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  Tale wiped her damp forehead with a floured hand. It was too hot in the kitchen. Its wide windows always caught the afternoon sun, and it warmed like bread in an oven.


  She looked down at the lump of pastry in front of her. The fruit pie filling had been bubbling happily on the stove, filling the house with a sweet and spicy scent, but she felt suddenly sick. The heat was making her tired and turned the homely smell into an unwelcome stench.


  As she lowered herself into a dining chair, she grabbed a towel and mopped her face with it. This was not what she had imagined her life would become. Domestic. Blissful domesticity. Freda would have laughed.


  Tale closed her eyes. She hadn’t thought about Freda for a very long time; she always caught the memories before they had a chance to root, and locked them away even tighter. Her brain was like an over-packed suitcase, in danger of springing open if she were jolted too hard. And those memories jolted her.


  The front door clicked open, and Tale sat upright, her hands automatically moving to smooth down her hair.


  Colby came straight into the kitchen. “Hello, darling.” He bent and kissed her gently on the cheek. Always on the cheek. He understood that anything more made her uncomfortable, and he was kind enough not to push the issue.


  Tale gestured helplessly towards the pie. “I wanted to have it ready for tonight, but it’s too hot in here. I needed to sit down for a while.”


  Colby smiled, his lip sitting crookedly where he was missing a tooth. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll finish it. Why don’t you go for a lie down?”


  “I’m tired of lying down. I want to hear about your day. Remind me that there’s still an outside world.”


  Colby’s laugh was light, childlike, and completely at odds with his broad shoulders and bulky arms. He laughed generously, especially when he was nervous or unsure. Tale’s constant discomfort seemed to leave Colby unsure a lot of the time. He deserved better, but Tale couldn’t offer him any more. Not yet.


  He turned his back to her, and set about rolling out the pastry.


  “It was just a standard day really. We’re looking at more streamlining strategies, which means more potential redundancies. I hate that bit of my job, choosing who to lay off. It’s unfair. How can anyone make a decision like that? Still, that’s the world of business I suppose. We’re not running a charity. It’s all about cost-cutting and increasing profits...”


  Tale closed her eyes again and let herself drift carelessly on the sound of Colby’s voice. She didn’t care what he was saying, she just needed to hear someone talking.


  She opened her eyes and looked up at him. He had turned around, his face expectant.


  “Sorry, what?” she stammered.


  “Are you even listening to me?”


  She felt her face flush. “I’m sorry, I was just enjoying the sound of your voice.”


  “You don’t have to stay holed up in here all day, y’know. It’s not like you’re sick.”


  “What am I going to do? Pop down to the community centre and join a knitting circle? Swap stories about how useless our husbands are?”


  He laughed again. “You might enjoy it. How do you know if you don’t even try? I don’t mean talking about how useless I am though.”


  “Behind locked doors I’ll be the perfect little wife for you, but please don’t make me do it in front of other people.”


  “I know, I know. It will ruin your tough-girl image, eh?”


  “If I wasn’t so exhausted I’d beat the hell out of you right now.”


  Colby laughed. That sound made this place home. She could bake as many pies as she liked, but it was him that turned this building into a place she could imagine spending the rest of her life. Actually imagine being happy.


  “More of my men have been moved down to The Hope,” Colby said.


  “They’re moving more down there?”


  He shrugged. “That place is nearly empty now, and Lynstock is jam-packed. They’re living like sardines here.”


  “I can’t imagine what that would be like. Living alongside unmarried men.”


  “There have been a lot of attacks. The women on The Hope aren’t safe anymore.”


  “Any safety they thought they had was nothing more than an illusion. Women will never be safe here.”


  “Don’t you feel safe?”


  Tale looked up at him. “At least I’m not waiting to find out what kind of man I’m going to belong to.”


  Colby waved a hand at her. “I don’t own you. You’d never let anyone own you, and I wouldn’t want to anyway.”


  “I’m lucky I got you.”


  “I hope so.”


  Tale braced her hands on the table and pushed herself up to standing. “Maybe I will have a lie down after all.”


  “Good. I’ll come and wake you when it’s time to eat. Can I bring you anything?”


  Tale shook her head.


  As she passed by Colby he reached out and placed his hand on her rounded belly.


  “Be kind to your mummy, stop making her so sick and tired all the time, you hear me?”


  Tale smiled up at him. “I don’t think he’s paying any attention to you.”


  “I guess I’d better get used to that.”


  Tale looked down at the floury hand print on her dress. “There’s a lot we still have to get used to.”
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  Minnie flexed her hand before curling it into a ball and knocking sharply on her supervisor’s door. She’d approached and run away from his office six times already.


  After a moment, his voice came back. “Come.”


  The door stubbornly opened over the thick carpet, and Minnie stepped onto it, conscious of the footprints she’d likely leave. Evidence of her presence.


  Jarrett was leaning back in his chair, his legs slung up on the desk, his socks a pale brown between his polished shoes and pressed trousers. He was all about appearance, setting a good first impression. But it was all an illusion. He was laid back and, while lazy was an inappropriate word, he was certainly economical with his efforts. Quiet and mild-mannered, he was the kind of man any woman would hope to be paired with.


  “What can I do for you?” As he spoke, he shifted his feet to the floor and leaned forward. He had a way of making people feel like they mattered.


  “I was wondering if I could get a pass to visit The Hope.”


  “You’ve been working here for almost three years now and you’ve never requested a pass. What’s the special occasion?”


  Minnie felt the heat rise into her cheeks. She’d known that he’d be suspicious, but the blush wasn’t going to give her away as a liar; in fact, it worked quite well with her cover story.


  “I have a date,” she said quickly. “I wanted to get something nice to wear.”


  Jarrett grinned. This was no longer a supervisor talking with a subordinate, it was co-workers gossiping.


  Minnie’s face was so hot she was sure her cheeks would blister. “Hector,” she muttered.


  “Really? I didn’t think he had it in him to ask out a girl like you.”


  “A girl like me?”


  “Well, you are rather headstrong.”


  Minnie automatically dropped her eyes to the floor, although she sensed no tone of reproach in his voice.


  “It is, of course, my duty to remind you that as a ward of the administration—you know what that means—they own you. And any husband will have to be approved. I’m sorry, you know I’m just fulfilling my duty as your supervisor.”


  “I know. But it’s just a first date, I’m not exactly thinking about marriage.”


  “Good, I wouldn’t want to lose you yet. Look, you know that I’m just… you know...”


  She looked up at him with a sigh. “Just doing your job.”


  “For what it’s worth, I approve.”


  Minnie offered a hint of a smile. She didn’t even think of Hector romantically, but the inescapable truth of her situation as an owned woman left her feeling bitter.


  “And as a show of good will,” Jarrett continued, “you’ll find some extra luxury credits in your pay packet this week. Buy yourself something special, eh?”


  “Thank you.”


  “You deserve it. You work hard, and you’re damn good at what you do. You know how rare it is that a woman’s allowed a job. It’s not permitted readily, she has to truly excel. Make herself indispensable. You run rings around any man here. If I could, I’d promote you over them every time.”


  Minnie nodded. She knew all too well that her nose was squashed against the glass ceiling. She was more than qualified for a more superior role, but women weren’t allowed to rise to management level. Not in Falside.


  “I appreciate the thought, sir.”


  He nodded and lifted his legs back up onto his desk. “Well, back to work.” He winked at her before closing his eyes.


  Backing out of the room, Minnie gently pulled the door closed. She barely even realised that she wiped the handle clean with her sleeve.


  Turning, she followed the steps down to the Main. She glanced around. The officers were idly leaning against the walls, waiting. The Mother was quiet, her body limp against the pipes. Doped up for now.


  Turning her attention towards the control rooms, Minnie spotted the back of Hector’s head, his white coat draped over his narrow shoulders. He was still awaiting delivery of a coat that actually fitted him. She’d have laughed if she wasn’t so nervous.


  Balling her hands into fists, Minnie walked through the open door and gently cleared her throat.


  “One sec,” Hector said, his face bent close to the screen he was inspecting.


  Minnie waited, hoping that her nerve would hold out. “Hector...” she offered.


  “One sec,” he repeated, sharper this time.


  She tapped her toes against the tiled floor and glanced up at the high ceiling above her. For a moment, she considered running away, maybe back to her room, hiding under her bed covers, pretending to be sick with something horribly contagious. Then she considered smuggling herself out of Falside somehow. Perhaps she could dig a tunnel, or build a rocket, or—


  “Sorry Minnie, I had to concentrate. What can I do for you?”


  Minnie looked up into Hector’s expectant eyes, and swallowed down what felt like a tennis ball.


  “Hello Hector, working hard?”


  “Always.”


  They stared at each other for a moment.


  “Did you want something?” Hector asked.


  “Umm, yes, of course.” A dribble of sweat made its way down her spine. “I was just wondering if, perhaps, if you’re not doing anything else, or, indeed, seeing anyone else. I mean, I didn’t want to presume that you weren’t, you might be, it’s just that we’ve never talked about that stuff before, not that I can’t imagine another girl, or boy for that matter, I...I’m rambling, aren’t I?”


  Hector nodded. “A little.”


  Minnie took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I wondered if you wanted to go out for dinner with me.”


  There was a moment of silence, during which Minnie realised that her eyes were still screwed shut. She opened them.


  Hector was smiling. And blushing. But, most importantly, he was smiling. “I’d love to,” he said.
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  “Tell me again,” Maeve demanded.


  Harris dropped his head into his hands. “Haven’t you heard it enough times already?”


  “If you keep telling it, you might remember something you didn’t before. Something that seemed insignificant.”


  He sighed and looked up at her. It was hard for Maeve to see her father like this: his face was thinner, his cheekbones like razors trying to break through his skin. His eyes were tired, faded, and cradled in cavernous sockets. He’d been washed, shaved, and had his hair cut, but the time he’d spent as a prisoner of the administration was all too evident. He’d fill out soon enough, especially with the amount of food the sisters were forcing into him, but his eyes would be changed forever.


  Maeve looked down at the table between them.


  “I’m sorry, I just… I need to make sense of it.”


  Harris smiled bitterly. “That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to do. I just think there is no sense to be made.”


  “Let me just get it straight in my head. You had no warning, no expectation, no idea you were going to be released?”


  Harris gave a big sigh. “Maeve, sweetheart, I’m exhausted, and I’ve told you this story so many times already.”


  Maeve gripped the edges of the dog-eared journal that sat on the table in front of her.


  “There really is only one explanation,” she said with a nod.


  As she opened the journal, the pages fell apart at the right page. She’d looked at it hundreds of times. She dreamt about it. It was imprinted on the backs of her eyelids. Running her fingers over the paper, she could feel the indentation of the words. Corinn’s name over and over. At least, that’s how she read it.


  “I really don’t think this girl, Carolyn, had anything to do with it. They just had nothing to hold me on.”


  Maeve tried to discard it, but the thought had already crept into her head. And before she could stop it, it dropped from her mouth. “You see, you got her name wrong. Maybe that’s what she does; gets people to forget her. It’s how she’s stayed undiscovered for so long.” Maeve shook her head. That seemed to be happening more and more often.


  Harris leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Maeve, you’re really starting to sound like a crazy person now.”


  Her eyes flew up to meet his. “You think I’m crazy?”


  “We’re all just worried about you.”


  “Worried about what? I’m fine. I’ve got you back, and everything is falling into place. Just like Mum said it would.”


  She closed the journal and ran her hands over the cover.


  “I’ve finally got something to focus on, something to strive for, and everyone thinks that makes me crazy.”


  “That’s not it. But this journal’s become an obsession. You must know
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