’t told me this
in class but one day when I’d come across her by surprise in the dorms. She
was sitting on a bed by the entrance to the washrooms with her dress
hitched up, staring intently at a mark on her knee where the skin was white
and translucent like the skin of a stretched balloon. I hadn’t wanted to
disturb her — I'd only wanted to check my schedule — but she looked up and
smiled vaguely, as if at the space a passing butterfly had just vacated. She
greeted me then let out a long, frayed sigh and stared back down at the
mark on her knee. When I asked her about this she frowned slightly, like
she’d never seen it before, but then she laughed and seemed to remember
herself.

Oh that! It’s a funny story, she said and went on to recount something
that was neither funny nor a story. Then she told me about English’s lack of
future tense: that all things resided in a soup of probability.

But this no longer seemed true. Some things seemed inevitable. I walked
towards the mat and lay down on it next to Kathy. The mat received me



with a creak and sigh, like the heel of a boot compacting a square of fresh
SNOW.

For a moment we stared up at the missing slats in the ceiling then Kathy
laughed. I expected her to start talking but she didn’t. She shuffled her bum
then lifted up her stomach, planted her elbows then hooked her thumbs
inside the elastic of her tracksuit trousers. She wriggled and tugged. Her
belly frowned as she reached forward and the trouser legs inverted
revealing their worn downy innards. She rolled to face me and kissed me
softly on the mouth then lay back on the mat and thatched her hands behind
her head.

She closed her eyes. I knew what I had to do. I wanted to do it. I could
see up her nostrils. I was surprised to find they weren’t round. They were
shaped like two matching beans.

When it was my turn I stared up through the holes in the ceiling, at a star
I was sure was dead, its light still shining like a story of an animal long
passed. I reached down and clasped a fistful of Kathy’s hair. It was shorter
and coarser than Maria’s.
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For the next few weeks Chino continued to withdraw himself. Whenever 1
saw him, there seemed to be less and less of him. I sent him more notes but
these all went unanswered. He was later to class and as a result of this he
had to attend more seminars, which meant he was later to class. He bowed
apologetically and took his seat at the empty place and when he was called
on to read something from the board he did so politely, but outside of class
he rarely spoke. When I saw him through the serving hatch in the meal hall
his lips were glued together, rolled inwards as if his mouth was a single
crease. He still laughed but these laughs grew stringier and more
disconnected. Sometimes he would laugh abruptly, for no particular reason,
in the middle of a sentence or during the set-up to a joke, when everyone
else was leaning in, waiting for the joke to twist back and eat the first half
of itself. The monitors confiscated his drawings. The whole next day he
walked around with a constipated look, like he was a waiter carrying a
tower of precariously stacked plates, but when the monitors found them
again the following week, he only smiled. He tore more pages from his
workbooks and sat hunched on his bed, a dark stencil in the moonlight, his
nib scratching a tunnel through the night. He tore them into tabs, chewed
them up and let them dissolve on his tongue. When he brushed his teeth, the
foam came out a strange purply grey. What was the first word? We’d had
this debate one day on the benches but we’d given this up and had soon
jumped ship to who had decided it. We’d decided this was unanswerable
too, that no one person could have decided the first word, since a word was
an agreement, between two people and also the world. It was a match struck
in the darkness, not to dispel the darkness but to illuminate how far we were
from another source of light: it fizzled and spat until it burned itself out then
remained, curled and black, the skeleton of a thought, the ghost of an
agreement. | started thinking about the schemes in the phrase rhyme
schemes. As if we were mules, being asked to smuggle meaning across
invisible borders. Actually, this isn’t true. I'm only thinking about it as I
write this now.

I continued to meet Kathy on the benches. We spent most nights in the
Barn together on the crashmat. Sometimes we kissed and took turns making
each other’s vision go soft and sometimes Kathy just talked while I stared
up at the starry template of sky. I learned to recognise her footprints peeling
from the floor in the dorms on her way from the washrooms: slabs of land



versus Maria’s archipelagos. She sent me notes in class and when we passed
in the corridor she brushed her fingers across the hem of my shorts. When
we sat together in the meal hall it drew the occasional look, but no one
seemed to truly object. They were far more concerned with the upcoming
exams, and part of the appeal was the sense we had a shared secret. She
knitted me more mittens and, although the days were getting warmer and
the mittens were uncomfortable, I received them with gratitude and in
exchange wrote lists of the words I thought were most beautiful: dusk,
velvet, seersucker, hypotenuse. We sat on the benches and, when few people
were looking, knotted together like the roots of a tree. We kissed each other
carefully, on the brow, on the eyelids, where the skin was thinnest.

I was worried about Maria seeing us together but at the same time I let
Kathy stroke my arm in the meal hall and met her on the benches at times
when I knew Maria would be holding court. I left my mittens on display
near my cubby and wore them as often as possible, especially inside the
dorms. I wanted to show off this new near-happiness that had grown,
miraculously, in her absence and was not contingent on her opinion of me.
At the same time I was terrified that somehow — although I couldn’t say
how — I was being disloyal, that Maria would feel abandoned, or, worse and
far more likely, that she wouldn’t even notice.

We had one lesson, the three of us. Chino was in this lesson too, although
he always arrived halfway through it. The lesson was Preparations for Re-
entry and was mandatory for all matriculants about to take their exams. I sat
next to Kathy, along from Chino and across from Maria, who’d moved seats
so she could sit beside Joey. In Preparations for Re-entry we had to practise
performing daily tasks and prepare presentations on what we imagined our
lives would look like after Graduation. There were handy mnemonics to
help us remember how to perform the daily tasks but no helpful way to help
us remember what these stood for, so I ended up with a flock of rhymes
drifting through my head, beautiful and untethered, like kites without
strings.

Sometimes, while Ms Crudup chalked something on the board, I stroked
Kathy’s arm or lay my head on her head.

We were each assigned a job for our presentation. Mine was Mechanic.
Maria’s was Fruit Picker. Kathy’s was a Fruit Picker too. Maria seemed
offended by this. She put her hand up and complained but I couldn’t tell if it



was because it was Kathy specifically or just because it infringed on her
imaginary future.

Chino’s job was Doctor. Most of us were proud of our jobs but Chino
smiled, as if he understood his was intended as a joke.

On the day he was due to give his presentation he was later than usual.
He bowed theatrically and folded into his seat, facing the front where Joey
was midway through giving his talk. Joey’s job was a Data Analyst. He
woke at seven, Boiled an Egg for his breakfast (Heat the Water, Add the
Salt, In with the Egg, Eat), then Performed his Daily Exercises and his
Morning Ablutions and Rode the Tram to his Office in the City where he
Greeted his Colleagues and started his day’s work. At midmorning he took
a break from analysing data and performed some more exercises, then
returned to work and analysed data until it was time to boil another egg for
lunch. While he was saying this he clutched his paper (we were
encouraged to write out our presentations) and flicked glances towards
Maria, who sat hunched forward, frowning abstractly, the cup of her palm
lodged under her chin.

At lunch Joey went to a Local Park, which dovetailed with Maria’s
presentation. He smiled. They ate their eggs together and talked about their
mornings, sitting side-by-side on a bench. To illustrate this he’d drawn a
sketch which now he handed around. Their legs were conjoined, Maria
wore a long, flowing skirt and her eyes were blue, the same colour as his.
Seeing this I felt a jolt in my stomach like I’d fallen through the phantom
step at the top of the unlit stairwell that led back to our dorms from the
rooms we did our scans. I passed the picture to my left and watched as it
worked its way round to Maria.

When she received it, she studied it impassively, blinked her brown eyes,
then leaned across the empty space to pass the picture to Mr Heckles. At the
front of the class Joey was finishing his presentation. He beamed at the
applause then thanked Ms Crudup and retook his seat. I waited to see how
Maria would receive him. He said something to her and she nodded. I was
eager to see what would happen next, but now it was time for Chino’s
presentation. He pushed back his chair, scraping tracks in the carpet, and
loped towards the front of the class, his hands balling and unballing into
fists. At first he seemed nervous but when he reached the front he eased
open his hands and pressed his palms to his sides. Then smiled widely, his
lips cinched together.



There was an anticipatory hush, an expectation that he was about to say
something funny or inappropriate: since it had been decided Chino was
funny everything he said was received as a joke, just like everything Ms
Symonds said sounded like the start of a story. But he continued to say
nothing. Beside me Kathy laughed anxiously and dug a crescent moon into
the flesh of my wrist. Chino continued not to talk, smiling out beautifully
across us. This, the expectation he would talk versus the reality that he
wasn’t, created the conditions from which more laughter arose. Chino
nodded, as if this was his intention. Usually during our presentations Ms
Crudup was distracted, reading a paperback or chasing a leaf around an oily
Tupperware, but now she looked up. This, it seemed, was the prompt Chino
had been waiting for.

He renewed his smile then straightened, for the first time since I’d known
him, to his full height. There were more laughs and now he frowned,
inviting more still. Now he held up his hand. He seemed to be surprised
when the fingers flattened against the ceiling but, maintaining his
composure, he smiled again and carved a long, slow squashed circle in the
air, with his arm as its radius and his head at its centre. When he was
finished, he brought his arms to the sides then thrust out his chest, widened
his nostrils, reached his arms forward then swept them suddenly back so his
elbows flexed backwards like the wings of a bird. For a moment he stayed
like this, leaning forward like the masthead to a ship, then he straightened
back up and daubed the air in front of him with a twist of his wrist... then,
frowning again, deeper, as if trying to remember some intricate sequence,
he pressed his hands together so the fingers were aligned, folded the longest
so they made a lock then turned it one hundred and eighty degrees so the
palms rotated like two plates. One faced up, one faced down, but they were
joined together by the extended middle finger which reached upwards and
downwards, an antenna and a rudder, each other’s mirror image. Finally, he
started to wiggle it.

Until now the laughter had been constant but disparate but now it united
and crested forward, dragging with it a surf of warm applause. Chino
smiled and modestly bowed as it broke against him. He smiled again. His
Adam’s apple bobbed. Beside me, Kathy laughed and got up from her seat
to better show her appreciation. I laughed too and Chino acknowledged this
by tipping an imaginary hat and ballooning his lips, but it is clear to me



now that something was wrong. He was hurt. The laughter was hurting him.
It wasn’t a joke, and his not-showing-it was an act of self-preservation.

He was halfway back to his seat when Ms Crudup hooked an arm round
his elbow and dragged him furiously out into the corridor. Outside the door
we could hear her lecturing him. When she re-entered the classroom her
face was red. She reminded us that our behaviour was expected and our
exams were imminent. Chino, she explained, had shown all of us a Lack of
Consideration and Respect. He would spend the rest of the lesson alone to
reflect on this transgression.

I was eager to see him, to share my appreciation, but at the end of the
lesson he was gone from the corridor. Maria was standing, gripping the
railing, at the top of the stairwell.

She was alone.

I realised I'd never seen her standing still and in the same moment I
realised that she was waiting to talk to me.

I felt a roulette of emotions: excitement, fear, anger, coldness.

I detached myself from Kathy and told her I’d meet her later on the
benches.

Maria let go of the railing and crossed her arms in front of her chest.
She’d taken to wearing her hair tucked into the collar of her sweatshirt so
that, when she wanted, she could free it with a flick from the backs of her
hands. She uncrossed her arms and did this now. A wave of light passed
through it and flowed down her back in a way that made it seem
questionable that the world was a hand and language was a glove. Again, I
felt myself teetering on the verge of a realisation. Something about
language and Chino’s presentation. Something about how it couldn’t be
trusted with delicate things. Something about ducks and rabbits, chairs and
benches.

Hello, Maria said. It took me a moment to realise why this sounded so
unnatural. I’d never heard her say it. To say hello was to acknowledge you
didn’t have someone’s attention.

Hello, I said back. It sounded shopworn.

I waited for her to say something else.

Where’s your friend?

It wasn’t really a question. It was a chance for Maria to say friend. To
decide its borders and shade its meaning. It sounded similar to the way



she’d said she. I noticed a daub of dry skin on the side of her mouth. A
powdery whiteness in the webbing of her hand.

I waited for her to say something more. But she didn’t. She just turned
and noisily walked down the stairwell.

I followed her down the stairwell and into the clear, cool daylight. It was
the afternoon. Shadows from the Barn stretched across the lawn. A stiff
breeze rippled the grass. I couldn’t tell if it was hotter or colder than it
seemed.

Come on, said Maria impatiently, like I knew where we were going, like
we’d met this way by prior arrangement. Soon I realised I did know.

Inside the library, Maria stood on her tiptoes. Her shirt rode up her back. I
could see the valley of soft downy hairs at the bottom of her spine, dark but
silky like the hairs on a peach. She tipped the encyclopaedia down off its
shelf.

I wanted to bring up the fight, to ask what she’d meant when she’d called
me she, but now she dropped to her knees and splayed the book open on the
carpeted floor.

It no longer fell open to the girl gazing at the insect on the giant green
leaf: we no longer talked about our pasts. Now we only spoke about what
awaited us on the other side of Graduation.

Instead it opened to a light bulb and the curling tendrils of some kind of
tree.

The light bulb was a dark, velvety pink and there was something nested
in the curls of the tendrils: a wrinkled fruit or some sort of bean.

I didn’t know what I was looking at. On the opposite page was a headless
woman. She was turned in profile and the fingers of one hand rested on the
taut yellowed skin. Her stomach was bloated, rounded like the bottom curve
of a capital B. It looked like what had happened to Ursula. A window in the
woman’s stomach showed a series of meats squashed together. When I
looked closer there was something lodged inside her, something unlikely
that had been swallowed and preserved. It looked like an ear.

Well, asked Maria.

I wasn’t sure what she was asking me. Nor was I sure why I’d followed
her here so blindly. There was no good reason except the obvious reason:
that I always had done. I didn’t know the colour of Kathy’s eyes. Were they
brown or were they green?



I looked closer at the picture. The thing that was lodged was lodged
upside-down. It had jointless limbs and two short flat lines in its face (?)
where its eyes might have been. I didn’t know what it was and at the same
time I did know what it was. I thought about Anita in the shower, the
strawberry-flavoured water twisting round her shins.

Maria pressed the page. The sun set white in her cuticle.

Graduation. She announced it like an afterthought, like Ms Symonds
chalking a topic on the blackboard. What do you think it means?

I shrugged casually. I didn’t know what it meant, and like most things I
didn’t know about I’d learned to affect a convincing nonchalance when the
subject was raised.

I repeated the official line: when we’d completed our exams, pending
their results, we’d be eligible for consideration.

Maria nodded. She chewed her lip and tucked her thumbs into the cuffs
of her sleeve.

Her breath was sour. There was a stale, animal smell to her.

Do you still want to be my Receptionist, she asked.

I nodded.

Outside we could hear the latest cohort of orienteers wading through the
gravel near the fences on their initiation jog.

Maria nodded too. Good. She said it simply, like it was never in doubt
and was only a way of reintroducing the question ahead of some other
thoughts she’d had on the subject. I was thinking we should have fish in a
tank, she said, for the clients to look at while they wait... You’d be in
charge of feeding them and making sure the tank stays clean.

I thought about this, about the tank staying clean. What colour would
they be?

Maria narrowed her eyes. It depends how you look at them. Sometimes
they’ll look orange and sometimes they’ll look green.

Could I have a stapler, I asked her.

What for?

I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure what a stapler was or what it was for.

For putting on top of the fish tank.

Maria considered this. She seemed reluctant to grant this but did so as a
concession. The understanding was that in asking for the stapler, I was
agreeing to clean the fish tank.



I wanted to ask her if she was in love with Joey. I didn’t know what this
meant, or what I wanted the answer to be.

The freckle on her eyelid appeared as she blinked, like a swatted fly
resettling on a picnic.

I was only a foot away from her, near enough to feel her breath on my
breath. A strange phrase came to me. I Can Hear The Heart Beating As One.

Are you scared?

Maria scoffed. Scared of what?

I didn’t know. I didn’t understand why I’d asked it or where the question
had come from. Once in Biology Ms Wanamaker had showed us a picture
of a rabbit heart. I couldn’t believe it was so smooth and so purple and at
the same time so small and so grey. It seemed unlikely that this nugget of
grey flesh was what pumped life round the rabbit’s body and thoughts
round its brain and at the same time it seemed everlasting, like at any
moment it might spark back into life, clench like a frog and leap off the
page. I tried to remember that I had one in my chest, not a rabbit’s heart but
no less purple and no less grey, that my thoughts, my blood... that all of
these were mine.

I repeated the question.

Beside me Maria opened her mouth but then closed it. She opened it
again. For a moment it was suspended, time stretching, the words forming
and unforming. I thought I could see their shadows, the lines that they cast,
hear the tick of their reels, but she closed her mouth again and then they
were gone forever.

A few weeks later, for our exam, there was only one question:

Who do you love?

Kathy, I wrote and walked out of the room.
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A few days after the examinations there were two lists posted on standing
boards outside the dorms. I looked for Maria’s before mine and found it on
the first, along with Eddie’s, Joey’s, Chandler’s and Anita’s. Mine and
Kathy’s were on the second list. Names on the first list had graduated and
were congratulated and invited to a special ceremony where tea and fruit
would be served, and names on the second were eligible to try again the
following year. I looked for Chino’s name and found it on neither. The next
day Maria moved out of the dorms. She left me a pudding-pot flower, a set
of spare shoelaces and the skull of the small animal that still I’ve not been
able to identify, though recently I think it might be a mouse. She moved out
in mid-morning, while those of us who hadn’t graduated were in our re-
orientation, so I didn’t have the chance to congratulate her, or to say
goodbye. Since there was a vacancy in the bunk and since the two dorms
were being consolidated to make room for new cohorts, Kathy was moved
into ours and ended up sleeping in her old bed. We continued to see each
other for several months and spent most of our evenings on the crashmat in
the Barn but there was rarely one more thing to say. When I lay in bed
beside her my mind was empty, and when I did think of something that had
happened during the day I felt no urge to share it.

A few weeks after the lists went up, after our options now had been
presented to us, I spotted Chino sitting alone on one of the benches. It was
the first time I’d seen him since I’d left him standing in the corridor outside
Ms Crudup’s class. I was so delighted to see him I couldn’t stop myself from
running on the spongy grass and when I reached him I threw my arms around
him. I was eager to hear where he’d been and to congratulate him for his
presentation, but when I did, he smiled politely, encouragingly, then frowned
subliminally and accepted the apology like it was a slice of cake on a shiny
paper plate.

I didn’t have time to reflect on this since I was late for meeting Kathy —
we were going together to the lottery where we were to be assigned our
work details until the window for graduation came back round — but a few
days later in the meal hall I saw him again.

This time I walked over and set my tray down on the table across from
him. He looked up and again smiled politely. How are you, he asked me.

I started to tell him about Kathy, about the bakery (where I’d been
assigned to work and had worked my first shift), and about Maria: the laces,



the skull and the pudding-pot flower. It was only telling him this that I
realised how sad I felt but at the same time sharing it was a great comfort,
like the feeling itself was an old friend I'd fallen out of touch with and was
pleased to see again, and like the words I chose were a bridge over a
yawning void that otherwise couldn’t be navigated.

When I was finished, Chino nodded and smiled pleasantly. His eyes were
wide with understanding and his brow was folded into a neat accordion.

It took me a while longer to realise that he didn’t know who I was but not
a lot longer to guess what had happened and no time at all to have the story
verified. Kathy had heard it from a colleague in the Farm. After abandoning
his post in the corridor he’d gone on a violent rampage, breaking a door
handle and threatening an instructor with an orb in his palms. After this
he’d been re-sedated. This had triggered another lapse in his memory.

After a while the cartridges in the player had started to degrade. The
frames were invaded by a tide of white fuzz. There were new cartridges
now. His new name was Raymond.

He was still interested in seagulls and the definitions of words and we
soon struck up a new friendship. This felt reassuringly old and new, like a
memory, and after a while I learned to embrace the deviations from our
original conversations as opposed to thinking of them as errors it was
someone’s job (mine) to catch and correct. One time I showed him how to
make an invisible bubble by pressing his hands into door frames, but mostly
he talked and ate with members of his new cohort, just as mostly I talk and
eat with my colleagues in the bakery and the other trainee monitors.

A few years later, on the seventh anniversary of his first admittance to the
Centre, Raymond was one of the first long-term matriculants chosen for a
pilot scheme that represented the culmination of all our contributions and
revealed the purpose of the scans. It was not possible to return our
memories to us — the doctors now knew this — but it was possible for them
to transplant a bespoke package of prefab memories, a best approximation,
that, if successful, would lead automatically to graduation and reintegration.

This time I did get the chance to say goodbye. It was felt that the
procedure, if performed correctly, would result in memory loss, in the
synthetic memories overriding the organic ones that we’d formed in the
Centre, so on the morning before he was due to go under the knife we were
allowed to line up in the meal hall and he worked his way down this line,
shaking our hands while we thanked him for his contribution. When it came



to my turn, I looked up at him and squeezed his hand and thanked him for
his contribution and I felt like I’d been given the chance to say goodbye, but
I didn’t say what I wanted, and looking back my friendship with Raymond
was a series of goodbyes.

As time slides by and the years stack like the creases on my forehead, my
memory contorts and conflates. Increasingly I find myself unsure of things
that I’ve witnessed. For example, I couldn’t say for sure that it was Anita
and not Estella who remembered the dog and stood in the shower with the
berry-coloured water twisting round her ankles. Nor can I say for certain
that Ms Wanamaker taught Biology, not Ethics, or that Maria’s eyes were
brown not hazel. This is why I’ve decided to write all this down.

In recent years the implant scheme has been rolled out further and as a
long-term matriculant I’ve long been eligible and have been approached
about it several times. So far, I’ve resisted, not for any deep-held reason
besides the fact I’d be giving up these memories.

It was Ms Symonds who suggested I write this, to help me arrive at a
sensible decision. I often think about seeing her in the dorms, slumped
forward, gazing, eyes wondered at the mark on her knee. I swear I once saw
a similar expression on Raymond’s face as he was watching a seagull.

One of the things I like best about working in the bakery is the early
starts. Six days a week, all year round, I'm up before the sun, while my
dormmates are still asleep. This means at certain times of year, while I’'m
walking to work, I get to pause a minute and watch the sun rise. I watch it
cast a path across the water, peel back the dawn: first grey, then pinks, then
reds. At certain times of year I see the first colours in their reflection off the
gunboat. Sometimes I think about Chino’s theories, but one of the things
I’ve come to realise is that theories make little difference since we live in
the world and the world is made up of days. Something else I think about a
lot is a debate we had back when we used to sit on the benches: is standing
on a bridge the same as standing on the ground? It was one of the few times
we agreed. The conclusion we reached was that it was different, but the
difference was only a feeling, since wherever you stood you were only on
the surface.

I do have one memory from my time before my admittance to the Centre.
It came to me a few years ago while I was stoking the oven ahead of
inserting another tray of muffins. In this memory I’'m small and excited
with sticky fingers and bare legs and I’'m gazing up at a Perspex box that



contains a sea of stuffed treasures. Above them hangs the retracted arm of a
mechanical crane. I’'m the operator of this crane and my heart turns in my
mouth like a ball of phlegm as I press the button that plunges its arm. Its
grip closes and its fingers pinch around the ears of a stuffed rabbit. The
rabbit starts to lift. Its spine bolts like it’s standing to attention but here the
memory ends.

My work in the bakery is over by midday and now that my studies are
complete and I’'m no longer required in the lab I have a large portion of
each day free to spend alone on the benches or on the wall outside the
bakery, which is where I am now.

Sometimes in the afternoons since no-one much pays attention to me I
like to leave the bakery by the back entrance. I walk across the running
track then climb over the fence and hike across the stubbly field in the
direction of the low lights that shine in the winter, away from the water,
towards where the ground meets the sky. I can only walk for a few minutes
before I encounter the second, taller fence, designed to keep us safe from
Outside Parties who might be carrying mutations of the virus or a host of
other contaminants, but sometimes I trace its perimeter, always turning
right, away from the cliffs with the wind at my back. I never walk far - the
ground is rough underfoot and after a few minutes it’s time to turn around
so I can get back to my dorm in time for the evening’s entertainment, but
one time I lost track of time. I walked a little further and something on the
other side of the fence caught my eye. It was small and white. Not quite
white and not quite small either. It was the same kind of white as the skull
Maria had in her collection, but it was less complete: a jawbone or part of
one. From front to point it was several inches, perhaps the length of the
crease of my wrist to the tip of my longest finger. It had a gentle curve like
the keel of a longboat, with a few blotted teeth, whiter against the jaundiced
set of the bone. They were too long to be a lizard’s, too broad to be a rodent.

At first, when I started writing this, I thought I was simply cataloguing
my experiences so I would no longer feel burdened by them, but
increasingly I realise I’m hoping they’ll guide me, that somewhere in them
I’ll find some clue that will help me decide what I should do. I still think
about Maria most days, and in my dreams I still feed her fish: sprinkling
flakes like dandruff fatly on the water’s doming meniscus. Most days I
think about her laugh and our chat in the library, if things would have
changed if I'd said what I wanted to say. I can’t be sure what it was I



wanted to say, and I can’t be certain it would have made such a difference.
Besides, taking stock of my life, I'm pleased to find I have many more
happy memories than sad. I’'m satisfied with my outcomes and it’s difficult
to see how I could have done too much differently. Only occasionally I
wake in the night with a feeling I’ve been denied something. I can’t say
what but when this feeling takes hold it takes away my breath. I’ve been
cheated. Something’s been stolen from me. When I feel this way there’s
nothing to do but wait for the feeling to pass, for my thoughts to wander,
which they inevitably do. Recently I find them wandering to a story Ms
Symonds told us one day, about her mother. It was before her father died
and after she’d failed the audition to attend her mother’s old alma mater. In
a last-ditch attempt to salvage some respect her mother pulled some strings
at a lesser but still prestigious school and was coaching Ms Symonds in a
new routine. Ms Symonds was eager to get a place at this school, to make
amends for the previous humiliation, but there was one key step she just
couldn’t get. For hours and hours, her mother coached her, manipulating her
posture and yanking her arms into place, but in the end there was no other
way but to demonstrate herself. At first, as Ms Symonds’ mother scraped up
her hair and tied the ribbons of her shoes, it seemed like just another story
of her unreasonable demands and lack of maternal warmth, but now she
assumed her position on the kitchen floor. Ms Symonds caught herself
suddenly, like a thread on a loose nail, and brought a hand to the big
wooden necklace that hung to her breast. Her mother stood up straight. She
raised a hand and let it fall through the air like she was testing its resistance,
then did it again. It fell without weight. A river of light passed through her.
Her mother smiled tightly and lifted herself higher, her calves balling and
her chin rising to the level of the kitchen cabinets. She twirled then twirled
again, stilling the cold, musty air with the wand of her arm. The years fell
away like petals on a soft autumn breeze and Ms Symonds finally
understood what it was her mother was trying to give her.

As I wrote this last sentence a small bird landed on the wall beside me. I
don’t know what type of bird it is. It has a red head and a striped yellow
wing and looks, the phrase has just come to me, like a limited edition blue
tit. I’ve just taken a crumb from my muffin and placed it on the wall a few
feet from where I am sitting, and now I’'m watching as it eyes it with intent
and hops sideways towards it. Seeing this, I can’t imagine seeing it again
and not thinking that the world is a gift.



If I could hold on to just this one moment. If I had this one moment, I feel
quite sure I could find my way back.
Please forgive me. I think I am ready. I want to start again.
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