DONOVAN'S CROSSING
CHAPTER 1
Clarisse.	 
 I whisper even though the other children are playing at a safe distance. I like to say it three times in a row, making it sound like a bell that goes on forever. But when she becomes an adult, she’ll get a new name, and I doubt it will sound anything like Clarisse. What a pity, I think, as I move it around in my mouth like a tune. When I turn 16, they’ll take my name Donovan away too, but she probably won’t care much about that. 
 She’s sitting with some girls in a circle. The playground at Middle School 3 is so big it’s hard for my ears to pick up what they’re saying. But by the rhythm of their heads and the way they’re tossing a ball back and forth, I figure they’re playing Sing-Toss. Her tunic is a skirt that lets her thin legs fly out at all angles when she runs. Her hair is even lighter than mine and I wonder if she ever gets teased for it. She has blue eyes instead of brown. They seem to communicate with me when they blink: one for yes, two for no. I imagine talking to her: 
Do you think I’m special? 
One blink. 
If we could eat lunch together, would you want to? 
One blink. 
Do you ever think about the romantic poems when you’re not in class? 
Two blinks. 
Maybe my thoughts reach her because she seems to stop what she’s doing to look straight at me. In that moment, I feel a smack that sends my head back and almost takes my body with it. A pain zags from my eye to the top of my head. I sway and put my hand there expecting blood but not finding much.
 “Sorry about that, brother.” Charlie gallops toward me as the sound of a bouncing ball fades into the background. “You were supposed to be watching for it. I didn’t do it on purpose, I swear.” 
The braces on his teeth snag his bottom lip like that will make it stop trembling. I pat his narrow shoulder. “I should have been paying better attention.” 
He looks into my eyes like he lost something there that he wants back. I’ve seen that look in other people. I saw it in myself while brushing my teeth on the morning after my Truth Test and didn’t know if I’d passed or not.
 	 I smile and guide him toward the ball, which he picks up and stares at like he’s never seen one before. “Let’s play. Take this to the sideline and toss it to me on my mark.” I touch my head, which pounds like fists on a door, but try not to think about it.
 “I’m real sorry.” Charlie sounds far away.
 “My mistake,” I say as I jostle for a good spot. We’re playing basketball. It’s a game where you toss a ball into a hoop as many times as possible for your team. The other team, of course, does the same thing. But the point is to have fun. Sometimes we keep score, but we can only do it in our heads. Nobody gets to win, because that means somebody has to lose. And The Establishment can’t let people be demoralized like that. The coach will make you do calisthenics alone in the gym where you get to hear the hollow echo of your feet slamming the hard floor. It’s an eerie sound I can personally do without. That’s why I use the outside court whenever I stay after school to practice my hoops.
“Ready?” calls Charlie from the sideline.
The instant my hand goes up, I find myself full of determination. Maybe Clarisse is watching and doesn’t know how good I am. I pluck the ball from the air and charge to the edge of the court where I don’t think anyone will expect me. 
I’m right. 
Down I go in long strides, casual-like, but not overly confident. One of my mates signals for a toss, which I should give him but there’s just no way. I act like I don’t see him and swirl between two opponents whose hands are already set high for the block. Under I go then up into a leap that takes me and the ball close enough to the rim for an easy slam. All I have to do is drop it in like a token into a slot.
	As soon as I land, I look at Clarisse but she’s busy with her friends. We play for another twenty minutes or so, and in all that time I can’t be sure if she sees me or not. I try to catch her eye so I can use my energy wisely. I mean, I’m wearing myself out, and part of me figures if she isn’t going to watch, there’s no sense in killing myself. But I can’t be sure, so I wind up scoring a lot of points. Not that I’m counting. 
 	I keep the ball bouncing as I make my way to the showers. I like the idea that I can control it, up and down, up and down--dependable like the sun, or dinner hour, or the pledge of allegiance. Suddenly she’s in front of me, as I’m pushing the ball under my leg to catch it on the other side. “Hi,” I say, and salute as if to say See? I can do two things at once.
 	That’s when it happens. She waves at me with her perfect, small hand. She waves and turns back to whoever she’s talking to. Maybe I imagined it. Was she swatting at a mosquito, or was the wave directed at me, Donovan? My feet walk toward her even though I tell them not to. But the urge to continue simmers down when one of her friends opens the door to their showers. I don’t want to see more than the door closing behind Clarisse as she enters that secret place. 
 In the locker room, I almost regret having shown off. The muscles in my arms feel torn and hot when I pull my tunic over my head, and my thighs are burning. 
“Hey, Donovan,” says some boy whose name I can never remember. “You got a red mark on your head. Are you all right?”
I go to the nearest mirror. There it is, a scrape along my forehead. My eye’s getting sort of purple too. They’ll probably send me to the hospital like it’s a big deal, though I have to admit I wouldn’t mind an ice pack.
	“I’ll get it taken care of,” I assure him. 
 	“I hope so,” he says, already strolling away.
 	“Donovan,” yells coach Karl-3. The guy has a voice like a megaphone. He could have been a mile away and I still would have heard him. “Let me take a look at that.”
Still in my shorts, I go over and let him put my face in his big hands. My hair’s too long, so he pushes some aside with his palm.“Looks painful. It’s not bleeding much, but ...” He lets go of me and plants his hands on his hips. “How did this happen? Please don’t tell me someone did that on purpose because. . .”
 	“No way, coach. I wasn’t paying attention, that’s all. It’s totally my fault.”
“Totally, eh?” 
“Completely my fault.” 
The coach has two normal-looking brown eyes whose only unique quality is the weird coincidence that they’re exactly like my “father’s.” I’m not talking about my real father, of course. No one knows who their biological parents are anymore. But that doesn’t stop me from thinking of him that way. I don’t know what his new name is because he got reassigned, but he used to be called Arthur-1 when he was lead guardian at my clan. The Arthur-2 we had at the time got promoted to 1, but I liked the original one better.
Standing in front of Coach Karl-3 almost makes me want to cry. We’re allowed to cry if we need to, but the whole time you’re doing it there will be ten people telling you that in New Las Vegas there’s no reason to be sad. 
“Go to the nurse, ” the coach tells me. “He’ll fix you up.” Then he goes to his office and lets the door slide behind him. 
	I hop on the people-mover and jog on the rubber tread to get there faster. To my right are the classrooms. There’s my science teacher Amanda hunched over her podium. Her name doesn’t need a number after it because she’s too old, like our principal Carnegie. They’re both in semi-retirement so they don’t have the responsibility of taking care of children. Semis live in groups of four. Sometimes they live in a clan of young homosexuals if they need to be taken care of. If you’re still viable, meaning if your brain is still operating on all cylinders, you get to keep working instead of getting shipped off to an elderhome. It’s a badge of honor to be numberless in New Las Vegas--if you’re an adult. We don’t get numbered till we become guardians, but there’s no honor associated with that.
	When Amanda sees me through the glass wall, her head jerks to the side, meaning she wants to talk. I should keep going toward the clinic, but sometimes I do things without thinking them through beforehand.
	We meet at the door. She notices my eye before I can get a word in. “Looks like you got into a fight.” She’s grinning because she doesn’t really believe that. 
	“Not exactly.” 
	“Come along.” Amanda tells her students to finish their work then ushers me over to the laboratory tables. I notice the back of Bobby’s head right away. He’s a Waster from outside the Perimeter. That’s why I get stuck with him as my mentee even though we only have one class together. He’s the kind of  person who would have hit me on purpose. “What happened?” Amanda asks.
	“A basketball knocked me on the head. I’m on my way to the nurse.”
	“That makes good sense, but it doesn’t appear to be serious.” She looks closely. “A bit of antibiotic ointment ought to take care of your forehead, but you might wind up with a black eye.” She’s about to say something else when she falls forward and I catch her in my arms.
	“Are you alright?” Her breath comes fast against my neck. She’s heavier than she looks, and I have to brace myself to support her weight. 
	“Not to worry,” she says. But her head is still resting on my shoulder. 
	“Come with me,” I tell her. “To the hospital. The nurse will probably take me there.” Amanda had to go last year because her new heart needed a checkup. Her other new organs got looked at too. It had worried me a lot because she’s my best friend even though she’s probably older than three of my guardians combined. 
	 She pushes herself away but leaves one hand on my chest. The other one reaches for a stool. I pull it out and hold her elbows as she lowers herself onto it. “I’ll be alright in a sec.”
	But she doesn’t look alright to me. The skin around her closed eyes is more puckered than usual. Her narrow lips open and close like a guppy. Watching her catch her breath, my own breath becomes labored. All sorts of horrible pictures come to mind, ending with a full blown departure ceremony for Amanda that’s so detailed it’s like a memory that already happened.
	“I insist you come with us to the hospital.” But it must have come out too loud because a couple of students turn around. Amanda waves them away with a quivering hand. 
	After a while, she sits up straighter. “I’m actually glad this happened, Donovan. So you could see for yourself. This is what I wanted to talk to you about. I don’t mean to sound gloomy, but I haven’t been feeling myself lately, and…”
	“And what?” I stand right up against her, patting her soft shoulder like she’s a child. “What are you telling me?”
	The children work amid the buzz music that becomes suddenly loud in my ears. The Establishment plays it all day long. I usually don’t know it’s there unless something like this happens. I guess I’d rather focus on that than whatever Amanda’s about to say.
	She stares at the backs of the children, rows of green and brown turtles in their quiet desert. Her dim eyes get teary or maybe they always look like that on old people and I just haven’t noticed till now. Her white hair is pulled back as always. Loose wisps cling to the moisture across her cheek. 
“I want you to listen to me, Donovan.”
“Okay.” She’s never addressed me with such intensity. I’m afraid to hear what will come next but I force myself to push the background noise out of my head and pay close attention.
“The first thing you should know is I crossed over. From the Wasteland.”
I lean against the lab table and let my mouth hang open. Amanda doesn’t fit in with my idea of what Wasters look like and act like. 
“They didn’t call it the Wasteland back then. And in fact, it’s far from a wasteland, as you know. The Establishment allows you youngsters…encourages you to call it that because they think it will deter you from wanting to go there. My husband William and I had moved from California to Utah about twenty years before things started to change. Lucky for us.” She winks to inject a comical tone into the otherwise creepy fact that earthquakes had swallowed most of the West coast, leaving only Los Angeles intact. “When I arrived here, the moat was still being built. The Establishment had only begun to scoop people up. But I came voluntarily.”
 “Why did you do that? I would think you’d like to live independently.” The whole time I’ve known her, I assumed she was born in the Perimeter. A gap in the place I collect knowledge about her is filled by this new piece of information. My brain is glad to have it, but the rest of me isn’t because it means there’s so much about Amanda that I don’t know.
“It’s my heart, Donovan. And my kidneys, and my liver, and, and, and. This is the only place where I could be fixed. I had lived with the children of our dearest friends for many years. I outlived my husband as you know, and our friends as well. Their children stayed with me in my home in Cedar City long after The Great Shift.”  When she says great shift, her head wiggles in a way that reminds me that turning all of North America into one nation was never something she felt very positive about.  “I would have been happy to live out my life in the Wasteland even though it meant hiding in the shadows, but my friends made me come.” She lifts my chin with her hand. “And now I’m glad I did; otherwise, I never would have met you.”
I press her hand against my cheek. My mouth opens, but my throat’s too tight to let words come out. 
One of the turtles, Bobby of course, glances over his shoulder at where Amanda is looking at the glass wall. A man is galloping along the hallway towards her classroom. She whispers, “Donovan, something has got to change. I’m not getting any younger.” Before she can tell me more, the door opens and we both look as if to greet him. The school nurse trots over to us with a look that’s a combination of confusion and anger.
“Excuse me, Amanda,” he says, taking me by the arm. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Then he talks to Amanda. “This ward was supposed to see me about his injury. We’re expected at the hospital.”
	“Certainly, young man,” says Amanda. “I was just telling Donovan about his homework. When I saw his condition, I assumed he wouldn’t be coming back for class.”
	I pull Amanda’s tunic sleeve but she won’t budge.
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