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IT WAS ONE OF THOSE days you wake up feeling disconnected.  Like there’s something important that happened in the night, and everyone else knows about it, but they won’t let you in on the secret.  It was one of those days.  No one was acting any differently toward me; it was just a feeling, like I wasn’t part of the world anymore, and it filled me with a melancholy I’d been fighting all afternoon.

We were driving to work, which was forty minutes each way.  And gas was about a hundred bucks a gallon now.  Thank God for the other three guys.  Carpooling to and from, with everyone chipping in for gas, helped a lot.  This was Jason’s week to drive, which made it our week to pay for his gas.  There was shit on the radio, so Jason was telling us about the fight he and the people working on the house next to his had gotten into last night.

Lee and Ray sat in the back.  They were brothers, both in their forties, one of them still lived with their mother and one had a studio apartment a couple blocks away.  Jason, the guy driving that night, liked to tell stories that always made him look like a tough guy.  I’ve never in my life met a man who seemed like he had so much to prove to himself.

Forty minutes to work, another forty minutes back.  Thankfully the drive back was after a twelve-hour shift of lugging hundred-pound bags of cabbage, or fifty-pound bags of potatoes here and there all night, and by the time we got off at four or five in the morning, no one felt like talking anymore.

I wished no one felt like talking on the way down there.

And that’s when Jason pointed out the bus.

“Look at that,” he said.  At first all I saw was the big yellow school bus next to us, but I didn’t see anything special about it.  “Look at the kids,” he said.

“Hmm,” I replied.

Yeah, that was weird.  All the kids sat slumped over in their seats, their heads resting against the back of the seat in front of them.  It was a surreal image and I stared at it for a minute, then said, “That’s funky stuff.”

Then I looked away, the light changed to green, and we drove off.

We stopped at a gas station to fill up before hitting the highway and the other three went inside to get a Coke or whatever.

“You got the gas?” Jason asked.

“I got some of it,” I said, and handed him a ten.  He looked at it, stuffed it into his pocket, then stopped Lee before he went inside.

“Hey, you got some money for gas?”

“Yeah, I got a little extra.  Put ten in on me.”

“Cool,” and Jason went to pump the gas.

I sat in the car, waiting.  I was still trying to shake that feeling that had been bugging me all day.  With it came this intense loneliness, even though I was crammed into Jason’s Escort with three other people, and all I needed to do was talk and there’d be camaraderie.  But still, there’d be that nagging at the back of my head.  This isn’t real, something’s changed.  This isn’t the world.

They all piled back into Jason’s tiny ass car, bringing me out of my own head, and a fresh wave of disorientation hit me.

Forty minutes to work.  We hadn’t even got going yet, not really.

I leaned my head against the window, closed my eyes, and tried not to count the seconds before we got there.

Jason started the car, pulled away from the pump, and stopped at the street, waiting for a spot to pull out.

From the void behind my eyelids, I heard him say, “Hey, Dave, what time is it?”

I opened my eyes and looked at my watch.

“Quarter till four,” I said.  “We’d better hurry.”

“Yeah, but look at that,” he said.  “It’s awful late for that, isn’t it?”

I looked and saw the school bus again.  And he was right.  Three forty-five was late to be taking a load of kids home, I was pretty sure.  It had been a while since I’d been in school, but I don’t ever recall getting home at four in the afternoon, even with detention.

“And they’re all sitting like that, really weird.  All slumped over,” I said.

“What’s up with that?” Jason asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s follow it.”

“We don’t have time for that, come on.”

Like I need even more time stuck in this cramped car with these guys.  But I had to admit, it was strange, all those kids hunched over like that, like they were drugged or something.

The bus was in line at the stop light we were waiting to turn into and when the light turned green and the bus turned right on Guilder Avenue, Jason peeled away from the gas station parking lot, was nearly sideswiped by a red Pathfinder, and sped away in pursuit.

“What the fuck, man?  Watch what you’re doing!” I yelled.

He glanced over at me, gave me a distracted chuckle, and said, “Yeah.  Sorry.”  Then he focused again on that school bus.

“Where’s it going?” Lee asked from the back seat.  I shrugged.

“Yeah, where’s it going?” Ray echoed.

There were only two cars between us and the bus, so it was easy enough to follow.  It turned onto Dodd Street, the two cars in front continued straight.  We turned off on Dodd, then stopped half a block up.  The bus was pulled over to the curb.  From the passenger seat I saw a boy standing on the sidewalk.  It was mid-November, but that particular day it felt like early September.  However, the kid was dressed as if he expected a blizzard to tear down his street any second.  Heavy coat.  Thick astronaut gloves on his hands.  A blue and green cap and a matching scarf.  He wore dirty jeans tucked into his dark blue snow boots.  Through the gap between the cap and scarf I could just make out his eyes, nothing more.

The side door swung open, and the boy looked over his shoulder.  I glanced over and saw a woman standing inside a storm door, waving him on.  He turned back around and stepped up into the bus.  From behind them, we watched through the glass in the emergency exit door as the boy climbed the two or three steps, then turned and walked down the aisle, searching from an empty seat.  He took one on the driver’s side, toward the rear, swung into it, and vanished from our point of view.

The bus pulled away.  We followed it up Dodd for a few more blocks before it turned and swung back around to Guilder Avenue.  Guilder was four lanes, and Jason swung into the left lane and pulled up next to the bus.

“Tell me what you see,” he said.

More of the same.  All those kids.  They looked unconscious.  It was hard to tell if it was the quality of the windows or the air inside the bus, but everything looked dressed in gray and a little out of focus.  Then the kid with
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