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    I dedicate this book to those seeking a solution to their mental health problems.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The mind is a powerful thing. Use it wisely.
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It was the third such patient Dr. Nancy Strickland had to attend to, and it was merely the first hour of her workday. And from the long lines as she entered the hospital, she had a rough day ahead of her. Dr. Nancy was a neuroscientist, studying the effects of a government-approved project exploring the boundaries of human consciousness through a virtual reality program named Freesium. The essence of the project was to ‘free’ the mind of users of the virtual reality program in an effort to stimulate human consciousness to a higher level. Till now, the success of the government project was hotly debated. But Dr. Nancy was in the front lines of the effects as she had to help those directly affected by it. To her, Freesium was nothing but a State sanctioned drug used to manipulate people and keep them under government control. But as she was not into politics and her responsibility was to save people’s lives, she had her unenviable task becoming increasingly challenging. Her department was small given the limited resources allocated to it; she worked with two other persons, Nicole and Morris. Both were dedicated workers. Nicole had been in her department for five years and was a loyal and hardworking member of the team. Morris, however, had a knack for not following the rules. And it led him to trouble. But he was a great asset to the team for his loyalty and dedication. And he was fun to be around with when he was not giving trouble. 

The latest patient they rushed into the emergency room was shaking violently and had to be sedated. He had been foaming from the mouth and uttered jumbled things. But the greatest concern to Dr. Nancy was that patients were becoming more violent. In the past they showed mild episodes of aggression. Now, they behaved like brainless savages biting, punching, and grabbing at things that did not exist. The patient she was attending to attacked her, and he almost broke her arm, had it not been for Morris who reacted swiftly enough to restrain the old man, he would have succeeded. And that was yet another concern Dr. Nancy had. The patients were once mainly young men. But of late she saw increasing numbers of older men and women as well. The situation was getting out of control. At the rate patients arrived, she would have to declare an emergency. But the authorities resisted. They promised her more resources and made it clear she had to contain the situation. They had no intention of declaring a crisis that would alarm the populace. Their reaction alarmed her greatly. They did not see the gravity of the situation. But if things continued she would raise the alarm. How did they expect her to keep the dam from breaking? The cracks were everywhere and sooner or later the waters would flood down and wash everyone in its path. 

Nicole injected the patient with an experimental drug Dr. Nancy had developed. It had recently been approved by CDC. And to her relief it was working as she hoped. The young man calmed down. He slept for four hours. He was strapped to a monitoring device with many wires attached to his head, chest, and arms. His heart rate improved and had stabilized which was a good sign. His brain waves were back to normal. But Dr. Nancy wondered how long that would last. Most of the patients were told the same thing; they had to stay away from Freesium and the virtual reality program they were addicted to. Most promised to comply. However ninety-five percent never did. The addiction was too great. Something about Freesium proved too powerful that despite the dangers to their lives they kept reconnecting to it. Her interviews with the patients revealed they got a high unlike anything. Some claimed it was better than sex, like having ten orgasms in one. Dr. Nancy had not had an orgasm in years. That was something she wished she could share with someone. But she would likely die of exhaustion before she could meet a man to mate with. She barely had time to eat properly. In the morning she showered ten minutes and ate sandwich and ran to work as the calls and messages on her telephone kept pouring in. She was a week behind on her emails and phone messages. Her family had given up calling and expecting her to respond. What they did was leave a message hoping she would one day find the time to listen to them. All that weighed down on her. She was driving herself to her grave trying to save everyone rushed to the hospital. Working fifteen hours a day six days a week was taking a toll on her. So much so, she collapsed later that day. Nicole and Morris rushed to her aid, and it forced them to attend to the incoming patients on their own. 

When Dr. Nancy woke up there were several persons in the room. Three persons she did not recognize stood talking to each other. Morris and Nicole were beside her.  Nicole held her hand, and Morris sighed but smiled at her. She could see their concern as they stared at her. And one of the three men turned. He was sent in to help her. The department went into chaos the moment she fainted, and those she reported to went into a panic. That explained why Dr. Blake Satchel was sent without delay to help her department. Dr. Blake and Dr. Nancy got along fairly well. They went to the same medical College and collaborated on a number of occasions. And she had recommended that he take over her department as she felt the strain was too much of late. But her superiors were not letting her go without a fight. They wanted to keep her on the job as long as possible. But her collapsing in the middle of a crowd of patients forced their hand. Dr. Nancy smiled and felt a sense of relief. She trusted Dr. Blake and knew he could handle the pressures of the job. But what she did not expect, however, was she was sent home permanently that day. She did not get a farewell party, a thank you note, nothing. It was as if someone wanted her gone. They made a U-turn from not wanting her to leave to kicking her to the curve. But why? Was it her latest report on Freesium that unsettled her superiors in the government? It could not be out of concern for her health as they would have gradually faced her out with a cake and at least a candle to blow as she went gently into retirement. Instead she got a kick in the ass and was told her access to the department ended effective immediately. She could not enter the building, access any files or data, nor reach out to any patients pertaining to Freesium. As if that were not enough, they told her any such attempts would be considered a threat to national security, and they would arrest and charge her accordingly. And she was obviously angered by it all and blamed Dr. Blake for her humiliating treatment. As if that were not insulting enough, they also sent Nicole and Morris home. Dr. Blake said he preferred his team as he did not have confidence they could work with him. 

So the three of them sat in Dr. Nancy’s apartment drinking, something they told patients to avoid. But yet, there they were liquoring up as if the bottle was the last in human history, and they were not about to waste a single drop. And as none were accustomed to drinking, it took three shots each to get drunk. So there was plenty left of the supposed last bottle for at least five more sittings. Nicole slept on the sofa. Morris was unlucky he slept on the floor. Dr. Nancy dragged herself to her bed. 

The following morning Dr. Nancy woke up with a headache that made her question her sanity. Nicole and Morris were back to their cheerful selves. Morris was himself. Sober or not he was fun to be around.

Dr. Nancy drank a large glass of water after throwing three pills that fizzled inside. She burped and shook her head. They sat feeling sorry for themselves till Dr. Nancy said she was relieved. Now that she was free to do whatever she damn pleased, she would have the time of her life. The only two who were depressed, more than her, however, were Nicole and Morris who were out of a job and a couple decades away from retirement. Not that Dr. Nancy was old, she was in her early forties, but she earned a large paycheck that she could afford to live comfortably the rest of her life. Besides, as they forced her to retire she was entitled to all her benefits. In a way, she should be grateful for the kick in the ass which came with full pension. 

“You two are still young. I will call a friend of mine, and you will get a job in no time. Don’t worry.”

“I have my rent to pay,” said Nicole.

“I was looking forward to getting married,” said Morris.

“You don’t have a girlfriend,” said Dr. Nancy.

“That’s beside the point. I was looking to get married. No girl will date an unemployed person.”

“Didn’t you say you had girls lined up?” said Nicole.

“Yes, but if I don’t have money, how will I invite them out? Tell me.”

They were busy talking when someone knocked at the front door. Nicole and Morris turned to Dr. Nancy as it was her apartment. They overslept and had no clue as to who it could possibly be. Dr. Nancy’s eyebrows arched. She walked to the front door and peeked to confirm who it was. And she opened immediately. It was Dr. Blake. He collapsed into her front door. She hollered, and Nicole and Morris rushed to where she was. They pulled Dr. Blake inside and did everything to revive him. He murmured a few words to Dr. Nancy and died.

Dr. Nancy called the ambulance which arrived fifteen minutes later. They took Dr. Blake away. 

They rushed to the hospital but Dr. Nancy was prevented from going inside. In fact, they were all kept away despite that they arrived to check up on Dr. Blake who they did everything to save. Government officers were there and were rude towards them threatening them and outright wanting to arrest them. It was strange indeed. Something was going on. Dr. Nancy, Nicole, and Morris went to a nearby restaurant to eat as they were all hungry. They were silent at first but they stared at each other. 

“Something is going on?” said Nicole. “Does any of this make sense? We tried to save Dr. Blake, and they threatened and chased us from the hospital.”

“It’s like if they are hiding something,” said Morris.

“What did Mr. Blake say Dr. Nancy?” said Nicole.

“He said, ‘it’s all a lie.’”

“What do you supposed caused his heart attack?” said Nicole.

“Could be anything,” said Dr. Nancy.

“But why would he come to your apartment Dr. Nancy. And how did he know how to find you?” said Morris.

“That is a good question. I was surprised to see him. I never told him where I lived.”

“You think he checked your records?” said Nicole.

“Could be,” said Dr. Nancy. “But it doesn’t explain why he came, and the fact he died at my door was scary.”

“Tell me about it,” said Nicole.

“We have to find out what was a lie?” said Morris.

“Perhaps he discovered something and was killed,” said Nicole. “His heart attack was not natural. It had the symptoms of Freesium written all over it.”

“We have to find out what is going on. Perhaps that is why they wanted us out,” said Morris. “They must be hiding something.”

“Dr. Blake must have found out and got killed,” said Nicole.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Perhaps there is a logical explanation for what happened,” said Dr. Nancy.

“The good thing Dr. Nancy, you are no longer working. They won’t bother you anymore. It is not your problem,” said Morris.

“Let’s hope so,” said Dr. Nancy. “But I am afraid; something dark is on the horizon. People don’t come knocking at my door every day much less die in my arms telling me it was a lie.”
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Dr. Nancy sat in her living room watching the news. It was the only thing she watched to keep up-to-date with what was going on. But she constantly found herself arguing with the television and the reporters for things she disagreed with. As she sat on her sofa with the remote in her hand, she saw the evening report. The young news reporter mentioned an epidemic which was affecting people had spread. It caused hallucinations, violent outbursts, suicides, and unexplained irrational behaviors in people. The cause, it was alleged, was due to the victim’s use of Freesium. Erika Cromwell, the enigmatic CEO of the Virtual Reality Corporation Gamatech, behind Freesium, was scheduled to a hearing to answer for the mysterious deaths and incidents. But she was elusive and cryptic in her response claimed the young reporter. Few had seen the CEO in years. Some believed she had died years ago in a traffic accident. But there she was giving, or better yet, avoiding a reporter on a matter that was sure to continue to make headlines. Dr. Nancy changed the channel. But to her discomfort, yet more important news was reported, the dead of Dr. Blake Satchel. And she was expecting they report he died in her apartment. But a male reporter announced he died at his home from a heart attack. She knew it was a lie. But what she did not know was why they reported his death occurring at his home. Was it to protect his family? She was merely a colleague at the hospital. Perhaps there was something they were hiding there as well. 

Dr. Nancy had decided she was not going to let all that happened bother her. Now, she would focus on making the most of her time. She could read, binge watch videos and movies, as she liked Turner Classic movies. Perhaps she could write a book. There were no limits other than those she placed on herself. As she was in no hurry to go anywhere she went to the kitchen to have breakfast. She pulled the box of cereal and set it on the table. She walked and took the milk out of the refrigerator and poured milk on a bowl. She poured cereal into the milk. Everyone did it the reverse. It was a knack she had most people noticed. As she ate her cereal there was a knock to her door. She glared from the side of her head towards the door. She gasped and strolled to open. When she did, Morris and Nicole were outside. But from the panting and sweating and the fact they pushed themselves in the minute she opened the door, she could tell something was wrong. 

“Dr. Nancy, you are in trouble. You need to run and hide. They are coming for you,” said Morris.

“What is going on?”

“There is no time to explain. The police are on the way as we speak. We ran as fast as possible to get here. They are running up the stairs as we speak. Is there a back door or another way out?” said Nicole.

“Yes, there is the emergency stairs to the back.”

“We must hurry, Dr. Nancy,” said Nicole.

She was not given time to get anything. Nicole grabbed her hand and pulled her out. Morris closed the door behind them, and they ran down the hallway to the back staircase normally only used during emergencies. As this could be considered one such case, Dr. Nancy felt it was appropriate for her to make good use of it. And they ran as speedily as they could. They tried to exit on the floor below but a group of officers were already there apparently anticipating her to try to escape down that floor. They had not figured out there was another emergency stairs or they would have sent men to guard it as well. Not wanting to give the officers time to discover them, they descended with great haste. Above, someone yelled there was another emergency staircase. And they heard footsteps coming down. Frightened and breathing hard, they kept skipping steps as they descended. And they reached the first floor. They were originally on the eleventh floor. To Dr. Nancy, it was the first time she came down hurriedly. And her heart pounded, and she trembled. They ran out the building and three police cars were outside. Pretending they were passersby they walked by two officers guarding the entrance of the apartment and ran off the moment they were out of view. Nicole had her Toyota around the corner, and they got in and left.  Dr. Nancy did not understand what happened and, more importantly, wanted to know how Nicole and Morris were aware of what was about to happen. 

It turned out they raided Nicole’s apartment first. But as she had gone out to buy something to eat she met a swarm of officers interrogating her neighbors and taking things out of her house. Evidently, she was not about to ask questions and get arrested, so she called Morris. Morris lived with his parents and escaped as his dad opened the front door. The officers pushed his dad to the ground as if he was a terrorist, and his dad shouted. That caught Morris’ attention, and he ran out. They both met and called Dr. Nancy, but she had her telephone turned off and were forced to run to her place to forewarn her. And that led to them now being on the run.

They had no other option but to go to a hotel. They sat watching the news for any information on what was going on. And the only clue was Dr. Nancy was accused of being the mastermind behind all the hallucinations and deliriums affecting patients. Dr. Nancy was flabbergasted. How on earth could they blame her for something she was working to cure? They were blaming the duck for being shot with a rifle instead of looking at who held the rifle. It was obvious she was being made the scapegoat. And the once elusive CEO of GamaTech was not as elusive as before. She blamed Dr. Nancy saying she was running her private empire of delusions claiming Dr.Nancy was selling drugs to patients seeking answers for their harmless virtual reality experience. She claimed Dr. Nancy saw a profitable opportunity and gave patients a retroviral drug that exacerbated their delusions while blaming it on Freesium. According to Erika, authorities had long confirmed Freesium had positive results on users as it heightened their cognitive abilities and improved their memory. Users of Freesium were ten times more effective in their work, had strong positive sexual benefits and were likely to live longer and happier as a result. 

Dr. Nancy, Nicole, and Morris stood with their mouths open. It was an elaborate hoax aimed at destroying Dr. Nancy and blaming her squarely for the deliriums causing violent outbursts and deaths. To ensure they covered all loose ends, they also claimed her co-conspirators, Nicole and Morris abetted in the elaborate schemed benefiting handsomely from it. They showed Nicole driving her Toyota which they alleged was a product of her ill earned gains. Morris was shown having the time of his life at numerous bars with different ladies obviously meant to cast him as a player. Dr. Nancy, they claimed, had siphoned off money to Suisse accounts or accounts in the Bahamas. They were wanted by the authorities for questioning and were considered dangerous and possibly armed.

Of the three, the only one smiling was Morris. He considered being wanted as a badge of honor girls found attractive. He was sure he would get laid sooner than later. Nicole, however, saw her career wither away. Dr. Nancy knew she was not going to get another paycheck. And she checked her bank account and had worse news. Her account had been frozen. She was officially worse off than Nicole who had a hundred bucks in her purse. Morris had two hundred but since he owed Nicole a hundred had to pay up. Nicole now had two hundred and he one. Dr. Nancy had five dollars and a quarter in her purse after she paid for the hotel room. She had three credit cards but using those was out of the question if they were of any use. 

“This is one big setup. That lady from GamaTech has set us up,” said Morris. “And she is a terrible witch.”

“You mean bitch,” said Nicole.

“Yes, but it is not pleasant when a guy says it,” said Dr. Nancy.

“That’s why I didn’t. What are we going to do?”

“We have to find out the truth and reveal it,” said Dr. Nancy.

“But how? We are wanted by the police. We can’t show our faces. They will arrest us,” said Nicole.

“I will call someone I know,” said Morris. “I have a friend at the FBI who can help.”

“Are you sure that person can be trusted?” said Nicole.

“Relax, he is my uncle, Elvis Coleman. If anyone can help us it is him.”

Morris called his uncle and explained the situation. And within the hour his uncle arrived. Mr. Elvis was forty-five years old. He was tall, rugged, and had a square jaw. He dressed formal as he had come out of an important meeting. And he only arrived because his not-so-favorite nephew said it was a life or death situation. And his sister confirmed her home was raided and her son must have done something for the FBI to have stormed their house. She was obviously distraught and had already called him. As no one knew where Morris had gone, his uncle, Mr. Elvis, answered the moment he saw his call. And there he was knocking at the front door of their hotel room.

Morris opened with a big grin on his face. And his uncle glared at him as he made his way into the hotel room.

“You mind explaining to me why on earth the FBI, I work for, is looking for you? My sister is crying and in shock. Your father received a blow to the head. What did you do?”

“Nothing. I swear. We did nothing.”

“We? Who are we?”

“Oh, this is Nicole my colleague, and she is Dr. Nancy, my boss, now fugitive friends.”

“And you think this is one big joke?”

“No, but what do you want me to say?”

“Will someone tell me why the FBI is looking for you?”

“Uncle, we worked at the hospital attending to patients affected by the effects of Freesium. They are often violent and come with delusions. Some have tried to commit suicide or attempted to hurt others.”

“Ah-huh. I still don’t get why the FBI has a warrant for your arrest.”

“They blame us for all the delirium and addiction affecting people. But we have nothing to do with it. We have been helping patients to get off the addiction of the virtual reality program. But GamaTech’s CEO is looking for a scapegoat. They have made claims we are behind it all. They say their virtual reality program Freesium is harmless. They blame Dr. Nancy and us for selling a pill they allege is the real cause of the delusions affecting people.”

“This sounds like a bunch of crap.”

“But it is true,” said Dr. Nancy. “I have worked for two decades as neuroscientist at the hospital. We have developed advanced treatments to cure the aggressions, delusions, and violent outbursts in patients. But things have gotten worse. What I didn’t expect was for them to blame me and my team for what is going on.”

“Uncle, can you help us?”

“I have heard a lot of crazy things in my life. But this virtual reality thing beats any wild or cockamamie ideas. But since three persons singing the same song and in tune are a difficult thing to muster, I will humor
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