
  
    [image: The Refugees]
  


  
    
      The Refugees

    

    
      
        Robin Brande

      

    

    
      Ryer Publishing

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Refugees

        By Robin Brande

      

      

      
        
        Published by Ryer Publishing

        www.ryerpublishing.com

        Copyright 2021 by Robin Brande

        www.robinbrande.com

        Cover art by bertoszig/Deposit Photos

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      They’re so small.

      Jonna had seen some of them from further away, but it was different looking at one of them up close.

      A three-foot mother pushing her baby in a human stroller, the stroller the size a toddler might use to push her doll. The alien baby no bigger than a Coke bottle, his or her head the largest part of the form, like an inverted bowling pin.

      Wrapped in a blue baby blanket. A donation from someone kind.

      Jonna smiled at the woman. The mother. Maybe they weren’t called women where they came from. So much still wasn’t known. It came in only bits and pieces.

      Hungry, the thought came now.

      “Yes,” Jonna said out loud to the mother. “Let me show you where to go.”

      The monastery was a maze. Jonna had taken her first tour of it this morning, her first day of volunteering, and now she couldn’t swear she remembered where everything was.

      Built in the 1940s on twenty acres of land between Albuquerque and Santa Fe, the monastery had been empty for the past several years for reasons Jonna didn’t quite understand. A developer had bought it a few months ago, intending to tear it down and build a gated community on the twenty acres.

      But then the Crisis occurred. The aliens arrived in droves. And for whatever reason, whether it was his secretly charitable heart or the lure of tax credits or as a way to appease the various groups objecting to his demolition, the developer decided to allow one of the charities to turn the monastery into temporary housing for the aliens who had been processed by a specially created immigration division.

      The developer’s offer was for only six months. After that he would go forward with his subdivision plans. His opponents relented. Everyone understood the great need.

      “We’re getting anywhere from a hundred to three hundred refugees a day,” the volunteer coordinator, Marilyn, told Jonna as she showed her around.

      “A day?” Jonna repeated. She gazed around the outdoor courtyard at the crowd of grayish aliens, so silent and polite.

      There was no pushing here, no shoving, no crying, except by the volunteers. Marilyn showed Jonna the rooms set aside on each of the three floors, specifically for that.

      “You’re going to want to break down,” Marilyn said. “It’s natural. I’ve been doing this for three months now, and I still cry at least two or three times a day. It’s impossible not to. Just accept that. But try not to do it in front of them. They really seem to feel it. Try to make it to one of the crying rooms.”

      She motioned Jonna on, past the outdated but clean-looking kitchen, to the large open area next door.

      Whatever it had been before in its religious life, the room was now a communal sleeping area filled with rows of small blue cots. Each cot held a small pillow on one end and a brightly-colored fleece blanket on the other. A child-sized backpack sat in the center.

      It was the sight of the baby cribs, though, about a dozen of them lined along one wall, that brought a lump to Jonna’s chest. She could feel it rising into her throat.

      Marilyn must have known it, had probably seen it hundreds of times with new volunteers, because she reached over then and gave Jonna’s arm an encouraging squeeze. “We appreciate you coming here. They appreciate it, too. All of it. Thank you.”

      Jonna nodded, blinking away tears. She cleared her throat and turned from the doorway and continued following Marilyn on the tour.

      “Infirmary here,” Marilyn said, pointing as she walked briskly past another door. “One on each floor. A lot of the refugees come in sick or injured.”

      “Injured how?” Jonna asked.

      “Some of them from the crashes,” Marilyn said. “Some from ARC. Don’t get me started. I’m not a violent person, but those people could change my mind.”

      ARC was the special immigration division created to deal with the Crisis. Alien Refugee Command.

      Jonna understood Marilyn’s anger. She had had the same reaction the day before. It was why she finally realized that just donating clothing wasn’t enough.

      “Let’s go up to the second floor,” Marilyn said. She began trotting up the stairs.

      But Jonna was still at the foot of them, staring at a series of photocopied faces taped to the wall beside the stairwell.

      DO NOT ADMIT, was written above each face. Below each, NOT A VOLUNTEER.

      “What does this mean?” Jonna asked.

      “Oh,” Marilyn said, letting out a huff of disgust. “Those are Human Firsters. They come here posing as volunteers, just to harass the aliens.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Wish I were,” Marilyn said. “You wonder why people take the time. Seems like they could be doing a lot more important things. But we’ve had a whole slew of them coming down here from different parts of the country, trying to infiltrate and cause trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Yelling at them. Go home! As if they can. Sometimes hitting them. Even had one guy come in with a gun.” Marilyn scoffed. “Doesn’t watch the news, apparently.”

      Jonna nodded. Guns didn’t work.

      Clubs did. Rocks. Baseball bats. Fists. The news stories were replete with videos posted by proud patriots or appalled bystanders who did nothing to help the aliens, just filmed and screamed while someone beat the poor refugees to death.

      Marilyn continued jogging up the stairs. Jonna hurried to keep up with her. Marilyn looked like she was in her seventies, but she had more energy than Jonna did at thirty-three.

      Energy, passion, and a certain toughness Jonna always wished she could have. She admired old women—any women—who looked like they didn’t put up with any bull.

      Jonna liked to imagine herself as a woman like that. To think about what it would take. What changes she would make if she decided now, right now, to give up the scared, pushover version she had always been and start being someone else.

      Cut her hair short. Stop wearing makeup. Stop dressing up to impress other people. Wear comfortable clothing and sneakers so she could run up stairs any time she needed to. Right now her wedge sandals and tight gray skirt were holding her back. She felt embarrassed to have been so vain.

      Like anyone would care what she looked like in a place like this. What they wanted was her help.

      “This is the men’s side,” Marilyn said, pointing down the long second-floor hallway. “Men and boys, as best as we can make out. Men with babies are down the other hall.”

      “Families?” Jonna asked.

      “Very few,” Marilyn said. “Those were the cots downstairs. Usually it’s just one parent with one child.”

      “Where are the other—”

      “Dead, I imagine,” Marilyn said. “We aren’t clear about that yet.” She continued her  brisk pace across the time-worn linoleum floor. “Infirmary,” she said, pointing to each room in turn as she led Jonna through the second-floor maze. “Travel packs, all this row. We’ll have you help with those on the women’s floor upstairs. Clothes shops. They each get two outfits. People don’t seem to want to see them without clothes, even though there’s nothing to see.”

      Jonna paused briefly in each doorway. The rooms were tiny. Monk-sized. Filled to the ceiling with boxes and piles of clothing cast-offs from people who wanted to help however they could.

      She had been one of those people up until recently. Dropping off donations in the parking lot of the monastery, then quickly driving away.

      But yesterday, on her third such trip, something made her stay.

      A yellow school bus had just pulled up, blocking all the parked cars, including Jonna’s. She watched in her rear-view mirror, curious, dreading.

      Two body-armored guards exited the bus and stood stationed in front of it, near the monastery doors. Both kept their hands on the clubs threaded through a loop on their weapons belts.

      A stream of small gray-skinned beings, some of them no bigger than human toddlers, emerged from the yellow bus and flowed into the open doorway of the monastery. Most of them carried a baby or clutched the hand of a tiny child.

      Jonna twisted around in her seat to watch them.

      They all kept their long, oval-shaped heads angled down. No one made eye contact with the guards or the volunteers standing at the doorway to welcome them.

      But Jonna felt the refugees. She felt them. Their pain and sorrow and fear. Their hope. Their longing. The wish by alien after alien as he or she filed into the building that this place would be good. That this place would be where they could stay.

      That this place was finally safe.

      One of them, one of the adults, if they were called that, stumbled getting out of the bus. The ARC guards stood impassive. One of the female volunteers rushed forward to help the alien to his or her legs.

      The volunteer, a woman in her sixties, shot a look of such disgust to the guards, Jonna could feel her anger from the seat of her parked car twenty feet away.

      She could also see that the guards not only didn’t care, they almost enjoyed seeing the gray fluid running down the injured alien’s leg.

      They exchanged a smirking glance.

      Jonna wanted to kick them.

      When the last of the school bus was emptied, the guards got back inside and one of them took the wheel and drove away.

      Jonna sat in her car, still twisted back and looking at the monastery door.

      The clothing she had dropped off was ridiculous. Cute shorts and tees she thought she’d probably never miss. Even though she was slim, she was a giant compared to the aliens. They would all wear children’s clothes. She didn’t realize.

      Now she knew, from Marilyn, that the monastery volunteers sorted through every item of clothes donated and gave away about eighty percent of it to other worthy charities. It was a win across the board, but it took time and effort to do the sorting.

      Jonna was too embarrassed by her own misguided donations to wade through other people’s mistakes.

      So she had volunteered instead to help put together travel packs for the aliens for the next stage of their journey.

      Marilyn strode to the end of the east-west hall and Jonna trotted after her. Again at the head of this second stairwell Jonna saw posters of people who weren’t allowed, who weren’t honest volunteers.

      “I still don’t understand,” she said, looking at one of the pictures. The woman looked like she was in her late-forties. Long brown straggly hair. Plain-faced and earnest-looking in a way you’d expect her to be for the aliens, not part of the establishment against them.

      Marilyn shrugged. “They’re scared. Lot of people are. All we can do is try to educate them. Or ignore them and just keep doing what we’re doing.”

      She jogged up the stairs to the third floor. Jonna did her best to keep up.

      The smell was different here. Not the scent of the special foods cooking in the first-floor kitchen, or the musty odors from all the used clothing piled up in so many rooms, or even just the dank smell of an old building.

      The third floor smelled like something more animal. More pungent. Like a mixture of spoiled food and dirty litter boxes and stale sweat. Jonna winced as it hit her nose.

      Marilyn didn’t seem to notice the stench. She was probably used to it by now.

      She opened a door and ushered Jonna inside the narrow room. Long tables had been set against three contiguous walls. Large, clear plastic bins were lined up on the tables. There were handwritten signs above each one.

      Blankets.

      Diapers.

      Applesauce.

      Sports Gel.

      Water.

      Jonna stared at the list for a moment. “So little,” she murmured.

      “But so much more than they came here with,” Marilyn said. “These people—I keep doing that. These aliens,” she corrected herself, “have nothing. Whatever possessions they might have brought, ARC confiscates every last bit of it.”

      “Why?” Jonna asked.

      “Think about it,” said Marilyn. “All sorts of alien technology, right there for the grabbing. I imagine it goes straight to the military. Help them build new weapons.” She shrugged. “Or maybe I’m cynical. Maybe it’s to figure out how to make more advanced spaceships like these people have so we can travel as far as their planet some day. If it’s still there. Who knows.”

      Jonna nodded. There was so much more to all of this than she ever imagined.

      Marilyn pointed to the table on their left. “You’ll start over here. Grab one of the backpacks. Load them in the order we have set up.”

      She demonstrated. On the ground was a box filled with new children’s backpacks. Some of them had flowers on them, others had superheroes from the latest comic book-inspired movie.

      “How did you get these?” Jonna asked.

      “People do nice things,” Marilyn said. “We get deliveries every day. Someone just sent us eighty new pairs of kids’ sneakers, different sizes. Broke my heart, I was so
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