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      Uncle Nate came from Outside. When I was little, I was certain he was a Sasquatch. He was tall with long swinging arms, and he looked too savage to be human, especially on arrival days. He always approached the city from the train tracks at the edge of the lake. He wasn’t scared of the wilds beyond our city. He lived in it. And I lived for his outlandish visits. Every time he left, I cried. Every single time. Because he was the kind of person you pined for before they were even gone. He spoke to me like I was a grown up. And he always brought the best gifts.

      Last time he left, even as Mom scoffed at my tears, Uncle Nate had grinned and leaned close enough to my cheek that his beard tickled as he whispered the date of his next arrival in my ear. It was our secret.

      As I ticked off the days on my tattered kitten calendar, my chest swelled with excitement. On the morning Nate was supposed to come, I felt light as a weather balloon as I snuck out of my bed before dawn while everyone else slept. I waited for Nate in the gully by the train tunnel, but hours later, he still hadn’t come.

      The sun rolled over the smoky summer horizon like a chipped, orange dinner plate. Part of me recoiled at its angry appearance. I wasn’t supposed to be out past sunrise. My skin would burn, but I was wearing sun goggles, long sleeves, and a wide-brimmed hat, and I was careful to sit in the shade. Besides, screened with a thick cloak of smoke from the summer forest fires, the old star was weak enough to look at directly. Surely it wasn’t strong enough to burn this early in the day? I chewed on the end of my braids and counted the dark blemishes on the sun’s pale face. Five sunspots all together, and one of them a big one. I should tell Mom about that one. It’s new.

      As I shifted my feet, pebbles bounced down the sun-kissed hillside to the shore far below. My mind followed, gaze snagging on a pair of Canada geese strutting along the beach. I wonder why their necks need to be longer than duck’s necks? For flying? Do they even eat the same thing? Uncle Nate would know if he ever shows up. Squinting up at a crooked pole draped with a tangle of thick wires, I slapped a mosquito on my neck and settled in to wait.

      But Nate didn’t come.

      He didn’t come the next day either.

      It wasn’t until five miserable mornings later that my Uncle sauntered from the darkness of the train tunnel with a bounce in his step, despite the overstuffed backpack pulling at his shoulders.

      “Hey Beetle!” he boomed and raised his hand in a lazy wave. His teeth flashed white against the rest of his mud-caked face. Several layers of clothes hung from the waist band of his pack like peeled back layers of an onion. When he broke into a loping jog, the birdcages tied to his pack jostled and clanged as the pigeons within flapped frantically.

      My friend Olivia’s oupa was letting me raise one of his pigeons. I kept it a secret from Mom because she didn’t approve of me spending my time in a dirty pigeon loft. Olivia’s oupa had told me that pigeons learned to deliver a message between their home and another location if you only fed them at the second place. They’d go one way to eat and come back home to roost. That’s why Nate was bringing his birds here, to train them. I brightened at the idea of telling him about my pigeon, Teal. But then I remembered how late he was and scowled, using my thumbnail to strip the seeds off a clump of dry, blue-tinged grass between my feet.

      Wind shivered over the metallic gray lake below us while loons drifted across it like silent, scattered leaves. My uncle scuffed to a stop in front of me, braced his hands on his knees and gulped a few breaths of air before straightening to scrutinize me with bright, blue eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” he puffed.

      “Did you know you have mud in your hair, and grass and feathers?” I straightened and met his stare, unsmiling even though I was quivering inside. No matter how angry I was, it was hard to stare down a Sasquatch, and my mind was skipping gears again, like a bicycle about to slip its chain.

      “Yeah, I might have tripped in a mud puddle.” Uncle Nate stroked his beard sifting out dust and crumpled yellow grass. “A big one.” He grinned, and when I didn’t return his smile, he frowned, forehead crackling, and dried triangles of mud flaked away to reveal pale skin beneath. “What is it, Beetle?”

      What is it? My butt fell asleep waiting for you. It’s cold. I want to ask you a million questions about Outside. I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’re late.”

      He squinted over my shoulder at the rising sun. “What time is it?”

      “You’re seven days late.”

      His wiry eyebrows popped up in surprise. “Am I? Well, it’s hard keeping track of time on the road, Beetle.”

      Sol, how I wanted to ask him what it was like on the road, without a mother hovering over your shoulder. But I waited out here every morning before dawn, and my ankles are all scabbed up from mosquito bites, and you didn’t come. I locked my arms tighter around my chest and said, “My name isn’t Beetle. It’s Iris.”

      “Iris... Iris.” He tapped his chin and glanced up at the sky. The pigeons on his back answered him with a chorus of pensive cooing. “Nope. Sorry. Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “It’s me, silly.” I huffed.

      “Sorry, I don’t know any—Oh!” Nate’s eyes widened in mock surprise. “Hang on a sec. Iris Ecosia. I had a niece named that once. Big brown eyes, wears her hair braided. You know her?”

      “I’m Iris, Uncle Nate. It’s me.” I knew he was only ribbing, but my chest still filled with indignity.

      “Nope. You’re Beetle.”

      I flicked the end of one of my black braids under my nose like a paint brush. “I’m not a bug. Bugs are gross. Why do you call me that, anyways?”

      “Because beetles never travel in a straight line and neither do you. Thoughts scurry all over the place in that brain of yours, don’t they?”

      Rage crawled up my throat. I’d overheard Mom telling Dad that my Corporate aptitude tests had shown anomalies. I knew it was a bad word before I even looked it up from the way Mom had said it. Had they told Nate? Was he making fun of me?

      My uncle droned on, oblivious to my anger. “Plus, beetles are small enough to hide in the cracks where no one’ll notice them, like you.” He reached out to pinch my chin and I leaned back and slapped his hand.

      The pigeons made a sound like a growl, and Nate threw his head back and laughed, Adam’s apple bobbing, not the reaction I was expecting. “And they’re tough. Really tough, just like you are, Iris. How old are you now?”

      “Nine,” I sniffed.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter how old you get, you’ll always be my little Beetle.” This time when Nate grinned, the skin around his eyes crinkled and I couldn’t help but smile along with him. “Forgive me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I brought you a peace offering.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A present.”

      Well, that changed everything. I uncrossed my arms, both my anger and itchy ankles forgotten. “What is it?”

      Uncle Nate held up a long finger and fished through his pockets, blue eyes gleaming behind friendly smile lines. “Something magical.” With a flourish, he produced a wrinkled, tan envelope. When he shook it, the contents rattled inside, dry and hollow sounding.

      “What’s in it?” I held my hand up, but Nate smiled and dangled the paper pouch out of my reach. Rubies. Gold. Maybe even copper.

      “Snap peas.”

      I dropped my hand, picturing some kind of hard-shelled insect with hooked toes and snapping mandibles scrambling over each other inside the packet. “Do they bite?”

      “What?” Nate hooted gleefully. “No, Beetle, they don’t bite. They’re seeds. Plant seeds. Haven’t you ever eaten snap peas before?”

      “School says the greenhouses only have room for the most nutrient dense plants, or ones that repel pests, or ones that make medicine.” I parroted what I’d read on my computer screen, proud to have a knowledgeable answer on the tip of my tongue.

      “School says, huh?” Nate pressed the envelope toward me. “Beetle, you ain’t ever lived until you’ve eaten a snap pea right out of the garden. You eat the pods and everything and the vines can grow taller than you in just a couple months!”

      “They grow them in your greenhouses?” He’d never spoken of his city, but Nate had to go somewhere when he left us. He always dodged the question when I asked.

      He dropped the envelope into my palm. “Do I look like I carry a greenhouse around on my back?”

      “Just birds.” I reached behind him to stroke the pigeon’s iridescent feathers. Teal’s had more blue.

      Nate scrubbed his hand over my scalp and messed up my braids as I pulled away. “Where do you get your food from then? Mom says you don’t have a job, so you don’t have any food creds. Where do you get your food without any creds?”

      “Your mom says?” He sighed, teeth clamped and air whistling through them. “Yeah. Anne is all straight lines, isn’t she? I’ll bet she has lots of good things to say about her little brother Nate. I do too have a job. Where do you think I get my food, Beetle? You’re smart. Wind that big brain up.” He winked when he said it, like my being smart was another secret we shared.

      “Here. Outside.” Just saying it sent a shudder through my shoulders, but my mind wouldn’t let the idea go. It kept turning circles in my head. “But Outside is poison, Uncle Nate. Everything out here is poisonous. I’m not even supposed to be out here.”

      “They tell you that in school too?” He snorted. “You know better, Iris. Outside is not poison. You see those big-horned sheep up there?” He stabbed a finger to the eroded hillside above the gully where three rams with crowns of curled horns picked through the treacherous slope, nibbling grass. “They look like they’re getting poisoned to you?”

      “No.” I scratched the back of my neck, and flicked a narrow glance toward the rising sun behind us. It was getting too high for comfort. This conversation felt too high and too big for me too, but I wouldn’t let it go. I liked feeling big and I liked that Nate said I knew more than school. Mom never made me feel big. “But animals can eat things that hurt us, like cactuses and weeds.”

      “There’s food for humans out here too. It’s just less nutritious than it used to be. I have to eat a lot more to keep my energy up, and a lot of the plants produce seeds that are sterile. The sun’s doing something to them. It’s just too strong now.”

      “Sterile?” I latched onto the unfamiliar word, unable to focus on anything else Nate had said afterward.

      “Some won’t grow into a plant when you put them in the ground, but those seeds,” Nate jabbed a finger at the envelope in my hand, “are certified, Beetle. Those will grow you some of the finest snap peas this side of the mountains.”

      I frowned down at the dirty envelope and hefted it until the seeds inside clattered. “I don’t think I’ll be allowed to plant them in the greenhouses. Will they grow inside?”

      “Your little tin can house? It has no windows and I don’t expect Anne and John’ll give you access to banks of LED lights now, will they? Don’t they teach you about photosynthesis in that school of yours?” Nate’s mouth curled into a half-grin.

      “Yes,” I snapped. “Where am I supposed to grow them then?”

      Uncle Nate winked, hoisted his backpack higher on his shoulders, and stepped past me into the mouth of the gully. “Big mystery,” he said.

      I stuffed the envelope into my pocket and stumbled after him, squinting as the brightness of the sun stamped itself into the back of my eyes. Outside? Uncle Nate wanted me to plant them Outside?

      I shivered, unable to gauge if the sensation zipping through me was fear or anticipation. Was he trying to get me in trouble? I couldn’t tell. If these seeds were supposed to be a secret from Mom, I didn’t think I could juggle another deception. Pigeon-raising without being caught was hard enough. Geez, adults can be so frustrating. Talking to them felt like I was on the edge of solving a riddle and failing. Change the subject then, if you really do have a brain in your head, talk about what you want to. Just because he’s a grown-up doesn’t mean he gets to control the whole conversation.

      “Why are you always so dirty when you get here?” I blurted.

      Nate didn’t look back. Chuckling, he hoisted himself up the sun-streaked hillside with me puffing in his wake watching the caged pigeons holding out their wings for balance. “It’s sunscreen. I travel during the day lots.”

      “There’s lotion for that, you know.” I let my words drip with undiluted nine-year-old sarcasm, and my Uncle stopped and turned.

      You’re in control now.

      “Yeah, I know.” He scratched at his cheek. Mud flaked off. “Bet your CEO Kahn charges you lots of creds for a high value item like sunscreen, doesn’t he? Mud is everywhere. It’s free, and it works against mosquitoes too.” He reached out and tugged at one of my dark braids, another smile wrinkling his eyes. “When in doubt, keep it simple, Beetle.”

      I reached past his forehead and pulled a feather out of his hair. “It looks gross. Isn’t it itchy?”

      “Not too bad. Tell you what, you feel like heaven when you get clean again, that’s for sure. Come on. Sun’s getting too high for Irises.” He pressed back up the path toward the city.

      “You know all that mud makes you look like a—“

      “Sasquatch?” My uncle curled his back, lengthened his stride and swung his arms until I giggled. “You think I don’t know what you call me? Keeps the girls away. I’d have to beat them off with a stick otherwise. They’re even worse than mosquitoes.”

      “You’re silly, Uncle Nate.” I skipped behind him, braids slapping against my back. The packet of secret seeds rattled in my pocket, echoing the thoughts bouncing through my head.

      “The silliest this side of the mountains, Beetle.”

      We headed back to the city—thirty or so faded seacans strewn across a dusty badland valley nestled next to the lake, all dotted with LED streetlights and cradled in the steady hum of generators. Beyond that stood five commercial-sized greenhouses, the hen houses, and a homing pigeon loft.

      With nearly two hundred people, my big brother Vinton said we were the biggest city since the collapse. He said some rich guy paid to have it built, hidden in this valley. It was supposed to be his survival commune when the sun cycles started messing up, but he died before it was done. The contractors he hired took it over when the power grid collapses began, contractors like my mom and Olivia’s oupa. Vinton said there wasn’t a city like ours for hundreds of kilometers. I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t even supposed to come down to the lake by myself. Good Corporate cogs stayed behind their desks. They didn’t gallivant around outside with dirty knees risking sunburn and skin cancer. That’s what Mom said.

      But I didn’t want to be a cog. I wanted to do big things, raise pigeons, learn about Outside, and grow up to be an URL like Nate.

      And she couldn’t stop me.
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      I didn’t plant Uncle Nate’s seeds because I could only hold on to so many secrets at a time, and Teal was a big one. I’d been training that pigeon for weeks. Olivia’s oupa had given me a whistle, and I blew it every time I fed him. Soon, I’d be able to call him in with it, because he’d associate the sound of it with food. I’d never tell my Mom, but it was tedious work. Pigeons weren’t smart. Smart birds wouldn’t deliver messages. They lost interest in the task before it was done. That’s what Olivia’s oupa said. Even if he wasn’t smart, I’d pick plump little Teal over a packet of old seeds any time. If I planted them, and I was discovered, Mom would wonder what else I was keeping from her. I’d worked too hard. I couldn’t lose Teal now. So Nate’s seeds stayed tucked under my bunk mattress long after he left.

      If I was smart, I would have tucked my bird whistle under the mattress too, but I liked the feel of it rolling around in my pocket. It gave me something to fidget with when school made us sit for too long. It was only a matter of time until Mom discovered it.

      “Iris,” she called me out of my bunk one evening. “Turn that music down and come here!”

      My shoulders tightened. I peeled my headphones off and left them blaring as I rolled out of my bed. Mom only told me to come here when I was in trouble for something. And there was always something.

      “What’s this?” My spring jacket dangled from one of her fists. A small, carved wooden whistle laid in her other hand.

      My throat stuck together like I’d swallowed to much powdered peanut butter. After several attempts, I croaked, “my coat. Sorry I didn’t hang it up.” I reached for it, ignoring the whistle.

      “You know that’s not what I meant.” Mom spoke in clipped, dangerous tones, one’s that brought tears to my eyes because nothing I said next would make any difference. When she was in a volcano mood, she threw out things I loved. With Dad and Vinton already out of the house no-one was here to dampen the eruption that was surely coming.

      “I don’t know,” I mumbled.

      “It was in your pocket.” She held the whistle under my nose and it smelled like cedar and happy times at Olivia’s house. “You don’t know what this is? Don’t lie to me, Iris.”

      “It’s a bird whistle. Olivia let me borrow it.” I scrambled.

      She clamped her jaw and shook her head. “If it’s hers, then why is your name carved on it?”

      My hands tingled as my mother rolled over the whistle to reveal where Oupa had carved Iris in careful, tidy letters. I’d forgotten. “Not messy enough to be your printing—and I would never let you near a knife sharp enough to carve with. You’ve been bothering Mr. Teoma again, haven’t you?”

      I stared hard at my feet and tried to breathe through the mess rising in my chest. I wished I could fly away, like Teal, only I might never come home.

      Mom lunged forward and gripped my chin, her manicured nails pinching. “Look. At. Me. When I’m talking to you.”

      Staring into people’s eyes felt too raw, and Mom’s face was all brittle disappointment and boiling anger right now. Meeting her gaze would start a fire I couldn’t stop, but avoiding it would do the same. I blinked up at her through guilty tears.

      “Tell me the truth.” She spoke slowly. “Have you been bothering Mr. Teoma?”

      “It’s not bothering him. He invited me.”

      “I told you to stay out of that loft! Pigeons are filthy, diseased creatures.” Mom shook my face. When I flinched, she let go and wiped her hand down her skirt like she’d touched something dirty. “How many times, Iris? How many times have I told you?”

      “I don’t know,” I sobbed. “Please don’t throw it out.” And as soon as the words left my mouth, Mom’s face closed off. She reined in every last plasma loop of emotion and collapsed on herself like a star about to supernova.

      “I’m not throwing it out.” She announced in a chilling, quiet voice. “You are.”

      She plopped the hand-carved cedar whistle into my hand and followed me to the compost disposal. I squeezed Oupa’s gift in my sweaty palm and stared down at a soggy pile of tea leaves amidst moldy broccoli stalks.

      “Drop it, Iris.”

      Everything chugged slower. The message from my brain telling my twitching fingers to open. The elegant whistle floating down to land on a bed of rotting food. Mom’s emotionless voice.

      “Now, get out your laptop. You will email Mr. Teoma and apologize for pestering him. You’ll let him know that you’ve developed a bird allergy and won’t be able to visit the pigeon loft anymore. You’ll check for punctuation and capitals at the start of your sentences and if I find one mistake, you’ll lose your music for a week, understood?”

      I nodded.

      “Answer me, please. And stop crying. This is your fault.” My mother stared down her nose through her glasses.

      “I understand,” I said. And I did.  This wasn’t about the bird whistle. It wasn’t about pigeons being dirty either. Mom didn’t want me near Olivia Teoma and her family because they were Gardeners, not Corporate. She wouldn’t come out and say it, but even a fray-brained nine year old could sense some things.

      The next morning, while everyone slept, I dug the bird whistle out of the compost disposal. I scrubbed it in the sink until my fingers stung, and I cried for Teal at bedtime for two weeks straight.

      After that, I had nothing to lose by planting Uncle Nate’s snap peas. It wouldn’t get me Teal back, but it would help me learn about Outside, and I needed to do that if I wanted to be like Nate when I grew up, instead of stuck behind a desk forever.

      I planted the seeds in a rusted tin bucket with a hole in the bottom that I’d found at the lakeshore. My family’s Seacan backed onto a stunted copse of trees with browning needles, but the dirt there was too compacted to dig. I asked Olivia what her oupa used to grow the plants in the greenhouse, and she said they mixed sand with compost from pallet bins behind the hen houses. The beach was too far for me to walk without a good excuse for being there. Even the gully to the railroad was pushing it. Mom had yelled at Nate for letting me meet him there, past sunrise, no less.

      I filled my bucket at dusk with silt that ribboned in stream-like deposits down the hillside crevasses, and I mixed it with black, earthy compost from the steaming pile behind the henhouse. I let myself stare up at the pigeon loft above greenhouse four until my throat closed. I could call Teal. The whistle was still in my jacket. Instead of an obvious pocket, I’d tucked it into a hole where a seam had come apart. But if Teal didn’t come when I whistled for him, it would break my heart even more, and if he did come, I couldn’t keep him. Turning away from the loft, I toted my bucket of dirt back up to the copse of trees behind our home.

      When I tore open Uncle Nate’s envelope, a piece of lined paper peeked out.

      Beetle. These seeds like to have a bit of space to themselves, like you. They need to be at least two inches Hang on. You kids are all about centimeters now, right? They like to be about six centimeters apart. Don’t bury them too deep. Four centimeters should do it, and if you pile some dead leaves on top, you’ll only have to soak them good once a day. They’re vines so once they get big, they need a branch to climb up or else they’ll flop over. I expect a feast of snap peas when I return.

      
        
        Sasquatch

      

      

      Done. I nodded to myself.

      Twelve pebble-like seeds with hard, wrinkled surfaces and a green tinge the same as the streaks in the gully rested in the bottom crease of the envelope. I shook them out. They rolled around in my palm like tiny promises.

      Once the fun part was over and the seeds planted, I had to set my alarm clock daily so I wouldn’t forget to visit my hidden bucket in the copse. Small, repetitive chores were not my strong suit, as Mom liked to remind me, and I was horrified that I might neglect the seeds and kill them before Uncle Nate returned. Prompted by a daily chime and armed with a plastic bottle of water and a flashlight, I made my secret treks to the copse.

      Fourteen days in, all nine plants boasted multiple sets of oval leaves and had sprouted out long green hairs with curled tips. What happened to the other three seeds? Poisoned? I dug into the dirt to find them, but couldn’t. Tiny green side vines coiled around the stick as tightly as solenoid wires. I brushed my finger over them, squinting. Could plants feel? Or see? How did they know where the stick was? It’d be creepy if plants had eyes. I couldn’t believe I’d actually grown them! Daily, I returned expecting the cruel sun or wind to wither my newborn plants, but they grew vigorously.

      By the time my snap pea vines reached the top of their stick, they looked like a scrawny sort of jungle, all tangled and jostling one another for growing space, leaves spread wide like upraised palms. I counted twenty-seven buds hanging from the tips of the plants like fat, green cocoons. What color will the flowers be? I couldn’t wait to find out. Pinching off one of the buds, I peeled it open under a fingernail, but only found layers of lighter green inside. I’d never seen green flowers before.

      That night, I couldn’t concentrate on school. I was supposed to hand write an essay on the history of Internet Service Providers, but I kept glancing at the digital thermometer above our sink. The temperature had dropped below zero. Many of the plants in the greenhouse couldn’t handle cold temperatures, and my stomach twisted at the thought of my brave jungle crystallizing in the tin pail outside. It was long after sunrise by the time my family slept, but our exterior camera showed thick cloud cover outside, so I slipped into my shoes, unlatched our metal door, and squeezed out.

      Frost crunched under my feet as I scrambled up the incline to the copse of trees. Please, please, please don’t be dead. I watered you. I never forgot once. Uncle Nate trusted me with a big secret and he’s the only one who thinks I’m smart enough to learn.

      My breath caught in my throat when I saw the tin pail. A fuzzy carpet of frost covered the metal surface and crawled up the snap pea vines, but they weren’t dead. They didn’t look it anyways. Tiny ice crystals licked across vibrant green. My plants stretched un-wilted under their frosty mantle crowned with a flourish of papery white flowers. They looked delicate and untouchable, like butterfly wings, something that would crumble under my fingers, yet here they were, tougher than frost and whiter than snow. I’d never seen anything so beautifully alive and I desperately wanted to take a picture of them for Nate to see. Look what I did! Look at how strong they are. They aren’t poisoned. They’re strong. I grew something Outside. This is big!

      I felt like an explorer or a scientist itching to record proof of my discovery.

      Mom kept our camera locked in the Faraday cage with all the other electronics though. Even my laptop went into the metal case with its thick insulation whenever it wasn’t in use. We couldn’t risk losing any of it in a solar storm. I drank in the soft petals of the snap peas for a few more moments before snapping straight. I could draw them. I could get my notebook and draw them for Nate and show him how I’m learning about Outside!

      I spun and crashed into an unyielding body.

      “What are you doing?”

      Vinton. My teeth clacked.

      “Iris, what the hell are you doing?”

      I stumbled back. Normally, my brother was like an even-keeled boat that tracked true no matter what the waves did around it. Most times, he was unaffected by something as insignificant as a little sister. But now, red patches mottled Vinton’s cheeks, and my startled image froze in the reflection of his sun goggles. His gaze flicked from the water bottle in my hand to the bucket I’d backed my heels against. Vinton wasn’t bad, as far as big brothers went. He often interjected on my behalf when Mom scolded me, but he was a stickler for rules. He wouldn’t let this go

      Shield it. Divert him. Tell him you’re sick, and you didn’t want to puke in the house. My throat clicked as I swallowed, and when I opened my mouth to speak, it clamped shut. Heat rushed to my face and aching, unstoppable tears welled in my eyes.

      “Zuse,” Vinton swore and smoothed down the tailored trench coat he’d thrown on over his pajamas. He was wearing dress shoes too, because he didn’t own any other kind of footwear. Nate had bought us both hiking boots last year, and I still wore mine even though they pinched my toes, but Vinton had traded his long ago, because they weren’t Corporate. I wanted to tell him he looked ridiculous, but shock froze my tongue.

      “Are you... Are you growing something out here, Iris?”

      I couldn’t answer. Words and thoughts and emotions balled into a clotted mess. My head felt full of wax.

      “What is this? This is against the rules.”

      I spun as my brother squinted down at my tiny garden with bared teeth, but I wasn’t fast enough to stop him.

      Vinton kicked the pail over.

      I howled and lunged for him, but he grabbed the front of my shirt and held me back. “First the Soldamned pigeons and now this? You aren’t allowed to grow plants out here. You know that, Iris!” His polished wingtip shoe came down on the scattered mound of dirt and splayed stems. The support stick snapped.

      “No. Stop!” I screeched and clawed at his arm, but he ignored me with ease.

      Methodically, Vinton stamped my snap peas, crumpling their long, proud stems and mashing the flowers into the undergrowth. “Iris, the sun poisons plants.”

      “How dare you. How dare you even talk!” I kicked my brother’s shin as hard as I could, and he swore and let go of me. Tears pooled between my cheeks and the dark lenses of my sunglasses. I tore them off and stared wide-eyed at the pale flower petals scattered like broken sea shells at my feet.

      “I would have finished it and shown Nate I could do big things. I was so close, and now it’s all ruined.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you? What does Nate have to do with this?” My brother hissed through his teeth, hunched over with both hands clamped over his leg and a scuff of dirt marring his pajamas. “Put your glasses on.”

      A hot, bubbling scream built in my chest, and I clamped my teeth. He killed them. Uncle Nate said the seeds were special. They were certified, and Vinton killed them all. The trees around me blurred and my pulse pounded behind my eyes. I spun from Vinton as a frightening wail poured past my lips and pulled every last stitch of breath out of my chest with it. Balling my fists, bending the frame of my clutched sunglasses, I darted out of the woods, my shoulder slamming against a tree trunk as I fled half-blinded by tears.

      “Iris!”

      My name on my brother’s lips spurred me faster. Scrambling past our squat house, I swiped at my eyes, gulped an inhale, and pounded past the outskirts of the city.

      “Where are you going?” Vinton called after me, but I was faster than he was. He couldn’t catch me in those ridiculous shoes of his and both of us knew it.

      I glanced over my shoulder. My brother puffed behind me, coat flapping behind him as he sprinted. My sunhat flew off my head, and I refocused on the uneven ground before my feet and sprinted harder. Vinton would stop to grab the hat for sure. He’d never catch me now.

      I let my fury fuel my legs toward the south border where the hill dipped into the twisting gully that led to the train tracks and the lake.

      “Iris, stop!” Vinton’s voice sounded farther away, angry but helpless.

      I’ll never stop. I’m going to find Uncle Nate. He thinks I’m smart, and he doesn’t throw out whistles or kill plants. I bet in his city, families don’t tell daughters they can’t finish anything and then ruin every project they start. My mind whirled as I skidded into the mouth of the gully, sucking in icy morning air and exhaling heat and anger and anxiety. Chunks of rock skittered down the path in my wake. And they don’t keep people caged up in metal boxes behind desks, dressed in shiny shoes that give them blisters. Nate would never yell at me for going outside and getting dirty. He loves mud.

      Vinton’s shoes clacked behind me, echoing down the gully. I slipped on a patch of shale, recovered and bounded down the rock-littered trail toward the crooked pole with the draped wires.

      “Iris, what is wrong with you? Don’t be stupid.”

      I looked back. My brother galloped toward me, stumbling on half-embedded rocks, swearing and red-faced.

      I wasn’t stupid. I clamped my teeth and leaped onto the wide ledge of the railway. The sun hurt my eyes, but I didn’t dare stop to peel my bent glasses from my fist. The rails threaded into the dark mouth looked like a needle pulling bands of gray thread. Although my legs felt loose in their sockets, I pounded toward the entrance where I’d seen Nate emerge all those weeks ago. This was the way. Had to be. He usually came from the tunnel. Fresh rage prickled through me as Vinton’s words echoed in my head. Nothing is wrong with me. I’m not stupid. Not an anomaly.

      Breaths wheezed out of me. I concentrated on the sound of my feet, a hollow thump when they hit the blackened thick rail ties and a dry crunch when they hit the gravel in between. As the tunnel yawned closer, I cringed at the size of it, like a fist punched through the side of the mountain by an angry Sol. What if something was hiding in the dark?

      “Iris. I mean it. Stop!” Vinton bellowed behind me, so I charged in.

      Darkness enveloped me. Chilled air that smelled like damp earth and metal clung to my braided hair. I blinked several times and slowed to a trot, holding my hands out before me. Nothing was wrong with me and nothing was in here. I focused on the white patch of daylight at the opposite end of the tunnel. Come on. Just do it, Iris. Beetle would do it.

      Balling my fists until the edge of my sunglasses creaked in protest, I plunged through the tunnel sucking in air that tasted ancient, ominous, and wet. When I burst back into open air, long shadows streamed across the tracks in uneven bands and I nearly missed a gaping hole. The bank had peeled away beneath the tracks, and the rails dipped sideways like they were melting. My boot skidded on an uneven tie and slid toward the rail. I screeched, splayed my hands, and flopped forward, wrapping my arms around the next tie. My sunglasses fell for several long seconds before clattering against the scree slope so steep it was nearly a cliff and bouncing down to the lakeshore. Gulping, I eased to my feet and shuffled across three rail ties with nothing beneath them but air, before finding my footing on solid gravel again.

      “Iris!” My brother’s voice echoed from the tunnel and I bolted away from him, fueled by fresh adrenaline. I was already ten paces down the track when the horrible thought struck me and brought me skidding to a stop. Vinton wouldn’t see the hole in the tracks either, and his shoes were worse than my boots. They had no grip at all. I turned.

      “Vinton!” I yelled, but he was already barrelling through the tunnel mouth, hard gaze locked on me instead of the path before him.

      His foot slipped. It slid down the rail tie and jammed against the rail, but Vinton was tall and his momentum carried him right over the side of the tracks, face frozen with shock and arms flailing. He pitched into the crevasse below head first.

      “Vin—” but I couldn’t finish his name before he hit the shale with an awful thud, head cocked at an inhuman angle and arms and legs rag-dolling as he rolled toward the shore.

      “Vinton!” I screeched, dropping to my butt and scooting down the sharp slope, heedless of the stones carving into my hands and ripping my pants. “Oh Sol, Vinton.” I dug in my heels to slow my descent, but the grade was too steep, and my foot caught. I barely had time to clamp my arms over my head as I hurtled forward and crashed down the ravine.

      My elbow struck first, a blow so jarring, it nearly peeled my arm away from my face. Then my back slammed against the rocks, pounding the air out of me. Tuck in. Tuck your legs in. I curled, chin tucked and eyes squeezed shut as I cart-wheeled downward. When I slid to a stop, I scrambled to my feet, heedless of my raw, throbbing elbow and inability to draw in breath.

      I tried to speak my brother’s name, but could only mouth the words and gasp for air that wouldn’t come as I threaded toward him, swamped with dizziness. Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead. Please, I can’t.

      My brother lay unmoving with his legs splayed and one arm tucked under him. One of his goggle lenses had popped out. Vinton stared up at me with one wide, panicked brown eye.

      I crumpled over him, bottom lip quivering.

      He reached for me with a dusty hand, and I clasped it hard, sucking in shallow, whistling breaths. I wanted to ask him if he was OK, but scanning his injuries, I knew he wasn’t. Blood and dust caked his trench coat, and his legs were bent all wrong.

      “I can’t breathe,” he rasped.

      Dropping his hand, I unbuttoned the top button of his pajama shirt. “Better?” the word took all of my breath.

      “What happened?” Vinton’s eyelid fluttered and he blinked up at the open blue sky.

      “You fell. We fell.” I choked, blinking at the lake shore below us.

      “I can’t feel my legs.” He squirmed and then whimpered, “Shit, Iris. I can’t feel anything!”

      “I know.” I gulped and grabbed for his hand again. “I think they’re broken.”

      Vinton breathed several, long shaking breaths before licking his lips. His eye, the one unobscured by the dusty goggle, flickered right to left, like he was reading something in the clouds. “I’d feel them if they were broken. They’d hurt. And I can’t feel them.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Don’t look, my mind warned, but I couldn’t help it. My gaze locked onto Vinton’s knee, bent the wrong direction and I shuddered.

      “I want to sit up,” he yelped.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Sit me up!”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.” I mumbled lamely. I might’ve been dumb, but I knew that you didn’t move someone who was hurt this bad.

      Tears welled in Vinton’s eyes and his chin wrinkled. “No, you’re not.” He sobbed, breath hitching between words.

      “What?” I cradled my throbbing elbow against my ribs and leaned closer, fighting to speak past the swelling lump in my throat.

      “You’re not sorry, Iris. You never are. You’re too damned stubborn, and you just do whatever the hell you like without thinking about anyone else, and this is what happens.”

      I wanted to be angry at Vinton’s acerbic words, but he started weeping, like a little boy, and it scared every other emotion out of me. “We’re not going to die, I promise,” I whispered.

      “The clouds are clearing. The sun’s coming out, and nobody knows we’re down here. It’s too steep for you to climb, even with your stupid boots. You can’t swim up the lakeshore when the water’s this cold. And I can’t feel my legs.” Vinton’s voice cracked, and I smoothed my hand over his forehead and tamped down the panic building in my belly.

      Thoughts clogged my mind, paralyzing me where I sat, and I fought through them silently. Vinton was scared so I had to be brave, because that was how it worked. One person always had to be brave. My pulse pounded between my ears and echoed painfully deep in my elbow. Pick one thought. Pick one thing that’s the most important, Iris. Do something.

      I shrugged out of my jacket and lay it over Vinton’s chest. As I did, something hard clicked between the layers of fabric. The bird whistle. Teal. I brightened. “I’ll call for help. The pigeons will hear me.”

      Vinton ignored me, eye glazed, breathing hard, fingers twitching.

      I did call. I blew over and over again, the shrill whistle echoing up the baked valley. I called until my lips were chapped, and the sun swung around the hillside, vicious and white and looming. If Olivia’s oupa had fed the fledgling birds already this morning, Teal wouldn’t come, because he wouldn’t be hungry. I’d have to call later. How long could we stay down here in the sun?

      I sagged and swallowed against a sudden thirst. I wanted to bring Vinton water from the lake, but I couldn’t find anything to carry it up in. When I tried to cup my hands, everything dribbled out by the time I carried it back to my brother.

      “What are you doing?” He panicked when I shifted my jacket up over his face.

      “I don’t want you to burn. They’re coming soon, Vinton.”

      Returning to the water’s edge, I found my sunglasses, but the fall had broken them and they wouldn’t stay on my face. I smeared wet gobs of sand over my arms, face and neck before returning to sit with my brother, clasping his cold hand in mine. When I recovered my breath, I blew the whistle over and over again. Loons called back, taunting and unseen amidst the blinding glare of the lake. This was the Outside I’d been so desperate to learn about? Hot, harsh, and deadly. Sol, what had I been thinking?  I wish I had my hat. I wish I was home at my desk in my uncomfortable chair. I wish I was actually brave. Mom and Dad would know we were missing by now, but they’d have no idea to look for us here.

      “I’m sorry, Vinton.” I sniffled loudly.

      “Why can’t you just be normal, Iris?” He murmured. His words weren’t full of venom; they were just tired and flat and terrifying.

      “I’m sorry.” I gulped again, courage sloughing off of me in unrecoverable slabs.

      “I know.” He squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry too.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” I wailed.

      “Just keep talking.” Vinton’s teeth chattered. “I don’t want to fall asleep.”

      My brother’s voice faded in my ears as I focused on a flock of clumsy, fledgling pigeons, bobbing high over the lake. I pressed my whistle to my lips and blew a hard, sharp call and the whole flock banked toward the sound. I blew it again and a few of the birds broke from the others and winged directly toward me. Only Teal landed. Tears streamed down my face as I tossed my jacket over my strutting pigeon to trap him.

      I still had Uncle Nate’s seed envelope tucked in the hidden hole in my coat. I’d kept it next to the bird whistle. “Do you have a pen, Vint?” My brother always carried a pen in his left jacket pocket. He wore pens like Mom wore glasses, as an essential accessory.

      “Yeah.” He croaked glancing down at his coat pocket. “I can’t believe it didn’t fall out. Good clip on it, I guess.”

      I took the pen. Scrawled a message in tiny writing. “Help. Iris and Vinton. Fell at tunnel.”

      Then I pulled one of my coat buttons off and used the thread to secure the wrapped paper around Teal’s thin leg. He didn’t wear a tube yet. This would be his first message. Please Sol, don’t let it fall off. Please let Olivia’s oupa be in the loft.

      I kissed Teal’s soft head and tossed him upward. He rejoined his flock. Within fifteen minutes, they all banked toward our city. I curled around Vinton, throat dry and lips cracked as the sun crawled overhead and baked into my bones. I’d blown all my energy out of Oupa’s whistle. It was up to Teal to save us now.

      My parents found us an hour later. Half of the city had been searching for us, scouring the hillside in rows, equipped with radios, goggles, and reflective solar-repelling cloaks when Olivia’s oupa got Teal’s message.

      When Dad’s voice echoed through the tunnel, I screamed. The rest of it was a blur, ropes and people rappelling down the crevasse, my hot, tight cheek pressing against Dad’s chest, a makeshift stretcher for Vinton, and calls for a boat. There’s surprisingly little detail I remember about the rescue itself, but I remember everything about the waiting. The achingly blue mid-morning sky, how the tufted grass rustled in the wind and the sun changed the shape and color of the streaked hillside around us as shadows shrank into nothing, like dark puddles funneling down cracks. Vinton’s shaking breaths were the scariest sound I’d ever heard.

      Teal saved us, but we didn’t escape unmarked. I bruised my elbow and received second degree burns on my cheeks and shoulders that left permanent scarring. My brother Vinton was stuck in an uncomfortable chair for the rest of his life. He broke his back and legs trying to bring me home that day.

      It was my fault. I never told anyone about the snap peas, and neither did Vinton, but Mom still yelled at Uncle Nate when he came back after the accident. She must have sensed something. She said I never would have gone to the train tracks if not for him. She screamed he was an awful influence, and she swore she’d never let him see Vinton and I again. She needed someone to blame, and she couldn’t yell at Olivia’s oupa, because it was his pigeons that saved us.
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      After Vinton got his body cast removed, once all his pressure ulcers had healed, he started exercising at Med five days a week. At first, Mom or Dad had to take time off work to take him to his appointments because my brother couldn’t transfer into or out of his chair alone and stubbornly refused to let the Med staff wheel him home when he was done. But once Vinton gained enough strength to transfer, and learned to insert catheters on his own—whatever those were—Mom and Dad went back to work full time and assigned me to tag along with him for his physio sessions after school. I was to video his progress for them. Vinton jokingly called me their spy.

      Today he was working on floor to wheelchair backward independent transfer.

      “Make sure you maintain tripod position. One hand contacting the floor at all times.” A Med staff member named Susan instructed as she braced his wheelchair.

      I sat by the door and dutifully focused my webcam on Vinton as he alternately scooted and reached down to grab his pants and shift his legs.

      “Now, when your back is touching the seat, grab your knees and get those legs flexed. Higher.”

      “They won’t go any higher,” he growled.

      “Grab the castor rails and use those arms to lift. That’s it.”

      My brother held his breath, hoisted his body up and hovered there shaking.

      “Good!” Susan crooned. “Almost there. Buttocks need to be on the edge of the chair.”

      “I can’t feel my butt.” Vinton puffed. “There yet?”

      “Almost. Little higher.”

      Vinton wobbled, exhalations hissing out between his teeth. For several agonizing seconds he just hung there while Susan murmured hollow assurances. I wanted to shut off the camera. I ached to run to him and help, but he’d yell at me if I did. So, I watched him through the screen of my laptop and pretended I was in another room while my brother wrestled with his chair and lost, collapsing into a heap of sweat and swearing between the footrests.

      “We can try with the stool, like we did last week,” Susan said.

      “Frag the stool. I nailed this on Monday,” he barked back.

      “Listen to your body. Today, it’s telling you to slow down.”

      “Half of it’s not telling me a Soldamned thing,” Vinton bellowed, pounding his thigh. His voice cracked and his bottom lip shook as breath sawed out of him.

      I shut of the camera. This was my fault. My punishment, sitting here witnessing all the ways I’d ruined Vinton’s life forever.

      “I’m getting the stool,” Susan said. “We can try it from—”

      “No. Don’t.” My brother snapped, flexing his hands against the frame of the chair before tempering his voice. “Brace it for me again, please. Turn the camera back on, Iris.”

      Susan and I both nodded dumbly and did as we were asked. It took Vinton four more tries before he flopped sweating and grim-faced onto the seat of his wheelchair.

      On the way home, he wouldn’t let me push him. Even though his arms were shaking, he insisted I walk beside him. “You didn’t tell Susan you were sick.” I blinked up at the stars milky in an opaque sky above the boardwalk. Vinton had woken up twice through the day with leg cramps so bad, the pain made him vomit.

      “It’s none of Susan’s business. Yours either.” He softened his words by reaching over and mussing up my hair.

      “She’s right, you shouldn’t work so hard.”

      “If I want a job. If I want a future after school, I’m going to have to work twice as hard as anyone else. That’s just how it is now.” He shrugged. “Might as well start now.”

      How could he be so casual about it? It was unfair that he had to work harder. It was unfair he wasn’t going to fit in no matter how hard he tried. “What about the days when you feel broken?” My voice caught and Vinton eased his chair to a stop and swiveled to face me. As hard as he was, he was intuitive enough to sense when my questions weren’t about him.

      “You try hardest of all on those days, Iris.” He grinned tiredly, “Until you don’t feel broken anymore.”

      I nodded. An unspoken promise hung between us. It didn’t need words or handshakes or witnesses. I would buckle down and fit in. I’d act normal. I’d sit still and focus on my computer screen even when it felt like spiders were crawling under my skin. And, I’d push every thought of Nate and Outside out of my head. Outside had nearly killed Vinton. Because of me, my brother would always battle to fit into a world that was not made to accommodate him. I could do the same. I owed him that much.
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