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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my children and to my Mom,
who thought I might write a book someday, though this is probably
not what she had in mind.

 


 


 


Author’s Introduction

 


 


 


Don Quixote overdosed on the pulp fiction of his day
and took up a career in knight-errantry. This book is partly my
reaction to the constant churning of B Grade movies and books in
our culture, and partly a desire to impart a serious message. The
Samurai said we should treat light matters seriously, and serious
matters lightly. Hence, maybe my message, if there is one, could be
made more palatable by the fantastical nature of the story
line.

As we approach the latest end time deadline of The
Mayan Calendar, The Rapture crowd, The Cromwellian Millenarians, or
whoever has the current soap box today, I just had to add my voice
to the general cacophony. My world might end on the day I die, but
what matters is how parents treat their children, hence this book,
which I hope you enjoy if you read it.

 


 



Prologue:




 


 


It was the arctic winter of 1986, and
somewhere in the frozen vastness between upstate New York and
Canada, a wolf howled. The only lights within one hundred square
miles were from a few fenced in homes near an ice-covered lake.

Inside the compound, two women sat with a
newborn baby.

“The wolves are restless tonight,” observed
the older one, as she peered into the baby’s face. Her luminous
purple eyes appeared to fascinate the infant, who stared back at
her with rapt attention. “It’s as if they are celebrating her
birth.”

“Best security system in the world,”
responded the younger and much stockier woman gruffly. She too was
appraising the child. The wolf had broken a long silence.

“I’m so glad Alan was away on business. He
has a tendency to confuse things,” the younger one continued. “We
need to keep this kid as far away from him as possible.” She said
this as if it were cant, or manifest wisdom.

The older one stared at the child some more.
“What can we do? It’s his baby, Hulga. He’s going to want to see
her.”

Hulga looked angry. “He’s such an egoist.
When we tell him about all the prophetic signs surrounding this
one’s birth, he’s going to think it’s a tribute to him, don’t you
think, Isidra?”

Isidra answered in a low, soothing voice,
never removing her marvelous eyes from the baby’s face. “Oh, much
worse than that. Alan will never be content to be a mere harbinger.
He’s going to be jealous of this child. It’s why he must never know
who we suspect she is.”

Hulga frowned. “He’s bound to suspect
something. He can read the stars pretty well. I mean he’s not
stupid, whatever else he is.”

“You and I are the only people who know the
exact hour and time of this child’s birth,” Isidra answered
meaningfully, finally looking away from the baby and turning her
probing gaze to Hulga’s face. “Her poor fool of a mother hardly
knows where she is most of the time. It’s up to us to protect this
infant. Alan can teach her much. He was chosen for a reason, and we
need to respect it. I’m doing what I can to protect this child,
even as we speak.” She returned to staring at the baby’s face, who
at last had recovered from the ordeal of birth enough to sleep, it
seemed, finally closing her eyes as she clutched Isidra’s
finger.

 


 


 



Chapter One: Marie




 


 


Six months before she walked into the rehab,
Marie had spent the day hiking in the woods of The Endless
Mountains of Northeastern Pennsylvania with Frankie, her best
friend for the last five years. When the day had dwindled, they’d
decided to head home, but along the way had stopped by at The Brew
House, their neighborhood bar that had excellent steaks. A few of
their friends were always there. It was a good, homey place. What’s
more, Marie felt safe there. Safe. Her mind ground on that word
like a spent clutch failing to shift into gear, and that one word
alone could be why this mission was so vital to her.

Marie was not unreasonable. She did not
expect total security at all times, or feel entitled to it. No sane
person could live in this world and expect that. It was just events
in her early life in particular had made her especially
appreciative of the concept of a security oasis. She had spent her
childhood being backed into corners, living with lunatics who never
allowed her any place to retreat. Whether it was a doll she loved
or the most sacred rights of childhood, security had always been
something capable of being tossed into a garbage can at any moment.
So going out to The Brew House with some friends, some she knew
from martial arts and some she just knew, was much more important
to her than it might have been to someone who had not lived so much
of their life in fear. Marie refused to sit home and hide
anymore.

Maybe the text message had set her off? A
longtime friend had texted her that she might want to steer clear
of The Brew House tonight, as “The Creep” was there. If she and
Frankie hadn’t already decided to go, she would have just avoided
the place. If she hadn’t got the text message, she might have been
too shocked when she got there and saw The Creep to stay, and just
immediately left. However, knowing he was there, and would have
laughed if he knew she had avoided him galvanized her will. She had
walked in there prepared to do battle, she admitted to herself now.
She refused to be driven from yet another oasis by The Creep.

If she’d been thinking completely clearly,
she might have considered that her real bastion of defense was her
own self. Forgetting this might have been what compromised the
security of the people in her life who cared about her. In all
honesty, Marie knew that a certain measure of bravado had
influenced her decision to go. Frankie was a freewheeling,
confident girl, the type who easily combined her Mediterranean good
looks with a kind of humor and endearing charm, and Marie had been
unwilling to be perceived as being cowardly in front of her. Of
course, Marie should have been informed more by her vast life
experience with The Creep than her desire to impress a friend.

The Creep had no business slumming at a place
like The Brew House anyway. He had an excellent condo in Lower
Manhattan. He loathed the small Pennsylvania city of his origin,
and only returned there to prove what a big shot he’d become and to
torment the people unfortunate enough to have ever known him on his
way up. The fact that he was at The Brew House, a neighborhood
joint with a tiny following of blue-collar workers and the more
down to earth variety of student, indicated the weirdo had been
tracking Marie with private detectives again.

Just because you are paranoid, doesn’t mean
someone out there isn’t stalking you.

So, Marie had strode into The Brew House with
Frankie as if she had not a worry in the world, even though she had
felt physically ill in doing so. Seated in a corner of her favorite
bar, surrounded by loyal friends, she had felt protected and
strong. What had she been thinking about that night, before it all
got started? That the long nightmare of her soul had ended, and now
she could be free, untouchable? That an inheritance so freely given
to so many could finally be hers to possess--the right to believe
she could live in a positive world freely, and without fear? That
she had moved on?

Unfortunately, The Creep had not. Before too
long, he had made his presence obvious, playing loud death metal
tunes on the juke box and whirling around on a non-existent dance
floor with his latest “employee”, a hard looking woman who stared
at Marie with an unnerving coldness and self-assurance. Something
had seemed wrong, and Marie now knew what it had been. The Creep
and his worker had been too focused, as if they were working
through some kind of elaborate script. Marie should have understood
this then, but her anger had been clouding her judgment.

After a while, since Marie had refused to
acknowledge their existence in any way, the twosome had grown more
obtrusive. Whirling into Marie’s group, they managed to spill Marie
and Frankie’s drinks all over their jackets. Their laughter while
apologizing profusely had not helped Marie’s mood. Most of all she
resented Frankie getting dragged into this, knowing Frankie was
watching her as she was again assaulted by demons from her
childhood.

Staring at The Creep’s leering, drunken face
as he and his latest squeeze made snide remarks about how cheap it
would be to replace her and Frankie’s jackets had triggered
something deep in her subliminal memory. She hurled the contents of
her barely sipped pint of Yuengling in their faces, snuffing their
laughter and high spirits instantly. The woman had immediately
started to come at Marie, viciously holding up her painted claws
for all the world like The Wicked Witch of the West menacing
Dorothy. Marie had stood ready, and her friends had also
immediately risen to her defense as well.

Marie had lost her temper. She shouted at The
Creep, calling him a pedophile and a pervert, publicly denouncing
him in a way she had dreamed of doing all her life. The Creep had
acted calmly, which was completely out of character for him. He
firmly, yet gently, led his “employee” away.

This alone should have set off some warning
alarms in Marie’s mind, but again, the suddenness of the intrusion
and her already deep anger had clouded her reasoning ability. Maybe
The Creep had planned on this, made book on it. He knew her, after
all. Her nature wasn’t to sneak; her nature was to be direct.

One of the distressing aspects of human
talent is how often immoral people are blessed with it. The Creep
had made a career out of predicting how individuals would react in
given situations, and he was good at it. Marie had let her hatred
of The Creep blind her to his ability out of loathing. Big
mistake.

The pair had left, without even seeming
upset. Another warning sign ignored by Marie, since The Creep was
filled with rage even on his good days. Marie had been angry at
herself for months thinking about how many warnings she had been
oblivious to that night, but now her self-recriminations were
replaced by an eerie calm. She had stared through the prison
minibus windows as Pennsylvania rolled by with what could be termed
a completely impassive expression on her way to rehab.

The rest of the night had been a blur. They
had stayed late, and she had well exceeded her quota of alcohol,
which was okay because Frankie was her usual self--one of those
moderate drinkers who would have been perfectly competent behind
the wheel of a car even if she had overindulged, as she
infrequently did, as if she’d been born to drive a car. Marie had
wanted to leave, but couldn’t, because to get up and run home would
be to admit to herself how frightened and alone she felt, even
surrounded by loyal friends. She had for some reason, ridiculous to
her now, assumed the evening was mainly over, but of course it was
just getting started.

Donnie had left shortly before closing time,
but had returned only a few minutes later with news--The Creep and
his escort were waiting for them by Frankie’s car in the parking
lot.

When she had heard this, Marie felt a
backwash of emotion, the way you might feel right before a tsunami,
the perfect stillness of the moment when all the water has receded,
and the bones of ships and dead sailors lie uncovered in the
harbor. The ignored horror rising from the deep, exposed again.

All the group of young people could think of
doing was to walk out into the parking lot. Marie had never trusted
authority enough to consider involving the cops, and would have
felt silly asking anyone for help anyway. She had her friends with
her. In retrospect she would much rather have been alone.

The Creep’s tactic had first been one of
solicitude. He was worried about her. He’d heard she had been
drinking too much, and hanging around with all the wrong sorts of
people. His “employee”, now introduced as “Esther”, had begun
lecturing her about how kind and generous The Creep was and how he
loved Marie and wanted the best for her. Marie should apologize for
all the insane lies she was spreading about him. Didn’t Marie
realize how damaging such lies could be to such an important man’s
ability to advance and help the United States? Didn’t Marie realize
how desperately the Country needed a man of The Creep’s ability
right now?

Marie just pushed by them to the car. Esther
seized her by the arm and tried to spin her around.

“Apologize!” she shrieked. So intent was
Marie on ignoring them, at not giving The Creep the attention he so
desperately needed that she had not seen Esther’s fist coming at
the side of her head. She must have had a small rock or brass
knuckles clenched in her hand, because Marie was instantly floored,
covered in blood. The whole world had lit up for a second.

“Apologize you little dyke!” The fist rose
and fell on Marie’s prone body. Esther got down on the pavement,
grabbed Marie’s hair, and literally started pounding her face on
the concrete. Marie’s friends immediately starting pulling Esther
off her, though in shock at what was happening. Incredibly, The
Creep had pulled a gun out of a shoulder holster. Marie had known
he sometimes carried, but it was uncharacteristic for him to get
his own hands dirty in such encounters. What the hell was he doing
this for? she remembered thinking, just before she blacked out. He
leveled the barrel at her small group of friends, college students
and kids who’d watched too many Bruce Lee films. They had never
encountered pure evil before, unmitigated hate. Doing something she
knew would haunt them for the rest of their lives, they backed off
from the gun and the madman behind it. Of course, from a safe
distance they had pulled out cell phones and called the cops. She
was told all this later, since she had been unconscious. She was
totally unaware, even of Esther bouncing her face off the parking
lot until it was raw meat.

Eventually, it ended. Esther rose, and turned
over Marie’s body, looking at her face.

“Oh my God,” she said, or at least that’s
what Frankie later said she said. Her tone had been hard to read,
Frankie added. It could have been a moment’s remorse, or
compassion. It might have been an expression of satisfaction at a
job well done. Whatever her feelings, she and The Creep had jumped
into his Mercedes and peeled off, leaving Marie lying face down in
the parking lot as her friends came to her assistance.

Six months and a lot of reconstructive
surgery had produced miraculous results. Her face had been truly
ghastly that night, but though the human face bleeds and bruises
easily, it often recovers quickly too, especially with decent
medical care. Her nose would always be slightly crooked, like a
boxer’s. It could have been much worse, she was told.

Her part time job at the hospital had served
her well in this instance, as some of the doctors there provided
her with much better care than her health insurance called for. She
was grateful to them for this, especially as she and her friends
had been arrested that night. Esther and The Creep had preemptively
called the cops and said Marie and her friends had assaulted them
in the parking lot. Some additional charges such as public
drunkenness and disturbing the peace had been tacked on as well.
One of her friends, Donnie, had a bowl and a small amount of
marijuana in his pocket, and he was actually looking at jail time
on some trumped-up charges. He’d been in trouble for some piddling
scuffles before, but a record is a record, and a good excuse for
The System to throw the book if they decide they want you for some
reason.

The county jail had been right next to the
hospital, so her doctor friends hadn’t been too inconvenienced, but
it was humiliating to have to go for appointments with people she
had worked with while shackled and with armed guards.

Marie herself had been offered two
choices--one year in jail and three years’ probation, or one
successfully completed rehab and one year probation. She had chosen
rehab because it would be easier to break out of to do what she had
to do, or barring that, it was the fastest way to get the freedom
to do what she had to do. Again, the cushy deal alone should have
set off warning bells but she had figured The Creep and his cronies
were trying to sweep everything under the rug to avoid a trial and
any resulting publicity.

Of the four people she had been with that
night, Donnie had already recanted his initial version of the
events, and appeared ready to perjure himself in any upcoming
criminal trials. He was an Apprentice Pipefitter who had studied
karate with her. He’d quit karate since that night, and spent a lot
of time drinking alone. If he did happen to see Marie in passing,
he was unable to speak to her or look her in the eye.

At first, Todd and Janey had seemed like they
would be with her to the bitter end, but a couple of weeks ago,
Frankie had told her Todd had said somebody had been leaving
threatening messages on his phone, and Janey’s mom had been put
into the hospital after somebody tried to run her off the road.
They had also recanted, she had heard through her lawyer.

Frankie had had some problems with
shoplifting and pills years before, so she had a record, though not
a serious one. It was enough to make her testimony at least
slightly questionable, and enough to threaten her with second
offense jail time. Recently, Frankie had written her and said a
long-lost relative had left her some money in his will, and she was
leaving for California to start looking for work.

All things taken into consideration, Marie
thought, the price for a steak and a couple of beers with her
friends was way too high.

Compounding all this was the fact that The
Creep was involved personally and financially with a lot of
high-ranking courthouse types in Marie’s home county, a county
famous for scandals and corruption. Just recently, mobbed up judges
had conspired to send local juvenile offenders convicted of petty
offenses to hardcore juvenile detention centers designed for kids
who had committed adult crimes, but could not be legally sent to
adult prison because of their youth. For doing this, the judges
were given millions of dollars in kickbacks by the owners of these
facilities. Some of the local kids had committed suicide after
being abused by more hardened kids in for crimes like rape and
murder. This was the tip of the iceberg for corruption in this
former coal mining nexus.

Marie felt sorry for all her friends, and had
absolutely no anger towards them. Her only regret was The Creep had
besmirched their world with his presence. She understood how they
felt. We go through our whole lives, reading about evil, and
watching shows about it on television, and one day it waves a gun
in your face in a parking lot and you are totally unprepared for
its visceral existence.

It’s been written that Satan’s greatest
achievement has been convincing the world that he does not exist.
Unlike Marie, her friends had never met The Creep before. The Creep
had always had a special aptitude for opening up the maw of hell
and giving a guided tour. Marie was still puzzled though. Why was
The Creep so heavily vested in destroying her? It had been
uncharacteristic of him to use up so many owed favors just to screw
up her life again. He just didn’t care enough to do it out of
malice, and the whole episode could potentially make him look bad.
Also, he had signed off on the plea agreement, after he had pushed
for a maximum sentence for her. His only condition had been that
Marie had to complete a program at a rehab for drug addicts and
alcoholics at a facility of his choice. He’d pay, he said, but she
had to complete this specific program before he’d drop the charges.
There was a mystery here, a mystery Marie needed to solve for the
sake of her physical and emotional well-being.

There was another thing that needed to be
resolved as well. Marie was a good looking lady and she knew this.
She was not under any illusions--she would probably never have been
asked to be on the cover of fashion magazines even if she had never
had to have plastic surgery, but that didn’t even matter. She was a
girl, and The Creep and his whatever she was needed to learn that
there were serious ramifications to cutting Marie’s face.

 


 


 



Chapter Two: Rehab




 


 


His neck still bruised and swollen from his
latest suicide attempt, David strolled amiably through the entrance
of the rehab.

There was something frustrating to David
about the concept of a failed suicide attempt. Suicide itself was
such an acknowledgement of failure. Did not the concept of a failed
attempt constitute an almost double failure? Or was it more like a
double negative which turned into a positive?

However you looked at it, while a successful
suicide attempt was a resume killer, at least it pointed towards
some competence and conviction on the part of the suicidee. A
failed attempt was like the beginning of a bad joke.

David had some bad memories that ambushed him
a lot whenever he’d managed to put together a couple of
non-pathological months, or weeks, or lately, hours. He couldn’t
focus on a solution anymore, and didn’t know if there ever really
had been one. Oblivion was becoming less of a viable option, since
he was starting to become a danger to others when he drank.
Non-existence seemed like a workable alternative, but he’d had some
trouble in closing the deal. Truthfully, he’d had some incredibly
bad luck in this regard. For the life of him, he couldn’t
understand why that prison guard had walked by at that moment. He
hadn’t been scheduled to go around for another twenty minutes, and
David had really only required another five, realistically, to
guarantee success.

After the guard cut him down, he’d been
visited by a psychologist who had asked him a bunch of questions
and asked him if he wanted to go to a special rehab for alcoholics
and drug addicts with “additional problems” such as David had. If
he did it, he could avoid more jail time for his most recent foul
up, which had involved David driving into a telephone pole near a
school house at ten in the morning. It could have been a school bus
full of kids for all David had known. He was looking at some real
time, though when you’re suicidal, it’s not much of a
deterrent.

David chose rehab over prison for two
reasons. First, he felt he was starting to get the hang of offing
himself. Given enough freedom and opportunity he would eventually
get it right, and it seemed like rehab would provide a better
opportunity. Second, although David was certainly nothing to rave
about physically, some of the other inmates were starting to make
him nervous. Whatever David had done, he didn’t think he deserved
the indignity of jailhouse rape for his sins.

In retrospect, it seems ironic he chose as he
did. Of course, David had no way of knowing about the new Homeland
Security provisions which had been passed in top secrecy even as he
waited in the holding cell for transport to the drunk farm,
provisions which didn’t exactly stress David’s personal dignity
either.

In retrospect, it seems almost rational. The
Government had at some point to accept the fact that it had acted
incompetently during the various crises confronting it, and needed
to take drastic measures to rectify all mistakes. By chance, David
was one of the people who got to be in group alpha for the new plan
for rectification.

Lucky him.

So, when David got to rehab, it wasn’t all
sweetness and light and sobriety tips. After a couple of days of
orientation, the first and only full group therapy session
consisted of the typical stereotype of such proceedings, a circle
of chairs with others like him facing each other. Introductions
were made. Still bleary from a long ride through the Pennsylvania
wilderness and several weeks of sleeplessness caused by anxiety and
an extremely uncomfortable bed in lockup, David was only dimly
aware of the others. It’s almost funny, if you think about it.
These would be the most important people in his life over the
coming days. Almost every relationship he had ever had or ever
would have would pale in comparison to the one he would have with
some of the people sitting around him.

One of the recent rule changes had been to
deny bail to everyone, for every offense, unless they could post an
exorbitant amount of Pill Alpha as collateral, since The
Pill had become the new de facto currency since all paper
currency had essentially collapsed. Since David had never desired
The Pill and had none, he had spent the eight months sitting in a
small cell with Nevermore even before he got convicted, sentenced
and transferred to an actual prison. He had been cut off from all
news of the world, except that which filtered through the county
lockup’s grapevine, which was so outlandish it couldn’t possibly be
true. Once he got to prison, all the movies he had seen prior to
that experience convinced him the other inmates were just trying to
scare him with fake news from the outside world for some diabolical
reasons of their own. He may have actually succeeded in convincing
himself of this. The Human Mind is quite good at creating a buffer
zone of denial if reality becomes too onerous.

So he’d been in rehab for two days, getting
to know the basic rules of the place. There was free time where you
talked with other patients or read the literature. It was a really
isolated facility, lost up in the mountains of Northeastern
Pennsylvania, but people were from all over the East Coast.

It was on his first Friday night there when
they’d had the big sober jamboree. This was when everybody got into
one big group that was like a big group therapy session. They were
also supposed to meet some of the counselors who had thus far been
absent from the smaller groups.

The past few days had been a blur to David,
but as the patients sat in the darkened circle, some names and
faces did register, and he fumblingly tried to understand them.

There was Gwen, a young married alcoholic
with some kind of weird kidney disease. She didn’t drink much, but
what she did drink was killing her because her body couldn’t
process it. She was pretty. She seemed the sort of person who would
drift from distraction to distraction, forestalling the loathed
moment of recognition of her true despondency. She lacked the
ability to live in a moment, purely for what it was, and it was
killing her.

Al was an extremely nervous heroin addict
from Brooklyn. He would look very intently at each person once, and
then look away forever, seemingly. Like David, he seemed to be
there to avoid doing serious time. He seemed genuinely afraid to
speak, which at the time was chalked up to self-consciousness,
mainly. He took every smoke break allowed, and spoke to absolutely
no one beyond the most minimal necessity.

Charlie was this very plausible person who on
closer inspection went from mystical spirit guide to spoiled rich
kid. He was playing everybody, himself most of all. He had been to
fifteen rehabs, and really did qualify as an expert on drug and
alcohol treatment centers around the world. The one in Hawaii
sounded incredible. David wondered what it was like to walk on a
beach with black sand on it.

Charlene was a black woman from Atlantic City
who looked scarred, emotionally and physically. Her smile showed
what ravages the world can perpetrate on a decent soul. At one
time, she would have been the most beautiful woman in the room.

Joe was from Staten Island. He had gotten
some time off on an armed robbery sentence by agreeing to do rehab.
He had the very tough mannerisms of a person who has had an
extremely hard time in prison and is terrified of anyone knowing
it. In civilian life he had worked on a garbage truck and smoked
crack. In his voice, the way it cracked and strained at key
moments, you could hear the price Joe had paid in suffering for
having a conscience.

Gregor was from Russia, and worked for his
family business in New Jersey, driving a truck, he said. He had
some problems with coke, from what he said.

Marie was a Pennsylvania girl, from some rust
belt city about fifty miles away. She also looked as if she had
recently been beaten up pretty badly. Anger was just one of the
emotions emanating from her psyche, but it seemed to be the most
dominant one at that moment. Even with bandages on her face, you
could tell Marie was beautiful. She spent most of her free time
reading. She had tried playing chess, one of the activities
encouraged by this rehab, but she had beaten anyone willing to play
so badly she had either become too bored to continue or had run out
of victims. She’d been locked up for assault for the last six
months, and had been specially selected for early release upon
successful completion of this program.

The other Marie (there were two) was a soft
spoken Italian girl from New Jersey someplace. Her boyfriend had
got her mixed up with hard drugs, and her family was trying to fix
her and break up the relationship in one stroke by sending her to
rehab. By some quirk of fate, this Marie had the same general build
and body type as the other Marie as well, and the same general hair
color and style too. This chance resemblance eventually resulted in
a classic case where knowing what God’s Perspective was might have
been really educational.

Dwight was a well-spoken, affable, and
charming young man of mixed Latino and African American race from
South Philadelphia. He was heavily involved in all the discussions,
and seemed completely earnest and sincere, asking intelligent and
thought-provoking questions about the underlying philosophy of
sobriety and the history of Alcoholics Anonymous in general. More
than once, he mentioned his gratitude, because he honestly seemed
to think that by going to rehab he had thwarted imminent death.

Navni was in his fifties, from India
apparently. He played chess assiduously, and horribly, except on
one occasion when Gregor had started taunting him mercilessly about
how bad he was. Navni had then proceeded to wipe the floor with
Gregor in three straight games, and had then left the room.
Supposedly, according to rumor, he had run through the town he was
living in his underwear shooting a pistol at nothing in particular.
He was pleading “wet brain”, or alcoholic dementia, for his court
case. At his core was a sort of despair.

Keisha was a young blond girl from one of
those fortress neighborhoods in the Bronx left over from the days
before the Cross Bronx Expressway leveled such a large swath of
that borough. If you aren’t from where she was from, it would be
impossible to understand her, probably. On some levels, she was
keenly mindful of the feelings of others, and her social morality
was complex, imposing upon her a rigorous code of conduct. At odds
with her finer sensibilities, which arose from her culture and her
own nature, was her response to a society which would label someone
from her background as “Ghetto Booty”. She played that role when
she felt there was some expedience in appearing simplistic.

Dante, a late arrival, was a large black man
in his early twenties. He was addicted to crack cocaine, and wanted
to quit, but whether he could or not seemed like anyone’s guess. He
was complex in a frightening way--if psychotherapy or some other
analytical tool had been used to break down his defenses, one
wonders if he could have ever functioned again. He was wrapped so
tight unwrapping him might have destroyed him.

The introductions went around the darkened
room, and had almost been completed when, suddenly, the lights came
on. A tall, thin, almost graceful black man entered the large room
and sat in the only vacant chair. He was extremely well dressed, as
if he had just returned from some rarefied dinner party to grace
this relatively unkempt group with his presence. He waited,
patiently, for the last of the introductions to be completed,
looking around the room, and when he looked at David, for a moment
his eyes literally seemed to twinkle, though he immediately looked
away. He then folded his hands and rolled his eyes toward the
ceiling, as if gathering himself. Later, David remembered thinking
that this would be the most interesting part of the show. He was
right.

“My name is Gerard. I am an alcoholic, a
user, a pimp, a junkie, a thief, and a murderer,” the counselor
began, after a suitable hush had fallen over the group.

“You know, as I listen to you and look at
you, I can’t help but think of my own experience at rehab. I would
say first experience, but that would imply that there had been a
second time. There hasn’t been. I am one of the few who got sober
on the first attempt.

"As I look around this room, I see a lot of
people who will be dead within at least a few years, probably even
sooner. I know some of you don’t believe me, but it’s a harsh
reality. A month ago, I gave this same speech to a group a lot like
this one. In just that span of time, one of them committed suicide,
and two overdosed. They left treatment. This is a very frustrating
job, and I’m starting to get tired of it.”

The man paused, and waited for a long moment
before proceeding.

“Now, out of respect, I am willing to grant
that every one of you means well, and has the best of intentions.
This disease we have, though, the disease of Alcoholism, is
cunning, baffling, and powerful. I wonder how many of you, if any
of you, will be where I’m sitting in twenty years. You see, for me
it was a matter of Life and Death. If I kept using, then I would
have had to continue the same behaviors. Continuing these same
behaviors would have led to a speedy death for me. I was pissing
off the wrong kinds of people, and not just that, my disease had
progressed to the point where I was liable to just overdose one
day, intentionally or unintentionally. I was faced with the
Existential Question.” At this point he paused and looked right at
and through David. “I chose Life.”

“How many of you will choose Life? How many
will choose Death? What if I were to tell you that these are not
just rhetorical questions? I do not mean choose Life or Death next
year or in five years, or next week. I am talking about tonight.
Right now, and over the next several days, you must answer The
Existential Dilemma for yourself.”

David was beginning to enjoy rehab. This kind
of thing was quite entertaining, and was actually doing him some
good, he thought. David also appreciated the fact that Gerard
wasn’t dumbing it down much, if at all, though that fact alone
should have set off some alarm bells for him.

“Which one of you wants to live?” He looked
around the room as people nodded and murmured their assents. ”Which
one of you wants to be the one who stays sober?” Again, nods,
assents.

“Statistically, not all of you will. Whether
you know this or not, most of you will revert to old habits after
leaving here and relapse. Your quality of life will suffer. You
will not be useful members of Society; in fact you will even be
detrimental to it. These are the hard facts. Still harder is the
fact that our planet has rapidly dwindling resources. You all know
about Pill Alpha and Pill G.” Gerard paused, briefly.
“How much do you all know about the events occurring, as we speak,
in the external world? How much do you know about Pill G
Psychosis going viral out there? As of right now, armed troops
are patrolling between here and New York City, shooting all
afflicted individuals on sight. There are millions of these poor
creatures. Each one at one time a fully functional person with a
soul such as yourself, now just drooling maniacs who would
literally feast upon the bodies of their parents while still living
if they could catch them.

"As you look around at each other, we need to
realize that we are blessed, that I am blessed. You see, I have
grown weary of watching my friends and charges such as yourselves
die. Very few of you have any real sense of your danger. You stand
to lose your only real possession, your lives, but have no
conception of the magnitude of this loss. The United States
Government has recognized this problem, and in their wisdom, has
designated The Department of Homeland Security to attempt to solve
it.”

“Provision 3313”, said Gerard slowly,
looking around the room with great sadness, “is your only hope.
Many of my co-workers here disagree with this, many do not
understand. In fact, almost all of them disagree with it. Not me,
though. I understood instantly. I have everything, money, a
beautiful woman, a magnificent automobile. I live in a mansion. You
know what though? I always had those things, even when I was using.
What I lacked then was an appreciation for the gift of life.
Provision 3313 will give all of you that gift, the most
precious treasure imaginable. Each of you will be given a survival
pack. Each of you will be released, to find your way to a selected
destination. Each of you will attempt to achieve goals, both
personal and team, which by accomplishing will teach you the value
of your life. You will wear monitoring and communication devices
which will enable you to keep up with and communicate with a base
of operations. The difficulty will consist of the mission itself,
which will pass through large swathes of area completely dominated
by people afflicted with Pill G Psychosis.”

His pronouncements were greeted with chilling
silence. This was not a man who inspired sarcasm, in fact, his was
one of those commanding presences that instilled belief. Still,
from the puzzled looks on people’s faces, it seemed there was some
kind of assumption this was a rehab head game of some sort. Marie,
the beautiful young woman with the bandaged face raised her hand.
Gerard nodded assent.

She began, “Could I ask a brief questi…” but
was abruptly cut off by Gerard.

“Who are you?”

“I am Marie, and I’m an alcoholic. Could I
please go to the bathroom?”

Gerard smiled a little, genuinely amused.
“Could you hold it in for just a little more Marie? I promise this
won’t be much longer.”

Gerard began again. “When you leave this
building, you will be in teams. Each team will be given both team
and personal objectives, as mentioned already. Some of the personal
objectives will remain just that, personal, as they won’t directly
concern your teammates at all or at least not until much later in
this exercise. This building has been heavily fortified with
security, and you won’t be allowed back here until all assignments
are completed. We are designed to accommodate all kinds of people
here, and since some of you are assumed to be flight risks anyway,
the measures we have taken to insure you stay serve equally well in
preventing your return.”

Keisha raised her hand. “Hi, I’m Keisha, and
I’m addicted to heroin. Are you really going to let us go or are
you just testing us to see if we want to go?” Keisha seemed knowing
beyond her years, and perhaps, if cynicism is wisdom, then she
would be considered wise as well.

“We are letting you go. The situation out
there has deteriorated rapidly in the last 48 hours, which would
have been right around the time you all checked in. Pill G
Psychos are roaming around everywhere. Civil unrest among those
unafflicted is skyrocketing. It is a dangerous world out there. You
would be well served to be on your guard and take this
seriously.”

Dante raised his hand. Gerard nodded. The man
began, “I’m Dante, what if we don’t want to go?”

Gerard stared at him. For the first time,
there was a fracture in his amicable exterior. Quite slowly, he
asked “Who are you?” There was a genuine note of a question
underlying a question.

Dante paused briefly. “Like I said, I’m
Dante, and yes, I am addicted to crack. What if we don’t want to
go?”

Gerard’s amiability returned. “Then you will
be unhappy leaving.”

Gerard opened his suit jacket, revealing a
weapon. “Look, this is a Glock with an extended magazine. I have 31
rounds in this, and I have two more magazines in my pocket. There
are some Homeland Security operatives right outside the door, and
if they think they need to come in, believe me, they will. I
volunteered to come in here myself and break this down for you in a
reasonable manner, and they consented. Believe this or not, but I
respect and care about each and every one of you. I felt I owed you
this brief little session out of politeness. I mean, why make this
more unpleasant than necessary?”

The reasonability of his tone seemed to
resonate more with the group than browbeating them might have. This
group was inured to verbal abuse, but the novelty of this appeal to
their civil natures caught them off guard, and for the first time
some of them seemed to start taking Gerard seriously.

“What purpose….I’m Bridget, and I’m an
alcoholic,” a red haired woman in her late forties stammered.
“What…what purpose will this serve?”

“As I said before, you need to learn to
appreciate the gift of your lives. Another and more practical
purpose of this is simple. All of you are human, and therefore
weak. Many people can identify with you. As you proceed on your
missions, your monitoring equipment will record your words and
deeds. This will be played on the Internet and on television for
the millions of people who will be living under quarantine until
this crisis is resolved. In short, you will now be reality TV
stars. You are all going to set an example for the entire nation.
Just what kind of example you choose to set is up to you. If there
are no further questions, your survival packs with your mission
assignments will be distributed now. If you cooperate, you will be
bused out in a relatively safe manner. If you don’t, you will be
released directly outside the gate, where several hundred Pill
G Psychos have congregated in the last few hours.

"Now, I am going to begin announcing your
teams. Remember, each member of your team is a vital component of
your overall success. If even one of you declines, this will weaken
your team’s chances significantly. However, I can tell you this. If
you do complete the overall tasks, you will be well rewarded, not
just with enough to last a hundred years and cash awards totaling
one million credits in gold, but most importantly, Sobriety. You
will achieve mastery of your own life. You will master your own
will. I can promise you this.”

The door opened, and a beautiful and exotic
looking woman came in smiling. Behind her were two large men in
Homeland Security uniforms dragging large suit racks with satchels
suspended from them.

“Hi, I am Amiko, and I am here to assist Mr.
Gerard as much as possible. Please excuse my accent. I have only
recently moved here from my former home in Japan. Until the last
several years, I was just like all of you. I lived only for drugs
and alcohol. I sold my body for them.” Her smile was unchanging,
and her eyes were filled with a mysterious joy. “After the recent
events in Japan, I embarked on a program much like the one you are
about to participate in. Since I survived my ordeal, which was
admittedly much less structured than this one, I have been joyous,
happy, and free, and have also been drug and alcohol free for two
years this Monday.” She paused slightly, as if expecting something,
and seemed mollified to hear scattered clapping, a confused and
tepid round of applause, which she enthusiastically joined in
herself.

“I am here to tell you, this program works.
When I announce your names and team designation, please join up at
the front. Each team will then proceed to their own mini-bus. This
will be the team bus. You would do well to pick a designated driver
as your initial task. There will be four teams of five recovering
alcoholics each. The first team to complete their mission wins. If
you win, you will have a hundred years to savor the victory, at
least. If you lose, you won’t have to worry anymore. Please excuse
the names we have labeled the teams with. We are trying to make it
more appealing to television audiences.” Amiko raised both hands in
an attitude of surrender. “Marketers! What can you do?” She seemed
sincerely apologetic. “To begin--The Celtic Team. Bridget, come on
down!”

Very slowly, Bridget got up. “Hurry, Bridget.
The faster you get going, the better your chances of success.”

Bridget stood uncertainly at the front of the
room. “What beautiful red hair you have. If she gets sober she will
get all of her looks back, don’t you think so, Mr. Gerard?” Amiko
wanted to know.

Gerard nodded agreement. “Oh, most
definitely.”

Bridget did not seem certain how to respond
to this.

“Al, come on down.” The heroin addict from
Brooklyn moved quickly to the front. His face was unreadable. Amiko
merely looked at him, a friendly light shining in her eyes.

“Keisha. You’re up, girlfriend.” Keisha
shuffled up bemusedly. She too was unreadable.

“Now Gregor.” The intense glasses wearing
alcoholic/addict arose.

“Now we need one more for the Celtic Team.
David, please join the group.” She smiled at David. David did not
smile back, but neither did he frown. He rose and joined the other
four.

“Now, remember this. If you cooperate, we
will try to help you all the way. We will keep on passing valuable
information to you, and will assist where possible. If you don’t
cooperate, you will be abandoned.” Amiko made a sad face. “This
group doesn’t have very many friends left in the world, so I
suggest you don’t alienate the few remaining.” Amiko paused, as if
receiving some subtle signal. “There are actually 21 alcoholics
here today, which means one group will get a wild card to make them
six. Dante, you might as well join this group. Dante was a late
arrival, and we have no substantive personal goals for him. We are
adding him to The Celtics because it is easiest to incorporate him
into their plans. So come on Dante.”

Dante did not move. Slowly, and with great
feeling, he said, “I absolutely hate The Celtics.” Both Gerard and
Amiko burst out laughing, and even some of the alcoholics/addicts
smiled. “It’s just a name, Dante, go on up and join the group.”
Gerard was smiling, but the Glock was suddenly in his hand. Amiko
casually reached into her jacket as well, but her hand did not
emerge. For a moment, she looked like a Japanese Napoleon.

Dante looked around the room. Nobody returned
his gaze. He frowned and got up. He proceeded to the front, and The
Celtics left the room.

 


 


 



Chapter Three: The Celtics


 


 


Two Homeland Security agents in full body
armor and carrying machine guns met The Celtics at the door.
Several more waited in attendance. The group walked down some
stairs and then to the corner of a large gymnasium. A garage with
four mini-buses awaited them. About twenty Homeland Security agents
were inside, clustered around the entrance of the nearest bus.

“When we open the door, you will drive out to
the entrance and wait at the first gate. This is like an airlock
system. You will go through the first gate, drive through, and when
the first gate closes behind you, you will then proceed out the
second gate when it then opens. Any questions?” The Celtics looked
confused more than anything. “Who is driving?” The Homeland
Security operative was waiting, pen poised, and clipboard in hand.
There was a pause, and Gregor said, “I shall.”

“You shall not, Mr. Magoo. I’m not trusting
my safety to a blind person. If anybody is driving, it’s going to
be me,” said Dante, apparently recovered from the unpleasantry of
Gerard pulling a gun on him.

Gregor snapped, “I drive a delivery van for
my uncle for years. I am expert.”

“I am expert too,” Dante said mockingly.
“I’ve been driving since I was twelve, often in high speed chases.
Seriously, just let me drive out of here, this is going to be
rough.” The two men stared at each other, and Gregor grudgingly
surrendered. The group piled into the small bus. Gregor sat in the
very front. Bridget and Keisha sat behind them, and David shuffled
into the back. Al was already there, next to the emergency exit. He
said nothing, and David responded in kind.

The Homeland soldier stood at the entrance.
“One more thing, you do know how to use GPS right?”

Bridget piped up. “Of course."

“Great, the bus is equipped with it. If you
need instructions, there are some in your satchels. Move out as
soon as I give the signal. Shut and bolt the door right away.”

Immediately, he backed off. Dante started the
bus, and pulled the lever that shut the door. Gregor frowned, and
then slid a heavy steel bolt across the door. He seemed puzzled.
The garage gate rolled open, and the Homeland soldier screamed for
them to drive to the first gate. As soon as the garage door closed
behind them, the first gate slid back. Dante eased the bus through
to the entrance of the second gate. A voice from the radio speakers
suddenly sounded. It was the Homeland soldier. “Drive out fast when
the second gate opens, on my command. Don’t stop, get on the road
for a few miles and you should be able to get your bearings. Your
goals are in your satchels. You can accomplish them in any manner
you like.”

The second gate was massive, a metal
structure that must have weighed several tons. The Celtic Team
members gasped collectively as they noticed the area around Gate
Two. Dead bodies were strewn over the ground. As it slowly rolled
open, a wall of Pill G Psychos began running in. Their
savage appearance was a shock to everyone on the bus. They looked
like people suspended in the most intense moment of rage
imaginable. The Celtics experienced a kind of group sensation of
suspension of reality. Perhaps it was the shock of seeing media
reports proving to be accurate and not just sensational fear
mongering. If anything, the danger appeared to have been
understated.

When the gate had opened enough, the radio
blared the command to proceed. Dante gunned the small bus as hard
as he could and popped the clutch out of the gate at the highest
possible speed, enabling them to plow through the compact mob of
Psychos at the Gate. The bus jounced harshly as Psychos were run
down under the tires. Several Psychos had already begun climbing
onto the exterior of the bus as others tried to smash the metal
grills protecting the windows or wrench open the door. As Dante
peeled out he swerved hard all over the road trying to knock
Psychos off. As the gates closed behind them, the sound of loud
automatic weapons fire was heard behind them. The guards must have
been pulverizing every Psycho who had run into the area between
Gate 1 and Gate 2.

For a moment, the bus had seemed as if the
sheer weight of the Psychos under the tires would bog them down,
but Dante’s aggressive move had saved them. Acknowledging this,
Gregor said quietly, “Good job.”

After a moment, Dante responded.
“Thanks.”

The entire group was subdued. After a long
moment, Keisha broke the silence. “What the fuck was that?”

Gregor responded. “I have only heard some
rumors, but ever since that comet passed the Earth so closely last
week, the Pill G Psychos have been getting way crazy, and
there are suddenly a lot more of them. I have…read some things on
the Internet. I haven’t been outside in two weeks. My Uncle...He
had put me in kind of house arrest until he could get me in rehab.
I steal money from him, from his business, for cocaine. He said I
had to go to rehab or he would send people to collect money from
me.”

Keisha seemed puzzled by this, but proceeded.
“Well, what did you hear?”

Al spoke up for the first time, from the
darkness in the back of the bus. “The comet story is just a rumor,
I heard.”

Gregor seemed startled, but answered
cautiously. “Yeah, probably. I have actually heard very little.
Very little. Basically what I just told you. There were some videos
on YouTube about it, but they were taken down before I got a chance
to see them. My cousin Yakhov emailed me about it, but I haven’t
heard from him in days.” Gregor seemed more guarded and hesitating
than was characteristic for him, and more uncertain as a result.
“Whatever is going on, if that wasn’t staged to try to scare us, it
is getting a whole lot worse and fast.”

The bus sped on as fast as it could go. Dante
seemed intent on driving. Silence reigned until Bridget opened up
her satchel and started looking through it. The others followed
suit. The satchels contained two pounds of trail mix, water, a
Swiss Army knife, one hundred Pill Alpha credits for money,
and a sealed booklet of instructions, which everyone opened except
for Dante.

“Read your instructions, and when you’re done
take the wheel for a while so I can read mine,” Dante told Gregor,
who nodded absently as he read his booklet.

David’s personal instructions seemed
infuriatingly nonsensical to him at that moment, and weren’t of
immediate import. The group goals were more accessible though, and
they were the same for all six Celtics. The instructions were not
to discuss their personal goals, and none of them did so at that
time.

Bridget began to read the team goals aloud.
“One--Proceed to New York City. Go to The Cloisters Museum. Return
to rehab. In doing this, you will all be able to fulfill your
personal goals, and so complete the exercise.”

Bridget stopped and looked around. “Do any of
these goals make sense to anyone?” Her statement was greeted
blankly. Nobody wanted to discuss their personal goals.

Dante swung the bus over to the side of the
road. He rifled through his satchel, and pulled out his booklet,
tearing it open. He read for a few minutes. “I have no personal
goals.” It was true; the section of his instructions which would
have contained them was blank, as he showed the group.

“They did say you were a late addition,”
Keisha speculated. “Maybe they just didn’t have time to think of
any?” Nobody responded, as suddenly, in the headlights of the bus,
human figures emerged from the fog, running frantically towards the
bus, yelling for help. Dante put on his high beams.

“Help! Help us please.” The voices could be
heard distinctly through the bus’s thick glass. Nobody moved. The
people pounded on the door, clearly in terror. More running figures
emerged from the gloom, but these people weren’t screaming. They
ran silently towards the bus, and their approach drove the figures
at the door into hysterics.

“Let them in,” Gregor said quietly.

“Fuck that,” said Keisha. “How do we know
they are not Psychos?”

“They aren’t.” Gregor sounded adamant as he
pulled back the bolt. “Psychos never talk.” The people began to
pile into the bus.

“Make this quick,” Gregor snapped, looking
nervously at the advancing horde. As he began to shut the door, a
Psycho materialized from nowhere and began blocking the door as
Gregor tried to close it.

“He must have come right from the roadside,”
Gregor exclaimed.

“Hell no, man. He was on the roof since
rehab. I never shook him.” Dante took the bolt and slammed the
Psycho in the head with it, and jammed the door shut in the next
instant. Immediately, he was behind the wheel again, driving
directly into the advancing crowd.

The three young people who had boarded the
bus collapsed into their seats. Exhaustion and panic seemed to
overtake them, catching them as soon as they stopped running. For
several minutes, the three seemed incapable of speech. The bus sped
past the RV, which had all its doors open with the light from
inside spilling onto the blood stained highway as the Psychos
swarmed the interior. The girl and the younger male began crying,
burying their faces in their hands. Apparently, this had been their
family’s recreational vehicle. It was packed as if bound for The
North Pole. The brief glimpse provided betrayed the fact that
something ghastly had occurred there recently. The Team members
tacitly said nothing for a while. The story was plain to read
without elaboration.

Finally Bridget spoke, her voice sounding
unnaturally strained. “Well, what’s the plan, Stan?” She seemed to
address nobody in particular. “I mean, what’s next? What are you
all going to do?” Nobody answered. “It looks bad out here. I admit
I drink way too much, and my husband and children are just about
done with me, but I signed up for rehab, not some kind of Scavenger
hunt through Psychoville. I know some of you are facing jail time
if you quit, but before we even left rehab I decided my personal
goal was to haul ass as far away from Gerard and Amiko as possible.
I know crazy, I’ve known it all my life, and believe me, those two
are crazier than shithouse rats.”

Again, nobody responded. Seemingly undaunted,
Bridget proceeded. “I mean, this is nothing personal, but when it’s
convenient, I plan on bailing. Homeland Security was out of its
mind to recruit us.”

Everyone in the bus was listening intently
now, and she sensed this, and was encouraged by it. “I mean, what
am I missing? True, the Psychos have definitely amped it up, maybe
just locally, maybe not. What do we win anyway, Pills for a hundred
years? Is running for our lives going to make me stop drinking?
Maybe I could just become an adrenaline junkie.” She cracked a
small smile.

“Give me your personal goals before you go.
I’m playing this out.” Dante’s voice emerged from behind the wheel.
Gregor nodded agreement. “My uncle, he says he’ll kill me if I
don’t finish rehab. Literally kill me, Russian style too.”

Keisha spoke up. “I’m going as far as the
Bronx, so I’m sticking at this point.”

Al and David in the back said nothing. The
others just assumed that they would lie due to their legal status.
They were right too; the smart move for them was to play this
pretty close to the vest, and then run at the first opportunity.
However, David was kind of keen to go, believe it or not. This
whole thing was extremely entertaining, especially when compared to
a jail cell. Plus, he liked the company. Being around alcoholics
and drug addicts was relaxing, he was finding. Naturally pretty
selfish people, they were so focused on themselves, especially in a
crisis, they weren’t especially interested in pestering him.

 


David had always enjoyed being around people,
but mainly as an observer. The outcome of the trip was unimportant
to him, really. He was a philosopher, which means that compared to
the age of the universe, he had a tendency to think the human
condition was of fleeting temporal importance. He did understand
why others lacked his perspective, since there had been a time when
he had lacked it as well.

Al said absolutely nothing.

One of the three new arrivals, a tense
looking young man in a Mets cap suddenly spoke up, directing his
question to Bridget. “Where are you going to go?”

“Home,” said Bridget. “My family will just
have to deal with me. This is a crisis.”

“Where is home?” the newcomer asked.

“Woodside. In Queens,” Bridget answered
curtly. The newcomer lapsed back into silence, but the girl next to
him started at this. She was Asian-American, seemingly of Japanese
origin, a disheveled person for whom an untidy appearance did not
seem to be her normative state. “Have you been watching the
news?”

“No,” Bridget almost smiled, “I have been
indisposed. What did I miss?”

The young man next to the Japanese girl
nudged her, still looking straight ahead. The girl seemed to pause,
and said, “There has been a lot going on. I’m Jen, this is my
friend, Jorge,” gesturing slightly to the tense young man. “I’m
afraid I don’t know the name of our traveling companion. We joined
him rather unceremoniously. I’m sorry we have not introduced
ourselves, you could say we have been through something of a
shock.” She spoke vacantly, almost listlessly.

There are those who decry the importance of
good manners. This is understandable, to a point. However, often
graces such as dignity and hope prove ephemeral, and at the end we
are left with manners, if we ever had any, to provide some venue
for civil communication with our environment. Jen was not
screaming, ranting or raving, though one sensed that this might
have been healthier for her. She seemed frozen, beyond deep
traumatic stress, yet something in her upbringing and nature made
her regret foregoing introductions for so long. Shamed somehow,
Bridget introduced herself and the rest of the Celtics to Jen and
Jorge.

The third new arrival suddenly piped up. “I’m
Dan.” He had blond buzz cut hair and an ingratiating manner. “When
I saw everybody running, I followed. It looks like the three of us
were the fastest.”

“What happened?” Dante asked, as if he had
been waiting for the right moment to inquire.

“Tough to say,” Dan answered. “It all came
down pretty quick.”

Jen nodded. “Our foster parents were driving.
They pulled over to fix a flat. Dan pulled over to help and ask for
directions and after about five minutes these shapes started
appearing in the mist ahead of us, all lit up and glowing from our
headlights. They weren’t moving fast until they got to within about
fifty yards, and then they really started to run. They didn’t even
look human. We’d been hearing all kinds of crazy stuff on the radio
and on the TV, and we were checking the Internet too, though the
reception has been spotty for all three, so we were at least a
little bit on guard. They came up so fast though, it was all so
unreal. When they jumped on Bob, our foster Dad, we all just stood
there, like it was some kind of joke. If Dan hadn’t pulled out a
gun and started shooting, we would have been dead. As it was, we
wound up just sprinting. Barb, our foster Mom, must have fallen
behind, or maybe she couldn’t leave Bob. It happened so fast. They
were tearing Bob apart with their bare hands.”

“I shouldn’t have run,” Jorge exploded. “They
were so good to us. I could have died with them, something.”

“What would that have accomplished?” Dan
countered. “You had a flat. Bad things were going to happen from
that point. It was nobody’s fault. This is awful, but you had the
bad luck to break down and be unprepared right at the beginning of
this thing.”

“Hold up a second there, Dan. What do you
mean right at the beginning of this thing?” Dante broke in.

“This is just getting started,” Dan
retorted.

“Why were you walking around with a gun?”
Bridget asked him.

“Thank God I was. I’m a Rent-A-Cop, coming
home from work. I’m licensed to carry and I have been 24/7 since
things started going crazy. I get better information because a
couple of my buddies are real cops, so I’ve been real alert. I
don’t even think the bunch we saw were from the main brigade of
them. This was just kind of a peripheral action.”

“What do you mean?” Bridget asked.

“You should really watch the news,” Dan said
curtly, and clammed up.

Bridget seemed nonplussed, and began to say
something but appeared to restrain herself. Instead, she leaned
forward in her seat a little and called out, “Hey, Dante? Could you
turn on the radio and see if there is any news on?” The others
nodded and made sounds of assent. Dante flipped on the radio, using
the Scan function, but it soon became clear no signal was
forthcoming.

“Try AM,” Dan suggested. After a few moments,
an AM radio station came on, playing Country music.

“This is all I’m getting.” Dante’s voice
seemed strained.

“Country music sucks,” observed Keisha.

The minibus drove on. Road signs appeared
stating that I-80 was twenty miles away.

“We’re taking I-80 East. Where are you three
going?” Gregor asked the three young people.

“That’s the thing. We live in Tobyhanna, near
the Army Depot. Those Psychos started popping up everywhere so Bob
and Barb were going to run us out to their relatives towards
Harrisburg. They said it was bound to be safer in the State
Capitol,” Jen explained. “Then we kept getting diverted by
roadblocks.”

“Why did they think that?” Gregor demanded,
seemingly puzzled.

Jen blushed. “I’m not quite sure. It doesn’t
matter now I guess, so it would be helpful for you to know that
those two smoked quite a bit of pot. Sometimes their minds made
jumps that I’m sure were completely plausible, but were often
mysterious.”

Keisha looked at her closely. “Were you born
here? I mean, where are you from? Your accent sounded completely
American until just now. I’m not trying to be rude, I’m just
curious.”

Jen spoke as if to herself. “I was an
exchange student from Japan living here when my family died. They
lived right outside of Fukushima. Since I had no living relatives,
I was granted citizen status with extreme expedition and placed in
foster care. I tried to learn to speak in the American style out of
respect for my new homeland, and to avoid having to discuss the
death of my family, which is painful to talk about.”
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