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Balloons: A One City Story 
SF Covell

Lucinda Weem walks quickly through the streamlined walkways of One City, her head held high. Above her, the green translucent buildings rise up with their Dreamland Park advertisements, the Silver Screamer bullet train streams by, the jetpackers bob about in the air everywhere, and high above in the brilliant azure blue sky, there is the image of the lovely red-haired Lady Marion with the words “WORK, PLAY, LOVE” circling around her. The only habitable place on the planet Zamyatin, the domed One City is alive with hustling humanity and its omniscient technology.
Lucinda is running a tad late for her new job. She is to begin working at the One City Personal Guidance Center (the OCPGC), an event which her mother, older sister, Laura, and her Auntie Christa constantly debate as their EMBs (Electronic Mother Balloons) continuously pop up in the air around the prim brunette-headed teenager. “Pop,” “Pop,” “Pop.” Their faces spin about her in their aquamarine balloons, immersed in a continuous argument cycle.
Her mother’s balloon bobs to the front, with her treated face and silver hair, obligatory scolding tone seemingly on auto pilot. Lucinda eyes it warily. “I told you, Lulu: you should have set the alarm bell for much earlier.”
    	Her sister–she of the long jet black hair and cavernous dark eyes–remonstrates, “But you know Lulu doesn’t listen. At least not to you.” She flicks her hair back, aggressively. “She listens to me better.” 
     	Lucida’s mother says, “I’m tired of you saying that. She should be listening to me.”
From her balloon, her auntie chimes in, a self-assured smile on her face. “She’s doing the best she can, Stella. It’s hard for her. You know how she is. . .”
They always act like she’s not even there. Lucinda resisted the urge to swat the EMBs away, pop them with a big pin, or better yet, turn them all off. But that would get her in trouble with her family. So difficult to think about anything else as they chatter away, and she concentrates on getting to the Guides Center as fast as possible. She doesn’t know much about the place, but surely it's got to beat working at the Vegetarium, the Sanitation Center, the Victoria Reclamation Clinic, etc. She knows the Personal Guide Center is the home of the Personal Guides, and that they are humanoids created by the Chief Benefactor to assist with the visiting aliens from other planets, especially ones brought in for the Games. She has heard them called knotters. . . that is, “not humans”–they are “not real living humans,” her granny always says. They are “green as Vegetarium lettuce” (another constant refrain of Granny’s). The other damning aspect is that they have no family as they are artificially created and cannot procreate. Lucinda doesn’t really understand the process nor does she care. For the most part, she and her friends don’t hate the PGs, but they don’t really care for them much either.. Still, she thinks to herself shaking her head, the adults are so nokking severe about the strangest things sometimes. 
As if on cue, her mother interrupts her brief reverie to condemn her new job once again, “I’m still not happy with you going there, Lulu. You know Harold got a job at Dreamland.”
Her sister pipes in, “You know Lulu has a mind of her own.”
Then her aunt, “Oh just leave her alone, you guys, it’s her first day.” Her eyes get big, “Though I don’t know if this is a smart thing for you to do either, Lucinda.”
Her mother agrees, her head nodding vigorously in her balloon. “It could be dangerous.”
“It’s a poor choice. .”
“It could hurt your chances of finding eligible young men and–” 
“Or women.”
“Let’s not start that again, I–” 
“You’re just so prejudiced.”
“Listen, you two–”
“I don’t think—“
	The voices all crescendo together. But then there is a new “pop” and a loud male voice interrupts emanating from a bearded face in a 4th balloon. “Excuse me, Martha,” the man states testily, “but where is my lunch? I can’t find it.”
The womens’ faces in their balloons stare at him until finally, mother Martha rejoins, “If you just opened your eyes you would see—”
But Lucinda had arrived at the Personal Guide center, where protocol demands no EMBs in the lobby, and announces to her family members in the EMBs, “Sorry I’m here. Talk to you all later.” As the clear doors with their etched PG designs slide open, she shuts off the EMB device on the One City medallion on her chest and enters into the lobby.
	At first, she hesitates to view her image in the door behind her. Her dark hair, neatly bobbed to just past her chin, looks good as she brushes it with her fingers under her plain silver One City cap. Her starched silver One City uniform–or “uni,”–that she had recently bought fits her very well. She had to move up a size as her figure had recently filled out “quite nicely, “as her aunt had said. She adjusts the medallion of the lady Miriam on her chest slightly and turns about in satisfaction, but true nervousness, to look about her. Though she had interviewed here the week before, she is still unsure about her role. The Center is the headquarters and living quarters for the two dozen Personal Guides who had been created by the Benefactors, but there are only a few people present in the lobby as she walks in.     
    	Lucinda is to be a liaison between the guides themselves, the Benefactor committee, and the citizens of One City. She had been chosen to join the Liaison team in part because of her spoken tolerance towards the PGs, but she is feeling more uneasy about them now due to her family’s relentless diatribes concerning them. If they are actually as bad as so many say, maybe she is making a terrific mistake.
 	She remembers the Liaison Desk she had been shown previously and heads over to it. There is no one there though, so she turns about to survey the lobby, framed by the large green infinitum panels and windows like so many buildings in One City. There is a large painting of a handsome male Personal Guide in a starched One City uniform clasping the hands of a robed, two-headed alien visitor emerging from the Blurr interplanetary Silver Saucer. The obligatory greenery that proliferates throughout One City flanks the brightly lit lobby. Then she hears a high cheery female voice saying, “Oh there you are!” She turns to see a pretty full-figured young woman smiling broadly and approaching her, followed by a dark-skinned man in a white uni. “You must be the new liaison girl Matty hired to work with us!” The woman has green skin, long silver hair and pink lipstick on her broad expressive lips. Unlike the plain matching pants and buttoned shirt the residents of One City wear, she is sporting a short skirt and jacket and high boots–all gold. She is full-figured and her gold blouse is unbuttoned at the top showing more of the top of her green breasts than is usual for One City fashion at this time. She looks so familiar, Lucinda thinks, but she is too overwhelmed with the young woman’s friendliness and radiant persona to place her.
	“My name is Nila,” the woman says cheerfully, extending her hand. 
	Lucinda shakes it, responding, “I’m Lucinda.” She’s so. . . green. . . she thinks. 
	The man with the dark skin and white uni puts out his hand as well, saying, “And I’m Nate Silver. Nice to meet ya, man.” His uniform bulges on him, but she can see it is not fat–he is extremely muscled up as her friends call it. But the boys they refer to are nowhere near as muscled up as this handsome dark-skinned man. She feels his strength in his powerful handshake, the man smiling in a friendly manner. But why did he call me “man?” And say, “meet ya?” 
	“Are you both Personal Guides?” she asks them despite knowing that with his skin color he couldn’t possibly be one. And he’s so. . . black. . .
   	They both laugh.    
    	Nila’s glowing green countenance contrasting with Nate’s dark ebony skin, his bald head gleaming so brightly, and his exuberant attitude, he looks like he was shining almost as much as Nila. For a moment, Lucinda is overwhelmed by their presence. They’re just so darn. . . shiny! Her mouth drops open and she’s literally dazzled to the point where in her bewilderment she fully ignores balloons popping up next to her again. Her family encased in their EMB’s busily chatter amongst themselves in a blistering haphazard tone, 
  	 “Oh shit!” Nate utters, drawing back from the girl surprised. “What the hell!”
  	 “It’s the EMBs, silly.” Nika slaps him in the arm laughing, her silver hair bouncing about her face. 
 Lucinda’s mother is more shocked than Nate’s as she stares at him. “Oh my Benefactor!” she cries, covering her mouth with one hand.
  	 “Oh it’s that guy!” calls out her sister. “He’s from the Earth team—the last champions!”
  	“He’s a killer.” Her mother is truly horrified. “It's bad enough you’re supposed to be working with those Guides–” she says this as though thoroughly disgusted. “Knotters, and now one of those killers from Earth. Please don’t associate with him, Lulu.”
	“With either of them,” pipes in her granny.
	“He’s handsome,” says her sister.
 	 Nila addresses them in their balloons, “That’s right! He’s a beautiful man and a champion! He defeated four of those horrible Praug himself!” Her lime skin seems to shine even more in her anger.
 	 In a very stylish ornate balloon, a stout elderly woman has her hand in front of her face. It is Lucinda's granny. Her eyes wide, she blurts out, “She’s–”
“Gorgeous!” interjects the sister.
“–a demona!” The grandmother finishes.
 	Lucinda yells out at the hovering collection of EMBs, “Mom! Granny! I can’t—”
 	“Since when do they allow killers from other planets to be Personal Guides?” Her mother asks crossly. 
Nate scoffs pointing at them, his brow darkening. “Oh man, I ain’t no Personal Guide, man.” He shakes his head, scowling. “What the hell is wrong with you people? Yea I’m from that Earth group. Remember? I stayed behind because ‘a my lady here.” He looks over to Nila who smiles.
She comes over, hugs him and looks closely into his eyes. “I told you, lover.”  
“You told me what?”
“About how people are prejudiced here.”
“Yea I get it but not the way i thought.” So it’s not that I’m black, he thinks, itching his dark bald head. “This shit is just crazy.” 
“Oh my Lady!” The mother’s cross voice rings out from her balloon. He is a. . . wrong speaker!”
“Lucinda!” The grandmother is almost shrieking, “You leave there now!”
“Or call for security!”
Her mother’s voice is cut off by Lucinda shouting, “I have to go! I’m at work!” Her fingers on the pendant, she switches off the EMBs and there is a strange silence. 
Nila is just shaking her head. “You know, Lucinda, you can’t have those EMB’s inside here in the PG Center.” She shrugs and smiles, her white teeth bright between her lipstick pink lips. 
   	Nila is the most beautiful woman she has ever seen. She reminds Lucinda of someone, but she can’t quite put her finger on it. 
Nate stares at the girl bewildered. “How can you walk around with all that shit aroun’ your head, man? Listenin’ to all those people? I’d lose my dang mind!”
Lucinda is perplexed for a moment fumbling for her thoughts. “Well, they are people, I mean, they’re my mother and my grandmother and—“
Nate throws his hand in the air. “I’d go batshit crazy.”
 “We don’t have them,” Nila says matter-of-factly, shrugging. 
Lucinda replies hastily, “That’s because you have no family. You’re not really humans.”
 Nila looks at her shock, but Nate answers the girl. “Havin’ no family doesn’t mean you ain’t human, girl. Tons ‘a folks on Earth ain’t got no family and they just as human as anybody else.” 
Lucinda covers her mouth. Oh my benefactor. A Wrong speaker.…
   A woman rushes up with her hand open for shaking and says, “Oh hi,  Lucinda. I’m Mrs. Babbitt, the manager here.” She is a tallish Munna from the planet Xerxes, a friendly middle-aged woman with a dog-like face—furry, long snout, whiskers, etc. She runs her hands through her bushy head pelt. “Yeah, you need to keep those EMBs from popping up here.” The manager makes popping gestures with her hands and then sweeps the air as if she was sweeping EMBs away. Then she waves at Nila and Nate. “Hey guys!” To Lucinda she says, “I’ll put on the modifier so you won’t have to worry about it.  I forgot.”
 	“The modifier?”
 	“Yes, that will stop all such distracting interaction until that point where you need it, I mean, the EDMs.”
Mrs. Babbitt brings Lucinda back to her office suggesting that she should start to learn to not have the EDMs anyway, as she should be more independent, and “not at the beck and call of her family.” As they sit down, she looks seriously at Lucinda. “Plus, I’m concerned with a family like that, that you won’t be tolerant of the guides here.”
  	“No, I swear to the Lady Miriam that I will.” She thinks, but she was shining. . .
	“A lot of you peeps out there don’t realize that the PGs are cloned from human cells, have 23 chromosome groups like all of us, and were created through a basically natural process of embryo splitting, replicating the natural twinning process.”  Mrs. Babbitt points toward the door, “Just the two unique attributes set them apart: the green skin and the–” she waves her fingers in the air– “the shining thing.” She smiles at Lucinda and points behind her with her thumb. “But remember,” Lucinda looks up to see a Lady Miriam engraving on the wall, with its beatific rendering of the great Lady and the motto: “WORK, PLAY, LOVE.” “Does it say anything about, you know–having problems with others that are different than us?” She shrugs, smiles, “Anyway, you’re good with that, right? All right. . . now then. . .'' Mrs. Babbitt then begins explaining Lucinda’s duties, which mainly consist of assisting the manager in facilitating and charting the 12 PG’s activities. Her primary job for now, however, will be learning about the Guides and the important role they play in the daily life of One City.
	Two men enter the office, both very handsome and very green skinned. Personal guides. . . knotters. . . she can’t help but think. To her, they seem very real, but they also seem kind of not real. She had been told in the education facility about the physical composition of the PGs, but she hadn’t ever really paid attention. Her mind was more informed by her family on this matter and others. Still, a job is a job, she thinks. It just seemed sort of fascinating to find out what was going on with the knotters and so forth.
   	Mrs. Babbitt points at the two guys. “You’ll be working with Hansen and Alfonso.” The two young men shake her hand and welcome her to the center. They have the same kind of glow as Nila but nowhere near as intense and consistent. “Welcome aboard!” Alfonso says cheerfully, pointing at Mrs. Babbitt. “We have a great manager here, but she could really use some help and I hope you’re the one.”
   	“Well, I hope so too,” Lucinda responded.  “I’m very excited.” And she was.
	“Alrighty, then,” the manager continues, “Let me show you the place. That must feel nice, Lucinda thinks, watching the older woman rub her face. All that soft fur everywhere. Mrs. Babbitt rises up and ushers Lucinda back out into the lobby area where they immediately find Nate and Nika waiting for them. Smiling, Nate hands her a black card which says The Blues Club on it in white letters. “It’s a pass to my club, man. I’ll be starting up by 4:00. Maybe you and your friends can check it out.” He points at his radiant green-skinned girlfriend. “Nila will be there.”
“Yes, I will.” Nila nods at Lucinda, smiling. “Nate is a great DJ and there’s dancing. You should come–it’s fun.”
Lucinda stares at the ticket, her mind a blank thinking about who would possibly go with her. “Alright, sure.”
“But don’t have those EMBs going when you’re there.” Her laugh surprises Lucinda, so high, musical and lovely.
“Yea, you don’t need that shit, man.” Nate adds, and the pair turn and exit out of the building.
Mrs. Babbitt then begins giving Lucinda a tour of the place. She starts with the Tournament Room where pictures of the different alien competitors for the Benefactor’s trophy are exhibited over the years along with their Personal Guides. Since their inception in 1936, the Guides had only been used in the tournaments the last 10 years, including the last one where Nila was involved. Lucinda noticed all of the pictographs showed only male Personal Guides, except for the last year, Nila’s year. And she looked over the pictograph for a moment while the manager chattered on, noticing the champion, Lisa Peña from Earth who had led her team–including Nate Silver–to a miraculous victory over the giants from Praug. She also saw that the Praug had no Personal Guide. They had refused one. Instead, they were issued a mandatory replacement, a metallic Robo unit on roller wheels and with bugeye lenses, which the Praug had trashed after one day. Rumors had it that it was placed in the Rehab Center and being used for parts. The Praug were probably the most disrespectful and disliked aliens to ever play the game. Other than the folks that had bet heavily on them to win, everyone she knew was excited about their loss to the Earthers.
  	Next on the tour is the Training Room, which the manager explains is used to train PG’s concerning issues in dealing with alien visitors, as well as handling their life as citizens of One City. Mrs. Babbitt explains how the guides are also used to accommodate other visitors to One City and help assimilate them to the city and its culture. 

Later, leaving the Center, Lucinda walks towards the Silver Screamer station to head home. Passing through the streaming One City residents in their silver, white and occasionally mauve-colored uniforms and the rich green meticulously-tended garden greenery, she sees the familiar landmarks rising above her into the perpetual blue sky. The bright flashing lights of the Vinn air scooters reflect off the glass of the structures as they rise up into the sky: the green skyscrapers with their angled setbacks at the top, the pointed buildings with circular glowing rings around them, the dome of the Benefactor with the huge dark green globe at the top, the shining beacon image of Lady Marion high up in the air with the huge words circling about her. Bi-wing planes etch the heavens along with the silver dirigible, the King George, floating lazily above them, with its folded back wings, giant propellers at its stern, and an open-air gallery of passengers gazing down.
	“Our whole world is forged from the same everlasting miracle substance, infinitum,” her father was always so keen on reminding them, pontificating from within his EMB when he wasn’t interrupted by the women of the family. He worked as a plant crafter at the Vegetarium, but also part time in Public Relations for recruiting new aliens to join the small population of One City. His EMB often pops up when she is out and about the city, lecturing her on his favorite topic.  “All provided by the Blurr, the miraculous advanced alien species that furnished us our little oasis in space back in 1936, with the means for not only survival but prosperity. In addition, the Blurr provided a variety of technological and biotechnological advances to help create the many wonderful attributes of One City.” She would complain to him about the hideous Galactic games forced on them by their alien benefactors, but he would respond, “Well, as for the games: we did not make them up or the rules. We are, in a sense, merely accommodating our Blurr Benefactors.” But what bothered her more is that so many of the One City residents–descendants of the first 202 settlers, all of whom were from Earth–actually love the Galactic Games, where one alien species is pitted against another in brutal forays into violence and bloodshed. She hated them. Still, she knew thousands of new arrivals had decided to stay here over the years, many participants of the games who had preferred to stay rather than return to frequently horrible conditions back in their home worlds. “They enjoy the rights and privileges One City promulgates which they often had not experienced the like of,” her father likerd to remind her. In fact, Nate, the dark-skinned muscular companion of Nila was one such alien. After winning the championship (he single-handedly defeated three of the giant Praug), he elected to stay in One City to be with Nila, the unique “woman” he had fallen in love with. 
Rounding a corner, Lucinda almost runs into a brown service bot just before the train station entrance on LeGuin street. And then the EMBs pop up again. She almost cries out loud.
Her mother’s voice is first, of course, her gray-haired head swirling about Lucinda like a bloated Fern fly. “Oh, we finally got through! What’s going on there, Lulu?”
“I told you they don’t allow—”
 	 Interrupting, her grandmother asks her if she finally had come to her senses. 
  	 “Granny? What are you talking about?”
    	Her aunt says, “They think you should not be working there, Lulu.” 
   	 “What? I mean—”
  	 “I don’t agree,” her aunt continues, “But I told her we’ve decided that we will find you another job.
   	Then her mother, her mouth so wide in her mauve balloon. “You won’t have to work with those knotters and–”
	“–a wrong speaker killer from Earth!” This from her granny.
	Lucinda is now almost tearing from exasperation.  “I don’t work with them; I work with my manager, Mrs–”
 	 “Just hurry up and get home,” her mother continues relentlessly, “and we’ll talk about it some more and get you ready for some other interviews.”
 Listening to them is filling her with rage, and she thinks of what Nate had told her, “You don’t need that shit, man.” Yea, maybe he is a wrong speaker and a killer and all of that, but he sure said it pretty well. She doesn’t need it anymore. . . 
   	As she gets closer to the station, they are all talking at once, and to themselves!
  	 “I told you–”
   	“You never told me–”
   	 “Would you please stop–” 
   	“I can’t believe this–”
     	“Would you two please listen–”
	And then her father, “Who's making dinner anyway?”
The balloons swarm around her like a flock of manic squawking birds. She almost runs into a pole at the LeGuin train entrance, scattering her EMBs about mid squawk. When she looks up again, she is met with laughter, young male laughter. In front of her stands a small group of boys including a friend of hers from the Wells Educational Institution, Roy Mercer. Roy is pointing at her and laughing, his yellow bobtails bobbing up and down about his face. Shaking his head, he stops laughing long enough to point at balloons popping up around Lucinda. Making his hand into a gun, he pretends to shoot them.
“No, no, you don’t,” shrieks her grandmother. 
Her mother says, “Wait a minute! isn’t that–?”
But Lucinda quickly brushes them aside, looking embarrassedly at Roy, who is standing in front of two boys she doesn’t know.
“Be back in a second,” Lucinda says to her family members, and glances towards the Silver Screamer arriving, its magnetic rods braking on the tracks of green infinitum directly in front of her. They start in on her but she tell them she is busy getting on the train, and hits the switch on her medallion.
Sitting together on the plush glossy seats in one the Screamer’s vast plush cabins, Roy leans over close to her and whispers in her ear, “Turn them off.”
“I did.”
“No, I mean–” He reaches over. “For good. Let me see it.”
 She puts her hand to her medallion and looks at him nervously.
One of the other boys says, “Yeah, trank it, Rayster, give her a break. Those bloody things. . .”
Holding her medallion in the palm of one hand, Roy uses a small pocketknife on it for a moment, then looks up at her triumphantly. “You’re free, my girl! No more of those bloody balloons!”
Lucinda is nervous, holding her medallion and looking around her as if waiting for the return of the squawking EDMs. Ray pokes her in the arm. “Hey! So you goin’ home?”
She looks up to see his smiling face, his bright brown eyes, and the world shifts. Her whole being is filled with a sudden inexplicable sense of freedom, as if the entirety of One City has opened up, enlarged and awakened for her.
She turns in the seat to face him. “No. I’m not going home. And I have the greatest idea.” She pulls out the ticket Nate gave her. “Let’s go to Nate’s Blues Cafe!”

Lucinda, Ray and his friends Niles and Winston find Nate and Nila in his club off of Bradbury Street a couple of blocks away from the Dome of the Benefactor’s building. Unknown to them, it was formerly the secret spot of a radical contingent of the Blurr. The aliens had set it up deliberately as a private club for the recent champions from Earth to play live music—mainly for their own benefit–as they were mesmerized by the live playing of several performers from Earth. Shortly after, Nate Silver had taken it over with the agreement of the One City officials and of course the council of Benefactors. After agreeing to stay in One City, Nate had realized to his chagrin that the only music from home he had was a dead iTouch device with over 1000 songs that he couldn’t access. However, the city scientists and their robot assistants had figured out how to charge the device and connect it to a speaker system. Now he played his hits every night for several hours at the club—except on Mondays—to increasing popularity, especially among the young. 
When Lucinda, Ray and his two friends walk in, Nate–with Nila beside him on the stage–is playing an upbeat song on the club’s sound system with a man singing the words “I feel good!” She has never heard anything like the strong upbeat music. Plus, not only are Nate and Nila dancing and singing along to the music, but so are a small crowd of young people. Mostly in white and silver unis, they bunch on the floor by the front of the stage, all moving together to the music. The whole experience is a shock to her system, and she stares open-mouthed, as do her three companions. Ray repeats the same word over and over: “Wow!” She notices some of the young people around the stage are wearing unusual outfits. A couple of the guys have unbuttoned their tops, and she can see their young athletic upper bodies as the tunic tops swing about. Some of the girls have small tops and skirts like Nila’s with their midsection bare. Others wear what looks like something she had seen in history books at the Institute about ancient Earth culture–a one piece outfit called a dress.
The music reaches a crescendo. The recorded singer repeats, “So good! So good! Because I got you!” Nila and Nate come together and kiss, and then they begin to dance in a wild manner, though with a sense of rhythm to it. It seems to Lucinda almost like a playful little routine where they have fun moving with each other. Meanwhile, Lucinda realizes that she is actually now dancing with everyone else. Ray and the other two guys have joined her, all laughing, and from what she could gather, the boys are staring at Nila and the other girls thrusting their bodies around with great interest. She doesn’t care as the boys are doing the same thing and it was crazy fun. 
There is a break in the music when the song concludes, and off to the side of the main group of dancers, Lucinda and her friends listen to Nate who is saying to the crowd, “That was the legendary James Brown, the godfather of soul.” There is cheering and clapping. Nate says, “Now, I’d like to change the pace for a moment with something more recent from my planet called “Like Real People Do,” by a cat named Hozier. This is a mellow one going out to my girl, Nila.” He turns to her and they kiss again. She waves at everyone exuberantly, her shine like a green halo about her. There is cheering again and Nate begins the song, which starts off slow and with some solo instrument playing. A man’s voice comes in so much softer than the previous one. 
“I had a thought, dear
However scary
About that night
The bugs and the dirt
Why were you digging?”
She has no idea what he’s talking about, but. . . it sounds good. . .
Glancing about, Lucinda notices a number of EMBs going off around other people there, but none with her group. She asks Ray, “How do you get away with it?” She points in the air around her head. “I mean, no EMBs?”
Ray tells her they only do it sparingly to fool their guardians. “We’ve told them there’s a glitch in the system and they believe it.” The guys all laugh. 
 An older girl standing next to them, leans over and says, “I hated ‘em too when I was your age, but now I don’t mind.” She shrugs. “It’s kind of a fun way to stay in touch with friends.”
Meanwhile, Nila has hopped off the stage and comes up to Lucinda, smiling broadly and swaying to the music. “Hey there!” Before Lucinda can reply, Nila suddenly starts spinning about in a little circle. She laughs and then reaches for Lucinda. Within moments, both are spinning about the floor, holding each other’s hands and laughing together. Nila’s silver hair whips around her face as she spins, her bright pink lips and white teeth peaking through the silver waves, and Lucinda feels her wavy brunette hair doing the same thing around her own face. It feels wonderful. . .. 
“Honey just put your sweet lips on my lips
We should just kiss like real people do.”
When the song ends, they let their hands drop and just stand together, laughing. Who is this person? Lucinda thinks, staring at Nila, her heart beating fast.
Nila asks breathlessly, “Remember the brown-skinned girl with the Earth champions? That is where I got the idea of spinning.”
“That was so much fun.” Lucinda feels dizzy and excited at the same time.
From up on the stage, Nate’s face grows animated as he points into the air and introduces the next song, “Here is a hit from the 1960's by Martha and the Vandals, ‘Dancing in the Street.’ Let’s get the dancin’ going again, folks!” There is clapping and cheering as the strange upbeat music starts up. 
Nila waves at Nate, then turns to Lucinda. “Listen, I gotta go–but here!” She reaches into a small pocket in her tight gold skirt and pulls out a little card, handing it to Nila. “It’s from my friend Julius at Dreamland!” Lucinda reads it as Nila hops back on stage, her silver hair and gold skirt flashing in the stage lights. 
  			  DREAMLAND MECCA
    	        		         One Free Ride
   	        		           Julius T. Caesar 
“But you have to see Julius at the box office to validate it!” Nila yells out towards Lucinda, beginning to dance and sing with Nate.
       After talking with Ray, Niles and Winston, they decide to go to the fun place with the free
pass from Nila. Running to the Silver Screamer with them, Lucinda realizes she hasn't felt so good in ages. She remembers the feeling as a little kid frolicking about the back vestibule of their flat with her sister sometimes. But nothing like dancing with everyone at the club and spinning in circles with Nila. Then as the four of them race up the stairs at the station, she realizes how free she feels, and knows it is because there are no EMBs popping up with all those dreadful arguing voices.
	They take the Silver Screamer to Dream, which they find humming with activity.


The giant Dreamland Mecca sign lights up the night sky and the people below are hustling about heading to rides and other amusements. They enter the park, and meet up with Nila’s Personal Guide friend, Julius, at the front gate. He is a tall and handsome, dark-haired, green-skinned man with a big smile, and is very excited to see them. Normally he would be assisting visitors, getting them acclimated to the many activities that giant Dreamland Mecca offers, including Bounceland, Faux Reality Center, Mickey’s Movie-Making Studio, the TouchBall field, Ocean City, the Olympic center, the Fabulous Fartman’s Wheel, the Cosmic Loopadoodle ride, and the extremely popular ScooterRama, One City’s wild air scooter course. Since Julius isn’t busy, however, he is more than happy to help, “Any pals of my pal Nila, the most gorgeous creature on the planet.”
The kids agree to head to ScooterRama, which is very close to the front gate. It’s not easy to see just what the course entails entering the front gate, the multi-colored two-seat mini-Zinn air scooters lining up at the front awaiting fresh passengers. Lucinda hops in the back of one scooter with Rey, while Niles and Winston take the other scooter.
“We’re in DREAMLAND!” Lucinda hollers out, her arms raised in the air as the scooter takes off, Ray negotiating the trim steering wheel and floor accelerator. The four of them “hoot” loudly into the air together, rising up into the opening of the course. Blinking blue pathways light the way and they continue forward gaining speed, sailing past bright replicas of the Statue of Liberty, the giant Trojan Horse from Earth’s Greek mythology, the Russian Kremlin, the Egyptian pyramids, New York’s Statue of Liberty and Brooklyn Bridge, the Tower of Pisa, London’s Big Ben clock, a giant Mickey Mouse, and more. Of course, the four teenagers have scarcely any sense of what these creations harkening back to Old Earth represent, but they still look “bloody brilliant” and “mad ravin’!” Giant silver flying saucers careen about them and Winston cries out: “WATCH OUT FOR THE BLURR SHIPS!” 
“YOU WATCH OUT FOR THE BLOODY SHIPS!” Ray yells at him, taking that moment to speed past his friends, Lucinda screaming.
On the top of a tall emerald building, robotic replicas of Dorothy, the Tin Man, the Scarecrow and the Cowardly Lion wave at them, the fire-eyed Black Witch circling about them, laughing wickedly. The kids continue whooping it up, pointing below as they fly by a magnificent replica of the steely bot-faced Benefactor riding a massive red air scooter high above the ground, his arm extended in a thumbs up gesture. There are fountains pumping light, ray gun rays to be avoided, Lady Miriam holograms where you get doused with Ambrosia, leaving one with a ridiculously happy and satisfied feeling, and much more. 
When they touchdown, Lucinda is still laughing but dizzy. She tells them she is going to the “ladies powder room” as she departs from the scooter still shaking. The boys agree to meet her nearby at the Funhouse. 
When she comes out of the ladies’ bathrooms near the front gate, she finds someone waiting for her, but it’s not one of her friends. A large man wearing a large dark gray coat and a mask immediately grabs her, stuffing a cloth into her mouth and forcing her into a small corner area behind the bathroom. She struggles, but his grip is so strong as he rips at her sweater, groping her breasts. Still, she manages a sort of spin—much like what she and Nila were doing in the club. For a moment her assailant loses his grip on the cloth in her mouth and Lucinda utters a piercing scream. He hesitates. There is the sound of voices raised in alarm and footsteps running towards them. With a garbled “Guck,” her assailant lets her fall to the ground and dashes off into the park.
Lucinda is stretched out on the ground as Julius Cesar and a female park worker come racing around the corner. She is in hysterics, her sweater and blouse partially torn off. They stoop down to make sure she is alright, at the same time looking around in vain for her assailant. “For the love of the Lady!” Julius cries out looking at Lucinda’s torn regalia, his green face a mask of horror. He has never heard of such a thing, let alone seen it. He tells his young assistant to run and call an officiant and a medical team. 
Lucinda sobs into her torn sweater, reaching for her medallion. “Mother! Father!” she cries out, attempting to summon forth the EMBs. But her medallion is still disconnected and silent. She shrieks again and collapses to the ground. “I want—I want. . .” she repeats pitifully. 
Julius pulls out his own medallion stashed behind his uniform top. The grim visage of the Benefactor peers up at him. With a loud “pop” a flickering balloon materializes above Julius and a green-faced woman in an orange octagon balloon calls out, “Emergency,” looking sternly straight ahead. “Oh, it’s you, Julius.” The big man tells the PG dispatcher to connect him with Nila, that it’s an emergency. In a moment Nila’s voice can be heard in the woman’s EMB, and she tells Nila what had occurred. “We’re on our way,” Nila yells out, apparently still at Nate’s Club. They can hear her shout out, “Nate!” before her line goes dead. The dispatcher in her octagon balloon remains, and she asks Julius if there is anything else she can do. “Well, not right now,” he blurts out, still flustered. “We gotta find those guys she came in with! Where the heck are they?”
Unfortunately, Lucinda’s friends are nowhere to be found as Julius remains by the sobbing Lucinda, waiting for help, instructions, or anything. However, within minutes a very strange heavily metallic air rig powers down towards them. There is a dry whooshing sound and a voice can be heard from the interior swearing loudly, “OH SHIT!” The vehicle is one-part decrepit scooter and one-part giant flying dumpster, and there is a sound as if something collapsing in a clunking smoking heap upon landing. The rig is being driven by a silver robotic man with a friendly silver metallic face who waves at everyone. Nate and Nila jump out, Nate looking back at the driver and shaking his head, then yelling at him pointing, “Tin Man! Don’t you leave, brother.”
From the front of his vehicle, the robot driver, more commonly known as Tom, stares mutely upon the scene in horror. 
“She was attacked!” Julius yells out, pointing to Lucinda.
“What the fuck?” Nate mutters. 
“Oh my Lady,” whispers Nila, looking at Lucinda concernedly. They bend down for a closer look. 
“Are you hurt?” Nate asks the girl.
Lucinda shakes her head. Nila looks up at Nate, “What do we do?”
“Welp. . .” Nate gestures at Nila, flapping his hand, then points at Lucinda. “I don’t know. Comfort her, man. It’s a chick thing. Hold her in your arms and shit.” He looks over at Julius. “So who the fuck tried to mess with this girl? Damn!”
Julius just shrugs, quirking his lips in confusion. The female attendant stares at Nate and gasps. “He’s a wrong speaker.” 
Nate frowns at the girl. “That’s bullshit! I’m a fucking hero, man.” 
Nila reaches over to hold Lucinda and cradles her in her arms. She’s a natural, Nate thinks, as Nila clears the hair from the girl's eyes and murmurs, “It’s alright, Lulu, it’s alright.”
Lucinda cries out softly, “I want my family.” She then returns to sobbing uncontrollably in Nila’s arms.
“Oh, man.” Nate makes a tsk sound, shaking his head. “She wants those fucking balloons, for fuck’s sake.” He turns to Julius. “Why that shit ain’t workin,’ brotha?”
The crowd around are in shock listening to him and his “wrong speak.”
Julius shrugs. “Her medallion must have quit working.”
“Quit workin’? Shit. The girl needs her folks, know what I’m sayin’?”
“Wait. Hold on. . .” A wobbly Tom appears ambling towards them stiffly clanking, unable to tear his eyes away from the girl on the ground. “I think. . . well, I know how to fix it, but. . .” He points to Nate hunched by Lucinda, and hands him a small tool, his hand shaking. “You better. . .” Still staring at Lucinda in disbelief, Tom gives Nate directions for how to turn the EMB unit back on. 
Nate stares up at him and all the living folks around him in disbelief. “What the hell’s the matter with ya’ll? And where the fuck is the po-lice around here?” He shakes his head and has Tom the Robot repeat the steps to him. Fiddling with Lucinda’s medallion and a small screwdriver-like gizmo, Nate grunts as a number of balloons instantly pop up around them. It is the members of Lucinda’s family en masse–an angry brigade of venting bubbled faces. 
 They appear anxiously looking about, their eyes taking in the sleeping girl and finally fixing upon Nate.  A chorus of voices ring out. “Is she alright?”
Nate assures them that Lucinda is alright and sleeping peacefully. “She good, she good; she just had a little scare.”
The mother’s voice barks out angrily, “Where has she been?”
“We heard she was attacked!” her sister calls out.
“Were you the one?” her grandmother chimes in.
“No no no!” Nate replies heatedly. “Nila and I rushed out to this Dreamland place to help her. She was attacked here by some guy–we don’t know. Our friend Julius called us and we came runnin’, or flyin’, or whatever.”
“Oh,” they all say together from their balloons bobbing about Lucinda’s head, a cavalcade of faces with open mouths exclaiming, “Ohhhhhhh!”
Finally, her mother’s voice calls out, “But what happened to us?
“Us?” Nate looks about for her balloon, confused.
“Yeah, us!”
Nila pokes Nate in the arm. “They mean, why weren't the EMB’s working? Right?”
“Oh,” Nate says, rubbing his glistening bald head. “Jesus. Somehow you all got shut off. But I fixed it, okay?”
There is constant chaos until the father’s voice rings out. “Thank you, Nathan and you too Nila for being there for our girl. Now I don’t know what happened, but I mean, I remember when I was her age–now this was quite some time ago–but we used to sneak out and—"
Lucinda suddenly raises her head, and interrupting her father, asks sleepily, “Mom? Dad?” 
“We’re all here darling,” Martha says soothingly.
“Oh, thank the lady. . .” Lucinda mutters, “It’s been just so awful without you. . .”
“Thank Nila and Tom, man.” Nate points his thumb at the beaming green woman next to him.
There is more hubbub from the EMBs but Lucinda has passed out again in Nate’s arms. “Okay, Okay, Okay. Be at your home in a flash. But we need you guys to go poof for a minute.” He makes a mock “poof” sign with his hands and fingers. The faces in the balloons stare at each other, rotating around comically until all “pop” and disappear. 
Back in the shuttle together–what Tom the Robot endearingly calls his “Clank Mobile,” Lucinda sleeps resting in between Nila and Nate. Tom turns around in the driver seat and says, “Um, Mr. Nathan, I’m actually not a tin man, per se.” He smiles awkwardly and continues, “I’m more of a blend of infinitum and various other–”
Nate lets out a booming laugh. “It’s cool, it’s cool, Tom. You jus’ look exactly like this guy we all seen in a movie back on my planet called Wizard of Oz.” He laughs again, rubbing his bald head. “All you need is an axe, my man.”
	“Oh yes,” Tom smiles back at him. “I have heard that, actually from some of the Benefactors.” He shrugs.
“Thas alright, we cool.” Nate moves up and slaps him on the arm. There is a resounding bang. He finds this hilarious too. This place, he thinks; it’s a trip. . . 
“We cool.” Tom nods vigorously, giving Nate his awkward grin, little beady eyes shining.
Nate shakes his head smiling as the shuttle flies on through the bright night sky of One City. He turns to Nila. “So what I don’t get is: where are the damn po-lice? Not that I’m complainin’, but. . .”
“Po-lease?” Nila peers at him quizzically. “What are they?”
“The police?” Nate's eyes get big. “They the people that investigate crimes, man. When they ain’t beatin’ up on folks.”
“Oh.” Nila nods her head but then quirks her lips. “What’s a crime?”
“What’s a–?” Nates eyes get really big. “When someone does somethin’ bad, man. Like what just fuckin’ happened!” 
“Well, we don’t have po-lice. Normally, people here don’t do bad things like that.” She smiles at him innocently. 
“They don’t?”
“Why would they?”
Nate snorts.  “I don’t know. Cause people do messed up shit sometimes, man.”
“We don’t have any bad people here, maaan.” She exaggerates his favorite word.
“Oh yea?” He bites his bottom lip and reaches over to tickle her side. She squeals and fights back. “Watch out!”
“Well, so what happened to our girl here, then?” He quirks his lips at her, pointing back at Lucinda with his thumb.
She quirks her lips back. “I don’t know.”
“And you got prejudiced people here too, maa—Nila, my love.” 
“Yes, we do. Very true.” She shrugs as if acknowledging there is nothing she can do about it, and then kisses his cheek leaving a bright pink lipstick lip pattern there. “Very true, Mr. Hero guy.” They nod at each other, and then he moves in for the kill as she squeals loudly.

After spending two days at her home with her family and increased doses of Ambrosia, Lucinda decides she wants to go back to her job.  She strolls into the Personal Guide Center and immediately sees Nila and Nate together in the front area. She has been conversing with her family through her EMBs and is reluctant to shut them off, even temporarily, but a rule is a rule. Nila points to her with a big smile. “Hey, there she is!” Lucinda approaches them feeling embarrassed for some reason but also relieved. 
Nate asks, “How ya feelin’, girl?”
Nila grabs her hands. “Yes, how are you today?”
“I’m good. Thank you.” She gazes at them both with a smile growing on her lips. She chuckles, looking at Nate. “So all you do is wink about with Nila all day? Don’t you have a job?”
“Oh man,” Nate laughs. “That is my job.” 
 Shining pleasantly, Nila waves him off. “He’s in charge of new music and stuff like that.”
	“‘New Music Custodian and Purveyor, baby.’” He shrugs, quirks his lips in a satisfied grin. “Yea, them Benefactors dig what I’m doing, man. They cool.”
Nila hugs him, then imitates his voice, saying in a rumbling tone, ‘I’m laying down the tunes, baby.’”
Lucinda laughs as the two start singing “Rollin’ Rollin’ down a rivah,” and begin dancing together humming at the same time, Nate twirling Nila about. 
There is a “pop,” and then a series of “pops,” and Lucinda is immediately surrounded by EDMs. The faces of her family hover about her in their aquamarine balloons. Her mother, sister, aunt, granny, and even her father spin about and then focus on Nila and Nate. Nate murmurs an aside to Nila, “Ah oh. . . them damn motha’ balloons. . .”
Lucinda’s mother is of course first to speak. “Well, there you two are.”
“How are you, Lucinda’s mother?” Nila asks.
“Much better, thanks to you two,” the grandmother says. “Who knows what trouble that silly girl would have gotten into if you hadn’t intervened.”
“Granny!” Lucinda complains and a hubbub of voices arises from the EDMs.
“So did they find out who did it?” Nate asks the group of ballooned faces floating in front of him.
“Who did what?” Martha responds. 
“Who was responsible for what happened to our girl, here.” Nate puts his hand affectionately on Lucinda’s shoulder. “Did they find him?”
The folks in their balloons stare at each other blankly. Finally, Martha speaks up. “No.”
Nate stares at her frowning face, and Nila says, “Nathan, honey, we don’t have anyone to find him.” She shakes her head and shrugs. 
“What?” Nate stares at her aghast, his mouth dropping open. “You don’t—that’s crazy, Nila!
There is a further outburst from the EDMs. 
“He’s right! There—”
[bookmark: _Hlk141693837]“We can’t have everyone—”
“I can’t even think about—”
[bookmark: _Hlk141693619]“There should be someone who—”
“But it’s never happened be—”
	“Okay, EVERYONE BE QUIET!!!” her sister yells out from her balloon near Lucinda’s left ear. It actually does get quiet. She glances pointedly at both Nate and Nila. “We just wanted to thank you two, actually.”
	“Yes, we are grateful for your help,” adds Granny.
	“And to apologize for, ah, our attitudes previously,” the sister smiles at them and shrugs.
	The faces in the balloons stare at each other looking somewhat abashed.
	“Oh, that’s okay, man, it’s cool.” Nate waves them off.
	“Oh, that wrong speak, Oh, my Lady,” Granny interjects, looking shocked and uncomfortable. 
	“Granny!” Lucinda calls out. 
	“Obviously we still have some learning to do,” says Lucinda’s father.
	“Well,” Lucinda’s mother Martha says, “We ‘d like to invite you both to dinner. I’m sure you could use a decent meal.”
“Hey, I’m actually a good cook, folks.” Nate pats Nila’s small belly pushing out the tight skirt. “I’m putting some weight on this girl.”
	“Hey!” Nila slaps at his arm. “Maaan.” Her imitation of him is so good that there is laughter from all the EDMs.
	“My chili can’t be beat,” Nate adds.
Martha assures him that, “Well, that may be so, but my cooking is particularly good. Everybody raves about it. My cabbage stew is a big crowd favorite.” 
He says, ‘Hey, if you can make this food around here good you must be a genius. I salute you, it ain’t easy.”
 There is light laughter at that and then Lucinda shrugs and says, “Yea, mother is the best. You two should come over.” 
Nate turns to Nila, “Hey, you know, maybe these here motha’ balloons ain’t so bad after all.” 
There is a chorus of voices from the family calling out Nate as “a true gentleman,” “a lovely man,” “amazing addition to the community,” and “a real hero of the last competition.”
“He took out five of those Giants single-handedly with just that pole,” Martha says eagerly.
 “The greatest achievement in the history of the contest,” adds Lucida’s sister.
 “Well, I don’t know about that,” her father interjects. “I would have to say what those Zoneys did back in ‘48 was still the most impressive. Or that giant Goober–”
Meanwhile, her eyes glazed in inner debate, Lucinda is staring at Nila, the lovely green-skinned Personal Guide so happy and glowy, her silver hair bopping about her, her arm around Nate’s waist. She is saying over and over again to herself, She seems so real. She seems so real. And yet, so not real. . .

