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      Tomato sap was the worst.

      Overhead hydroponics bays filled with dangling tomato plants filled Carol's nightmares. She'd rather go on a bare-faced space walk over deal with tomatoes. Big, small, cherry or tiny grape, stupid tomatoes were the worst plant they'd brought from Old Earth.

      Carol glared at the jagged-edged leaves cascading all around the tomatoes she had to harvest. Even with all the pruning that Durga, and their elders, insisted on, the tomatoes were huge, sprawling bushes laden with grenade-like orbs of red torture.

      Reaching branches laden with tomatoes the size of her fist filled not just the space under the overhead bays but a good three quarters of the walkway between the bays. Stupid things. Her hands were going to sting and itch for hours. Durga never believed her when she said that the damned sap made her itch.

      Carol snorted at the tomatoes that no one agreed were toxic and should be spaced, pursed her lips and set to work carefully snipping tomatoes out of the mess of leaves. She'd get a scolding for only using two fingers on her left hand to catch the tomato stems before the tomatoes crashed to the grates below, but Durga wasn't the one who was going to spend hours scratching.

      Why couldn't it be beans? The beans were wonderful. Just getting ripe, their pods plumping out in the middle. The pole beans still had slender pods, ready for stir frying with tofu and peppers and whatever sauce happened to be in the fridge. The bush beans, her favorites, were perfect for harvesting right now.

      Big fat beans the size of her little finger, all speckled red and white. Cook them up in a nice thick pork broth, add a bunch of brown sugar and salt pork? That was the best thing ever.

      Not these horrible tomatoes that existed just to add color and acid that burned up your throat every time you burped for the next three days. Awful things. She really had no clue why anyone wanted tomatoes.

      "What are you muttering about?" Durga called from the other side of the hydroponics bay. "I keep hearing you say things, but I can't make it out."

      "Don't want you to," Carol grumbled as she dropped the last set of ripe tomatoes, stems still linked together, into her basket. "Nothing important. I've filled my basket."

      "Good!" Durga called back. "Go turn them in, get a new basket and set to work on the beans, dear."

      Carol glared in Durga's direction. Six weeks older did not make her old enough to 'dear' Carol. Especially after assigning Carol to pick tomatoes. At least she got beans next.

      She took the time to wash her hands and arms thoroughly before going out with her next basket. It was a good one, woven from split bamboo, that old Ekene Kuntz had made for the gardens. Sturdier by far than the plastic one cradling the toxic tomatoes.

      The bush beans were doing beautifully when Carol got there. They were growing right side up, low underneath hanging Japanese eggplants that weren't quite ready yet, big Anaheim peppers that definitely were, and some pattypan squash that were about to tear themselves right out of their pots from the weight of the patty-pans.

      "Need to harvest some squash," Carol called to Durga.

      "It's not ready yet," Durga called back.

      "…They're three and four inches across!" Carol snapped. "Who are you listening to, anyway? I'm looking right at them."

      She should have kept her mouth shut and just harvested the things so that she didn't have to deal with Durga huffing and complaining as she left her post and came to frown at Carol. Sometimes, Carol wondered whether Durga was a clone who'd retained their previous personality profile even in their new young body. Or if she'd gotten a really old personality download, secretly so that she could be better at school.

      But no, Durga wouldn't have done that. She was far too rigid for that. Even truly old people didn't act as old as Durga.

      "They're not… Oh." Durga stared at the patty-pans, her cheeks darkening dramatically. On skin as olive as Durga's it was striking, not that Carol thought Durga was pretty. She was annoying, not beautiful at all.

      "Told you," Carol said with a sniff at her. She snipped the patty-pans free, setting them to the edges of her basket full of lovely beans. "You should listen to me. I don't lie."

      "No, you just exaggerate."

      Durga started in at the other end of Carol's bush beans, stripping them off far too harshly for the remaining pods. She started when Carol snarled at her. Then she glared and put her hands on her hips like she was sixty instead of sixteen.

      "I suppose you know better how to do everything," Durga said.

      "I know better than to damage the unripe pods," Carol snapped right back at her.

      She shooed Durga off and made quick work of the remaining pods. Seriously, it wasn't hard. That's what shears were for. Snip, snip, snip. Drop the bundle in your basket. Find the next sets. Snip some more. Quick, easy, comforting and no horrible awful sticky nasty sap making your skin itch.

      "There we go," Carol said happily. "The rest will keep on growing. In a week or so we can pull the plants and put a new set of beans in. Do you know if Yijun started the new sprouts yet?"

      "What is it with you and beans?" Durga complained. "They're the only thing you like picking. There's nothing special to them, nothing to learn, just beans."

      Carol stared at her. To her surprise, Durga stared right back, defiant and for once just a sixteen-year-old girl with no clue of how stupid she was being. Huh. Durga could act her age. Who knew?

      "You've not been paying attention at all to the lessons on farming, have you?" Carol said, not asked, because obviously.

      They turned over their baskets to the garden supervisor who smiled to see the patty-pans before shooing them off to their free time. Durga kept her apron on over her ship pants and tunic. Carol shucked hers and tossed it into the wash bin. No way was she keeping any of that horrible sap anywhere on her. That stuff sunk into fabric and snuck out to attack Carol hours later, swear to the stars and back again.

      "We just grow what we're given," Durga said. She patted the scarf she'd tied on to cover her hair today. "There's nothing special or important about beans."

      "It hasn't moved," Carol said a bit more kindly.

      The haircut Durga'd gotten last month wasn't anywhere near grown out yet. Without the elaborately wrapped scarf, Durga looked like she'd been shaved bald on one side while the other side still looked shaggy. That was the problem with 4b hair. It was really, really prone to shrinking up way more than expected when you cut it wet. She'd warned Durga not to go to the new hairdresser on Level 16B, but no, Carol never knew what she was talking about.

      At least Carol's looser curls looked good when Ma got done butch-cutting her hair on the sides and back to almost nothing. Top was long enough to curl but only barely. It'd done enough to hide the horrible haircut. Maybe too much given that Durga hadn't believed Carol about how bad that hairdresser really was.

      "Good," Durga said.

      "You're still wrong about the
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