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Epigraph

Imagination is more important than knowledge. 
For knowledge is limited, whereas imagination embraces the entire world …

— Albert Einstein
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Later—much later, when she was grown—Tessa remembered those weeks when she was fourteen years old. She told her own children what had happened then. She did it this way:

This happened, she said.

And then this … she continued.

Why? they asked. Who did it happen to?

She explained. She described the family: first, the mother …

What was the mother like?

She thought. She was careful, she said. Cautious.

And the father? Brilliant, she told them. Then she added: anguished.

The twins. Teenagers. Adventurous, especially the boy twin.

The tattooed man. He was their favorite! They giggled and made faces as she described his mottled body. Tattoos, by then, had been outlawed for decades. They took out their crayons and paper and drew pictures—illustrations—of the tattooed man.

Those were the characters, she said. (She left one person out, but her children didn’t know.)

Now: the plot. Once upon a time …

Using a spooky, mysterious voice, she told them about the three boxes.

And then what? they asked.

And: How did they feel?

I’m getting to that. She explained the feelings: the fear, the grief, the panic, the heartbreak, the joy. All of it.

The children listened, shivering with anticipation. And then what? What happened next?

Tell it again. And she did, again and again.

Eventually, when they fidgeted and squirmed, she said, Enough. The end.

And they always said, That’s a good story.

Yes, she agreed. And a true one.

She wondered, occasionally, if she should tell her children that there had been a time, a time when she was fourteen, and she did not know what the word story meant.
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“Don’t do that, Stephanie!” Tessa cringed, even though she was laughing, when she saw her friend put her thumbs into her ears, wiggle her fingers, and make a silly tongue-out face toward the street-cam on the corner as they turned down the road that led to their houses. They were walking home from school together.

Stephanie had always been irrepressible, and in a way Tessa envied that quality. But it made her nervous. So far Stephanie’s antics had never brought repercussions. But the girls were fourteen now. At their age childish pranks and behavior were no longer overlooked. She worried about Stephanie. And, to be honest, she worried a little on her own behalf: even though she always abided meticulously by the rules, it was recorded someplace what company one kept.

Stephanie shrugged. “I always do that when we turn that corner.”

“I know you do! And it’s going to get you into trouble!”

“Nah. That cam has probably recorded me making faces at it a thousand times. I have this fantasy that in some stupid office—the Watcher? The guy who has to look at all the recordings? I keep his life from being too boring. He probably looks forward to seeing me every afternoon. Adds a little merriment to his day.

“Hey! Speaking of merriment—not!—you wanna stop off at the playground before we go home?”

Tessa glanced at her wrist, checking the time. “Well, just for a few minutes, okay? I have to walk Robby. And I want to say goodbye to Miriam Allinson; she’s being moved today. But … let’s just go sit on the swings for a minute.”

Sitting on a swing, propelling herself gently back and forth briefly, would be a nice conclusion to a tedious school day, Tessa decided. So she followed Stephanie through the gate that enclosed the park.

Though it was often referred to as the playground, no one ever used the place anymore for play. Other museums had been disbanded and repurposed, but this space had been maintained as a kind of exhibition demonstrating play apparatus from the past. A sign that explained the history also reminded visitors of its obsolescence:

FROM A BYGONE ERA, THIS RECREATIONAL 
EQUIPMENT, NOW OUTMODED, HAS BEEN 
SUPERSEDED BY SAFER AND MORE CHILD-
APPROPRIATE STRUCTURES LOCATED IN 
APPROVED AREAS.

But the printed words had faded over the years; no one read them anymore. No one cared. The children of the neighborhood made fun of the heavy wooden swings and slides, contemptuous of the outdated equipment. Where were the electronics? Why did you have to push those swings, and what was the point of climbing on that apparatus, when you could do a virtual climb of huge mountains back home on your own screen? In the past Tessa had watched small children whine, stamp their feet in frustration, and order their mothers, “Turn it on!”

But she had always liked the park and its simple wooden structures. She remembered swinging lazily back and forth when she was small, watching her brother putter about, intent on his complicated explorations. Theo had examined everything endlessly. He had picked up leaves and scrutinized their structure. He had studied pebbles, brought them home to look at them through magnifiers. His pockets were always filled with small objects; he sulked and objected when his mother, preparing the laundry for collection, tried to empty twigs, bits of moss, and seedpods into the trash bin.

Memories of her brother as a small child, and of herself, equally small, flooded back as Tessa and Stephanie walked toward the swings. “Over there, past the swings, where there’s that patch of bare dirt?” Tessa said, pointing. “That’s where Theo and I used sticks to outline a tic-tac-toe game in the ground. We tried playing, but it was actually more fun—faster—to do it at home on a screen.”

At least it was fun for Theo, Tessa remembered; he could win the game in split seconds. To his credit, he had tried to explain to her how to win, but it involved instantaneously perceiving the odds for each possible move. Theo could do that; she could not. Simple as that.

“Your brother was so smart.” Stephanie arranged herself in a swing and poked the ground with her foot to set it in motion.

“You had a crush on Theo,” Tessa teased, settling into the swing next to her.

“So? Maybe I did. Not against the rules.”

That was true. There were strict rules against serious romantic involvements. Education was foremost; the official guidelines made that very clear. After one’s education was complete? Then: time for opposite-gender couples to gravitate toward each other. Marriage at twenty-seven: that was the legal timetable. But there were no restrictions placed on mild teenage flirtations. Tessa remembered being amused by Stephanie’s obvious fascination with her brilliant brother. She herself, she realized, had been in awe of him, too, at least most of the time—when they weren’t squabbling.

Swaying back and forth as she and her friend talked of Theo, Tessa recalled now with a sense of nostalgia combined with sadness that there had been a curious connection between them. Maybe because they were twins? Because they had had that time together before their birth, floating in that space, entwined—she had seen the scans that showed them there, unborn, clasping each other.

Later, as toddlers learning to talk, they had created their special whispertalk language. They had still used it, jokingly, when they were older and had begun to grow apart as Theo had moved into that world of the mind that she couldn’t share. Not long ago, Tessa remembered, her brother had seemed depressed and exhausted one afternoon, and she had cheered him with a breathy whisper of gedopherid, to which he had whispered back their reply: ogiedogie eyewil.

“Okay. Homeward.” Stephanie rose from her swing with a sigh. “I’m gonna go watch the boring video about photosynthesis.”

“Me too, I guess. We’re going to have that really big test on it next week. Too bad Miriam’s leaving. I could have asked her to explain photosynthesis to me.”

Miriam Allinson had been Tessa’s next-door neighbor for Tessa’s entire life. But she was being taken away this afternoon.

“Do you know yet who’ll move into her house?”

“No. But Miriam’s hoping they’ll keep up her garden.”

Together the girls left the small park and the abandoned swings.

“See you in the morning,” Stephanie said when they reached the corner of her own side street. “See you tomorrow, for the …” She waited, and then they spoke in a singsong unison: “Field trip to a fertilizer factory.” Both girls groaned and rolled their eyes. Then they separated.

Tessa continued on alone past the abandoned building at the next intersection, the one with the large unused bell dangling high up in a sort of cupola. A small plaque attached to the wall beside the large padlocked front door identified the building:

HOUSE OF WORSHIP 
DECOMMISSIONED 2043

That meant, she realized, doing the math in her head, that it had been empty for 56 years. Below the plaque, someone had carved jagged letters into the wood: I WORSHIP ZOKIRIS!!! That in itself was a kind of historic artifact, because graffiti of any kind had been a serious Punishable offense for decades. But for some reason the carved message had never been removed; probably Zokiris, who had been leader for so long, liked what it said, Tessa assumed, and had ordered that it remain.

Turning into her own street, she glanced self-consciously at the corner street-cam. Leader Zokiris had instituted the camera system many years earlier, long before Tessa and her brother were born, so she had never known anything else, had always been aware that she was being observed. Why was unclear. Some people said it dated back to the Time of Fires, when the forests had burned and Zokiris had outlawed matches and any kind of firemaking tool; his Watchers were simply making certain no one ever violated that rule. But there were other potential offenses as well: graffiti, of course, for one. And people had been charged, after being observed through the street-cams, with congregating in groups and flaunting iconoclastic clothing. Tessa always straightened her posture and assumed a neutral facial expression when she was in their range.

Good, she thought as she passed Miriam’s small house next door to her own and noticed that the front door was slightly ajar and a bulky bag, overflowing with what looked like leftovers from her food-cooler and garden (a stalk of celery was poking its pale green fringe of leaves out of the top), sat on the front steps, with a somewhat shabby pair of bedroom slippers beside it. They haven’t come for her yet.
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“Robby?” Tessa called as she let herself into her own house, even though she knew her pet wouldn’t hear her until she activated him. “Let’s go next door to say goodbye!”

The announcement, a few days earlier, of today’s scheduled move had been quite unexpected. Miriam herself had been shocked and angered. She had marched across the yards that separated their houses and knocked on Tessa’s door that evening.

“Look at this!” Her voice had been outraged. She had held up her wrist communicator to show Tessa’s parents the URGENT message she had received. No explanation, just instructions: to be packed (although, the small print said, she wouldn’t need to bring anything except small personal items) and ready for the transportation team to move her to ElderCare on the announced date.

“Do you believe this? It says ‘for age-related medical reasons’! But I was pronounced fine at my annual medical exam! I do a whole set of exercises every morning! Okay, I’m 135. That’s not so old! There’s a guy two streets over who’s 149 and wears trifocal glasses, but they haven’t moved him to ElderCare.

“And look! They’ve already listed me in LIFECHANGES!” she sputtered, scrolling her communicator so that they could see her name and the fact that she was being transferred.

LIFECHANGES was a news subcategory that appeared every day. Tessa rarely read it, but that evening, watching Miriam’s fury and her own mother’s look of confusion, she had scrolled to it on her own communicator and found what Miriam was pointing to.

The first announcement was for the three new babies born in the district. Their names were River, Meadow, and Willow; this was the year that all babies got landscapy names. Tessa’s parents, Penn and Virginia, had been born almost half a century earlier, in a year when everyone was named for territories, the year that Zokiris had recently been elected to a third term. It had been back in the days when there were still elections. The Leader had dreamed up the naming gimmick as a way of thanking the voters.

(Tessa was glad that she and her twin brother had been born during a time when thematic naming had briefly ceased after a disastrous period of mandated flower names when there had been many Roses and Lilys and a few Petunias, but the parents of baby boys had convened an angry protest gathering.)

Last week’s LIFECHANGES had announced, as well, several marriages and a few job changes. Then, the one ElderCare transition: Miriam Allinson.

“Would you look into it?” Miriam had asked Tessa’s mother. “See if they’ve made a mistake?”

But Ginia had said no. “Not my department,” she explained gently. “I just handle misdemeanor security. I’m sorry.”

Later, after Miriam had gone home, still muttering angrily, Tessa had overheard her parents talking to each other about the transition announcement. Her mother sounded saddened, resigned. But her father’s tone was different. Her father, oddly, sounded frightened.



Tessa would miss Miriam. She had been a good next-door neighbor: funny, friendly, smart. Once, on a warm day the previous summer, Tessa had wandered over to Miriam’s backyard when her neighbor, wearing a stained, faded T-shirt that exposed her pale arms, was puttering in her garden.

“Look!” Miriam had said, laughing. She held up her left arm, pushed the short sleeve of her shirt aside, and poked at the superfluous flesh so that it swayed back and forth. “Wattles!” she had announced.

Tessa wasn’t sure what wattles were. But she had laughed with Miriam. And she admired her, in a way. Most women—well, most people, actually, although probably more women than men—went in when they reached a certain age (her mother hadn’t done it yet, but her mother was only forty-six) and had an STT (soft-tissue tightening). It was just a one-day absence from work, and you could make it up by doing double hours later.

But Miriam Allinson hadn’t bothered to get an STT. She’d had, along the way, the surgeries she needed: repair of both knees quite a while back, for example. She said the new knees, made of platinum, allowed her to kneel more easily to weed her vegetables. And some years ago, when Tessa and her brother were babies and their PetBot still brand new, Miriam had had something done to her ears: implants that had improved her hearing. Ever since then, she could tell—she could hear the earliest small squeak from Robby’s innards—when it was time to oil his joints.

And Miriam was correct; 135 wasn’t that old. The guy two streets over, the one she had mentioned who was 149 with trifocals, was still very active on the neighborhood Infraction Reporting Committee.

Actually, Tessa had read recently on her newswatch about a pair of identical twins in a nearby district who lasted to almost 200. That had caught her attention because Tessa herself had been a twin. Not identical, though. Fraternal. And different genders. That made a big difference; it was the same, her parents had always told them both, as being two siblings who happened to be born on the same day. No matching genes. No weird oh-my-goodness-you-both-have-that-same-laugh.

Both of the 200-year-old twins had died in the same week. LifeEndings weren’t usually reported, but this was listed in the news section called ODDITIES.

Tessa smiled suddenly, thinking of the word oddity—she couldn’t remember whether it was on the jokey list she and her mom were keeping: the list they called “the T-words.” If not, she would add it.

That evening, she’d been telling her parents and Theo (Theo was still there then) about her conversation with Miriam, and the concept of wattles. Tessa had actually tried to demonstrate with her own upper arm, holding it up and poking at it with the blunt end of a spoon. But nothing jiggled. She was too young, too skinny. They had been laughing about it and then, thinking about Miriam pushing up her sleeve, began wondering where the term tee shirt came from. Or maybe it was spelled T-shirt? They’d seen it both ways.

Tessa described one she’d seen on display when she and Stephanie had been scrolling through ShopMall during recreation time at school—an ordinary shirt, but the colors were unusual; she’d been tempted to buy it, but it was very pricey, several hundred worldollars, and would have used up most of her savings.

“Why do you suppose they’re called T-shirts?” she had asked her mother.

“No idea. But you know what? There used to be a thing called a tube top when I was young. Two Ts.”

“Was it really a tube?” Tessa asked her. She tried to picture how you would wear a tube.

“Sort of. A stretchy one. But they’ve disappeared; haven’t been around for years.”

“Tube-E,” Theo had intoned, “or not tube-E. That is the question.”

“Huh?”

“Haven’t you ever noticed that quotation?” her brother asked. “It’s carved on the wall … way up high, on the east side of the Justice Building. They tried to remove it and so some of the letters are all messed up, but I guess it was too hard, so it’s still there. And on the south side, it used to say, till they scraped the letters and wrecked them, ‘The arc of the moral universe is long, but—’ ”

“Cut it out, Theo,” Tessa had said. “Stop showing off.”

“Yes,” said her mother. “Turn your attention to dinner, Theo. And eat your veggies.”

Theo chuckled and began lining up green beans in an orderly row on his plate. He wasn’t planning to eat them, but he could make a geometry game of them.

“T-shirts have stayed popular, though,” Tessa went on, ignoring her brother. “Popularity,” she added. “Get it? Populari … tee?”

Her mother laughed. “Fashionabili-tee? Another T-word.”

Her father, who’d been only semi-listening (he was reading his newswatch—her mom hated when he did that during dinner), looked up.

“Singularity,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“A T-word for you. It means when there’s only one of a thing. Like right now, with the so-called election coming up in a couple of months.”

Tessa’s mother groaned. “Could we please not talk about politics at mealtime?”

“I wasn’t. I was talking about words. Singulari-tee. Get it? Only one of something. There’s no choice. Only one person running for leader. Again. There ought to be real elections, the way there were in the past. Other candidates. Citizens should be allowed to choose. Instead, we get to vote … but come on! There’s only one person to vote for. That’s wrong!”

“You’d lose your job for sure if you talked that way publicly. So would I, in fact, if anyone overheard this conversation. And what’s the point? There’s always only one person running,” Tessa’s mother pointed out. “Zokiris has been leader for … what? Decades. Who would run against him? Or even vote against him?”

“A lot of people would,” her father muttered. “No one can stand him. He’s a walking T-word. Mendacity. Immorality.”

That was true. Kids didn’t think about it much, but Tessa was aware that most of the adult citizens despised their leader. There had once been a time, Tessa knew from her political history class, when there had been several candidates at each election, and the government changed hands from time to time. But all of that had altered back before her parents were born, and now it was only: Zokiris. Zokiris. Zokiris. He was an arrogant, selfish, and angry man. But no one seemed to know how to oust him.

“Shhhh,” her mother warned, frowning at her husband. “Let’s change the subject, please.”

“I’d vote against him if I were old enough,” Tessa said, ignoring her mother’s concern. “I’d run against him. Then if I were elected, I’d make all sorts of new rules. Like—” She paused. Actually, she’d never thought about it before. “Well, like something, I’m not sure what.”

“Tessa, I said, Shhhhh!” Her mother looked increasingly uncomfortable.

“You’ve got thirteen years to think about it,” her father said.

“Thirteen,” Theo had remarked, looking up from his bean arrangement. “Prime number. Unlike twenty-seven.”

Tessa shrugged. Citizens became eligible to
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