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Mike, all my thanks for suggesting and inspiring me, to write about theses dark ages. May we survive them. 

We have been God like in our planned breeding of our domesticated plants and animals, but we have been rabbit like in our unplanned breeding of ourselves.      

Arnold J. Toynbee
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Chapter 1.
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As always, James was late for what would be his last day of school. His sister Chloe was already standing by the door, waiting impatiently for him.  Mom once more reminded them not to forget to bring home all their belongings at the end of the school day; gym clothes, towels, books, notebooks, etc.. since they would not be returning to this place, ever. A simple word that painted the finality for both kids, of what had been their easy-going daily lives. Once the kids had tumbled out and bolted through the front yard, Michelle stopped washing the dishes, listening for Will, who was upstairs getting ready for his final day of work. Today, she thought with a pang, marked the end for the whole family of the customary, and routine banal existence they had enjoyed, and the beginning of an unknown future. Soon their lives were about to change drastically, not of their own choice, but out of dire necessity. 
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Tomorrow, for the Tennisson's, Michelle, the mother, William, the father, James, the thirteen year old son, and Chloe, the eleven year old daughter, the outlook for the forthcoming years would never be the same again. The gentle, predictable routine of their everyday lives had been shattered six months ago, when another hurricane, C-116, had touched down again on the New-Jersey coast, erasing yet another portion of the beautiful coastline, this time, even deeper inland. For quite some time now, the weather bureau had stopped identifying hurricanes by names. They were too numerous, and instead the bureau adopted a series, starting with the first letter of the alphabet, followed by a number, until reaching 200. Then it would move to the second letter, etc. Fresno, Philadelphia, Ocean City, Vineland, the family's addresses had changed so often that if you looked over the decades, their itinerary had been more like the pages and maps of a geography book than the customary average relocation of a household in the bygone days. 
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The past years, Michelle reflected, began for her when she met William in San Francisco in 2025. She was visiting her grandparents settled in retirement, in the pretty town of Chico, CA. In 2018, a raging wildfire had disturbed their peace, venturing close to Chico and the local brewery. The neighboring small town of Paradise, some 15 miles away, had not escaped the fast and furious flames and had burned to the ground, scaring her granny half to death. But they had remained, simply because it was near impossible to sell any kind of real estate, after the worst fire in the area branded the whole region as a super-duper risky sector. Since then, many other fires, large and small, had consistently occurred up and down the state, and the inhabitants had learned to put up with it or move. At first, Chico had seen an influx of incoming new residents following the tragedy of Paradise, but as soon as the victims had recuperated, a great number just decided to emigrate to safer pastures. California had always been a dangerous state, what with the earthquakes, floods, droughts, mudslides, and of course, the wildfires. However, the frequency of these threats had surged over the succeeding years. For now, though, at the time of her visit, her grandparents were hanging in, with granny mostly going through the days with her fingers crossed. 
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At twenty-two, Michelle was immersed in studies at the California State University of Nursing in Fresno. One more year of specialized nursing/surgery classes would terminate her curriculum, and hopefully give her a degree which would enable her to join a top hospital, centered on progressive medicine. Therefore, when spring-break arrived, she naturally chose to invite herself to her grandparent's home. A four hour drive would bring her in their loving, wacky arms. Besides, she could also give in to her attraction, the San Francisco zoo, just a short drive from their dwelling. She had heard wonderful things about it. This was supposed to be one of the best still surviving zoos in the country, insomuch that zoos were becoming endangered sites, much like the animals they housed. Most towns these days were lacking the funds for the habitats, to preserve and showcase the dwindling animal species of the world. 
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The first few days she spent trailing the sites around Chico, with her granny, eager to enjoy the companionship of a person willing to move their feet, instead of lounging on the patio after a long nap, as her husband carried on each afternoon. Since her last stay, Chico had already markedly transformed. The two Chico rivers traversing the town had just about dried up. The pleasant fountains on the plazas were shut off to conserve water, and the numerous flowerbeds were now filled with mulch. The lovely rhododendrons which used to dot the landscape, had long been removed after their quick demise. Still, Chico retained most of its population, at least for a number determined to take on the “new normal” as the journalists were calling the endless weather-related debacles. Three days remained before she had to head back to school, and only one was a weekday, so she focused on that Friday, at last, to visit the zoo, because she hated driving on weekends. Besides, the zoo was always overrun with crowds on Saturdays and Sundays, anyhow. 
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A pale sun was peaking through the clouds when she parked her used Prius near the entrance. It was early yet, and the ticket line was sparse. Upon entering, she marched to the wildlife shop, where she supposed that maps, books and information could be obtained. After she had purchased a nice colorful map of the zoo, she moved toward the exit door, her nose already buried in the open layout, when abruptly she walked right into what she thought was a wall. Startled, she looked up and realized that it was not a wall after all, but the tall solid back of a man who had apparently stopped right at the threshold of the building. Her head had bumped smack into his backpack, which must have contained bricks, she assumed, in light of the hard impact. Slowly, the high figure turned around, and she saw a look of surprise on the fellow's face, which changed in an instant to a wide white grin. Like her, he was holding the zoo's map stretched open between his hands. As she looked up at him, she broke into a smile.

— Looks like we are both guilty of inattention, he said first. 

— Yeah, I'm sorry, she replied, folding the map.

— I'm not. It's obviously your first time here too. It's a larger park then I thought. Any idea where to start? By the way, my name is William.
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Was he flirting with her? Well, she admitted with an inward smile, she could add Homo sapiens to the list of species she intended to explore. After this playful introduction, we went around the zoo together, as if this encounter had been planned. William, she had discovered on that first day, was not just a great looking man, although his tall lean frame, surmounted by a dazzling smile and vivacious deep brown eyes with curly eyelashes, did tip the balance toward “yes,” for a possible second date. His ironic, biting sense of humor and easy-going self-confident demeanor had definitively won her over, despite her innate shyness. Over a casual lunch at the Leaping Lemur Café, with its overpriced and minimalist menu, like all these kinds of public entertainment places, he had told her how lucky he felt when she had stumbled over him. She had settled for some Thai noodles, the unique dish with no meat on the menu, and as she was struggling not to slurp her snakelike noodles, he outlined a bit about himself, beginning with the reason for his stay in San Francisco because of a world tech conference. “The best,” he said excitedly, 'for data-science and emerging new ideas in the computer field.” The day was awfully beautiful, and William was too darn attractive to engage in a discussion over the overblown merits, in her mind anyhow, regarding all these wonderful computer technologies. Herself, she had wasted too many precious hours fighting those computers, unduly zealous with proprietary personalities, to adore them. For her, a computer was just another tool she used to achieve some tasks. Although, by no means did she idolize them. For the moment, she was content, to simply gaze at his lovely and spirited face.
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That starry night in her grandparent's guest room, she curled up with a fuzzy hedgehog stuffed animal next to her cheek, a last-minute unexpected gift from William, on their way out of the zoo. From then on, she had never left this cherished token of their first chance meeting behind. On her last date with him, before she departed to resume her studies in Fresno, he had kissed her gently at first, then with passion, and so their lives had been intertwined ever since. A year later, they were married. Only close family witnessed their union at the courthouse in Poway, CA, a medium-size city where her parents lived and where she was born. Being unconventional, both wore jeans, although William looked smashing in a navy blue blazer, and she, quite the outlaw with her fawn “Billy the Kid” type suede blouson. His and her parents had been more appropriately dressed than the married couple. Nevertheless, the wedding repast afterward, at her parents, had been delightful, filled with joy, and great food and plenty of champagne. There was no honeymoon. Fun and pleasure  would have to wait. Instead, they drove to Fresno, stayed at a nice enough motel, and begin the search for a flat, and a job for William. The apartment they had rustled-up, a one-bedroom with a tiny kitchen, located in a nondescript three-story building, at least was situated near a park, and they made do with noisy upstairs students partying all night long. William tracked down a position, all together boring and inadequate for his talent, but it paid the bills and he went home each night to his Michelle, ma belle, as he loved to call her, which made it bearable. His mind, accustomed to create and develop, was presently inundated with arduous litigation cases involving recovery, methodology, and evidence acquisitions for a computer forensic firm. Soon enough, she graduated with honors in surgical nursing. At this juncture, they transported their meager belongings to the East coast, bidding goodbye to congested, overpriced California which kept on burning, sliding and rocking.  
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Chapter 2.
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Now she was pregnant. An unplanned pregnancy, which was welcomed of course. A much larger city was awaiting them both and before long, a new member in the family. Philadelphia, the city of brotherly love, offered Will the opportunity to engage his brain activity for an innovative computer research company, concentrating on neuromorphic computing with the uncreative name of  “Codinov”. He was excited and the pay terrific, especially after his Fresno experience. Promptly after Will's job interview in Fresno, she had struck a pact with him. He would not bother to educate or explain computer science to her, and in return, she would not bore him with nursing or surgical procedures. In any case, both were overwhelmed by the immense size of this megalopolis. Even though the housing prices were more affordable than California, they had to search hard for a cheap flat to rent, hopefully in a decent, safe and walkable district. At first, for Michelle, the city was a bitter deception, used as she was to modern, recent housing with parking and a lot of bungalows. Aside from the old bourgeois or gentrified blocks, the more modest neighborhoods tended to show their age, as well as neglect and decrepitude to her unaccustomed eyes. 
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Nevertheless, after many days of hitting the pavement, the winner had been a two bedroom flat located in North Philadelphia West. The neighborhood of Stanton was a working-class community with a good number of students, and predominantly African American, the opposite of her birth town of Poway, CA. Mainly, you could walk to many places and public transportation was excellent. This feature was vital since William had ditched his gas-guzzling Ford SUV, which left them with her good old used Prius, as a way to keep expenses down. The attractive building, a brownstone, was a remnant of the second half of the 19th century, constructed with the famous brown sandstones from up and down the east coast. The style, she was told, was Italianate, and many of the embellishments were in the form of radiating stones forming a circle surrounding the narrow arched windows. The turret window, overhanging in the street, recalled tales of princesses kept prisoner in a dungeon. The apartment occupied the first floor, an important fact as her belly augmented in size with each passing month. The clincher for her had been the impressive dark stone Gothic revival church, adjacent to the apartment. It occupied the whole corner of 18th street and W. Diamond street. It was set-back from the street, and wrapped in mature trees, including a majestic pine, creating a green oasis in this urban setting. Later, she would often visit the church's yard, and participate in serving meals at their soup kitchen. The church of the Advocate Agenda, was to her liking, offering primarily help, comfort and promoting social justice. A program she easily could support and agree to, without reserve. Poverty and inequities were so much more blatant in larger cities. She remembered being shocked in San Francisco when she had seen the “Tent Cities”, reminiscent of the refugees' camps of warring countries she had viewed on the TV evening news. Ironically, in America the bountiful, recently, they had mushroomed. 
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What came next was baby James. He entered both their worlds between lunch and her afternoon nap. She had begun to work at the Einstein Medical Center at the outset of her maternity. It was a 30 min. trip, and convenient in more ways than one. First, the facility had hired her thanks to her surgical and special training, of which the hospital was in short supply, and then they had accommodated her when she was near term, and she delivered her firstborn with ease in a nice private room. Luckily, James had been eager to meet the woman who had provided him with nine months of absolute bliss in a wonderful cocoon, and she was grateful for the baby's speed in delivery, because she was a terrific nurse but a lousy patient, according to the staff who had participated in the birthing. James had inherited his father's deep brown eyes, while his skin color was lighter like hers, a warm copper brown. He was naturally, the cutest baby in the world, declared William, proud to be a father. The birth of their son cemented an already profound relationship. At the same time, life started to truly speedup for the couple, between raising a boy and working hard in demanding careers. Saving greenbacks had become an obsession, not to move up in society, but primarily in preparation for what both had recognized in their early teens, that the world was spiraling in disarray.
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By the end of the next year, just in time for Christmas, Will was approached by a top-notch headhunter firm. It represented a computer corporation brilliantly led by a group of brainy guys searching for the right man to place in their Vineland city, NJ research and development lab. Will's CV had somehow landed on the desk of the person looking for that man. Impressed, a gorgeous blond young woman had been hastily dispatched to snatch William away. Little did the seductress realize, that William, upon learning the area of computer science Coudcorp was involved with, was already sold on the idea of joining this extraordinary company fervently dedicated to the science of 3D imaging sensors, and developing accurate and precise models for giants in industries like rocket-science, cancer research, the EPA and many other prestigious firms. Will's head was spinning just thinking about it. She on the other hand, desperately hoped the weather near the shores of the east coast would be milder than what she went through in Philadelphia. Those hot humid summers, frigid winters with frequent snowstorms, all of which had pretty much curtailed her experience there, even  the great historical sites, and the wonderful zoo, a happy reminder of their first encounter. 

––––––––
[image: ]


By now, James was a sweet and lively toddler, extremely curious and vocal even though he spoke “in his own words”, a language Will and she had not mastered. A couple of nights were occupied with farewell parties with the few friends they had. Both knew it would be as it had happened with previous acquaintances in other cities, that they would not see them again. Their bohemian lifestyle so far had not permitted long-lived or deep attachments. With an egoism deeply rooted in their passionate and steadfast love, they didn't care. They were satisfied being just the three of them. And so, they piled into the car again one morning, en route for Egg Harbor Township, NJ. After being hit by Hurricane Sandy in 2012, many towns along the New Jersey shore, already depressed by an economic recession, never truly recovered. They were aware that it was a gamble, choosing this smaller, quainter locality over Vineland. But despite heavy storms, generally hurricanes did not land there, but then, Hurricane Sandy was a sad reminder, with storms and flooding these days being more prevalent. Still, the attraction of pretending to be on vacation, riding around the edge of the Atlantic and lounging on the sandy beaches like seals, was awfully powerful, after the claustrophobic urbanized Philadelphia. This time the move was not as arduous, with fewer miles to cover than the trip to Philadelphia. On a shaded tree-lined street, the couple confidently unpacked in a small but pretty cottage-like house, painted the color of vanilla ice cream. Surely, this time around they would grow some roots here, she hoped. Wouldn't it be nice to feel like you were part of the town's life, to have pleasant friendly dinners with smart people, with whom one could share strong opinions and beliefs? To be around people who had traveled, seen other countries and experienced diverse cultures.
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Baby James was quickly approaching his second birthday, while they had organized a pretty fair lifestyle in Egg Harbor, when she had a shocking epiphany: she was with child again. It can't be, she thought, right away, how? She had been on the pill all along and had taken it regularly and religiously, not wanting another “accident”, as had been the case for James, even if after his birth, they both were crazy about him. For a few days of late, she had felt nauseous in the morning. Nothing much, just a sort of mild queasiness that she had ignored until she went for a yearly physical at the hospital where she had found a position. As part of its wellness program, all staff members had to comply with it. Afterward, the doctor had given her an A+ for her overall health, then he had said casually:

— It will be your second child, isn't?

— What! she exclaimed, completely taken aback.

— I'm sorry, I assumed you knew.”

— No, I had no idea. Are you sure? 

The doctor nodded affirmatively.

— But... that's impossible! I'm on the pill, never missed one.

— Ah... well, let's see. Do you have epilepsy? I know from your medical record, that you don't have tuberculosis or HIV. You see, some drugs used in treating these ailments can interfere with the efficacy of the pill, as well as some herbal supplements. Are you using any?

She reflected for a while, but none of the illnesses he had mentioned applied to her, no epilepsy or herbal supplements... wait, no, it couldn't be that! Hesitantly, she faced the physician and said:

— Sometimes, I have tea when it's that time of the month, to help with headaches and cramps, but it's not every month.

— Tell me then, what kind of herbal tea you were taking until recently?

— A friend of mine suggested Saint-John's Wort, and I did drink a couple of cups last month, but surely, these teas are natural treatments and harmless. 

— Sorry I have to tell you this, but just because you are using an herb, it does not make it safe. Some can be quite dangerous. In your case, I am afraid St-John's Wort falls in that category. It does interfere with the pill's efficacy, and I'm afraid, it's very likely the culprit for your pregnancy.
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Well, wonderful she thought, feeling a little depressed on the drive back home. How would William take this second unplanned child? A baby girl entered their life in September of 2029. This little one took her time as if she was weighing the pros and cons of either staying snugly in the womb, she knew so well, or taking a chance coming out in a new unfamiliar world. She surprised everyone by how tiny she was, with large hazelnut eyes and smiling at everyone. Will, fell in love with her the moment she curled her minuscule hand over his finger, and she had bossed him around ever-since. Meanwhile, James was too busy crawling everywhere, disappearing in the strangest places, to wonder about this new bundle named Chloe who was monopolizing his keepers. 
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Chapter 3.
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The following years rolled by at sonic speed. At least, no more children were born unannounced, and the four of them became a truly tight family. Egg Harbor these past years had seen its share of nasty storms, resulting mostly in wild floods, but for now, their cozy vanilla ice cream box had been spared, apart for a few down trees and power lines around the neighborhood. Her mind hovered over these memories and stopped, focusing on what happened last summer. Previously, five years ago, Will and herself had met a wonderful, nice old gentleman in a grocery store while on a sunny Saturday trip to Ocean City, a swift ten miles from Egg Harbor. During the friendly conversation, Mister Martiney, Gene, for us, he promptly added, mentioned that he owned a real-estate agency and also rented a few beach-houses. Shortly after this trip, they were in possession of the key to one of Gene's small, but endearing bungalows. Needless to say, it soon became a sort of second home. On weekends, summer vacation, and holidays, the family piled  in the car, and invaded OC, as they nicknamed the sprawling resort. There, the kids learned to swim, hunt for shellfish, went boating, and even played soccer with the local kids on the soft sand, while Will and her joined a marine study club, sparring with the city council over the growing environmental damages.
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At the end of the street, jutting against a slope which met the sandy shores of Great Egg Harbor bay, stood our bungalow. Will compared it with affection to the cottages his family used to rent for the summers, all the way up north in Lake Delavan, Wisconsin. It was a wood-frame house, painted sunny yellow with a gable roof and a great deck in the back overlooking the bay. What a magnificent vista we had. Mature trees dispensed much-needed shade throughout the summers while granting us welcome privacy. Fragrant and rich cedar paneled the interior walls, creating a cozy ambiance, and the soapstone fireplace roared in the frigid December evenings. In the winter, under a blanket of snow that seemed to fall heavier and deeper each year that followed, the town with all its modern villas, acquired a whole different aspect. One that you related more with Vermont in New England. In the winter, the famous boardwalk became a favorite for snowshoe promenades.
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Gene came often for a chance to chat with us. He was fun and had a wonderful storytelling voice, bringing-up the past in vivid detail before our eyes, as if we were witnesses standing by. Because of his narratives, we became even more aware about the precarious state of the planet we inhabit. Gene, in his 70's, hosted a vast recollection of events which he said would lead to what he called “The Vanishing Road”. By this, he meant the road of the evolution of men, from primates barely surviving, to the industrialized era when spells of expanding destruction, truly acquired momentum. Without care or caution, modern men armed with not only weapons but ever broadening-minds, gobbled-up the earth and all its creatures, subjugating them to feed their gargantuan hunger, which was never satisfied. All the while, ignoring royally nature's designs and requirements. Meanwhile, he stressed, if the fast-growing world population, the single most effective engine of perdition, was allowed to pursue its extension, it would intensify the demise of the already endangered species, and their habitat. Gene's predictions for the near future, not merely for our planet and its animal kingdom, but we its people, were dire. According to him, the human species along with most of the other animal species, as of now, are traveling at racing speed toward a vanishing point. We are all sprinting along without hope on a “Vanishing Road”, the extinction of our species included. Unlike the other species, who adapted to their environment or died off, we humans, he explained,  tried to change, transform, and bend our surroundings, without searching for full knowledge or harboring any thoughts about the consequences of our foolish actions. We ignored the past and never looked beyond our short myopic horizon. Therefore, we were crafting our own doom.
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Our friend Gene's somber predictions, would catch-up with our family in particular, during last year's summer vacation. August was nearing its end, and we had enjoyed carefree good times, until that is, our last weekend. The weather conditions, for any of the days of the past years, no matter where we happened to
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