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DEDICATION

To mabwincov, my best friend and greatest fan

AUTHOR'S NOTE

As some readers may note, there are vast sections of this story that could be written and added to the book.  As an author, I chose to leave out those long, tedious and political narratives that could fill countless pages in this novel in order to focus on the people, well, the characters involved in the story line.

While the status of the nation, and indeed the world, has been chronicled in all manner of media, the purpose of this book was not to focus on politics but to show how the individuals involved act and react to the situations that arise out of the narrative.

One other item of interest is that this book was written some years ago, and has served as a kind of prediction for currrent events.
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FIRST LESSON
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Children are taught to obey.

“NO” is one of the first words many children learn.  No, you can't have that.  No, you shouldn't touch that.  No, you can't pull the ears off the dog.  Most parental discipline is meant to benefit the child.  Preventing injury is an important responsibility that most parents take very seriously.

Jeremy Berry was two years old when his family rented a tenament in a town in New England.  The kitchen was a largest room, with access to the back stairs leading down from the second floor apartment.  That door was often locked to prevent little Jeremy from wandering onto the landing.  His parents knew he was too small to negotiate the stairs.  Also in the kitchen was a large stove-slash-oven appliance.  There were the usual number of burners on the top, with grates upon which pots and pans could be set above the flame.  There was an oven, with a door that had a little window so you could see just what favorite dish you just burned.  The outside was coated in white porcelain, including the side portion that served as a heater for the room.

One day Jeremy toddled over and reached out his hand to the heater.  Mom, ever vigilant, decided to let her son learn for himself.

“You shouldn't touch that,” she said by way of warning.

Jeremy looked at her, his little arm and hand still outstretched.

“No-o,” she said in a sing-song voice.

Jeremy stepped forward and placed his hand on the porcelain.  A moment later he yanked it back and began to cry.

Mom regarded him with reproach as she held out her arms to him.

The son went to his mother as tears streamed down his small face.

She embraced him and kissed his hand as she noted that the sensitive skin had only sustained the mildest of first degree burns.

“I told you not to touch that, didn't I?”

The toddler nodded and continued to sniffle.

“Maybe you should listen to me.”

The crying started anew.  Mom stifled a laugh as she comforted her son.  Less than a minute later little Jeremy felt better and went into his bedroom to play.

Later that evening, Dad was seated at the kitchen table as little Jeremy stood near the stove.  The father had heard about his son's actions from earlier, and decided to see how the child would react.  Jeremy turned toward the stove, reached out his hand, then shook his head wildly and scooted away.

“A lesson learned,” Dad said.

As with most children, the lesson was learned so well that Jeremy obeyed his parents and those adults in his life that he deemed worthy of trust.  Teachers, parents, police officers, clergy.  They were all accorded respect in Jeremy'a eyes.  He knew he could trust them.

It wasn't until his post-adolescent years that Jeremy learned that there were some adults that were not worthy of trust.
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JEREMY'S LIFE
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It was Monday morning again, and, as usual, Jeremy awoke with a start.  

The alarm, set to his favorite music station, went off with a scream so loud that he jerked awake, then reached far across the bed to silence the din.  And pulled a muscle in the process.  He had slept  on his side facing away from the clock/radio.  When it went off, he twisted awkwardly to slap the snooze bar, and the sudden movement caused a muscle in his rib cage to cringe.  He grunted when he felt the stab of pain, and thought it was a terrible way to begin any day, let alone a Monday.  A hot shower helped to loosen the muscle, and he left for work with only a slight twinge.

He drove his ten year old hybrid sedan along the crowded city streets and once again wished he could afford one of the new all-electric models that didn't use any gasoline at all.  But, as usual, he knew they were out of his financial reach.  So he turned on the electrically driven air conditioner and cranked the fan up to full blast.  The temperature inside the car went from 130 degrees to 90.  The air filters removed a lot of the dust and humidity.  During his life, the young man had grown accustomed to the incessant heat that dominated the city.  The momentary change in temperature gave the illusion of relief.  Jeremy let the cool, well, cooler air flow over him and felt a little better.

Once at work, he went into the locker room where he pulled on coveralls over his t-shirt and gym shorts, then put his wallet, keys and tiny phone into his locker.  Then he laced up his work boots.  He picked up his gloves and helmet and made his way into the yard.  Around him the landfill was already bustling with activity.  Heavy equipment pushed the garbage around, moving it from one spot to another for reasons Jeremy never really figured out.  It was early, just 7 a.m., and the yard was still fairly cool.  He knew it would get warmer as the day went on, and by mid-afternoon his sweat would soak through his clothes, including the coveralls.  He scuffed his boots in the dirt as he went along, his shambling gait not really the focus of his attention.  His eyes were again locked on the automatic recycler, known to the workers as "The Beast". The sun was had already gained altitude, it's rays strong enough to glint off the yellow metal of the machine.  The site of the giant “Beast” always made him smile to himself.  The machine was turned toward him, its' great maw open to show the array of mechanical teeth and mandibles that often reminded him of the “predator and prey“ segments of those nature documentaries.  Some hapless animal was always being pounced upon by something two or three times it‘s size.  One of the other workers had painted two bright red and white eyeballs on the very top bar, and that gave the entire machine a very menacing and yet cartoonish appearance.  Again, Jeremy wondered how soon someone would make a horror cartoon about one of these machines gone berzerk.  He ran his fingers through his light brown hair, walked across the dirt to the side door of the recycler, and entered.

“Hey!”  It was his boss.  “Hardhat!!!”  Joe Mariucci was already in a bad mood.  He frequently lumbered along on his stubby legs and waved his thick arms.  That morning, the shirt over his tubby torso was already stained with sweat.  He pointed his thick index finger.  "You know the rules!"

Jeremy put his hardhat on, pushed the soft plugs into his ears, then pulled the gloves onto his hands.  He walked up the three steel steps to the second level, and took his place on the second sorting line.  He nodded to his co-workers with one, curt gesture.  He knew them only by the names on their coveralls.  Jeb was about the same height, that is, about five-ten, but thicker through the chest and stomach.  He had very dark hair, and thick legs.  Frank was taller and thinner, with long legs and arms.  He almost never spoke.  His long face always seemed to be set in a scowl.  Tanner was a black man who was slightly shorter and much heavier than the others, with cheeks that seemed to be puffed out most of the time.  His small eyes were lively.  And his hands were quick and nimble.  

The machine rumbled to life.  The noise of the powerful engine was amplified by the thick steel tubing and heavy grating.  The men took their places, Jeb and Frank on the far side, Tanner beside Jeremy.  Each man made sure their earplugs were set firmly in place, and focused their attention on the conveyer belt that moved between them.  Once again Jeremy, thought that his was not the kind of job where you make small talk among your co-workers.  The noise was just too great.

The Beast turned on it’s eight caster wheels and four drive wheels.  The men gripped the safety railing for support as the machine began to lumber forward.  The mandibles began to move as the steel arms reached out towards it’s intended prey as a crab or lobster might shovel food into it’s maw.  First the right, then the left swing arms reached out and pivoted on it’s spindles and pulleys, the cables as much muscles and tendons as industrial controls.  In a few seconds the great machine bit into the side of the landfill.  Dirt and dust and the contents of the landfill tumbled into the Beast, and soon the sorting began.
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HOW IT ALL STARTED
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Clement Roberts loved the pulpit.

It didn't matter if the pulpit was in a church, or on a streetcorner, or, as it was on that evening, on a stage in front of thousands of those he called “The Faithful”.  He loved giving speeches, and talking about his faith, and how God Works In Mysterious Ways and How Everyone Should Read The Bible Every Day.

As he stood on the stage, he let the applause flow over him.  The bright lights, the carefully arranged pulpit and microphones, and the craft of staging his speech, his Surmon, all made him feel supremely confident.  His new suit fit his trim body perfectly.  His new shoes were shined to a high gloss.  His greying hair was cut perfectly.  The makeup applied to his face and hands made him look every part the father figure, authority figure, man-of-God figure he so fervently wanted to portray.  He felt the love and the support of The Faithful.  It gave him comfort.  And it gave him energy.

“Good evening,” he said.

The crowd answered in kind.

“My friends, there is something I would like to speak to you about tonight that should concern us all.  There is something going on, the likes of which we all might not realize.  Something about which not many are aware.”

His face and his attitude turned deadly serious.

“My friends, the faith of our nation has been declining for decades.”

He waited for the crowd to react.  He heard small gasps and saw shocked faces.

“Our first amendment right to Freedom Of Worship is being eroded.  Those people in our society who claim to have everyone's best interest in mind are apathetic to God's Word.”

Someone in the back yelled “NO!.  Another voice piped up with “SAY IT AIN'T SO!”  Roberts thought the timing was perfect.  He knew that his assistance had probably placed themselves in the audience, and spoke those words, as a way to arouse the crowd.

“They call themselves Liberals!  They say they want a Secular Society!  They stand in opposition to The Bible!”

The crowd grumbled their disapproval.

“Jesus said 'go forth and make disciples of all nations'.  And yet these HEATHENS oppose the words of Our Saviour!”

More grumbles echoed in the cavernous hall.

“We can no longer simply hope that more people hear the words of our Lord and Savior.”

Heads nodded in the crowd.

“We must take action now to prevent the Word of God from being withheld from current and future generations.”

Murmurs echoed through the crowd.

“There is a proposal, right now under discussion in the United States Congress,” Roberts continued.  “While it has not been formally introduced into either the Senate or the House of Representatives, it carries title of The Faith Act.  It reads, in part, 'all citizens of the United States of America shall attend the services of their chosen religion once each week at a Certified House Of Worship.' “  Roberts let that sink in.  “Nowhere in the Faith Act does it say anything about repealing the First Amendment Rights of an American Citizen.  Nowhere in the Faith Act does it say anything about making any denomination the National Religion of America.  And nowhere in the Faith Act does it say anything about forcing people to attend a church NOT of their choice.”

Sounds of approval rumbled among the crowd.  Roberts saw parishioners nod their heads in approval to him and to each other.

“There are, at this moment, thirty one state legislatures that have proposals in process to promote a Constitutional Amendment to add the Faith Act to the First Amendment of the Bill of Rights.  While we all appreciate the state senators and representatives who hold their faith so dear, their efforts are not enough!  I stand before you tonight in this great state to urge you to contact your local representatives and demand that they join with their Christian Bretheren and pass the laws necessary to adopt the Faith Act.  I am told that thirty eight of the fifty states must agree for the amendment to be brought up in Congress.  Friends,” he said in a more quiet and hopeful voice, “we are not that far away.”  He clenched his fist in the air.  “Join with me and with The Faithful from other states to bring The Word Of God to the entire United States Of  America!”

The crowd roared with approval.  Their noises echoed off the stage and resonated in the mind of Clement Roberts, Pastor to Presidents and Leader of The Faithful.  He smiled broadly and his joy showed in the lights of the stage.

The President of the United States sat in the residence and watched the broadcast.  As usual, he was dressed in a dark blue suit, bright white shirt, long red tie.  He was severely overweight, and thought his suit coat would cover most of it.  His hair, shaded blond by an expert, was combed and sprayed into place over his bald pate.  His face was covered in a viscous concoction that, he thought, gave him a warm glow.  Critics noted that, long ago, his skin had turned orange.

As he sat at one end of the long table in the Presidential Dining Room, he pushed away the debris from his later evening meal.  A moment later, a footman, dressed in a tuxedo with white tie, picked up the plate and bottle of ketchup and took them away.  The President continued to slurp from his chocolate shake.

Around him were all of his closest advisors each seated in chairs that were arranged so that they could see the TV screen.  The President picked up the remote and touched the mute button.

“What does this do for me?” he asked.  There was a moment of silence as if no one knew what to say.

“Plays to your base.”  The Chief of Staff was always attuned to the political implications.  She was an older woman, in her late fifties, some twenty years younger than the Chief Executive.  She had her hair, gray to the point of white, arranged with a part on her right side, and brushed so that she appeared to have a helmet about her stern face.  As was her custom, she wore a light blue pants suit with matching buttondown blouse, and sensible shoes.  “Evangelicals love it, especially in Appalachia and the southern states.”  Her voice was deeper than expected, partially due to her love of fine scotch.

“The poorly educated?” the President said.

The Chief of Staff nodded.

The son in law spoke up.  He wore a suit very similar to the President, with his dark hair parted on his left.  His sharp chin and pointed noise gave his face a kind of shrewish expression.  His voice was moderate, in the baritone range.  “You realize, of course, that what Mister Roberts is after, more than making church attendance mandatory, is to certify only certain houses of worship.”

The President nodded his large head.  His hair moved as of molded to his skull.  Of course, thanks to his official hairdresser, it was.  He had been thinking along those same lines.

“And who knows how such certifications are going to be done,” said the Chief Strategist.  Also a lover of fine scotch, the man had a gravelly voice.  His hair was brown turned grey, and carelessly combed to one side.  His face was pudgy, and sported three days of beard growth that was the same color as his hair.  His suit was lighter grey, which he wore with a matching shirt that was less than clean, and no necktie.  “Would an entirely new department have to be created in the federal government?”

“And, of course, how much money would it cost for a church to be certified?”  The President had asked no one in particular.

“There is no cabinet department equipped to handle such a process,” said the Chief of Staff.

“One would have to be created,” the Chief Strategist added.  “The number of bureaucrats needed would fill Yankee Stadium ten times over.”

That brought chuckles from everyone.

“The Horseshoe in Columbus,” said an asssistant who happened to be an Ohio State graduate.

“The Big House in Ann Arbor,” retorted another assistant who happened to be a Michigan graduate.

“But church attendance is at an all time high,” the First Daughter said.  She was slim and trim, with a model's beauty.  Her dark hair was shaded a very light blond, with her darker roots evident in the part across the center of her skull.  She wore the heavy eye makeup common to some women, along with a sleeveless, buttondown blouse, and a dark blue skirt that reached her knees.  Her stiletto heels matched the blouse.  “And if people are going anyway, why make it mandatory?  Won't the act of forcing people to do something make them rebel against doing it?”

“Why do we care about that?” the President said.  “None of the protests and resistance movements have made a difference so far.”

“Church attendance includes Jews and Muslims, both of whom are taught conformity from birth.  Over ninety percent of Jews and almost one hundred percent of Muslims attend services regularly.”  The son in law thought he had brought up a good point.  “My parents went every Saturday to Synagog, and demanded that I go, too.”

“And a lot of hispanic people attend,” the Vice President added.  He was about the same age as the President, but much slimmer.  His voice and choice of words made him sound like a Protestant minister, which, of course, he had been earlier in his life.  His white hair was cut short and parted on his right.  “Most were brought up Catholic and are indoctrinated just like that.”  He nodded to the son in law.

The President stood up and the room went silent.  “We've been tracking this all along,” he said, then turned to the Chief Strategist.  “What's your prediction?  Can he pull this off?”

“He's using the same playbook as the N.R.A.”

Heads glanced at each other, then back to the Strategist.

“If he can avoid some of their mis-steps, he could actually get it done.”

The President looked at the son in law.  “Make sure I benefit from this.”  He waddled out of the room.

The son in law stood up, then addressed the rest of the group.  “Let's talk about this.”
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THE END TO JEREMY'S WORK DAY
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Jeremy was bone tired.

The heat had been the same as any other day, and the work had been as taxing as any other day.  He sat in his favorite chair, the cheap, overstuffed kind with a low back, and slumped down to where his head rested on the top.  The cushions were dark blue and comfortable.  He folded his hands over his flat stomach and stretched out his legs.  God I hurt, he thought.  He flexed his long fingers, and examined the tiny cuts he had suffered over time.  These were more than the paper cuts that office workers sometimes suffered.  The small wounds were from the sharp edges of metal and plastic and cardboard that came along the sorting line and drew blood from his fingers even though he had the protection of the thick gloves.  He examined the cuts along the underside of his forearms, the dotted red lines showing how he had healed.  He noted that his arms had become more muscular from the manual labor.  His forearms in particular had become stronger, and larger, from the repetitive motion of gripping and sometimes grappling with the bits and pieces of plastic he was supposed to pick off the line.  The work kept him in decent shape and kept the "spare tire" at bay, at least so far.

That day had been yet another busy one.  Thunderstorms had rolled by overhead as the recycler chewed through the landfill and dug up the usual amount of dirt and dust.  Lightning had stabbed at anything metal in the yard, but had no affect on the Beast.  Joe Mariucci had been intelligent enough to install lightning rods on the top of the machine, and let the long cords drag along the ground behind it.  Any strikes from the sky would release their charges into the dirt and not affect the machine or the workers.  At their lunch break, the boss explained that he was in negotiations to extend the contract with the city, so he wanted to show the bureaucrats a great deal of progress and efficiency.  It was the paper pushers that decided who got the contracts and who didn't, Mariucci explained, and who worked and who didn't.  Even though the machine used in the work was older and required more manual labor, Joe hoped to convince the weenies to sign on the dotted line and help keep him and “his guys” employed for another year.  

The stream of paper and plastic and glass that passed in front of Jeremy had seemed endless.  Hour after hour he had picked and tossed tried not to let his concentration wander too far.  He had seen first hand the injuries suffered by inattentive workers.  That afternoon, his arms were ached.  His feet and legs argued with him when he tried to move too suddenly.  And his throat hurt from the moment when that huge rat landed on the conveyor right in front of him.  Even through the earplugs he could hear himself howling.  It took him a few seconds to realize that it was only the head of the rat on the belt.  He couldn’t speak clearly the rest of the day.  

The guys on the first sorting line had done it.  The purpose of the first sorting line was to make sure nothing living made it to the second sorting line.  They did their jobs well, but sometimes they pulled those kind of practical jokes just to amuse themselves.  They were cruel but not sadistic.  They had never actually let anything dangerous onto the next belt.  Yet.  They must have had a good laugh today, he thought.  It was all I could do not to throw up, he said to himself.  Another day helping mankind, he joked.  With the world as messed up as it is, we're digging through our own garbage for more raw materials. 

As he sat in his quiet apartment, Jeremy didn’t feel like dinner just yet.  He never liked to cook.  In his freezer were boxes and boxes of meals, what someone from another era might call TV dinners.  The boxes were made of the materials he helped recycle.  And the food tasted like the box.  When the customer opened the box and touched the HEAT button, the animations on the cover would come to life.  Jeremy thought they were annoying.  Who needs a commercial or a jingle singing to you when you're trying to eat?  If he wanted that, he told himself, he’d sign onto the interTV.

The young man sighed heavily.

He loved his little place.  The rooms weren't that big.  The kitchen was small, with just a fridge, cooktop, microwave oven.  The sink and cabinets were small, as was the round, plastic table he bought some time ago but rarely used.  It sat in one corner of the kitchen, the two chairs unfolded and unused.  The main room was big enough for a couch, chair, end table, InterTV set up.  The bedroom was big enough for a full sized bed, dresser, small closet with sliding doors.  The bathroom was just big enough for a  shower stall, sink, toilet.  The venting fan was quiet enough, but after a shower Jeremy, often opened the door to let in more air.  He wished there was even a small window he could open, but, of course, there was no room for one anywhere in the tiny room.

The place was just big enough for himself and his meager belongings.

Yesterday was not that big a pain, he thought.  He had risen, showered, shaved, dressed, and arrived at the church ten minutes before service.  He stayed for the whole service, and shook hands with the pastor as he left the sanctuary.  It used to be that he got the required stamp on the bulletin at that point.  He knew, and the pastor knew, and he knew the pastor knew, that the stamp was the entire reason Jeremy used to come to church in the first place.  In his mind, who needs trouble with the law when you’re just a landfill recycling worker, anyway?  That's how it used to be.  No more.

He’d come home, hung up his clothes carefully for use next Sunday, then slumped on the couch in his t-shirt and briefs and watched the game as heat lightning made the hazy skies dance with flame. 

It had been just another Sunday in the books.
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EXECUTIVE APPROVAL
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“I have my doubts.”

The Vice President addressed the son in law and the Chief Strategist.  “While I like the idea, the liberal elite will cry foul.”  The man sat behind the desk in his office and viewed the others with a kind of magisterial dignity.

“Long and loud,” the Chief Strategist said.

“But as long as our base goes along with it, we have a good chance to succeed,” the Vice President continued.

“What kind of message would you like us to convey?”  The voice on the speakerphone was remarkably clear.

“Anyone who opposes The Act is against organized religion,” the son in law stated.  “Paint them as evil and enemies of God.”

“I get, it,” the voice replied.  “What kind of political angle do you want?”

“Republicans are the last bastion of Christianity in America,” the Chief Strategist replied.  “Our party is the only party that thinks and acts with any kind of morality or conscience.”

At the other end of the phone, an aide looked at the Network President.  The young man, a favored nephew, looked like a younger version of his boss: tall and lean, with a strong face and voice.  His charcoal suit was nearly new, as was his white oxford shirt and striped rep tie.  His black shoes gleamed.  He almost asked how many indictments had been handed down against Republican lawmakers in the past twelve months.  Then he thought better of it and decided to keep his job.

“So you want to take
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