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DIVIDED 

STATES

Bob Thomas

As always, my wife Molly

Part I:

Dissolution – The Fall of the Empire

Prologue

Though the events described within this story happened years ago, their impact continues to be felt.  Massive changes occurred within a relatively short period of time.  This Prologue recounts the conditions that existed and enabled all that subsequently occurred.  

Life in the United States

The year was slowly ending with a holiday season that started around Thanksgiving and extended through the New Year.  In the northeast corner of the United States, darkness arrived at 5:00 pm with the only light being the harsh white glare of streetlamps.  In this silent, energy-less outdoor world, the small windows of nearby high-rise office complexes remained fully lit with many employees completing last-minute projects in anticipation of the holiday ahead.  Though their minds had already left for the day, their bodies remained behind – everyone needing the work and unable to afford to skip out early for fear of becoming unemployed.  With jobs increasingly scarce within the United States, employees had to defensively preserve positions already held – lacking the luxury of any hope to improve themselves. 

The country had become a divisive place of extremes.  While some chose to sit back and wait for the world to change, others became survivalists by preparing for the worst - gathering and hiding supplies.  The United States President – a five-term incumbent – was the nexus of all controversy – suppressing opposing opinions, restricting freedom of movement, and inciting crowds to a frenzy.  Some people loved him; others hated him. However, everyone had an opinion about polarizing President King.

The single word that best describes these times is unstable – applying to both King and the world he created.  As a result, everyone had become fearful . . . afraid to lose jobs . . . afraid to be outspoken.  While people received plenty of essential services delivered in a timely, efficient way, such benefits were just limited to the basic necessities, not frivolous enjoyment.  

Life in the United States was clearly not perfect, but many feared their lives could get far worse. 

Uncle Sam’s Big Brother (Or – Someone is Always Watching)

Once a typical workday was done, the lights in those tall buildings would gradually go dark as person after person exited the office with red lights blinking as security cards got swiped . . . and then turned green.  Ten steps later, the card would get swiped again upon entering a nearby drugstore and again upon leaving and boarding a bus.  Red-green-red-green-red—on and on ad infinitum as the same drill got repeated a half dozen more times by thousands of people in hundreds of communities as everyone began their slow treks home.  This world was one of hurry up and wait an unimaginable number of times each and every day.

If someone happened to forget or misplace a security card, the consequences were extreme – the possible loss of any identity and access to society because a lost card left a person without a country – homeless and hungry and wandering among the migrant camps on the outskirts of civilization.  So, much time and energy was spent making absolutely sure that accident didn’t happen.  

Security cards kept people in their proper place, blocking access to venues reserved for the upper class.  If someone tried accessing a place above their station in society, they were quickly reminded by a flashing red light of where they didn’t belong.  The embarrassment and constant monitoring was considered a small price to pay for security.

While certain safeguards originated with the best of intentions, the United States had become a victim of paranoia.  For the past two decades, the country dedicated an unreasonable amount of time, talent, and resources to running the massive bureaucracy needed to maintain compulsive security measures.  This led to very few technological advances being initiated or – more specifically – funded either directly or indirectly by the government. As a result, the hardware still in use remained hopelessly out of date; yet, the best talent was drained for the daily maintenance of legacy systems used to absorb, catalogue, and act upon the overwhelming amount of incoming information.  Although voice and facial recognition had been in use in many places for many years instead of physical cards, even a simple change like that had become impossible because of the resources that would have been required to implement the enhancement across thousands of programs and data storage servers.

Public Transportation and the Shrinking World

Public transportation far outnumbered private cars, which had become too expensive for most people.  Subways always ran standing room only and highways became the playground of trucks and buses.  Improvements to infrastructure, like technology, were nonexistent.  Life remained surprisingly unchanged.

As the holiday got underway, you’d expect people to have a livelier step and be quicker to smile as they headed home, but they knew they still had to walk through politically divided neighborhoods.  If seen by the opposing factions, they’d be called names and harassed.  Pedestrians were sometimes robbed and beaten, so most tried to avoid these neighborhoods or at least get through them as quickly and unobtrusively as possible.  Nevertheless, grocery stores were filled this night with people picking up last-minute ingredients for family gatherings that would disintegrate into “Complaining Day” dinner conversations to better reflect the prevailing mood of groups inevitably split by politics.

Even Christmas had become a lightning rod for controversy.  Since the holidays tended to disrupt all-important daily routines, some people felt they should be eliminated altogether. However, more and more people began to wonder whether those routines were worth the effort.

The New Year

Once Thanksgiving and Christmas had come and gone, and the calendar was flipped from December 31st to January 1st, the world typically settled back into a mercifully predictable routine.

Up at 6:00 a.m. – breakfast, shower, catch the news, get out the door by 7:45 to pick up a ride and get to work by 8:30.  Such was the daily schedule of life for most of the country’s residents. 

Orderly.  Predictable.  Reliable.  Safe – at least until one ventured into the wrong neighborhood.  Basic needs were addressed and desires suppressed.  Just as individual cars largely ceased to exist, giving way to various modes of transit for the masses, most people now lived in identical government housing complexes that were long on utilitarianism but short on personalized elements of taste.  The days of keeping up with the Jones were long gone.

Strict dress codes at work relieved people of the need to spend large amounts of time and money on wardrobes that would call attention to themselves and set them apart from others less fortunate.  About 70% of the people wore uniforms of various shades of grey to work every day.

Over the course of 20 years, society had finally succeeded in creating a world that eliminated much of the unsettling unpredictability of life . . . and much of the vanity that drove people to make bad choices. However, the holidays inevitably brought some of those qualities back to the forefront as buyers tried to get gifts that stood out, rather than blending with the crowd.

Great strides had been made in regularizing life and fulfilling basic needs; so, you’d expect people to be happier and more content.  Instead, too many seemed to get absorbed by apathy – leaving blank stares, dragging footsteps, lethargic gaits, and rubbery handshakes – all occurring within a grey landscape populated by identical structures.

Distant memories . . . old folk tales of a way of life that was richer and had more variety and meaning — more freedom and less boredom – persisted and were now the stuff that filled modern legends and gave them life.

This was the everyday existence for most citizens of the United States until a revolutionary spark lit a fire within an increasingly large faction of the local population. 
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New Year’s Eve – the selection of this day was intentional.  New beginnings.  Fresh starts.  A future wide open to possibilities.

The weather was uncharacteristically cooperative with subzero temperatures and a somewhat heavy snowfall – conditions that often-discouraged long-distance travel but in no way affected the ability to move about the immediate vicinity.  Basically, a typical January forecast for the northeast corner of the United States.

As David Evans prepared to walk on stage, he could picture the countless Times Square, ball-dropping ceremonies he’d watched on TV over the years.  However, this night’s celebration would be quite different.

As David took his place among the large group assembled on the platform, the sound of a bugle played taps as the flag was slowly lowered to coincide with the clock approaching midnight.  Despite the cold, the entire population of the town was gathered around stage – like a gigantic theater-in-the-round.

As the music stopped, the flag was respectfully folded and placed in a sealed container – soon to be displayed in a glass case at the historical society with other artifacts that were part of the past but no longer had a role in the present or future.

Meanwhile, David delivered the new flag to center stage . . . so this symbol could be raised as the hour struck midnight.

The crowd, which had been somber and remarkably silent, grew raucous and excited as a single trumpeter introduced Penndelom to the world.

Remarks of the First Citizen, speaking into the microphone at center stage, were simple and straightforward:

“Tonight marks the start of our new country.  While we thank the United States for many good years as part of that great union, we must now venture off on our own.  The time is right.  The union is dying and no longer serves the best interests of member states.  While the path ahead – going alone – is certain to be fraught with challenges, we no longer have a choice.  If we want to preserve our principles and nurture the spirit of individuals, we must do so by ourselves.”

At first, the crowd was quiet.

Then, applause began.

Then, a large impromptu parade marched through town.

Although that last part of the festivities was unplanned, people seemed unwilling to disperse and appeared to need the reassuring sense of solidarity.

Penndelom, formerly-of-Pennsylvania, was now a self-declared free state.

Penndelom was a small city with a population of 100,000.  While hardly self-sufficient, the community had a history of both agriculture and small manufacturing, which suggested the people stood a chance at becoming autonomous in a fairly short amount of time with the help of a few key trade agreements. 

Whether the United States would permit such a departure was another matter.  Penndelom could certainly be squashed in short order by a single military action.  However, several dozen similar acts of secession had cropped up across the country in recent months, so the government appeared to be in a state of crippled inaction while politicians debated and avoided voting to retaliate against fellow citizens.  Meanwhile, the areas that had seceded were adjusting, adapting, and learning the art of survival on their own.  Recent rumors suggested several states were voting on secession.  If that occurred, the acts of these small communities were likely to be ignored when faced by that bigger concern.

The world was changing, and the number of secessionists sprouting independently in all corners of the country was indicative of a growing dissatisfaction within the crippling bureaucracy of a vast unified government.  Bickering among the diverse groups comprising the people was now the dominant voice heard in the U.S.

David Evans – both philosophically and temperamentally – fell into this category of people driving such actions as those taken by Penndelom.  

David was never certain exactly how he had ended up on stage on New Year’s Eve – playing a very visible role in the ceremony.  He was basically a loner – not a joiner – known for his strong sense of independence.  He generally steered clear of situations that drew attention to himself.

While these characteristics were actually at the heart of the separatist movement, David was no one’s poster boy.  Nevertheless, he did believe in the cause and, therefore, did not balk too much about being swept into a more visible role.

“So, David, what comes next?” asked his friend John O’Hara.

“I don’t know.  I’m not part of the inner circle.  I simply ended up on stage because I was nearby and knew how to turn on the lights.  Could as easily have been you.  Still, I would imagine that a town meeting will be called to have a quick election.  Till then, the Separatist Committee will keep running things on an ad hoc basis.”

“Doesn’t sound very organized,” said John.  

“Step 1 – today’s events – was all that was on everyone’s minds.  Thinking about Step 2 seemed like a luxury.”

“Well, I’m cold” said John, “and ready to head home for a nice cup of coffee . . . or perhaps something stronger.  Care to come?”

“Thanks anyway, but I’ve had enough intoxicating excitement for one day.”

“You do know that picture of you carrying the flag will be splashed across the Internet by morning, right David?

“I suppose so.”

“Potentially making you a target for the good ole U.S. to squash.”

“Overly dramatic . . . and I don’t squash that easily.”

Walking home, the hour quite late, David could see very clearly in the harsh stadium lighting that lined both sides of every road – trying somewhat successfully to turn night into day.  However, he did not bother absorbing the sights.  He didn’t really see the clean, modern lines of tall building after building – the smallest probably 10 stories high.  The monotonous gray monochrome of the synthetic stone material used to cover the small portion of the structure that was not glass in no way seemed unusual to him.  For David had grown up in this town within a landscape that changed little for two dozen years.  Square and rectangular boxes with straight geometrical lines created a cold, sterile setting seemingly at odds with nature, which featured a much broader palette and an infinite number of curved shapes that sometimes closed to form circles, ovals, and ellipses.

In other words, the landscape was the perfect setting for a country that – according to secessionists – was now in decline.

The United States no longer resembled the original country envisioned by the founding fathers or even the less dynamic versions of the next few hundred years. The government ruled with an iron fist that resulted in overly organized structures that controlled activity from the national level down.  To maintain this kind of rule, an extraordinarily well-developed bureaucracy was required.

Spontaneity was an impulse easily sacrificed to make sure a strong sense of order existed.  Instead, efficiency became the watchword of the day.  Since every action had to be documented, approved by many, and stored in numerous places, handling of the trillions of transactions became crucial and increasingly impossible.  To succeed, life was managed electronically in a paperless world that nevertheless still required legions of middle management types in roles now misnamed “paper pushers” – the heart of the economy.

Every step of every day was catalogued by computers reading ID’s scanned before any movement or action.  Despite advances in technology, the sheer volume of processing was staggering and starting to implode the system – causing an increasing number of mistakes.  While people learned early in life not to lose or misuse their IDs, panic could occur when an optical reader errored and produced a security card failure! 
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The Morning After
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New Year’s Day and the phone was ringing yet again.  David had ignored the first few calls but was starting to hear cell phone messages arriving every few seconds.  

Holiday greetings?

Why was the world so determined to get up early today?

Realizing his chance for continued sleep was gone, David got up but kept ignoring intrusions from outside. Instead, he took a long, slow shower – allowing himself to ease into the day.

Getting dressed, thinking about the previous night and wondering whether his world would really be changing, his imagination just didn’t stretch far enough to clearly picture a free state of Penndelom.

Hearing a knocking, he assumed his neighbor must be getting an early visitor, but the sound grew louder as he drew closer to his door.

David lived a very quiet, largely solitary life as an adult.  While he certainly had lots of friends, very little family remained . . . so any intrusion upon his daily habits by outside influences was minimal.  Although this way of life sometimes made him feel lonely, he was comfortable with himself and his choices.

He certainly hoped to someday be part of a larger family once again. But until then, he was managing just fine with his one sister, her family, and his few very close friends.

“Hello?” he called through the door instead of just assuming someone was outside.

“My name is Jen.  I’m from the Daily Herald.  I’ve come to ask you a question. ‘What’s next?’”

Confused, David said, “I think you’re knocking on the wrong door.”

“David Evans?”

“Yes.”

“One of the leaders of the PRIM – the Penndelom Revolutionary Independence Movement?”

“Hardly.  A supporter – maybe.  A sympathizer – probably.  Beyond that . . . “

“Oh, please!  Do you take me for an idiot?  You don’t get picked to raise the brand-new flag of independence by accident.  You’ve gone viral!”

With that, David opened the door and saw a young woman dressed in jeans, black parka with a fur collar around the hood, and calf-high black boots.

Attractive.

Red-faced from the cold.

“Thank you.  Okay to step inside?”

Not too pushy.  Seemingly just doing her job.

“Fine.  Care to explain?  Do I look like your typical revolutionary?”

“What does one of those look like?” she asked, then continued, “I gather you haven’t been on the Internet this morning or had time to check the news or social media. Your face is plastered everywhere under some variation of the words: ‘Give us liberty.’”

“I never said that or anything else.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said matter-of-factly.

“I just happened to be the one who was readily available to hand off the flag to the real leaders.”

“Doesn’t look that way in the pictures,” she said and showed him the photo used by her paper that morning.

“Swell. Just swell,” David mumbled in dismay as he went to boot up his computer.

“Don’t know how to tell you,” she said, “but a star’s been born. By the way,” she continued, “I’m Jen O’Neil.”

Well, it turned out Jen O’Neil was right.  Everywhere he went on the Internet, he saw himself and the new flag with a headline that suggested his name was synonymous with revolution.

“Step aside Che Guevara,” David mumbled to himself.

One particularly inventive publication had superimposed a picture of himself from his high school graduation onto a quote from a classmate that implied he was a budding terrorist in 10th grade – an image reinforced by a college acquaintance who noted that David never fit in; he was always skipping key ceremonies and choosing to stay very clear of the Greek fraternity scene.

Ridiculousness.

Just a matter of time, he thought, before they start collecting comments from his family’s priest.  Shame his parents were dead; otherwise, they could stake out their house – a thought that made him realize he had better call his sister to warn her and explain the strange photos she’d soon be seeing on her computer.

“So,” David said, “I can see you are obviously right, and I appreciate the heads up.  However, I really am not a significant part of Penndelom’s secession.  My appearance onstage was basically an accident.  Looking around the apartment, assessing his genuine surprise and overall demeanor, Jen said, “So let’s say maybe I believe you.  What are you going to do now?”

David looked at her.  He sensed that the person, not the reporter, was the part of her asking the question, and he admitted, “I don’t know.”
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Jennifer O’Neil was 25 years old and very new to the newspaper business, but she had an old soul with an outlook on life – and native intelligence – that made up for her inexperience.  She grew up in a nearby town and understood Penndelom’s recent, crazy posture.  She even sympathized and wished her town would take such a foolish action.  Nevertheless, she was equally certain the movement had no future and key figures like David Evans would be crushed along with that movement.

David denied the importance of his involvement, but she believed that – while he modestly saw himself as unimportant – she suspected others’ opinions were probably more accurate.

She found him interesting.

Trying to decide her next move, she waited for David to make up his mind about the next step he’d be taking.  About to prompt him, a video call was coming through on his computer.  She heard him say, “Hey, John.  What’s up?  You never use this app.”

“I wanted to be able to see your reaction.  I heard through the grapevine that the Pennsylvania legislature passed the statewide secession declaration, making us one of the first.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep, and I got more.  Governor heard about Penndelom and saw a posted social media video of you at the flag raising.  You’ll be getting a call to participate in PA’s ceremony.  He saw all those viral ‘likes’ and smiley faces – and wants in.”

“You’ve lost your mind.”

“You remember Peter from 7th grade?  Give him a call.  He can confirm what I say because he heard it directly from the Governor.”

Jen – realizing her good fortune in getting this scoop, waited until the conversation was done and then stated, “Unimportant, huh?”

“Not you, too!  He’s picked up some small snippet of information and let his imagination run wild.  I know him; you don’t.”

“Mind if I hang around?” Jen asked, sensing an opportunity to see history unfold firsthand.

“What?  And watch me eat breakfast?”

“What are we having?” Jen countered as David’s cell phone began to ring.  

She heard the word “Harrisburg” – the state capitol – and knew John had been right.

“So, who is this . . . David Evans?” asked the governor.

“Judging from the picture today,” said his press secretary, “he’s one of the leaders of the uprising in Penndelom.  The reaction to him on the Internet has been amazing.  He went viral almost immediately.  Apparently, disgruntled people see him and his actions as a symbol and rallying point of a New World Order, and clearly, they are tired of the old one.”

“Should we be worried about reaction from Washington?” the governor suddenly mused aloud – perhaps mentally equating David’s notoriety and overnight rise to fame with his own suddenly greater visibility.

“The president is losing power rapidly,” said the press secretary.  “He’s also more than a little bit nuts.”

As bad as the situation had become in Pennsylvania, the state of affairs nationally was worse.  Originally elected as the Republican savior of the free world, the president’s lack of experience and incomplete understanding of world affairs eventually exposed him as a fraud.  Domestically, he lacked either the technological expertise to manage the monolithic Washington bureaucracy or the administrative expertise to harness the resources at his disposal to handle technology matters for him.  As a result, the system was soon broken, and people began to feel the pain at the local level.

As services stopped being delivered but bills for them – meaning taxes – kept arriving at each level of government, the rebellions began.  At first – isolated pockets.  Now – throughout large chunks of the country.

Governor Fox of Pennsylvania was the most recent to decide to pull away and set up an autonomous country.  The state was large enough and diverse enough with sufficient natural resources to succeed.

“Governor Fox, you’ve got an incoming call from Washington,” announced his assistant.

“Let me talk first,” the press secretary suggested, “and do some prescreening.  Try to see what they want.  Meanwhile, Governor, short of recruiting David Evans to our cause, you need to decide what our official posture 

on Penndelom is going to be so I can issue a statement.”

“So, what did the governor want?” Jen asked.

“Wasn’t the governor – just some guy named Carlos Santiago.”

“You mean,” said Jen, “just the governor’s chief of staff and overall right-hand man?”

“If you say so,” responded David.

“Sooooo . . .  what did they want?”

“Asked me to attend the formal announcement.”

“David, that’s a big deal.  And do what?”

“Nuthin’ – just be another face on stage.”

“Bull.  Don’t believe them.  At a minimum, you’ll be introduced, which will make you appear to be a supporter.  And what about Penndelom, which also seceded from Pennsylvania in leaving the United States union?”

“Would remaining part of PA really be such a bad decision?” asked David rhetorically.  “I suspect Pennsylvania has a better chance of success than going alone . . . as long as the U.S. doesn’t choose to squash us both.”

Then, somewhat reflectively he added, “Besides, was the real problem at the state or the national level?”

“Good thought,” Jen agreed.  “Where did you land in your thinking?”

“I haven’t. Anyway, why me?  I’m nobody.”

“So, you keep saying.”

“What was the response?  Is Washington going to send troops to Harrisburg to arrest you for treason?” the governor’s press secretary queried while looking and sounding genuinely worried.

“He pointed out that we couldn’t even keep our own Pennsylvania cities in line – alluding to Penndelom.  Until we have proven that we can,” he concluded, kind of laughing, “he has a hard time taking our proclamation very seriously.”

“Right,” the press secretary said.  “That’s why he immediately called upon hearing the news.”

“Still,” Fox admitted, “we are going to keep hearing that remark from everybody, which will just distract attention from the seriousness of our cause.”

“So?”

“So . . . we need to get Penndelom to rejoin the fold now that they know we share their concerns and are philosophically aligned with them.”

“That David Evans could be the key to swinging public opinion our way.  Internet stats suggest he is very popular – rapidly becoming a key influencer.”
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Although Penndelom was a bit too big to have a true, old-fashioned town meeting, they had the technical resources and know-how to successfully set up a virtual gathering that featured the ability to immediately poll the audience for input.

About 10,000, or just 10%, of the citizenry were able to cram inside the large municipal arena used for the rally.

David Evans stood backstage.  He had done some A/V work at the facility and was one of the people recruited to help make this meeting happen.  Ron Rose – PRIM’s leader and a key voice in the secessionist movement – was leading the meeting.

Standing next to David, though not part of the backstage crew, was Jen O’Neil.

January weather in the northeast can usually be relied upon to be rather unfriendly, and this New Year’s Day was no exception.  The temperature was close to zero degrees Fahrenheit, and light snow had been falling for the past 12 hours, though only about a half foot had accumulated.  Nevertheless, these conditions created a clean, white purity across a landscape still lit by holiday lights that gave the snow an iridescent glow.

“On behalf of the new country of Penndelom, I welcome you,” said Ron Rose to officially open the meeting.  “Today has been quite exciting . . .  but now the real work of setting up government must begin.  The Separatist Committee of the Penndelom Revolutionary Independence Movement will see that we keep functioning until new leadership is elected.

“The mechanics of voting will be simple.  Our Provisional Government will be an 11-member Council – each of them elected by you.  The Council will, in turn, select a chairperson.  That governing body will be charged with drafting a new constitution.  We will keep government very lean with bureaucracy – and bureaucrats – kept to a minimum. Tonight,” he continued, “we will collect nominations for the 11 Council positions.  Since time is critical, and we need to get our government into place, the general election will be tomorrow.  All voting will be done by computer – as in the past.  No speeches.  No promises.  No elaborate political platforms of unattainable lies.  Just vote based on your prior personal knowledge of the people in question.  If you don’t recognize 11 worthwhile candidates, vote for the ones you do know and abstain from the rest. We are small enough that such an election process can work, and our methodology will send a powerful message about the type of government we want to become.”

“What about Governor Fox’s announcement,” a heckler shouted from the crowd.  

“Doesn’t matter,” Rose flatly stated, “we’re our own country going our own way.” 

In all, 37 nominees had the minimum number of supporters to be placed on the ballot.  The top two vote-getters, by far, were Ron Rose, head of PRIM, and David Evans.

“No thanks.”

“I don’t really think that’s an option in this case,” countered Jen.  “Especially with the general election being tomorrow.”

“You gotta understand,” he explained, “even if I were the right personality, I’m not sure we should separate from Pennsylvania now that they’ve chosen the path to independence, too.”

Already getting to know David pretty well despite the short period of their acquaintance, she believed every word, which in her mind probably made him the ideal councilman – he had no personal agenda.  “Then, maybe you really should seek a council seat to have a voice in government and steer them in Fox’s direction.”

“Easy for you to say.  In a few hours, you’ll probably be gone and watching with great amusement from a safe distance.”

“Tell you what,” she offered, “you take a Council seat, and I’ll stick with you . . . stay involved.”  Secretly pleased to have such an easy way of maintaining contact, she asked, “When’s the PA ceremony they want you to attend?  Before or after the Penndelom election?” recognizing that the vote better come first.

“If I do this, you better be as good as your word!”

He kind of liked the idea of her hanging around.
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President King
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“Have we heard from Evans yet?”

“He called back and agreed to attend PA’s ceremony as long as he had no scheduling conflict – meaning he’s not available today or tomorrow but could travel to Harrisburg Thursday or later.  However, he did also ask for details about our plans for the free state.”

“What did you tell him?” Fox asked.

“The truth.  Our plans are a moving target, and we are still trying to figure out the best way of getting a government into place quickly but in some sort of shape we can live with for years and years to come.  While we might intend for our interim answer to be replaced fast, we all know those quick fixes can end up having staying power just because a permanent one is hard to find and even harder to get people to agree upon.”

“By the way,” Fox’s Chief of Staff Carlos Santiago mentioned, “David Evans’ name is in the Penndelom Council pool by popular acclaim.”

“Their version of democracy sounds good in principle . . . but I believe they will find this council of theirs will become unwieldy very quickly.”

“And you really think that the best solution is to look all the way back to the original U.S. government when we still had 13 colonies and to try using that as our foundation?” Carlos added, his tone expressing his incredulity.

“Well, yes . . . though don’t take that too literally,” Fox cautioned.  “We want the spirit of the structure and some of the basic tenets.  That would be a good start.  Besides, that connection will be an easy sell to our fellow Pennsylvanians,” he noted as he leaned back in his chair and then asked, “Any word from Washington yet?”

“Fortunately for us, President King has a lot on his hands right now.  “California, Arizona, and Nevada have seceded.  Guess they’re trying to decide whether or not to form a new country together . . .or go forward alone.”

“King is such a wild card,” Fox mused.  “You really never know when he’s going to decide to do some crazy retaliation, like building a wall around Pennsylvania to keep everybody out of the rest of the country.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Not really,” Fox sighed.  “People have such short memories.”

Hundreds of miles away from Fox’s conversation in the northeast, President King sat in his office reading a recent poll about his approval rating in different parts of the country.  Knowing that his boss took these scorecards more seriously than almost any other report to cross his desk, his chief of staff patiently waited before hesitantly saying, “Mr. President, I think you better take a closer look at Pennsylvania.  Some potentially dangerous events are occurring.”

Not responding but slightly turning his head in the direction of the speaker and appearing to listen, the president continued to stare at the report before eventually responding in a quiet voice, “California comes first.  Those are the people that voted for me
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