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Part II
Aware

Only a quick hug and a kiss half on my lips, the smell and taste of Heineken causing me to back away faster than usual. Dear Dennis, my almost twin brother. We joked about that as we shared the same birthday, but I was older than him by a year. We first met in study hall when I was a junior. We spent more time passing notes and whispering to each other than doing our homework.

I wasn’t in a hurry to go to sleep, still appreciating the fact that I had the whole house to myself. No work for me tomorrow, I could stay up as long as I wanted and not have to set the alarm. I could even order a pizza and thought about doing just that. Until I looked at my half-eaten bowl of melting ice cream and realized I wasn’t hungry. Or thirsty. The wine wasn’t anything special. I emptied the melted ice cream down the kitchen sink’s drain and put the bowls and spoons into the dishwasher. No sense wasting it, never knew if I’d really need it. The thought of some alien creature running around the neighborhood seemed unlikely. I’d double locked the front, side, and garage doors. I’d even put the chain lock across the front door. Nothing to worry about…

Just before turning in for the night, I wrote down the title of the movie. I’d seen the book in the science fiction section. The mass market paperback would cost less than two bucks with my employee discount.

I changed into my long pink cotton lawn nightgown with the ruffled sleeves and hemline. I fluffed up my pillow and slid between my flower-patterned cotton sheets. The window was open a few inches to let in the fresh night air. Traffic noises were far off, and the trees covered the amber streetlights almost two blocks away. All was peaceful on that early Sunday morning; all was serene in my little world. All was well as I slid away to slumberland, never expecting the dream I was about to have of the future. The dream, the vision, the prophecy, the nightmare…


~~~




The parking lot of the Northbrook Mall was different that day. A weekday or weekend, I didn’t know. Daytime, warm weather as the row of oak trees had leaves. Not that I remembered the row of trees being there before. My first indication that something was different.

I’d walked there, something I’d done only once before as it was almost three miles from home. It was warm enough that I’d even worked up a bit of a sweat.

Hazy, not sunny. Sharp, linear clouds unlike the soft, puffy ones that were so common. Odd, I thought. But not as odd as all the smaller cars and the lack of chrome fenders. Black, white, silver and beige seemed to be the prevalent colors.

I looked around for the large mall entrance sign, the one with the General Cinema marquee with the simple black letters on the stark white background. Letters that had to be manually added and sometimes people changed them to spell other things. But the sign was gone. Like the cinema. In its place were Hardware Freight, Home Repair, OfficeMart, names I didn’t recognize.

I noticed a young couple holding rectangular devices with tiny flashing color screens. The chubby woman had several earrings in her ears like a jewelry display rack. Her arms were colored with intricate black designs. I walked closer to see if it was a shirt or tattoos. Was she a punk rocker? Her significant other was also heavily tattooed and wore multiple earrings and even had something gold stuck in his eyebrow. Suddenly, one of the rectangular objects in their hands burst into an unfamiliar tune and the screen lit up with moving images. “Yo!” he answered, the flat device mimicking a traditional telephone receiver. “Yeah, I’m here for the jab. Second one. Get my vax ID. Cool, huh? Okay. Later.” The color drained from the black object, and he slid it inside his baggy shorts. Knee-length shorts, not normal short-shorts that me and my friends wore.

What language was he speaking? I cautiously followed them as they were going to the main entrance of the mall. I recognized the white archway, but the potted trees and plants were gone. A skinny man stood against a wall where the bank deposit drop box used to be and puffed on a cigarette.

I passed a hump of a vehicle that didn’t resemble a Jeep at all. The logo on the back indicated it was, but the style had morphed into something far different. The black vertical grille resembled prison bars. I saw a woman emerge from it, and the thing on her face stopped me in my tracks. What on earth was that big black object covering her mouth and nose? Was she a human being? I’d never seen such a sight in my life. It appeared to have straps around her ears and only her squinty eyes were visible, along with her brightly dyed red hair. She opened the back door and reached inside and through the rear windshield I saw that a toddler was sitting in a special seat. A harness immobilized the little boy, and the large, padded contraption faced the back of the back seat. Why was that child confined like that? Seconds later, the boy was removed from it and was sitting on the edge of the back seat. His mother took a dark gray mask and strapped it to his face. The child’s eyes widened as his oxygen was reduced. I quickly walked away to avoid that painful sight.

What year was this? How far into the future had I traveled? What kind of nightmare was I witnessing?

I went to the main entrance, ready to push open the glass door, but the sign made me stop as though I’d plunged into the door. Hard.

 

CONVICT-21 MANDATES - Northbrook Mall




	Practice safe social distancing and keep 6 feet away from other people.

	Cover your mouth and nose with a face covering according to state and city guidelines.

	You must use hand sanitizer and/or wear latex gloves.

	Follow the one-way arrows on the floor.

	Do not gather in groups.

	Obey each store’s Convict-21 policies.

	Obey all federal, state, and local mandates regarding Convict-21.

	Obey the limit on the number of people permitted inside each store at one time.



What was Convict-21, other than a bad dream? Was that why the mother and child wore those creepy concealing face coverings? A glance to my left and I saw an older man leaving the mall, his face engulfed in a white covering. His frown lines were very apparent. Behind him was a younger man, wearing a face-hiding burgundy covering. The older man walked fast. “Keep away from me…you’re less than six feet away. I don’t want to get sick.”

He wasn’t addressing me, as he didn’t see me, he was addressing the younger man. I cringed at the sight of that and walked to the right, hoping I was invisible. Although I imagined the peripheral vision was nonexistent in those ugly things. Why were people being told not to gather in groups and to keep six feet apart? Hand sanitizer and gloves—was this now a hospital? Why were there limits on the number of customers in one store? More people equaled more money.

A kiosk just past the doors had containers of hand sanitizer with pump tops. Light blue goop was visible through the clear plastic bottles. Open cardboard boxes contained dozens of pairs of navy-blue latex gloves.

The polished cream terrazzo tiles had been replaced with rough concrete. Black electrical tape in the shape of arrows appeared at even intervals. The mall had a built-in system of traffic control that had never existed in my lifetime. All that was missing were lane markings, but that would have entailed too much tape. I reluctantly stayed on the right side of the wide corridor, just like a vehicle.

No movie theatres, no bank, no cafeteria greeted me. The Russell Stover’s candy shop on the corner of the main drag was closed, no trace of the sign. I recalled going there at least once a week for a couple of milk chocolate turtles filled with caramel and pecans.

Golden’s department store was boarded up, the glass balcony hidden behind the covering. The fountain, bridge and exotic plants were missing. The now stark mall was absent of any personality.

Many of the shops were empty, though some of the signs remained. Spencer’s Gifts, Camelot Music…a kiosk selling vitamins and the Kinney shoe store was closed. I walked west, towards Malden Books and the closer I got, the weirder the vibes. It was daytime, but I had no idea what month or year it was. A four-wheeled scooter almost knocked me over. What on earth…? It wasn’t motorized, I could barely hear it. There was a big seat and a very big person on the scooter. Wow, that woman was giving old Dolly Dimples, a 500-pound circus fat lady, a run for her money.

This version was holding a huge plastic cup and was wearing too tight stretchy black clothing, making her arms look even puffier. There were also multiple tattoos covering her arms. She wore the ubiquitous face covering. Whatever year this was, it appeared that face-hiding, overweight and tattooed people were prevalent.

Malden Books was no more. It had been replaced with Women’s Stylish Fashions. Inside I saw a few buxom women shopping for a lot of funeral black attire. The sign indicated a doorbuster deal for stretchy blue jeans. My jaw dropped when I saw the three-digit price.

The shoppers inside the brightly lit store all had on masks in various colors, but it only made them look more desperate to brighten up a bad situation. One of the customers in a sleeveless shirt had a round red piece of tape on her left arm. She pointed it out to a massive salesclerk, who nodded and pointed at her bicep. What kind of code was this? I couldn’t tell if they were happy because I couldn’t see if they were smiling. Nearby, one of the shoppers addressed her friend and the muffled voice was as disturbing as the hidden faces.

The little corner Parklane Hosiery store was gone as was the neighboring jewelry and watch repair shop. Carousel Snack Bar had turned into Tina’s Cookies. An aproned employee wore a blue mask completely covered by a plexiglass shield strapped around the top of his head. He was placing cookies into a bag. I stopped and stared at the alien apparition. He also wore blue gloves. I had no idea what Convict-21 was, but it seemed to be responsible for turning everyone into a prisoner.

I’d reached the end of the mall and the Sears anchor store. The familiar navy-blue marquee of the department store was gone—a white board covered it up. Several more masked people were in the area, many of them drifting in from the side entrance. I saw the odd rectangular devices they all seemed to carry on them. Most were black, but I noticed a sparkly hot pink one held by an adolescent. Her hair was in pigtails, and she sported a few glittery earrings and wore more makeup than a Merle Norman employee.

The signs on the door demanded that recipients of the Convict-21 vaccine must wear masks, be over the age of twelve and I stopped reading the sign after that. The cosmetics section of the once-thriving department store was minus its display cases. The Avon and Revlon makeup kits were gone. Vibrant young salespeople offering sprays of perfume were absent. No floral fragrances lingered in the air other than generous gusts of alcohol-based sanitizer from spray bottles being squirted by uniformed medical workers. It reminded me of some sort of pest-control team—and it appeared like we were the pests.

Unlike the 1970s nurses in their neat white dresses, matching panty-hose and shoes, and distinctive starched caps, medical personnel wore baggy monochromatic pants and tops. Their hands and faces were covered, as was the trend in this awful time and place.

A track-suited woman looked at her device, hypnotized by the moving picture. I drew closer, able to see the miniature television screen. The image appeared to be a newscaster and I heard, “Sydney is going into hard lockdown.” What on earth did that mean? The newscaster had an accent I couldn’t place—English, Australian? Did she mean the city of Sydney was being locked down? What did that mean exactly? I recalled the use of the word quarantine in the movie I’d just seen a few hours ago. Was that similar? The reporter onscreen said something about two-week lockdowns for Convict-21 persons.

There were various lines and sections for those who had entered the empty store. The escalators were silent and there was no Muzak playing. In fact, none of the few open stores I’d passed had any sound coming from them. Had music died in this time and place? Although it seemed like everyone had their own portable entertainment centers. They sat on folding chairs and used their fingers to play with their mini televisions that were also phones. It reminded me of playing with my Etch A Sketch drawing toy with the flat gray screen. Black powder would form pictures when I twisted the knobs. But the devices they had were much more colorful and sophisticated.

I noticed a man in a white doctor’s jacket. He was tall and slender, with thinning gray hair and glasses. He held a clipboard. The man approached a guy
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