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he horse drank from the pool of water in loud splashes. A face drawn thin from the heat and the sun watched the mount with a kind of detached interest. His clothes were torn and ravaged, rife with blackened holes as if the fabric had been set afire. Bright colors adorned the heavy shawl wrapped around his torso; hanging loosely, it gave his body shade.  
The sombrero that encircled his head was sullen, drooping from lack of moisture. His features––haggard and unkempt––were centered on bright blue eyes; they were cold rivers reminiscent of once sprawling oceans and bodies of water. 
There were houses in the desert, shambles of wood and stone that looked as if they had been there for hundreds of years. Uneven windows shrouded only darkness; splintered doors hung from their hinges lazily. 
He got up with a slow, protracted movement. 
The possibility of water was such that he would brave the pain in his chest and the sense of disorientation that swept over him. A toe poked through a shoe––a dirty and broken nail covered in dried blood. His feet dragged through the dusty earth as he bridged the distance to the partly open door. 
Gripping the rusted handle, he pulled hard. 
The door would not budge. 
Breathing raggedly, he hung his head, leaning against the splintered door. “Dios Mio,” he whispered as he grabbed the handle once more. Fighting against the knobby protrusion, he gritted his teeth and pressed his eyes together tightly. 
With a wide arc it opened, revealing a darkened interior. There was a musty smell mixed with a heavy acerbic taste lingering in the air that stung his mouth. Reaching against the rough walls of the home, he searched for a light switch. It was a search that yielded nothing. Taking a precautionary step inside, he flicked his foot out, searching for something in his path. 
Breathing quickly, he covered his face with a dirty sleeve of the thin coat he wore to combat the unrelenting heat and sun that beat upon his tired frame. The darkness dulled as his eyes adjusted. He waited, watching as the shadows revealed lines and shapes in the darkness. 
“Que sucedio aqui?” he mumbled. 
The house was small. 
There was one room with a sink on the far side. A dry, painful-looking cot and a traditional oven––the uneven, broken stacks climbed into the ceiling––were situated in the corner. There were shelves: some erected unevenly, and some broken. 
Shards of ceramics littered the floor. 
And then there was the growl, low and haunting. 
He moved against the wall just next to the door. 
Lowering his body into a defensive posture, he anticipated the sudden lunging of something from the darkness. The shadows intersected, forming a figure lowered to the ground. The flicker of gray eyes appeared, and then disappeared, as it slid sideways into the darkness away from the covered window. 
“Dios me concede seguridad,” he whispered. 
His breath caught in his throat. 
The growl continued. 
Faltering for a moment, the creature drew breath. 
Reaching beside him, he felt around for something: a bludgeon of some kind. His fingers wrapped around a long cylinder; frayed tape scratched his palm. He stood quickly, holding the pipe like a designated hitter in the late innings of a game. 
He watched the shadows. 
A heavy sound echoed in the small home. 
The suddenness of it made him jump farther into the darkness of the house. Realizing immediately that this placed him closer to the growling, he moved once more. 
Dropping the pipe, his hands frantically grabbed at the dried-out sheet that hung across the only window. Filthy fingernails dug through the heavy paper. Splotches of light inundated the room. He turned as he pulled down the final piece, revealing the horror of the room. 
There were three bodies. 
Two of them were huddled against one another. 
The other was close to the door. 
His outstretched hand was opened, as if he had been holding something: the pipe. Looking down, the man saw that the pipe he had previously held was covered in dried blood. The tape was soaked nearly brown. Its previous owner looked as if he had been trapped in this home, in the heat, for many days. His face was drawn thin, heavy veins pushed to the surface. 
The skin had begun to pale grotesquely. 
A growl had turned into a whimper. 
The light revealed not Cerberus, but instead a mangy dog that was no larger than a jack rabbit. The hair was discolored, clumps twisted in unnatural braids. Bloodshot eyes––one nearly crimson––looked at the man with fear. The whimpers intensified as it cowered back into what little darkness still adhered to the corners of the room. 
“Calme abajo, su autorizacion,” he murmured. 
His voice cracked from thirst. 
The mutt tucked his tail and wavered forward slightly–– moving in that sideways manner that in the darkness had felt so disarming. He looked beyond the dog into the kitchen and saw a woman holding a small child. The face of the young girl was hidden in her mother’s clothes. 
He moved forward, inspecting the broken glasses that had once held the poisoned water. The tap had been broken off. There was only a gaping hole where the faucet should have been. Every glass had been smashed, every bowl purposely destroyed. He could not blame them. Dehydration would take over and then the thirst would become too much, too painful. 
The hallucinations would come, and eventually death. 
This place was death. 
There was no refrigerator, nor a cooler of any kind. 
He did not expect to find any. 
Plastic could not remain as a boundary between the poison of the earth and what clean water remained. Moving into the kitchen, he stepped over the mother and daughter carefully. He did not want to stir their spirits, lest he be condemned to death in this place as well. 
Opening cabinets, slowly at first, it built with intensity as thirst gnawed at him. Exhaling with frustration, he turned and surveyed the room again. The bodies had begun to rot in the heat. The smell had evaded him at first. But in conjunction with the increasing effects of dehydration, he had begun to become angrier and angrier. 
He stepped over the bodies. 
Taking less care this time, he knocked his foot against the mother and child. Their bodies fell aside, drawing his attention. The body of the child fell free. Her face was drawn thin. Pale like the others, there was still something life-like about her. 
She must have died last. 
He blinked several times, his mouth twitching. His tongue felt like sandpaper as it slithered around in his mouth. As he watched the child, he could have sworn she moved. Her body convulsed again, an arm reaching out. 
Fingers dug into the floor of the home. 
Stepping away, he crossed himself vigorously, mumbling prayers as he backpedaled. She continued to rise, her back arching as only a dead child born of madness could. He closed his eyes rapidly. Licking his lips over and over again, he watched as the raven-haired child crawled across the ground. 
“No,” he whispered desperately. “Esto no esta sucediendo.”
She continued to stagger, her face never revealed. Her head looked at the ground as she bowed and twisted. Pushing over her mother, she stepped forward. 
He shook his head, closing his eyes. Squeezing them tightly, he rubbed his hands over them. “No es verdadero. No es verdadero. No es verdadero,” he repeated. 
As he opened his eyes once more, she was gone. 
The room was as it had been. 
The mother and child were no longer locked in a loving embrace in the face of death. The man who was sprawled on the floor was splayed out, his graven look hidden by the shadows as the light from the window did not reach. 
The vagrant pushed his way through the half-opened door, covering his eyes as the powerful reach of the sun struck his body once more. It was overwhelming––the desert in his mouth and the tickling, crawling feeling on his skin as dehydration reached a critical point. 
His vision blurred at the edges. 
Slowly consuming his sight, it forced him to his knees. 
He found no moisture as he blinked his eyes several times. 
The heat of the open desert seemed to eviscerate him. 
His insides felt as if they would burst through his skin. Breathing came shorter, his chest heaved desperately. Falling to his knees, he looked out to where his horse had stood before the river. 
Lying on its side, dark black eyes watched the man as he slumped to the ground. Pulling his shawl over his head, he desperately sought darkness. His mind spiraled into the unknown––a great hope that what came after death would bring cool winds and miles of water in which he could forever bathe himself.
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very day of his life he had turned right. Today, he turned left. James Foster had the kind of day that made you question what it is your life is truly about. Was it your dreams that guided your hand, helped you choose your path? Or was it external circumstances that created walls and forced your hand such that you had no choice in what you become?
The rust-colored trees and endless expanse of desert was the same as if he had turned right. His revelation had been anti-climactic, much like the life that he had lived to this point: a cautious, over-planned life that left him unfulfilled each night he laid his head on his pillow. 
It was dark out. 
A smiling, broad moon in the sky juxtaposed against a perfect shadow canvas. Headlights flashed out ahead of the gray jeep. Air rushed through the open top of the vehicle, brushing his brown hair back. 
Blue eyes watched the road.
The hills that surrounded the valley opened and swerved like a great snake baking in the desert heat. His mind wandered as he drove, the lights of the small town of Miranda coming into view just ahead. 
Miranda sat in a valley, stone and sand mountains rising around it. Sparse copses of trees were scattered far into the distance and vagrant mammalian thieves skittered about in the night. The outskirts of town were littered with mini-malls and heavily lit gas stations. No one walked about the darkened, pristine pavement. The commercial real estate soon gave way to rows upon rows of rose-colored adobe homes, similar in appearance and occupants.        
As Foster passed by, the alternating lights in the windows of the homes created a rhythm. It was a song in his mind, as if they were notes and bars of music. He hummed softly. The radio in the jeep had been broken for some time. 
There was only the symphony in his mind and the whistling of the air as it cavorted through the open space and filled his ears. The recently built structures sluiced into where Miranda had begun as an old stone bridge over a narrow, shallow river that drained into a vast lake. 
The other side of which was California.  
He slowed the jeep as the street light rolled to red. 
The streets were perpetually empty, the sign of a small place. Near eighty thousand strong, it was not the bustling metropolis that many people wished. Yet, it remained the retirement community on which it was founded. The lull of the crimson passed and was replaced with green. Shifting the jeep into gear, Foster pushed his jeep forward slowly, watching the store windows. Most were dark, outlines of signs and store names washed clean. Left behind was the vague reminder of someone’s dreams. 
Such was the times. 
People had to watch what they worked for all their lives washed away in a torrent of unfortunate circumstances and lack of responsibility. These were the things that haunted the young man’s mind. Though he was neither an investor nor a politician, there was much in the world he saw as wrong. 
It was his way. 
He turned right, moving away from the lake and up the darkened hill. Animal shadows darting in and out at a distance, the desert still teemed with life. The street names were a mixture of Hispanic origin and bastardization of foreign concepts into strange English hybrids. As he neared a poorly spelled version of green road, he immediately pulled up into a driveway. He followed the cement path to a parking structure behind it. 
With a sigh, he turned off the engine. 
The ticking light on the dash reminded him that the jeep was indeed off and it was probably a prudent idea to exit the vehicle. As he slammed the door behind him, rocks rustled in the distance. There was always something sneaking about in the night. Be it coyotes, rattlesnakes, drunks, creatures in general. 
The screen door bounced against its hinges as it always did. He stopped on the enclosed porch, looking out across the town. The lake was just below, the mountains in the distance marking another region. 
The moon was brilliant. 
Powerful and large, it loomed in the night sky. 
The front door of the home creaked open. 
James knew who it was. 
“Hey, pop,” he spoke without turning. 
Robert Foster was a muscular man even at sixty-five. 
His hair was cropped short. The wide, spreading arcs of crow’s feet framed green eyes. A beard covered his face, the salt-and-pepper color of gray and slightly less gray that was common in many older men. 
“What are you doing out here, puppy?” 
Even at the age of twenty-nine, his father maintained the pet names of a boy half his age. James didn’t mind so much. Mostly, he was sad these days––sad about a great many things. 
“Another long day.” 
James hesitated. 
“I can’t stand that place.”
Raising an eyebrow, Robert joined his son looking out upon Miranda. His arms were crossed over his chest. The flannel shirt he wore had been worn nearly to disintegration, which was Robert’s way. “There’s always another shitty job. World is full of them, even in tough times.”
There were howls in the distance, roaming coyotes of the desert seeking a midnight snack. Miranda was on the unfortunate precipice that many American cities were: the dissolution of discretionary monies and a slowing, crab-walking economy that punished those who seemed to require the most. 
Father and son lived alone now.
They were an estranged kind of odd couple who were as diametrically opposed as two people could be. But, they had such an immense similarity in manner and care. Their attitudes mirror images of each other, with their values strangely in sync. 
James moved away from the screen that separated the cool desert night from the front porch and entered his father’s home, his home. Robert’s wife––and James’ mother––had passed five years earlier, yet the house remained as she had decorated it. And as such, knickknacks and odd paintings remained. The kitchen was sparse. An empty sink and the glowing yellow lights of a microwave hardly used. 
Robert followed his son in. 
Closing the door behind him, he placed a nearby chair under the handle. In his mind, safety was paramount. Sadness and a desire to belong lingered, haunted him in many ways, but the old man never showed it. There was only the occasional glimmer in his eyes when he watched something heart-wrenching. Or it was one of those rare moments where the kind man––the infinitely giving man beneath––shone through. 
Knowing this, the son felt greater sadness. 
His father, despite his gruff and often curt exterior, was a man capable of great charity and benevolence. The living room was occupied by only a solitary couch that had not been set upon at great length since the passing of his mother. Rounding out the room were the two recliners where father and son often took up residence. Robert sat into his chair, reclining it in one smooth movement. 
The television droned on at low volume. 
Forever was it on, scanning between sports and news: the ever-present back and forth was the foundation of his knowledge. Robert fancied himself a connoisseur of all things political and athletic, with a twinge of historic relevance as it applied to Rome and the founding of the colonies. 
“Have you seen the news?”
It was a leading question to be certain. 
That was like asking a person if they had seen the sky this morning. To his father, the news was the crux of knowledge. Everything snaked through the air waves and into vibrant images that contained modicums of certainty. 
“What’s it this time, old man?”
His father turned up the volume, the sound of a melodic, female voice rose sharply. “The paranoia faced by most Americans may be upon us,” she began ominously.
James sat on the edge of the seat next to his father. 
The newswoman was blonde, icy blue eyes seeming to watch through the screen. “For years, environmentalists, conspiracy buffs, and socialists have been preaching the impact of human occupation on the planet. And now, they may have been right to fear.”
The son sat back farther, though not reclining. He allowed himself to sink into the cushions as she continued. Dark black letters spelled out WATER DOOM at the bottom of the screen. 
“What is this?” James asked. 
He had not heard anything about a water-related disaster. 
Had it been a terrorist attack perhaps? 
His father pointed at the screen as the woman continued. “The body of Miguel Hernandez, found lying at the center of the US-Mexico border, has increased worries about the groundwater of Mexico, and as well the water in the southwest United States. We go to our correspondent at the border for more.”
The screen shifted to a younger man, his brown hair parted at the side. He was the consummate frat boy turned career man. Touching his ear, his voice cleared. “Thank you, Nancy. I am Felipe Munoz, reporting here at the border. We have been following this tragedy since it hit the news waves. Hernandez was found lying on the northbound lane into the United States early this morning. Witnesses saw him stagger out of the desert. He was seen walking through town hours before, mumbling and accosting people.”
James was drawn in, his attention slipping from his day to what was before him. “What happened to him? What does this have to do with water?”
His father shushed him, waving his hand toward the television. Munoz continued, gesturing behind him to the backed-up cars and border patrol officers in sunglasses who walked about. “As you can see, this has not thwarted pressure and traffic here at the border. But, it has sparked some conversations about the future of Mexico and immigration here into the United States. Back to you, Nancy.”
The studio returned along with Nancy’s grim smile. 
“For those of you just joining us, there has been a health scare at the border. A man was found near the border, dehydrated. Initial toxicology reports have revealed a battery of contaminants associated with Mexico’s long-standing water issues. This is the first time that such toxins were reported this far north, or have been this deadly. We go to a senior correspondent who is live with a CDC official, speaking in an official capacity on the nature of this water scare.”
James was positively intrigued now. 
The CDC official was obvious as they shifted to yet another room. Unprepared for the camera and perpetually scowling, the aptly named Dr. Boring––clearly not meant as a literal interpretation––addressed the camera, not the interviewer. “We have not classified this situation as an event or instance of great worry. There is no need to be concerned with groundwater here in the United States, or to talk about rationing of water reserves.”
James shook his head. “Why even mention it if there isn’t a concern? I doubt there were many people thinking that rationing water was a consequence of this. Idiot.” 
The interviewer looked pensive as the good doctor remained impassive, finally cutting away from him and back to the blonde once more. “Well as you can see, at the moment the death of Hernandez is not posing any immediate effects on American water supplies. But, there are those concerned that a migration of water contamination this far north can only be indicative of a further migration here into American soil.”
Robert clicked the remote, changing the channel to something else. Commercials for local businesses cycled endlessly, poor sound and camera work ignored. 
“A water scare, what a bunch of nonsense. There is no way water on such a large level could be compromised. Pure nonsense, humans don’t make that large of an impact. This is more environmental scare tactics. They just don’t want to deal with the immigration issues in this country, putting a sad face on our friends to the south.”
He looked at his father in disbelief. 
“You couldn’t possibly mean that. Micro fractures in a plane of glass can break it over time. Groundwater is a fluid, living thing. There is a very real possibility of migration into a great portion of the country’s supply. There are real repercussions, real dangers.”
Robert waved him away, turning the television up once more as images flickered to life once again. “Complete nonsense, the news had some guy on before who said all of these environmentalists are wacko. Rocks and minerals break down; consistency of water changes over time. There is no human impact.”
James opened his mouth to say more, but instead simply shook his head. He knew this line of conversation. There was little he could do to dissuade his father. The lure of media deception was such that it created a dichotomy of both trusting the station you believe is right and finding falsehood in all other sources. 
It was the sin of pride. 
“I got work in the morning,” he mumbled, surrendering the conversation. His father continued, nonplussed by his son’s disagreement. Often, James felt as if his father chose not to hear his disagreement. 
Instead, he heard what he wished––or nothing at all. 
“Long day in the salt mines? Are you going to be home for dinner?” 
His father––the conundrum––shifted gears from one plotline to the next with such rapid proficiency that James thought he was entering the early stages of Alzheimer’s. He had no regrets about staying with his father; it was the right thing to do. For many years after James had moved out in his youth and sampled the world, his younger brother had stayed with his parents, watching over them. 
Now, it was his turn––his turn to be responsible. 
“Course, you want me to bring something home?”
Robert shook his head, eyes focused on the television. “I’ll make us some stir fry. I got those red peppers left over and that elk meat your buddy brought down when he was here.”
“Brian?”
His father looked confused. “The little one, always talking big. Flying planes. Selling cars, all that?”
James nodded. “Brian.”
“Either way, that meat and I have some vegetables. I’ll have it ready. You want me to get some ice cream?”
This was one of those moments where James could not deny the possibility of a degenerating memory. He had told his father on multiple occasions that dairy did not agree him. Yet, time and again, his father found solace in asking about ice cream. It was a nostalgic question: something shared and loved in youth. 
“Nah, pop. No ice cream. You want me to get you some?”
His father shrugged, putting on his thrift-store reading glasses and picking up a tattered magazine at the corner table next to his recliner. 
“Nope, just thought you wanted some.”
If James allowed it, the discourse of ice cream acquisition would have lasted all night. But he did not, at least not this night. “All right, pop. I will see you tomorrow. I am jamming out early, so I will see you in the afternoon, or at dinnertime.”
He turned and moved down the darkened hallway. 
Robert called out the time for dinner after him, but it had been the same time since he was six. His room was as it had been during his childhood. There was little reason to change. This was supposed to be a period of transition in his life, moving from searching for a purpose to living with a purpose. 
It had not been that simple. 
Flicking the light switch on, it revealed what would have been found in an adolescent’s room. Star Wars and Michael Jordan adorned the walls. The bed was a single, white sheets and two unevenly distributed pillows sat haphazardly at the base board. The dresser was covered in various collectibles: from Gizmo to the Enterprise E. There was little about the room that had changed, except the wardrobe in the closet and the monumental reduction of physical porn lying about. 
Shutting the light off as quickly as he had turned it on, he made his way toward his bed. He kicked off his shoes as he plopped down, looking at the stars on his ceiling. It was something that had been reassuring in his youth. He threw his shirt to the side and unbuttoned his pants, but did not take them off. 
A boring life had left him without energy. 
He was not tired per se, but worn down. 
As he stayed there, James could not help but think of his mother. In her years on this earth, she had been nothing but kind, giving. Worked until the day she did not wake from her quiet sleep. Too short was her existence, a life felt by many when she passed––friends and family alike. He had inherited her thick hair and olive skin. His blue eyes and temper was evidence of his father. The logic of his mind and desire to find purpose was something all his own. Though he had a feeling every person felt as if their purpose was special, their journey unique. Rolling onto his side, he looked out the clear glass of his window. 
Night eyes watched him. 
Sitting down, its muzzle shut tightly. 
The coyote watched James carefully from a distance. His room looked down the long pebble driveway of his father’s home. 
This night was different. 
The coyote was bold. 
Its gray coat and deep reservoirs of eyes felt to James as if it were looking through him. He wondered if coyotes felt loneliness when their pack fell apart, when an elder was killed in traffic or shot by poachers. Did this coyote dream of a life unlike his own? James pulled one of the pillows under his head and watched the coyote long into the night.
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is phone vibrated as it slowly ventured toward the edge of his nightstand. Shaking and spinning, it was a ballet of electronic futility. James had left it behind; it wasn’t even an afterthought as he neared the valley of sand and heat that he had passed through only the night before. There were two reasons to live in the desert: sunsets and sunrises. 
This particular morning was no exception. 
The valley was formed of a crimson pastel rock that from a distance looked like the mountains at the entrance to some unknown world. But in the morning and just before the wisps of night grab a hold and smother the day, there was an explosion of colors. It was a beautiful cornucopia of blistering and beautiful art. 
The sun crawled just above the sand dunes, flooding the valley in sunshine. The splashing light tumbled across the rock formations, and iridescent stones ignited the walls of the basin. 
This was the part of the day James loved the most. 
This was when his life felt less worthless. 
There was purpose here. 
The sun came into the valley each day to create this beautiful marvel, and each day he was here to witness it. The twisting serpent of the road wove in and out of the majesty of nature, until the paved parking lot of his daily grind came into view. 
A grotesque sign was perched just off the road. 
It read: Our Stuff. 
The door of the jeep creaked as James closed it. He pulled his red vest over his black t-shirt and ran a hand through his short hair. 
The parking lot was mostly empty. 
A beat-up Buick had been parked there since the late 90s and had never moved. By this time, it was a makeshift homeless shelter for local transients. It was an important component of his duties for the day, driving off the homeless when they panhandled in front of the store. 
Silence permeated the morning––a rare treat James relished in the early mornings. She walked in from the other side of the parking lot. A blue Honda with a dented door and missing hubcaps was parked some distance away. She was his dream girl, of a sort. She was married to––or had been, it was a strange situation to be sure––a local drunk and abuser. 
Light brown hair to her chin: It was often combed over one eye, mirroring a childhood memory. There was too much eye shadow to hide indiscretions, long shirts to hide bruises. 
She was a broken doll. 
“Hey Violet,” James mumbled as he got closer, chancing an awkward wave. 
She rarely looked up and when she did, all he was struck by was the wide eyes that looked at him in gratitude for recognizing her existence. This day, she smiled weakly. Dimples in her cheeks deepened as he got closer. 
“Hello, James,” she whispered back, her voice small. 
He felt protective of her.
As he neared, he smiled widely, invitingly. 
“Did you bring Julie with you today?” 
Julie was her eight-year old daughter who often frequented work with her mother when her father was away on a binge, or more violent than usual. James felt defensive of her as well, much to his detriment. 
She shook her head. Most of the time she wore an over-sized coat with a faux fur lining and hood that was often the barrier of her hidden face. 
“Her father took her today.”
James nodded absently, as he could not imagine what that man could do with a child. He could barely take care of himself. Too often, he would barrel into the store––half-drunk and yelling––and would have to be dragged out by the police. The automatic doors at the front of the store did not open as they approached. 
Reaching out, James pulled them open and gestured for Violet to go first. She bowed her head, making an already smaller person even more diminutive. The interior of the store was still dark. The echo of the speakers played elevator music, water-downed versions of songs no one wanted to hear. As Violet disappeared into the aisles of the store, James turned and shut the front doors and locked them. 
“See you later,” he spoke, trailing off at the end.
  
*
  
The morning passed as it often did. 
The sun rose. 
Heat sweltered in the desert and the fringe humanity of Miranda sought air-conditioned shelter. James was a walker, a transient employee who sauntered through the store. Seeking out customers who required help, he sometimes cleaned the bathrooms. Often, he attended to those duties that fell between the cracks of other employees. As the morning gave way to the afternoon, there was a palpable tension in the air.
Customers were more curt than usual. 
People left angry. 
It was not until James had the distinct pleasure of interacting with a deranged desert degenerate that he began to understand what it was about that day that was enraging people so. 
“Nametag.” 
James did not register the cruel tone at first. 
“Nametag,” he repeated, this time drawing James’ attention. “Nametag, I’m talking to you. Turn around.”
James turned, his grimace dissipating into an even line. 
It was his best attempt at a smile. 
The man was a caricature of a person. His chin disappeared into his pocked neck and his bulging brown eyes seemed to be of two different sizes. Crooked teeth were revealed as he opened his mouth to speak once more. 
“Hey, what about customer service? C’mon, nametag.”
“What can I help you with, sir?” muttered James. 
The man’s face twisted into a sneer. 
He was wearing a shirt three sizes too small, his hairy belly exposed from just beneath the dirty white shirt. Putrid breath radiated from the man. It was an odor that could have risen from a trash heap in the Mojave Desert. “Attitude? You giving me attitude now, nametag? Time like this, in a crisis and what not.”
“I’m sorry that you feel I am being discourteous…”
The man sneered again. His voice, though masculine, broke as he spoke again. “Using big words on me now, college dropout. You think you’re hot shit, selling commodities to us lower folk.”
James looked at the man in disbelief, his behavior was deplorable. “Perhaps if you can just calm down, I can help you find whatever it is you are looking for.”
The man moved in closer, the scent of body odor was overpowering. “You some kind of wise guy? Why do you think I’m here? You retarded? Don’t you listen to the news? Don’t you know what’s going on?”
James looked at him, bewildered. 
“Sir, I…”
“Water,” the man spoke clearly. “Water, I need water.”
“Bottled water? Is this about the Hernandez thing? The border?” queried James, making a connection slowly, though uncertainly. “Are they peddling hysteria already?”
“Hysteria, boy, you must be living under a rock. It’s coming. That border thing’s old news. Poison is in Texas now, parts of New Mexico. They’re talking about rationing and sanctions on tap water. You believe that shit?”
James looked around the store. “I really don’t.”
It had evaded him previously. 
The scampering populace of Miranda bustled about the store, arms full of plastic water bottles and greater containers. One woman had another by the hair, dragging her away from the last water bottles on the shelf. People screamed at each other, pointing accusing fingers, claiming water as their own. 
“It would appear you aren’t the only one looking,” replied James, as he pointed to the pandemonium. “Best of luck to you.”
The man glowered at him as he passed by, but James could not believe his eyes. Lines were backed up, people nearly climbing over each other to get water and carry it away in the heat of the day, to survive. 
He stalked over to the throng of people who had begun to congregate around the empty shelves. As he approached, the masses turned as one. Their bleary eyes and angry words were upon him before he could even speak. 
“Where is the water?” one cried.
“Is there more?” queried an elderly woman shakily. 
“What do we do?” screamed another.
James held up his hands, trying to calm them. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, but they continued to bicker. Each voice rose above the others. Some shoved those smaller than themselves, like a rabid mob. He raised his voice. Some mumbles remained, but most had directed their attention at him. “Let’s all calm down for a moment. I will go in the back and see what we have.”
He moved away from them, not giving them time to object or grow ever angrier. The store was packed. Never in his eighteen months there had he seen such a rush on the store. He wondered what it was he had missed to which everyone else was reacting so intensely. Pushing open the double doors that led into the warehouse, James sighed. 
The madness was tangible. 
It permeated the air, made it thin. 
Other employees had congregated in the back, seeking shelter from the madness. Two of them talked loudly with each other. One he knew, the other was a new employee or perhaps someone with whom he had never crossed paths. The first was dressed in a style that could only be described as early fuckup. The other was the kind of person who you would not give another look, as average as they come. 
An unevenly mounted nose ring, jagged teeth, and a tone that was filled with ignorance: The younger man James did not know spoke in an overbearing tone.
“This is epic. All these fucking hillbillies running around like the skies are falling in. I’m surprised the fat ones aren’t screaming Chicken Little. Epic.” He held his hands up demonstratively. “Epic.”
Average Bob watched the less-than-eloquent fellow employee with a listless gaze. “The news said it was serious though…”       
“The news? You can’t trust the news, man. They are trying to pull some bullshit over our eyes. Always, trying to force your hand,” he continued to rant. 
James moved past, making sure not to make eye contact, as he did not wish to engage them in some kind of rhetorical conversation. As he moved out of earshot, he could not help but shake his head at the redundant movie references that took the place of grammar and syntax. There was only the replacement of actual thought with recycled thought. It had become the repetition and regurgitation of the words of another. He was not necessarily bitter toward fan worship, but was simply irritated by the lack of thought most other people his age seemed to show. They were more content in the safety of what other people thought––more concerned with their small shell of a world and not the greater picture. 
His face twisted into a scowl as he moved past racks and racks of brown boxes marked in black permanent marker with various numbers designating position, quantity, and retail-related mediocrity. As he reached the back, where normally there were pallets upon pallets of shrink-wrapped water cases, he swore.
Reaching down, he picked up the wayward bunched band of plastic that had once held the pallet in place. There were seven empty pallets, the entire back stock of what the store carried. 
Where had he been? 
How had he not seen this?  
The voice startled him. “Pretty intense, huh?”
James rose slowly, turning to face Violet. “Yeah, wild. How did I not notice all of this water going out?”
She moved next to him, folding her arms across her chest. “You’ve been in a daze lately, moving around as if you didn’t notice anything, anybody.”
They lingered like this for a moment. 
Neither spoke––nor breathed really––except in fractured, shallow breaths. Finally, letting out a burst of air and licking his lips, James shifted his feet and ran a hand through his hair. “I should check on those people out there. They were acting like fucking animals.”
Violet nodded, tucking her hands inside her sleeves. 
“Yeah, my break is almost over. I should be getting back.”
James nodded again, awkwardly. 
Turning away, he disappeared into the racks once more, leaving Violet to her thoughts. He shook his head and mumbled to himself in mock anger. Whenever there was a moment when he and Violet seemed to connect, they both froze, neither making a move. She was scared, but was looking for a way out. 
He knew that. 
He could be there for her. 
Smacking a hand against his forehead, he whispered to himself angrily. “Stupid.”
  
*
  
As he watched the darkened building disappear behind him, the events of the day did not disperse. The insulting guest had only been one of many. There were some who had been such a nuisance, the police were called and even their usually jovial candor was little more than a raw discourse punctuated with annoyance. 
The sun had not yet set and the heat of the day lingered. The store had closed early due to what could only be considered psychotic behavior. Windows had been broken. One employee, an elderly woman, had been rushed to the hospital amidst the fray. And as such, the day was called on account of madness. 
It was too early to return home yet.
Looking toward the lake, he turned left at the next stoplight, pulling into an empty parking lot. As he got out of his jeep, he looked up and saw the welcome off-color glow of a neon light. The sign read Panophobia. James found himself chuckling despite the day he had experienced, and the odd news that plagued the town.  
It was a record store. 
A rather dismal and underground store that catered only to those who found their way to a graveyard of empty stores, or came to see what little talent actually resided there. It held local shows, no-name bands, and wannabes who often showed some glimmer of hope––even if it was as translucent as the dreams they held. 
The desert air was acerbic, sweltering even. 
James wiped his forehead with the bottom of his shirt. 
The front windows were plastered with a veritable cornucopia of flyers. All sizes, shapes, and colors adorned the dirty glass. As he pulled open the door with a hint of frustration, he didn’t hear the usual empty chime. Instead, there was a heavy, albeit distorted, bar chord echoing in the narrow chambers. 
“What the fuck do you want?” called the voice that Foster knew too well. 
Mickey Reynolds, or Mouse, was hardly the picture of entrepreneurship. He was quick to point out his irritation with his name: What kind of parents named their kid after a goddamn talking rat or cheap booze? Tall and all elbows and buckling knees, he was the very picture of the starving musician. “If it isn’t the sorriest son of a bitch I’ve ever seen. How’s it hanging, Foster?”
“Heat coupled with paranoia. I’m sure you are privy to the madness that has struck our sleepy little Miranda.” 
“Fuck yeah. The news is alive with this shit. There are some people forecasting no fresh water in the United States inside of a week,” he replied with a half-cocked smirk. Reaching forward, he shook hands with his friend. Then pulling back, he slapped the outside of his hand. It was typical Mouse. “What brings you out to my hovel? Decided to finally hang up the vest and return to your rightful place as drummer in my band?”
Humor was a great defense. His friend’s quick bouts of anger just made James laugh that much harder. 
“You haven’t had a band since ’95, and even then it wasn’t anything more than three shows,” he shot back and Mouse’s whimsical smile dissolved in a tight-lipped bout of anger. 
He pressed one of spindly fingers down. 
“First off, jackass, that was a really kick ass band. We could have been a rocking band given opportunities that some lesser, yet more commercial, bands took.” 
Second finger counted off. 
“Had some ass-wipe, you, not left the band to pursue some misguided soul search, we could still be a band.” 
With the third finger, the smile returned. 
“Finally, I could still have a kick-ass band.”
James stifled the outright laughter as the memory of the maddening, insulting crowds filtered back into his mind––and the real reason that he had come down to the dusty store. “Doesn’t matter anyways, I didn’t come here to argue about old times or the realities of the music business.”
Mouse folded his arms and did his best to keep from delving into another rant. “What then, if I may ask so humbly, did the great dreamer come down here to say?”
“So what do you know? What do you say?”
“About what?”
James moved some papers around on the counter. “What do you think? This water shortage mess? Toxicity in the ground water? What have you heard? Apparently, I’m behind the times.”
Mouse looked at him seriously. “Let’s talk about this in the back, man. Check out the waves and see what’s popping.” 
James followed Mouse as he navigated the rows of records and nodded to the one and only other employee, a woman with black hair dangling long in the front and cut short along the top. A chain ran from an earring in her ear to one in her nose. The dark shadow of her mascara made her appear very nearly dead. The intention most likely, James thought as he passed by. 
He walked past Mouse and behind the tinted glass of the back room. Falling into the brown leather couch, he covered his face in his hands. He didn’t bother to look back up when he heard the door close once more. 
The office wasn’t anything more than shelves that covered every inch of wall space filled with plastic-wrapped records. Two wide monitors and a single desk and chair were set across from the faded couch upon which James had taken residence.
The monitors awoke, images filtering into high resolution. 
Two separate stations were broadcasting on each of them. Black bars at the bottom were checkered with blocky white lettering. “Looks like there is something going down for sure,” marveled Mouse as he turned up the monitor on the left. 
The masculine voice sounded tired. “We want to reiterate that the President and his staff have said at this time that Americans do not need to worry about the groundwater in the greater continental United States. The toxicity levels in lower Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and Louisiana are cause for alarm. All measures are being taken in order to dead-end this crisis quickly.”
Mouse grimaced. “Let’s see what is on the other one. Check out this guy, he looks straight counter-culture, huh?”
He was not incorrect. 
Wide spectacles and a Fu Manchu goatee made him appear more the part of witch doctor than geologist. His voice was quite confident. “I think that initial assessments of the spread of this toxic groundwater have been quite conservative. There is a very real possibility that these toxins could reach major tributaries and rivers that would certainly affect the entire continent.”
James did not need to comment, the man’s words were staggering. The commentator interrupted the geologist, his voice accusatory. “Don’t you think that such a prediction places a lot of pressure on federal entities to get things rolling? Maybe creates panic in the populace.”
The geologist smiled wide, adjusting himself in his seat as he spoke again. “Well, it would be my great hope that it would inspire people to seek solutions, to find ways to cope with this disaster. Granted, this is far more pressing and potentially catastrophic than any natural disaster we could imagine. The chances of survival are dependent upon an initial reaction, one might argue.”
The commentator laughed slightly, leveling a pen at the geologist. “Do you think that perhaps your concerns are a tad extreme? I mean the President’s staff, as well the higher-ups at the CDC, do not seem to be ringing the panic bell as it seems you mean to. I mean….” he paused looking at a sheet quickly before continuing. “There has been a surge on bottled water and generators––and, much to the greater detriment of the country, firearms. Do you think that this kind of fear-mongering is encouraging this type of erratic behavior? Most of the major retailers are completely sold out of water reserves. Many have emptied warehouses already. What are the ramifications of this kind of prediction?”
“I think that whatever ramifications can be explained as the product of the situation itself, and not what people are saying. As you have so succinctly stated, the consensus is that this is an isolated, manageable incident that will not have widespread impact. I clearly disagree. I would urge those watching to make their own choices and to decide for themselves what it is they think they should do.”
Mouse muted the monitor and swung around in his chair to face James on the couch. “Heavy stuff, huh? Spreading into the Southwest already? I think I’m on board with the hippy geologist. This shit is gonna spread.”
James shifted uncomfortably, thinking about the mob that had gathered at the store earlier and the fervor to which they had been pushed. “Regardless of how quickly it is spreading, it has certainly slithered into the minds of the people. I’m hesitant to see a silver lining. People were feverish in the store today and we closed when it got bad. We are out of bottled water already. What about tomorrow?”
Mouse shrugged. “Seems to me like we should get cracking on some survivalist shit. If it is true that this toxin is spreading, it’s only a matter of time before we reach a breaking point.”
Foster waited. Touching a finger to his chin, he looked around the back room of his friend’s record store. “Tough to say, I got dinner with Pops and then work in the morning.” He stood then, stretching. “That is if there is a building there tomorrow and it hasn’t been torn to pieces.”
“Fair enough. But if you decide to skip town, run by here. I might be up for an adventure.”
James chuckled. “I’m not sure how much fun would be involved if we had to flee for our lives. Sounds more like a dangerous, potentially life-threatening endeavor.”
“Beats the hell out of hanging around in the heat.”
Gripping the handle of the office door, Mouse pulled it open. The speakers thumped out some ridiculous thrash band as they passed into the noise once more. Mouse darted from beside James and nearly leapt the counter at the girl with heavily applied mascara and the equally pale man who was talking to her. 
Mouse reemerged from beneath the view of the counters. 
Knocking the stereo off the edge of the marble counter, he sent it crashing to the ground. She, and the man who had been talking to her, stared with wide eyes as the flailing Mouse turned to them. 
“Never play that new age, death-metal bullshit in here again,” he roared. 
The girl looked at him and then spun, pushing aside the gate of the counter, and stalked toward the door. She pulled open the door. As the man stepped through, she turned. Her face was red despite the white base she wore. 
“Fuck you, Mouse. This place is a shit-hole anyways.” 
Slamming the door shut, she rattled the frame. 
He turned to James and shrugged. 
A smile curled his lips. “What can I say? I hate that crap, pisses me off. All the screaming and grunting, I can’t understand a goddamn word.”
James shook his head as he moved toward the counter. “Never saw her in here before. Whatever happened to that blonde you had working here?”
“Betty? Looked like she came right out of the Archie comics, spitting image, I swear. She works uptown. Catch this, stripping. She’s a stripper now.”
James rubbed his eyes. 
His head had begun to hurt. “Really?”
Mouse nodded, his head bobbing comically. “Believe it, came in the other day. Said she made great money. Said I should come down and see her sometime.”
James shook his head. “Helluva a thing, huh? You open tomorrow? Gonna brave the weird?”
Nodding, Mouse kicked aside a shard of a speaker box. 
“Why not? Entertaining if nothing else.”
Foster gripped the handle. 
Pulling it open in a series of uneven pulls, it was much to the chagrin of Mouse. “Seems your previous employee may have damaged your door, might want to look to that. If you are open tomorrow, I get the feeling I will be by. I don’t see much work being done.”
Mouse nodded and returned to the counter, removing a broom from behind it. The bar chord echoed behind James as he looked out into the empty streets of Miranda. There was tension in the air, a kind of void filled with a lack of options. The parking lot was still vacant, except for the recently unemployed and her mysterious beau as they chatted atop a ludicrously painted two-door car. 
He waved. 
She gave him the finger. 
With a laugh, James pulled out his keys and headed toward his jeep. Revving the engine, he pulled out into the slow creep of night and to what were hopefully a warm meal and a soft pillow on which he could lay his weary head. 
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he house was uncharacteristically dark. Foster turned off his lights as he pulled into the driveway. As he did so, he saw a shadow move from behind one of the front curtains and his heart began to beat rapidly, frantically. He paused as he shut off the jeep, wondering for a moment what he should do. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his cell phone and opened it. The blue background of the screen cast shadows in the half-lit interior of the jeep. 
He ran a hand over his mouth. 
“Should I?”
Nodding, he pressed the numbers quickly: 9-1-1. 
The tone rang several times, and then came the automated voice. Though it was not the message he had expected to hear. “All lines are busy. If you are experiencing an emergency, barricade yourself in your home with your phone and do not answer the door until you can reach emergency services or officers arrive at your home. If this is a medical emergency…”
James shut the phone, looking wide-eyed into the darkened porch of his father’s home. Was his father hurt? Was the house being robbed? Reaching into the back seat, he grabbed the tire iron. 
He opened the door of the jeep quietly. 
Ducking just below the hood of the jeep, he breathed out, almost like a whistle. A sound echoed from deeper within the house––something crashing to the ground. He moved around the car with purpose. Pushing through the screen door, he gripped the front door handle. 
And that was about when he heard the cocking of a shotgun. The explosion opened up a plate-sized hole in the door. James had leapt back at the sound and now sat beside it, flat on his ass. 
The tire iron was still gripped tightly in his hands. 
“Dad, are you okay?” he yelled. 
There was more movement. 
A shell discharged from the shotgun. He could hear the cartridge roll on the linoleum of the kitchen floor. “Jimmy? Is that you, Jimmy?”
“Yeah, you okay? Is there someone inside?”
The outside light clicked on and the front door snapped open. His father stood there, his face twisted in irritation with the shotgun in his other hand. “Christ on a crutch, what were you doing out here, Jimmy? I could have killed you.”
James got up slowly, laying the tire iron on the hanging swing just the side of the door. “Clearly. I would say I’m very aware that you could have killed me just then.”
His father grabbed his arm roughly and looking down, James saw why. There were splatters of blood and ash. Parts of the splintered door and some of the grain of the cartridge had raked across his skin. 
“Seems like you got scratched a bit. Does it hurt?”
Pulling away his arm, James grimaced. 
“Only when you press on it. What in the hell were you doing firing on me like that? Why did you have out the shotgun in the first place?”
Before his father even answered, he imagined it had something to do with the behavior at the store earlier. His father looked at the hole in the door with dissatisfaction. “Now I’ll have to get a new door. I think they’re having a sale on doors and frames down in Phoenix.” 
James looked at him incredulously, the craziness of the moment forgotten for a second. “You want to drive near five hours for something you can get right around the corner?”
His father shook his head. “This is why you never have any money. It’s all about finding the bargains.”
With a sigh, James walked into the house. 
“There is a line between being frugal and being mental. I think I just heard you cross it.” Looking around the house, he saw that all of the lights were shut off and there was pile of things in the living room. “What the hell happened here? What’s in that pile?”
Shutting the door behind them, his father moved into the living room and clicked on the lamp near his favorite recliner. The heap was no mere collection of things. It was a survival mound of epic proportions: camping gear, rifles, stacks upon stacks of water containers, and other various Armageddon-type preparations. 
“What’s this all about? You thinking of starting a war?”
His father sat into his recliner, though did not engage its leisure function. “It’s coming, son. The world is falling down around us.”
Throwing up his hands, James turned the light on in the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, searching for something to eat. It was unsurprisingly empty. 
“Where’s the food?”
“I packed what I could in ice. I loaded the cans and non-perishables in boxes and stacked them at the front of the garage for when we leave.”
James poked his head from over the refrigerator door. 
“Leave? Where are we going exactly?” And then moving from the refrigerator into the hall that looked into the living room, he leaned against the wall. “Shouldn’t we talk about this?”
Robert grabbed the remote and turned on the TV. 
The volume was already quite high, but it did not need to be so to hear the desperation in the announcer’s voice. “In just the span of 24 hours since we aired the situation at the border, we find ourselves in a very difficult place. This is live footage from across the nation. Those of you with young children or weak stomachs, I would ask you turn away from your screens now.”
James moved into the living room, arms crossed over his chest as he looked down at the screen. “There has been a rash of urban violence, looting beginning in many cities across the nation. Attacks on water treatment plants, bottled water companies, and as well hijackings of transportation vehicles carrying bottled water have occurred. These images, though startling, represent a growing trend.”
The resolution was grainy, as was the case for many handheld cameras. Bouncing and jarring, it appeared at first to only be the store front of a water facility. The great panes of glass were painted with bright, blue water droplets that smiled to pedestrians. 
Glass shattered suddenly, the pane giving way too easily. Shadows leapt through the gaping hole, disappearing into the darkness of the store. The cameraman dare not get closer. The long shot of the store was shaky at times. Time passed slowly, seconds seemed like hours. 
People walked past, some looking into the broken window. Others simply passed by without taking notice, lowering their heads and quickening their step. There was another crash. The sound was muted, but the pictures told the story nonetheless. A shadow bounded out, armfuls of water bottles and packaged goods. 
James moved closer to the screen.
Another body came through, no hood, no dark clothing. Middle-aged, gray hair in shags about his face, his glasses hung from one ear––the frame bent. His mouth opened, words screamed from him. But it was denied by silence, the anonymity of the camera. 
“No,” whispered James. 
A young woman, blonde ponytail bouncing against her back, emerged. A shadowed assailant walked out through the broken window, a gun held in his hand. With a brazen shot, he struck the old man across the face. Slumping against the ground, the man raised his hands in protest. 
His protests were his last words. 
The gun recoiled only slightly as the gunman turned to the blonde woman, her eyes closed. Her mouth twisted in fear as another of the thieves grabbed her by the back of her hair. 
“That was a graphic display of looting in Philadelphia. We are receiving these kinds of videos from all across the nation. With the proclamation from the White House that this is indeed a national disaster, panic has become widespread. Our hearts go out to those families affected by the looting.”
The commentator looked haggard. 
A day’s growth of a beard haunted his face. 
“The President has advised all Americans residing in Arizona, Texas, New Mexico, Southern California, and western Louisiana evacuate to another area, preferably to the north. He went on to advise that some states have closed their borders and interstate highways have become congested. Travelers should seek to leave in a calm, decisive manner. During this tough time, he wants to remind Americans that our behavior will be viewed on a global scale and will be judged, as we often are, as the template for the world.”
His father clicked off the TV, his arms crossed over his lap. “Even the White House is telling people to get the hell out of Dodge. We need to be on the road yesterday, son. I have been waiting for a day like this. All the signs pointed to it. A decline in culture, times changing.”
“Kind of a kneejerk decision, don’t you think? Suddenly you are listening to the government?”
“People are ugly, James. All of this liberal, white-hating nonsense in the media…”
James moved forward, pushing off from the wall. His hand sliced through the air. “I don’t have time to update your outdated…” began James, but was cut short.
The glass shattered in a tight cone, shards exploding across the living room. James moved without thought. He leapt in front of his father, knocking both of them to the ground. Looking out the broken window, he heard shouting. There was a heavy voice that he could not discern. 
“Get off me,” his father spoke with a labored groan. 
He let up so that his father could slide out. 
Another shot rang out, this time high into the atmosphere. 
There was no impact, just a ringing whistle into the night. 
James grabbed the shotgun his father had previously wielded, emptying out the spent cartridges and replacing them without even looking at the weapon. A backdoor led out onto a stone carport that led into the street. And then down a sandy incline that overlooked the town below. 
He slid down the sand and bleached shells that covered what would have been a lawn in a much more tropical environment. The shotgun was held tightly in his right hand, like a bludgeon. Using his other hand as a balancing point, he dug his fingers into the still-warm particulates of rocks and stone. 
Lowering himself to the ground, he duck-walked quickly. Pressing his back up against a nearby suburban, his breath came out in tight, ragged breaths. He closed his eyes, trying to calm himself as he heard another round go off. 
No impact. 
Must have shot into the sky he spoke to himself shakily in his mind. Chancing a look around the vehicle, he saw a man in the road. His half-tucked shirt and dirty flannel gave him the look of a dock worker. 
James knew better. 
Had he been close enough, he would have smelled the cheap whiskey on him. And the sadness and hate that was burrowed deep within him. 
It was Violet’s husband, or ex-husband. 
He couldn’t remember. 
His thoughts raced. 
His pulse quickened. 
The man’s name evaded him. 
Robert. 
Rick. 
Randy. 
Randy, that was it; Randy something or other. Licking his lips, James knelt, exposing very little of himself. He leveled the shotgun at the staggering figure of the drunkard. 
“Randy,” he shouted and immediately regretted it. 
The drunk swung his arm around, the heavy revolver dipping in his grip as he did so. Squeezing the trigger, his arm jumped violently and the round exploded into the open air of the night. Bystanders jumped back, shielding loved ones and children. Some watched from the darkened interior of their living rooms. 
James cursed as the round lodged itself into the rear of the suburban. The heavy whistling of escaping air in a back tire signaled its impact. 
“Motherfucker, stupid, piece of shit,” mumbled the drunk as he pressed an off-colored bottle to his lips. Looking down, he saw that it was empty and threw it aside with a grunt. It bounced at first and then colliding into the curb, it shattered. “Who the fuck is that calling my name?” he called, slurring his words. 
James swallowed hard. 
His mind went to Violet and her daughter. 
If he was here, then what state where they in? 
“James, James Foster. I work with your wife.” 
The drunk snorted, nearly falling as he took a drunken step forward. 
“Sometimes I babysit your daughter, Julie. I have been to your house a few times, dropped off your wife when her car wouldn’t start.”
There was a moment of confusion on the drunk’s face. But suddenly his eyes brightened, as if some sudden realization had illuminated his mind. “You fucking my wife?” he roared, his voice cracking. It was followed by a dry heave, his body bending forward. 
James tried to mentally count the rounds Randy had fired. 
He heard two in the house and two in the street. Peeking around the corner of the suburban once more, he saw that Randy struggled to remain upright in the road. Taking a few steps forward, the drunk fell against a parked car. The drunkard was carrying a silver revolver. 
Two more rounds: a gamble. Did he draw out two more rounds or approach him with a loaded weapon? 
Clearing his throat, he yelled as loud as he could across the open road. He hoped that Randy at least had enough sense to recognize the location of his voice. “Randy, are Violet and Julie okay? Did you hurt them?”
A round impacted the front side of the suburban. James could feel the heat and power of the round. It passed through the frame and the engine block of the SUV. 
One left. 
“Are they at home? Are they injured?” James called again. 
His feet moved underneath him, readying himself. 
The drunk vomited. 
The sound was like a broken sink as it sputtered out iron-wrought water. James heard him pull the trigger, the round made slashing, slithering sparks down the road. It disappeared into a cloud of rock dust some distance down the darkened lane. 
James moved forward, the shotgun positioned against his shoulder. He watched the drunk carefully. James’ legs were sure beneath him, his steps calculated and even from years of martial arts and hours spent in the gym pushing himself. 
Adrenaline coursed through his body. 
He could feel his heart beat faster and faster. 
There were sirens in the distance. 
He couldn’t be certain if they were coming or going. 
There was no time to waste. 
James had to subdue the man. 
Leveling the weapon and moving forward, his voice was a bark. He barely recognized it as he heard it in his own mind. The night was filled with deep reflections of celestial bodies and gawking homeowners who had shut off their lights when they heard the gunfire. Now, as if conducted as a visual symphony, they flickered back on in rhythm. 
Their voices were cluttered. 
James moved toward Randy with purpose. 
“Put down the gun,” he spoke clearly. 
The drunk had stumbled and sat against the car with which he had previously collided. His head wandered. The sporadic dance of intoxication and his head’s orbit made its way past James once more. He leveled the gun at James and pulled the trigger. 
Even though he knew the weapon was empty, James jumped. His face became ever grimmer as he adjusted the weapon in his hands anxiously. “Throw the revolver aside, Randy. I am not playing. I will shoot you dead right here if I have to,” James pressed. 
He would not shoot a man with an empty weapon. 
But, he would certainly scare him into doing what he wanted. Randy shook the weapon in his hand. His face contorted into what must have been an attempt at mockery.
He pressed it against his skull. 
Tears streaming down his face, he pulled the trigger. The empty click was startling if nothing else. He groaned. Throwing the revolver at James, though failing in his aim, he cursed incoherently once more. 
Not wanting to show that he had been holding his breath, James coughed. Lowering the shotgun from his shoulder, he did not yet take his attention away from the drunk. 
“Where is Violet? Julie? Did you hurt them?” he repeated. 
The drunken fool looked up, his eyes glazed from intoxication and the madness that pressed on his limited mind. The spit that erupted from his mouth was not the fixated mass that one calculates, but rather the erratic spray of the unwashed. 
James stepped away, allowing the refuse to pass him by. He glared at the slightly older Randy. A wavy, almost perm-like mullet was slicked back against his tanned skin.  
James knelt, holding the butt of the shotgun against his hip as he surveyed the drunken man. People had started to make their way toward the scene, watching what it was that James would do next. “The police are coming, just tell me that they’re okay. I need to know that nothing has happened to them.”
He did not wish to sound as though he was pleading. 
The drunk watched James with a vacant stare. 
“I killed them,” he spoke. 
James could not hold back his disdain and surprise. Standing up suddenly, he gripped the shotgun in his hand. “No. That can’t be true. Why would you say that?”
Randy turned his head and spit into the gravel, his face slack. “Why the fuck do you care? Who are they to you?”
The younger man’s face blanched. 
He could not believe what the man was saying. 
There was something ugly about who he was, rising from behind the dull eyes. The drunk was a void, an empty vessel who no longer seemed to be a person capable of caring. 
Reaching down, James grabbed the man hard by the neck, pulling him despite the size difference. Their faces were inches apart, the rank, drunken breath poured from him powerfully. 
“They’re your family,” he near-growled, shaking the man for good measure. “What’s the matter with you?” James let the drunk back down, his free hand shaking with anger. 
The drunk resituated himself, both in posture and in a very rude gesture. His eyes seemed to focus, a glimpse of clarity. “That little whore and her daughter aren’t my family,” he spat, kicking out with one of his dirty boots. “They’re dead to me.”
James stood, his free hand running through his short hair. “Won’t you fight for them? What’s wrong with you? How can you cast out these people who look to you?”
Randy pushed himself up as much as he could. 
He beamed with as much pride as he could muster. “This is America. I can choose to cast off who I want. They hold me back. Keep me down,” he slurred. 
James felt rage boil in him, a grand surge that tore him from deep within. “They keep you down. The people who tolerate the cruelty that radiates from you like shit from a pig. You’re nothing.”
This enraged the drunk. 
He tried to stand, reaching out and grasping James by the shirt. “You can’t talk to me like that. I’m a person. I have rights,” he screeched. 
James struck him across the face with the butt of the shotgun. The man slumped, his face broken and a rushing deluge of blood crept and flowed onto his dirty shirt. The action gave James pause; waiting for a moment, he looked down at the broken man. 
Whispers began. 
The people around him judging immediately, sizing up the situation. Thoughts of Violet and Julie flooded his mind, and he knew what he had to do next. He had to see to their safety as he had seen to his father.
They had to be found. 
He had to find them. 
Turning away from the slumped figure, James moved off into the night. As he passed by his stunned neighbors he was not struck by their silence, but by their reticence to intervene. 
  
*
  
The desert was characteristically as dark as a closed coffin. However, this night it was quite the opposite. Scattered home lights created the feeling of a sprawling metropolis, as opposed to the remote locale that it truly was. 
James moved along the glowing streets, his breath even as if he were pacing himself for a distance run. His mind was racing, the world quickly unraveling. As things often go, it was beginning to snowball out of control. People were quick to revert to their most natural state, the state of nature as Hobbes had so succinctly put it––when the laws of society broke down and self-importance dominated. 
The shotgun felt heavy in his hands. 
A sense of foreboding lingered in the air, as if the surrounding area was collectively holding its breath in anticipation of what was to come. The desert, normally alive with the sounds of coyotes and lizards slithering about in the shadows, was hauntingly silent. 
The rhythm and noise of humanity permeated the night, which inundated the arid air that surrounded the populace of Miranda. Voices whispering, their fears jettisoned into the ether of the desert night. The image of Violet––maimed, hurt, bleeding in her own home, unable to call for help––plagued his mind. 
As he crossed over Palo Verde Street, he saw the beige-colored trim of the house he remembered as being Violet’s. The lawn was the conglomeration of dirty and pale rocks accented by the occasional thorny brush cut low to the ground. Santa and his reindeer, dilapidated and drawn thin from the long summers of Arizona, remained a silent guardian of holidays past. 
The front light was burned out. 
There was a suspicious lack of lights in the front rooms. 
His heartbeat raced as he stepped up to the front door. 
It was open. 
Cautiously approaching the door, he pushed on the handle. It swung open, revealing a darkened interior. His eyes had adjusted to the artificial light of the night, so for the moment he was blind. Swinging to the right, a sound drew his attention. He took another step into the darkened interior of the house. 
“Violet?”
The response was altogether different than he had anticipated. The pain radiated from his arm, and the cry of pain that erupted from his lips was replaced with a string of curse words as he fell to the side. His foot caught on a small toy, disrupting his balance, and he fell. The carpet was thick, but the darkness made it so he fell hard, not able to cushion his fall by repositioning his body. 
Looking up in the dark, he saw the scattered shadow of a small figure. “Violet,” he repeated, though he could not hide the slight irritation in his voice. 
Light enveloped the room and Julie stood with her small hand on the switch. Brandishing an unmarked bat, Violet looked far more fearsome than James had thought her capable. “James,” she spoke. And then looking at him strangely, she repeated his name once more. “What are you doing here?”
James groaned as he pushed himself to his feet. 
“I found your husband in the street.” The pause was an attempt to find a way to delicately describe the situation. “He was angry and armed in the street. He scared some people, tried to shoot me.”
She lowered the bat and Julie moved to her side. 
Wide brown eyes watched James with great interest. 
Her words came slowly. “Why did you come here?”
Looking out the window into the street, he saw that some people had already begun the eventual evacuation. Cars packed full and stacked high were littered in the streets, some flashing their lights and disappearing into the night. 
“He said some things.”
“What things?”
James stepped away from the window. “That you were dead. Maybe he meant dead to him, I couldn’t be sure.”
“And so you just came running?”
James reddened and scratched his head. 
“Well, I, uh, thought maybe…”
“That I needed help?”
James’ embarrassment dissipated. “That maybe you were gone. I needed to know you were okay.”
Violet looked at him. 
“That I was okay?”
Julie looked up at James in wonder. 
There was a kind of quiet innocence to her, but as well a deep chasm of understanding in her wide, brown eyes. Lowering to one knee, he looked back at the young girl. 
“Hi, Julie, remember me?”
She nodded vigorously. 
“You don’t have to be scared of me.”
Violet bent down as well. She hugged her daughter tightly, looking up at James. “She hasn’t talked in a while, since, an incident. It’s nothing worth talking about. She does remember you, James.”
Standing again, he looked out into the street. 
He watched as yet another family dispersed into the night, fleeing the inevitable. Moving toward the window, he had attracted a follower. Julie stood beside him, looking out into the streets as well. Her wide eyes watched the frenzy of animals moving out into the open night, packing their clothes and metal into boxes of gasoline. 
Violet watched the pair of them quietly. 
“The longer I stay in Miranda…the longer any of us stay here, the greater the risk. The window is shrinking for a way to escape what’s coming. They have not spoken of helping us, Violet. They have spoken of leaving us to our devices, to abandon us.”
She nodded. 
“I realize that. I have heard the whispers.”
“Why did he leave?”
Violet looked down this time. 
Watching her feet carefully, she inspected the worn shoes she wore. Peering at the cracked and peeling walls of her home, this life she had was one built on fear and diffidence.  
“He has been drinking a lot lately. I guess that isn’t true. He is always drinking. Morning. Night. Weekends. Work, when he shows up. That’s what prompted it. They fired him this past weekend. It has been building.”
James nodded slowly. 
He was not certain that he understood, but he could empathize. The beauty of the desert was often found at night, lucid skies that spoke of stars and gas giants millions of miles away. There was a place for everything, an order to which every creature, large and small, paid homage. 
The desert was a brilliant example. 
An arid, suffocating ecosystem that created beauty and pain; and then each night the rhythm became radiant. Violet had moved behind her daughter, placing her hands on her shoulders lightly. 
“I am leaving, Violet. They are going to have military evacuations in a few days, but the suggestion has already filtered down. Before too long, the roads will be filled with refuges, people without homes.”
Looking down at Julie, Violet spoke as softly as she often did. “Where will you go?”
“North. Oregon. California. Washington, maybe. Outrun it if we can.”
“North,” she repeated. 
The tempo slowed as the bright lights of a caravan of minivans passed down the street and deeper into the night. They sought a home away from home, a shelter from the coming storm. 
And what a storm was yet to come. 
“This toxin in the groundwater, they don’t know how to contain it yet. I’m sure they have a brain-trust deep in thought about it. But there’s urgency to it, spreading beneath us, beyond our reach. It’s beyond our control. We seek such control over the world, yet our greatest need has become our greatest enemy. There’s poetry to that, eh?”
Stillness infected the house. 
Their shallow breathing was the only sound that permeated the air. They stood there in a sort of perfect harmony, unburdened by the world for a moment. A growl filled the air, transforming the peace into terror. 
Violet grabbed her daughter tightly, pulling her back into the darkness beside the bay window. Her face was half hidden, but the fear situated there required only that slice of her features. The shotgun had found its way to his shoulder, the barrel wavering slightly out in front of James at the darkness of the hall. 
“Did you get a dog?” he asked with a tremor in his voice. 
She shook her head, or rather as little of it as he could make out. Moving forward, he tested his resolve. He wondered whether he would have the fortitude to play hero once more this night. Foot in front of foot, he found the courage to continue forward. His forehead perspired, falling into his vision. 
With a shake of his head, he walked into the hallway. 
The kitchen door creaked. 
Light emanated from underneath. 
He moved slowly out of necessity. 
His mind could not force him to crash forward blindly. 
Each step was laced with doubt, uncertainty about what it was he thought he would do with what might be on the other side of the door. Twice this night he had acted impulsively, marching out for a battle of which he knew nothing. Shadows passed though the light, casting strange shapes across his vision. 
And then another. 
And another.
Each was smaller than the one before. 
Sweating, he lost his grip on the barrel of the weapon for a moment. A silent curse and a wipe on his pants later, he repositioned the weapon against his shoulder. He rolled his neck as if he had slept on it all night. 
Something bumped the door, revealing a sliver of light from within. Shadows covered in wispy darkness paced across the opening. 
A pair of eyes paused. 
The half-moons of silver and gray seemed to peer through James as he approached. His back flattened as best he could, he felt picture frames and other hanging ornaments lined along the wall. 
One slid and then fell. 
Glass shattered, revealing a family photo taken in a moment of happiness. James could feel his heart beat his chest. Sweat crawled down his back and face as he attempted to move silently in the dimly lit home. He drew in a deep breath as he paused, watching the lack of movement from within the kitchen. 
Holding the shotgun as steady as he could muster, he moved toward the closed door. Expelling the breath he had been holding in a kind of low whistle, he wished he had not done so. Adrenaline propelled his foot forward, impacting the door with a heavy, sudden sound. 
It swung open wildly. 
Making a full motion, it opened into the darkened hallway. Growls, low and guttural, erupted from deeper within the kitchen. Scattered shadows moved across the open door as it opened back into the kitchen once more. 
“I have a gun, a shotgun. I will use it,” spoke James, his voice wavering. 
The growls intensified as he took another step forward. His shoes squeaked against the tile in front of the door. The world, except for this moment, had grown quiet, deafening. 
A pan clattered. 
A glass broke. 
“I mean it. I will kill if I have to. There’s a child here.” 
He cursed himself. 
If it was an intruder of some kind, then that was not the information to reveal. Summoning all the courage he could muster, he moved into the kitchen with one smooth motion. He held the shotgun against his shoulder, his eyes wide. Pans and dishes were scattered about the kitchen. The wastebasket overturned. Garbage littered the clean tile, smearing condiments and leftovers across the blinding white floor. 
“Hello?” called James. 
He moved through the kitchen, keeping the barrel of the shotgun trained in front him. His legs bent, he was ready to move at a moment’s notice. One of the lights flickered like in a bad horror movie. It was the moment before something ghastly leapt from the shadows. 
The door to the back patio slammed. 
James moved forward, weaving through the mess in the kitchen like a soldier through a war-torn city. His eyes had steeled. No longer wide with concern, but rather serious and penetrating. 
The door to the small foyer at the back of the kitchen was propped open, the screen torn. An incandescent bulb illuminated a small circle of darkness behind the house. As James emerged into the backyard, he felt along the wall with his balancing hand. 
The barrel of the shotgun dipped slightly. 
The yard flooded with a deep white light. 
Every corner exploded with newfound glory. 
And there she stood once more. 
He assumed it was a she. 
The coyote looked at James carefully, two small pups circling behind her. Wide eyes watched him with curiosity. She had a family. James lowered the shotgun, his eyes never leaving the adult coyote. He could swear that it was the same one who had watched him the night before. 
Had she been following him? 
That was a ridiculous idea. 
They stood there for a time, the shotgun slipping such that he held it like a stick––the barrel wrapped in his fingers. The adult circled around her young slowly, never breaking eye contact. But, she put herself closer to the danger. Minutes passed as they surveyed each other, until the adult bucked and then bolted. Her pups were just ahead of her, disappearing into the darkness. 
“James?” 
It was Violet, her voice frightened. 
“Here,” he croaked. 
His voice was dry, raw. 
Julie walked just in front of her mother. 
Her body was shrouded by Violet, but protected nonetheless. As they emerged from the foyer, James was struck by the return of noise in the neighborhood. Engines humming and voices raised, discussions blending into one another in the night. 
“What happened? We were worried about you.” 
James stood quietly, the shotgun bouncing against his leg. She moved in front of him, her daughter in tow. Standing there, she fixed a concerned look upon him. 
“James? What was it?” Then noticing the strange look on his face, she began to speak in a low whisper. “Why are you outside?”
Time seemed to pass slowly as he turned. 
He took in her serene, if perhaps befuddled, face. 
The words felt awkward in his mouth as he spoke them, as though it was a foreign language. “They came outside.” And then gesturing toward the door, he continued. “From inside. They were in the kitchen and then they ran outside.”
Violet looked at him as she had looked at so many men in life: in disbelief. “What are you talking about, James? Why are you standing out here alone?”
James could not seem to articulate what he had witnessed. 
The profound spectacle had unnerved him. 
It had robbed him of clear speech. 
“I was looking at something,” he began and then realizing the futility of an attempt at an explanation, he continued. “It is gone now, like we should be. Miranda will be a ghost town soon enough. We shouldn’t invite haunting this desert upon ourselves.”
Julie reached out and grabbed James’ free hand, her wide eyes looking up at him. Often adults forget that children are simply small adults walking about, not yet fettered by the realities and sadness that inflicts us. Yet in her eyes, there was an understanding that James could not explain. 
She understood. 
“What about our jobs? Miranda?”
James emerged from the fog that had come over him. “I’m afraid that there is nothing left. Unless you want to get your husband….”
She looked at him with as much anger as she could call upon. Though, it was little more than a stare and a frown. “He left us. As far as I’m concerned, he can rot in the streets.”
James looked to the little girl sadly. 
“Daddy isn’t coming?” she whispered. 
Violet knelt so that she could look at her daughter. “Honey, your daddy doesn’t want to come along. He decided to have his own adventure.”
“Without us?”
James watched the exchange and he felt a heaviness weigh upon his chest. There was nothing worse than seeing the disappointment in a child’s eyes when they first realized the mortality and fallibility of their parents. 
Violet nodded. “I’m sorry, honey.”
Julie looked out into the darkness, as if she could see the direction her father had gone. “Would you like James to go with us? He says he’s up for an adventure.” 
The little girl looked at James, assessing his nature with as critical an eye as a young girl was capable of. That was to say quite a bit. “He looks reliable enough,” she said finally with the authority of a person much older than the little girl who lingered. 
James could not help but smile.
They stood there for some time, talking about this and that. They spoke of the mundane things about life that we often speak of to fill the void of fear and anxiety. There was a rhythm to it––a pattern that emerged over time, revealing holes in our paper-thin veneer. 
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ight skittered away and the pastel morning of the desert rose like licks of amber-colored flames from a fire. The colors collided like brilliant strokes from the easel of a master. There was a pensive feeling in the air, bloated and apprehensive––a collected baited breath. It was waiting to exhale. Yet the energy dissipated just against the surface, ready to emerge again when the heat of the day changed sane beings into skin-itching madmen. 
James, Violet, and Julie crested the sloping street. 
The light of the day made them appear as travelling shadows traversing the sandy hills. There was evidence of a turbulent night before: broken glass littered across the ground and vehicles parked in such a manner that could only have been intoxication or panic. 
A persistent hum resonated in the air, white noise. 
They reached the front lawn of James’ home. 
The shades still drawn and the outside light dim. 
“Here at last.” 
The words were a whisper from his lips. 
Julie hovered just in front of her mother, shielded from the rising day. A pink backpack looked too large for her shoulders. The wide-brimmed straw hat complete with a yellow sunflower hid her features. 
“Why’s it so dark?” the little girl wondered aloud. 
James stepped ahead of them. “Let me go up and see if he’s still here. Things were intense last night. I want to make sure that he isn’t holed up with a rifle thinking he’s in the trenches.”
Violet paused, drawing her daughter tighter against her. “I’m sure your father is fine,” she replied. Her voice sounded loud against the silence of the morning. 
He jogged up and opened the porch door. It creaked as it always did. The screen was torn. Moving slowly, he reached the front door and turned the knob; it was locked. 
“Pop?”
There was some rustling.
The latch disengaged. 
The door handle turned, and then a crack in the door made visible. His father had the gray, torn hood of his sweater pulled across his features. “Jimmy, where the hell did you go?” 
Opening the door wider, James heard the sliding of a chair. He stepped through so that he stood next to his father. The house was in disarray. Most of the pictures had been pulled down from the wall––frames in scattered piles. Cabinet doors thrown open and things pulled free and placed in open cardboard boxes. 
Old black lettering was scrawled across. 
Stepping into the kitchen, he knelt next to one of the boxes. He recognized the letters: it was his mother’s handwriting. He reached a hand inside and pulled out clean, porcelain plates. They were plates that he had not seen used for the better part of a decade. Holding it up over his head, he tilted it to get his father’s attention. “The best dinnerware? Really? What exactly do we need to bring this along for?”
His father stood just outside the linoleum barrier of the kitchen. He looked thin in the gray hooded sweatshirt and faded jeans: old. The thought saddened James, imagining him as a frail, scared old man. He shook his head and deposited the plate back into the box. 
“I went looking for Violet and Julie.”
Salt-and-pepper eyebrows rose as he appraised his son. “That quiet girl from your job? The one with a drunk for a husband?”
James nodded. 
“The very same. The drunk, as you so succinctly put it, was the one firing off the gun last night. Seeing him in that state, I was….” He paused, standing and dusting off his hands. “I was concerned about them.”
Robert smirked and leaned over the counter. 
“Concerned?”
James moved toward the fridge, opening the door and peering into the dimly lit interior. Shutting it unfulfilled, he pressed his hands into the counter and met his father’s look. 
“Yes, concerned. Given the state of things.”
His father’s eyes narrowed. “Speaking of the state of things, can you get me a glass of water?” 
James turned to open the fridge again. 
Robert cleared his throat. “From the tap, if you please.”
Turning the faucet on, there was a sputter and then the hollow sound of distant pipes. “What’s this? How long has the water been off?”
“Not long after you left, just before dawn.”
James hung his head, closing his eyes. 
“So it has reached this far north,” he whispered.
“Precisely why we need to get this show on the road.”
James nodded. 
It was the kind of nod that made the world seem very far away. That was how he felt: distant, removed from the moment, transported. All our lives we wait for something to happen. Passively watch milestones so that this life can have meaning. And when meaning is thrust upon you, responsibility so potent it threatens to suffocate you, the world seems too real. 
“We can’t bring all of this stuff, Pop.”
Robert Foster had not considered the issue of space. 
Survival, defense: these things had gone into his preparations. But the idea of what was feasible had not entered his calculations. “Figured we would just rent a van or something. I guess I should sort through this….”
James nodded again, the motion beginning to feel as if it were his answer to everything. “I brought Violet and Julie, the little girl. They are coming with us.” His father did not look, but instead knelt slowly in front of the pile of a lifetime’s worth of possessions. “That’s certainly going to cut down on space. We need to get out of here quick. Beat the heat if we can.”
The front door creaked as Julie pushed her diminutive weight against it. Robert made a fumbling dive, an unsuccessful one, for the rifle. The straw hat drew a chuckle from the old man. “I’ll be damned, bested by a little girl.”
Standing, using the recliner as support, Robert pushed himself to his feet. Lowering at his waist, he extended one his powerful hands. “What’s your name, little princess?”
Julie looked at him critically, pushing back the brim of her wide hat. Her large eyes evaluated him before extending her little hand forward, a fresh sticker on the back of it. 
“Julie,” she said. 
Robert smiled. 
“Very nice to meet you, young lady.”
Julie nodded and returned to the comfort of her mother’s arms. Violet looked at James, who stood leaning against the counter. He did not look at her, so she looked back to his father. 
“You have a very nice home, Mr. Foster.” 
Robert Foster had a particular zeal about his home. Much of his time was occupied with finding various little trinkets and bargains at garage sales around the sleepy little town. When anyone showed even a modicum of interest, it became difficult to dissuade him from explaining every little detail about his home, world-ending disasters aside, of course. 
“It has certainly seen better days. Put a hole in that door behind you there. And some damn fool shot out my window. Pardon my language. Big mess in the center of the room certainly isn’t doing the décor any favors.” He laughed to himself––a distracted, personal little chuckle. “So, I hear you will be accompanying us?”
Violet looked to James. This time he met her gaze. “Your son was gracious enough to invite us along. I fear we’re not prepared for what’s coming. James sounded convincing.”
He looked at his son. 
“He can be quite convincing when he wants to be.”
James moved out from behind the counter. 
Surrounded by his father and a woman who held a strange place deeper within him, he still felt alone. The feeling gnawed at him. Lifting a hand, he let it fall to his side with an exasperated sigh. Pointing toward the distance, he started to talk and then stopped again. “I told Mickey that I would run by his place if we were blowing town.”
“That skinny kid?” 
His father had a way of simplifying things to a generalized feature: the girl with the big nose or that kid with dandruff. Oversimplification of situational and dispositional cues that often framed who a person was became his personal explanatory device. “The one who has that music store in that vacant parking lot over by the lake?”
Nodding slowly, he looked at Violet. 
The sense of foreboding that hung around them should have made people want to crawl into holes, hide in the darkness; yet, this portent of cataclysm made people flee for survival. Humanity sat upon a precipice, one that in many ways it had always sat upon, waiting for the ground beneath to give way. 
“I shouldn’t be long.” 
Robert crossed the room. 
Patting Julie on the head, he shifted the straw hat so that it partly covered her features. Robert leaned in close to his son, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful out there, son. If this is the end of the world, then men will no longer be men. Something dark will take them over.”
He looked at his father. 
“Do you want me to get anything?”
“Cash, as much as you can. I doubt many vendors will be taking plastic or checks at a time like this. The electricity is still on. Might get lucky and the banks will be open.”
James nodded again. 
The air felt thin, like he was floating away. His father handed him a leather holster, a black handle protruding from across the buckle. 
He met his son’s eyes. 
“Just in case,” his father said. 
And again the son nodded. 
He looked around his torso for a place to hide it. 
Tucking it into his belt, the bulge of the unwieldy holster was obvious. Perhaps that was the intent. Maybe it would be easier to pretend the world had ended. Glancing back, he disappeared out the front door and into the burgeoning heat of the day.
  
*
  
The parking lot was indeed vacant. 
James removed the gun from its holster as he stepped out of his jeep. Pressing the revolver into the back of his pants, it was hidden by his shirt. The town had begun to clear out. Few cars braved the main streets of Miranda, disappearing into the slowly smoldering distance. 
Mouse lived in the Cottages, a statuesque set of empty buildings that had been meant as the sprawling renovations of the Miranda elite. A few years passed and the bloom was off the rose. The white-washed building had not fared well against the summer heat. A manicured golf course adjacent to the edifice had browned and withered. 
Walking across the blacktop, he was not surprised to find that heat radiated from deep beneath him. The sun had already worked its magic, bringing the desert to a simmer. The building was quiet, much quieter than Foster would have liked given the heightened state of things. 
Three stories tall, it was an eye sore. 
James made his way quickly, the urge to touch the revolver at his waist growing with each second. Grabbing the burnt-colored railing of the stairs, he traversed them in a series of shuffling, jumping steps. 
Mouse lived on the top floor in an apartment on the end. 
The faux green carpet beneath his feet looked diseased. Thick tendrils of plastic and sun-dried green material seeped up from the ground, reaching like cruel fingers from the underworld. His mind was scattered. Thoughts assaulted him from every angle. The world had begun a spiraling descent into madness. 
There was a smell in the air that Foster noticed: ganja. 
He recognized the clever Fuck Off welcome mat that Mouse had been kind enough to place in a haphazard manner in front of his door. Beside the door were various declarations of the types of vendors that he did not wish to knock upon the door and disturb the relative peace of his humble, albeit trashed, abode. Jesus freaks, bible thumpers, hippies, census people: It was the usual rundown of solicitors who most people would rather not deal with––all of them except for one. 
Girl Scouts. 
What kind of person doesn’t want delicious boxes of cookies? Mickey Reynolds wouldn’t. It all dated back to the wonderful time of year when the solicitation of cookies was in its upswing. Mouse, much like many a panicked, yet sensitive stoner before him, had arrived at the munchies. In his drug-fueled haze, he had forgotten the cardinal rule of smoking: Always have snacks. 
Not wishing to drive while intoxicated of a different sort, he meandered down to the local, yet commercial, grocery store. And wouldn’t you know: there were miniature cookie saleswomen about. The large table was covered in a purple table cloth with gold trim and boxes of cookies in measured rows.
Mickey had not thought about the repercussions of purchasing while otherwise predisposed. But, it would be a constant irritant for the rest of his days. Sauntering up to the table in the best manner he was capable, he asked for some cookies. Boxes and monies exchanged, Mouse returned to his cavern once more. 
What he did not realize until later was that he had given the industrious little girl in the canvas-colored uniform a General Grant and had received only a few of his brothers Washington. Tossing his apartment, he found neither hide nor hair of his missing Grant, but he had his suspicions. 
Girl Scouts. 
And since that day, Mouse has never again let the marching girls wearing sashes anywhere near his residence. Reaching out, Foster knocked on the door. No answer. Knocking hard, James felt claustrophobic standing outside the apartment. 
He felt exposed. 
Turning the handle, the door opened. 
The apartment was dark, except for flickering lights deeper in the room. Foster stepped through, making sure to shut out the burgeoning heat of the day. Noises emerged and it took James a moment to realize what they were: moans.
Was he about to interrupt his friend during a sensitive moment? Moving slowly down the darkened hallway, the moaning intensified. James held his breath as peeked around the corner of the wall into the living room. And unfortunately for James, Mouse was holding something as well. 
“What the fuck?” he screamed. 
Drawing handfuls of over-sized pillows and a pile of dirty clothing over his waist, he glared at his friend. The two flat-screen televisions were the only light in the room. One had a haggard-looking anchor, who droned on in silence. The other depicted the heights of pornography. 
“What the fuck?” Mouse repeated. “Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?”
Foster smiled. 
“Ever heard of answering your door, you pervert.”
Mouse dove over the back of the couch and with a series of shuffling movement, he was dressed once more. The moans continued. Looking up chagrined, he muted the cavorting, glistening bodies and the sound of a haggard newscaster filled the room instead. 
“We are sorry to report that we are going off air. Several receivers through the southwest, extending into the gulf, have been shut off. Rolling outages caused by an unknown source…”
And with that, the voice disappeared. 
A loud shriek of white noise filled the room. 
“Daughter of a bastard,” roared Mouse as he pounded on the remote. The noise dissipated as quickly as it had come. They were now only left with the mammoth images of grotesque flesh tools and cosmetic mammary glands. Mouse looked at the high-definition picture in amusement. 
“You mind turning that shit off?”
Mouse obliged, allowing the picture to fade to black.
“What the hell was with the daughter of a bastard nonsense? I’ve never heard something so ridiculous. No, I take that back. Most of what comes out of your mouth borders on the insane.”
Mickey shrugged. “I am trying to bring around something new, man. You ever notice how we make variations on previously existing profanity, but fail to make new ones? Word generation is an important aspect of language, my man.”
Foster looked at him through sleepy, irritated eyes. “And I imagine this is drawn from your extensive coursework at our beloved community college?”
Mouse allowed the comment to float. “What brings you down here to the Cottages? Perhaps the impending cloud of doom that hangs overhead? Have you decided to abandon our little burn-mark in the desert?”
Foster reached out and absently touched trinkets and piles of nonsensical items. The two massive screens were routed through Mouse’s computer. A keyboard sat just to his left. 
A faded tattoo on his chest was of a memory past. 
“Something like that. We’re heading out, bringing along Violet and Julie, her little girl. This place is about to be a monsoon of horrible shit,” replied James as he picked up a leather-bound book that turned out to be something quite the opposite of what he had anticipated: more pornography. 
“Is there anything in this house that I can touch?”
Mouse shook his head. 
“Not really. What’s the plan?”
“North. Ride on out of here and get as far away from this as we can.”
“And then what?”
“What do you mean, then what?”
Mouse stood, taking with him a mass of sheets and disappeared into a darkened room just beyond the living room. His voice echoed out from within. “You gave me a direction. Not much of a plan really. We go north….”
“You’ve gathered that I came here to ask you along?”
Mouse poked his head out beyond the doorframe. 
“Been waiting for you to come round.”
Foster laughed and returned to his inspection of the strange contents of the room. 
Mouse continued. “Going north sounds great, but we most certainly will not be the only ones. We hit the blacktop and we are bound to find ourselves in one hell of a passive-aggressive parade of people just waiting to fly off the handle. Perhaps a more cogent plan is in order?”
James continued his slow promenade around the disheveled apartment. Darkness loomed in every corner, reminding him of the clouds that had begun to build over his life. Mouse was not exactly a man of cleanliness, but rather a practitioner of the art of hoarding. Shelves filled with trinkets of sentimental value, piles of magazines long past their publication date formed paper snow-banks against the walls. 
“You ever throw anything away?”
Mouse reemerged, dressed more warmly than one might imagine given the conditions around them. A beanie covered his head and dark, thick sunglasses covered his eyes. A pullover, lavender in color, hung too large over his thin frame. Ripped jeans and untied boots clunked comically like clown shoes. 
“Life’s too short to throw away things that don’t fit anymore. I can look around this apartment and see the narrative of my life. Sure, it looks like I’m collecting a trash heap, but it gives me peace.”
Foster nodded, though he wasn’t sure for what. 
“We should be heading out.”
Mouse arched an eyebrow. 
“Something bothering you there, buddy-o-mine?”
Foster scoffed. “You mean more than the impending apocalypse hovering about our heads?”
“Let’s say besides that.”
James shook his head, touching the dirty walls. 
“I’m not sure what comes next….”
Mouse moved toward the door, opening it to allow the sunlight to drift in. “That makes two of us.”
  
*
  
The heat of the day had already descended. 
White-washed sidewalks radiated heat from deep within the earth. It was as if the sun never left, but instead remained dormant beneath the dirt and cement of the oasis. Foster had decided to walk from the Cottages, a decision that he quickly regretted. 
Miranda had never been busy. 
Yet now, it seemed like a cosmopolitan nightmare. 
An acid trip gone awry as dirty, wild-eyed people ran about. Windows smashed in the distance. Screaming and frightened words hung on the stale, arid desert air. Foster watched them pass with mute horror. People had degenerated into something disturbingly primal. 
Walking and running about, they pushed and shoved others out of the way. Carrying handfuls of unmatched items, they were a flea market gone awry. Societal politeness was gone, previous markers and indicators of status abandoned. 
James was thankful for the lukewarm steel at his waist. 
Part of him was ashamed to feel safety from something so destructive. The other part watched the madness around him and knew it had become a necessary evil. This madness would only grow like weeds in a lazy man’s garden. Foster made his way through the crowds, trying not to bump up against one of the denizens of the apocalyptic fervor. 
“This is some kind of shit-storm,” marveled Mouse as he lifted his arms over a small, rotund man with sweat stains and bloodshot eyes. 
“That might be the understatement of the year.”
They made their way carefully. 
Dodging, dancing through a throng of maniacs.
The ATM was as expected: abandoned. 
James moved close, looking one way and the other before producing his bank card. Mouse hovered just behind him, his lank height giving Foster a bit of shade from the heat and madness around them. 
The screen had seen better days. 
Though not yet broken, the display wore the scars of battle. Pressing buttons with authority, James sighed in frustration as the machine whirred frantically. Heavy sounds groaned within as wheels and plastic pieces fought desperately to dance one last time. 
Bills sputtered with a labored shuffle.
Grabbing the money, he pushed it into his pocket with determination and wheeled around. Much to his surprise, his face was plastered against the warm fabric of Mouse’s pullover. He saw the gun before the words could spill from his mouth. 
“What the….”
The man did not look stable. 
Dark hair looked as if it had been tied into a series of ridges and valleys. Pale features were made more so by a patchy beard and gray eyes that had not seen sleep in some time. His clothes appeared as if they were trying to escape from each other. A partially un-tucked shirt was pulled and stretched to one side of his neck. 
“Give me the cash,” he spoke. 
His voice wavered and cracked. 
Mouse took a step back and the man waved his gun wildly. Not pointing it, but shaking it for effect. “Don’t move, man. I’ll…I’ll fucking shoot you.”
Mouse raised his hands higher and backed up against the wall, revealing James. Foster could feel the steel press against him. He knew that he could not realistically grab it before the man shot him. 
The heat on his neck was overwhelming. 
Sweat coursed over his body, making his skin itch. 
“Let’s talk about this. You don’t want…”
The disheveled man took a step forward, pressing the gun against James’ face. The coolness of the barrel surprised Foster. He felt like he was blinking too much. His hands were calm at his sides. Much of this life had been spent wondering how he would react in these kinds of situations. 
He licked his lips. 
The man’s hand shook. 
Turning his body as he brought his hand alongside the gun, James moved quickly. Had it been a movie, it would have been in slow motion. To Foster, it felt as though he had not even breathed. A thunderous shot filled the air. James was beside him, his hand still near the weapon. Hooking his hand over the top of it, he stepped beside the man. 
The motion pulled the gun against the man’s stomach.  
Slipping his hand so that it grasped the man’s wrist, James had control of the gun in one smooth movement. He raised it shakily, uncertain if he had what it took to be merciless. The barrel wavered and James exhaled sharply, as if he had been holding his breath. 
The roles were reversed. 
The would-be thief knelt, raising his hands over his head. 
He pleaded. “Please…I….”
Foster felt his hands sweat. 
Mouse’s voice startled him. 
“We don’t need this. Let’s just go. Let’s get out of here.”
The heat was forgotten. 
Dread replaced the madness of the day. 
Foster’s throat felt tight, dry. 
As he spoke, the words seemed distant, removed. “We should get going. Have to get back and leave, can’t keep them waiting. I promised that I would come back soon. I have to go back soon.”
Mouse touched his shoulder and James nearly jumped. 
The gun shook in his hands. 
Meeting his friend’s eyes, James exhaled again. 
This time his chest heaved and his shoulders sagged. Turning back, the kneeling man had disappeared into the heat like vapor. Letting the gun fall to the ground, James left that world behind.
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he Jeep had not been large enough for the five of them. Instead, the purple-and-yellow hippie bus that Mouse had inherited from his parents had become their caravan to the north. The winding road out of Miranda was just as congested as they had anticipated. Posted speed limits were not only respected, but grossly adhered to. The sun was high overhead and beat down upon them. This brought an irritated grunt from Robert Foster. 
A shotgun rested on his knees. 
Mouse drove.
One spindly arm out the window, the other negotiated the loose steering wheel with a practiced, albeit distracted, ease. His beanie was pulled down such that his eyes barely peeked out. “So, Papa Foster, you think the shotgun on the legs is necessary?” he asked without taking his eyes from the road. 
Robert pointed to the road with the shotgun. “You concentrate on the road and I will concentrate on the gun.”
“Fair enough.”
The back of the bus was filled to the brim with overflowing duffel bags, and where those failed, dark black trash bags. Most of it had been packed early by James’ father, though some of it was clearly from the other members of their little journey. Julie’s backpack hung around her slender shoulders and the hat hid her features. Violet watched her daughter anxiously, her body tense. 
James sat just in front of them on the ground, as there was no back seat of any kind. Just two bucket seats in the front and then shag walls and a fluffy, white carpet that itched. Julie hummed quietly to herself, the tune obscured. 
“Do you have what you need?” James asked after a time. 
Violet looked at him vacantly. 
She shook her head as she spoke. 
“Not even close. We have to leave behind so much.”
James could understand the sub-text, the words unspoken: her husband. “It seems like life has changed dramatically, so quickly. A disaster, a catastrophe boiling the world down to its bare ingredients,” began James, but the squeal of the brakes and a bemused harrumph from his father drew his attention. 
Looking out the windshield of their decadent and beaten raft to safety, the world had indeed been distilled to a fundamental desire––a base reason. The road ahead was not only congested, but instead had become the parking lot of the apocalypse. Cars sat overheated, steam rising into the empty sky overhead, devoid of joy or winking clouds. There was the steady hum of voices arguing about things that could not be fixed, lives unjustified and unrequited. 
Mouse pressed on the horn. 
Robert frowned. 
Violet drew her daughter close. 
Wrenching on the side door of the bus, the world flooded in like waves on a shore in the throes of a violent storm. People argued bitterly as some had abandoned their cars for shouting matches. A man carried his child on his back as he ambled off the road.
“James, close the door,” spoke Robert. 
Yet he lingered, watching as the world inundated him. 
The horizon up ahead was stale air and hazy black clouds that threatened something unbecoming and possibly frightening. James felt Violet’s hand on his shoulder and he was drawn back. 
She smiled at him weakly. 
Julie looked at him with large, unblinking eyes. 
Mouse’s concave chest rose and fell as he sighed. “Looks like we aren’t going anywhere, anytime soon,” he grumbled as he leaned forward again, rolling down his window for a better look. Horns filled the air like a dilapidated symphony of dirty brass and broken strings. 
Robert gestured with the shotgun, bumping it up against the window as he did so. “All kinds of trails and old roads that lead north through Nevada, might take our chances. No telling what’s going to come of this.”
The blue sedan with faded bumper stickers just in front of the bus puttered forward, spewing hateful smoke and the sounds of shaking parts. There was a sudden burst and then a crash. 
Voices were renewed. 
A man crawled through the window of the sedan, as the driver’s side door had found a home in the passenger side door of an egregiously chosen escape vehicle––a SUV burdened with oversized tires and a desire for height. 
As he emerged, born of heated steel and a smoking engine, he carried a duct-taped crowbar. Blackened at the edges, he dragged it along the side of the SUV, damaging the luster and shine of the thrice-polished veneer. Raising it high above his head, as if summoning thunder from the mountains, he slammed it against the tinted windows. 
Glass rained out from the impact. 
The world became infused with sweaty apes bound by dirty clothing and angry, hooting calls that filled the yellow-marked lanes. Grabbing the wheel of the bus, Robert pulled hard. Mouse, being the reactionary that he was, slammed his foot down on the gas in response. Barreling forward like a roller coaster, his eyes went wide as he maneuvered in and out of traffic. Like a bumper car gone awry, each jagged turn of the wheel drug them to and fro against the maze of steel and steam. 
With a heavy foot, Mouse ended their haphazard journey. 
A tire on the loose rocks of the side of the road––as well as the front of the steel monstrosity pointing clearly in the wrong direction––announced a sigh of relief exhaled as one by the wayward travelers. 
This was short-lived. 
“Wow,” mumbled Mouse.
“Wow?” echoed Robert with a scowl.
Mouse looked at him, chagrined. 
“I think this warrants a wow.”
“Are you an idiot? What in the holiest of hells compelled you take us on some kind of California driving test?” spoke Robert clearly, though laced with contempt and the slightest bit of exhausted humor. 
It was not a secret that the curmudgeon believed that all drivers in the sunny state of California were deviants who could not maintain the requisite attention to stay on the road for any amount of time in a cool and collected manner. 
“Damn near got us into a fender bender, Mighty Mouse.”
“Just Mouse, you grumpy old man,” retorted Mouse as he wiped one of his long, pale hands across his forehead. “Shit is getting real out here.”
Robert frowned at him and his inability to accurately express himself in a grammatically appropriate way. “Shit, as you so cleverly put it, has always been quite real. We’re seeing what happens when people panic.”
James touched Violet’s arm and she looked up to him with her large eyes. She was okay––shaken, but unhurt. Julie remained staring at the ground, as if she could see the blacktop and broken glass beneath. 
Leaning forward between the two verbal gladiators, James spoke. “That was damn close, Mouse. Any damage to the bus?”
Mouse looked at the stout hood of the bus and shrugged. 
Tapping the faded and dusty hardened plastic over the various dials and gauges that announced the inner workings of the engine with colored triangles and crudely drawn representations, he doubled down on his uncertain gesture. 
Robert shook his head once more and cranked on the dull silver handle of his door. Opening it with a groan, he turned back and placed the shotgun down on the seat. James watched as his father walked out in front of the bus and struck the hood, glaring at Mouse as the spindly fool looked on with a thousand-yard stare.
“Pop the hood,” he commanded. 
A few seconds of hazy recollection hung in the air before Mouse reached down and released the hood latch. James’ father disappeared for a moment as he lifted the hood and suspended it there before rooting around inside the engine. There was a slight shake of the bus and then some throat-clearing. With a swift movement, the hood closed once more and Robert rejoined them in the bus. 
James looked at his father expectantly. 
“Seems alright,” he responded. 
Mouse looked out his window at the consequences of his ill-timed carnage. “I think that might be a gross overestimation, gramps. The road before us is burdened with hot steel and the path that is behind remains a monstrous cluster-fuck of epic proportions.”
Swirling lights of crimson and azure disrupted the pall on the road, reflecting and cascading across broken glass littered in the road and windshields bewildered with dust. Robert looked over his shoulder and then out the sun-stained window to his side and grimaced, prickled flesh from adrenaline spent. “I think we need to make ourselves scarce in the quickest possible way. When they flash the lights like that, it isn’t meant as an invitation for dinner.”
“I think you might be on to something there, old man. A momentary glimpse of agreement, a bridge across the chasm of generations…” began Mouse grandiosely. 
And then turning to see the glare born of irritation and several decades of putting up with adolescent nonsense, Mickey had the statistically improbable presence of mind to stop talking and press down on the accelerator. 
Bald tires gripped desperately in the heat of the day. 
The front end dipped and the weight of the engine was credited with the assist as the magenta monstrosity motored forward off the blacktop and onto the uneven terrain of desert soil. The lights continued to swim in the air, but it was clear that each chug forward of the relic was a definitive distance from an unpleasant encounter with a more-than-likely irrational civil servant. 
Dusty roads populated by ill-formed gardens of cacti were laid out before them. As the van bounced and resettled, the madness of a highway populated by denizens of despair became an increasing distant memory. Apprehension dissolved from them as miles were put between them and Miranda; the minor valleys of sand became a habitable road that soon announced shacks and barns just off in the distance. 
Robert was the first to talk after a while, though it was only a whisper of a thought. “It won’t last long.”
“This madness? The water shortage?” queried Mouse. 
The old man looked out the window at the passing landscape, his glassy eyes watching something that only he could see. “Any of it.”
            
*
            
When Randy awoke, he was not quite certain where he was at first. He remembered pieces of things. There had been a gun and someone hitting him in the face; the creeping morning was followed by the scorch of the sun. As he pushed himself to a sitting position, he was aware that it was not blacktop beneath his fingers, but instead the scratchy fabric that he knew too well.   
A sheet-less cot in the drunk tank. 
It was not his first visit. 
Were there a rewards card for being a drunken, two-time felony loser who saw more of the pot-bellied sheriff than this his own daughter, then Randy Ashland would be the charter member.
Despite the heat of the day, there was a foreboding chill inside the old-style cell. When other towns had upgraded their holding tanks, the drunk tank of Miranda had remained nothing more than a concrete enclosure with rusted, iron bars. Standing with a groan and a painful grimace, he gripped the cylinders of his imprisonment. 
“Hey, anybody out there?”
Silence whispered urgently. 
“Sheriff?”
Again, the transparency of nothingness answered him. 
He attempted to recreate the hours of his life. More to the point, the hours of his life that led up to this particular stint in a cement motel. 
“Must be some damned break or something….” he mumbled as he retreated back to the rear of the cell to the one window that was just out of reach. Looking around the confines of his entrapment, he singled out the toilet as a possible ladder to greener––or perhaps browner––views. 
With a grunt, and an unsettling shift of the contents of his stomach and small intestines, he heaved his hung-over weight up onto the much-maligned porcelain goddess with a precarious step. The laces of his shoes dragged in the murky water of his stepstool of sorts, and then lifted free once more as he put his weight on the lid of the tank and pulled himself by his fingertips so he could see outside the cell. 
The sheriff’s office sat on the far side of the town, near where the road slithered out into the desert and canyons filled with all manner of creature. Craning his neck and squinting his eyes, Randy was struck by the emptiness of the town, the desolation that filtered through the air. 
“Where in the hell is everybody? It’s damn near….”
Looking down at his watch, he noticed that the hands were not moving as they should. As he lifted his other hand to tap the stained exterior of the timepiece, he immediately realized his error and felt the consequences of such an ill-timed exchange of balance. The cot was not close enough, and the floor far too hard to cushion the fall. 
To make matters worse, his boot caught the bowl of the toilet and ripped the seal from the floor. With a flurry of curse words and a fluttering of hands and feet, Randy had pulled himself into a ball and was looking sourly at the slowly spreading pool of water that emerged from the upturned latrine.
“Doesn’t that just make my fucking day.”
The urgency of his clumsy fall and the desolation just beyond his prison of both mind and body caused him to perhaps be a bit more sensitive than many folks in a similar situation––though such a situation seems difficult to imagine. This hypersensitivity led to the perking of his ears and the subtle turning of his head when the whisper of a footstep sounded just beyond the gray door that served as the median between cells and office.
“Someone out there?”
A shuffle of boots and a wet cough replied. 
He took a few heavy steps forward and gripped the bars of the enclosure. He pressed his face against the bars and tried to hear more clearly the shuffling footfalls that might announce an explanatory orator of his present circumstances. 
An outer door creaked and the silence of the dim interior of the buildings seemed haunting to Randy for the first time. A scraping sound joined the aqueous cough that echoed in the emptiness…
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