Set

They yelled at him.  Then the kid crumpled to the ground.  He admitted his wrongs through his tears, and that was it.  The end.  What a weird movie, Nick thought.  A good movie though.  The sinner confessed, and through his confession, was redeemed.  His tears a baptism, washing away the darkness from his life.  The man who had saved the kid seemed tough, but that was needed sometimes – even the angels that came down to the shepherds on Christmas had looked scary to the shepherds at first.


He had the lesson memorized.  This was the third time Nick had seen the movie, but he didn’t mind.  He was entranced each time.  Usually everyone else was too, all the other kids watching.  That’s the way it’d been the first time Nick had seen the movie.  The second time, some kids had talked, making it hard for Nick to hear the dialogue.  This time, when the movie had started, there were only two kids other than Nick watching.  Others eventually trickled in, and they sat in front of him; he had to shift from time to time on his seat on the third step to see over their heads.  Most didn’t talk though, but would drift off to sleep from time to time.  You could tell because their heads would start bobbing.    At least he’d been in the front that time.  They shouldn’t let you watch the movie if you weren’t going to really pay attention.  At least if they weren’t asleep, they weren’t being restless, fidgeting and talking.  But one girl in the front, just two minutes before the end, sneezed – which Nick guessed she couldn’t help, but still – and then got up and left.  She probably was on the committee to set up the post-movie refreshments, but any distraction annoyed Nick.


Everyone dispersed after the movie.  Some went out in the hall for refreshments and to chat, but Nick lingered on the steps thinking.  He played with the brown button on his green shirt and thought about how he hated the halls in the building anyway.  Concrete floor, the same boring advertisement posters plastered all over the concrete walls, air-conditioning ducts, water pipes and electrical wiring overhead.  In fact, he hated the whole building in general, because it was all like that, as far as he knew.  Except the movie room.  The movie room had beige carpet, even covering the steps, and it had the huge wide screen TV.  


Of course, Nick hadn’t been in every room in the building.  That wasn’t allowed.  He was mostly restricted to rooms on this floor, the bottom floor, and a couple rooms on the top floor.  That meant he had to use the elevator a lot, and he hated the elevator.  He wasn’t exactly afraid of heights but the one open wall always made him uneasy.  It didn’t even rise that high into the air, but high enough that you’d be hurt if you fell out or jumped wrong.  He also hated the red walls in the elevator, but who was he to complain?  Most people probably liked red.


After awhile, Nick got tired of sitting on those stairs, and he was thirsty.  The Dasani bottle he’d had durning the movie was now empty, he tossed it in the trash can reading “Eat at Sarah’s Drive Thru” and wandered out into the hall to find a drink machine.  Everyone was still snacking.  But he wasn’t interested in the Mao-Madness Punch they served, which usually only made him thirstier, so he ignored the food sampling table, and walked on down the hall.  This was okay to do as long as you didn’t go too far, or go in a wrong room.  A guard, which was posted at every other door, would stop you from doing that anyway.  If you went in a room you didn’t know anything about, you might mess something up.  You might touch something fragile or hit a wrong button or contaminate a project or who knows could happen.  Walking around was okay though.  It helped you get familiar with your city’s facilities.  It’d probably be bad to do it too much though, to the point where it distracted you from your movies and classes and service projects and community groups, but Nick wasn’t going to do that.  


He walked all the way to the end of the hall, which was a pretty long way.  That meant he passed the repeated series of posters including Make Your Teeth Gleem at Stewardson Dental Team, Find Everything You Need at MegaLand Mall, and Telly Kent Has LacyLatherLoction-luscious Legs five times..  It took four minutes.  Nick had to watch the time – his community group was having dinner at five cross-town.  The people in his group that had also watched the movie at the same time he had were going to meet upstairs in twenty minutes, then bus over together.  Nick didn’t especially like the buses as a way of transportation any more than the elevator – even though there were no open walls in the bus – but there was no other way to get around the city so it didn’t really matter how Nick felt.


The end of the hall wasn’t really the end of the hall.  It was just the end of Hall 5, then Hall 5B started, branching off perpendicular to the left.  Nick turned, and began to wander down there.  He wished he could walk outside, but last time he’d heard the weather and news update, shortly before the movie commenced, it was suppose to rain steadily all day, and since the rain storm was coming from the west, the direction of the three other large cities in the state, the rain would probably be at least mildly polluted.


A third of the way down Hall 5B, Nick stopped at the Dasani machine mounted on the right-hand wall.  He’d just punched in his Personal Account Code and bent over to retrieve his bottle when the intercoms crackled to life and barked out a code.  “973H of Section .2!  973H of Section .2!  Report immediately!”  Nick had no idea what that meant, he just knew from his Basic City Politics and Structure class that the number-letter combination was some sort of order.  The various officials of the building would know what the code meant, and maybe the guards, depending on what code it was. If Nick became an official after graduation, he’d know what it meant someday.  He’d never be a guard – future guards took more physically intensive classes, not academic ones like Nick had.


He jerked upwards, water dribbling down his chin, when he heard the running footsteps behind him.  He froze.  The guards were running towards him.  Had he somehow down something wrong?  He felt a slight breeze on the back of his neck from the running figures behind him.  They passed him.  He wiped the water away, relaxed.  Of course they weren’t after him.  He hadn’t done anything.  But what had happened?  He’d never seen guards just run down the hall, a huge group of them, abandoning their posts before.  Evidently it was in response to the command-code, whatever it’d been.  Nick continued down the hall.  He should probably turn back.  But as uneasy as he felt about wandering an unprotected section of the building, he felt even uneasier about going in the direction the trouble seemed today.  And… today just felt odd, anyway, his life slightly displaced from its normal center.  Now this had happened, so might as well see what else might happen.  


As he passed door after door, he realized every guard ever guard really must have been called, or at least every guard on HallB.  It felt so empty.  It was always somewhat tomb-like in the halls, now it was like a deserted tomb, the only bodies rotted or excavated years ago.  All except Nick.  


Three-fourths of the way down the hall, to the right, between the Helen of Troy Hairdressers and Pretty Pink Puppy Happy Chow posters, there was a door with a sign that Nick actually understood.  He’d taken Opening to Public Communications last year, had heard of the Effie room referred to from time to time.  It wasn’t anything that really needed to be protected from the normal citizen – it was only the projection room.  This is the room where they stored movies, and it was the central base for broadcasting on-line any citywide news update.  Also, if a movie was being shown in the building’s movie room or if a teacher wanted one as a learning-aid for his students, the movie’s source was this room.  Any citizen could know about Effie, learn about it – even come visit on a community group field trip.  It had a guard, of course, but that was strictly standard.

Nick stood in front of the door and stared.  It wasn’t the look of the door that amazed him – it was identical to all the others: steel, with a small plate in the middle.  This one reading Effie Room.  It was just that this was the place where all the movies were stored, including the movie he’d seen today.  That, and the fact that it was unguarded.


He tentatively pushed at the door.  He had thought vaguely it’d be locked, but now as he thought about it, pushing the door farther open, it didn’t really need to be locked, since the building always had guards at every other door, around the clock, around the calendar.   All the time, except today, except this time.  


Nick stepped into the Effie Room, and the door swung shut behind him.  What the hell are you doing? a part of him demanded to know.  You could get caught.  Who knows what sort of punishment you’d get, and you’d deserve it, whatever it was, for breaking the law.  You’d be ashamed of yourself forever, be an outcast, never get a career of any meaning, never get to contribute back to society in any pertinent way.  He took another step, closer to the middle of the dimly lit room.  There was some sort of noise in the corner.  His curiosity overtook the whining of his paranoia; he tredded over to investigate.


It was a TV.  Not nearly as big as the one in the movie room.  It was playing some sort of show.  Right now it was an empty rooftop, empty save for random debris, old newspapers, bottles, cans, some sort of huddle of old clothes in the middle.  Then, before Nick could make out much more about it, it switched to an hall way empty save posted guards, then a stairwell, then another hallway, then back to the rooftop, switching again to what seemed to be several addition different hallways and stairwells.   Nick wondered why this show would be on in the empty Effie room, and what would happen.  


In the next moment, he found out.  The shot cut back the rooftop again, and the huddle of clothes moved.  It wasn’t a old abandoned clothes, it was a person.  A boy – or, a young man, actually.  The fact that the guy was huddled in a ball some distance from the camera meant Nick couldn’t discern any particular physical trait of his.  Not until he rose to his knees.  Then Nick could tell that the kid’s hair had a brownish-red color; he was wearing tan cargo pants and a gray undershirt.  Nick couldn’t figure that out.  It wasn’t any apparel-combination of any community group he could think of.  Of course, this could just mean the guy was from another city, or a character of some random movie.  He took a step closer to the screen.


Then next second the camera cut back to a hallway, but this time not the guards didn’t just stare ahead stonily as typical, they were running down the hallway, towards the camera, which was positioned just in front of one of the rooms, and Nick could barely manage to read the name on that room’s door.   

“The Effie Room.”

Shit.  Shit shit shit shit shit shit shit.  Nick put his hands to his head, as if trying to keep it from exploding with panic.  The guards knew he was in here, and that’s why they were running, they were running to catch him and punish him.  Could he hide anywhere?  He tore the room apart with his eyes.  Then he glanced back at the screen to see how much time he had.  The guards had run past the door.  As the camera cut to the stairwells and other hallways, Nick began to regain the capacity to breath.


But once the scene cut back to the rooftop, he watched the young man on the screen finally rise to his feet, and Nick gasped, his heart pounding even harder.  .  It was the kid from the movie he’d watched earlier.  Nick walked forward a few more steps, peering intently at the screen.  A man in a navy blue suit appeared in the corner, a man who looked uncannily like the instructor who always introduced each program shown in the movie room and then led the discussion that followed the next day.  It’s just a coincidence, the rational voice argued.  But… but that’s the kid from the movie, and now that he thought about it, he realized the kid was rising from the same position that he’d been in when the earlier movie ended, and – the camera switched to a hallway again.

Hallway, stairwell, hallway, stair well.  Nick could barely take his eyes of the screen long enough to blink.  

The shot back at the rooftop.  The kid.  He wobbled a few steps forward, the blue suit man started running, and Nick could now make out a group of guards behind the man, also starting to run.  Guards just like the ones he’d passed in the hall.  Run, kid, run, he thought.  Then his rational side scolded him.  Don’t root for the enemy. What do you want to do, join their side? Nick didn’t argue back with the rational part of him, didn’t answer, left the question hanging in his mind.  Is that what he wanted to do?  Should he do that?  The guards overtook the man, closer to the kid.  The kid started running.  He ran to the edge of the building.  Good, said Nick’s rational voice.  Now he’s trapped, and he’ll be rescued, punished and reformed.  For his own good, and for ours.  This is a movie, and this is the point of the movie, to show us the consequences of trying to run away from our problems, from authority. No, cried out the rest of Nick.  Don’t end like this.  The kid looked over the edge; the guards drew closer, the kid jumped.

And that was all Nick could see.  He didn’t see if the kid pulled the jump off, if he landed well, if he kept running, if he managed to escape.  Kicking sneakers were his last glimpse of him.  Then hallway, stairwell, hallway stairwell, empty rooftop.  Nick released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.  He’d better go now, leave the Effie room while he can.  No time to search the room, trying to figure out what movie that had been, or what it was if it wasn’t a movie.  He should go now.  He took another deep breath, turned his back on the TV, and walked towards the door.  He checked his watch.  It was 4:40.  He had to hurry to meet his group members for dinner.  He put his hand on the door handle, and last minute, looked back at the TV screen.  It portrayed a milieu of guards, some standing over by the edge of the ceiling, some lined up by the elevator, evidently preparing to peruse the young man.  Then Nick looked down towards the bottom of the screen for the first time, to the black band stretching across like in weather and news updates, and saw, in red blinking letters, “Note:  5 Minute Lag.”

Nick turned the handle, open the door, and ran.

