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​Chapter One – Opportunity
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Irene was fifteen and in school at the time. They were having an all-classes history lesson, all seventeen of them. They all felt it, a shudder, a tremor. It lasted only a moment. Mr Radcliffe switched off their vid of the early nineteenth century and went straight to the intercom to buzz Central Information. You don’t ignore something like that, not when you are on the moon.

When he turned back to the class his face was white. “There’s been an explosion, in Sector 14, the laboratories. We are safe here, and we are to stay here until they send word ...”

My parents are in there!

And she was out of the door, and running, running down the smoothly faceted corridors carving through the regolith. She knew the way through the underground maze to Sector 14. She had been there often. Her parents worked there.

When she arrived in Sector 16 a small crowd had gathered around the automatic airtight door. Closed, sealed. She rushed forward.

“Irene! You can’t go through there! The tunnel has been breached!”

She heard what they were saying, but her mind was overwhelmed by the need to reach her parents. She flung herself through the throng of their outstretched hands to reach the door, at the door, grasping the wheel, trying to wrenching it anticlockwise, while they caught hold of her and struggled to pull her back.

“Irene, there is nothing you can do. Nothing.”

She screamed. She screamed again, and went on screaming.

She was conscious that someone had caught her and was holding her tight, soothing and hushing her. Janet Wrigley, with Tom alongside her. She stopped screaming and wept quietly, but unrestrainedly. She knew what that sealed door meant.

****
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Irene Pennington woke up. For a moment she was bewildered as she looked around her. Then recollection returned.

She was sitting in a comfortable light green leather lounge, in the Waiting Room of the South Kent Special Care Facility, in England. It was warm, and sun streamed through the large window which filled most of the outside wall of the room. She had fallen asleep, waiting. But why had she relived those awful moments on the moon, from so many years ago? That was a nightmare she once used to have with alarming frequency, but it had not returned for quite some time now. Why today? Perhaps the pressure she was feeling about the interview.

With an effort of will she put the memory from her mind and turned to concentrate on the view out of the window. 

Outside lay a green sward of lawn rolling in gentle undulations down to the hospital entrance gates, and just to one side of them, there was the entrance to the parking area where her flivver taxi had landed her on arrival. She could just make out suggestions of the flivvers parked there now: a bright blue one, a shiny red one with a yellow slash along its side; a green and evidently a couple of white ones a little further away. Another green flivver settled down as she watched. 

Irene could not pick out much detail at this distance, but beyond that there seemed to be a surface transport parking area. Directly in front of her there was a gravel driveway curving through the grounds, connecting the gates and these parking areas with the front door, which lay a little to her right, and out of her line of sight. Scattered here and there in the lawns were flower beds – she recognized in them some late-blooming roses and other flowers that looked like jonquils. The rest she could not identify. 

Irene wasn’t particularly good with flowers. There weren’t many gardens on the moon.

It was a fine Wednesday morning in early December and the outdoor views on Earth still fascinated her. In a clear blue sky, where just a few puffy clouds drifted along on a gentle breeze, the wintry sun hung low. It was too weak to bring much warmth to the air outside, and the night’s dew still clung to the blades of grass and sparkled. Irene was sure it was real grass – there was hardly any in the suburbs these days.

Irene looked around her room abstractedly. To her left was the closed door into Reception. On the other side of the room, opposite the window, was another closed door labelled Committee Room. She sighed inwardly as she stared at it, and checked her wristlay. It was now well past ten, and her appointment was for ten o’clock – and there were no messages. Again she went over in her mind the best way of presenting herself, but again she faced the fact that in situations like this it was usually the intangibles that affected the final decision. The things you could not plan for, the things you could not alter. Like where she was born. There was no reason or logic to the prejudice she often encountered – but then, prejudice was never founded on reason or logic.

She watched as patients strolled across the lawns outside, some accompanied by uniformed hospital staff, others by (she supposed) family or friends.

A beautiful place, but so different from where she had grown up. It was a different kind of beauty there, but beautiful nonetheless. On the moon, there was little colour – mostly shades of grey, relieved here and there with patches of brown, streaks of white. The scene so bright it hurt your eyes where the sun reflected strongly, and areas of total blackness where the rim of the crater or the saw-toothed ridges cast their shadow.

Then, as she casually glanced around the room again, something in the far corner of the Waiting Room, partly hidden by another leather lounge chair, caught her eye. She had not noticed it before. There, where some careless person had left it and no one had retrieved it, lay a small, low, delivery trolley. It was larger, and just a little higher off the ground, but with the same small wide wheel races at each corner – it looked so familiar, so much like the ones she was used to. So many years ago. She closed her eyes again and let her mind go back.
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​​Chapter Two – Recollection
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Irene must have been about thirteen at the time. She was on her way home from school, walking down the corridors from Sector 7 to Sector 2, when she saw it. It lay in a small bay in the corridor, outside one of the laboratories.

She looked at it thoughtfully. She had seen many others like it in the laboratory where her parents worked, when from time to time she had been there visiting them. They were used for transporting soil or rock samples or specimens, or for moving equipment from place to place.

It was a small trolley, rectangular in shape, with four wide, robust ball-race wheels at the four corners. It was low, just off the ground, so that you did not have to lift far to put a load onto it. Now that she was able to look at one of them close up, and carefully, it reminded her of something. Something she had seen. Or that she had read. Ah yes, a picture in one of her history books of something from Earth. A skateboard, that’s what it was.

No one seems to want this one, she decided. It had just been abandoned. Probably there was something wrong with its wheels. Gingerly she put a foot on the trolley and moved it back and forth. No, the wheels worked just fine.

She let her weight fall on the foot which rested upon the trolley, and lifted the other foot off the floor. The trolley moved forward under her. She gave it a little push, and it sailed along. The feeling was exhilarating. Just to see what it felt like, she propelled herself along the corridor. Someone she knew vaguely by sight walked down the corridor past her, giving her a look of frowning disapproval.

She recognized that clearly this was not a method of locomotion that would be welcomed by the other users of the corridors of the moon. But the temptation to experiment was too great. The corridors ahead were quite deserted – which was completely normal in this sector at this time of day. She pushed faster and faster, to see how well it would go. It went very well indeed.

That was when Rikki Glennard stepped out. Rikki, one of the assistant cooks from the dining hall, was on his way to the hall to prepare dinner when he stepped innocently from a side corridor directly in front of her. The collision was as spectacular as it was unavoidable. Rikki jumped to one side, but not far enough. Irene had no skill in steering the projectile.

It was not in fact the trolley which struck the cook, but Irene herself as she was leaning over trying vainly to change its direction. They collapsed in a painful heap upon the floor, with Rikki’s box of food flying off – closely followed by Irene’s schoolbag.

Pedestrian and driver sat up nursing scratches and bruises, and looked at one another. On Irene’s face was a look of ghastly apprehension, as she stared impending retribution in the face.

But impending retribution looked back at her instead with a cheeky grin on his face. “They’re fun, aren’t they? I’ve tried riding them myself, when there was no one around. But you can’t do it in a main corridor.”

“Did I .. did I hurt you?”

“Nothing that won’t mend in a day or so. How about you?”

Irene felt herself and looked at her minor abrasions. “The same.” Then she saw the packets of food scattered along the corridor. “Oh!”

Rikki scrambled to his feet and retrieved them. “No harm done to these,” he said, “but I’ve got to get them to the kitchen in a hurry. If you want to practise on your trolley, why not go to the side corridor in Sector 27? That’s where I often went. Until they tunnel the connection through to the new building down south, nobody much ever needs to go there.” 

It proved to be good advice. When off duty, Rikki occasionally joined her in the side corridor of Sector 27, and passed on what he had learnt about trolley riding, mainly about how to steer the unwieldy thing by shifting your weight, and how to stop before hitting a wall. Because of the low gravity on the moon, things sometimes seem to happen in slow motion – but that’s with people that aren’t used to it and have to move carefully. But  Irene was born to it. Still, mass and inertia are the same on the moon as on earth, and when you hit a wall, the wall is just as solid.

About a year after the laboratory explosion, the engineers and excavators finished digging out the new school and recreation area in Sector 20, and she and the dozen or so other schoolchildren moved out of their cramped suite of rooms in Sector 7 into a proper school building, well underground and fully insulated. The recreation area outside was pretty rough, and many a skinned elbow and knee was proudly taken home to be displayed to concerned parents. There Irene practised her trolley-riding in a much safer environment, until some months later she rather lost interest in it. Indeed, she actually made a present of her prized trolley to another girl a couple of years younger than herself; she and Rikki now found other things to do and talk about whenever they met.

Now, after all these years, here – in a hospital waiting room in South Kent – was another one of these strange little trolley affairs. I wonder if this is like the one I used to ride, she thought. I wonder if I would still be able to balance on it. Hesitatingly, she rose from her chair and crossed the room. Tentatively, she put a foot onto it, then both feet, and swayed a little as she found her balance. Slowly she put foot to ground, and the trolley moved obediently forward from her thrust. The old feeling of exhilaration began to come back. She was sure she could still ride it – it was not a skill you forgot once you had learnt it. Maybe she should take up skating or something. She was riding the trolley sedately across the Waiting Room when the door from Reception opened, and Alexandra Cavell entered. The receptionist stood just inside the entranceway, watching Irene and smiled.

With a guilty blush Irene returned the trolley to where she had found it. But Alexandra said, “I have often thought I might try riding one of those things, but I didn’t have the nerve to do it.”

“Sorry, I guess I was a bit bored... I used to ride them when I was a child,” Irene mumbled.

“Oh yes, I came to tell you: the Committee says they are running a little late, and it will be about another ten minutes before they can see you. They send their apologies.”

“Thank you,” said Irene, with a small, shy smile. “I don’t mind waiting.”

She sat down again and, for something to do, pulled out a hardcopy of her Employment Application. 

She had been on the other side of the world when she filled it in and sent it on its way to South Kent.

She remembered sitting at her computer, completing the form describing her training and experience. She had inserted the names of her referees, and had then checked through the form a second time. At the foot of the form was a final question, “Network Information Access?”, and a place for marking “Yes” or “No”. She did not really wish prying eyes from anywhere in the world to be able to access her information summary, and her hand automatically went to mark it “No”. But she’d stopped herself with a mental shrug. There was nothing in the summary which was not common knowledge or in the public records: there was no reason to deny access. So she’d marked it “Yes”. Irene still felt a little worried about that, but what was the harm?

But she had been shortlisted for interview. And here she was.

A man came out of the Committee Room door, a small enigmatic smile hovering over the corners of his lips. He nodded briefly in her direction as he left through the outer door. Inwardly, Irene groaned. He was obviously the candidate with the appointment before hers, and from the expression on his face his interview must have gone very well. She prepared to rise to go into the Committee Room when they called her. But nothing happened, and she remained sitting where she was. She sighed. Clearly the members of the Selection Committee were discussing him at some length. That means they are taking his application very seriously.

Her mind wandered back to her last interview.

When she had finished her requisite internship year she continued at her hospital laboratory in Pereke for an entire second year while she applied for jobs all over America, North and South. Some of these were speculative, but five of them were serious applications, for jobs she would have been happy to be offered. But in only one case, the Terminal Diseases Foundation in Chicago, was she shortlisted and called up for interview.

She had felt very awkward and ill at ease at that interview. Shy. Quiet and unassertive. She had answered truthfully all the questions put to her by the panel, and taken an interest in all that they told her of the Terminal Diseases Foundation. She was confident she could do well the job they had on offer. But she could tell that she was not an impressive candidate, and they were not impressed. “Thank you very much for applying,” they had told her. “We are not able to place you at the Foundation on this occasion, but we will keep your details in our files, and if a suitable opening should occur in the future ...” Hah! Why didn’t they come right out and say it: “In our judgement you are totally unsuitable for this appointment.”

She had begun to scour the net for vacancies worldwide, and that was when she had come across the item from the South Kent Special Care Facility, Toling, Tolingshire, South Kent, England. She applied, and was invited to an interview – the Facility offered to pay her fare one way, if she wished to attend. She had jumped at the offer, despite the ‘one way’ rider, and now here she was ... And at this interview she was going to act differently. She would be more assertive, more definite, more forceful. She would make some kind of an impact. Even if it killed her. She was definitely ...

The Committee Room door opened. “Please come in, Miss Pennington.”
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​​Chapter Three – Interview
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Irene entered the Committee Room and was invited to sit down. There were five people seated around the table with her.

They looked at her with interest. She was their short list’s fourth and final candidate to interview. Two yesterday, two today. They saw a rather slim young woman, with long straight brown hair and large intelligent brown eyes. Not really beautiful, but not unattractive in her own shy kind of way. She was 24 years of age, almost 25, according to the briefing papers they had been given, but there seemed about her a maturity in appearance and outlook which was independent of her age.

The introductions were made by the Committee member who had asked her into the room: a rather short, slightly tubby man with steel-rimmed glasses and a receding hairline. “Thank you for coming, Miss Pennington. I am Adrian Birch, the Director of this Facility. This is Matron Julia Kingsley, our Director of Nursing here, and Ms Pat Denning, our Administrator. Dr Noel Craiger, our liaison with the Medical Health Service, and Dr Victor Adenay, our Medical Supervisor, who also practises as a consultant in London. Please do sit down. We have just been looking carefully through your application again ...”

So that is what they have been doing while I sweated outside!

“... and there are a few points we would like to discuss further.” Birch looked across at Craiger.

Craiger said, “We note from your application that you took a science degree in North America from the
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