M CHAEL KANDEL
HOCKI NG UP

VWHAT' S THE MATTER, TOPAZ? asked her nother, pushing her gently toward the
door.

Topaz said, Nothing. Come on, dear, coaxed her nmother in that patient, sad way
she had, which made Topaz do whatever her nother wanted. Al right, said
Topaz,

and took a deep breath, shut her eyes for a nonent, then opened them and went
in.

The children turned to | ook, just as she expected. The teacher cane over with
a

snmle, took Topaz by the hand, and said, Cass, this is Topaz. They al

st opped

what they were doing and stared. There nust have been a hundred of them Sone
of

t hem wer e nmout hi ng the word Topaz, some were just staring, and a fewin the
back

were making faces. She | ooked at the floor, she couldn't help it. There were
t oo

many eyes on her.

You'll sit over here, the teacher said, right by me, and gave her a quick hug
SO

she woul dn't be afraid anynore. The teacher snelled of soap. She |l ed Topaz to
a

chair made of real wood. On Nerol, such a chair would be in a nuseum and
there

woul d be a shield around it so people couldn't touch the wood or breathe on it
too much. Topaz knew wood when she saw it because her father had a snmall wood
box that he ran his fingers over when he was troubl ed by sonething. The wood
of

the box was called maple, and it was soft and warmin a way that no plastic
could be. All the chairs in the roomwere wood, but they were not snooth and
clean like the maple box, they were beaten up and dirty. They had dents. She

thought: I'Il never get used to it here.
The teacher said to Topaz, |'m M. C. Then she said to the class, Topaz is
from

Nerol. She was born here, but she went to Nerol with her parents when she was
two, and now she's cone back. Isn't that interesting.? |I'msure she has
fascinating things to tell us. How many of you have been on anot her planet?
Oly

t hree hands went up

Ms. C. turned and told Topaz's nother, Don't worry, she'll be all right. Bye
dear, Topaz's nother said to Topaz, waving, see you later, and she left. Topaz
could hear her nother's shoes clicking farther and farther away down the | ong
hal I .

She was gi ven a notebook that had a screen cloudy froma lot of tiny

scrat ches.

One of the keys wobbl ed but worked okay if you hit it in the center and not

t oo

hard. The not ebook was awfully slow and didn't have a lot of nenory. This was
not a very good school, even with the chairs of real wood. But her father had



explained to her, in his serious voice, that good schools on Earth were too
expensive for their famly budget. In the Franklin Child Center, at |east, you
got to go to an actual physical classroomand |earn social skills. Learning
soci al skills at hone-by software, her father said, was ridiculous, |ike
learning to swimw thout getting in the water

Everyone on Nerol swam at |east an hour a day, because the gravity wasn't good
for your vertebrae if you didn't do that. The gravity squushed your vertebrae
and nmade them rub together, which could cripple you for life. Look at Uncle
Archer in his big brace and taking three different kinds of pain pills every
nmorning with his orange juice: blue, green, and yell ow.

Topaz was asked to stand up and tell the class about Nerol, as she expected.
She

had prepared sonething to say, but it sounded so stupid, she w shed she could
be

back hone in her bed and under the covers. On Nerol, nachines do everything
and

some of them |l ook just |ike people. W have to wear special clothes and

gl asses

in the sutmer because of the rays fromour sun. W don't have a noon but we do
have a beautiful ring, and in the autum, from Founder's Day to Chri st mas,
there

are so many shooting stars, it's like a fountain of |light every night. CQur
year

is fifteen days | onger than a year on Earth. Since |I've been away six years,

t hat makes ne three nonths younger than | would have been if | stayed on

Eart h.

Ms. C. said, when Topaz was finished and took her seat, Isn't that something?

At lunchtime, after they ate fromtrays in a cafeteria and all went out to

pl ay

in the fenced-in park, two girls came over to Topaz and introduced thensel ves.
I'"m Cherry, said the girl who had blond curls, and that's Anenone. She said
Anenone in four syllables, pointing to the other girl, who had a big nose,
freckles, and brown curls. Topaz wondered if she should make her hair curly

t 00,

if that was the fashion here. She woul d ask her nother

The three of them played a game that Topaz didn't understand. It was a word
gane, but had leap frog in it if you got a word wong. The girls |aughed hard,
so Topaz | aughed with them She liked Cherry and Anenone, especially Cherry,
who

was so pretty with her tiny nose. Topaz kept wanting to say Me-ne-np-ne

i nst ead

of A-ne-np-ne, but after she repeated it to herself enough tinmes, she got the
nane right. The words were shouted faster and faster, and the turns at |eap
frog

got so confusing, you didn't know whether you had to junp or bend over, and
soon

she was | aughing as hard as they were. If you didn't know better, you woul dn't
have guessed that this girl had just come from anot her planet.

You can call me at Cherry fifty-seven Z slash two, that's ny netplace, said
Cherry, when it was time for the children to go back in. Ch, we don't have a
nodem yet or a netplace, said Topaz, we just noved in. \What are you talking
about, a nodenf? said Cherry, winkling her forehead. A nodemto call you, said
Topaz. W don't need a nmodem for that, said Cherry. She's not hooked up
Anenone

expl ained. Oh right, said Cherry, and they both stopped and | ooked at Topaz



for
a nonent before they continued wal ki ng.

Vel |, when you get hooked up, said Cherry -- this was when they were in the
hal

anong a hundred tal ki ng students headi ng back to Ms. C.'s classroom- you can
call me at Cherry fifty-seven Z slash two. Don't forget. | won't, said Topaz,
and said it to herself enough tinmes to remenber it.

There wasn't much | esson-teaching for the rest of the day. Topaz didn't need
to

use her notebook. The students nostly did what Ms. C. called interrelating
exercises in small groups around the room |In Topaz's group there was a short
boy called Leo. O her children laughed at himas if he were a joke because he
had such |large ears, but he was very smart when he spoke. There was al so a
girl

call ed Heather, but she didn't interrelate nmuch, she was too stuck-up, though
Topaz couldn't see the reason. And finally there was another girl, whose nane
and face Topaz didn't remenber afterward. The children had to talk on one of
five topics, then disagree about one of five things, then share an idea or a
pl an of their own. Topaz didn't find it very interesting. She |ooked around
for

a clock but didn't see one. Evidently people on Earth didn't care about tine
as

much as people on Nerol did.

Do you have the time? she whispered to the girl who sat on her left when the
exerci ses were over and they were all back in their assigned seats. What?
asked

the girl. The time, do you know what time it is? It's three twenty-seven, said
the girl, big-eyed. How do you know t hat, asked Topaz -- because the tine was
down to the exact mnute -- if you don't have a watch? The girl smled
tentatively, as if thinking that Topaz was maki ng a joke but not sure. Another
girl gestured, naking a notion at her own head with a finger, and whispered to
the girl on Topaz's left, but Topaz heard it: She's not hooked up. Ch, said

t he

girl on Topaz's left.

Ms. C. had themsing a song Topaz never heard before, and not |ong after that,
musi cal chimes sounded. The children all got up and took their satchels from
their | ockers, and Topaz's nmother cane into the room How did you Iike your
first day? she asked. She did wonderfully, said Ms. C |I'mso glad, said
Topaz's

not her, giving Topaz a hug, but not too nuch of one since they were in public.
She took her daughter by the hand. They left the Franklin Child Center and
went

hone by the aboveground shuttle, which was slower but |ess crowded. See al

t he

trees? Topaz's mother said. Doesn't it snell nice here? Topaz had to adnmit

t hat

everything snelled nice on Earth, nuch better than on Nerol, and the air was
clearer, without any red in it.

As soon as they were in the door, Topaz asked her nother, What's hooked up
nmean?

Her not her poured her a glass of mlk at the kitchen table, gave her a sugar
cooki e, and sat down beside her as Topaz ate it. |'ve been meaning to talk to
you about that, said her nmother. It's sonething we didn't do with you before
we

left Earth, because it's not necessary on Nerol and you were too young anyway.



' m hooked up, but your father isn't because he was too busy at the tine and
didn't need it at work, and also he's kind of ol d-fashioned, you know But
he' I |

be getting hooked up now

What is it? asked Topaz. It's really nothing, said her nother. They've
perfected

it. It used to be trouble and unreliable, but nowit's not. They give you a
bookl et to read about the plon, it's really just a user's manual, and then

t hey

give you a local anesthetic so you don't feel a thing. You might get alittle
di zzy and have a |low fever for a day after, but it's nothing to worry about.
You

just take an ambulin. Topaz took anbulins all the time, even when she wasn't
sick. They were like vitam ns.

What's it for? asked Topaz. It's very convenient, said her nother. \Wen you're
hooked up, you can be on the net inside your head, wherever you go. Ch, said
Topaz, understanding, that's why Cherry doesn't need a nodem And that's why

t he

children can tell tine without a watch. Yes, said Topaz's nother, and lots of
other things you'll |earn about as you get ol der. Mst people on Earth are
hooked up now. | think it's about eighty-five percent. Maybe ninety percent.

How do they do it? asked Topaz. Well, they put a little thing in your brain,
said her nother. It's called a plon. It's so little, you can hardly see it,
and

it does all the attaching in there by itself, with your neurons, in about two
hours. It's a very clever thing. It doesn't matter what kind of brain you
have,

ei ther, because people's brains are different, you know. | read how a man in
Paki stan had reversed | obes, and the plon didn't have any problemwth that.

| don't think 1'd like something inside ny brain, said Topaz. She once read a
horror story about a spider that got inside a person's brain and took over and
made himdo terrible things like rmurder his sweetheart. The story gave her the
creeps whenever she thought about it. That was the last horror story she read.
It's really no nore than getting a vaccination, her nmother said. W're
schedul ed

to have you hooked up, and your father too, next week, Monday, right after

school. W'll go out for ice creamand nelon afterward. Topaz said with a

si gh,

| guess | have to do it, if all the other children are hooked up. Her nother
patted her knee and sniled. You're such a big girl, she said. I'mvery pl eased
with you.

But the Saturday before their appointment to be hooked up, Topaz got the flu.
Her nose ran, she coughed, and she was achy all over. This was to be expected,
said her father. The bugs on Earth are different, and you haven't been exposed
to all of them even with the shots you had before we canme. Take it easy and
drink a lot of liquids. He tucked her in her bed and ki ssed her forehead. H s
lips were cool and he snelled good. |I'll have to get hooked up without you, he
said. You won't be there to hold ny hand, poor ne, he joked.

Cherry and Anenone canme to visit. Topaz's nother made themall Nerolian

m | kshakes, which is kava syrup and licorice jimres added to the ice cream
The

Earth girls loved it. | never had anything like this, Ms. P., said Cherry.
Topaz's nother gave her nore. They played dolls on Topaz's bed. Anenone had
brought three antique Austrian dolls. They're beautiful, said Topaz, afraid to



touch them They're expensive, said Anenpne. You woul dn't believe how much.
The

three girls played carefully with them nmaking up a wonderful story about
pri ncesses.

Topaz had to stay hone for three days. She slept a |l ot and watched Earth
conpuvi si on, which delighted and al armed her at the same time. There were an
endl ess nunber of shows, and the neatest ganes imaginable, and if the focus
wasn't al ways as good as the screen she had had on Nerol, the colors were mnmuch
better. But some of the shows and ganes were strange and one or two seened
evil.

They rem nded her of Ronmero back home, who was finally taken out of school on
t he psychol ogist's orders and put in an institution

After Topaz returned to school at the Franklin Child Center, her nother made

anot her appoi ntnent for her to be hooked up. And we'll get your hair curled
t 00,

she said. Topaz was proud of her nother for being so smart -- Topaz hadn't
sai d

one word yet about getting her hair curled, but her nother knew anyway.

In the hall Topaz got into a conversation -- she didn't know how it happened
with a boy. H s name was Lance, and he was tall and had a deep, manly voice.
Lance had heard she wasn't hooked up. No kidding? he said, but in a friendly
way

t hat meant she had done sonet hing remarkabl e, maybe adm rable. He hel ped her
carry her satchel to class, and after school he wal ked with her to the upper
shuttl e stop.

What do you think of Earth, Topaz? he asked. It's all right, she said. 1've
never been to Nerol, he said, but it nust be neat to see robots that you can't
tell frompeople. Al you have to do, Topaz told him is get close to one and

sniff. They don't snell like people, they snmell like rubber and plastic. He
said, Wiy don't you cone to the novies with ne Saturday? There's The Beta
Ki ng,

Part Three playing. Wiat's The Beta King, Part Three? Topaz asked. It's the
| atest war movie, said Lance. You see people being torn linmb fromlinb and

i npal ed and you can't tell it's not real. She said, Wo wants to see people
being torn apart? That's not fun. She didn't know what inpaled was, but it was
probably nasty. It's just a novie, he said. | can't inmagine paying to see a

| ot

of people die, she said. It sounds sick. You sure are corny, he said, but from
the ook in his eyes you woul d have t hought he wanted to give her a kiss.

Topaz

had never had a boy give her a look like that before. She couldn't tell if she
liked it. She would think about it later

That evening after supper, Topaz's nother and father took her to the top of

t he

famous Power Tower so she could see all the lights. The sky above them wasn't
as

interesting as on Nerol, since there was only three-quarters of a nmoon and it
was only a plain ivory or bone white, but the Iights on the ground were every

color of the rainbow and they tw nkled and noved wonderfully, |ike magic
jewel s

dancing. It's enchanting, said her nother. Don't you |ove Earth? Yes, said
Topaz. You don't sound enthusiastic, remarked her father. I'mgetting used to

it, said Topaz, and when she said that, both her nother and father bent down
and



gave her a hug, together. Topaz imagi ned Lance huggi ng her too.

That ni ght Topaz wondered what it would be like to have curls. She had never
had

curls. She wondered if it would bother her if they bounced on her forehead and
cheeks when she ran, the way they did for Cherry and Anenpne and many ot her
girls at the school. Wth curly hair, she wouldn't have pigtails anynore. She
t hought about that for a while. She wondered if she would ever be rich enough
to

own an antique Austrian doll, but she didn't think so. Her father was snarter
t han nost people, but he was al ways tal ki ng about their budget and shaking his
head.

She si ghed, because her |ife was changing so much. She was changi ng, too. She
was already so different, and in only a few days. She closed her eyes and felt
that she was floating on her bed. It was because of the weak gravity here. She
wondered, as she floated, if she would swmon Earth too and what that woul d
be

i ke. She wondered if the waves woul d be the sanme, because of the difference
in

the gravity and the difference in the water. Wondering about the differences
between Earth and Nerol, she fell asleep

When it was tine for her appointment, Topaz and her nother went to a gl ass
buil ding and up an escalator to a roomwhere there was a sharp piney snell and
a

| ot of people waiting. One boy had a bandage on his head. His lower lip stuck
out, as if he had been punished. It made Topaz feel funny in her stomach to
see

t he bandage, though the bandage didn't have any blood on it. She hoped the

pl on

woul dn't hurt when it went in. She and her nother sat on a very confortable
couch, and to pass the time her mother |eafed through a colorful magazine
about

novi e stars. Earth people seened to like colors nore than Nerolians did. In
their clothes and shoes, too, there was a |l ot of color. Perhaps her nother
woul d

t ake her shopping soon, and Topaz woul d get sone new cl othes for school

A woman gestured, and Topaz's nother said, It's our turn. What's wong with
¥g:52? Topaz didn't know what was wong with her, but she didn't seemto want
ggt up. Come on, dear, said her nother. Don't be frightened. It's nothing,
prom se. Topaz knew she was being silly, but she couldn't help it. She shook
Eggd no, over and over again. The worman who had gestured at them made an

unpl easant smile and gave a shrug. |I'msorry, said Topaz's nother, but | have
to
talk to my daughter. | can't just drag her in kicking and screani ng

Her mot her | ooked at her with that patient, sad face that made Topaz do

what ever

her mother wanted, but this time Topaz | ooked away, so she couldn't see it.

Pl ease, dear, said her nother. You're being unreasonable, you're acting like a
little child. Topaz said, | don't want anything inside nmy head. \Wat about

your

braces? said her nother. They're in your head, aren't they? They're in ny
nout h,

said Topaz. It's not the same. You don't want to be different, do you, Topaz?



asked her nmother very sadly. You don't want to be the only child in school who
isn't hooked up, do you? And they'll all laugh at you. Think how you'll feel
Topaz started crying. Take me home, please, she said. | don't want anything

i nsi de ny head.

You're really surprising ne, said her nmother. |'m surprising nmyself too, said
Topaz, in tears, even starting to sob a little. It made her nose run. | can't
help it. I don't know why, |I'msorry. There, there, said her nother, holding
her

and patting her head. Her nother then told the woman that she was sorry but it
| ooked li ke they would have to reschedule. The woman said, It's not so unusua
for kids to get cold feet, and she gave thema few col orful brochures. Here,
she

said, this provides sone information. W' re always afraid of what we don't
know.

And before they left, she put out her hand to Topaz and said, Here, |ook
honey,

in my hand. Topaz | ooked and saw, in the pal mof the woman's hand, a silver
cylinder so tiny, it |looked like part of an electronics kit, the kind lan had
on

Nerol. That's a plon, said the woman. Do you want to hold it? No, thank you,
sai d Topaz, w ping her face, and they went hone.

Later that day, her nother had a serious talk with her father. Topaz heard
somne

of it, fromthe next room even though their voices were |ow. Her nother said:
It nust be difficult for the child to adjust. Think, dear, it's not just a new
school and new friends, for her it's a whole new planet. It's not new to us,
we

grew up here, but she doesn't remenber Earth. Let's not push her. Let's give
her

tinme, and all the room she needs. Her father said nore than once: Fine, fine,
I

agree. But Topaz could tell that he wasn't pleased. He wanted his daughter to
grow up nore quickly than she was growi ng up

Topaz felt nervous about going to school, afraid that the children and Ms. C
woul d know all about her cowardice at the glass building. But no one referred
to

it or hinted at it, so maybe they didn't know. The class had a | esson about
fractions and percentages in the formof a game, where they all had to stand
in

different parts of the room and nmove around according to the nunbers Ms. C.
wrote on the board, and Topaz was one of the few who didn't make any mi st akes.
In the fenced-in park, during the lunch hour, she played the | eap-frog gane
with

Cherry and Anenone and another girl who joined them The other girl's nane was
Iris.

In the afternoon, Ms. C. had a man come froman inportant conpany and tell the
children about the future of conpuvision. He had a wonderful voice and said

t hat

someday, and not too long, either, people wouldn't need sets to watch

conpuvi sion, they could just close their eyes and think a keyword to get a
nenu

in their head. Hi s conpany was devel oping a new, inproved plon that would join
with the plon the children already had. As the man tal ked, Topaz saw Iris
finger

her head behind an ear and a little up diagonally, and Topaz fingered her own
head there and i magined the plon going in. It wasn't so bad, she told herself.



Why was she being such a baby about such a little thing?

Lance cane and talked to her again in the hall after school. She knew that he
had come especially to talk to her, and she heard one of her new friends say,
behi nd her, Look, Topaz has a boyfriend. She supposed that Lance was her
boyfrier, d. It made her feel very grown-up. As they wal ked toward the upper
shuttl e stop together, Lance actually took her hand, maybe because of what the
girl said, and Topaz let himhold it. She thought: WIIl he still like me when
I

get hooked up? Because it seenmed to her that he cared about her the way people
care about a person who is ill or very old or who can't see and has to get
around with a white cane and one of those ear aids that make echoes. There was
somet hi ng ni ce about his caring, but at the sane tinme there was somnethi ng not
ni ce about it.

At hone, she told her nother that she was all right now about the plon and
wanted to be hooked up like everyone else. Her nother nodded, not at al
surprised, as if she had been expecting Topaz to change her m nd, and made
anot her appoi ntnent. To nmake the appointment, her nother talked into the air,
not on the phone as before, so Topaz knew that their famly was on the net now
and that soon, after the operation, she would be able to talk to Cherry

wi t hout

a nodem She repeated to herself: Cherry fifty-seven Z slash two. Maybe they
woul d play interactive ganes, too, in their heads together

It was the day before her appointnment, a Tuesday, in the afternoon, when the
crash happened. The children were in the hall during a break, and suddenly

t hey

all fell down. Topaz got down on the floor, too, thinking that this was a new
activity no one had told her about, a game or maybe a joke. Or nmaybe it was an
eart hquake drill, like the kind they had on Nerol near the equator. Topaz had
seen a video once. She renenbered that everyone was supposed to get under the
nearest table. Once a whole town was destroyed by a quake, and the sky was
purple-gray for a nonth after that even as far as their continent, Anglia.

The children were still, though some arnms and |l egs were twitching a little,

t he

way dogs do in their sleep when they have dreans. Whatever this was, it didn't
seemto Topaz |like a joke. After a while, she got up and went to the

cl assroom

and there was Ms. C. on the floor by her desk. Ms. C. was tw tching too. Topaz
saw her teacher's eyes. They were all white. And there was some white on M.
C.'s lips. That frightened Topaz, so she ran out, not stopping to get her
satchel with her new art supplies from her | ocker

She took the upper shuttle, which was running fine, except that the people in
it

were either lying on the floor or lying on their seats on top of one another
The only sound besides the humm ng of the shuttle was a child in the back
crying. Topaz | ooked and saw that the child was standing and pulling on the
hand

of one of the people. He was a toddler, curly-haired, maybe two years old, and
the fact that he wasn't lying down with everyone el se frightened Topaz even
nor e

than her teacher's white eyes had, because the thought cane to her, and what a
cold thought it was, that she and the toddler were the only two people in the
shuttl e car who were not hooked up

Topaz ran honme as fast as she could fromthe shuttle stop near her house, past
some people lying in the street or on the sidewal k. One man was on his back



and

had his nmouth open, and his eyes were open too and didn't blink once. Help,
Topaz cried, though there was no one around to help her. On Nerol there would
have been police robots, and they would have conme quickly to see what was the
matter.

Mot her, Father, she called, running in, but they weren't at hone. Topaz went
to
phone her nother at work but couldn't find the phone, then she remenbered that

they didn't have a phone anynore, not needing one. | hope they're all right,
she
said out loud, Iike a prayer. She didn't know what to do. She didn't want to
go

back outside, where all the fallen people were. She got into her bed upstairs
and pull ed the covers over her head, but she felt nuch too nervous to keep

lying
there, so she got out of bed and went downstairs again.

She turned on the news on the compuvision. There was no news or any show on
just a sign that said that there had been a crash and people should wait. The
system woul d be up nonentarily. Topaz sat and stared at the screen and read it
ten tines, trying to figure out, fromthose few words, what had happened and
what it neant. If the systemcrashed, what did that do to the people who had
plons in their brains? Wuld they have to go to the hospital ? Topaz renenbered
what her mother had said, that eighty-five percent of the people on Earth,
maybe

ni nety percent, were hooked up

She went fromroomto room and | ooked at everything carefully, her nother's
things, her father's things, the furniture, the pictures on the wall. One
picture was of a state fair that Topaz had been to on Nerol when she was
seven.

She was smiling at the camera, as if |aughing, and had her arm around a
silly-looking | amb. Maybe | could curl mny hair, Topaz thought, while I'm
waiting. The straight-haired, pigtailed girl in the picture, Topaz at seven,
seened to be | aughing at her

Topaz | ooked in her nother's drawer and in the bathroomfor curling things but
didn't find any. Then she got the idea to play disks. She didn't really care
for

t he ganes on the disks, but that would be a good way to kill time unti

sonmeone

cane, since she didn't know how to curl her hair by herself.

She played Life for a while, then wal ked around sone nore and | ooked out

di fferent wi ndows. She couldn't see nuch. From her upstairs w ndow she could
see

the nost: three people lying crunpled in the street, one nan and two old
worren.

The two ol d wonen were together. Perhaps they were friends or sisters.

Topaz stopped playing Life and pl ayed Bucket, until she began to get hungry.
She

realized that it was suppertine. Her nother and father still weren't hone.
Maybe

the shuttle wasn't working now and they had to take the bus instead and the
driver had to keep stopping to clear the people out of the way so they

woul dn' t

be run over. O maybe her nother and father were helping out in the crisis.
Her



father was good at taking charge. Topaz decided to cook herself supper. They
woul d be pl eased to see how grown-up she was, cooking for herself. She made
one

of the five-mnute dinners, using the mcrowave, and was very careful not to

| eave a ness after she was finished. She even washed the dishes and then

poli shed the faucet in the sink, to pass the time. She went back to the
conpuvi sion after that, but the sign on the screen was still there and nothing
had changed.

She sat by herself in the living roomand waited. She was |earning how to wait
better. She was able to sit still with fol ded hands for a whole hour: she
timed

it. She played Bucket sone nore, though she couldn't really concentrate on it,
then waited sone nore, and finally she grew sl eepy. She sighed, got into her
paj amas, brushed her teeth, and went to bed. She prayed, Dear Lord, please

t ake

care of my nother and father wherever they are and bring them home soon. She
never prayed at hone, because her father didn't believe in it, but sonetines
at

school on Nerol, on a special occasion, there was a prayer. The Nerolians were
ol d- f ashi oned about things |ike prayer

The next day, Topaz had breakfast and took a shower. She cl eaned her room
Once,

at about ten o'clock, |ooking out her wi ndow, she saw someone wal k past. The
thin man had a funny wal k, as if he needed a cane but didn't want to use one,
and his clothes were dirty. Topaz knew right away that he wasn't hooked up

On the second day, she got so good at waiting that two or three hours went by
wi th her doing nothing, just staring at a lanp or a shelf or a corner. She
wasn't even sure what she was staring at. She felt that she was asleep in a
way,

al t hough she had her eyes open and wasn't in bed. She might actually have
fallen

asleep in the arnchair that faced the door, because when the door opened, she
didn't renmenber having heard anyone knock or ring the bell

A man and a woman cane in. Topaz P.? asked the man. Yes? said Topaz. Are ny
not her and father all right? They didn't come hone. The wonan said: Topaz,
dear,

pack a suitcase, |I'Il help you. Take a few days' worth of clothes and your
favorite toys. Wiere are we goi ng? asked Topaz. There's a center, said the
nman,

for children who. He stopped on the word who and blinked, not knowi ng how to
continue. Topaz saw that he was clunmsy. H's hands were too big, and his tongue
got in the way of his words. The woman hel ped himout: There's been a big
crash,

Topaz. | know, said Topaz, | saw the sign on the screen. But it says
monentarily, and this isn't momentarily, is it? You're right, said the woman,
it's been a very big problemand it will take a while to fix, |I'mafraid.

Meanwhil e we need to gather all the children together so we can make sure they
are taken care of and have enough to eat while everything is being fixed.

Topaz said: | can cook for nyself. | cleaned my room too. That's wonderful
dear, said the woman, but we need to gather all the children, so please cone
with us. 1'll help you pack your suitcase. The woman repeated herself a |ot,
Topaz saw. She asked: But what if my nother and father cone hone and |'m not
here? We'll | eave a nessage for them said the woman, after thinking a bit, a
nmessage that tells themwhere you are.



So the woman and Topaz packed some cl othes and toys. The woman said, GCh, what
is

this? Topaz said, It's a nardeb, a fossil from Nerol. They lived sixty mllion
years ago, on the bottom of the ocean. They're not that val uable, because
there

are so many of them but | like this one. The planet Nerol ? asked t he woman.
Yes, we just nmoved here fromthere. I'mat the Franklin Child Center. |'ve
been

traveling a lot nyself, said the woman, to herself nore than to Topaz, and her
voi ce sounded even sadder than the voice of Topaz's nother when she wanted you
to do sonething you didn't want to do

They went with the man, and got into a green van that had a sign on it that
sai d

Tandem Enterpri ses. There was no one else in the van but Topaz and the man and
t he wonman. The man drove themto a gray-white building that was opposite a
playing field. No one was on the playing field. Topaz saw that there weren't
peopl e anynore lying in the streets and on the sidewal ks. Sormeone had taken

t hem

to the hospital. Topaz hoped they would be all right. Maybe the old pl ons had
to

be taken out and new ones put in. It wouldn't hurt nuch. Her nother said that
all you needed was a | ocal anesthetic, and maybe you'd be dizzy and have a
little fever afterward. But you could take sone anbulins.

The next day, Topaz net some of the other children. They assenbled in the
cafeteria. There was sonething wong with nost of them she saw. A lot were
Down

children. Sone talked to thenselves in odd voices and swung their arms. One
boy

had his armin a cast and didn't say anything. They were divided up. Topaz's
group was taken to a classroomand introduced to their new teacher, Ms. G M.
G was alot like Ms. C., positive and cheerful, though she wasn't as pretty.
She was fatter and had a knob on her face. Al so, she didn't always know what
to

say. She had to keep | ooking at a card she held. And sonetimes she swal | owed
hard and had to wait. But Topaz |iked her because she tried hard.

Children, said Ms. G, we're going to be giving you therapy sessions. Do you
know what therapy is? Therapy is sonething that nakes you feel better. W have
people who will do that with you. They've been specially trained. W'll give
you

some nedicine, too, to feel better. It's very inportant to be honest about how
you feel and not deny it if you feel bad. | hope you understand. It's al

ri ght

to cry. Sometines bad things make us feel bad, but we can't let it make us cry
all the tinme, either, we have to learn to be strong

Topaz saw that the chairs were the same as at the Franklin Child Center. The
not ebooks, however, were better, newer. Her notebook didn't have any wobbly
keys, and the screen was nice and clear. It had plenty of nenory. One of the
chil dren behind her was noaning, but it wasn't an unhappy noani ng, he was j ust
maki ng that noi se because he didn't have all his nmental capacity. That's why
t hey hadn't hooked hi mup. The sound was nonotonous and annoyi ng, but Topaz
didn't mind it. Actually, it made her feel confortable, as if she was in a
ki nd

of famly. She felt that she could help take care of these children, and the
t hought made her feel very grown-up. Her nother and father would be proud of
her

when they came to the school after the trouble was over. Wat a wonderful



child
we have, they would say, amazed.

The pills the children took were pale blue. After a while they nade Topaz fee

warm i nsi de. They made her feel |ike laughing, too, but she kept the |aughing
feeling to herself, because sonething awful had happened, after all. A wonman
who

had been specially trained took her and three other children into a therapy
session in another room and they played with dolls that fell down and didn't
get up ever again. They tal ked about that, and how they felt about it. The
worman

told them how wonderfully they were doing. After the therapy session, Topaz
went

out to the fenced-in park and introduced herself to two girls who were

st andi ng
by the fence. |I'm Topaz, she said, who are you? |I'm Anber, said the short
girl,

who had a scar on her nouth. I'mFiona, said the fat girl, who had a big body
but a small head.

Topaz took charge of them and taught themthe word and | eap-frog gane, but

Fi ona

couldn't junp, so Topaz taught them another gane. They didn't seemto care

t hat

much for it at first, but when they warmed up, they started smling. You | ook
much better when you snmile, she told them using the voice the therapy woman
had

used to her.

In the hall, Topaz noticed that a boy was follow ng her. She turned and asked
hi m his nane. Buck, he said. |I'm Topaz, she said, and held out her hand to
shake

hands. Paz, he said. Topaz, she said. Paz, he repeated, and didn't shake her
hand. N ce neeting you, Buck, she said and went back to her cl ass.

Ms. G told thema story about a princess who is put to sleep for twenty years
because she was rude. She didn't tell it very well, and Topaz had read it
before

anyway in a book. Wen the princess wakes up, she isn't rude anynore, she's

| earned her | esson. Topaz didn't understand how sl eep could rmake you polite,
but

she renenbered her father saying that sleep was a healer. Uncle Archer slept a
| ot, because of his back.

The children lived together in the gray-white buil ding opposite the playing
field. The wi ndow of the room she shared with seven other children | ooked out
on

the field. It was a nice view. You could see for a |long distance. She wondered
when they would be allowed to play on the field. Not today, it was raining.
The

rain was the thing Topaz |iked best about Earth. It was very gentle here and
snel l ed good. On Nerol, the rain stung and people had to avoid it. Topaz got
her

roommates to help clean up the room because it was dirty. She said, Let's
nmake

a gane of it, and they did. The wonman in charge of their floor was pl eased
with

Topaz. | wish they were all |ike you, she said. It wasn't a very diplomatic
thing to say in the presence of the other children. We'll all get better
Topaz



told her.

At school the next day, Buck followed her around nore, even mssing a therapy
sessi on he was supposed to go to. Topaz let himcarry her satchel for her, and
she wi ped his nose for himand tied his shoes for him They kept getting

unti ed.

She tried to teach himhow to make a knot that woul dn't come | oose, but it was
too much for him Paz, he said, as if that was his only word now. She wondered
if he would ever be in good enough condition to get a new plon when the new

pl ons were ready. Maybe a plon would be invented that not only hooked you up
to

the net but al so nade you intelligent.

A man cane to talk to them fromthe governnent. He had a big nose and not
nmuch

hair, and his voice was deep and scratchy, renm nding Topaz of a conedian on
conpuvi si on back on Nerol. The conedi an's nane was Aj ax. She was gl ad she
renmenbered that. The nman told the children about progress, that sonetines
there

were probl ens but the problenms could always be solved if you used science and
kept your eyes on the future. Look at all the new things we had, and every day
there were nore of them The government was installing sonething in the net,

t he

man told them that would nake it inpossible for it to crash anynore. And if
there was wong feedback or a glitch sonmetines, the man said, the thing that
they were installing now would protect the people. There would be a cut-off
switch in every plon. So the children should not be afraid of the net. He kept
| ooki ng at Topaz as he tal ked, because she was the healthi est and best-1 ooking
and nost intelligent child in the room

Topaz thought that when she grew up, she would have a |l ot of responsibilities
and help take care of children. Maybe she would be in charge of a child
center.

She woul d be a | eader of sonme kind, she could see that. She woul d be

i mportant.

Peopl e woul d need her, because on all of Earth there would only be a few |ike
her: a child who hadn't been hooked up because she cane from anot her pl anet
and

not because somet hing was wong with her head or her brain was damaged in sone
way. And when she was in charge, she would nake sure that all the children
didn't do exactly the same thing all the time. They wouldn't all have curly
hair, and they wouldn't all play Bucket. Maybe the plons could be different

t 00,

and maybe there could even be different kinds of nets. It was very inportant,
Topaz thought, for children to do different things and be different from one
anot her. They should be like wildflowers in a field, not like a row of tulips
in

a fenced-in garden. That way, if something bad happened, as her father |iked
to

say about what to do with their nmoney, with their savings, you didn't have al
your eggs in one basket.

Topaz turned and | ooked at Buck. He needed the drool on his chin wi ped. Wile
the man fromthe government tal ked in his deep, scratchy voice, Topaz took out
a

tissue, half-got out of her seat to reach Buck's desk, and wi ped the droo
away.

Paz, he said.






