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November 13, 2075

S Pine St & S 38th, Tacoma, WA





The wind howls like a lonesome dog outside the greenhouse. Misha has been hearing it distantly, but now, three hours into their shift, it’s time for their half-hour break, and the sound echoes through the stairwell and roars outside the break room. The break room is the only part of the greenhouse that has exterior windows; this is so the interior light cycle, optimized for plant growth, isn’t confused by winter. Even in the northern winter when the sun sets eight hours after it rises, in the greenhouse Night is always eight hours and Day is always sixteen, bright and electric.


Misha sets the kettle on for tea, watches the trees dance in the garden next door, and finally gets around to checking their messenger. They don’t like to be super connected, the way some people do, so they have a small flat handheld device that only works for text-based messaging and doesn’t make noise. It drives Simone crazy—drove her crazy—to not be able to send them quick voice messages, recordings that played instantly, automatically like Simone was just standing behind them talking to them.

 
Simone carries around a holosphere that displays audio and video of her friends all around her as constantly as people want to send it to her. But Misha just doesn’t like it—or at least, they like quiet, too, especially when they’re working in the greenhouse. They like to have space to talk to the plants. When Bun—Lisbet “Bunny” Cheng, Misha and Simone’s daughter—was born, Misha thought about getting a holosphere so they could have her with them all the time, but at work it was too distracting, and every other second they were always with Simone and Bun in real life. The holosphere always seemed beside the point. The messenger displays a message, silent but unavoidable once they’ve seen it.


It’s Simone. The party is at 1 PM tomorrow at the daycare’s playspace so I guess I’ll see you then if you think you can make it. 


Misha told her they were scheduled to work tomorrow until 3 PM. Misha is trying to prove they can cooperate. Simone’s passive aggression is more stressful than the shrieking winter storm shaking the building. 


I hope you don’t think I’m being a bitch, that’s when the daycare said we can have the big room with the slides. 


Does that make it better? The greenhouse was built to withstand storms. Misha can only wish for such a strong skeleton. 


The greenhouse has only five levels, so it’s shorter than nearly all the other buildings in the plaza on the corner of S Pine and 38th. During the boom in construction after private vehicles were banned in the 2030s, this greenhouse was built in the empty space freed up by the removal of parking lots. It used to be a set of stores, Misha’s heard, and then a clothing factory, and then a greenhouse. The buildings that replaced the previous century’s stores are taller, mixed-use buildings with dentists’ offices and apartments and nail salons and daycares along with microfactories and shops, all built into a two-dozen-story community for the convenience of the people living there. There’s only one building left in the plaza that’s older than fifty years, a tiny brick crematorium whose only concession to urban density is a gorgeous memorial garden where their parking lot used to be. 


That garden is cold right now, wind-whipped, temperatures dipping below freezing. Inside, Misha wears a sleeveless jumpsuit because it’s as warm as a cool day in June. The windmills on the greenhouse’s flat roof use stationary airfoils to direct air to an internal turbine, just like transoceanic ships. Even an ice storm that coats the entire city won’t stop them, won’t cut off the electricity. 


# 


When their break is over, Misha heads upstairs for the last three hours of their shift. On the fifth floor, the potatoes need attention. Misha unhooks the hose from the wall and pulls it along the rolling track on the ceiling. The potato plants are raised up on a platform at waist height, so they don’t have to bend over to spray, just wrangle the hoses up and down the aisles. The platforms are all stainless steel, to prevent mold, but the edges are blunted and curved, soft. The wind pouring through the airfoils on the roof overhead moans like a ghost.


“Misha!” 


Misha turns. Ezequiel steps out of the stairwell, puffing, and approaches through a stand of herbs, dill and fennel growing in a platform that should be lowered soon—they’re tall and branching and bushy and will soon be out of reach. 


“Misha, are you finished vaccinating the potatoes?” Ezequiel is short and dark and always smiling even when he’s stressed out. He’s not stressed out now, just checking on Misha’s progress. They’re not really friends—he’s the boss—but he’s a decent guy.


“Just about.” Misha sprays the next potato plant around the base of its stem, lightly, and then pulls the hose forward a step and sprays the next. Their hands are damp with spray. “Is Xochitl finished on level three?” 


Every level has potatoes, but only about 20% of the greenhouse’s plants are in the nightshade family. Viral diseases travel on the leading edge of a changing climate, and prevention is a large part of the work in a greenhouse. One of the most important mitigations for the spread of disease is to diversify the plantings. So each level of the greenhouse has a row planted in a series: potato, black-eyed peas, celery, navy beans, tomato, long beans, radishes, then potatoes again. Then there’s a row separating the summer vegetables, with fewer heat lamps on it, that’s full of leafy greens and herbs: spinach, coriander, basil, mint. A row of onions and garlic, then a row of summer vegetables. They’re grouped together by heat preferences, but each plant has slightly different watering requirements. Misha directs the heat lamps and air circulators, and humidity is always a pain in the ass. But not all plants need their vaccinations at the same time, so today their focus is on the potatoes. 


“I think I need to take tomorrow off,” Misha says. The air smells as green as basil flowers.

“Everything okay?” Ezequiel pulls out his own handheld, which is one of the ones with a screen that unfolds three ways so you can fit a ton of info on it all at once. “Are we talking a personal day, a medical day?” 


“A personal day.” Misha isn’t a talker, but Ezequiel knows about Simone. Simone came here, once, right after they broke up, and Ezequiel had to call an emergency mediator. They don’t want him to worry. “It’s my baby’s birthday. I thought we were going to celebrate in a few days, but the daycare is hosting the party. Tomorrow works for everyone.”


Usually Simone works an opposite schedule to Misha, six to midnight at the hospital four days a week, and they have Bun in free daycare four days a week for a couple hours, more for the fun of it than anything. Bun loves playing with the other kids. She’s obsessed with the fish—the daycare has an aquarium in the quiet room, and she’ll sit with her face an inch from the glass. 


The daycare started helping them with handoffs when Misha and Simone broke up, so they each have Bun half the time and they don’t have to see each other. The daycare helps with additional babysitting when they need it to help them manage things. So there haven’t been many fights about Bun’s care, just about… everything else. And the longer they go without seeing each other, the fewer fights there are.


“Do you just want to take the day off, or do you want to swap with someone?” Ezequiel flips through his handheld. “I’ve got a couple of options for swapping, there’s a spot in four days at the greenhouse down Oakes, or one in five days at the same place. Or if you need me to reach out there might be some days you could pick up at the Puyallup greenhouses up in Fife.”


The idea is that all the farmers in the city should be able to swap days around, but since the 2060s the tribal greenhouses have had a fancier system, and the corporate greenhouses don’t access it properly. Ezequiel will probably be able to find another Greens Tech to fill in for them tomorrow, but even if no one wants the shift, Misha can think about other things.


“It’s alright.” Misha has enough leave available that taking a day won’t matter. They brush their damp, gritty hands off on the cotton of their jumpsuit. 


They’ll have to see if their mom can come on such short notice. She’ll want to, of course, but... their mom is always busy, always setting up for art shows or practicing a dance routine with her dance class or going walking through downtown to pick up found objects for a sculpture or some artsy thing. She’ll come, Misha tells themself. They breathe in the smell of water, of dirt, of leaves. She’s not very organized but she’s been eager to celebrate Bun’s first birthday. And she won’t leave Misha to face Simone alone. 


Ezequiel taps into his handheld. “You’re all set,” he says. “Although you might miss out on an onion harvest tomorrow. The first floor is looking ready to pull up.”


“Thanks, Ezequiel.” Harvests happen multiple times a week; grocery stores always want fresh vegetables, and in November the open-air farms outside the city aren’t offering much. Missing one onion pull isn’t much loss.


Ezequiel pats them on the shoulder as he leaves.


Misha reaches the end of the row and the blue-painted irrigation handle, which squeaks as they turn down the trickle watering the potatoes by just a titch. It’s easy to overwater potatoes. Too much attention can be as damaging as too little—which is true for people, too. 


They force themself to pull out their own handheld. I’ll be there, they send. For Bun’s sake, they’ll be there.


#


The next morning, they go for their morning run in a simulator in their apartment building’s indoor gym because there’s tree branches and still-frozen hail all over the roads. The storm has moved out overnight, leaving the sky a calm, even gray. 


Bun’s daycare is close to the hospital where Simone works, which isn’t far for Misha to travel either, just a short bus trip east on 19th. The buses run every minute, so it only takes ten minutes to get there. Even if the storm has knocked down a tree, the bus route will be cleared quickly—it’s not the practical stuff that’s stressful, it’s the emotional stuff. At least their time with Bun starts this afternoon—she’ll come home with them after the party, and then they’ll have three days off to focus on Bun’s little baby shoes that always come off her heels and her wobbly little walk and her bald-eagle screech when she’s thirsty or hungry or curious. The two of them will be able to get noisy and be a family.


Their siblings and friends have all been sending presents for Bun, so they check the mail room before they leave and collect several small packages. Then it’s time to take a deep breath and put on their winter boots and coat, haul the bag of presents over one shoulder, and head out. They text a reminder to their mom in the elevator, before pulling wool gloves over their chapped, cracked knuckles and pulling their collar up around their face against the cold. 


#


Bun is the light of Misha’s life, the best thing they’ve ever done, the best thing that’s ever happened to them. Every day of her life has been the best day of Misha’s life, even though a lot of them have been the hardest, too, since Simone fell out of love and told them so and then went out dancing—


When they see Bun, Simone is holding her. Simone and a few of her friends are talking in a half circle, facing away from Misha, but Bun is looking over Simone’s shoulder. When she sees Misha, she jerkily throws the toy in her hand and shrieks, “Eeeeshaaaaaa!”


Misha smiles, and goes to her. For Bun, Misha can do a birthday party. For Bun, they won’t fight with her mom, not in front of all the other toddlers in her play group and all the parents and caregivers. They’ll smile, brace themself against the pressure, and speak nicely when they just want to scream and cry. 


But then Simone lets Bun down on the ground to run over to Misha, waves briefly, and turns back to her friends. Misha is braced to be angry, but one of the daycare caregivers pops up at their elbow as they scoop Bun up into a hug. 


“Did you have any special decorations you wanted to put up?” He’s a dark young man with a wide smile. “We have the unicorns-and-dragons decorations up, of course, since Bun loves her unicorns, but we can add in anything you want.”


Misha shakes their head, but holds out the bag of presents. “No decorations, just presents.”


Bun cranes her head around, tilting so Misha has to grab at her so she doesn’t fall. “Presents?”


“Perfect!” The caregiver takes the bag and directs them to the refreshments table. 


The party turns out to be—fine. It isn’t nearly as bad as they thought it was going to be. If they’d had to speak with Simone, sure. They can’t imagine what they would say that wouldn’t be full of pain. But even while Bun careens wildly from friend to friend to the slide to an interesting silver wrapper she finds beside the trash can, Simone’s friends keep standing in between them, and the daycare staff arrange things so Misha and Simone are separated—by tables, by a giant inflatable dragon the kids can climb on for pictures, by people. 


Their mom shows up only half an hour late, blaming the train, and as loud and buoyant and outgoing as she is, she becomes another buffer. 


The one time Simone and Misha end up at the same table, after the kids have all had a cupcake and the adults have space to wander over, their mom swoops in between them and demands Simone’s attention before she can say one word to Misha. “Simone, hello, I’ve been meaning to ask you about Bun’s tastes lately. Does she like apples or not? Last week when she was at my house she refused to eat them?” She takes Simone’s elbow and Misha escapes, feeling strange and light.


It reminds them of the greenhouse walls between the plants and the wind, like the rows of herbs in between the potato plants. The walls keep the wind out. Knowing that Simone can’t hurt them makes them feel like they’re among the quiet rows of plants. Like they’re capable, and in the mist and peace and green, moving in the way they know best to move, they’re not even hurt at all.
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