The Madeline Shaw Youth Prize — The Other Monster

Hattie stuck her face up against the hard glass. She was breathing slowly,
laboriously. She held a cheap ballpoint pen with her right hand, steady, but her
left shook slightly. She wrung her sleeve, clenching the cotton inside her fist.

“No pressure.” Doctor Gupta stood next to her, dressed in a pale pink
coat with her name stitched into the breast pocket. “There’s really no rush, Il
leave the room and wait outside. Just hand me the papers when you’ve made
your decision.”

“Thanks,” said Hattie, under her breath. Surely she was too old for this.
Her knees hurt, and she felt acutely that she should just go home and get into
bed. She would’ve, too, if she hadn’t been quite so sure of Jasmine’s excited
face in the other room. Jasmine’s upper lip crinkled when she was feeling an
anticipatory excitement, making her look like a child trying on lipstick for the
first time.

A table sat in front of Hattie, upon which sat a small slip of paper. When
Hattie looked up from the paper, and through the thick panels of glass to the
display room, she could see an evenly spaced series of rectangles spread out
across the room. These rectangles were not empty. In each cot lay a wriggling,
cooing mass, labelled Infant 1 through to Infant 20. Each child had Jasmine’s
dark skin and bold sloping nose. Hattie steeled herself, and gripped the pen
harder in her right hand. She selected Infant 1.

“INFANT: ONE,” came a loud but encouraging voice from an unassuming
grate above Hattie’s head, “LOADING NOW.”

As Hattie watched on, the first child across the glass was lifted off its
cot and onto a display table in front of the others, still behind the glass, but
close enough to be inspected. The child looked biologically female, and wore
a sweet smile like she was at the beach on a sunny day.

“Elements of HATTIE BRENNAN in INFANT 1 include: LOWER CHIN
DIMPLE, PROMINENT JAW.”

Hattie picked nervously at her fingernails as the child aged up before
her eyes, becoming a toddler in nappies, a tween in skinny jeans, and a
teenager with two gold hoops in her ears. She all the while maintained Jaz'’s
golden skin, and what the machine had suggested were Hattie's dimple and
jaw. Hattie made a mental note to tell Jaz later how she had been flattered at
the suggestion that The Intelligence behind The Ward thought she had a
prominent jaw. She was getting distracted. She said aloud:

“Skip to infant two.”

“INFANT: TWO.” ... “LOADING NOW.”



Infant one was replaced on the display table by the second child, who
looked biologically male. He was waving his pudgy arms around like he wanted
to hail a taxi but wasn’t quite sure how.

“Elements of HATTIE BRENNAN in INFANT TWO include: THICK
EYEBROWS, HOLLOW CHEEKS.”

That one wasn’t quite as flattering. The child began the Age-Up process
again, in front of her eyes, but Hattie felt she had seen enough. She felt like
she was watching the spoilers to her own life. It was odd, it felt wrong. Hattie
took a deep breath and thought hard about Jaz’s favourite number. It was 14,
that’s right. Her mum’s birthday, and the number on the back of her football
jersey. While the Machine whirred in front of her, Jasmine shut her eyes. She
wrote in big letters, the words INFANT 14 on her sheet of paper.

She ran her fingers through her hair, and turned around to open the
door to allow Doctor Gupta back in.

“'ve chosen,” Hattie said

Doctor Gupta took the paper.

“14,” she said, with a knowing grin, as she looked up at the machine still
only displaying Infant 3. “I thought as much.”

“You're all done. You can go back through that door to reunite with your
wife”

Hattie didn’t need telling twice. She fumbled with the lock and walked
through the far door into a room with serene blue walls. Jaz was so close to
the door that Hattie almost hit her when it opened.

“Hattie!!”

“Jaz!” Hattie was just happy to be back in her arms, “I've chosen us the
most perfect little baby”

“What are they like! Oh you must’'ve chosen so well” Jaz flung her arms
around Hattie’s shoulders.

“I'll keep it a mystery for now, but you’re going to love them, | promise”

The two women walked out of the ward and into the sunlight.



