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Prologue

The Superstorm

November 11, 2021
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A major superstorm arises within the sun, jettisoning off huge particles of hot, molten gas. These flare-ups happen often. In fact, a smaller one occurred ten years prior though the effect on Earth was minor and most of the damaging particles eventually disintegrated in the vast reaches of the universe. This time, however, there is an unfortunate confluence of events. The storm is exceptionally strong and due to the alignment of the planets, the mass of radioactive particles heads directly for Earth. The storm also lasts for two full days, bombarding all parts of the planet continually with radiation as it rotates. Added to this, accelerated changes in climate during the past ten years have spawned numerous major storms that destabilized much of the infrastructure humans have built, especially in coastal areas and flood zones near rivers.

As the particles hit the outer stratosphere of Earth’s atmosphere, their interaction with the magnetic field causes massive disruption of power grids around the world. Moreover, the magnetic field has been shifting slowly for ages, and this barrage of galactic radiation tips the scale. Earth’s magnetic poles have been slowly on the move—and suddenly, this storm causes the migration of the magnetic poles to accelerate. Scientists on Earth had been predicting this shift, thinking it would most likely take centuries, but the force of the storm changes all predictions.

On the planet Earth, north is soon to become south.  
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Chapter 1

Ten Years Earlier
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Laurie sighed out of sheer exasperation. After two full days with no power, she was truly at her wits’ end. School was cancelled, and her bored boys were fighting again. Their latest argument over a stupid game of Monopoly. She had to get out of her house. Thankfully, her neighbor Jenny was home. She could see Jenny’s car in the driveway from her bedroom window. Deciding that Brendan and Josh were old enough to fend for themselves for a bit even without any electronic babysitters, she called to them as she walked out the door.

“Brendan, Josh! I’m going across the street for a little while. Find something to do separately!” 

The moment of silence upstairs indicated to Laurie they must have heard her. Hopefully, they wouldn’t kill each other while she was out. 

Jenny answered the door as soon as Laurie knocked. Dressed in a sharp pants suit, she looked ready for a job interview. Laurie, in her sweatshirt and jeans, felt rumpled by comparison. 

“How are you holding up?” Jenny asked as they exchanged a brief hug.

“It’s been brutal, having both boys home and no electricity. And since our neighborhood well doesn’t have a generator, no power means no water either—so no showers. Thank goodness I have short hair!” She ran her hands through her short, curly brown locks. “My kitchen sink is piled high with dishes. Yesterday, we thought about going to a movie, but all theatres were closed. Then, we considered going out to lunch but couldn’t find an open restaurant they would both enjoy. The two of them can’t seem to agree on anything these days. Honestly, I never thought having teenagers would be this tough!”

Jenny smiled sympathetically. “I know. My kitchen sink isn’t quite as bad since it’s only the two of us now, but we did once have four kids living here and I remember those days well!”

“How did you survive?” Laurie asked. “I feel like everything we do is wrong. The two of them are constantly getting into trouble. We grounded them both for the past two days for drinking at a party last weekend. Though right now I don’t know who that grounding is punishing more—me or them. I wish I could send them to friends’ houses!”

“They do grow up eventually,” replied Jenny. “And then you’ll really miss them. Mark my words.”

“What I’m really going to miss is you. I can’t believe you’re moving! Who am I going to run to when things get crazy at my house?”

“You’ll be fine,” Jenny assured her. “And you can always call me. We do have the technology to stay in touch these days.”

Laurie teared up as she looked at her friend with her perfectly coifed hair and chic clothes. They were so different, yet they had managed to form a bond that had lasted for years. She remembered when they first met. It was shortly after Laurie and Stan moved into the neighborhood. Somehow, Laurie had managed to lock herself out of the house, and Jenny saw her trying to pry open the basement window. Jenny ran over to help and together they managed to open the window just wide enough for Laurie to squeeze her petite body through. It was the start of a friendship that lasted over fifteen years. Jenny had been there for her through so much, from the birth of her first child to her boys’ recent forays into teenage-hood, and Laurie dreaded the thought of new people moving into this house that felt almost like her second home. 

“What’s with this power outage, anyway?” Laurie asked. “When it started, we thought it would last only a few hours, and it’s been two days.” She paused and bit her lip, recalling the rumors heard from other neighbors. She couldn’t get a clear answer from anyone. One neighbor thought the power company was having a huge strike, while another said they heard a massive meteorite had landed in New York City! “Have you gotten any updates? It’s so annoying when we can’t even watch the news.”

Jenny smiled. “I talked to George down the street. He’s been on his ham radio nonstop for the last two days and said this is a pretty widespread outage that affected most of the east coast. He thinks things should be back to normal later today. Apparently, a solar flare messed up electrical grids up and down the coast, from Canada all the way to Florida.”

“Wow,” said Laurie. “That’s kind of scary.” 

Jenny nodded. “It could have been worse, though. Even though a huge geographic area was affected, damage was minor, and everyone should be back online soon. Power to major cities is already up and running and it won’t be long before we’re back in service. George knows a lot about this kind of stuff, and he isn’t too worried. He has quite an amazing communications setup in his house.”

“I know. I’ve seen it and it’s impressive.” Laurie replied.

“Maybe Brendan and Josh would be interested in seeing it in action.”

“That’s actually not a bad idea!” exclaimed Laurie. “George runs the ham radio club at school and Brendan thought about joining it, but none of his friends were interested, so he didn’t sign up. But maybe they could spend a little time with George today. The problem is if I suggest it, neither of them will be interested. You know... teenagers!” 

“I have an idea,” said Jenny. She picked up her phone. Luckily, though cell phone service was out, landline communications still worked, at least locally. After a brief conversation, she turned to Laurie and gave her a thumbs up. 

“George says he’ll come by your house in a little while and invite the boys over. Maybe they’ll take him up on it. You never know.”

Laurie rose to leave and gave her friend a hug. “Thanks, Jenny,” she said. “You always seem to find a way to make things better.”

Back at her house, Laurie was relieved to hear silence, and nothing seemed out of place. If the boys had had a blow-out, at least no furniture was destroyed. She decided not to say anything to them about George. It would probably be better if they thought the idea came from him. They both knew him, as he had lived in the neighborhood longer than they had. His wife had died recently from cancer, and many neighbors had been reaching out to him for the past few months. Brendan and Josh were aware of that and had gone with Laurie several times to deliver him meals when his wife was sick.

There was a knock on the door, and Laurie welcomed George in. She had always had a soft spot for her neighbor, who she thought looked like an absent-minded professor, with his bushy gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses. She called up to the boys. Josh came down first, looking slightly disheveled in an old t-shirt, his long straight sandy blond hair masking his eyes. “What’s up?” he asked, before looking up and seeing George. “Oh, hi Mr. Morgan.”

“Hi Josh. I was wondering if you and your brother might like to come by my house for a little while to help me with some communications work. I’m a little overwhelmed right now—this power outage has me crazy. I could use another set of ears.”

“Really?” asked Josh. “I’ll go.”

“I think I’ll pass,” Brendan said from the stairway, curling his lanky body around the railing. Though two years older than his brother, he and Josh looked like twins with their dad’s narrow face and blond hair. Brendan’s hair was close-cropped however, and he had Stan’s bright blue eyes, while Josh had Laurie’s deep brown ones. And right now, those blue eyes narrowed with irritation. The truth was he wanted to learn about ham radios. In fact, he had wanted to join the ham radio club at school, but his friends had talked him out of it, calling it dinosaur technology. Not wanting to be teased at school, he’d abandoned the idea though he felt a little guilty since George was his neighbor. Yet if he went now and his friends found out, they might make fun of him even more. Plus, he’d have to deal with his younger brother’s annoying and never-ending enthusiasm. It was probably better to let Josh go alone. At least his brother would be out of the house for a bit. 

Laurie shrugged. One out of two wasn’t bad, she thought. At any rate, the house would be quiet for a little while. Maybe by the time Josh got home, power would be restored, and life could go back to normal. 
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Chapter 2

One Year Before the Superstorm
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Laurie awoke as usual at 5:30 a.m. and tiptoed into her meditation room, which had once been Brendan’s bedroom. Dressed only in a loose t-shirt and lightweight pants, she pulled a soft fleecy blanket around her and settled down to meditate. While fully expecting a wave of calm to wash over her, today she felt uncomfortably flat. Funny how she felt smothered by the familiarity of it all. For years she had prayed for normalcy in her life. As a parent, ordinary often seemed entirely out of reach, especially when her two boys were undergoing their wild teenage years with constant bickering and getting into trouble. Thankfully, Brendan had matured and outgrown that phase. And Josh? With an effort, Laurie pushed thoughts of her younger son aside. No amount of worrying about him now was going to make a difference. Meditation usually helped when those thoughts started veering out of control. 

There was a time when she used to crave a peaceful structure for her life, but now that she had it, that peaceful life seemed suffocating. Surely, she didn’t want to go back to the mess that had been her life ten years ago, yet being stuck in a rut was no fun either. Where was the balance? Contemplating this, Laurie focused on her breathing and simply sat. And after a dull, run-of the-mill meditation, she picked up her tablet and wrote down what she was grateful for. Even that felt ordinary: 


I am grateful for shelter from the torrential rain last night.

I am grateful I have the time and space to meditate each morning.


What else was there? As far as she could see, that would do for today. 

Briefly, she scanned Brendan’s room, observing all the trinkets from his childhood: sports trophies, autographed baseballs and photographs of famous sports figures, stuffed animals, and even artwork from his high school days. Brendan had told her she could use his room to meditate, but he didn’t want her touching any of his things. Looking around, she wondered how he would feel about all those things when he came home in a few months. After being away for two years, would he be ready to pack all his childhood memories away? She wasn’t sure, though thinking about him coming home made her smile. At least she had something to look forward to.

Dimly in the background, she heard her husband, Stan, as he got up to begin his day. He would be going off to work soon. Usually, Laurie felt energized after her morning routine and would go downstairs to see him off. Today, however, she felt exceptionally tired, so she decided to sit for a while longer and let her thoughts wander.

Laurie’s predictable days felt so mechanical, like many of the things in the house. Everything was controlled by some device to the point where she now felt utterly bathed in a virtual reality. She had a smartphone, a smart TV, a smart kitchen. Hell, even her bathroom was smart! The toilet seat opened when she entered the bathroom and the toilet flushed itself when she was done. She wondered if kids these days even knew how to flush a toilet. Sinks turned on automatically, food was prepared quickly and easily in her kitchen—all she had to do was press a button. Robots vacuumed her house, mopped her floors, took out the trash and performed all the other little tasks of the day. If she needed something, she simply ordered it by pushing a button (or speaking aloud to her smartphone), and it would magically show up on her doorstep within a day. 

As a recently retired teacher, and with Brendan now living far away, Laurie had looked forward to having time to herself. Yet suddenly, for the first time in her life she felt completely useless. For years, she had a place to go each day, a reason to get up every morning. A school and students who depended on her. That structure supported her, especially a few years ago when Josh disappeared. This past year, however, continuing to teach had been difficult. As more and more technological advances were added at the school, Laurie’s job was slowly replaced by computers. She saw the writing on the wall and decided it was time to take the leap into retirement before she was forced out. At least she could retire on her own terms. 

Whenever she doubted her decision, she would look at an old comic strip which she kept on her desk. She had seen this about ten years ago and never imagined how true it would become. It showed a university professor lecturing to a class of 100 students. On day two, there were 99 students and one recording device. By the fifth day, there were 70 students and 30 unoccupied seats with devices, and by the eighth day, about 90 seats were devoid of students. In the last panel—day ten—the professor was absent. There was simply a podium with an electronic speaker, and 100 empty seats with recording devices. And in today’s world, she realized, so much learning was done online that lecture halls and classrooms were almost obsolete. Yes, the time had come when the physical presence of students and teachers together was no longer needed. 

While working, Laurie appreciated all the mechanized help. Who wouldn’t want a robot to vacuum for them? She had other, more important things to do with her time. But now... she wasn’t sure if this truly benefitted her. Maybe it made things easier, but it certainly didn’t make her feel any better about her life. 

A year ago, shortly after her retirement, a major pandemic swept the globe, shuttering many small businesses and forcing everyone to distance themselves physically from one another. Staying apart helped slow the spread of illness, and thankfully, no one close to her became seriously ill. A vaccine was rapidly developed, and the virus now appeared under control; however, the social effects of it still lingered, making her feel even more isolated. People had changed their habits and were slow to return to life as it had been. She used to go to a yoga class regularly, and now practiced alone at home, occasionally watching online videos provided by her teacher. She no longer had coffee with friends or socialized in groups. Aside from her husband, she had little contact with the outside world. 

In large part due to that isolation, Laurie had a habit of constantly checking the news on her smartphone. She knew it was an unhealthy addiction, yet she found it impossible to restrain herself. Glancing now at her phone, she scanned the local headlines. Sadly, there had been a horrific car accident overnight. The driver (apparently drunk) was killed instantly. She recognized the name—Reginald Lamprey. Reggie, the boys had called him. He had been a Boy Scout leader years ago and involved in some kind of sexual misconduct scandal, but nothing was ever proven. She had a brief flash of a memory—Josh once referred to him as “Wedgie” and she had chewed him out, telling him he shouldn’t judge people based on what was clearly gossip. Josh had run off in tears. She couldn’t recall the details of what happened with Reggie, though she remembered his wife divorced him about six or seven years ago. And now here he was, dead from driving drunk. What a sad tale.

Continuing her obsession of reading the news, she moved on to the national headlines. The President was once again cleaning out his cabinet and had fired Leonard McFay, Director of the Environmental Protection Agency, who had only been on the job for six months. No surprise there. It seemed like every day another position was up for grabs. Yet Laurie thought it was an unfortunate change, as McFay seemed like someone capable of standing up for the truth. Laurie had heard him speak at a climate change rally six months ago, shortly before the pandemic struck. He had impressed her with his breadth of knowledge and ideas about what individuals could do to minimize the effects of climate change, even if the government denied it. He was a passionate speaker, and she recalled feeling grateful he was in such a position of power at the time. And now, the government was shutting him down.

Laurie felt her body tense up as she looked at her phone, yet she couldn’t stop reading. The country was in chaos, especially at the southern border where a new wall was being erected to keep immigrants out. Police brutality was everywhere, and no one truly felt safe going out. Even in her quiet suburban neighborhood, kids rarely ventured out onto the streets as it was too dangerous. Instead, they holed up in their basements and pummeled each other long-distance with violent video games. She briefly thought of seven-year-old Diego, the little boy who had recently moved into the house across the street. She met his parents in passing a few weeks ago when they were unloading their things, and Diego barely seemed to notice her. Being a teacher, she tried to engage him in conversation, but he was completely immersed in whatever electronic game he was playing.

Just a few days ago, a short-term power outage in town had put people on edge. This was one of the things scientists had been warning about, and Laurie found the general silence about what caused it and how widespread it was unsettling. Diego’s mother, Sophia (with a last name she couldn’t pronounce), came to their house to ask if they had also lost power and was worried it would go on for a long time. Diego was with her, tugging at her shirt, trying to pull her away.

“Diego, you can live for a few minutes without your game!” Sophia snapped at him. “It’ll still be there when we get home.” Laurie was surprised at her command of the English language. Sophia’s dark features were clearly Hispanic, and Laurie had assumed she had not lived in the States for long. 

“But the battery is low!” he whined. “What if I can’t charge it?”

Sophia turned to Laurie. “I hope power comes back soon. I’m trying to get him out to walk around the neighborhood. He can’t seem to occupy himself without his device!”

Laurie flashed back to a day ten years ago when power was out for two full days and her boys were at each other’s throats without their electronic gadgets to entertain them. She smiled at Sophia. 

“I completely understand,” she said. “My two boys used to be glued to those screens.”

“I didn’t know you had children,” said Sophia. “I never see them around here.”

Laurie hesitated. How much of her life story did she want to reveal? “I have two boys,” she began. “They are both older— not children anymore, and not living here with us. My oldest son, Brendan is working in Africa, teaching. He’s been there for about a year and a half.” 

“Wow!” said Sophia. “That’s amazing!”

To Laurie’s relief, at that moment, the power came back on and everything in the house turned on at once. She could hear the coffee pot, the vacuum, the furnace and the refrigerator. Even the toilet flushed! Alarms beeped everywhere, indicating the need to reset timers.

“I’ll tell you more sometime over coffee,” said Laurie, turning back inside. “Right now, I need to get my house back under control! With all this technology, I’m afraid the house might self-destruct if I don’t recalibrate everything!”

Quickly they exchanged phone numbers and Sophia promised to invite Laurie over to her house soon. Laurie closed the door, thankful she didn’t have to explain about Josh, though she had to admit the small connection with her new neighbor felt good. Perhaps she and Sophia could find some common ground and become friends. She thought of that now as she sat in Brendan’s room reading the news.

The interruption of power a few days ago had only lasted about two hours, and Laurie was grateful for that. But now, as she continued to read the news, a chill went down her spine as she scanned an article about Venezuela, now in its third day of a country-wide power outage. In a series of photographs, the report detailed complete devastation. Whole neighborhoods completely dark. People lined up to collect drinking water, while there was massive looting of retail and grocery stores. There were lines at the gas pumps, and traffic jams at intersections where police were ineffectively trying to direct traffic. Hospitals were without electricity, with patients, relatives, doctors and nurses walking the hallways using candlelight. Could that possibly happen here? she wondered. 

The entire world was on the brink of disaster, teetering on the edge of possible nuclear war. North Korea refused to slow down its frequent testing of intercontinental ballistic missiles, while Russia, Iran, and the U.S. continued to build up their nuclear arsenals. All semblance of humanity seemed to be going down the toilet—and it might not even be a very smart toilet, Laurie thought wryly. At some point, it may decide to overflow, and then what? She took a deep breath and shook her head. 

Her thoughts drifted to her son, Brendan—half a world away and living a vastly different kind of life in an extraordinarily different kind of place. A place where kids didn’t even know what a flush toilet was.... 

Brendan

Morning was a busy time in the village and Brendan always woke early, even on the weekends when there was no school. Roosters crowed, dogs barked, children ran and squealed, and women chatted with one another as they shouted to their kids to stay nearby. Brendan’s house was nearby one of three community wells in town that supplied water for many families in the area. Each morning, kids as young as five years old would line up to take their turns with the hand pump, gathering their buckets of water for the day, stopping every ten minutes or so to let the water level recharge. Such a simple ritual, yet vitally important.

Brendan smiled as he sat on his porch watching the local villagers. “Wait small!” called out a woman to her little boy who was jumping up and down in line. Brendan loved that statement. It meant “be patient” and carried so much more meaning than the English phrase. The boy finally reached the head of the line, stood on his tiptoes, and stretched his arms up to reach the pump handle, then hung for a moment, using the full weight of his tiny body to bring the handle down. Brendan recalled the first few times he attempted the task of water collection. The neighbor kids laughed at him, and quickly fired him from that job, saying he was spilling (and therefore wasting) too much water. This was a major sin in the village, especially during the dry season. After that, he hired two of his young neighbors—Theo and Ezra, both seven years old—to collect and haul water for him, paying them each an enormous price of eight cents per bucket. He enjoyed watching them now as they delivered four full buckets of water to his doorstep. He dropped a few coins into their outstretched hands, and they scurried off. 

Whatever water they collected would be used to do laundry, to cook, bucket-shower, and flush their toilets. At least they had reasonably clean well water and were not forced to get water from the swampy river a mile away. Small improvements over the past few years had made a huge difference in this little village.

Brendan lived in the tiny West African country of Loscoaya. Two years ago, after graduating from college, he wanted to do something important and meaningful in his life, and he also yearned to experience a new culture and a completely different way of living. As he explored some options, he stumbled upon a program run by TeachAfrica, a U.S.-based company with a mission to bring education to all the African nations. Intrigued by what he read, he put in his application on a whim, never dreaming he would be accepted. But when the acceptance came, it felt like a doorway into something fresh and exciting in his life, and he decided to take the leap. 

Thus, he landed in Loscoaya as a high school physics teacher. He wasn’t paid much, though at least he had housing and enough money to live the way the local people lived. In fact, his standard of living was slightly higher than most of his neighbors. He lived alone in a simple mud brick house consisting of two bedrooms plus a living room, a tiny bathroom and a covered porch with a coal pot that doubled as a kitchen. 

“Hiya Brendan!” He turned to see Anna, his 17-year-old neighbor. Graceful as a swan, she carried a full bucket of water on her head, and another in her hands.

“Good morning, Anna,” he replied. Before he left for Africa, his dad had given him some advice that Brendan took to heart. “When you arrive in your village, the first thing you should do is find a mom,” his dad had said. “Find someone in the village you can go to if you have any kind of problem. If you’re sick or lonely or confused, a mom will help you get through the tough times.”

Brendan had done just that. He wasn’t sure if he found his “mom” or she found him, but either way, Anna’s mother, Talah, had taken him under her wing and the entire family had embraced him, including him in their daily lives. Each night, he was warmly welcomed at their family dinner table which was always crowded. As with many families in the village, numerous relatives lived in a house slightly bigger than his. They were lucky, though, because they had a generator which they ran every other evening for about two hours. Shortly after Brendan moved in, they connected the generator to his house by running a wire through the woods. So, even though he didn’t have running water and electricity like back home, he did have water brought into his house (happily delivered each day by Theo and Ezra), and some “current” (the local word for electricity) for a few hours every two days—enough at least to charge his phone and laptop. It was a win-win situation, as Brendan paid them a small amount for the gas for the generator, the food, and their work to cook dinner each night. In return, he didn’t have to cook over coals which he found exceedingly challenging. Additionally, he had a group of people to enjoy dinner with each night.

Anna sat with him as he watched the early morning activity. Numerous neighbors walked by, greeting them with a cheery “Hiya!” and “G’mornin’.” Brendan loved the friendliness of the townspeople, especially since he knew the pain many of them had endured in recent years. The country had suffered through over a decade of civil war, and though the war ended almost fifteen years ago, many scars remained. Then the Ebola virus struck, and everyone in the village knew someone who had come down with the deadly disease. Now, they were striving to rebuild their lives, and this tiny remote village was enriched by the continued contact of the people with their land and community. Brendan saw this highlighted in the way the women banded together to start a gardening club and share in the workload, allowing them to plant more produce which increased everyone’s standard of living. Talah had been instrumental in getting that organized.

Anna noticed him watching a group of young boys working together to collect six buckets of water and load them onto a wagon. “They work hard, eh?” she commented.

“They certainly do,” he replied. “Even after being here almost two years, I am still amazed at how hard the kids work—even the littlest ones.”

Life was so different here! To an outsider, it looked primitive, and back home this town might be considered a slum, but here in Africa, it was just the way life was. The villagers planted and harvested native plants to sell at the local markets and planned their lives around the seasons—rainy and dry. Children as young as eight years old learned how to handle tools, such as hammers, to build with, and machetes to chop down trees, and they knew how to survive on the land. Brendan marveled at that.

He had come here to teach physics but quickly discovered his job involved much more. He had his work cut out for him, as the children in the village had little schooling. For years, the country had been wracked by civil war, leaving most adults illiterate as they never had the opportunity to go to school. This meant the children had no real support for learning at home, at least for book learning. Yet, Brendan discovered what they lacked in scholastic skills, they more than made up for in Earth expertise. It was a culture rich in lore and understanding of how to survive in the bush, despite the fact that it would get extremely poor marks when it came to an understanding of Western technology. 

Brendan came from a completely different world. He was rich in technological knowledge but had little experience with survival skills. He had grown up in a quiet suburban neighborhood in the United States and never had to worry about basic necessities of life. While that occasionally embarrassed him, the local villagers generally embraced his presence and helped him every step of the way. 

“My banana and pineapple plants are starting to grow,” he said to Anna. “I could never have done that without all your help.”

“I know,” Anna teased. “It is easy for us, but we could see when you came here you didn’t have any idea how to do that. You don’t have the talent—how do you say in America? —the green thumb.”

Brendan laughed. He knew about technology, but when it came to gardening, he was completely at a loss. Life here was less complicated in many ways. However, while Brendan enjoyed the simplicity, he recognized that simple did not mean easy. People struggled in countless ways. Many people barely subsisted on what they sold at the markets, and while the houses were sturdy for the most part, the tin roofs on most houses typically didn’t last more than a year or two. During the rainy season, this was one of the wettest parts of the world. Leaks were common as it was hard to get good quality materials to build anything, let alone a sturdy roof. 

And people got sick. A lot. Since his arrival one-and-a-half years ago, four villagers had died of things Brendan would have considered minor illnesses back home. Malaria was as common here as influenza was back in the States, but deadlier, especially since there were no hospitals in town. On the positive side, however, the remoteness of the village had its benefits. Miraculously, the pandemic that swept the world six months ago had skipped over their little village. Brendan had read news accounts of the disease and been terrified it would wipe out the entire town, because when people got sick, they often reverted to treatment with traditional medicine involving ancient herbal remedies or even religious rites. Sometimes this worked and sometimes it didn’t. After seeing many people’s difficulties of struggling with sickness and losing loved ones, Brendan wondered where the balance was between the old ways and modern advances of western medicine. 

As he thought of the myriad of ways in which technology changed things, Brendan struggled with the nagging thought that perhaps the ‘western way’ of doing things wasn’t always the best way. There was something to be said about a quiet little village with no real roads going through it (and thus no cars and no pollution or noise from the cars). Everyone walked everywhere, and because of this, everyone knew everyone else.

His thoughts were interrupted as Anna stood and replaced the bucket on her head. “I need to get home soon or my Ma will be wondering what happened to me. Enjoy your Saturday!”

Brendan watched her go, grateful it was Saturday and he had the day off. As a teacher here, Brendan often got frustrated and occasionally wondered if it was worth the effort. He loved teaching and especially loved the personal interactions he had with his students. However, while most were certainly smart and capable, they lacked discipline and had a hard time setting priorities—his priorities. School simply wasn’t important to them. Often, students would skip classes, saying they had other things to do. Sometimes the excuses were legitimate, such as needing to care for a younger sibling or an ailing parent. He knew some of his students lived in difficult situations with abusive parents or relatives, and they had enormous pressure to tend to family business rather than school. But other times, Brendan got the impression they didn’t show up because they simply didn’t feel like it. From Brendan’s perspective, they had an extremely narrow view of the world, and he desperately wanted to change that, yet after being here for almost two years, he wasn’t sure how much he could do. He was starting to think about possibly extending his service with TeachAfrica for one more year, wondering if it might make a difference for at least some of the students. For the bulk of them, however, he feared it wouldn’t matter.

Briefly, Brendan thought of home. Although he felt comfortable here, he missed his mom and dad enormously. And when he thought of home, he thought of Josh as well. What had happened to his little brother? At times Brendan felt guilty about his lack of attention to Josh, even though he was away at college at the time and there was nothing he could have done to help. But still, he wondered if he could have been more responsive to Josh when they were both home for Christmas. In hindsight it was clear Josh was suffering, but how was he to have known? Brendan shook his head, trying to clear it. Thoughts of Josh always turned into this slippery slope. On one hand, he felt guilty, and on the other, he was angry at Josh. And if he had a third hand—well he just felt downright sad and confused and wished they could have a resolution. Was Josh even still alive?

Josh

Josh woke with a raging headache and a wet tongue licking his face. Rolling over, he looked around and for a moment was completely disoriented. He was lying on a sand dune and couldn’t for the life of him remember how he got there. He must have been drinking, as evidenced by the empty beer bottles beside him, but who had he been with? And whoever it was, why had they left him there to rot? At least Amigo had stayed by his side.

His trusty dog was the only constant in his life. He had picked up Amigo as a scrawny stray puppy off the streets three years ago, an act of compassion that was the best thing he’d done in recent years. Having the responsibility of a dog gave him some semblance of control over his life. Plus, he felt he and Amigo were kindred souls—loners trying to make it on their own.

Stumbling to his feet, he made his way over to the bushes and threw up. That helped a little, but what he really needed was a reviving dip in the ocean. Luckily, the tide was high so he could get himself to the water’s edge quickly, and once there, he dove in to wash off the dirt and crud of the previous night. Amigo dove with him, wanting to play, but Josh was in no mood to entertain the dog.

It bothered him that he had no memory of how he had ended up at this stretch of beach. Getting drunk was one thing but getting drunk to the point of not remembering was something else altogether. He admitted it scared him a little. Maybe it was time to start reforming his ways.

This was not a foreign thought. He had been contemplating changing his lifestyle for a while now, but somehow never quite felt motivated to stop drinking. It helped him forget what a loser he was. He had a minimum wage job as a janitor at the local border patrol housing facility. As long as he did what he was told at work, his life was his own. At least that was what he told himself. In reality his life sucked, and deep down he knew it. He stood up in the water and turned to his dog.

“What do you think, Amigo,” he asked. “Are you as tired of this life as I am?” Amigo simply shook the water off his fluffy body and stared back at him with big soulful eyes. Four years ago, Josh arrived here hoping to live the dream, and now that dream had become a nightmare he couldn’t escape. He was a college dropout. He had no real skills to speak of. He had moved from one menial job to another eight times in the last four years and had gone through countless brief liaisons with women. Nothing stuck except Amigo. It was a transient existence and he had absolutely nothing to show for it. It was probably time to make some changes in his life.

That thought terrified him and was the reason he had remained here for so long. Where would he go? Could he possibly go home? He ghosted his parents and was sure that must have devastated them. He had done everything possible to cover his tracks, and more than once had hoped they presumed him dead. How could he possibly go back and ask their forgiveness? To do so, he would have to reveal why he left, and he didn’t think he could face the shame of that. 

Quickly he gathered his meager belongings and set off with Amigo along the beach to the rooming house he called home. It was about a three-mile walk, and he figured the exercise would do him some good. The dip in the ocean had cleared his head a little, but what he really needed was a nice long shower, clean clothes, and a strong cup of coffee. He dreaded charging up his phone, because he was certain there would be some nasty messages on it from whomever had ditched him last night. Another reminder of being a loser.  

He rented a sparsely furnished room in a dilapidated building. As he entered, he thought it looked barely lived in. In truth, he spent little time there. Mostly, he was at work, or at the beach, or out partying. This room was simply a place to sleep occasionally, get cleaned up, and store his few possessions. 

Looking in the mirror, he decided it was time to completely shave off his beard. Maybe that would help him start a fresh life. After a hot shower, he fed Amigo and walked to the local coffee shop for breakfast. It felt good to get cleaned up and go for coffee rather than reach for another bottle. He wondered why he didn’t make that choice more often. 

As he entered the café he was greeted by Steve, one of the local firefighters. “Josh, it’s good to see you. I was hoping I’d find you here. Do you have a few minutes to talk?” Steve asked. Though his first instinct was to decline, Josh reminded himself he was thinking of turning over a new leaf. If he was serious about reforming his ways, he needed to start by cultivating a few friendships here. He had played the lone wolf game for so long it was hard to even think about new relationships, but here was an opportunity to at least practice. 

He sat down at the table with Steve, and Amigo dutifully lay down by his side. Josh first met Steve several years ago when Amigo was a puppy. Josh had enrolled Amigo in a scent-training class and Steve had been in the class as well. Amigo was one of the star students. In fact, the local police department had tried to get Josh to turn the dog over to them so they could use him as a drug and bomb-sniffing dog. Especially drugs. In this southern California town close to the Mexican border, drugs were rampant, and Amigo would have been a great asset to the department. Josh refused, though he had no doubt the dog would have been amazing in that role. 

“Good to see you still have Amigo,” said Steve. “Have you done any more training with him?”

“No. I just did the class for fun,” said Josh. “I had just gotten him, and it seemed like a good way to get to know him.” 

“I remember how great he was in class. You know, we need more search and rescue dogs in the fire department. We’re looking to start a new training soon. Would you consider joining in? It’d be good training for you as well—it could even lead to a job.”

“Thanks, but I can’t afford it right now,” said Josh. His first reaction was annoyance, but then once again, he remembered he was considering making some changes in his life. 

“Well, they’re really pushing this new training program and want to get it up and running soon. There may even be some scholarships available. Think about it and give me a call if you decide you’re interested. Here’s how to reach me.” He scribbled his phone number on a napkin.

Josh pocketed the number. “I’ll think about it,” he said, reluctant to commit right away. If he was honest with himself, he had to admit that more than once in the past few years, he had considered training as an EMT and working with Amigo as a search and rescue dog. That was something he could see himself doing with his life. Maybe this was a sign that life could change.

As Steve left, Josh looked at Amigo. “Well, now that was interesting! You may have launched me into a new career! What do you think?”

Amigo wagged his tail in response and nuzzled Josh’s hand, looking for food. Josh looked down at the dog. Could he actually do this? He did feel ready to make a change. He had been hiding for too long, and it was time to make a move. Acting on impulse, he stood up and ran after Steve.
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Chapter 3

Six Months Before
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A knock on the door startled Laurie. Odd, she thought. She rarely had visitors these days. She peeked out the window, surprised to see her neighbor Sophia. They had chatted about getting together for coffee months ago when the power briefly went out, but it hadn’t happened yet. Laurie felt a twinge of guilt about that. Sophia and her husband, Alejandro, were from somewhere in South America, and as far as she knew they both worked full time in the city. Just the other day, Stan told her he saw Alejandro outside while taking out the morning trash and Alejandro mentioned Sophia was pregnant.

Sighing, she walked to the door. Opening it, she saw Sophia darting back across the street to her house, looking like a scared rabbit. Strange, Laurie thought. I wonder what she wanted. And what is she doing home on a weekday? As she started to close the door, she noticed a small piece of paper on the ground. Who uses paper anymore? she wondered as she bent to pick it up. Hand-printed on the paper was a neatly written note: Can you come to my house for coffee this morning? About 10:00? Clearly, Sophia hadn’t wanted to talk to her. She simply delivered the note and left. Laurie shrugged, then turned to look across the street. Sophia was staring at her from her living room window. On impulse, Laurie smiled at her and gave her a thumbs up before quietly closing the door.

She sent
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