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Megan’s Window

 

 

 

“LANGSTON, Take Five!”

The television camera moved in toward three people seated on a plush beige sofa.

“Hello, America. This is Senator Hal Langston.”

“And Carol.”

“And Megan.”

“With a message for each of our citizens.” In exactly twenty-two seconds, Hal explained why he was the best choice for Florida’s U.S. Senate seat. Smiling, he turned to his wife.

“You have my vote, Hal,” Carol said, softly. She hugged the little girl sitting in her lap. “Megan?”

No answer.

“Cut!”

“Not again!” Hal jumped to his feet, his hands clenched in tight fists.

Still holding her tightly, Carol slid the little girl off her lap and onto the couch. “Meggie? What’s wrong?”

Her clear blue eyes shining, Megan pointed to an empty wall across the room. “Did you see it, Mommy? Did you see the window with the pretty silver buildings inside?”

Hal threw up his hands. “Windows! Don’t tell me we’re going through that crap again!”

Megan clamped a chubby hand over her mouth. “Uh oh! I’m not supposed to talk about them.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Hal demanded.

Carol hugged her daughter. Then stood up quickly. “Why don’t you wait for us over by the door, sweetheart?”

“Are we finished talking on TV?”

“You are,” Hal snapped. “Now do what your mother said. Carol, let’s get this over with.”

Megan’s face clouded and her lips trembled, but she walked toward the door.

Carol wanted only to hold the little girl and tell her everything was okay, but she didn’t believe it and neither would her three-year-old daughter.

 

* * *

 

“I’M worried about Megan.”

Very slowly, Carol set her hairbrush on the dressing table. “What makes you say that?”

Hal unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it over a chair. “Why did she have to start seeing things now, with her certification hearing so close? Two more weeks and they couldn’t touch her.”

Carol whirled around. “Touch her? Who? What are you talking about?”

Hal stretched out on the bed, his hands propped behind his head and a scowl on his dark lean face. “The Party. Joe Biggs, in particular. Let’s hope he doesn’t get wind of Megan’s ‘visions.’ You’ll have to keep her out of his way tomorrow night while he and his aides are here for dinner.” He narrowed his eyes. “You haven’t forgotten they’re coming, have you?”

Forget? She’d been worrying about this dinner for weeks, and now it seemed she had another complication. Her stomach churned, but she forced her voice to stay calm. “Why should the Party Chairman concern himself with Megan?”

Hal shook his head. “You’re such an innocent, Carol. Biggs doesn’t give a damn about Megan, but he sure cares whether or not his candidate has a crazy daughter.”

“Crazy!” Carol stood up so quickly her small wrought iron chair toppled behind her. “How can you call our beautiful child crazy? She’s brilliant! You’ve seen the results of those tests Jana ran. She called her a genius with multiple artistic and athletic abilities. How could you say such a thing?”

Hal shrugged. “What I think doesn’t mean a thing. Biggs has clout, and believe me, if he finds out my daughter hallucinates, the Party will drop me in a second. It will be the end of my political career.”

Hal grabbed Carol’s hands and pulled her down beside him. He looked straight at her, and she saw turmoil reflected in his deep blue eyes, Megan’s eyes.

“Think of what the Party stands for, Carol. All the progress of the last fifty years can be traced back to our platform. Our emphasis on population control has reduced poverty, hunger, ignorance and crime to manageable proportions. Children born in this country now have a ninety percent chance of fulfilling their potential, and we’re striving for a hundred per cent. Do you think the Party wants someone who’s a failure to represent them?”

“How can you call yourself a failure? You’ve won every race you’ve entered and—”

“Not me. It’s our gene alteration therapy that failed. Sure, Megan is bright enough. No one can deny that, but she hallucinates. And that’s what Biggs will see, a breakdown in the Party’s plan to create the Perfect Society.”

“And he’ll want us to get rid of her, send her to a Reconditioning Center,” Carol whispered. She shivered as the reality of the situation finally hit her.

“Which we can still do for two more weeks, until she’s four years old and certified.”

Carol jerked away as though Hal had slapped her. “You wouldn’t!”

“Hopefully, the question will never come up.” He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. “I don’t think anyone at the television station noticed anything tonight. Has she had these spells around anyone but you?”

“No.”

“Good. Then all we have to do is keep her under wraps for the next two weeks and hope she doesn’t say anything in front of Biggs or at the hearing.”

“She won’t,” Carol said quickly. “I’ll work with her, and I’ll have Jana talk to her. Maybe she can figure out why she’s having these vivid imaginings.”

Hal shook his head. “No good. The fewer people who know about this mess the better.”

“For God’s sake, Hal, we’re talking about Jana Michaels, my best friend, a renowned psychologist. She’s known Megan since she was born. Can you think of anyone better qualified to vouch for her?”

“I’m just saying—”

Carol scrambled to her feet. “God, I hate this business!” Wrapping her arms over the sheer fabric of her nightgown, she paced the floor. “It—it’s unnatural!”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“All this—this gene manipulation and certifying kids as people when they’re four years old. If they’re not human before then, what are they? I just don’t buy it. I never have.”

“You know the Supreme Court ruling as well as I do,” Hal said tightly. “Certification is a logical extension of the abortion-rights principle. Up to that time, children are simply incomplete minds and bodies. A society has the right to determine who will benefit that society.”

“Why?” Carol demanded. “Who gave them the right to play God?”

“‘Society has the right to protect itself against annihilation, even self-annihilation.’” Hal recited the famous words patiently, as though to a child. “If it weren’t for the population control laws the Party has fought for since the turn of the century, the world would be back in the same mess it had a hundred years ago, in the nineties. Is that what you want?”

“Of course not, but—”

“Just don’t let anyone else hear you spouting your wild ideas. They might think I believe that stuff, too.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and they both tumbled back onto the bed. “Enough talk.” He nuzzled her ear. “I have better things to do.”

Better than deciding how to protect their daughter? Still upset and angry, Carol tried to pull away, but Hal was a persuasive lover. He ran one finger under the lace edge of her gown and along the soft swell of her breast. “You’re a beautiful woman, Carol. You know, if Megan does have a problem, I could probably get a ruling to have our contraceptive implants removed. Brad Michaels would do that. He owes me a favor for getting him on the bench in the Third District. We could make another baby, maybe a boy this time. I want a child who will follow in my footsteps.”

Megan will do that! Carol almost said the words aloud, but something in Hal’s voice, something wistful, almost pleading, stopped her. He was her husband after all, and she did care for him, although she didn’t always agree with him. “I’ll work with Megan,” she said softly. “I’m a teacher. I have the training to help her. She’ll get over these imaginings. You’ll see.”

Hal’s hand slipped under the silky lace of her gown, and he inched his face closer to hers. “Just keep her out of the way tomorrow night,” he said softly, “or we could be in big trouble.”

We? Would Hal sacrifice himself for his daughter? Carol desperately wanted to believe he would, but she didn’t want to test him either.

A disturbing thought, but as Hal’s hand dipped lower, she pushed her doubts to the back of her mind.

 

* * *

 

“ARE you excited about Hal’s announcement next week?”

Dr. Jana Michaels asked the question casually enough, but Carol heard the curiosity in her friend’s voice. And the concern. She gave Megan’s swing another push. “Excited may not be the right word.”

“Apprehensive?”

“That’s closer. I’m not sure I’m cut out to be a politician’s wife, Jana. Can you honestly see me in Washington? I’m just a smalltown schoolteacher. Tonight’s dinner party right here in Palm Beach, in my own home, scares me to death.”

Jana pushed her daughter, Amy, one more time, and then walked across the springy Bermuda grass to one of the neighborhood park’s many picnic tables. Her sharp brown eyes followed Carol to the bench directly across from her. “You’ll do fine,” she said, smiling.

“You really think so?”

“Definitely. The real question is, do you want to be ‘Mrs. Senator Hal Langston’?”

Carol sighed. “Ever the psychologist. You know me too well.”

“What do you want to do?”

“The same thing I’ve always wanted. I want to be Hal’s wife, Megan’s mother, and I want to teach. Did I tell you that there’s a second grade opening at Hillcrest in the fall? Megan will be in kindergarten, so it would be perfect.”

“That’s right. She’s almost four now. When is her certification hearing?”

“April 4th. Two days before her birthday,” Carol said quickly.

Jana frowned. “Is there a problem?”

“No! Of course not.”

Jana’s slim brown hand reached across the table and touched Carol’s arm. “What’s wrong, honey?”

“I—oh, God, Jana! Megan saw one of her ‘windows’ last night at the TELEVISION station. Hal thinks she’s hallucinating.” She glanced at the children twenty yards away, their short legs pumping rhythmically in the air. “He talked about sending her away,” she whispered.

“You’re kidding!”

Miserable, Carol ran one finger slowly along a rough seam in the tabletop. “I wish I was. I think he’s really scared there’s something wrong with her.”

Jan rolled her big brown eyes in exasperation. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Megan is a brilliant child with a wonderfully creative imagination.”

Carol watched her little girl laughing, swinging, her long blond hair catching the golden Florida sunshine. She looked so happy, so normal. “He’s afraid someone in the Party might hear about her ‘imaginings’ and think she’s crazy.” There! She’d said it. Might as well spit out the rest. “That could ruin his career.”

“I see. What are you going to do?”

“I told him I’d talk to you, and I’d work with her. What else can I do? We have two weeks before the hearing but—”

“But what?”

A shiver rippled through her, although the early spring sunshine had already sent temperatures well into the seventies. “He even mentioned getting our implants removed. He said Brad would take care of it.”

“He would,” Jana agreed. “Bradley owes him.”

“But it’s wrong, Jana!” Carol jumped up, hugging her arms tight across her chest. “The whole thing is wrong. We’re talking about human beings, not animals. How can we just trade our children off like—like cattle? How can Hal even consider such a thing?”

“You have to remember he’s been influenced by Progressive Party principles for almost twenty years,” Jana reminded her. “He believes what they believe, and they wrote the law that says children are not truly people until they’re certified.”

Shaking her head, Carol pointed toward the swings. “Look over there and tell me you believe that. I see two little girls, one six years old, one three. One black, one white. The law says the color of their skin makes no difference, but their age does. What kind of law is that?”

“Shhh! You’re not thinking straight, honey. We have the law for a reason. Look again at Megan. She is the result of a gene therapy that’s available under that law. Because of it, we have a smarter, safer, more productive society—”

“The law is wrong!”

Jana sighed, but she didn’t argue. “When can I talk to Megan? Maybe Hal will believe me when I say she’s normal.”

Maybe. Maybe not. But Carol knew she had to try. Soon. “How about Saturday?”

“Right after lunch would be good. If I can find out why she invented these ‘windows,’ maybe we can do something about them.”

“Get rid of them, I hope!” Carol squeezed her friend’s hand. “Thank you, Jana. Do you really think she’s all right?”

“I really do,” Jana said, smiling. “Now, is there anything else you can tell
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