
The air is stale, filtered only twice a week. Artificial lights buzz overhead like gnats. Zone 7 was one of hundreds, buried beneath the glistening towers of the enhanced. Jax moves quickly through the narrow corridor, clutching his box of stolen supplies. Glancing over his shoulder every few steps, he reaches the reinforced door, unit 914, and punches in a code. The room is dim. Sterile. Makeshift. 
Lyra lies on a cot in the corner, wrapped in thermal blankets. Her lips are pale, her face wrung with pain. A machine above her bedside wheezes, doing its best to provide her oxygen. A faint blue rash is spreading across her face, the main sign of T-cell collapse. 
“Hey, I got you some immuno boosters. It should buy you a few more days.” I kneel beside her bedside, pulling out the injector. My hands are shaking. 
Lyra opens her eyes, barely. They’re too big for her sunken face. 
“You got them from that Beta doctor again?” 
“I wouldn’t call him a doctor. Just a guy in a lab coat with more sense than fear.” I gently inject the serum into her arm, watching her flinch as it goes in. 
“It hurts less when you make jokes.” 
“Then I’ll tell you a hundred more,” I whisper to her. 
I stand, reaching for the crumpled envelope in my jacket pocket. A denial letter from the Solari medtech program, stamped in cold red words: 
				Access denied. Genome Class: Unmodified 
I stare at it, my knuckles turning white. 
They say the Solari earned their perfection. That the rest of us choose to stay broken. But Lyra didn’t choose this. She was just born wrong, into the wrong tier, with the wrong blood. And they were willing to let her die simply to keep their bloodline clean. 
I crush the letter in my fist. 
“Promise me you’ll go to the gates tonight,” Lyra murmurs with the little breath she has left. 
“Lyra -” she cuts me off. 
“I heard you talking with the others. You think there's a way in. Please promise me.” 
I hesitate but nod, pressing my forehead gently to mine, “I promise.” 
“Curfew begins in 30 minutes. Unauthorized movement will be met with force,” a loudspeaker echoes through the tunnels. 
I pocket what little serum I have left and zip up my coat. 
They call it trespassing, I call it surviving. If breaking into the Solari lab to save Lyra is what I have to do, then that's exactly what I’ll do. 



I kneel behind the fence, watching the gate guards. I can't help but feel angry at how calm they seem. They had no idea what was happening behind their perfect walls. They didn't have to see their loved ones dying simply because they had the wrong bloodline. 
I look at the broken watch on my wrist: 10:54 pm. Only a few more minutes until shift change. These few minutes between the old shift clocking out and the new shift clocking in would be my one shot at getting in tonight. Lyra didn’t have many days left, and messing up was not something I could afford to do. I watch as they make their way back behind their pearly white gates. Well, maybe not pearly white, but they might as well be. This was the shot I’ve been waiting for. I run from behind the fence towards the gates, trying to make it before they close. I managed to slip through at the last second. This was the first time I had been through the gates. I take a second to take in my surroundings. This was the complete opposite of what we lived in. Instead of broken-down abandoned buildings, I see pristine structures that look like they could have been built today if you didn’t know any better. Where I normally see people outside their doors trading food and various resources, there are people in crisp suits enjoying the clean air, completely oblivious to what’s going on around them. Nobody is shouting at each other and fighting from different directions about what belongs to whom. Even after just a few seconds inside, I felt out of place. My hair was greasy, courtesy of the Solari shutting off our water supply. My clothes had seen better days. My pants were a few sizes too small, causing my dirty ankles to show. My shirt was the only thing that fit properly, but even that was on its last legs. There were only so many times my mother could add fabric and extend it. I want to look around some more, but I know I have very little time before someone snaps out of their perfect world and realizes I don’t belong here. I duck behind the nearest building and pull out my map. If what I’m looking at is correct, then the lab is less than two miles away. Great, I have to go two miles without being caught. I fold my makeshift map and return it to my backpack. I peer around the building, making sure to look in every direction in case one of the Elite is nearby. I don’t see anyone coming from either side. Taking a deep breath, I step onto the main street. I do my best not to look like the outsider I know I am. I fix my posture, hoping my confidence doesn’t look as fake as I feel right now. I walk down the street, past the perfect buildings and the suits. You would think seeing someone like me, they would be all over me, but it’s almost as if they don’t see me, or they just don’t care enough to stop me. According to my map, the lab should only be a little farther up the road. 
“Hey, you?” A deep, growling voice comes from behind me. 
I don’t give myself a chance to make sure I’m the one their talking to. I run as fast as I can. I had come too far to get caught now. I block out the heavy footsteps closing in behind me, the sound of my beating heart in my ears, and the stares of people watching to find out what's going on. Lyra and finding the lab are the only things on my mind. I run for what feels like forever. When I feel my muscles burning, and sweat has completely coated my face, I take a minute to glance behind me. There are no guards behind me as far as I can see. Not wanting to take any chances, I duck behind the first building I see. I catch my breath and do my best to slow my beating heart. When I can finally hear my thoughts again, I take a minute to regroup. I had run so far without looking, I didn't even know where I was anymore. So much for heading straight for the lab. I pull my map from my bag, wiping sweat from my eyebrows. I guess I hadn’t run as far as I thought. From what I’m looking at, the building I’m hiding behind is the back of the lab. I look down towards the end of the brick wall. Sure enough, there was a door. I put away the map one last time and make my way along the wall until I reach the door. It looked like it hadn’t been opened in years. The frame had grass growing around it, the glass window frosted over with dirt from what had to be years of neglect. I try wiping the window with my sleeve to peek through, but it’s hopeless. I couldn’t even see my reflection. With Lyra on my mind, I pull the door handle. To my surprise, it opens with only a few creaks. I guess the Elite had better things to worry about than fixing an abandoned door. 
“All units and Solari residents, please be advised, there is an intruder from below among us. If seen, please let us know immediately. Do not engage, he is considered armed and dangerous.” I hear the same deep growling come from above me. A nationwide alert simply because I am not considered one of them. My blood is armed and dangerous. I shake my head in disbelief, ducking into the empty corridor. The hallway looked as abandoned as the door outside, if not more. I could tell that nobody had been on this side in a very long time. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, clearly undisturbed by footprints. I look to my left at a brick wall that seems to stretch for miles. To my right is a row of doors that gives me the same feeling. I start turning doorknobs one by one, with no luck. Whoever had decided that this hallway would not be used did a really good job of making sure nobody got into any of these rooms. I finally made it to the final door, turning the knob like I did all the others, but not expecting much. To my surprise, again the knob turns easily under my hand. I push the door open to see what looks like a sterile hospital room. A bed sits in the middle of the room with an IV pole right beside it. On the wall is what I think is a TV. Lyra is never going to believe me about that one. We had only heard of TV, but we weren’t sure if they were real or something the Elite made up to torment us. On the far side is a small table with papers scattered across it. 
“Who are you and what are you doing here?” I jump at the voice behind me. 
I turn around to see a kid who can’t be more than fifteen. Wavy blonde curls cover his head, his skin pale but clean and fresh. Freckles cover the top of his nose and cheeks. 
“I asked you a question. Who are you?” He stares at me, waiting for an answer. 
“I’m Jax, I’m so sorry. I got lost exploring.” I watch as he studies my face, hoping he believes me. 
“You're not a Solari. You're one of those Primari from below. You're not supposed to be here.” 
No such luck in his buying my story. 
“I’m leaving right now. Please, I was just looking for medicine for my sister.” I do all but get on my knees and beg. If he decided to turn me in, I would be thrown in jail, and Lyra would never make it. 
“I’m not going to turn you in, you can relax,” he says almost as if he were reading my mind. Maybe that was something the Elite could do, I had no idea.
“What are you doing down here then? This hallway hasn't been used in years,” I ask him defensively. 
“My father is the head doctor here. He had a lot of work to do, so I decided to do some exploring around the building. I’m Damien by the way.” He holds out his hand, but I hesitate. I don’t know what this kid could want, and I’m not taking any chances. 
“Well, Damien, I was being honest about looking for medicine for my sister. You probably know it isn't available to people like me.” 
“Oh, I’m fully aware, being the doctor's kids and everything. Which is why I also know they're looking for you right now. You're the intruder.”
“Then why aren't you turning me in?” 
“Because, unlike the rest of them, I don’t think it's right that people are divided the way they are. In my eyes, we are all people.” 
“Oh, well, I appreciate that.” I'm still unsure if I should trust him. He could be playing me, intending to turn me in as soon as we leave this room. 
“And if your looking for medicine, you won’t find it down here. All medicine is locked in my father's office.”  He looks at me like he knows things I don’t, which I’m certain is the case. 
“Can you help me? Please, my sister has T-cell collapse.” 
“I can get you something, but not a lot. Those medications are monitored very closely.” He motions for me to follow him back into the corridor. 
“Thank you, you have no idea how much this means to me.” 
“Wait here, I’ll be back in 15 minutes.” Before I can say anything else, he disappears around the corner. 
I sit on the floor, the thick coat of dust kicking up under my butt. Who was this kid? He belonged here, but why would he want to help someone like me? One of the Elite wanting to do something good for someone down below was almost unheard of. I half expected him to come back around the corner with guards in tow. That would be more realistic than waiting for him to bring the medicine I need. Before I have a chance to think of anymore worse-case scenarios, I see Damien turn the corner. He has a basket in his hand stuffed with bread, milk, and cheese. 
“I got the medicine, and I also got you some food. It's not much, but I wanted to give you something to take home.” He holds out the basket. 
My mouth is watering at the sight of the food. It had been so long since we had anything other than water and beans. I take the basket, nearly snatching it out of his hands. 
“You won’t get in trouble for this?” 
“As long as nobody finds out, I’ll be fine. You need it more than I do. But you should probably go because the search for you is amping up.” He walks in front of me, leading me back to the door I came in.  “Don’t go through town. There's a fence a little way up with a broken entry point. They won’t get you there if you're quick.” He holds the door open for me. 
“Thank you, Damien.” 
“Don’t mention it,” with a quick wave, he shuts the door behind him, and he's gone. An angel in the shape of a 15-year-old boy. 
I walk through our broken front door, the basket still tucked safely under my arm and the medicine in my pocket. 
Momma is sitting on the sofa, a sharp spring dangerously close to her leg. 
“Where have you been, young man?” She looks at me sternly.
“I found the medicine we need for Lyra.” I know she’ll be mad, but she can’t be too upset if she knows it will save her only daughter. 
“Do you know what would happen if you were caught up there?” She jumps off the sofa, angrier than I’ve ever seen her. 
“But you don’t understand. I got what she needs, and I have food.” I show her the basket, hoping the sight of real food will satisfy her enough. 
“Where did you get that?” she gasps at the sight of it. 
“I met someone when I snuck into the lab….” 
“You snuck into the Solari lab?” she cuts me off. 
“Yes, I met the head doctor's son. He's the one who gave me the medicine and the food. His name was Damien…” I stop when I see her holding a finger in front of my face. 
“That food could be riddled with poison. You met some kid up there, and you think it’s ok to trust him? What would happen if we gave that to your sister? That would kill her faster than she's already dying.” She doesn’t look angry anymore, just disappointed. I know the only thing she wants in this world is to protect us. What I don’t tell her is that I already tried some of the food. I couldn’t help it; my stomach was growling. I didn't realize how hungry I was until I had the basket tucked under me on the trek back. 
“Momma, we can’t just throw this food and medicine away. We’re all starving, and this is a savior right now. It's a chance we’ll have to take.” I do my best to convince her, but I can tell by her face she’s not buying it. 
“Put it all in the cooler, I’ll take a look. I don’t trust this Damien kid. Who was he anyway? And why would he give people like us so much?” 
“He told me he’s the head doctor's son. He doesn’t think it's right that the Primai are left to struggle and starve while the Solari have such good lives.” 
“Yeah, I’m sure, being the head doctor’s son, he must feel so bad for us,” she scoffs. 
“He seemed genuine, and he didn’t turn me in when the guards were searching for me.” 
“You had an alert put out for you? You have got to be kidding me, Jaxon.” She's angry again. She only uses my full name when she's angry. 
“Momma, it's ok. I made it out thanks to Damien.” 
“But what if you didn’t? I would lose both of my children.” She places a hand on my cheek, tears welling up in her eyes. 
“All Primari residents, report to the town square immediately!”
The voice can be heard from the street. 
“Quick, hide that food and make sure your sister's room is secured.” Momma runs from the living room and out the door. 
I stuff the basket into our makeshift cooler as fast as I can and run down the hall to Lyras' room. I peek my head in to make sure she’s breathing, a daily ritual I had grown used to. When I see her chest moving shallowly up and down, I close the door, jiggling the handle to make sure it's locked securely.  
I make my way out the door and down the street to the town square. It’s not a far walk. The whole town is less than a mile long. Dilapidated houses sit on one side, the grass brown from lack of water and sunlight. Almost every house had a roof caving in, a porch with soft spots that you would go through if you weren’t careful, even some with no roof, only a tarp or garbage bag over it to protect from the elements. Struggling shops sit on the other side of town. For as long as I could remember, people went in them to trade resources. Food, medicine, anything we could find to survive. I reach the town square, where most of the residents are already standing in place, give or take a few stragglers. 
“All Primari residents, report to the town square immediately!”
The voice is coming from a man not far away. 
When everyone is finally gathered, a man steps in front of the crowd. He is tall and stocky, with grey hair and a beard to match. His uniform is clean and crisp, free of wrinkles. I try to read the name on his shirt, but it's no use. There are too many people in front of me to see much of anything. 
“It has come to the attention of the Solari that we had an invasion this evening.” The man's voice is deep. I can hear that it's filled with hate. Hate for the lesser people. The crowd gasps and looks around at one another. We all knew what could happen if we were caught breaking into the Solari. 
“If anyone has any information, I suggest you tell us immediately,” he continues. 
The crowd looks forward, but nobody comes forward. 
“Nobody wants to tell us anything? If that is how you want to do this, your food supply has been suspended, and your new curfew is 7 pm. Should anyone decide to do the right thing, we might consider lifting these restrictions.” 
“Please don’t do this, sir. We’re starving as it is,” a voice speaks up from the crowd. 
“Whoever said that, step forward at once.” 
An elderly woman steps into view. I recognize her. She runs one of the few trading shops in town. 
“Did you have something to say?” The guard looks down at her with disgust on his face. 
“I beg you, don’t take our food away. We are starving and are barely surviving.” She looks at him with sadness in her eyes. 
“Maybe you should have thought of that before one of you degenerates broke into our domain and stole from us. We give you enough and you choose to be ungrateful.” Before anyone has a chance to object, he reaches into his jacket and shoots the old woman in the head. Gasps erupt from the crowd. 
“Anyone else have objections to the rules?” the guard snarls. 
I can hear the tears flowing all around me, but no one says a word. 
“Everyone, back to your houses. You are now under full restriction. Anyone caught breaking the rules will be met with the same punishment.” He looks down at the dead woman, and for the first time, I see how little the Solari care for us. His eyes are empty, like a blackhole with nothing behind them. He turns and walks away without another word. 


“This is what I’m talking about, Jax. Do you see what could happen if you are caught?” Momma is lecturing me in the kitchen, but I’m only half listening. I’ve heard this lecture a thousand times before. Stay away from the Solari, keep my head down, don’t anger anyone. This wasn’t new information. All I could see was the old woman's white hair turning red before she hit the ground. Nobody deserved to die like that. 
“Jax, are you listening to me?” Momma snaps me out of my trance with a smack on the arm. 
“Yes, Momma, I’m listening. I just can’t get the sight of that poor woman out of my head.” 
“I know it was cruel. But let that be a lesson to you next time you decide to sneak into the Solari. This is where we were born to be, and there's nothing we can do about that. It's our blood and who we are,” she sews the last patch onto my pants and holds them out for me to see, “these should do for now.” 
“We shouldn’t be living like this. Why do we have to suffer because our blood is a little different?” 
She grabs my hands and looks me straight in the eyes. “This is our life. There is nothing we can do about it. The sooner you accept it, the easier it will be.” 
“So you're ok with letting Lyra die because we can’t get the medication she needs?” 
“Of course not. You think it's easy watching my only daughter get worse every day?” I watch the tears well up in her eyes, and I instantly regret my choice of words. 
“I’m sorry, Momma, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just so tired of living as a second-class citizen.” 
“That's what we are, baby. Make sure you check on your sister before you go to bed.” She stands up and gives me a peck on the cheek. 

I lay on my sunken mattress, staring through the hole in my ceiling. When I was a kid, I loved the fact that I could see the stars through my bedroom ceiling. As I got older, I realized the only reason I could think of was that the Solari couldn’t be bothered to fix our roof. A sharp spring pokes me in the middle of my back, something else I’d grown used to. I think back to when  I was a kid and everything was so much simpler, before I knew how bad the world was. Momma never let on how bad things were or how bad they could get. Lyra and I knew we had certain rules that had to be followed. Keep your head down, listen to what the Solari says, don’t question anything. When Daddy died, her already nervous tics seemed to go on a spiral. She was never as scared of the Solari as she is now. I had never been told the full story of what happened to my father, but from what I can gather, the Solari had something to do with it. That was the only explanation of what could have frightened her enough to start following their orders so aggressively. I remember a strong woman who couldn’t care less what they thought. Rules are meant to be broken, she used to tell us. After his death rules were meant to be followed to the point that actual living was impossible. It broke my own heart to see my mother so beaten down and broken from so many years of being told she was nothing and always would be. Tears flow down my face at the thought of my helpless mother's face. Her husband was gone, and her daughter was dying from a very curable disease. I didn’t know how to help my mother or my sister, but there was one thing I knew for sure: the Solari had to be taken down. 





“Good morning, sweetie,” Momma walks into the kitchen with the same forced smile she’d had for years. 
“Morning, Momma.” I smile back at her, trying to keep my face neutral. She could always tell when I was up to something. 
“Did you check on your sister?” 
“I did, and I gave her some of the medicine I brought back yesterday.” I watch her face go from a forced smile to straight disappointment. 
“Why would you give that to your sister? I thought we talked about this.” 
“We did, and I decided as the man of the house. Anything is better than nothing right now, and she's dying, Momma. Have you seen how much pain she's in?” I do my best to assert my dominance, fully aware that stepping to her is like stepping to the head of the Solari. A bad idea unless you had a death wish. To my surprise, she doesn’t look angry or like she's going to bite my head off. All I can see is disappointment. 
“Momma, are you ok?” 
“I’m fine, you do what you feel is right.” She pours herself a glass of water from the sink and takes a long sip, staring at me over the rim. I had never known my mother to give in so easily to anyone other than the Solari. 
“I’m glad you feel that way. I’m going to go around town today and see what we can trade.” I tread lightly, not sure how she’s going to react. 
“Ok, just be careful, please,” she says, taking another sip of her water. 
I walk out the door, not sure what just happened, but more sure of my plan than anything else. 





I walk towards the fence that Damien had shown me just a day before. I hoped he was nearby, watching. He was the only person who could give me the information I needed. Sure enough, I see him watching me from the other side of the fence. 
“I thought you might be back.” He somehow looks cleaner than he did yesterday, if that’s even possible. 
“I need your help.” I talk to him through my side of the fence, still unsure of how much I can trust him. 
“More medicine?” He looks at me with a curious look in his eyes. Someone like me must look like a science experiment to someone like him. 
“No, thank you. Remember you told me that you feel that everyone should be treated equally?” 
“I do.” 
“Well, I’ve decided that it’s time for the Solari to be taken down, and I want you to help me.” 
“You want me to help you destroy my home? The only place I know, the home that my father was born into and his father before that?” 
“I don’t want to destroy anything. It’s time that my people are treated fairly and as human beings. I’m sick of being treated like the dirt on the bottom of the barrel. My sister is dying because she can’t get basic medical care.” I stare at him, trying to keep the tears from forming in my eyes. 
“Why would I help you? Because I gave you some food and medicine, you suddenly think I’m the right person to team up with?” 
“Because I can see that you are a decent human being with compassion. Which is more than I can say for the rest of the Solari.” 
He looks at me with skepticism. I can’t say I blame him. If a stranger came around asking for help to take down my home, I would probably feel the same way. 
“Take me to your home,” he says. 
“Excuse me?” That was not the response I was expecting. 
“I want to see your home. You say it’s bad, but I always hear my dad and the guards talking about how ungrateful you guys are for everything we give you. So I want to see for myself who is telling the truth.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. It's not something you would enjoy being in.” 
“If you want my help, you will take me to your home.” I know he’s serious. His tone has changed from a young boy to someone who sounds like they could take charge in a flat second. 
“Ok, well then let's go.” I motioned for him to follow me through the fence and back down the hill. 
‘Where are we going first?” he asks with enthusiasm. I wonder how excited he’ll be when he sees how the other half lives. 
“We’re going to town. But we have to stay hidden. If anyone found out I brought you here, they would not trust me anymore.” 
“Ok, well, where are we going to hide?” 
“I’m taking you somewhere you can see our whole town in one spot. Not that it's very big anyway, but still a good view.” I led him to the top of the hill. I discovered this spot when I was eight years old. My mother had sent me out looking for my father, and I had gotten lost along the way. My quest for him led me to the top of the hill. You could see the entire town and everyone in it from one single spot, and at eight years old, that was amazing to me. I remembered sitting for hours just watching the townspeople go about their days. They traded food, opened their little shops every morning, and stopped to say good morning to their neighbor on the way out the door. It was magical to me. Now, people rarely spoke to their neighbors for any reason other than trading resources. What was once such a magical place to me was now a dead zone. People walked around like zombies, struggling to make it through each day. 
We finally made it to the top of the hill. I can hear Damien struggling to catch his breath. 
“How are you not dying for air?” He finally catches up to me, breathing heavily with sweat pooling on his face. 
“Guess I’m used to it.” I shrug my shoulders. 
“What am I looking at?” 
“This is what you wanted to see.” I point down towards town. 
He looks down at what’s left of my home. I can see his face change from curiosity to disgust as he scans everything and everyone. 
“Why is everything so broken?” 
“Because the Solari decided our buildings and homes were suitable and didn’t need repairs. That costs money, and it wasn’t something they were willing to spend on.” 
“And the people carrying buckets of water around?” 
“The Solari cut our water supply. We get our water from the river now. It has to be boiled down to prevent bacteria from spreading.” 
“But you guys have your shops and businesses…” 
“Only used for trading and bartering now,” I interrupt him. 
He continues to look down at our town for what seems like forever before turning back to me, “I want to help. What do you need?” 


“Ok, so this is a map of the Solari. This is the main entrance to headquarters. If we go through here, we’ll get caught in no time. But if we go through the back entrance that no one uses anymore, we should be able to go through pretty easily.” It had only been an hour since I showed Damien how the other half lived. He seemed to be on a roll with my plan, maybe even more so than I was. 
“We need to assess how the Solari gets all of their resources.” 
“That would be here,” he points to a pinpoint on the map. 
“Ok, well let's go then.” I grab the map, but he grabs my arm before I can stand up. 
“We can’t just walk through the fence like we belong there. Well, I can. But we need to fix you up before anything else.” He looks me up and down, and for the first time, I feel self-conscious. 
“Ok, what do you suggest?” 
“You’ll need some clothes, a fresh haircut, and maybe something to take away the smell.” 
“Well, thanks. Tell me how you feel.” 
“You know I don’t mean it like that. But if you want this to work, we have some work to do. Give me an hour, I’ll be back.” Before I can protest, he runs off, and I’m alone behind the fence once again. 
I had never given much thought to how I looked or smelled. To me, everyone around me looked the same, grimy and in need of a decent bath. We were used to it, so I didn’t look twice if someone walked past me with dirt smeared all over them or holes covering their clothes. I sit on the grass and watch the people below, my people. Years of struggle and conflict had done a number on them. The people I had been around my entire life were now a shell of what they used to be. I lay down on the hill and close my eyes, picturing a new world. Everyone lived in beautiful homes, the roofs were free of holes, and the walls all stood in one piece. Our fridge was full of fresh milk, cheese, and the most beautiful fresh fruits. Everyone was living happily, greeting their neighbors each morning with a big smile. What a world to live in. 


“Jax, wake up.” Someone is shaking me awake from my perfect world. I open my eyes to see Damien standing over me. 
“What happened?” I open my eyes fully to see him standing with his arms full of different supplies. Clothes, shoes, even a pair of scissors. 
“Am I getting a makeover?” I stand up, still half asleep. 
“Pretty much. I grabbed as much as I could find without anyone noticing.” He puts everything on the ground and starts sorting through it carefully. 
“Do you even know what size I am?” 
“Do you?” 
“Good point.” It wasn’t like I had been clothes shopping recently. 
“You're pretty thin, no offense. I used my best guess.” He holds a pale blue shirt in front of me, motioning for me to try it on. I slip my arms through, the fabric feeling strange on my dirty pale skin. It fits perfectly. He grabs the collar of the shirt and straightens it before reaching down for a pair of matching blue jeans. They have no holes or hemlines. Momma always extended my pants just like she did my shirts. I slip my legs through them, and just like the shirt, the fabric feels foreign on my body. They are snug on the waist but baggy on the legs. I don’t mind. They're nicer than anything I’ve ever owned. Damien is staring at me as I inspect the clothes on my body. 
“Something wrong?” he asks me. 
“No, nothing's wrong. The clothes fit perfectly. I don’t want to ruin them before you get them back.” 
“Oh, don't worry about it. There yours.” He waves his hand as if it's nothing to him to give away such nice stuff. He picks up the scissors and checks the blades. 
“Do you know how to cut hair?” I sit on the grass in front of him. 
“No, but I get my haircut all the time. It can’t be rocket science.” He puts the scissors to my head and I see my hair falling to the ground. I didn’t look in a mirror very often, but from what I can see falling my hair had turned from a dirty blonde to a dark brown. I couldn’t remember the last time my hair had been cut. I used to love it when Momma would get out her good scissors. That always meant we were all getting haircuts. Daddy would always go first so he could show me that it wasn’t scary. When it was my turn he would stand by my side and hold my hand while Momma did her thing. When he died haircuts weren’t fun anymore. They were a memory that we didn’t want to think about. 






