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PREFACE

 


My underlying objective in
The Smithtown Project is to draw attention to what is at stake if
things continue as they are with regard to human rights, global
warming, violence, hate crimes and political control. It is an
appeal to people to forsake their differences and resolve these
issues in a responsible way before it’s too late for us all. We the
people are keepers of planet earth, and it is up to all of us to
see that our children and future generations are given an
opportunity to enjoy the quality of life they most certainly
deserve. Don’t only look to the past; don’t only live for today.
Live also for tomorrow and beyond.

 


 



Prologue

 


 


I scream in horror but nothing comes out. All
I see is what appears to be a pair of tiny rockets blasting off in
unison directly above me, their fiery trails spreading throughout
these cramped quarters with a tremendous whooshing sound. My silent
screams continue in protest as a party of flames swiftly surround
me from all directions, licking my body like scores of hellish
sprites. The searing heat and pain are unbearable—the stench
overwhelming. It’s the smell of burning flesh. My burning
flesh! This has all happened so suddenly that I am clueless where I
am or how I got here. In fact, I know nothing but the fact that my
body is being toasted to cinders by a relentless onslaught of
menacing flames.

Then almost as quickly as it began, the pain
subsides. I look down at myself and see that I’ve been reduced to
nothing but bare bones laying in a bed of glowing ashes. It dawns
on me that I shouldn’t be able to see my ribs, pelvis and legs, for
surely my eyes no longer exist. Yet something is allowing me to
imagine seeing them, for lack of a better word. I sense that
by now all traces of my soft tissue have been incinerated to ashes
and it is at that moment I realize what has happened.

I have been placed into an incinerator—or to
be more precise, a crematorium.

And I should be dead, but I am not. At least
not yet.

This revelation haunts me as I imagine my
bones glowing red hot, then white-hot as they are reduced to crispy
relics of their former state. Because I no longer feel pain, I take
all of this in with a sort of detached curiosity. So this is what
it’s like to be cremated, eh? And here I am in a front row
seat.

A door of some kind slides opens noisily and a
metal pole with a squeegee-like fixture appears from somewhere
outside of this fire pit. 

“Step on it, Manny—we have two more stiffs to
go before quit time!” a voice hollers from afar.

“I am, damnit!” replies another voice so close
by I would have jumped out of my skin if there was any
left.

I listen as the pole starts hacking away at
what is left of my bones. A few sharp blows and my rib cage, spine
and sternum are reduced to small, unidentifiable fragments.
Although I can’t see it, I know that the pole has now moved north
to my upper torso and is whacking what is left of my skull to
smithereens. It’s all very surreal, knowing what is happening in
spite of the fact that I have no eyes, ears or anything else to
provide sensation. Not to mention knowing that I should be dead,
yet I am somehow alive. Sort of. I should be shocked or thrilled or
something, but I am remarkably pragmatic and unemotional
about all of this. It is what it is, I figure.

Why is that?

After several more minutes of being hacked to
pieces, the orange red glow gives way to partial darkness. I can
sense my earthly remains being swept into some sort of collection
chute at the base of the fire pit. After I’ve been all swept up, my
fragments and ashes are carried over to another room and poured
into some sort of steel cylinder, not unlike a tin soup pot. Except
that this thing is connected to a machine that sounds like a food
processor and reduces what is left of me to even finer ashes and
bone fragments. I am then unceremoniously poured into yet another
vessel. Somebody, most likely Manny, places a lid over my new home
and I reckon I’m pretty much all finished here. One neat, tidy box
of human cremains.

I remain there in darkness with nothing but
the occasional banter between Manny and his co-worker, Walter, to
break the silence. After a while I hear them prepare to leave for
the night—or day—or whatever time of day it is out there in the
real world. After they’ve left, I spend what seems like an eternity
lying here in my vegetative state. Nothing but utter darkness and
absolute silence.

Some time afterwards, I assume what can only
be described as a dream state of sorts, with snippets of this and
that fleeting through what little is left of me. Vignettes of the
real world that play out like random, unedited movie clips.
 

Is it a dream? I’m not really sure. All I know
is that whatever it is, it has been going on for years. Years of
misery, more than anybody living or dead should have to endure. I
was never a particularly religious person while I was alive, but I
knew right from wrong. And I always tried to be good and have
compassion for others. But after this miserable existence, it has
dawned on me that I apparently hadn’t been good enough. Because
instead of being rewarded for my “good life” with a one-way ticket
to heaven, I seem to have ended up in that awful place much further
south.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


“What do you think, honey?” Stephanie asked,
stepping back from the family room mantle.

“Fine with me. But how long are we going to
keep them there?”

“Until we get a chance to take them to
Hatteras. Maybe we should just plan on vacationing there this
summer.”

“You’re kidding, aren’t you?”

“No, I am not kidding! Dad made it very
clear he wants his ashes to be scattered in the Atlantic and I am
not about to deprive him of that. I can’t believe you’re giving me
shit about this already, David!”

“It’s not that, Steph. I totally support your
vow to fulfill your father’s wishes. But it’s so damned hot
down there—especially in the summer! Why don’t we take him
somewhere further up the coast—like Massachusetts, or
Maine?”

“He spent much more time in the Carolinas than
the northeast—that was his favorite area. It wouldn’t be the
same.”

“Okay, whatever. But we are going to
fry—that’s all I’m saying.”

“Yes, it will be hot. But not nearly as hot as
it is in Florida, so you should be thankful for that.”

“I wouldn’t go to Florida if it was the last
place on earth. I heard that the heat index was over a hundred
degrees a dozen times last summer. Can you imagine that? I don’t
know how they survive down there.”

“Not much better here, really. I read that
Ohio is going to have the same climate as Arkansas in the not so
distant future if something isn’t done about this climate
change.”

“Nobody’s going to do shit about the climate
but make it worse as long as that moron is in office, I can promise
you that—especially with the Conservative controlled congress.
Thanks to that, Blank gets acquitted of all charges in his
impeachment and we’re right back to where we’ve been the last three
years. Hell. We are so screwed.”

“You sound just like my father. I actually
think that the current situation in Washington killed him—he was so
angry and caught up in all of this.”

“I know it killed him—and this
impeachment farce was the final nail in his coffin. Poor Ben spent
the last three years of his life watching Blank and his faithful
comrades not only fail to do one thing about global warming, but
made the situation even worse. Of all the issues being neglected in
this country—hate crimes, racism, healthcare, gun control,
immigration, gay rights—the deliberate destruction of the earth was
the most egregious to him. The impeachment pushed him over the edge
after he realized that we are now most likely going to have another
four years of utter tyranny and misery.” 

“Is that grandpa’s ashes?” came a small voice
from across the room. 

Stephanie and David turned to see their
seven-year-old daughter, Olivia, standing in the
doorway.

“Yes, sweetie, it is. We thought this was a
good place to put them since we spend so much time in
here.”

Olivia suddenly burst into tears, ran over and
hugged her mother. “I miss him so much, Mom!”

Stephanie patted her back comfortingly. “I
know you do, honey. We all do.”

David joined his wife and daughter in a family
hug.

“He can’t tell me stories any more, or make me
laugh at his jokes!” she sobbed. 

“But remember that he will always be in your
heart,” David said softly. “And if you ever feel sad, just know
that he’s always up there watching over you.”

As they consoled their daughter, Stephanie
knew that her father’s death would be especially hard on the
children. Olivia was old enough to understand his passing, while
Mia—their youngest—was not yet able to fully grasp the concept of
death. Olivia had been particularly close to her grandfather. They
had a special bond, and Olivia’s face would always light up
whenever her grandpa came to visit. And although he was very
careful to equally share his time and affection with both girls,
Stephanie knew that Olivia was the one he felt closest
to.

“Feel better now?” Stephanie asked moments
later.

Olivia looked up, tears still streaming down
her cheek. “A little bit,” she sniffed. “Why did grandpa get
cremated instead of buried like Hannah’s grandma?”

“Grandpa wanted it that way. Some people, like
Hannah’s grandma, prefer being buried in the ground instead. It
just depends.”

“Was grandma cremated, too?”

“She was. That was a long time ago. Now
grandpa has joined grandma in heaven.”

“Are we going to keep his ashes on the
mantle?”

“Just until we get a chance to scatter them in
the ocean. We’ll probably go to Cape Hatteras this summer for
vacation.”

“Why don’t we just keep them here? Then we can
always remember him.”

David replied, “Again, because it’s what
Grandpa wants us to do, honey. You remember how much he loved the
ocean and taking walks along the beach? He wants to sort of become
a part of the ocean forever.”

“Oh,” Olivia replied sullenly.

“How about you and your sister washing up for
supper, honey?”

“Okay, Dad.”

She walked away, then suddenly turned around
halfway to the door. “Can I ask a favor, Mom?”

“Of course. What is it?”

“Can I have some of Grandpa’s ashes before we
scatter them in the ocean? Just a little bit of them?”

Stephanie looked at David, not sure what to
say. People have put the ashes of loved ones in pendants and such
as mementos, so it wasn’t that odd of a request. 

“Sure sweetie, we can do that.”

She smiled broadly. “Yay, thanks!”

With that she ran out of the room.

“That sure helped snap her out of her funk,”
David said.

“It did—at least for now. These kids never
cease to amaze me. I guess I’d better go put dinner on the table.
Why don’t you fix us a drink—I could use one.”

“You and me, too. This has been a rough
week.”

She threw her arms around him. “I still can’t
believe Dad’s gone. I keep trying to be strong and accept it, and
move forward. But then something happens that throws me back into a
tailspin. Like this. Can you believe how hard Olivia is taking
this? I feel so sorry for her—she’s devastated.”

David held her tight. “I know. And what’s made
it even worse is how quickly Ben slipped away—just one day after
he’d taken the girls to the movies.”

“God, that was their very last Grandpa Day,”
Stephanie realized for the first time. The fact that the girls had
never known their Grandma, who had died of breast cancer at just
forty-three, had made them all that much closer to their
grandfather. David’s parents had barely been a presence in their
lives since they lived in Seattle and rarely came to visit. That
left Stephanie’s father the principal grandparent in their young
lives; a role he had not only graciously accepted but fulfilled
wholeheartedly.

Later that evening after the children had been
put to bed, Stephanie and David sat in the family room watching an
old re-run of Susanne. David took a huge swig of Samuel
Adams and chuckled.

“Had I known back then what I know now, I
would never have watched this show.”

“Oh, you mean because Susanne Parks voted for
the idiot in the white house?”

“Yeah. I mean, why would anybody—especially a
woman—vote for him, or for any Conservative, in the first
place? I don’t get it.”

“I hear you.”

“And now he’s more popular than ever—even
after all of the shit he’s pulled. Including impeachment,
for chrissakes. We are totally screwed if he wins another term.
What in the hell is wrong with all of these people? Don’t they see
what is happening to this country? The earth is dying, and they’re
speeding up the process instead of doing anything to slow it down.
They want to kill Medicare so people who can’t afford absurdly
overpriced insurance can just go ahead and die. And wipe out Social
Security so everybody over sixty-five can go to Hell in a hand
basket. And keep every non-white person out of the country at any
expense. All of this because the almighty dollar rules—to hell with
everyone and everything else.”

“As much as I agree with you, I do not want
you to end up like my father. Remember, you made a vow to try and
not dwell on all of this. We agreed that no matter how much either
of us bitch and get stressed-out, it isn’t going to change a damn
thing. It will all come down to the election in November. The
fascist bastard will either lose and we will have a chance at
survival or he will win and we will all be screwed for
life.”

“I know, but it’s so much easier said than
done. Hell, you’re damn near as bad as me and you know
it.”

“But I also know that we must work as a team
and support each other if either of us starts to slip. As you are
doing now.”

“Okay, I’ll chill. We’ll just sit here
watching this lame comedy and drink ourselves into oblivion
instead.”

“There you go—cheers to us and a brighter
future.”

 


 



Chapter 2

January, Twelve years later

 


 


Stephanie had to stop and rest for a moment.
She plopped down on the plush leather sofa with a grunt and fought
the urge to admire the Huxleys’ massive, elegant living room. She
recalled that day twelve years ago when David had resumed his rant
how screwed up the country was. She had just placed the urn
containing her father’s ashes on the family room mantle and moments
later Olivia had gone all to pieces over the sudden death of her
beloved grandpa. That day seemed so long ago, yet it was as vivid
as if it had happened just yesterday.

So much had happened since then. Way too much,
and none of it good. And if everybody had known back then what they
know now, things would most certainly have turned out differently.
Too late to do anything about it now.

A tear came to her eye. She had to force
herself not to break down again. God, how she missed her
husband! 

As it turned out, David had ultimately lost
his battle to let things go—to avoid letting what was happening in
the country get to him. When the election results started rolling
in that horrific Tuesday night years ago and the grim reality had
sunk in that the unthinkable had happened yet again, her husband’s
fragile attempt to blot out the horrific state of the country had
totally shut down. He’d gone into a deep depression and not long
thereafter morphed into a bitter, broken man. Despite Stephanie’s
constant pleas for him not to let it destroy him, it had done just
that, just as it had her father. But instead of a heart attack,
something much more unfathomable had sent David Mooreland to an
early grave.

Stephanie heard the sound of approaching
footsteps and bolted up from the sofa. Snatching up the dust cloth,
she pretended to polish the coffee table’s rich mahogany
finish.

“So there you are! I thought you were still up
in the boys’ room.” a hideously shrill voice called from the living
room entrance.

“I finished there about ten minutes ago,”
Stephanie replied. 

She continued polishing as Barbara Huxley
strode over and gently touched her on the shoulder.

“I don’t know what we would do without you,
Stephanie. The way you make everything look so neat and spic and
span is beyond me!”

“Thanks, Barbara. I try to do my
best.”

“And it certainly shows. Listen, I have a
favor to ask. We’re having a dinner party this Saturday and I was
wondering if you would mind helping us set everything up. I know
you don’t normally work on Saturdays but I will make it well worth
your while if you could be here this one time. Hank has just
informed me that our guest of honor is some sort of eccentric neat
freak—his exact words—who has a history of being downright rude and
testy if everything isn’t just right. This man’s firm is one of
Hank’s biggest clients so he doesn’t want anything to happen that
might jeopardize the man’s business. In other words, everything
must be perfect. What do you say?”

Stephanie balked for a moment before replying.
She’d told Mia she would take her to Skoglund’s Saturday to get her
the new pair of shoes she’d promised her. All of Mia’s friends were
wearing them and Steph had put off purchasing them until she could
afford it. A few days ago, she felt that she could finally manage
this rare luxury for her teenage daughter. The look on Mia’s face
when she’d informed her had been priceless. But as much as she
hated to, she would have to tell her that the shoes would have to
wait another week. At least the extra day’s work would help pay for
the shoes, she thought glumly.

“Sure, I’ll do it.”

“Wonderful! I knew we could count on you. How
does noon sound?”

“That would be fine, Barbara.”

“Great! Well, I have to attend a luncheon
across town so I guess I’ll see you tomorrow. Enjoy the rest of
your day, Stephanie—it looks like we’re in for another pleasant
one. In the low seventies, the weather channel says.”

“Thanks, same to you.”

As her employer left the room, Stephanie
thought how laughable Barbara Huxley’s remark about the weather
was. Granted, seventy degrees was a pleasant temperature.
But this is January in Ohio, Barbara, not Alabama! Does this
anomaly even cross her mind?

Another wave of depression swept over her as
she went over to one of the living room windows. She stared out at
the spacious, flawlessly maintained grounds and wondered how many
employees the Huxley’s had working for them. Besides herself, there
was Max, the gourmet chef from New Orleans there to prepare all of
the meals. Then there was the chauffeur, Ronald, who was on call
twenty-four-seven to make sure that Babs made it to all of her
social functions on time. Husband Hank preferred driving himself as
a general rule (and no wonder, with his choice of either a Porsche
or a Mercedes SUV), but he still kept his own personal chauffeur on
call if needed. 

Stephanie could only guess how many people
were hired to keep the grounds this picture-perfect. Besides an
Olympic size pool, a putting green and a pair of tennis courts,
there were several acres of land requiring year-round attention
devoted to the no less than half dozen gorgeous fountains. There
had to be at least two groundskeepers employed, she
figured.

And then there were the Huxley’s personal
assistants. Jill Atkins took care of Barbara’s appointments and
some guy named Theo served as Hank’s valet. Hank even had his own
masseuse—some young blonde named Helena. Steph often wondered if
Helena’s duties went beyond her designated post and wouldn’t be the
least surprised if that were the case. Barbara Huxley was the
biggest suck-up woman Stephanie had ever known. Hank ruled the
roost and the man of the house could do no wrong as far as she was
concerned. To her, that’s the way God planned it.

Barbara could in fact be a poster girl for the
serious setback of women’s rights over the last dozen
years. 

And then there were their twin boys that had
to be looked after. They would be starting middle school next year
so the boys’ former nannie was retained to act as their private
tutor to see that they did their homework at the exclusive private
school they attended.

So all told, it took nearly a dozen employees
to keep the Huxley estate hopping.

And every one of them lily-white.

Which was pretty typical for families in their
tax bracket. The Huxley’s belonged to a burgeoning class of
Americans referred to as the Sweet Elite. The Sweet Elite
were the sum total of the Haves and the Two Percent,
plus the swiftly growing ultra-conservative, ultra-successful
True Christians of the past decade, resulting in a
mega-influential consortium of ultra-rich, white
Conservatives. 

In reality, the Sweet Elite may as well be
dubbed the Ruling Class, while the remainder of the country
belonged to a considerably less exclusive class with no official
name, although the labels peons, serfs, commoners and the
oppressed had been tossed around from time to time, depending
on the source.

Stephanie’s second-hand Apple watch tapped her
wrist. It was Mia. Now what’s wrong?

“Hi honey, what’s the matter?” she spoke into
the device.

“I hate this place! Can you come and
pick me up?”

“What happened? Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not. My stupid teacher called me out
in class just because I corrected her! She hates me and I hate
her!”

Stephanie heaved an inward sigh of relief. At
least nobody’s been hurt.

“Take a deep breath and tell me about
it.”

“I was in American history class and Mrs.
Hayes, who is the most boring teacher on the entire planet, said
that Harriet Beecher Stowe was the former slave who escaped and
then helped free a bunch of other slaves through the Underground
Railroad. I held up my hand, but she ignored me. So I kept waving
my hand until she finally stopped blabbing and called on me. I told
her it was Harriet Tubman, not Harriet Beecher Stowe who
helped rescue all of those slaves—and that Harriet Beecher Stowe
was the author who wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Mrs. Hayes
turned red and got really mad. She said ‘Of course, I know that,
Mia! And all you have done now is waste valuable class time
interrupting me. Don’t ever do that again!’

“So then Johnny Manser all of a sudden shouts
out, ‘that’s what you get for being such a know-it-all, Mia!’ and
the whole class started laughing. I wanted to die, Mom! All
I was trying to do was correct Mrs. Hayes so people would know the
difference between Harriet Beecher Stowe and Harriet Tubman. Then,
to top it off, she didn’t do a thing about Johnny making fun of me.
In fact, I swear to God I saw her smile when he said that. It’s
just not fair!”

Stephanie was livid. What kind of people do
they hire as teachers at these damn charter schools, anyway? What
this Hayes woman did was inappropriate and uncalled for. Mia was
carrying enough baggage already without this kind of shit going
on.

“I have to agree with you honey, it was wrong
how Mrs. Hayes handled the situation. But you have to try and get
over it. Remember that teachers are not perfect and make mistakes
just like everybody else.” (But that bitch certainly owes you an
apology if nothing else! she thought.)

“Can you come and get me, though?”

“You know I’m not going to do that, Mia. Just
because you had some trouble with your history teacher doesn’t mean
you can leave school early. Just pull yourself together and move
forward.”

“But Mom—”

“No buts. I’m sorry this happened and you were
in the right. But you need to just suck it up and finish the school
day. Understood?”

There was a pause before she replied. “Okay,
I’ll stay. But if she does anything like this again, I’m going to
see if I can transfer to another class. Lucy has Mr. Childers and
she says he’s really nice. But I get stuck with this old
hag!”

Stephanie stifled a laugh. She probably would
have said the same thing back when she was Mia’s age.

“No name-calling, remember? We’ll talk more
about this when you get home. But I need to get back to work now
and you need to get an education. Take care, honey. I love
you.”

“Love you, too,” she mumbled before
disconnecting.

David would be absolutely furious now. Since
funding for traditional public schools had been cut to shreds and
charter schools had taken their place everything had gone to hell.
Thanks to the power of politics, for-profit charter schools were
now the only source of public education, unless you were uber-rich
and could afford to send your kids to a private school. Or if you
wanted to go the online school route which was even worse and
managed by the same rich bastards that owned the charter schools.
Hard to believe how quickly a quality, affordable public education
had disappeared since the Conservatives took over all three
branches of the government. Checks and balances, you say? Not
happening in this country. And this is what you get.

She was beginning to sound like her deceased
husband, which was not good. She and David had always shared the
same view of politics and all that was happening to the country
from the day this nightmare began. But unlike David, she had been
able to temper her emotions somewhat, to remain as optimistic as
humanly possible under the circumstances. To distance herself from
this miserable excuse for a democracy so it wouldn’t interfere with
raising the girls. But what she had really been doing—which
was becoming more apparent than ever—was simply suppressing
everything—locking it all up inside until another pathetic
situation reared its ugly head to remind her how messed up things
really were.

With a shrug, she headed back to her dust
cloth and can of Pledge. As she resumed her duties in the Huxley
home, Stephanie’s mind couldn’t be further from the
place.
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When four o’clock arrived, Stephanie put the
cleaning supplies away and prepared to leave. She opened her purse,
grabbed her keys, put on her face mask and left through a side
door. On the way to her car, she breathed in the foul air and
frowned. To the west was a thick bank of smog hovering above the
horizon. She tapped her watch and read the weather stats. Air
quality was highlighted in red, indicating that it was unhealthful
and filtration was highly recommended. Nothing new there. Studies
have shown that although masks filter out some particulates, they
are basically ineffective with regard to hazardous gases. She
recalled the last strain of the virus, and how donning a mask had
become a way of life—at least the ones who believed the virus was
not a hoax and that wearing masks was the best way to prevent
spread of the disease. The deadly virus went on for years until the
Conservatives finally accepted the fact that the virus was real and
the long-awaited vaccine was safe. But no sooner had the country
gotten control of the virus, air pollution took its place, forcing
folks to revisit the mask and accept it as one of life’s little
necessities. 

She scrolled down the tiny watch screen and
noted the ozone level: 423. This was a scary enough figure, but
nowhere near the sort of numbers attained over the summer, which
were terrifying. Summer in Columbus, Ohio was a time you simply
stayed indoors if you valued your life, period. With the
ever-growing demand for electricity, the need for power plants to
keep up had increased nearly twenty percent over the past decade.
And since most of the plants were still coal-powered, (to hell with
solar and wind power says the administration) the smog had doubled
in major metropolitan cities like Columbus.

She started up the Toyota. She felt fortunate
that she still owned a fairly eco-friendly, low mileage car. Many
of the cars for sale nowadays were bigger and anything but fuel
sippers. Some of the luxury cars (like Barbara Huxley’s Cadillac)
were equipped with sophisticated air purifying systems that
eliminated the need to wear a mask. The best mileage one could
expect from those gas guzzlers was four or five miles per gallon,
tops. Speed, power and a hefty assortment of luxury accessories
ruled supreme now that virtually all of the EPA standards had been
sacked. And if you wanted to be earth-friendly and buy an electric
car instead? Not going to happen, unless you could afford a Tesla,
or any of the other overpriced brands that started at around
$180,000. Affordable electric cars had pretty much become
non-existent for obvious reasons: supply and demand. Why worry
about air pollution, climate change and the depleted ozone layer if
you didn’t have to?

During the twenty-minute drive home, Stephanie
observed the lack of activity along the streets. She could remember
a time not so long ago when throngs of people would walk the
sidewalks to get to where they wanted to go—to shop, have an ice
cream cone or enjoy a few drinks at a local pub. That’s what people
did back when there were places to go and you could still breathe
the air without coughing up a lung. But now virtually all of the
retail stores and specialty shops were history. Who needs to waste
all that time standing in long lines at stores when you can simply
shop online at Amazon instead? With the exception of the
high-security supermarkets, restaurants and high-priced retail
stores like Skoglunds, there was little need to go gallivanting the
streets. 

And the neighborhood hangouts—those places
that used to draw anybody wanting to have a burger and a beer, chew
the fat, or watch a football game? Death traps. If you could find a
local tavern still open for business, you’d best pack a gun before
you enter—otherwise, you might very well not come out alive. Ditto
with movie theaters, concert venues and street fairs. It just
wasn’t safe anymore to put yourself out there when somebody having
a bad day might blow you away with an assault rifle.

As Stephanie pulled into her driveway she felt
thankful that she still had the house. Had it not been for her
father’s inheritance, she would have lost this home years ago. Many
of her former neighbors had not been so fortunate and were living
in apartments now. The economy had taken a steady nosedive over the
past decade as what had once been the middle class virtually
disappeared. David had been forever slamming the “trickle-down
economy” that the Conservatives had touted was supposed to give
everybody great paying jobs as the super-rich got even richer. He
used to say that the only thing that had trickled-down were the
increasing profits into the pockets of the greedy while the poor,
dying middle class financed the government.

This situation had grown much worse since
then. Because the bulk of jobs now were in management and
technology, and only a small population could afford a higher
education or training, the majority of folks were left scrambling
for anything they could find to support themselves. So unless you
were already well off and/or had serious political connections, you
were basically left out in the cold. 

The house was a two-story Cape Cod in dire
need of a face lift. She glanced at the peeling paint and rusted
mailbox as she opened the front door and entered her home. On her
way to the kitchen she spotted Mia on the family room sofa, her
nose glued to her cell phone.

“Hi honey,” she said.

“Hi.”

“Did things get any better at school
today?”

“Nope. I hate that place,” she replied flatly,
her eyes never leaving the screen.

“Well, you might as well start getting used to
it, because you’re going to be there another couple of
years.”

She groaned. “God, please don’t remind
me!”

“How much homework do you have?”

“A freaking ton, of course. I don’t know how
they expect anybody to have a life with all of the crap they make
us do. I wish I could just drop out.”

“You don’t really mean that. With the shortage
of jobs out there, you need to increase your odds of getting
hired, not decrease them.” 

“I didn’t know you needed a diploma to babysit
or clean houses.”

Stephanie wasn’t surprised that Mia threw this
in her face. Why shouldn’t she? Here was her mother with a master’s
degree in business working as a housekeeper for families like the
Huxley’s and some occasional temp work at the hospital. What were
the odds of a kid graduating high school getting a decent paying
job nowadays—a job that required some sort of educational
background? 

“I know what you’re getting at, Mia. But what
you don’t realize is that there was a time not so long ago when one
could count on a decent job in a person’s area of interest and
educational background. I had a wonderful job as an accountant
before the political landscape of this country destroyed
everything. But just because the present situation is grim, it
doesn’t mean it will be like this forever. There’s a chance that
things will be better by the time you graduate high school (and
pigs fly, she thought to herself.) Where will you be then if
you drop out?”

“But I’m only a sophomore in high school, Mom!
Why should I have to worry about that kind of adult stuff when I’m
still just a kid?”

“Well, because you won’t be a kid forever,
that’s why. And it’s never too soon to think about the future if
you want to succeed in this world.”

“Whatever,” she replied, returning to her
phone, clearly finished with this whole
conversation. 

Suddenly Mia’s head shot up. “What about
Olivia? I wouldn’t exactly call working part-time at Amazon a great
job!”

Here we go again, Stephanie thought. “Your
sister is doing the best she can with the few jobs that are
available. And don’t think for a second that she would have ever
gotten that job had she not finished high school.”

“But she hates it! All she does is
bitch about is how screwed up it is that she can’t go to
college.”

“And she has a good point. The days of
scholarships and an affordable college education went out the door
around the same time that charter schools took over public schools.
Olivia deserves a college education but it isn’t an option so she
is doing the best she can.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Mia said
thoughtfully. “Why is everything so messed up, Mom?”

Stephanie sighed. “Because greed and power
have taken over this country, honey. When our former president was
elected, things started going downhill. This man had no empathy for
the less fortunate so he stirred up others who felt the same way
about minorities, immigrants—basically anybody who wasn’t white. He
was a bully and a tyrant, yet the majority of others in his party
continued to support him, despite the fact that he was a
manipulative, compulsive liar. Chaos ensued as people became more
and more divided and hatred grew. When his supporters managed to
get him elected a second term, things only got worse for anybody
who didn’t support him. And that situation has continued to worsen
and will continue to as long as the Conservatives remain in
control.”

“So we need to vote for a Liberal president
this year.”

“Bingo.”

“Oh, I just remembered—I’m supposed to tell
you that Olivia isn’t coming home straight from work
tonight.”

“Did she say why?”

“I think she said she was going to hang out
with her friends.”

“Did she happen to say when she would be
home?”

“Nope. She said she’d text you
later.”

“I wish she could get off of this evening
shift. I worry about her.”

“You worry too much, Mom. She’ll be
fine.”

Stephanie smiled. Sometimes her little girl
could sound just like an adult, which never failed to warm her
heart. She went over and gave her a big hug.

“I love you so much, honey.”

“I love you too.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


On the way to the parking lot, Olivia dug into
her backpack for her face mask. Although she was tired and sore
from her shift, she was too excited about tonight’s meeting to give
much thought to the side effects of her grueling job at the Amazon
fulfillment center. She felt guilty lying as she had, but it was
necessary. If her mom knew what she was doing now it would
absolutely break her heart.

She stepped outside and braced herself for the
stench of night air. Flashing back to her early childhood she
recalled how wonderful it was playing outside in the fresh air. To
smell honeysuckle and hear the bees buzzing around in the backyard
garden. Whenever she thought back to those days, she had to put
them out of her mind and not dwell on them. They just made her feel
even angrier than she already was.

She walked over to the bicycle rack,
disappointed at how few bikes were parked there. Is everybody just
giving up? Or do they think this chemical-laced air is going to
magically clear itself up someday? She shook her head and mounted
her five-year-old seven-speed. Before taking off, she pulled out
her phone from her back pocket and reviewed the directions to where
the meeting was taking place. Although it was only fifteen minutes
away she would have to keep a sharp eye out. The place was located
on the fringe of a notoriously unsafe neighborhood.

Traffic was fairly light as she headed east on
Livingston Avenue. Again, she thought of her mother and what her
reaction would be if she knew she was riding her bicycle—alone no
less—through a predominantly black neighborhood. She would have a
cow. Olivia hadn’t planned on cycling to the meeting but she’d had
little choice since Molly called in sick for work today. Molly
always drove her Honda Fit to work and was going to take them
there. Olivia could ride the bus instead, but that would be about
as scary as walking alone.

Olivia had first learned about the meeting a
week ago on one of the social media sites. The details had been
vague, apparently because whoever was organizing it wanted to avoid
attracting the wrong kind of attention. The posting read something
like “tired of the horrific way things are heading in this country
and want to make a change? Let us hear from you!” Then there had
been a link that took her to a closed group called “The Soul
Survivors.” Molly submitted a request to join the group and had to
answer a list of questions in order to be considered for approval.
The questions pertained to her feelings on several issues such as
racism, violence, medical insurance and global warming. Her answers
had been sufficient enough to get her accepted in the group. Along
with the acceptance notification were the basics of the group’s
agenda.

She had asked Molly if she would be interested
in joining the group too. The meeting organizers planned to discuss
exciting ways to make positive changes in the country. Changes that
would bring people with similar views together to fight the way
things were. It promised to be very different from all the other
organized groups with similar views. Molly had agreed to join the
group as well.

She wished her best friend was accompanying
her now. She had no idea what to expect. She just hoped this wasn’t
some kind of scam or come-on.

In another fifteen minutes she turned north
off of Livingston, rode a few blocks and began looking for Morley
Street. When she reached Morley she slowed down so she could read
the addresses in the darkness. The moment she found it, she let out
a gasp. 

It was a church.

She pulled onto the sidewalk and
double-checked her phone. The address was correct. Wondering if
this was a hoax, she dismounted and decided to lay low to see if
anybody else showed up. She was only five minutes early and there
were no signs of anybody in the vicinity of the small church. The
only light she saw was the single flood illuminating the church
sign out front. The sign displayed nothing but the church’s name:
Our Father’s Church. What she saw in the weak light was in bad need
of attention.  The entrance was littered with trash and had a
foreboding presence. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear the
church was no longer in operation.

Just then a car pulled up beside
her.

“You here for the meeting?” a male voice
called from the passenger side window.

“Yes, I guess so,” Olivia replied with some
hesitation.

“Hold on and we’ll go in together.”

Olivia stood by as the guy parked the Subaru
Outback and hopped out. The stranger didn’t look much older than
herself—mid-twenties or so—and he was wearing torn jeans and a
light jacket. He was average height with long blonde hair pulled
back in a ponytail.

“My name is Luke,” he said. He offered his
hand and Olivia shook it.

“I’m Olivia.”

“Did you really ride that thing through this
neighborhood?”

Olivia nodded. “Yeah. It’s actually safer than
walking or riding the bus.”

Luke replied, “Hmm, whatever you say. Don’t
you own a car?”

“No. I drive my mother’s once in a while, but
only when it’s absolutely necessary.”

Smiling, he said, “I get it—you’re doing your
part to not make the air any worse than it already is. I commend
you for that. Makes me feel guilty that I drove now.”

“Oh, don’t be. At least you aren’t driving one
of those gas hogs that are so popular now. And to be honest, I also
ride a bike because I love it. So I’m being selfish,
actually.”

“All I can say is I envy you for having that
kind of conviction. Shall we go inside?”

“You’ve been here before?”

“Yeah, been coming about a month
now.”

“Why a church?” Olivia asked.

“Why not?” Luke replied. “You’ll hear the
whole story in a bit. Bryan prefers we use the back door. There
should be a place to park your bike around there.”

Olivia joined Luke as he stepped onto the lawn
and headed directly toward the rear of the church. As they cut
through a pair of large evergreens she saw light shining through a
row of stained-glass windows along the side of the aging stone
structure. They rounded the corner to the rear entrance and Olivia
was stunned to see a parking lot filled with cars.

“How many people are coming?

“Not sure how many newbies will show up. But
the present group numbers nearly fifty members.”

“Wow,” she replied.

“Ah-ha, there’s a bike rack over there,” Luke
said as they approached the rear door.

Olivia walked over and locked up her Schwinn
as Luke stood by. The moment they stepped inside, she heard voices
and music playing. Luke led them forward to the chapel and Olivia
was impressed by the size of the crowd, most of them sitting in the
pews or standing in the aisles while a small group was assembled
near the altar.

“Let’s sit over there,” Luke suggested,
pointing to the far side of the chapel. Olivia nodded and followed
him over to a pew located a few rows from the altar. They sat down
and Olivia looked around the place, taking in the attendees. Most
of the people were GenX’s and Z’s, with a smattering of older
folks. It was a diverse group including blacks, whites, Hispanics,
Mid-easterners and Asians. There was a vibe of togetherness in the
air, despite the diverse backgrounds. Olivia felt herself becoming
excited and drawn to this gathering of strangers.“That’s Bryan over
there,” Luke said, gesturing toward the center of the altar. “The
black dude with the afro. He’s the one who owns the
church.”

“He’s a preacher?”

“Nope. His father was, though, before he
passed. The church was bequeathed to Bryan.”

Olivia had a million and one questions for
Luke, but refrained from asking them now. She felt content simply
watching the proceedings, wondering how many other newbies were
here besides herself. 

Suddenly, Bryan stepped up to the pulpit and
raised both arms. The music stopped abruptly.

“Good evening!” he shouted, a warm smile on
his face. “And welcome to The Soul Survivors!”

There was an enthusiastic response from the
crowd.

“Tonight we would like to welcome all of the
newbies out there. If you are one of these curious, courageous
souls, please stand and introduce yourself. And hey, don’t be
shy!”

Olivia glanced over at Luke
nervously. 

“Go ahead—it’ll be fine,” he said
encouragingly.

Olivia slowly got to her feet, hoping to see
several more join her. To her relief, there were a half dozen or so
others. She waited for somebody to begin and didn’t have to wait
long.

“My name’s Lionel,” announced a young man from
the first row. Another person followed suit, then another and
another. Olivia was the last to speak.

“I’m Olivia.”

“Wonderful, newbies!” Bryan shouted. “I want
to say on behalf of The Soul Survivors that we are so thankful for
your presence here. You are about to learn what we have been up to
since our humble beginnings. As you may already know, we meet once
a week—or more if something pressing comes up. Normally we meet on
Wednesdays unless otherwise announced. But before we go over the
specifics of our goals and agenda, we will begin this meeting as
we’ve done in the past. I have found that the best way to get a
handle on what we’re all about is to hear from a few of our
volunteers as they share their personal reasons for being here. I
will begin the process.”

“My name is Bryan Hayes. I am twenty-nine
years old and my father was pastor of this church. Dad was a
devoted Christian with a very big heart. He believed in Jesus
Christ, the bible and humanity. He would give the shirt off his
back to anybody in need. He was a firm believer in the teachings of
Martin Luther King and felt that every single person on this earth
deserves to be free, regardless of race, gender, religion, or
social standing.

“I looked up to this great man and loved him
with all my heart, as did my mother. When I was fifteen, my mama
passed away from cancer. My father was devastated to see his loving
wife taken so soon. I too was devastated, and had it not been for
my father’s persistent comforting I’m not sure I could have
survived. 

“Then, a little less than a year ago, my
father fell ill and was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma. It was
already in the advanced stages but still treatable. My father,
however, didn’t have the insurance to cover it, since there is no
longer any Medicare. And because he refused to spend his life
savings on treatment, or accept any financial help from his small
congregation, he simply continued preaching and living his life
until he was no longer able to function. He passed away last
September.

“It was heart-breaking to just stand by and
watch my daddy waste away. All I could think of was how unfair it
was that this wonderful man who had served the Lord his whole life,
had died because he didn’t have adequate health insurance. Dad
certainly wasn’t the first person to have been denied medical
care—there have been scores of others just like him over the past
decade. But the inequity of health care in this country had now
claimed the life of the great man who raised me, who could have
been spared had he been living in virtually any other developed
country on this planet. It’s nearly impossible to believe that this
once great country has become so uncaring of the needs of its
citizens. That it would turn its back on the sick, poor and elderly
without so much as an ounce of remorse or empathy.

“The sorrow I felt from the needless loss of
my father eventually gave way to anger. Anger at our government and
anger that nobody has been able to change the many travesties
happening in this country. That’s when I decided to do something
about it. To be proactive and do my best to help put an end to the
greed, hatred and inhumanity. I formed The Soul Survivors, in hope
that I might be able to bring together others who share my disgust
with the state of this country. So tell me, how many of you out
there want to put an end to all of this bullshit?”

There was a roar as the majority of folks
voiced their agreement, pumping their fists, A few began chanting
“Bull-shit! Bull-shit!” and it quickly caught on. All of a sudden
everyone in attendance, including Olivia, was chanting in
unison.

“Music to my ears!” Bryan shouted above the
din. 

When the chanting died down Bryan tapped the
microphone. “Thanks for that rousing response! Our next speaker has
been my best friend since grade school. Tyrone is a tireless soul,
and I could never have made this group happen if it wasn’t for his
energy and commitment to our cause. Folks, please give it up for
Tyrone!”

The crowd applauded as a black man stepped
forward and took Bryan’s place at the pulpit.

“Thank you, old friend. And thanks to all of
you. My name is Tyrone Wilson and I can’t think of one place on
earth I’d rather be right now than in this church with y’all. I
know I’m among folks who have heart and refuse to stand by while
this once great country continues its downward spiral down the
tubes. I feel the warmth emanating from every one of you and it’s
comforting knowing that I can speak my mind without being quieted
or fearful of being lynched.

“Right now, at this very moment, there is an
entire population of minorities—blacks in particular, who are
fearing for their lives. Not since the Civil War have there been so
many racially-motivated hate crimes in the U.S.  And as you
may or may not know, slavery is making a comeback in the south. So
far, it has been kept pretty much under wraps and is rarely talked
about. But trust me folks, slavery is alive and well! And it will
continue to grow and proliferate as long as the present
administration continues running the show. My dear old grandmother
says that she never thought she would live to see that day that
slavery would return. Yet here we are.

  “Folks of color in the
south are being forced into slavery just to save their hides. To
watch the news you would never know this was happening. But it is.
Ever since Blank initiated all of this chaos his first term, folks
have stood by and watched as rich, white politicians and their ilk
have systematically eliminated equality and fairness toward
minorities. 

“It’s time to take a stand, my friends. To
rise up and join together to restore humanity and equality in our
country. In November, we will be voting for the next president of
the United States. It is our absolute obligation to ensure that we
put an end to all of this bullshit once and for all by electing the
first Liberal to serve in sixteen years. We cannot and will not
allow another Conservative become president to continue the
abominable policies that have gotten us to where we are today. No
more bullshit!”

“No more bullshit!” echoed the
others.

“Man, we are sure fired up tonight! Thank you,
Tyrone. We have one more volunteer to speak before we proceed.
Gordon is our most senior member and his life experiences have
never failed to enlighten and encourage us. Please give it up for
Mr. Gordon Clark!”

Olivia applauded as an elderly man who looked
to be in his mid to late seventies stepped up to the microphone. He
wore faded jeans that were a size too big and a bright red flannel
shirt.

“Thank you all,” he spoke in a gravelly voice.
“It doesn’t take a genius to see that I’ve been around for quite
some time. My hair is falling out and arthritis has slowed me down
more than I care to admit. But my health is probably the least I’m
concerned with nowadays. What really concerns me is the future—more
specifically, the future of this country and our planet. What kind
of world are my grandchildren going to live in by the time they
become adults? The prognosis is not good—not good at all. In fact,
it’s absolutely terrifying.”

“I can tell you that I, and about everybody
else my age who grew up in the sixties and seventies, feel very
fortunate. For we grew up in a time when life was simple. There
were no computers to speak of and the only phones we had were of
the rotary type with no internet access. As kids, we would hop on
our bikes and ride around town without a care in the world. If we
became bored, we would use our imaginations to think of something
to do to have fun. We had plenty of down time, and that time was
more often than not spent outdoors. We loved to be out of the house
instead of cooped up inside. At school, the closest we got to a
text message were the folded notes we used to pass in class behind
the teachers
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