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Atypical  






Maria felt strange since the start of summer and though she wondered why, nothing came to mind. She had gone to the training regularly, kept “distance” from those outside her category and had progressed on target with all the measures. Her peers had noticed nothing. Yet thoughts had come to mind lately, and the only word that seemed to fit them was “queer.” It was the type of word that appeared in books before the Great Shift. They were only shown as examples of how not to think, yet she found herself having similar words and expressions. It could be something absurd that would cause a faint smile to cross her face. A car on air cushioned tracks would swish by and she’d think, “That’s a fast cocoon!” Or she’d see the marker for Manic on a man and wonder what part of him grew large when he lied.

She had a day off every ten days––the new week created since The Shift––and decided to plan it. She programmed the day, and the console queried her about possibilities. Not spending the day with others was holding up its “approval”––not that machine wouldn’t grant approval if she continued to punch in her request, yet too many overrides would be noted in her history, and might call for an “review.” That could result in a corrective measure, of which one could be your implant adjusted to a higher dosage.

She felt the side of her thigh as she recalled the last visit. Coldness, questions, and the doctor had lingered in his touch. She went numb, and it seemed during the examination a part of her rose out of the bed to look out the window. It was a bright day and tall trees were swaying in the wind. With sweaty palms, he was checking the implant. When it was over, she knew something was wrong. The implant didn’t have any feel to it, yet when he asked her, she did not report it. She wouldn’t give him another reason to handle her. It was over at least, but the implant was dead. At first, she hadn’t noticed much difference....

Rather than raise the machine’s notice for too many rejections, she punched in “Mark.” He was a “General Male,” un-diagnosed category, who only had a preventive implant, which turned on with certain physiological signals. Such males were deemed “safe” since The Shift, from too much aggression, too much sexuality, and strange thoughts as well. 

Maria managed to get approval for an “early morning brisk walk” with Mark, then food outdoors—what used to be called a picnic. They would take a raised scenic trail that went through the metropolis. 

The machine asked, “Anything else on your mind?” She could report it now, simply type in “malfunctioning implant.” It would become high priority, and an appointment would be set immediately. They would even come for her. Considering, she lost track of time.

A tone sounded. Maria collected herself and pressed the security button without doing a visual check. 

“Nice to see you trust your visitors,” Mark commented.

She wasn’t surprised by his rapid appearance. The computer had immediately notified his console, and he had taken a rapid underground car. 

“You came quickly,” she said matter-of-factly.

“I was on my way out already, and you’re one of my favorite ‘possibilities.’”

Although Maria was in an Atypical Thought  category, it was considered mild and she was allowed to be with a General Male. Mark had a list of “possibilities” whose holidays matched his. 

Maria sighed. She had half-hoped he would cancel, but Mark seemed to like her. At least he was not too chatty, and she considered herself lucky to be allowed a male friend at all. If she had placed one rating higher on the intensity axis, she would have been prohibited from having private visits with males altogether. 

“Alright then,” she said. “But I’ll still need time to myself.”

“A.T.’s are all the same,” said Mark, taking her hand. 

Although it was a cliche, the comment stung Maria. It was precisely the opposite. We’re all different, she thought.

She slipped her hand loose, but Mark didn’t seem to mind. She wondered if he would become her “recommended partner.” She felt safe with him, with little or no attachment. Perhaps it was partly due to his implant. She preferred her own category, although any communication was strictly forbidden between them. There was Philip, whom she worked with. He had intensity in his eyes, but they didn’t speak. It was a crime to risk the “acceleration of negative gene tendencies.” 

She had to be careful not to reveal her thoughts. Perhaps Mark wouldn’t be so bad after all. But even here, she had to be careful. If she visited Mark too many times without proper sexual progression, it would be deemed inappropriate. Hormonal pills could be prescribed, or they might reclassify her to the non-mating class. She slid her hand back in his as they passed the street monitors.

Their way went past the center city where tall silver towers lanced the sky. What they did in those buildings after the Great Shift was confusing to Maria. They had familiar names, but she sensed they no longer did what the signs said. 

Maria walked briskly, and Mark kept up. He made remarks from time to time, but generally respected her wish for silence. Occasionally, to be normal, she made a comment.

At one point she even volunteered, “Did you see that plant with spindly yellow petals? It looks much wilder and brighter than the others.” 

Mark had only returned a puzzled look, saying, “It looks like an ordinary weed to me.”

She let the revelation sink in. Early symptoms had reappeared. It had been months since her implant had functioned. The doctor had been distracted by her and had improperly set the device. She had almost forgotten about it until the strange thoughts came back. No one seemed to have noticed. Mark hadn’t.... If she was careful, no one would know. An important thing was not to say them out loud. That was obvious. But eventually she would return for the checkup in a year’s time. Then what? If she went back to the same doctor, perhaps he wouldn’t report his own mistake. Perhaps he would seek to trade favors and leave the implant dead....

People were passing briskly to keep in shape, their eyes glued ahead, not talking for the most part. It was safer that way. Self-report could earn a new category, or bring one a lower classification. Being mum was safer. But she could not bear the emptiness any longer. She turned to Mark. “Don’t you feel bored by it all? Don’t you wish...?” 

Mark’s interest was piqued, thinking she was suggesting  private activity. “I know a place hidden from view near the Skydisc.” 

Annoyed, Maria walked a half pace ahead and returned to her own thoughts. Fortunately, he had not noticed she was different now. But how much longer could she hide it?

Two years ago she first noticed the implant’s numbing effect in the front part of her head. It especially came on when she tried to read one of the disapproved old books. Occasionally, they were allowed in s special collections room of a library, although they could only read titles. After one of the visits, she had a dream. 




A light is out in the back part of the house, and I’m afraid to go into that dark space. Breaking through my fear, I open the door to an inner room. A light was on—bright and burning.   




Maria wondered what the dream meant, then remembered that looking for meaning in dreams had been banned, too.

Dreams were rare now and one was required to report them, especially if they were out of the ordinary. But she didn’t. Instead, she kept wondering what was in the room which the bright light obscured. She wondered if she would dream it again and find out. It wasn’t her fault if she had such dreams, she thought. It was simply a symptom of her category, they had told her.   

That was her first time she was surely crossing the line. She actively fantasized about what was in the room, and she didn’t report that either. She risked re-training, or worse––the white rooms. Private fantasies were no longer allowed since The Shift, but Maria had learned to keep quiet about such things.

She had told her fantasies as a child. Her parents had gotten used to it, but were upset when Maria starting sharing these thoughts with her classmates. To her, they were quite interesting and fun, but it only served to confirm her ATD category.

“You’re a foolish child,” her father told her. “We tried to teach you the correct way.”

After that Maria gave no more reports of inner life, in hopes she might be re-categorized to the  General Category. Perhaps she could show she was well after all, that she wasn’t different, and didn’t need an implant.

It didn’t work. “Once diagnosed, always diagnosed. You seem to be in remission with a level of risk,” she was told. Her own level of risk, she knew. Was raised because she had no preventative in her system for over a year. 

Maria was in a bind. She would have to start lying on her self-reports to maintain the lie. And that, if discovered, would earn her a higher category on a social deviance axis. There was no simple way out of this. She wished she could confide in Mark. She looked at him, but his thoughts were blissfully limited to the immediate day, to possibilities with Maria. He might automatically report her even, thinking it would be for her benefit. Maria felt frighteningly alone. 

It was near midday, when the crowds walking past them increased, people of different labeling. Mark’s sun-glassed face looked like an alien as he turned toward her. Can he read her mind? she wondered. Was there nowhere to hide? That must be another Atypical Thought. The disease was upon her, and she was alone.
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