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A diminutive man named Steve approached a massive machine that he and his colleagues had worked on for three weeks. Steve’s team stayed busy running conduit and wiring to the machine, then connecting it all to a perplexing array of electronics soldered to a “Breadboard”, as Steve called it. The Breadboard was Steve’s invention. It had gotten him many high paying, ultra black budget jobs. Steve was from the old school of engineers. He used digital technology when he needed to, but analog was the way the universe was meant to be perceived, as far as Steve was concerned. The universe usually proved Steve right.

Most of Steve’s customers were governments who had stumbled upon an ancient relic, or a piece of alien technology. They wanted to fire their arcane toys up and see what they could do. These customers paid Steve very well for his unique technical expertise combined with his remarkable discretion. Steve was good at keeping his mouth shut. He was also good at figuring out nonsensical things, like alien technology. Nobody ever asked Steve his last name. He lived life in the stratosphere above the bureaucracy that governs most people. Steve didn’t exist. He was untouchable.

The giant contraption in front of Steve towered forty feet above his head. It was one hundred twenty feet long and resembled a cornucopia in shape, except for its smooth black surface, and what appeared to be a fish tail on the skinny end of it. It rested inside an immense, naturally carved cavern. The room was dark. Only the giant object was illuminated. Upward pointing floodlights ringed it, providing ample light for the workers.

For now, it was just Steve and the machine in the cavern. The crew, and Steve’s employer, a short gray-haired man with a permanent grin, watched from a glass encased balcony. Steve withdrew a gold and black medallion from his pocket.

According to the scant source documents Steve had pieced together, the medallion was the key that started this large machine. Some sources called the machine a Quadrigine. Most of the sources called it The Whale Energine. All of the sources agreed that it was an electrical generator capable of powering a large city, maybe even a whole country. None of them said where the power came from.

Steve had to admit, he had never worked on any device of this size and magnitude before. But there was always a first time for everything, and Steve loved the thrill of making something impossible happen. He made a lot of money working on these mythic machines, but to Steve it was all about the hack. There was a small group of peers who did what Steve did. They communicated with each other using a complex cryptographic code. Occasionally, they would help each other. But they mostly gloated, through their infinitely secure private network, about their newest and best hacks. Steve knew that getting this device running would give him bragging rights for a very long time. The thought of it brought a smile to his face.

The slot where the key went was an indentation on the side of the machine at the edge of the broad opening, the end where the fruits and veggies would be falling out if it were an actual cornucopia. The slot was shaped to accept the medallion that Steve held in his hand.

No time like the present, Steve Foreshaw. Thought Steve. He knew his own last name and took great pleasure in using it when he thought about himself, which was quite often. He lifted the medallion to the slot, and pressed it in. When he moved his hand away the medallion stayed in place with no visible means of support. Steve took a step back, expecting to hear or see something happen. He didn’t know what. Seconds ticked by, there was nothing. Steve put his hand on the machine. There were no vibrations or changes in temperature. 

Finally, he decided that something wasn’t working. Steve reached for the medallion. Before he could remove it he heard the power switches for the fixtures installed in the cavern clicking on one after another, click, click, click. Following each click a bank of lights came on. Once all the lights were on, the HVAC system clicked on. 

Steve heard cheers from the workers watching from the windowed balcony above the giant cavern where he stood. He smiled, then turned and waved, then performed a perfect curtsy.

Steve pulled the medallion from its slot. The Whale Energine kept running. He knew he would have to re-insert the medallion to turn it off. For now, it should be left running to power this facility through its final stages of construction. He put the medallion in his pocket and walked toward the exit. This is some next level shit, thought Steve. I’m a bona fide Elite Arcane Tech Hacker. No one can dispute that now.

Steve’s self-adulation was cut short by a pulsing sound from behind him. He looked back at the Whale Energine. The sound was like thousands of small poofs of air happening randomly and overlapping each other. A black cloud rose from the top of the large opening at the front of the massive machine. Behind him he heard the steel exit doors slam shut. Steve turned and ran toward the doors. When he got there, he hammered on one of them with his fist, making a hollow drum-like sound that reverberated through the cavern.

Steve watched the black cloud descend toward him. As it approached he realized it wasn’t a cloud of gas. Instead, thousands of small bat-like creatures with the legs and bodies of spiders, wings of bats and rows of sharp teeth, headed on a trajectory that would terminate directly on Steve’s head.

The last few seconds of Steve’s awareness were filled with the experience of having small chunks of his scalp ripped off by the diving creatures. They dived, landed, then took a bite. Steve was able to knock some of them off, but there were a hundred to replace each one he swatted. It took only a few seconds for the creatures to uncover his skull. This was the end of Steve, Elite Arcane Tech Hacker.

While the creatures occupied themselves feeding on Steve’s brain, a small door slid open in a distant corner. A barrel shaped robot, three feet tall, rolled into the room. The door shut behind it.

The robot rolled to the center of the feeding frenzy where the late Steve Foreshaw’s body lay. The creatures paid no attention to the robot as it extended a steel arm with a blade attachment to the pocket where Steve put the medallion. It cut open the pocket. The blade switched to a gripper attachment. The robot picked up the medallion and stowed it in a compartment in its torso.

The robot rolled back a few feet from the frenzy of creatures swarming Steve’s body. It raised a gun apparatus and fired into the crowd of flying creatures. A net expanded as the projectile flew into the chaos, trapping several of the creatures. The robot picked up the net and stowed the trapped creatures in a different space in its torso than the one where it put the medallion.

The robot rolled back to the door it came through. The door slid open as it approached and shut behind the robot as it passed out of the cavern.
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...

Delivery Point

A missed turn set Drake Tardish back a half hour. This day can’t get much worse. He thought. He finally arrived at a building that he thought was his delivery point to find that it was cordoned off with barriers and the windows were boarded up. He knew he couldn’t have missed the place. This had to be it. But from the looks of things, it had been closed for a while. Why would they send a load of sheetrock here?

It takes a lot of space to turn an eighteen-wheeler around. More space than one normally finds in a metropolitan downtown area, and Drake was in downtown Atlanta. He hoped that he wouldn’t have to drive all the way back to the interstate to turn his rig around. 

The road he was on ran through an industrial business park, and his load of sheet rock was due for delivery right now. Drake hoped he was mistaken, and his delivery point was just down the street a little further. Or, if not, at least there would be a cul-de-sac large enough for him to turn around in. He couldn’t tell what was at the end of the street he was on because it disappeared into a clutch of trees.

Drake followed the street past the trees, and encountered a severe drop-off directly in front of his truck. The drop-off was protected by a steel guardrail, like the kind on concrete footbridges that go over streams or rivers. Drake turned left and came to a stop in the middle of a small parking lot. It was a dead end. It wasn’t big enough for him to turn around in, either.

Drake couldn’t catch a break. He was going to have to back out the way he came in. That would require a dangerous backing maneuver. Apparently, the day actually could get worse. 

He looked around for traffic. There was only one way in or out of this parking lot, and he was blocking it. There were no cars in the lot. In fact, there didn’t seem to be anybody anywhere. A rectangular building about twice the size of Drake’s tractor trailer sat to the left of him. It was intact, no graffiti or flaking paint anywhere. Saplings grew wild around the edges of the parking lot and the building looked washed out, like it had been through a lot of days of rain and sun. It had been a while since this building was in service.

Drake got out of his truck to evaluate the best way to back out. He looked over the guardrail. Three sets of train tracks diverged when they got past the building, then disappeared into different parts of the city. The city itself was visible from here, but even that seemed lifeless. Drake saw no movement, nor could he hear any car traffic. This place in the middle of downtown Atlanta was deserted. It was pleasant to be out of the heavy traffic that he had driven in all day, but underneath the pleasant solitude of the place was a cast of restlessness.

Drake walked around his truck checking the tires and the pneumatic connectors, called ‘Glad Hands’ by truck drivers. They connected the trailer brakes to the air pump on the tractor that supplied air to them. He checked the straps on his load to make sure they were tight. When he was satisfied that everything was in order, he turned to face the building. It had three concrete steps that ran about thirty feet across the front. The steps had the same handrails that were installed along the railroad tracks.

There was still a lot to do before Drake could head home for the weekend, and getting his truck backed out of here would eat some time. But the abandoned building completely distracted him. He decided to look in the window to satisfy his curiosity.

He took the first step up the platform. A glint from the ground next to the stair caught his eye. Something shiny, half covered with sand and leaves, radiated light. The object looked like a formidable piece of jewelry from where Drake stood. 

He picked it up and brushed the dirt off it. Right away he noticed it was too heavy for its size. Drake thought it was painted with black lacquer. But, as he looked closer, he could see a depth to it, like black fire flickering beneath its surface. The object was pristine. Parts of it looked like inlaid gold. The gold parts were as hard as the black parts, and when he rubbed his finger across the places where the gold joined the black, he felt no differentiation between the two. The medallion had a strange design on it that looked like a spider with bat wings in bas-relief. 

The building felt even more deserted now that he was right in front of it. The restlessness he felt earlier became a sense of foreboding. Drake put the medallion in his jeans pocket then trudged his heavy work boots up the three steps to the platform. Two dark glass entry doors faced him. 

To his right and left were fixed windows with ledges across the bottoms. There were periodic openings onto the ledges. Drake assumed these were ticket booths. It must be a Metro Atlanta station. He thought. 

Drake went to one of the glass doors and cupped his hand to block the outside light. A hazy glow filtered into the building from skylights on the roof. He made out shapes that appeared to be part of a normal office, but the windows were grimy. Everything was silhouetted by the dim glow inside the building. He was about to turn away when one of the silhouettes inside the building moved. Drake heard something rattling inside. The sense of foreboding gave way to a sense of impending doom. Whatever moved in there was large, and Drake felt sure that it wasn’t friendly.

Before he could form another thought, a rat ran across the ticket platform and over his boots. He jumped back. Another rat followed the first, then three more right behind. Drake heard noises from the glass door. Hundreds of rats scratched and squealed at the inside of the glass, trying to get out.

A river of rats poured from a hole in the platform floor to his left and flowed toward him. Before Drake could turn around, he was surrounded by squealing rats flowing past him on all sides.

...

Arty

When Drake Tardish was a child, he wasn’t lucky enough to land in one of the nurturing foster homes like the ones depicted on the cover of the Department of Children and Families brochure. Drake was a perennial loser in the foster family lottery.

He had a sister named Angela. Angela avoided becoming a ward of the state after the death of their parents. She wrote Drake a letter every month. Drake had never met Angela, and she never gave her address when she wrote, but she always knew where he was. 

The letters from Angela were the good thing in Drake’s otherwise unstable, scary and chaotic life. He read them over and over. He kept every one of Angela’s letters in a worn-out Dexter’s Lab backpack that he found in the garbage can at one of his foster homes.

The first task upon moving into a new foster home was to find a safe place to stash the backpack where he could get to it easily, but where it wouldn’t be found by others. When he moved to a new foster home the only thing Drake cared about taking with him were his letters from Angela. He was good at protecting them, and he moved a lot.

Drake had an explosive temper. He was normally mild mannered and stayed to himself. The other kids liked to pick on him because he seemed like an easy target. But with Drake, things built up over time. Without warning Drake would explode in a fury that terrified those who experienced its full force. It wasn’t anger, it was a protective mechanism. But, when it happened it was enough for him to be let go from where he was staying.

When Drake was nine years old a foster brother teased him. There was nothing surprising to Drake about this. He had to deal with teasing and taunting no matter where he lived. But this kid was relentless beyond anything Drake had experienced before. 

The kid’s name was Arty. Arty was ten, and bigger than most kids his age. He used his size to intimidate the other kids. When Drake started developing relationships with some of the other kids in the home, he came up with the nickname Arty Farty McCheese. Everyone thought it was hilarious, and the name stuck.

When Arty found out about his nickname he went on the war path looking for the person who coined it. Arty Farty McCheese didn’t like his new nickname at all. Drake knew it was just a matter of time before one of his foster siblings ratted him out, so in an attempt to subvert a bad situation he went to Arty and apologized. It was a waste of time. Arty had developed a passionate hatred toward the person who coined that nickname. Now that he knew it was Drake, Arty had someone to hate. The thing Arty loved most in life was having someone to hate. 

After that, Drake avoided Arty as much as possible. He endured occasional threats and verbal attacks from Arty Farty- Drake still thought of that as his name – but he was successful at avoiding Arty Farty most of the time because they lived in separate rooms of the foster home.

One day Arty Farty found a letter addressed to Drake from his sister Angela in a stack of mail he brought in from the mailbox. It was the perfect opportunity to get back at Drake. Arty took the letter. 

When Drake returned from school, Arty Farty caught him coming in the back door of the foster home and shook the letter in front of Drake’s face. Arty Farty held the envelope up in both hands and started to tear it in half. 

Before Arty could get the envelope fully ripped in two Drake flew at him, knocking him into the wall. This startled Arty Farty, giving Drake the advantage. Drake relentlessly wailed the larger kid’s face with both fists, as hard as he could. Arty Farty dropped to the ground. In shock, and sobbing, Arty covered his face with his arms.

Drake was in a trance of punches. Every bad thing that had ever happened to him, every person who had ever hurt him was personified in the form of Arty Farty McCheese. Drake’s fists were on autopilot. It felt like he could punch forever. With each punch a little bit of pain released, like steam blowing from a pressure valve. Drake didn’t know he was crying, but his tears were from the joy of this feeling of redemption. He wanted to keep punching forever.

But all good things must come to an end. Drake hit the point where he had nothing left to give to Arty Farty. He fell to the floor in exhaustion. Arty Farty lay whimpering, curled up in a fetal position on the floor next to Drake. Blood and snot mixed with tears and sweat dripped from Arty’s face. Arty Farty’s eyes were red and puffing up. Thus, the two boys lay side by side on the floor. Animosity, anger, and hatred were replaced by a fleeting moment of peace and equality.

Drake’s pulse slowed and he caught his breath. Finally, he sat up and looked at Arty. But, for a moment, it wasn’t Arty that he saw on the floor next to him. A scared and weeping reject, beaten down, lying in a puddle of his own blood and snot, Drake saw himself. He realized that he and Arty were the same.

He grabbed the letter from the floor where Arty had dropped it. He wiped blood spots from it onto his pants. He got his Dexter’s Lab backpack from its hiding place and walked out of the house. The police picked Drake up walking down the street later that day. He was put into Juvie Hall.

...

Like a Warm Depression

Drake jumped toward the steps and over the rat river with all his might. He almost cleared the steps, but one of his bulky work boots caught on the bottom one and he hit the parking lot face first.

Dazed, he pushed himself up from the pavement. He had twisted his ankle when his boot caught on the step. The rats kept moving across the platform. They weren’t coming after him. Drake struggled to his feet and limped back to the truck.

From the driver’s seat, he watched the last of the rats disappear around the side of the building. It was the middle of the summer, and Drake’s gasping from the exertion of escaping the rats made him dizzy. He felt a knot where he had smacked the pavement with his forehead. This made him dizzier. His ankle was swollen. For the first time ever, Drake was glad that his truck had an automatic transmission. He doubted he could push the clutch in with his bum left foot if it were a manual shift. 

He started the truck and turned on the air conditioner, then leaned forward, rested his forehead on the steering wheel and closed his eyes. Cool air from the vent blew on his face. His heart still raced, but the air was helping. His muscles let go a little. It was the closest thing to relaxing that he could do at the moment.

Finding a completely deserted place in the heart of a major metropolitan city was weird, but there was something else about this place. It was somehow connected to Drake. It was like he was supposed to be here at this abandoned train station at this moment. There was nowhere else he could have gone once he passed the entrance to the boarded-up delivery point.

Drake believed that the whole deserted vibe of this place, the rats, and whatever that was moving around inside the building, was caused by the medallion. It had energy to manipulate things. He didn’t know how or why, but he could feel it, and he could feel the effects of it on his psyche.

It crossed his mind that he should leave the medallion and get out while he still could. But he knew he wouldn’t do that. The medallion had magnetism. It made Drake feel dark inside, like a warm depression that threatened to consume his will to live, while simultaneously keeping him comfortable in its darkness.

Drake lifted his head from the steering wheel, looked in his driver’s side mirror and saw that there were patches of small trees growing just off the pavement behind his truck. He thought he might be able to knock them over and get his truck backed up enough to swing it around and drive out the way he came in. He yanked the shifter into reverse then slowly depressed the accelerator pedal. 

The saplings were thick. Drake had to press down harder on the accelerator to push them down. He was far enough back now that, if his rear wheels weren’t stuck, he would be able to jackknife the tractor around and get the rig headed in the right direction.

He put it in first and turned the wheel all the way to the left, then pressed the accelerator enough to drag the forward wheels of the split axle trailer across the cement. The load tilted dramatically whenever the wheels caught on the pavement, but he got the truck heading in the right direction. Drake tried to pull forward. The back of the trailer was stuck on the trees that were bent underneath it.

...

Do You Know What Hookers Are?

Drake’s first day in the Juvenile Center was tiring, but it gave him hope. This wasn’t his first time in Juvie. His memories from the last Juvenile facility were more or less positive. He liked the routine. He also liked the fact that he was treated in a predictable way by the staff and guards. Nobody cared that he had beaten up a kid named Arty Farty McCheese. Their indifference to him and his situation did not bother Drake. He got three meals on time every day, and he had a place to sleep. Drake spent a lot of time walking around the track in the yard when they were allowed outside. 

One thing the last Juvie center didn’t have was any way to better oneself. As the days passed in the new facility, he picked up on educational opportunities that were made available by the state.

Drake wanted to learn a skill he could use to support himself outside of an institution or foster home. A flier he found on the librarian’s information counter explained a work program for qualified inmates. Heavy Equipment Operation and Maintenance was the name of the course. It required that he be approved to leave the facility every day to go to a training center.

Months passed and Drake worked hard to become a model prisoner. His patience and hard work paid off. He was approved by the Facility Supervisor to attend heavy equipment operator classes. From that day, Drake knew that he had a future. He was committed to learning everything he could while he had the chance. 

Drake fell in love with the idea of being a truck driver while living at one of his foster homes. He happened upon a late-night rerun of a 1970s television drama comedy called BJ and the Bear. The main character was a Truck driver named BJ. His sidekick was a chimpanzee named Bear. 

Every episode BJ and Bear found themselves in a tight spot that they had to get themselves out of. They got into these tight spots by trying to save somebody from an evil no-gooder. The somebody was always a cute lady. The most burning question on Drake’s mind when he watched each episode was, how does BJ make any money if he never delivers a load? Aside from this obvious problem with the show, Drake dreamed of living the life of freedom that BJ and Bear had.

Drake got his Commercial Driver’s License. He worked as a trainer for the driving school he attended until he was old enough to drive commercially. Then, he was assigned a company truck to use by the company that hired him.

Drake was young and inexperienced with life on his own. He was done with Juvie. There were no more foster families to deal with. It was just him, his truck and his future. He had never been so happy.

He delivered new furniture to retail outlets for a chain of furniture stores that spanned the entire southeast. Drake was in BJ’s world now. He decided he could live without a chimp for a co-driver, so the next obvious step was to find a cute lady to save from a no-gooder. 

That happened on a run from Virginia to Birmingham. Drake stopped for the night at a truck stop in Knoxville Tennessee. As he sat looking out the windshield of his truck, eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that he made himself for dinner, he noticed young girls bundled up from the cold, getting in and out of a van and walking to and from trucks that were parked in the lot. After a while he saw the same girls return to the van, only to leave again a little later and go to another truck.

A knock on his driver’s side door startled him. He peered down from his window and saw a young girl spinning her wrist, signaling him to roll down the window. Drake pressed the down button.

“Hi,” said the girl, “I was wondering if I could sit in your truck for a little while and get warmed up. It’s freezing out here.”

“I’m not really supposed to have anybody in the truck. That’s a company rule,” said Drake.

“Just a few minutes, please? I’m cold.” She said.

Drake felt sorry for the girl. He didn’t see any harm in helping her out, and the company would never know.

“Okay, get in on the other side.” Drake pressed the unlock button. The girl climbed up into the truck and sat in the passenger seat.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s so cold.”

“You don’t have a car?” He said.

“No. I came with the guy in the van over there.” She nodded her head toward the light blue van that he had watched the young women come and go from.

“I was trying to figure out what they were doing there. I kept seeing girls come out of it, then return,” said Drake.

“Yeah, right,” said the girl.

“No, really. I can’t figure it out. Am I missing something?” said Drake.

The girl studied Drake’s face. He thought he must have said something wrong.

“Never mind, it’s not my business,” he said. “Do you want a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?” At this the girl smiled, then laughed at Drake.

“I know it’s childish but it’s my favorite food,” said Drake. He smiled back at the girl.

“It’s not the sandwich that’s funny. You really don’t know what the van is about. Do you?” said the girl.

“No,” said Drake.

“Do you know what hookers are?” she said.

“Hookers?” said Drake.

“Prostitutes.” she said.

“Oh, okay.” Drake clonked himself on the head playfully. “I see it now. Boy, am I dumb.” The girl laughed at Drake. He smiled at her and said, “So, why are you with them?”

“Duh!” Said the girl.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Okay, I’ll shut up now.” Said Drake.

“Are you really this nice, or are you playing me?” Said the girl.

“I don’t know if I’m nice,” said Drake. “I think it depends on who you ask. But I don’t expect anything from you. You can go anytime you want.”

“I don’t really want to go. It’s nice here. Can I stay for a while?” Said the girl.

“What about your friend in the van? Won’t he miss you?” Said Drake.

“He doesn’t know where I’m at. I don’t want to go back there. Can I sleep here? I’m tired.” Said the girl.

“I have to leave at five AM. You can stay till then. You can sleep in the bed if you want. I’ll sleep here in the drivers seat,” said Drake.

“It’s okay. I like the front seat. You sleep back there.” she said.

“Okay, I’ll see you in the morning, then,” said Drake. He spun himself around between the seats and laid down on the bed in the sleeper.

Drake heard a quiet “see you in the morning,” from the passenger seat. He set his watch alarm for four fifteen AM, then drifted to sleep.

It never occurred to Drake that this young woman would wait for him to fall asleep then rummage through his truck for things to steal before she jumped out of the passenger side door and ran away as fast as she could.

When Drake’s alarm went off, he sat up in the truck’s sleeper bed. The girl was still curled up on the passenger seat asleep. It was only then that he realized she could have robbed him while he slept, but she didn’t.

Now what? He wondered. Drake couldn’t kick her out and be on his way. It wasn’t right. That’s not what BJ would do. He pulled himself to the driver’s seat hoping the girl would hear him moving and wake up. She didn’t stir. Drake shook her lightly.

“Miss.” he said. “Wake up, Miss.”

The girl sat up in the passenger seat and stretched. She looked at Drake.

“You didn’t try anything.” she said.

“Neither did you,” said Drake.

“So, what does it mean?” said the girl.

“I don’t know,” said Drake. He looked out the windshield. “The van is gone.”

“Good.” she said.

“I have to use the bathroom, then I need to leave,” said Drake. “I have a delivery in Birmingham today. I’m going to go inside for a while. Do you want to come with me? We can get something to eat.”

“What’s your name?” said the girl.

“Drake.”

“I’m Calla, like the lily,” said the girl.

Calla and Drake climbed out of the truck and walked together into the truck stop. An hour later they walked out, got into the truck and headed for Drake’s delivery point in Birmingham Alabama. Drake and Calla traveled together after that. She didn’t ask if she could, and he didn’t invite her. They just got into the truck and left for their next destination as if it had always been this way.

...

We’ve Been Open All Day.

It took fifteen minutes of rocking the trailer forward and backward, but Drake was able to un-stick it from the thatch of bent over saplings that held it in place. Once he could move again, it didn’t take long for him to get to the boarded-up building that he thought was his delivery point. 

The barriers were gone. Cars were parked in the parking lot, and the windows were no longer boarded up. What the hell? 

Drake turned into the receiving driveway and backed up to the loading dock. As soon as he got out, he approached the receiver. 

“Hi, I’m Drake.” he said. The receiver nodded. “Did you guys just take the boards off the windows? This place was shut down when I drove past an hour ago.”

“Huh? I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” said the receiver. “We’ve been open all day. No boards on the windows.”

“Oh,” said Drake. He wanted to argue with the man, but he realized how crazy he must sound. “It must have been another building I saw. Things get blurry in my mind at the end of the week.”

“I hear ya,” said the receiver. “Got your paperwork?”

“Sure,” said Drake. He handed the receiver his clip board with the manifest of items he was delivering clipped to it. “Sorry I’m late. I missed a turn.”

“You’re not late,” said the receiver. “You’re an hour early. Normally you would have to wait, but it’s a slow day for deliveries. I can unload you right now.”

“Thanks,” said Drake. “I thought I was supposed to be here at one-o-clock.”

“We’ve got you here at three PM. It’s all good. Is this your last load?”

“Yes,” said Drake.

“Okay. We’ll get you out quick. You should be on your way home by three.”

“Much appreciated,” said Drake.

True to his word, the receiver got Drake unloaded and on his way before three p.m.. By three Drake was pulling on to the Atlanta bypass. All he had left to do was to drive to Jacksonville, hook up to his Monday load and prepare it for departure on Monday morning. 

Drake took the I75 South exit from the Atlanta bypass then merged onto I75 south. He felt better than he had felt for hours. The train station was still on his mind, but it was fading. Now that he was back on a familiar highway, Drake settled in and relaxed. 

The traffic backed up on I75 near Macon. Drake turned his CB radio to channel nineteen. He listened for a few minutes as he slowed behind the traffic jam. A driver spoke. “Do any of you northbound drivers see what’s backing up the southbound side?”

There was static and some bleed-through voices from other channels for a few seconds, then another voice came on. “Yeah, the southbound side is backed up from a fatality accident. Completely shut down. Looks like they’re detouring traffic off one of the Macon exits. I’m not sure which exit number.”

“Ten four, friend.” Said the first voice. “That’s about how my whole week’s gone.” Drake turned off the CB then put in his Dethklok CD and cranked it up.

It was late when Drake pulled into the driveway of his home and parked his Ford Tempo. The medallion dangled from the rear-view mirror held up by a plastic zip tie that he had attached to it. 

There was something historical or mystical about the medallion. It had a story, and Drake wanted to know what it was. He could feel the promise of another life there. Something beyond his normal existence. This medallion held a secret, like a genie’s magical lamp. Drake thought that if he rubbed it the right way it would bring together all the shattered pieces, and answer all the questions of his life. He would see the big picture. 

A garbage truck growled down the street, snapping him back to reality. Drake put the medallion into his pocket, then grabbed his travel backpack from the passenger seat.

...

I Can’t Have Babies.

The furniture company that Drake worked for found out about Calla, so Drake changed companies. He took a 48 state over-the-road driving job. They gave him permission to take Calla with him on the truck. 

For a year Drake drove, and Calla rode next to him. They had long discussions about everything that had ever happened to them. Drake learned that Calla was also a foster child. For every foster home experience Drake shared with Calla, she had one to share back. When they talked about their futures the conversations were light and non-committal. 

Eventually they got tired of repeating the same old stories about the past. The subject of their future was broached more and more often. Unconsciously, they were trying to reach a consensus that would work for them both if they decided to stay together for good. Neither wanted to be the one to force the issue.

Heading west on Interstate 10 toward Dallas Texas, Calla said, “I can’t have babies.” She fidgeted with her hands in her lap and stared at the floor of the truck. Her brown hair had grown long since she met Drake at the truck stop in Knoxville a year before. She kept it pinned up in a bun on her head. Her narrow jawline and thin nose reminded Drake of an ancient Roman princess. He wasn’t sure why that was, but he liked to look at her face.

“Okay,” said Drake.

“I just thought you might want to know,” said Calla.

“Thank you for telling me,” said Drake.

Calla looked out the windshield. Drake saw the road reflecting in her damp brown eyes. She didn’t say anything else. Drake thought it might be wise to let it go and pretend nothing happened. But it seemed important to her. And it sounded like it could be a serious condition.

“If you ever want to talk about it. I want to listen.” He said.

Calla remained quiet. When Drake looked at her he saw Tears dripping from her cheeks and onto her Black Sabbath T-shirt. 

“Do you want me to pull over?” he said.

Calla unwrapped a napkin from a Hardee’s coffee cup and dabbed her eyes with it.

“No. I’m fine.” She said. “I’m sorry. I just blurted that out.”

“I’m glad you said it,” said Drake. “You can say anything to me. I love hearing everything you tell me, even the bad stuff. It doesn’t affect how I feel about you.”

Drake realized that he had just made his own blurt. He opened a can of worms that he thought were spaghetti-o’s. The last year they spent together was the best year of both of their lives, and they didn’t want to spoil it by getting emotional. They didn’t want to fall in love.

“How do you feel about me, Drake?” She said.

Drake had been known to miss a cue the size of an elephant when it came to women. He somehow realized the gravity of the situation this time and decided to tell Calla everything.

“I love you,” said Drake. He reached over and took her hand. “I’m sorry you can’t have babies, Calla. But I love you just as much now that I know that.”

Drake couldn’t believe that he just told Calla he loved her. He didn’t know that he loved her until the words came out of his mouth on their own. Calla’s face was wet with tears, but she smiled and looked him in the eyes. Drake could see that she felt the same way. At that moment he knew he would always love her.

After that day the door was open to discuss their future, and there was suddenly a lot to talk about again. It didn’t take long for them to come to an agreement that life on the road was no longer what they wanted. They began talking about marriage.

Their first apartment was in a suburb of Atlanta Georgia. Drake found a job working for the Fulton County School District as a heavy equipment operator. Drake and Calla married. After several visits to the doctor, it was determined that Calla was unable to become pregnant because of a benign tumor in her uterus.

During this time, Angela’s letters had stopped coming. It had been six months since Drake got the last one. He was concerned, but he had no way to contact her. He took Angela’s letters to a private investigator and left copies for him to look over. The investigator told Drake that there was nothing in the letters that gave him a lead to finding his sister. Even the envelopes were devoid of normal postage and delivery stamps. The private eye had never seen anything like it.

Drake was out of options to find Angela. He decided that all he could do was hope the best for her, and continue building his own family. He and Calla investigated the possibility of adopting a child.

Not long after Drake consulted the private investigator, he got a call from Angela. She said she saw an inquiry on her name by a P.I. and decided to do some investigating on her own. She realized Drake was looking for her and decided that it was time for them to meet. She told him she lived in Jacksonville, Florida. They decided to meet at Drake’s apartment in Atlanta.

Drake had never seen Angela, not even in a picture. He only had a vision of her that formed in his mind over the years in foster homes. This vision always included a white gown. Angela’s halo was a bright glow surrounding her entire head and face. The glow enhanced her caring brown eyes and sandy brown hair.

The day of their meeting, Drake waited in a lawn chair outside of his first-floor apartment. He saw a lady get out of a Toyota Celica and walk across the parking lot toward him, but it didn’t register right away that it was Angela. His childhood image was so strong that he thought she had to be somebody else.

The lady approached Drake, looking at him and smiling as she walked. She wore blue jeans and a T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Her flaxen red hair hung to the middle of her back. She was light skinned with pleasant blue eyes. Her gaze was comforting and kind and most of all, grounded.

“Hi Drake. I’m Angela.” Angela held out her hand. Drake stood and took it. When he touched Angela’s hand and saw the loving look on her face he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight. Angela put her arms around Drake’s neck. To Drake the hug was similar to the way he felt when he was punching Arty Farty McCheese, but this time he wasn’t caught in a fit of violence. Angela’s touch made him dizzy, like touching a deity.

They let go when Calla came out of the apartment and introduced herself to Angela. Right away there was a connection between the two ladies. Angela and Calla talked, and Drake sat quietly. He was glad that he didn’t have to say anything. Both Calla and Angela sensed that he needed to be present but not required to participate. Fortunately, the two ladies were enjoying their conversation.

Eventually Drake brought out the Dexter’s Lab backpack and they looked through the letters. Angela didn’t have a lot to say about them. She told Drake that she was a structural engineer and that she had been on a long-term project in a location where she couldn’t travel. She didn’t go into much detail. Instead, they talked about Drake and Calla.

The conversation turned to their desire to adopt a baby. Calla told Angela of her inability to conceive. Angela was extremely interested in this new conversational turn. In fact, she knew of a child who would be perfect for them to adopt.

Angela told of a one-year-old baby that was born to her best friend who died in childbirth. She said that she wanted to adopt the baby boy herself, but she thought Drake and Calla would be much better parents than she would.

By the time Angela left, they all agreed to meet in Jacksonville in a week to visit the baby boy and see about adopting it.

...

Jake

Drake walked through the front door and set his travel backpack down on the foyer floor. “I’m home,” he said.

“Dad!” Drake heard Jake yell from the dining room. Jake ran around the corner and jumped up into Drake’s arms. Jake was nine years old now, and at the age when picking him up was about to be a thing of the past. But Drake still loved carrying Jake around.

Jake had been eating his dinner at the table and reading a magazine. Drake was glad Jake had the same pleasure growing up reading from paper books as he did. Angela saw to that. She bought children’s magazines at the grocery store checkout lanes. Sometimes they were words and information with pictures geared toward children. Sometimes
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