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Introduction

This isn't the pretty part. Sweating in my 8 foot cube of 
plywood and corrugated tin. The house has a hot bath 
to loosen the aches of my spine, wearing clean gray 
cotton boxer briefs, shirtless, sweating a little. 
Shredded paper litters the floor, litter from the making 
of zines, like a party of rodents had been here nesting. I 
press the button and turn on this notebook. My head 
flowers in the future while my feet root in the past.

It's good right now. I have rent money. Loosen the 
vise a turn. Tessa used to talk about how living in the 
bay area was like having a vise on your skull. I still 
have food stamps, loosen the vise another turn. I have 
a good number of people in the world that I call family 
and we love each other. Loosen the vise two turns.

This is the high life! I have nothing, but everything 
is probably on the way.

I wrote the beginning to You Fucked Up while in 
Minneapolis one long and cold winter at The Shit 
Biscuit. Winter came to an end. I was going traveling, 
down the Missouri River in a shanty boat. I decided 
the setting of “You Fucked Up” would mirror where I 
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was, in reality. When the story goes from Minneapolis 
to Kansas City, to the Missouri river, to the Mississippi 
River, St. Louis, Cairo, Little Rock, then to the San 
Francisco Bay Area, that is where I was while I was 
writing it. An experiment in autobiography fiction. A 
journal with near-future people as the characters.

The Missouri River is my favorite spot to kick back 
in a folding chair, on a sandy beach, with typewriter 
on lap, and let it all come out as the river flows ever 
downward. No pesky commerce or recreation on this 
river, only a few fishermen and the rare pleasure 
boater. Peaceful, and no lock & dams to impede the 
flow. I recommend it.

You Fucked Up is a metaphor for the life span of a 
human being: birth, life, death, or narrowed down to 
reveal the intricate cycles contained in that larger cycle. 
In my specific personal experience, this novel portrays 
the actual planetary cycle of one year, all four seasons, 
beginning with the winter of a new year. I have a 
fondness for writing with the seasons as a framework 
for the narrative. I find myself traveling more and 
living in minimal dwellings, vegetable gardening in 
the backyard and harvesting wild foods, bicycling 
daily, I come into contact with the forces of nature for 
prolonged periods of time. I do not live in a climate 
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controlled space station as some do, and I do not travel 
about the planet in four wheeled space ships every 
day, pushing buttons and moving levers, only opening 
the pod long enuf to type in the code that opens the 
doors to the next space station.

Why is that? Why don't I have a car and house and 
all the fancy comforts of a privileged person on Earth? 
Because I am traditional. A traditional starving artist. 
You have to stay hungry or else your work becomes 
complacent and self absorbed. For years I have trained 
myself to exist on the bare essentials of life, existing 
with the lowest amount of money possible, to 
maximize the free time that art demands.

Here I am, 38 years old and Living The Dream! I do 
little else but write, publish, distribute, and 
occasionally someone says to me, “I like the way you 
write. I hope you keep doing that.” or I get a little 
check in the mail or a handful of dollars from a 
bookstore, and all these things are the quarter in my 
cup that keeps me doing this dance. It doesn't take 
much.

I've gone beyond what I dreamed of doing 30 years 
ago when I stared up at that bookshelf in my family's 
house and said, “Someday, I'll read all of these books! 
I'll know everything!” Yes, infinite knowledge! I came 
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to understood a truth about what those books meant, 
they all said the same thing: these books were written 
by humans and YOU are a human, so you can write a 
book. Ah! So simple! Any chump on the street could 
write a book, but could any chump on the street persist 
in writing and publishing and distributing for 18 
years? Stamina! The cast iron will of endurance! The 
secret is complete lack of record keeping. If I knew for 
certain that I wasn't breaking even I would be 
appalled.

The soft and suffocatingly ignorant velvet pleasures 
of luxurious wealth have whispered my name. Yes, I 
might have taken a different path, but I wasn't willing 
to relinquish my freedom for something so mundane 
as financial security. Freedom was the price, I realized 
this the moment I was thrust into the game. I am a 
product of capitalist consumer culture as much as 
anyone else raised in the privileged North. I feel the 
gravity pulling me to a steady job, house, car, 
relationship, pets, and a garage that opens when I 
press a button. Regular doctor visits and regular 
vacations. I might have taken myself there, sitting in a 
big warm house, numb in an easy chair, staring 
dumbly at a television, pretending to be happy. I was 
actually a good ways down that road when I got off.
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Way beyond the fork in the road, I had to bushwhack 
my way thru to find a new way to live. 

I wanted more. The compulsion to dig into the 
depths of human experience, to get at the roots of 
reality, to shine light into the grim darkness and share 
possibilities with others, to talk about what isn't talked 
about, to push human social evolution, these things all 
pull me with far greater gravity that the luxurious 
lifestyle that most people seem to consider essential. 
Most of my life I have never owned a car, and I have 
traveled far. I have met people who have always 
owned cars, but have never left the state they were 
born in. It seems like a terrible tragedy to me, but then 
again, if they are happy, who's business is it but theirs?

While reading You Fucked Up I hope you become 
inspired, I hope you go out with your friends and 
family and do some wild thing you always dreamed 
of, and do it knowing that the time to live is now. We 
can't wait around for things to get better, because they 
will definitely get worse, and better, simultaneously, 
and then you will die, which is great. Wouldn't it be 
awful to live forever?

My friends, I leave you with this thot: We have 
been living in a post-apocalyptic world for a long time 
now. Don't let that get you down. The world won't get 
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any better by being depressed about it. I suggest that 
you stop a moment, as often as possible, and 
appreciate the fact that air goes in and out of your 
body, this is why you are alive.

- Robert Rowboat, Oakland 2009

The story so far: 

Following a world wide pandemic that ravaged the 
earth and decimated mammalian life,  Taffy, usually a 
wandering punk musician, finds himself alone in a 
house, everyone left with the government relocation 
and quarantine program months ago. The city is 
completely quiet and empty now. Taffy finds himself 
descending into madness. He resolves to wander in 
search of companionship, and discovers the only 
anarchist punk house left in the city.  Here, a small 
group of survivors hunker down to spend the long 
Minneapolis winter in their new found utopia of 
loneliness.
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Taffy and a sassy-drunk-geek-high tech-nerd-cross 
dresser named Franklin became lovers and help each 
other make it thru the long winter thru endless 
variations of debauchery. The abundance of free 
alcohol from abandoned liquor stores brings them all 
to a state of perpetual drunk. Winter came to an end. 
Along with spring, signs of civilization returning to the 
city began appearing: robotic aircraft patrolling the 
skies, helicopters circling the city, closing in on the 
random survivors, closing in on the house full of 
anarchists who had been living in isolated freedom 
from the rest of the evacuated refugee population.

The pastime of choice for the besieged group of 
friends became sitting on the roof drinking cocktails, 
watching the machines of civilization closing on their 
world.

Warning: the content of pages 16-24 may be
emotionally triggering.
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(twenty six)
I should make a mark for the days of my life. Here I 
have another day. I let them go by without noticing 
their passing. Day after day, a life made of days, 
thousands of them.

I've got to stop and take notice.
Stop and listen to my body breathing. Be aware of 

this day. The sun has gone down! The day has turned 
to night! I notice the night passing. It's happened 
again. Here we are. Still here. Still breathing, drinking, 
eating, fucking, and thinking way too much. My name 
is still Taffy. Okay, good.

I woke up from a nap in the afternoon, always 
napping in the afternoon these days. Some kind of 
stress release. I always wake up feeling good. I wanted 
to continue feeling good by laying in bed so I rolled 
over and squeezed the wire clip onto the car battery 
terminal, the sound system buzzed to life and I played 
a cassette tape, The Smiths, Disintegration. I lay in bed 
staring at the ceiling, feeling warm, dancing with my 
head, thinking of mischievous dancing partners from 
days gone by. Then trying not to think so much and 
just smile. The music and the memory it woke in my 
body of movement and fun, fuzzy sleep awakening 
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rebirth. I was wearing a shirt that reminded me of 
those dancing days.

Where has the dancing gone?
Maybe that never happened. I was never young 

and dancing like that. Old sadness surrounds. I got up 
and shaved with a buzz clipper and the old hairs were 
gone, only little sprouts of stubble, a new field, a 
spring morning illusion on a late winter day.

It's spring. No illusion. This is it. There's always 
room for a freak blow back winter blizzard, but that's 
got nothing to do with now! There is something with 
the flu that isn't going away fast enuf. Lingering 
cough, blockage in the sinus, coagulated mucus every 
morning, a strange taste that persists. I'm heading to 
the clinic down the street, at Franklin and 
Bloomington, see if I can self diagnose and then give 
myself a prescription. I should bring someone to play 
doctor. No, this is serious: the health of my body which 
I still hold the controls to.

Sherry came with me. She could help figuring out 
medicines. I still feel dizzy and loopy, I was thankful 
for her. Probably would have just swallowed down a 
variety of pills to cover the possibilities. Some doctor 
prescriptions seemed to be about like that, here, try 
some of these pills, see what happens, shrug. 
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Delirious. We walked in thru the metal and glass 
door, past the deserted reception desk and into the 
back.

“Let's see if there are still some test kits, actually 
test you instead of guessing.” Sherry said, “Here it is: 
Strep Swab.”

Sherry swabbed my throat and then applied it to 
the kit according to the instructions. A short while later 
she interrupted my reading of a thick pill book with 
the results.

“Positive for strep throat. Good guess!”
“Shit. Alright, what do I need?”
“Lemme look thru the pharmacy here. There's gotta 

be something.”
Sherry flashed her light around the shelves, 

searching thru bottles and boxes. “Found it.”
“Alright. Lets finish this. Bring on the new me.”
“Oh- no way!”
“What is it?" I walked back to the shelves.
“Oh, uh- I guess the cat’s outta the bag now. I found 

morphine. That's a hard core drug for a little clinic to 
have. I wonder why they have it.”

“Are you taking it? No way can I believe you're a 
junky.”
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“No, not me. Someone at our house is addicted. 
They had been finding stuff in houses, you know, 
here's this bag of some powder, but who knows what 
the fuck it is? Or how strong it is? You can kinda test it, 
but it's sketchy. Whenever I find any in a pharmacy I 
bring it back to the Last House, then we know how 
strong it is cause it's labeled, and they know how much 
to use for a maintenance dose. Harm reduction still 
applies.”

“Damn. Whoever it is does the dosing good, I never 
see anyone nodding out, nothing, no track marks.”

“You could probably figure it out in time. I ask you 
to be chill about it. I fucked up by saying anything. 
Please keep it secret. You know how people feel about 
junkies.”

“What, there's no reason for someone to steal shit to 
get a fix, there's no economy.”

“Right. Which leaves the other problem, overdose. 
Sudden death. My actions may be keeping that from 
happening. Not a great time to kick a habit, you know? 
With alcoholism being promoted like the new religion, 
its kinda hypocritical to get down on other shit, eh?”

“Alright. I'll be quiet. So, it's you, right?”
Sherry smiled at him.
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“Well then. Here's your prescription! Take with lots 
of water and food. No drinking!”

“That's funny.”
“Serious.”
“No booze?”
I took out one of the candy coated pink pills, a 

bottle of water from my bag, and downed the thing.
“Sober strike! Sober week!"

*   *   *

When we got back to the Last House there was a group 
of stone faced people. They had been waiting for us to 
start a meeting about something. We sat down. Dear 
god, a meeting. Nobody had meetings anymore. This 
must be terrible shit. I felt the urge to ditch out.

Julius spoke up from the edge of the circled group, 
"Alright that's everyone I wanted to be here. Fuck. 
There's no smooth way to go at this. Here we go.” he 
stared at the wall on the other side of the room, “Two 
nights ago someone raped me while I was passed out. 
Since then I've been trying to figure out what to do. 
Trying to figure out if it even happened like I 
remembered. Yeah. It really did happen. I was half 
conscious, way to drunk to fuck. Someone held me 
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down in the dark, raped me. Christopher says he was 
sleeping in the common room too and heard the noise, 
he thot we were just fucking. He doesn't know who it 
is, they didn't make any noise." Julius started to crack, 
he tried to keep talking but it wouldn't work. Crasstina 
was sitting next to him, she held out her hand. He 
moved away from her gesture.

Silence. Julius was breathing deep, trying to hold 
on, “Alright. That’s it. It was dark, I was wasted, and it 
could have been anybody. I mean anybody. I imagine 
it was a man, why would a woman… I mean, a woman 
could have, but why? I don't know why anybody 
would do that. There's apparently still some fucking 
assholes in the world and one of them lives here. What 
I wonder is, and why I’m talking about this now, is 
because I want to know. I want to feel safe again. As 
safe as possible in this fucked up world. Was the 
person as wasted as I was? Were they blacked out? Do 
they even remember doing that, do they even know it 
was me they did that to?”

Silence.
“Yeah. This is really weird. I want to know. I want 

to know who it was.“ Julius stood up and walked out.
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Crasstina jumped up and followed him. No one 
said anything for a long time. We all stared at each 
other, looked into our eyes, every person in that circle.

(twenty seven)
No one stepped up. No one admitted anything. We 
were in the middle of a mystery, everyone wanted to 
know who fucked up. It was the question that passed 
between our eyes when we looked at each other. Days 
passed.

Small groups of people formed who believed in 
their innocence but questioned everyone else's. I knew 
I didn't do it, I was sick with the flu still and hadn't 
been drinking, I remembered everything. I had no alibi 
tho, since I wasn't hanging out drinking, like everyone 
else was. Franklin slept in some other pile of naked 
bodies that night. For all I knew, it was him. The scales 
began tipping towards the new guy, Mike. Who the 
fuck was that guy anyway? Mike. The guy with the 
cheesy clothes, the corporate punk shirts and corny 
studded belts. The guy we all thot was sent here by the 
nsa, fbi, cia, and the 3rd precinct city cops. Didn't help 

18



Mike's standing that he was also a dick. He really 
turned out to have very little people skills, no tact 
when expressing himself. I thot it was admirable, the 
brutal honesty, the lack of Minnesota nice, the straight-
up-and-down-ness about him. Mike wasn't trying to 
hide anything, he wasn't trying to make friends. Mike 
was well beyond giving a shit about what people thot, 
I wondered if he had always been that way, or if the 
last year had moved him into this way of being, to 
shed all filters between what he saw as the truth and 
expressing that to people. Was that the reason he was 
wandering alone? No one else could stand his acidity.

After Julius and Crasstina left the circle that day he 
was the first one to talk, and said something about, “If 
we all didn't get so fucking wasted maybe shit like this 
wouldn't happen.” and that put him on the wrong side 
of the fence right away, even tho there was truth to it, 
we have been constantly hurting ourselves in various 
ways while drunk, making ourselves vulnerable. 
Fractured bones, cuts, alcohol poisoning, it was 
seeming like a matter of time before one of us hurt 
another, on purpose, on accident, fucking, fighting. 
Nobody saw this coming, not like this.

No one took Mike's suggestion into consideration. 
Large bottles of booze were immediately opened to 
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deal with the situation. Thinking about it, he actually 
did show tact in not saying that to Julius’ face, but in 
saying it to the circle. Mike was actually speaking to 
the unknown perpetrator.

“I don't trust people that wont drink with me. 
There's something fucking creepy about you guy, and 
now you put your cards on the table.” Thorn said to 
Mike, “So why don't you drink? It’s creepy.”

“My parents did enuf drinking for our whole 
family. I ran away from that world and it's been 
fucking hell trying to find anything better .”

Mike had only been there a few days, hardly long 
enuf to be endeared to any of us. He was asked to 
leave for the time being, at least move into another 
house nearby. A closing of the gates, raising the 
defenses. One less integer to figure in the equation. 
That stupid dude-rock t-shirt he wore didn’t help. 
Mike was profiled. The outsider. The stranger. Half of 
us were against it but Mike had no interest in sticking 
around to be hated.

Mike's leaving did little to calm the spirit. Every 
glance, every meeting of the eyes became an 
accusation. Never thot things could get worse, and 
then worse again. Six days after Julius gathered us in 
that circle. Late at night. the drinking was back, how 
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else to deal with rape? The flu was still on me, violated 
by virus. I was in the room with Franklin playing 
music, dueling guitars of all things. It wasn't cheezy 
anymore, all the rock stars were dead, right? Reset to 
zero. In my dizzy spastic flu muscle state we were 
having fun. I still couldn't drink, the antibiotic 
regimen, but Franklin was red faced, buzzed. Then we 
heard screaming, things breaking.

We jumped out of bed and ran to it. Here was 
Christopher's room and the scene of many wild 
parties, but now a bright light had been turned on and 
broken glass covered the wooden floor. Christopher 
was naked and leaning against the wall, Thorn stood 
with an outstretched arm holding him up.

“It was Aston.” Thorn said, turning his head away 
from a distraught Christopher who seemed completely 
drunk and traumatized, “Aston tried to do it again. He 
tried to rape Christopher. I heard it happening from 
outside the door. I would have just laughed thinking it 
was a game, but these last few days I've been listening. 
Damn. I want to kill him.” Thorn clenched his fist.

“Don't kill him.” Franklin said.
“Chill out. Fuck.” Christopher said.
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I went to him. “Christopher, what do you want us 
to do? How can we help you?” I sounded like an 
asshole. What can you say?

More people showed up. Christopher's eyes were 
dilated, wasted, “Do you want to get out of this room? 
Or you want to stay here?”

“No.” Christopher sat down against the wall, “Give 
me a cigarette.”

Thorn gave him one. Sherry showed up and began 
talking to Christopher.

“Where did Aston go?”Franklin said quietly to 
Thorn.

“Ran out.”
“Let’s go find him. We’ll duct-tape his hands.”
“He really fucked up. He’ll be lucky to get out of 

this with his life.”
Shouting and loud voices came from a nearby 

room.
“Could someone find my pants? It’s cold.”
Sherry grabbed Christopher's jeans and shirt, 

helped him put them on. He sat back down against the 
wall. I handed him a bottle of water and he drank. 
After ten minutes he lay down and passed out with his 
head in Sherry's lap.
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“I can’t believe this. I've known Aston since I 
moved to this town.” I said, “More than ten years.”

“I can't believe it either.” Sherry said, “Usually no 
one ever gets caught in the act. It's unheard of.”

(twenty eight)
Along with sunlight came sobriety to the Last House, 
and the decision was quick. Thorn and Taffy took 
Aston in a car from the neighborhood and drove him 
to the freeway on-ramp. Thorn stopped there on the 
ramp leading up to highway 35 south, left the motor 
running and they got out. Taffy pulled two bikes out of 
the trunk. Thorn pulled Aston out of the car and cut 
the duct tape bonds that held him, then he pointed 
south, “You know what will happen if we ever see you 
here again.”

Aston stood looking at the southern horizon where 
Thorn's finger pointed, then turned his head and 
nodded at Thorn. Thorn went and stood by his bicycle 
as Taffy stepped forward, “I have a story to tell you 
Aston. It's not a secret, but no one talks about it 
because it's not a problem anymore. It was a long time 
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ago too. I dealt with it. I changed my behavior so that I 
wouldn't hurt people anymore.” Taffy held out his 
upturned hands, “I used to do things that were 
sexually abusive. I would get drunk, and climb into 
bed with people, and they would wake up with my 
hands on them. Mostly guys, and there's a lot behind 
it, why I had to be so drunk to even hit on other men. I 
had a fucked up way of feeling and thinking about my 
sexuality. Essentially, it was wrong, no matter how 
much they had been flirting with me that night, for me 
to climb into bed with them when they were passed 
out. I fucked up. I'm telling you this not to make you 
feel better but to inspire you to change your behavior 
and stop the cycle of abuse. You've got to discover how 
to do that. You've got to ask for help, if there is any 
help left out there in the world. Don't think it will go 
away on it's own, you have to work on your behavior 
to change it. Can't just snap your fingers to make it go 
away. Take care of yourself, love yourself. Get outta 
here. Go do good things. Good luck.” Aston was 
nodding his head and staring at the ground. Taffy 
turned and wheeled his bike down the ramp to where 
Thorn stood.  Aston got in the driver’s side of the car, 
closed the door, and hit the highway headed south.
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Thorn and Taffy stood on the ramp holding the 
handlebars of their bikes.

“This is bullshit.” Thorn said.
“Ultimately. It is. But this is what we decided on, 

it's what Julius and Christopher wanted, it's what we 
all agreed.” Taffy said, “What are we supposed to do, 
build a prison? Nobody cared to support him trying to 
rehabilitate. I think such a task is way beyond us. A 
community of a dozen people? Where is there gonna 
be a safe space for the two survivors? No way. He had 
to go. It does make sense.”

“Fuck that. We should have killed him. Somewhere 
down this highway there are other people, people who 
are not going to know what Aston did here. And why 
did Aston move to Minneapolis, why did he settle 
here, cause he was kicked out of another community 
for sexual assault? Now here we are, part of the cycle 
because we've pushed our dirty laundry off onto the 
next community. So we're safe now, right? Except for 
the next asshole that comes along who was kicked out 
of another community for what? That guy mike, 
maybe he was alright, maybe he was just rough on the 
edges. I'm rough on the edges too, nobody fucking 
liked me when i showed up. Crasstina hated me, made 
fun of my punk name, as if I had chosen it! She thot I 
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was a sexist pig. Nobody understood where I was 
coming from, and I didn't understand them. Took 
awhile. Now here I am. Then this guy Mike, maybe he 
was alright, or maybe he was an Aston, kicked out of 
his community for fucking up. And Abadal, can we 
believe his story? Maybe he was kicked out, beaten 
half dead for raping someone. Who can you trust?”

“You can't trust anyone.” Taffy said, “Not even 
yourself. Seems like the worst abuse always comes 
from the people closest to you. Defenses are down. 
You trust them.”

“Is that why you never let anyone in?”
“Yes.”

(twenty nine)
Winter wouldn't let go. Most of the snow pack had 
gone, and the streets were black pavement, only the 
low spots accumulated melted water and froze into ice 
sheets. Then the flurries of wind blown snow came, 
hours of it, transforming the city again. A fresh blanket 
of delicate crystal. Franklin and Taffy busied 
themselves in the kitchen.
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“Part of the genetic characteristics of the survivors 
is that they have an incapacity to wash their own 
dishes.” Franklin said from behind a white wedding 
veil. 

“Yes, very interesting. Makes you think.” Taffy 
said, “Nice wedding dress. Very white.”

“Like the snow.”
Franklin set up a sound system for the event of 

cleaning the kitchen while taffy prepared warm 
dishwater.

“Check out this DJ Geotronic shit.” Franklin said as 
he tapped controls on the laptop, powered by car 
battery and wired into a bass practice amp.

“Weird listening to music,” Taffy mused, 
“wondering if all the people who made it are dead.”

“Yeah. A document of the past. But there is so 
much shit one these laptops and things that people 
downloaded, peoples music collections, shit in stores 
now, we could never hope to listen to all of it, or half of 
it! Crazy to think of. How many people were putting 
shit out into the world, like anybody with motivation 
to do something could do it, you could go to the public 
library and mix it down, then send it around the world 
instantly. What the fuck. Like the same way the virus 
moved around the world. Instantly.”
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“Except electronic dance music never killed 
anyone.”

“Well, we don't know that. Techno music makes 
some people very angry.”

Taffy washed dishes, Franklin cleaned up the piles 
of plastic wrap, tin cans, aluminum cans, cardboard 
boxes.

“Do you think we should move out? We wouldn't 
have to deal with all this.” Franklin asked.

Taffy looked up from the sink, out the window at 
the vacant house next door, “How about next door? 
That house looks alright. Then we could still come and 
hang out here when we wanted.”

Julius entered the kitchen holding a long haired 
black cat, “Look what I found in the alley!”

“Holy shit! That is cute.” Franklin said.
“Are we gonna eat it?” Taffy said.
“Motherfucked, you stay away from Mr. Debby!”
“Mr. Debby?”
“That's what it says on the collar tags. I didn't make 

it up. I took the collar off tho.”
“Aw, Mr. Debby. C'mere.” Taffy scratched the 

fluffy cats cheeks.
“Nice cat.” Taffy said.
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“Well, guess I better go introduce the cat to the rest 
of the humans so that no one mistakes him for bush 
meat.”

“Yeah, good idea. That is the world we live in 
now.” Taffy said.

Julius left the kitchen, soothing Mr. Debby with 
strokes on his head.

“He seems happy.” Taffy said, “That's good. Things 
have been weird with the don't-talk-about-it thing.”

“Yeah. All this fucked up shit happened, it's all we 
talked about for days.” Franklin said, “Then we 
realized we were going insane talking about it, so we 
stopped talking about it and just went on living. Ha! 
Living our normal lives, as if we could not be changed. 
There is no going back.”

“I think of it differently, we aren't denying that evil 
shit happened, we are not gonna let the bad shit 
dominate us. We have power over our lives, and we're 
not gonna continue to be traumatized by what 
happened. We've gone thru this, we made it thru this, 
and now: fuck this! Well, sometimes I think I want to 
acknowledge what happened verbally, cause it's heavy 
in the mind, it's always there, every day. I don't want 
to remind people of things they don't need reminding 
of. So I don't say it.”
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“People are different,” Franklin waved his white 
lace gloves, “but if it's the first thing we think about 
when we wake up in the morning, and it didn't even 
directly happen to us, it must be the first thing they 
think about too. ”

“But something did directly happen to us. We were 
there, it happened twice in the house where we live, to 
our friends, and perpetrated by our friend. We are a 
part of it. It’s inside of us.”

“Yeah. That sucks.” Franklin concluded.
“It’s essential to have an outlet.” Taffy said, 

“Someone to talk to about it. you know?”
“Yeah. I don't like having subjects that are taboo.”
“We've got each other, we listen to each other.” 

Taffy shrugged and smiled, “Is it alright with you?”
“Funny we have to make a formal arrangement.”
“It’s not that weird, except that human 

communication is always weird. This is the world we 
live in.”

“Yeah. I just don't like the feeling of forming 
cliques, you know? Like we all agreed not to talk about 
this shit but actually we are talking the hell out of it in 
private, two or three people at a time maybe, and then 
we are talking about until Julius and Christopher are 
around. They catch us whispering or talking when 
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they walk in the room! Then we stop like nothing was 
happening. They must feel like we are talking about 
them, which is going to make them feel like outsiders. 
The whole fucking point of not talking about the shit is 
blown.”

“Uh, I think someones coming.” Taffy said.
“Who is it?” Franklin looked out the doorway, 

down the hall.
“I don't see anybody- Ah! You bastard!" Franklin 

saw Taffy laughing at the sink and tackled him, 
digging his fingers into Taffy’s armpits so that he was 
driven crazy laughing and fell to the floor.

“It was just a joke, don't kill me with the fingers, 
god!”

Taffy went back to the dishes.
“Still snowing out.”
“Lets make some coffee and play music.”
“Alright.”

(thirty)
I can feel my testicles touching the cold vinyl of the 
chair in the kitchen, holes in the crotch of these stretch 
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jeans, my favorite pair of jeans. I could wear anything, 
anything in this depopulated city. These jeans are a 
part of me now, I wear them everyday, the dirt, the 
wounds, the holes, the curves correspond to my body, 
second skin. Holes in the long johns, holes in the jeans. 
Gaps in our social structure, and in our third skin: the 
Last House. We arrogantly think we are the last. 
Betrayed by everything, all those years we spent 
working, building, pumping it up,  someone's 
economy. Not my economy. I thot it was hideous. 
Keeping the billions trillions flowing, the ultimate 
secret goal far beyond our knowledge. Was the goal to 
destroy the Earth? I think we must be about done. We 
can retire soon.

Here I am. Free. Like an ear of corn that bounced 
out of a farm truck on the way to the grain silo, laying 
in a ditch on the side of a road that curves sharply, a 
dozen ears of corn all rolled off the top and laid in the 
tall grass in the dark. Free. We aren't a threat, we don't 
exist. A cold testicle on winter vinyl, no civilized 
person here to be disgusted at the sight.

Helicopters and the buzzing drones fly over every 
day now. nobody bothers to hide anymore. The new 
reality. We adapt to this.
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Mike showed up yesterday. He had walked East, no 
car, no bike. His plan was to walk to Wisconsin. He 
wouldn't tell anybody where he was headed. 
Somewhere outside of the twin cities he ran into the 
end of the world. The new end of the world. On the 
horizon rolling down the road towards him, military 
vehicles. or paramilitary, militia? Patriots? Corporate 
security? Religious fanatics? No flags, no insignia. A 
lot of them, columns.

Mike said he left the highway, slogged thru the 
woods to find a smaller road to pass by. The smaller 
road was same story. vehicles rolling west, machine 
gunners on top. Helicopters sweeping north and south. 
Sweeping. Heading for the city. There stood Mike, 
citizen of the old world order, facing the future. He 
turned and ran. Found a car, smashed out the window, 
hot wired it, drove back to Minneapolis. stayed the 
night at some house. Woke up in the morning to the 
helicopter up there, and soldiers rolling down the 
street, squads of them going from house to house, 
searching, sweeping. he watched them from the third 
floor window. The helicopter showed up again, and 
fired multiple rounds, missiles. Wild explosions along 
University Avenue, then Mike saw a truck come 
careening wildly around a corner and down the 
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avenue. Someone in the back of the truck was shooting 
at the helicopter. The helicopter won. Mike got back in 
the car and crossed the river. Here he is, bearer of bad 
news. Poor mike, not making friends fast.

We went out and warned the tribes of survivors we 
knew existed, all the ones we had contact with. 
Franklin communicated with people on the short 
wave, a network started to develop. Suddenly the 
threat of death from above dissolved all the isolationist 
fears. The question demanded answers. What the fuck 
is going on? When is it going to reach us? Oh, and 
what do we do when it does? I just laughed at it all. 
Get organized! Our strange anarchist micro world was 
ill situated within the heart of the beast. We must 
resist, yes that's the right thing to do. But what if the 
new order gets the city running again, won't that be 
fun? To have something to fight against! And maybe 
they will start importing bananas again. Remember 
bananas?

Thorn began drinking even more. He was never to 
be found sober, but when sleeping it gave him the 
illusion of sobriety, laying there unmoving and calm. 
Give him a poke and wake him up, the drunken beast 
will thrash! Clawing for the nearest bottle or 
rummaging thru the pantry ripping bags open, taking 
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hand fulls of dry beans to swallow and spew back out 
later in a wild shotgun vomit, gut bomb projectiles, 
bile coated beans rattling off the walls like gunfire. 

The sound lodged in my brain and visited me in 
nightmares.

Thorn had no intention of traumatizing his mind by 
facing this new version of reality. He demanded I join 
him every moment that I saw him, every time I walked 
thru the room.

”Taffy! Come drink!”
“Another time. I made other plans.”
“Other plans! How fancy! As if another world really 

was possible. Come drink. Someday we might have to 
pay for this shit again.”

I couldn't drink with him anymore, he was 
intolerable. Rambling, babbling, singing. The rare 
moments of lucidity didn’t make up for the long 
ranting blather. I had another method for coping, I 
wanted to think more, not less. The winter had left me 
wildly anxious to break down everything. Can we 
win? Lets figure it out! Perhaps my pessimism was a 
false vision. I carried a flask with me, kept enuf of a 
buzz to defeat the miasma, the depression, the 
surrender.
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I hung out with Franklin constantly, up in the radio 
room, on the ham to the west coast, Canada, the east 
coast. The airwaves were buzzing, this military action 
was nationwide, possibly all of North America. The 
constriction had begun, a hand was closing on us. 
Nobody bothered to debate or even ask who's hand it 
was. We imagined that the system was re-booting 
itself. Deviant survivors were being purged from the 
circuits of the cities. What happened if you gave 
yourself up without resistance to the authorities? 
Nobody asked that question either.

All I could think of was hiding in that oven back at 
the Space Shit House, listening to the gunshots get 
closer, trying to hold myself folded so tightly that 
maybe I could make myself disappear from the 
soldiers reality. If I focused on non-existence, there 
would be no body for them to kill. There could be no 
suffering in a state of non-state. I had done this all 
while growing up in my family, I had lots of practice at 
being invisible. It took a toll. You use a survival 
mechanism for so long that it no longer protects you, it 
is you, and it keeps you from fully living. The survival 
mechanism changes you. You become it. I am invisible. 
I am silent behind a wall, nothing can hurt me- but 
nothing can love me either. I feel like a diminished 
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thing that fears the light of scrutiny, eye contact is 
terrifying. There’s only one person I can let in at any 
one time. Just one, so I can keep my back to the wall 
and my eyes on your movements, trusting one person 
who becomes my mirror guardian. Damned if that one 
betrays me, and they always do.

(thirty-one)
Nothing here makes sense. You can't make sense out of 
nothing. Nothing is only this void we are stumbling 
around in, nothing is this void we are walking 
confidently thru towards and also away from making 
sense of anything. We have no thing. The temperature 
has risen, the ice and snow pack is melting. Rivers run 
across concrete sidewalks, last summer's brown grass 
appears again in the absence of snow, and dead leaves. 
I expect to see human bodies, but there are none. Some 
dead things have been efficiently collected and 
mulched. We never found dead bodies. The city had 
been purged, magically, like they were ready for it, 
prepared for it. Only a few living ones able to hid, 
those like us who hid away. The largest empire the 
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world has ever experienced, they had plans. Ready for 
the dirty work to maintain that empire.

The never ending war wasn’t enuf. They couldn't 
bring it home. Now the page had been erased. The 
reset button had been pushed. There is no home. They 
foreclosed on home. What was the plan? The United 
States again, or something worse? Could we believe 
the words we heard in English as a second language, 
spoken better than we could, over the short wave, 
bounced off the atmosphere from Asia and Europe, of 
global revolutions happening? The abrupt lack of 
scarcity after the Catastrophe, chaotic formations of 
people, manifestos and constitutions written! 
Governments collapsed! It could be faked by our own 
government, to draw us out, make us afraid? It had to 
be true. There was no communication like this from the 
states, only isolated pockets of people left in empty 
cities, with signs of external power still operating in a 
maintenance mode, encoded signals constantly on the 
airwaves.

The cities were being preserved.  But why save a 
city without people? From the perspective of 
government: people are not what is important in a city. 
People can be replaced. There's always people. Even if 
the Catastrophe dropped world population by half, 
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people would still be easy to come by. It's the 
buildings, the bridges, the power plants, the hospitals, 
the infrastructure. Throw a few dozen people together 
and they will start squirting out babies like vomit at a 
21st birthday party. In a few years a whole new 
population is squirming in the streets, ready to be 
educated in the ways of the newest world order.

All the people who knew anything about how we 
actually got to this point are dead. If there are any 
elders left, they will allow them to talk about how 
fucked up things used to be:

“That was then and this is now. We survived the 
Catastrophe, be thankful we're alive. Praise!”

“Praise the people that brought us here. Life is easy 
now! They say all the houses wont be filled up for sixty 
years, unless immigration is opened. All we have to do 
is grow food, clean the water, keep the power plants 
going, same as before but  not as expansive. There's 
nothing more to worry about. Humanity is united 
now, we are all survivors. This is just what we 
needed.”

I wonder about our place. The natural immunity 
people, would we be allowed in- or have we seen too 
much? Have we revealed ourselves as terminal law 
breakers during the Evacuation by failing to offer 
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ourselves up to the assholes with guns, the just-doing-
their-job mother fuckers?

We cant trust them. Fuck no. We cant trust anyone.
They have planned this for the spring. Why now? 

Warmer weather? When people are naturally full of 
hope. It HAS been a cold fucking winter. Ah, warm 
civilization. Tempting. This makes sense, it would be a 
pain in the ass to repopulate the city in the winter.

Now the constriction was really coming. One 
winter of peace. We thot it was forever. A viral velvet 
revolution! Just us and a few other weirdos left to kick 
it. The system lives, and time is short. The decision will 
be out of our hands within the week. How long could 
it take to search all the houses in this city? Maybe 
awhile. So far, the only report we have had is Mike's. 
Survivors resisting the constriction and being brutally 
routed and slaughtered. Not encouraging. We've got to 
scope them out, watch how they deal with other 
people. If they are killing everyone, then we should 
prepare for the worst, at least take a few out with us. 
Life demands a stand. My life does. I wont walk 
peacefully into the jaws of death.

Ah- what about escape? It seems unlikely! Thru the 
woods and over the hills to grandmas house- too 
fantastic to believe. What of assimilation, surrender? 
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Not appealing! If it would allow us to live and fight 
another day, maybe.

It's all nothing. We know nothing. We have to get 
more information before we drink the rest of our booze 
and shoot ourselves dead. Dammit, I can't believe I 
read the unabridged Les Miserables and didn't learn 
anything useful about Revolution.

Franklin will go with me if I run. He is itching for 
movement in any direction. The stalemate vexes him. 
There is no word from the outside to inform us of our 
potential fate, we hear about other countries, but news 
of happenings in our own has been silenced. This in 
itself must be taken as a bad sign. The fist is closing 
upon us. Franklin sits with head phones on, turning 
dials, pushing buttons, nothing. He'll jump thru the 
roof when I ask him to go with me. Here we go.

(thirty-two)
I find myself up on the flat roof again, thinking, pacing 
that square while ranting in my head, occasionally 
exclaiming loudly, upsetting the squirrels in the 
evergreen tree.
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Sometimes I think I know everything. Even that 
person who admits they don't know it all, there is 
smugness there in that humility, because by admitting 
that you DON'T know it all, you are actually saying 
that you DO know it all, because you know that you 
don't know it all.

Knowing everything. A contented smile across the 
face shows it all. We do know it all, but not all at once. 
Fuck, we forget! If I were to be killed in the street for 
smiling because I know everything, I would 
understand why they killed me. It's a hard life. 
Someone had a worse childhood than I did. Obviously: 
you're a psycho killer. I'm not walking around 
shooting people who look at me, and so I laugh while 
bleeding from the wound. Ha ha, life! Death! I've seen 
this before: my relative's body in a coffin, the bloated 
body of a dead animal in the road, thousands of those. 
The dump truck we saw on the highway rolled over 
onto a passenger car, in the news the next day about 
the people inside, crushed, dead. The house down the 
street that burned, they hauled a body out of there. 
Countless images, photos, videos, of death. Film 
footage from a bomber above Japan as 30,000 people 
are given a death sentence: no lawyer, no trial, no 
charges, a grand scientific experiment from which they 
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collected unique data. Black and white film of Thomas 
Edison electrocuting an elephant. Machines in the sky 
over Vietnam dropping everything imaginable to kill 
everything. Experiments in death that we financed by 
paying taxes.

 Knowing everything is too much strain. Before the 
Catastrophe we chose to forget and disappear into 
warm comfort, relaxing into new sofa cushions that 
conceal silent buttons underneath, buttons of 
privileged comfort that our consumption triggers and 
the horrible disembowelment  of a person from an 
exploited country occurs as we sit on that couch, silent 
and unseen. Far away.

Where did that couch come from? No one knows, 
no one cares. “MADE IN (shrug)”. Everything is made 
somewhere. The cushions upholstered in the flesh of 
the exploited, the frame of the couch made with the 
bones of genocide, the fluffy padding is one million 
dehydrated babies from Africa, South America, The 
Middle East, Asia. Sitting on this couch we watched 
the screen. Trusting. Relaxing.

The fanatics say it was this extreme disparity that 
brought judgement down on us. Do they think they 
know it all? Every empire is eventually humbled.
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We hear the fanatics on the short wave, the ones 
who believe that because all the faggots are 
presumably gone now that they can rebuild the world 
the way god wanted.  What they don't realize is that 
the faggots are always going to be there. The gays 
aren't going away. They ARE the queers. Some of 
them, only they don't realize it or refuse to  admit it. 
You might not see them, you might not smell them, 
you may think they are gone, and that's when you 
should know, when you might realize if you wanted 
to, that you don't know everything.

The easier choice is old dichotomy, right & wrong. 
The cave-man binary. The duality that created Us & 
Them. Us VERSUS Them: Prejudice the warm blanket! 
Prejudice an ancient friend, good to see you! 
Comforting. I'm good, they're bad. We live, you die. 
Simple living.

Look at us. We look different. We chose to look 
different. Why? The privileged try to expand their 
privilege into perfection. We celebrate ugliness and 
mutation. We recognize no perfect. Our bodies are fat 
and hairy, our mouths are open, we prefer to piss and 
shit in places other than fresh water toilets, our art can 
be shocking and incomprehensible. Sometimes we 
even purposely spell words wrong.

44



The privileged wearing of perfectly laundered 
white clothes, white shirts, wearing underwear at all, 
clean socks every day, a haircut that cost money. No 
worker could wear such white things, they would be 
instantly stained. White shirts say: I do not work in the 
factory, I own the factory.

Our skin has pictures stabbed into it, our hair is 
green, red, pink, purple, and blue. There holes in our 
clothes, we have chosen to be wrong. You are right. 
You can have right. We take what's left. We take 
wrong. We love wrong. The upside down, backwards, 
inside out, queer, negative, mirror dimension folding 
out and in to infinity, transforming constantly and 
consciously. With thing or no-thing, we find each 
other, and we find happiness. The corporate beast will 
not have our souls. Don't let them destroy a forest to 
print our story in a book when we die. Light those 
blood sucking capitalist dogs on fire.

*   *   *

I filled up the truck with gas siphoned from a shuttle 
van down the street. We decided on a truck for it being 
able to drive over and thru things, the roads were 
messy with vehicles and debris. Franklin was really 
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into using a cop car we found over on Franklin 
Avenue, but I was creeped out.

“Those cruisers are bullet-proof right?” Franklin 
said.

“Are you serious? Remember the Iraq war? 
Government wasn’t even giving soldiers in combat 
bullet proof shit. No way they spent money on bullet-
proof cop cars. Besides, the more cops that got killed, 
the more leverage they had to boost their budget and 
expand their power.”

“Shit. Police state. Prisons. Right. What the fuck 
happened to everyone in prison during the 
Catastrophe?”

Taffy thot for a moment, “Prisons were probably 
used as research facilities.”

“To find an antidote to the disease.”
Taffy looked up at the sky, “This is gonna be the 

lamest road trip ever.”
“Yeah. It's gonna be like Cop Watch from hell.”
“You got a good pair of running shoes on?” Taffy 

looked over Franklin's outfit, a full body dark red 
spandex jumpsuit with some kind of spring loaded 
ergo shoes, and a bobbed blonde wig.  
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“And a camel back fulla thirst quenching sport 
drink.” Franklin flashed a thumbs up, then swung and 
punched Taffy with his other arm.

“Ah-kay. Let's go.”
“Where to?” Franklin held his hands up to the 

horizon.
“Uh- what?”
“Don't make fun of me, asshole.”
“Pick a number between one and four.” Taffy 

smiled.
“Three.”
“Alright, we go west.”
They cranked the stereo and squealed the tires. 

They didn't look back to see if anyone noticed they had 
left.

The truck died within sight of Lake Calhoun.
“Whats wrong with it?” Franklin said.
“Fried computer chip? I have no fucking idea. Cars 

are stupid. Fucking bullshit.”
“We gotta find another ride.”
“Next! Fuck, good luck finding a car that we can 

hot wire in this fuckin neighborhood. Bunch of fancy 
shit.”
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“Yeah. We’ll find some keys hopefully, take less 
time than banging around, listening to some car 
alarm.”

We strolled on over to the yacht clubhouse 
building, there were a number of decent looking rides 
in the parking lot. The lake was rippling in a slight 
breeze from the west, sun winking off the tiny waves. 
The silence at the lake made me realize how it must 
have been before white people colonized it, 
surrounding it with civilized crap. It is still a beautiful 
lake, the wind blown waves have yet to be tamed, the 
tiny sailboats head for shore when the winds whip 
across and the wild reigns.

I remember a huge pack of us riding bikes back 
from the roller rink west of the lake, we stopped for a 
summer swim. The lifeguard barked at us, ordering us 
to stop having fun. The lifeguard called in backup on a 
radio, some guy in a motorized boat zips over to fuck 
with us. All this for the crime of hoisting each other 
into the air to splash back in the water. Consensual 
fun. The police state attempts to extend onto the wild 
waters! If they thot someone was resisting authority 
under the water, they would have fucking submarines 
out there to make underwater arrests. At what cost? 
Without the rule of law, there would be no civilization. 
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Rich people benefit from civilization, so the puppet 
strings are pulled: civilization continues. There must 
be no moment in time when people are allowed to 
actually feel free, this would crack the mirror of reality. 
The privileged have invested heavily in this media 
mind control project, they will not let it go down 
without a fight. Even in this post-Catastrophe world, 
the structures still exist-

“Hey, what’s this here?” Franklin stepped between 
cars and picked up a slim black purse, interrupting my 
endless ranting thots.

“Oh yeah! Credit cards for the next poker game, 
and family photos! I love family photos. Let's see em!” 
I held out my hand.

“Asshole! I'm looking for car keys!”
“Oh. Right. Got em?”
“BOOSH! And an alarm button too. Let's see what 

we got." Franklin pushed the unlock button twice. 
Taillights flashed on the car next to where the purse 
had been found. A compact Honda two door.

“Economical.” I said.
“I was kinda hoping for that Lexus next to it. Plush 

seats for a long drive.”
“Hell, if they spot us, this Honda should make us 

appear harmless, right.”
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We got in. Franklin unzipped his duffel bag and set 
up the radar detectors on the dashboard. Red LED 
lights flashed on.

“We're ready.” Franklin said.
I started the car and rolled out of the lot, west on 

lake street again, towards the horizon stage where the 
sunset show would be happening soon. I smiled as we 
hummed along.

“Got that flask?” Franklin said. I pulled it out of my 
inside coat pocket. He unscrewed it and drank, I held 
out my hand.

“Leave the cap off.”

(thirty-three)
“It's amazing how different the snow looks now.” 
Franklin said, “Without the plows throwing it around, 
mixing it with dirt from the street. A fresh blanket over 
the bumpy body of Earth, layered microscopic water 
crystals. You know how all the snow would melt off 
and leave that layer of dirt, like an armor coating, 
shielding it from the sun, and those dirty piles of ice 
and snow would line the streets until spring.”
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“Another visible sign of man's war against nature.” 
Taffy said, his hands resting lightly on the wheel of the 
car as they bumped along, “Remember when too much 
snow would fall, they called it a 'Snow Emergency', 
like, oh my god! We are under attack! It's an 
emergency! Send out the cops, the tow trucks, the 
snowplows! Every citizen grab a snow shovel and 
defend your land! Seriously, you would see people out 
shoveling snow while snow was still falling. What the 
hell is that? Relax, let it fall. Enjoy the moment. 
Neurotic fuckers!”

“We've got to keep the economy moving!” Franklin 
flourished the fingers at the end of his red spandex 
covered arm, “A war always stimulates the economy. 
The war against nature is a never ending war! The 
fucking economy will be stimulated until it has a heart 
attack, because the war against nature can’t be won.”

“Are you sure?”
“I know some people have been trying hard to be 

god! Our idea of god. Maybe that’s why we find 
ourselves in this circumstance today.”

“The war against nature is a war against ourselves.” 
Taffy stared ahead at the road rushing up to meet 
them, “The timing of the Catastrophe is strange. It 
seemed like we were about to take a leap forward, like 
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a critical mass was about to be reached- just a little 
more time. How much of that momentum is gone? Can 
we still take that next step into seeing all people as our 
family, a global enlightenment?”

“Maybe the Catastrophe WAS the step.” Franklin 
said.

 “Or maybe we've gone backwards. Maybe we lost 
a century or two? Who knows what's in our future: 
segregation, witch trials, enforced heterosexuality, 12 
hour workdays-”

“Or- the Catastrophe was what people needed to 
wake up.”

“There’s a question mark for ya.”
Outside the little red Honda store fronts, condos, 

expensive houses, and golf courses went by as Taffy 
drove slow enuf to avoid the various things that could 
be crashed into, abandoned cars, lightweight deck 
furniture and other debris that wind storms had blown 
into the road. The windows of the car were down so 
they could listen for helicopters, the sound of blades 
cutting the air. Both kept their eyes on the horizon, 
watching for the deadly return of civilization.

“You think this is it for the cold weather? Just 
sunshine like today from here on out?”
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“Oh yeah, this is it. Winter is over. It's spring. 
Except for a little spring blizzard maybe, ya know, a 
week of that. It's spring!”

“Fuck yeah!” Franklin grabbed the sides of the door 
and stuck his head out into the warm wind and 
screamed, howled, garbled, growled, barked, letting 
some demon out, “I got a good idea, Taffy. How bout 
this. If we don't find any line of advancing soldiers, 
then we just keep driving. West. Just keep going.”

“Uh...”
“This is the road trip. We're going.”
“I guess we should have said good bye.”
“No no no, fuck that. I hate goodbyes. Listen. We 

can radio them.”
“They will think we've been captured and it’s a 

trick to lure them out.”
“Dammit! You promised me. Remember that? 

Remember when it was deathly cold and we were 
dying, you promised we would leave in the spring.”

“Yeah but there’s still snow on the ground.”
“Asshole.”
“I'm just fucking with you Franklin.”
“Really?”
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(thirty four)
Taffy dreamed as they drove, the fantasy continued. 
Everywhere signs, was that lilac tree full of tiny buds? 
Was that field slightly green from tiny grass blades 
poking up? Had they made it? The cocoonish 
compound forever left behind with all its decrepit 
alcoholism and nihilism. Somewhere out beyond the 
horizon a tiny abandoned organic farm awaited their 
arrival in this tiny red craft, another planet populated 
by strange creatures such as chickens and goats which 
would come running up to them, hungry for human 
companionship. Then suddenly Franklin's long dead 
cell phone would spring to life, the cell phone he clung 
to with all the names and numbers of the dead, and all 
their old friends would begin showing up to put plants 
in the ground and squeeze the juice out of fruits and 
steal honey from bees to brew mead. There would be 
singing and dancing and pedal powered bullshit and a 
magically loud electric steam-driven-generator show 
with huge amps and a wild swarm of punks in one big 
pit of mad frenzy for renewed life.

Back in reality, the radar detectors on the 
dashboard went off, all three of them. A horrible little 
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symphony of digital notes and panic inducing Light 
Emitting Diodes flashing red. Taffy stomped on the 
brakes, Franklin flew forward and was caught by the 
seat belt, his head hovered an inch away from the 
wind shield as the air in his lungs went out. Screeching 
tires brought them to a stop. Tiny alarms wailed as 
smoke from the burnt tires continued in it's 
momentum, floating ominously down the road.

Franklin opened his mouth, “Let's go! Go go!”
The thin doors of the Honda popped open and they 

ejected themselves from the car, “The bridge!” Franklin 
screamed, “Under the bridge!” They ran for it. Sliding 
down a slope and under the bridge they fell down flat 
instinctively as an explosion from the road rattled 
debris down on their heads.

“Fuck was that?” Taffy said.
“That was the car.”
They looked up and down the ravine, a small gulch 

with a trickle of snow melt. On the downstream side 
there was a large drain pipe, massive round concrete 
thing half a block away.

“That's it, right there.” Taffy said.
The blades of a helicopter were now audible.
“Go!”
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Rocks, mud, water. squirrels scrambled out of the 
bush as they crashed by. The helicopter blades were 
louder by the second. A chill went thru Franklin. The 
hairs stood up on Taffy's neck. The trees above their 
heads began splintering as a thumping of leaden rain 
slammed into the thick cottonwood trunks. They dove 
recklessly into the darkness of a hole.

“This better be a long fucking tunnel.” Taffy said. Their 
soggy feet trod thru the ankle deep water, complete 
darkness in front and behind.

“It's already been too long for me. Fuck! How long 
have we been walking in here? You think this runs all 
the way to the river?”

“I bet it runs all the way to some river. But which 
one?” Taffy shrugged in the dark, “The Mississippi, 
the Minnesota, or Minnehaha Creek?”

“I have to admit, I don't know a god damn thing 
about the city’s drainage system.”

“Fuck man, where’s the urban explorers when you 
need em?”

“Aw, probably hunkered down in some steam 
tunnels under the university playing Dungeons & 
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Dragons. On mushrooms.” Franklin said, “Wish I was 
with them.”

A sound of metal on metal echoed thru the tunnel. 
Taffy froze.

“Fuck was that?” Taffy whispered, “You hear that?”
“Yeah, it was me opening the flask. Want some?”
“Christ!” Taffy reached out his hand in the 

darkness and hit something squishy, his hand was 
slapped away viciously.

“That was my eyeball you cocksucker!”
“Sorry.”
“I'm gonna hold the flask out now, alright?”
Taffy felt the cold metal touch his arm. He drank.
“I guess now we’re having a good time.” Franklin 

said.
“Yeah. We're really living the dream right here.”
“Hey, something sounds different here.”
“A junction.”
“More water flowing into this pipe. So which way?”
“I say follow the water. Down.”
“Why not.”

Liquid snow made magic under their feet. The tunnel 
went forever down, gently sloping. Pouring as a 
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waterfall into large square chambers where other small 
pipes added their splash, sometimes a ladder could be 
found on the wall, recessed steel bars in the concrete 
edifice, other times they lowered each other down into 
the terrifying darkness of an unknown pool. Feet 
mired in old sludge collected at the bottom of these 
sludge pits, strange bits of washed down junk 
crunching under foot and mud sludge pulling ankles 
down, inviting them to stay awhile. Darkness 
prevailed.

“This is the worst road trip ever.” Franklin said.
The water was getting deeper. The tunnel got a 

little bigger at last and the water went up to the knee, 
the current was the only thing on their side, pushing 
every footstep onwards, towards gravity's end.

“The fuck is that?” Taffy said.
They stopped.
“It’s light. Sunlight. There’s light up there.”
“I got it. Shit.” Taffy said, “I forgot what it looked 

like.”
They walked on, walls becoming visible. Franklin 

was walking behind Taffy, and was happy to see the 
outline of his friend again, reassurance that another 
existence still did exist. Light shone down thru a hole 
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in the tunnel ceiling, and a ladder ran down the side of 
that hole.

“Damn, that's really nice to see. That's like a work 
of art right there. Beautiful.” Taffy said.

They stopped under the hole and looked up at the 
tiny beam of light shining thru drain holes in the iron 
manhole cover above.

“We cant go up there. Who knows where the fuck 
that is.” Franklin concluded.

“Well who knows where the fuck this tunnel goes?"
“It goes to the river.”
“Yer mama goes to the river.”
“Ah-kay."
Water flowed past them.
“Sorry Franklin. Let's climb up and listen!”
“Just one of us. I'll stay here so you can come down 

fast if you have to.”
Taffy climbed the ladder until the light was 

blinding him, tears came out of his eyes as he squinted 
upwards at the six blazing holes. He listened intently. 
There were some finches up there, pissed off that the 
bird feeders weren't freshly stocked with seed? Just the 
finches singing. He listened to them for a long time, 
immobilized by the language, he remembered spring 
two years ago hanging out in Golden Gate Park during 

59



the Bay Area Anarchist Book Fair, walking up to 
squirrels on a trail that were eating piles of carefully 
placed peanuts, shelled peanuts, and one squirrel 
circled him before leaping onto his leg and hanging on 
his jeans with it's claws. And the night before! Not 
knowing how to find anyone he knew in the city, and 
not good at making friends, drinking Carlo Rossi 
Paisano in the night time park, strolling dark paths, 
playing keep-away from the cops who were trying to 
clear the park at closing time. The fallen eucalyptus 
tree, the conversation using a language that cannot be 
described, red wine communion sauce, the boundaries 
between flora and fauna broken down. The bustling 
mad world outside the boundaries of this green zone, 
sirens and shouting, hating and loving, burning things.

Taffy looked down from that hill in the park under 
cover of grass, bushes, trees, and darkness. He thot 
about returning to his species, jumping into the 
swirling madness once again. To share that bottle with 
his people! He turned around and went pack into the 
park. Strolling slowly, mindfully, up a moonlit path 
paved with leaves and branches, Taffy came to face a 
small animal with a jaunty tail, upraised and fluffy, 
there was no mistaking that tail. A skunk. They took 
note of each other. No big deal. Taffy turned and went 
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down another path. The skunk also turned and took 
another path. No stress.

The days were so full of sun. Winter had been so 
hard, long cold nasty winter, sharp slap in the face, 
and a cold hand slipped under the back of your shirt 
that never got warm. An impossible struggle. Then the 
sun of California. Taffy didn't even mind the cops 
lurking around with their metal murder machines, or 
the grumpy old gray haired anarchists, or the lady 
running the 24 hour donut shop who said her 
bathroom was "broken". A vortex of swirling life and 
madness in this philosophy incarnate: The City.

What a brilliant idea. Let's all get together in the 
smallest amount of space possible. Then we will see if 
we can survive each other. See if we can be friends. See 
if it's possible to love in this situation. See if we can be 
happy amid suspicious looks, old prejudices, ancient 
traditions, new traditions, new exploitations. An 
amalgamation from the world.

Who is going to point at your life and say it's 
wrong? It's alright, as long as you aint fuckin with me. 
That's the conversation Taffy had with the skunk.

”The squirrel loved me,” Taffy thot, “it probably 
thot I was the one who delivered the nuts.”
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Taffy met people at the book fair he had never met 
before but years ago had been pen pals with, and he 
met again old friends he hadn't seen in years. Spring 
brings a smile to this, a bumble bee flirting with purple 
flowers on the rosemary bush.

The finches continued singing there reverie. Taffy 
returned to the manhole and came back into his arms, 
he climbed down the steel rungs of the ladder, put his 
feet in the cold water again.

“Finches.”
“Finches?”
“Let's keep going. I want outta here.”

(thirty five)
The water was above the knee, Taffy and Franklin held 
onto the concrete walls with outstretched arms to keep 
from being pushed over by the current. the splashing 
flow echoed ominously off the round concrete walls. 
They spoke of laying in the water and doing a back 
float down, letting the current do the walking, but the 
idea was too frightening.
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“What if we hit another room and go flying over 
the waterfall, land on sharpened iron spikes?”

“Franklin. Think of this as a ride at an amusement 
park. This is fun.”

“Like a log ride? Where's our fucking log?”
“Water's too fuckin cold. My feet are numb.”
They slogged on, fingers raw on the concrete, for a 

time that could only be measured in the gurgling of 
water.

“Long fucking tunnel.” Taffy said.
“I hope the sun hasn’t set. If it's dark, how are we 

gonna see what tunnel leads out?”
“Moonlight.”
“Ah. Positive thinking. I recognize that. Keeping 

our spirits up?”
They sloshed on. Franklin cursed and slipped, went 

down and, dragged by the current, smashed into Taffy 
who almost went down but locked his arms against 
both walls and Franklin climbed back up using Taffy's 
belt and jeans.

“Fucking cold.” Franklin said.
“What a bitch. That spandex jumpsuit isn't keeping 

you warm, huh? Neither are my jeans, lemme tell 
you.”

“Are we there yet?”
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Something golden ahead, a dim blaze turning the 
darkness to gray, reflecting on the water, blinding.

“Fuck! Can't see a damn thing!” Taffy said.
“Should we wait here till our eyes adjust?”
They couldn't wait. Thru squinted eyes they 

approached the end. The slope angled down, the water 
quickened.

”Is it a waterfall?” Franklin said.
“Not if we are where I think we are.”
A broken wooden flood gate lay ahead of them, 

blocking some of the sunlight. Taffy edged to the right, 
grasping the flat wall. His right hand grabbed 
Franklin's shoulder, and they climbed out past the 
gate, up onto a flat concrete wall of the spillway.

“Wait. Too bright. I can’t see.” Franklin said.
“It's alright, no one can see us here.” Taffy squinted 

around the horizon. They were on the bank of the 
Mississippi River, above them, up the steep bank, was 
the city. The river ran fat with winter run off flowing 
down this little gorge, catfish down there in the wide 
river, swimming, eating, fucking, living.

“Well, look at this.” Franklin said, “This is just like 
what I thot heaven was gonna be like.”

“This is a nice spot to come to after a long dark 
tunnel.”
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“We are dead, right?”
Taffy looked left and right, “No, I've been here 

before. I think it's the golden hour just before sunset.”
“Right! Fuck! And I don't have my camera with 

me.”
“You should totally be documenting this.”
“This is the missing link in my body of work. What 

am I gonna do, sketch it?”
“You could do a re-enactment. Paint a watercolor.”
“Well, if there's anyone left in the world with an 

imagination, I guess that will work.” Franklin grabbed 
Taffy's shoulder muscle and squeezed, “Well guy, 
what the fuck are we gonna do now? Go swimming? It 
was cold in the tunnel but its nice and warm out here.”

“Not that warm. The Minnehaha Waterfall people. 
They could help us, and we could warn them about 
what's coming.”

“They already know. C'mon. I bet they already left 
the city.”

“Maybe. But they're on the way home anyway, and 
the woods give us good cover."

“Alright, let's visit our woodland kin.”
Taffy and Franklin hiked the trail up Minnehaha 

Creek. The steepness leveled out and the trail began to 
open into clearings where birds flew, squirrels darted 
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looking for lost caches of winter nuts, an orange tabby 
stalked thru, hunting. The trail narrowed again. Taffy 
in the lead felt a strange pressure on his leg which gave 
way, snapped. Followed by a motion in the wood to 
the right, he froze and Franklin walked into him. 
Following the motion came a heinous loud crashing of 
metal objects, a brass band with two drummers and a 
car wreck.

“What the fuck was that?” Franklin said.
“I think I just rang the doorbell.”

(thirty-six)
They kept walking. The trail began to emerge into a 
small clearing where the setting sun was shining down 
on the new grass of spring.

“Hello!”
Taffy stopped in his tracks, down the trail stood a 

man. He wore very little: a tight pair of USA flag hot 
pants, shirtless, his arms and legs were buff and 
weathered, tufts of hair on his chest and arms. Tho 
winter was barely over he had a tan, like he'd been out 
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hiking all winter long, naked. He looked like he 
belonged there in the woods by the river.

“Hello. We've come to speak with you.” Franklin 
stepped out from behind Taffy, “I've been down here 
before but I don't recognize you. Our people are 
friends with the Minnehaha Waterfall, we're from The 
Last House.”

“Well, if you’re friends then let me welcome you. If 
you're not, then let me warn you, any sudden 
movements or drawing of weapons will bring about 
your instant death by my associates in the woods 
surrounding us. Having said that, let me guide you to 
the place where we gather and eat. You look tired and 
soggy. Nothing but the clothes on your backs, eh? 
Thirsty? Hungry?”

“I hadn't noticed until you asked, but yes.” Taffy 
said, “It's been a long while since I went without a 
meal and damn if I'm going to start now. My name is 
Taffy, this is Franklin.”

“Call me Rail Rhodes.”
“Where did you get those hideous hot pants?” 

Franklin asked, pointing at Rail Rhode's crotch.
“Target. The price was right.”
“Nice.” Franklin nodded. 
“Follow me.”
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They followed the fellow a long ways, thru the next 
clearing and onto a smaller path and into another 
small clearing. Here was a small fire for cooking, cast 
iron pots, water jugs, animal carcasses hung from lines 
in trees, skins being cleaned and cured and meat hung 
to dry on racks made of slender saplings in the sunny 
part of the clearing. Numerous fish skulls on six foot 
poles guarded the entrances to the clearing. A deer 
skull hung from line that was invisible, hovering above 
the fire pit.

The man held his arm out towards the water, “Help 
yourself.”

Taffy and Franklin drank great gulps of water and 
then collapsed around the fire.

“Rail Rhodes huh?” Franklin said, “Is that your 
birth name?”

Rail Rhodes glared at Franklin.
“I can’t take this guy anywhere.” Taffy said, 

pointing a thumb at Franklin, “He's gone a little crazy 
since our car was hit with a missile. This happened 
earlier today, you understand.”

“Sounds like an interesting story. Hungry?”
“Yes!” Taffy and Franklin answered 

simultaneously.
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“You're not vegetarian are you?” the old man 
peered into their faces.

“Uh, not anymore.” Franklin admitted, “I'm not 
abstinent or sober anymore either.”

“I tried being vegan for a week one time.” Taffy 
confessed, “Just to feel what it was like to walk in 
someone's shoes, you know? It was a pain in the ass.”

“You came to the right place then. We've got 
venison stew. If that doesn’t work, you can stroll to the 
top of the hill and hit the corner store for some stale ass 
ding-dongs and ho-hos and cheddar powdered corn 
chips.”

“I'll take the stew, thank you very much.” Taffy 
said.

“Two for stew.” Franklin echoed.
The man looked at Franklin, “Were you doing some 

bicycling? That's a lot of spandex.”
“This is my road trip outfit. It helps you run faster 

when there's missiles flying at you.”
The man shrugged and put the cast iron dutch oven 

on the fire, then leaned back on a log.
“Let’s hear the story of how you got here.” Rail 

Rhodes said.
They told him.
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“Shit.” the man sighed and slumped slightly, 
“We’ve heard the helicopters. Suspected they might be 
cleansing the city. A year of peace, and now this. Just 
long enuf for us to get used to it.” he leaned forward, 
“We started debating: fight or flight? This is our home 
now, why would we run? Let's defend it with our 
lives, right? Then the other side: let's get the fuck out 
and live to fight another day. The tribe split. Most of us 
left. They just followed the river on down. I’m starting 
to feel like we fucked up by staying here. Helicopters 
overhead everyday, just like in the good old days of 
the city. Cops with wings.”

“What was their destination downriver, where 
were they headed?” Taffy said.

“The Mall of America? Fucking, Iowa? Who knows. 
They didn’t know. Somewhere free, eh? Disappear into 
the hills, go feral.”

“It might work. You could escape.” Franklin said.
“It could definitely work.” Rail Rhodes said, “If you 

didn't mind feeling like a coward.” He lifted the lid 
and stirred the stew. “Tired of hiding. I want 
something more. Can't sit back and watch this thing 
rise up again, rebuild itself stronger than before. The 
born-again war machine. No way. I want it all. I want 
everyone to have it all, and I know that there are still 
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cages with locks on the doors. The end of all 
oppression. That's what I want. I swallowed that 
dream when I was young, and it has grown, and now 
it is who I am. Tired of hiding from myself.”

Rail Rhodes dished up bowls of venison stew and 
handed them out, “Time is short, boys. Eat Up.”

It was dark when others arrived. They came silently 
into the clearing and could not be heard until they 
were seen in the firelight.

“We have visitors.” Rail Rhodes said, “Taffy and 
Franklin. From the Last House.”

There were two of them. They stood on the 
opposite side of the fire, suspicious.

“My name is Trelah.” her body and face of a 
masculine latina, her voice was high. She stood with 
feet apart, in the stance of a warrior, with no weapons 
to be seen. Taffy thot she looked like a trickster: her 
eyes glinted.

“My name is Flaming Vomit.” the other said. She 
was a large and beautifully muscled woman with long 
braided black hair and brown skin, she had an 
automatic rifle slung across her back.

“This is all there is left,” Rail Rhodes said, “the 
Minnehaha Waterfall Tribe.”
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“I am three-quarters Lakota,” Flaming Vomit said, 
“But I also call myself Minnehaha Waterfall Tribe.”

“Pleased to meet you both.” Franklin said.
“I like your hair.” Flaming Vomit said to Franklin.
“Oh, thank you! So, are you the associates who 

were watching us from the woods?”
Rail Rhodes intercepted the question, “Ah the past. 

We can never escape it, can we? So many unanswered 
questions. The past is with us right now, isn't it?”

“You're drunk again.” Trelah said smiling, “How 
about that future, huh?”

“The helicopters are closing.” Flaming Vomit said, 
“The pattern of their movements is visible with 
binoculars, a dozen of them in all directions, and 
downtown, two big ones, troop transports, landed near 
the river. We have a day or two at most before this 
pincer movement reaches here.”

“Dear god!” Franklin said.
“What are you gonna do?” Taffy asked.
“Its like: rock, paper, scissors.” Trelah said.
“We all got different ideas and they all cancel each 

other out.” Rail Rhodes shrugged.
“Ya’ll are welcome to come up to the house, there 

are fourteen of us and if we decide to fight, might do 
better with those numbers. We're a little out of shape 
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from the Winter and all that boozing, but we can still 
aim.”

“How are we gonna fight this?” Trelah said.
“They did it for years in Afghanistan, Iraq-“
“They also had a population to blend in with, and 

more than a couple dozen people to fight! It’s just us 
and them right now. Couple of guns against an 
organized military?”

“We don't even know who or what it is. There's no 
insignia on the helicopters, no flags, no signs, nothing. 
Just a black swarm of fuckn death. We don't know our 
enemy.”

“Guess it is a little late to start organizing.” Franklin 
said.

“I say we hang out with the Last House. They're 
closer to the center, it will buy us time maybe.” Rail 
Rhodes said.

“Squeeze one more day outta life. Why not.” Trelah 
agreed, “All of us together, figure something out, or 
make a nice big easy target for them. Fuck it. I know 
we can at least blast thru them with these, check it 
out!” Trelah removed her coat and pulled off a tube 
strapped to her back, displayed it for everyone.

“No way!” Franklin said, “A rocket propelled 
gernade launcher! You got the ammo for it?”
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“Six of them.”
“You know how to work it?”
“A child could work it. The trick is making it hit 

something. I had to do some studying up on that part. 
It's all kinda theoretical at this point, i don't wanna 
waste shots practicing.”

“Where'd you find that?” Taffy asked.
“The armory. They cleaned it out pretty good, but 

they missed this one.”
“It's good to have options.” Rail Rhodes said.
“There can be no happiness without survival.” 

Trelah said.
“I'm in love with Trelah.” Flaming Vomit said 

smiling, “I go where she goes.”

(thirty-seven)
The sun was still a glow in the west under a swath of 
white clouds when they left the park. They took 
residential streets north, preferring the cover given by 
old trees and buildings on those narrow streets. The 
moon rose, a family of deer bolted away from the five 
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humans, a moment of fright for all. Then the humans 
laughed the laugh, the deer kept running.

“It’s a beautiful night.” Taffy said to Franklin.
“Sugartongue would love this walk.”
“Yeah. The last walk to the Last House.”
“You ever go on a long walk with that guy?”
“Yeah.” Taffy remembered, “And after that I could 

appreciate the slow way, all the things you miss when 
you just pass thru a place to get somewhere. Started to 
see that the journey was the destination. I would ride 
my bike if I had to be somewhere at a certain time. I 
walked more, discovered things I never knew existed 
because of that. Without any machine underneath me, 
I could  follow my spontaneous intuition. Walking, the 
way people have for millions of damn years.”

“Yeah.” Franklin said, “The philosophy of walking. 
You have to de-program from civilization and become 
alright in your mind to be happy walking. Don't need a 
car, don't even need a bicycle. A functional pair of 
shoes is good, that's it. Some people don't even want 
shoes, they got the calluses. You ever walk somewhere 
bare-foot? That’s an experience.”

Taffy held up a finger, “One time I found myself 
late at night bloated from a huge feast, if I went to 
sleep I knew I would have a food-over in the morning. 
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Sugartongue appeared in my mind, not even on my 
shoulder like devil and angel, but an entity in my 
mind, saying, “Go for a walk. Go for a walk, man!” So I 
did, walked straight west down this road and the road 
ended and there was a trail. Followed the trail in 
complete darkness, a gully with water flowing, ducks 
flapping wings as I disturbed them, other birds with 
wings that sounded different and I couldn't recognize, 
other animals moving in bushes, I didn't know what 
they were. Came to a massive field, on the horizon the 
street lights of a neighborhood blinded me to the dark 
path I was on, shielded my eyes to see. Abandoned 
concrete slabs where buildings once stood were 
covered in graffiti, giant mounds of earth covered in 
bushes with strange angular concrete wall openings, 
every piece of concrete was covered in graffiti. What 
was this place? I had no idea. Lived in that town for a 
decade, had no idea. Canadian geese overhead, 
squaking, huge puddles where ducks and their 
ducklings swam, the mounds with mysterious metal 
doors on them. I found out later it was an abandoned 
world war two air base. In the dark it was sinister, evil 
pyramids, all the birds around me and their wild 
noises of alarm, but of course the real fear was an 
encounter with humans! The ancestors of the people 
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who had built these ruins. The unknown! What 
dangerous toxic beasts lurked there? It was a challenge 
to continue walking into the dark. I pushed forward 
into the and found myself looping back to the trail 
where I started. Walked for an hour and a half, then I 
felt like sleep. When I  woke up I felt fucking excellent. 
Walking is powerful magic.”

“That's what I'm talking about.” Franklin said, 
“This right now is starting to wear tho. This is getting 
epic. Ten miles? Thank god I wore these Hi-Techs.”

“This is definitely one of the longest walks I've been 
on.” Taffy agreed, “Except for that time when I walked 
from Georgia to Alabama. You should have seen the 
look on that lady's face who was working at the 
Alabama welcome center out in the middle of 
nowhere, we must have been the first people EVER to 
have WALKED thru there. She looked at us standing 
there with our backpacks and dirty clothes like she had 
just made first contact with extra terrestrials. When we 
asked for directions she began telling driving 
directions, and then we said, “No, we’re walking.” and 
she just looked at us, and you could see in her face, it 
was like someone had pushed the clutch in and her 
mind was just revved up and spinning but going 
nowhere. YOU WALKED HERE?”
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The gravel in the street crunched loudly under their 
feet as they walked thru the night silent city.

“That venison stew gave me a second wind.” 
Franklin said.

“Yeah. We're gonna make it.” Taffy agreed.
“Seems like the helicopters must be done for the 

night.” Rail Rhodes said, peering at the starry sky. 
The air was still. Their footsteps tapped on the 

sidewalk with a repetition that in the echoing silence 
sounded like a needle on a record that had gone thru 
all the songs and was stuck in a loop at the center of 
the spiral groove. Footsteps filled with anticipation, 
and for the moment, unheard by anyone else.

(thirty-eight)
“Hello?”

Taffy's words echoed thru the hallway of the Last 
House.

“Nobody.” Franklin said.
“It is a nice day. Maybe they all went for a walk.”
They searched thru the house.
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“Things are missing.” Franklin said, meeting back 
in the main room, “It looks like they packed up and 
left.”

“All the guns are gone.” Taffy added.
“No note?” Trelah said.
“Weird.” Taffy said.
“What's this?” Rail Rhodes picked up a pair of jeans 

crumpled on the floor, held them up, the crotch had 
been cut out.

“What the fuck!” Flaming Vomit said.
“Oh- we all have a pair of those. That's normal for 

this house.” Taffy said.
“Haven't seen those out in awhile.” Franklin said.
“Yeah. That fashion was kinda- the good old days.”
“Then, it's a message, right?” Trelah said, “From 

someone who was unable to leave a message, cause 
they were being monitored.”

“Why would they be given time to pack up a bunch 
of shit that we looted?”

“You're right. That makes no sense.” Franklin said, 
“Finding a bunch of blood on the floor, that would 
make sense.”

“Creepy.” Taffy said.
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Franklin extended a skinny arm and held up one 
finger, “They moved to another house, to avoid being 
caught!”

“Possible.” Taffy said.
“So they’ll come back to watch for you.” Trelah 

said.
“Maybe. Shit. Oh, this is stressful.” Taffy sat down 

against the wall.
“So- We have nothing. We wait?” Trelah said, 

shuffling her feet anxiously and looking around the 
room, looking out the door, “I don't like it.”

“People been waiting for the revolution all their 
lives.” Franklin said, and turned towards the kitchen, 
“They didn't take the booze! Anybody want a beer?”

*   *   *
Taffy took a watch at the front door, leaving it open, 
while everyone helped themselves to food and drink. 
A northwest breeze pushed a few clouds across the 
sky. The song birds seemed happy with spring, every 
day with the singing. Taffy paced around the front 
door and a bird swooped by, buzzing his head, he 
could feel the downdraft from the wing as it went past 
his head. “God dammit, fucking with me!”
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A faint noise rose in the air, a drone, a car, a drone 
following a car, echoes down the streets, slapping the 
walls of empty buildings, slapping the face of this 
silenced world. The noise peaked then faded back into 
silence.

“Neighborhood is getting rowdy.” Taffy said to the 
black bird perched in the tree outside. The blackbird 
answered by laughing at him.

The noise returned and hour later, louder now, 
closing in. Taffy gave a shout inside, Franklin whistled 
back. The noise grew deafening. And then the car was 
in sight, a tiny red sports car. The engine throttled 
back, stick shift gears slowed the car and it slowed to a 
stop in the middle of Bloomington Avenue right 
outside the house. The driver killed the engine and 
stepped out, awkwardly climbing from the low bucket 
seat and cursing. Taffy peered out from behind the 
doorway. The-man-in-the-car had some long shaft in 
hand, Taffy gently, silently, turned off the safetey on 
his rifle. The-man-with-the-car held the shaft up, it was 
a broom handle with a small white hand kerchief tied 
to the end of it. He stepped out from the door of the car 
and looked around, waving the flag.

“Heeeeyyyy!” he sounded like a weekend warrior 
drunk on light beer. 
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The man squinted at the fronts of the houses, 
walked over to a mailbox and checked the numbers on 
it, then pointed his finger up and down the street, 
counting addresses. He ended up on the Last House 
and unknowingly looking Taffy in the eye where he 
waited in shadow.

“Some kind of bullshit ruse to draw us out...” Taffy 
thot to himself, and stayed put.

The man took a few confident steps up to the house, 
waving the flag enthusiastically. He had a leather coat 
on, fancy leather driving gloves, and strangely coiffed 
hair, like he had combed a lot of pomade hairdressing 
thru it.

“Yo! People! I come in peace. Ha ha ha ha! Hello?”
Franklin's voice came from the roof, “Who are 

you?”
The man looked up, “Hey there! I knew there was 

someone home cause the door was open. I’m really 
perceptive like that. My name's Jimmy! Should I come 
on up there so we don't have to shout?”

Jimmy moved for the front door. Taffy swung the 
rifle out from the doorway and leveled it at him, 
Jimmy took notice, “Whoa! Hey now, I got the white 
flag! I'm just here to talk. I know I'm wearing black, but 
I'm one of the good guys.”
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Trelah slipped out of the front door, circling quickly 
away from Taffy's line of fire, a pistol in her hands 
aimed at Jimmy.

“Alright Jimmy!” Trelah shouted, “Face down on 
the ground!”

“Really? Aw. Always the humiliation. This is the 
second time in three days. It’s too much.  We need a 
union.” Jimmy bitched all the way to the ground.

“Toss the flag away.”
“Oh, like I’m a ninja or something, take you out 

with my flag of truce! Seriously.” he tossed it and lay 
face down on the pavement.

Trelah set the pistol down next to Taffy and went to 
Jimmy, searched his clothes, patting him for weapons, 
“I don't have anything, I’m just here to talk.” Jimmy 
started to squirm, trying to turn his head so he could 
look Trelah in the face. Trelah thrust her boot onto his 
ass and held his neck down with one hand, Jimmy 
squealed.

“Hold still you fucker!”
“You better do what she says Jimmy!” Franklin 

yelled from the roof.
Taffy laughed, as he always did when the situation 

became mad, “Any tracking device on you, cell phone, 
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anything? If you say no and we find it, we have to kill 
you.”

“No. Not on me. In the car, there's a cell phone on 
the dash.”

“What the fuck are you doing with a cell phone?”
“It’s to contact my boss. The people that sent me 

here. I’m just doing my job, c'mon, help me out here. 
Toss me a fucking bone. You help me, I help you, 
happily ever after. Everything is different now, you 
gotta deal with it.”

“Who sent you here?” Telah asked.
“Merdeavion. The security company. I bet you 

could even sing the jingle: MERDEAVION-”
“Ah-kay, that's enuf a that.” Telah commanded, 

“Crawl towards the doorway.”
“You guys are really over the top.” Trelah kicked 

Jimmy hard in the ass, grabbed his leather coat and 
dragged him inside.

“What the fuck is Merdeavion doing in the city?” 
Trelah held him to the floor and everyone else stood 
circled around.

“Can I have a second here?” Jimmy whispered.
“No.”
“Okay.”
“Do you need another boot?”
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“Oh god no. Merdeavion is here to secure the city, 
they got the contract to do the whole Midwest you 
know. Up until now, I considered myself lucky to have 
been employed by them. I'm a liaison, an ambassador 
you know, they gave me a list of places to go to and I 
try to contact survivors. I guess they've been having 
some bad luck so they decided to send in people like 
me to make contact, people who knew what it was 
like.”

“And how do you know what it's like, you look like 
you might own the fucking company.”

“Oh man, thanks for the compliment. I looted all 
this shit, the car, the clothes, shit, I was living under a 
bridge before the Catastrophe happened. Look at me 
now! Dressed up and with a high paying sub-
contractor job. Hell yeah, it’s my turn to shine baby.”

“They're using you like a human shield!”
“I know, I know. I'm not stupid, it's kinda sketchy. 

But if I survive, with the contract they gave me, I’ll 
come out on top! You know? I mean, what real choice 
did I have? It's easy for you to judge me, cause the deal 
hasn't been offered to you yet. What should I have 
done, said no? And what's your answer gonna be? Will 
you say no? And where is that gonna get you. It wasn't 
a mystery to me, they didn't need to spell it out for me. 
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I figured, at least this way I get to know them, listen in, 
figure out what the fuck is going on in the world. I 
mean, if this security company exists, then some 
economy exists, and some government exists right? 
But why no stars and stripes? No flags on anything, 
and on some equipment, the flags are painted over. 
What the fuck! Who ar these people? I want to know. 
I'm not gonna let anyone put me in a cage, but I'm not 
gonna jump right up onto the sharp point of their stick 
either, fuck that. I suggest that all of you do the same. 
Play it cool. You can't fight with a time and a place of 
THEIR choosing. Don't you ever go to the library? 'The 
Art of War by Tsun Zu'. You should try living under a 
bridge and spending your time reading books.”

The five friends looked at each other.
“Listen.” Jimmy said, “I would like to have some 

shots of hard liquor. Got any?”

(thirty-nine)
Franklin and Taffy in their room sorting thru looted 
objects, artwork, things. Putting things in boxes. 
Franklin wore a pair of blue jeans and a white t-shirt, 
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the most butch outfit Taffy had seen him wear in a 
long time.

Franklin cursed and stood up, “This is how they 
must have felt, this is it. Packing up, being relocated, 
walking right into the jaws of genocide. You know 
what I'm saying? Are we repeating a history that 
should not be repeated?”

“You don't trust Jimmy.” Taffy smiled.
“Jimmy is not the one holding a gun to my head, 

Jimmy is the messenger. It's Merdeavion. And 
whoever is putting money in Merdeavion's pockets. 
What’s their agenda? Fucking Catastrophe 
corporation. If they could do about whatever they 
wanted before by padding the wallets of politicians, 
now the corporations must be essentially limitless in 
power.”

“Jimmy's story doesn't have any holes in it, it’s 
totally plausible. Merdeavion is taking the city, 
removing any survivors to a quarantine area, and 
granting amnesty to survivors, using deadly force only 
if threatened with same. That story matches up to all 
the actions we have observed.”

“Except for blowing up our car. What threat was 
that?”
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“Yeah. A kid with an itchy trigger finger? Maybe it 
really was a mistake. It happens. I'm saying that it’s a 
possibility. It's possible, you have to admit.”

“We saw Jimmy's list. They know we are here in 
this house. They could have just bombed us out. They 
don’t want us dead, I'm not saying that. They do want 
us, and that is what makes me uneasy. What do they 
want. It can't be good. Slavery at best.”

“Well hell Franklin, think about it. Take a look out 
the window. A city empty of people. You know what 
they need. Worker bees. Drones for the hive. Someone 
to flip the fucking burgers. Genetic diversity, families 
to start squirting out babies and rebuild the nation. 
Children to grow up and be soldiers, just like all the 
other nations are doing, scrambling to see who is going 
to come out on top. The empire has fallen. I think we 
are about to walk into a really fucked up situation, 
similar to the fucked up situation that existed before 
the Catastrophe happened. I don't think we are 
walking into our deaths.  Something worse than death, 
possibly, but not death. The unknown is always 
frightening.”

“Thanks for the pep talk.” Franklin picked up his 
35mm camera and sat on the bed, absently fiddling 
with the settings, frowning. Taffy brought his cocktail 
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over to Franklin, stuck the straw under his nose. 
Franklin sipped on it. Taffy put the glass on the floor 
and sat up against Franklin, circling his arms around 
and holding Franklin's body, Taffy's head rolled down 
onto Franklin's shoulder.

“Take a picture.”
Franklin adjusted the focus, held the camera up 

with one hand and aimed it at their faces.

Taffy sat next to the window with sun shining in, 
reading the sheaf of stapled papers that Jimmy had 
given each of them. At the top of every page was the 
title: “The Corporate Coalition and You”.

Taffy was developing a nasty headache.
“Got that figured out yet?” Rail Rhodes poked his 

bearded head in the room.
“I'm not sure THEY'VE got it figured out yet. Here 

is a summary of what the Corporate Coalition says: 
The United States government doesn't exist anymore. 
We now have a group of privatized business interests 
that has replaced the president, congress and the 
house, but the essential structure has been shit-canned, 
the constitution, bill of rights, all federal laws, states 
have been abolished except in name only, they are 
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territories. We exist under this Corporate Coalition 
law, under emergency rule. Free and democratic 
elections coming soon. Ha. Can’t wait. Basically they 
are saying that we survivors are undocumented people 
living on Corporate Coalition land. We can accept this 
contract to become a citizen, or be imprisoned and 
deported.”

“The end of the fantasy.” Rail Rhodes said.
“The fantasy put in a box.” Taffy said, “Don't forget 

where you bury the box. We've lived like this before, 
some of us have lived this way most of our lives, 
hiding our true selves, shielding our true desires, 
keeping it all in this little box until we are safe, alone, 
or shared with those who we trust, those who share in 
our truth. We can do this. We can make it thru to the 
other side.”

“We don't have much choice.” Rail Rhodes 
shrugged, “Hard not to be cynical about it. Time to 
meet the new boss.”

“A whole new set of authorities to get around and 
do what we really want to do with our lives. A new 
challenge, once again attempting to live free while 
behind enemy lines. Resistance can be fun, eh? God 
knows I've been getting a little bored with the endless 
laying around drinking, fucking, eating packaged 
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food. Shit. As long as we all keep together, stay in 
contact, we can keep building from the inside, you 
know. There might be opportunities that we never had 
before.”

“Yeah,” Rail Rhodes released a gap tooth smile, 
“maybe we can form our own corporation.”

“Oh boy. We are totally fucked.”
“Well, don’t let me spoil your last few hours of total 

anarchy.”
“Off with your head.” Taffy raised his cocktail and 

drained the glass.

(forty)
Taffy and Franklin sat in the backyard, looking at the 
buds on bushes, trees, sprouts of volunteer vegetables 
coming out of the neglected garden. Faint in the 
distance helicopter blades. A stray dog wandered 
down the alley and stopped to take in the scent of 
them. Franklin took the remains of his sandwich and 
threw it into the alley for the dog.

“You should tell me your real full name.” Taffy 
said.
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“My family name?” Franklin said, “That world is 
still gone.”

“There might be a database or something and we 
can find out-“

“A database, great, listen to you.”
“We might be separated. If I don't know your legal 

name I might not be able to find you. I don’t want to 
loose you.”

“Like this new world order is going to allow gay 
fuckin marriage.”

“I'm not gay, I'm queer. I would never get married 
to anyone. Yuck!”

“You slut.”
Taffy slugged Franklin in the arm.
“It's Skiff-Tooler. Franklin is my real first name.”
“Skiff-Tooler? What the hell!”
“Mom kept her maiden name, Skiff. Dad's name 

Was Tooler.”
“Skiff-Tooler!”
“Don't wear it out. Your turn. So you got hippy 

parents, that why they called you Taffy?”
“Oh. No. My real name is Jason Smithe. Smithe is 

spelled with an e at the end. Taffy is the punk name 
that was given to me. It's like a vague insult the British 
use for Welsh people.”
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“Taffy is punk? Sure, okay. Good thing you have a 
punk name. Jason Smithe, you generic bastard!”

“Maybe this was a bad idea-“
“No, this is great. Now we are safe from ever being 

separated even for a day, or an hour, not even for a 
single minute! Awesome. Let's figure out what our last 
name would be if we got married.”

“That's not gonna happen-“
“Skiff-Tooler-Smithe!”
Taffy frowned, “Is that how the hyphenation 

works?”
“Skiff-Tooler-Smith my darling...”
“Wait, if that’s how it works then in a few 

generations the last name would be a fucking 
paragraph.”

“That's just the price we will have to pay for the de-
construction of patriarchal hierarchy.” Franklin held 
his hands out, palm up.

Taffy stared at the stray dog as it sniffed the 
pavement looking for more sandwich.

“You know my mother has a bird identification 
book and it only shows the male birds in full color 
plates. The females are shown in black and white.”
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“Sexist! But check it out Franklin, I'm not the one 
that wants to get married and join some institution. 
Fuck all hierarchies!”

“The philosophy is totally different. Gay marriage 
means not being forced into specific roles strictly on 
gender basis. Demanding the space to exist without the 
fuckers killing us! We cant re-arrange the furniture 
without getting our foot in the door.”

“Sure, alright. But it's still a binary hierarchy. It's 
not for me.”

“Taffy. Think about what an awesome party! The 
catering, the biggest buffet spread you've ever seen, 
the beer, wine, whiskey, vodka, the wild dancing and 
the shenanigans of our friends, everyone happy and 
getting wild! Raising ass! Everyone compelled to give 
you gifts, a mountain of considerate loot! Party of a 
lifetime.”

“That does sound good.”
“Hell yeah.”
“Let's make another drink.” Taffy said.
“Yeah, let's bring some more food out for that dog. 

Here boy, don't run off, we'll be right back.”

“Tomorrow morning, eh?” Trelah said.
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“Sunrise, yeah.” Rail Rhodes answered.
“I always hated waking up.”
“I say we stay up all night.” Flaming Vomit said.
“I think I'm going to stay with these people. I don't 

know yet if it's the right decision. Fight back from 
within the machine, resist from the inside too. We may 
need both to actually succeed, Otherwise it's two steps 
up and three steps back.”

”Resist with your hands locked behind your back. 
Good luck with that." Trelah Said, "I really mean it. 
Good luck. Have you been drinking with them? These 
people are wasteoids.”

“No. No booze. Just listening to my intuition. 
Trying to listen, that is, to discern between my fear and 
my intuition.”

“It's probably the right decision for you.” Trelah 
said, “you cant be a part of our lesbian seperatist 
community anyway.”

“I know.” Rail Rhodes smiled, “So we're breaking 
up then? Whatever you need, you can take.”

“You don't got nothing I need.”
“Where ya headed?”
“The less you know the better.” Trelah hugged him, 

“See ya on the other side.” then turned and walked out 
the front door. Flaming Vomit held her hand up and 
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the light came back into Rail Rhodes' eyes, he smiled 
and stepped up to slap high fives with her and then 
she turned and walked out the door into the first hour 
of night.

*   *   *

“Last night in the last house. Damn, how many 
apocalyptic moments can a person experience in one 
life?”

“With a trusty bottle of whiskey at your side, the 
apocalyptic cycle could repeat into infinity.” Taffy 
clinked his glass against Franklin’s, “Cheers!” Taffy 
swilled.

Franklin stared off into the darkness.
“Hey, you didn't drink when I toasted, are you 

insulting me?” Taffy said, “Trying to start a fight?”
“Shit.“ Franklin frowned and lifted his glass and 

made a perfunctory sip, then turned away and rolled 
his eyes at the void.

“What if the new order that we are about to sign up 
with is a dry government, you know, prohibition.“

Franklin cleared his throat, spat on the ground, 
“Let's not go there until we have to.”
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“Yeah. It's kinda bummer huh?” Taffy took another 
swill, “Hey where's our dog go? We gotta put a leash 
on him and take him with us. We can take the dog for 
sure right, cause they took Mr. Debby the cat, I mean, 
Mr. Debby and Julius aren't here, right? So we can take 
pets with us.”

“Sound logic buddy. Don't ever stop thinking.”
Taffy frowned now, “You don't like me the same 

way you used to, do you? Is that why you talk about 
marriage, like it will fix things?”

“You're drunk.”
“That's not the question I asked.”
“Taffy, I'm fucking amazed that I can feel anything 

at all. Don't take it personal.”
“Let's always be friends tho, alright? I mean, I guess 

that's corny to say, but that's what I mean. I don't care 
about fucking, I don't care that we haven't fucked for 
weeks. I mean, I like fucking, but I like being your 
friend more than anything. That's what I’m saying.”

Franklin put his hand on Taffy's shoulder and 
smiled in the darkness, “What do words mean. Friends 
forever. Sign me up. I Wanna see if forever comes.”

“That’s the spirit.” Taffy added his arm to 
Franklin's arm forming bridge between them, their 
fingers gripped tightly, bodies locked.
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(forty-one)
Taffy, Franklin, and Rail Rhodes couldn't sleep. They 
sat up on the flat roof drinking, talking, throwing 
bottles into the street where they shattered, watching 
the sunrise. In the morning light they could see 
helicopters and smaller Unmanned Airial Vehicles, 
filling the horizon like an ancient plague of lucusts, zig 
zagging, spiraling in, closing on the center of the city.

Rail Rhodes was still in a process of grooming, 
filing,  manicuring his nails. “It is amazing the 
justifications that civilization has used to commit 
genocide on a people. The wrong religion, the wrong 
language, the wrong hairstyles, the wrong dress, the 
wrong grooming habits. My guess is, the more 
civilized we make ourselves appear, the more readily 
we will be accepted into this thing that approaches. 
The tricky part is to keep from loosing ourselves in the 
process, because the civilizing process will change who 
we are. Eventually, our environment will overcome 
our will power.”
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Taffy scratched himself, “You think this is just a 
temporary farce, and that we can somehow get back 
down to business after we're on the inside?”

“That's my hope. If I didn’t believe it was possible, I 
would have followed my friends.”

“Maybe you are attracted to the return of 
civilization because you like it.” Franklin said, “You 
were born in civilization, right, grew up in it?”

“Mostly true. I have lived more in civilization than I 
have out of it.”

“So maybe you're about to retire from the 
primitivist life.”

“A forced retirement.”
Franklin shook his head, “I don't know if 

scrounging from abandoned corner stores is 
technically primitivism.”

“Being technical isn't primitivist.” Taffy shot back.
“I think this is a little burp in the ongoing dinner 

that is the fall of America.” Rail Rhodes said, “You 
know how a person’s hair and fingernails continue to 
grow after they die? There are giant tanks of gasoline 
and machines and people with a desire for power still 
in existence allover the world. So of course there's 
gonna be shit like this.” he flourished his hand at the 
violent sky, “Behind these fascists there also remains a 

100



whole world of wild rivers running thru forests, 
flooding the flat lands and washing up wood on the 
beaches. There are fish swimming in rivers, wild plants 
growing in black soil, and crazy wild ass fuckers 
running around smeared with mud and shooting bows 
and arrows-“

“Alright Rail Rhodes,” Franklin said, “You lost me. 
You had me for a minute, but now I think you're just 
trying to put a happy face on this impending doom. 
Let the doom be doom, dammit! You're spinning this 
shit like the secretary of state!”

“Rail Rhodes has gone bye-bye.” Taffy said.
“You guys are drunk.” Rail Rhodes said, “When's 

the last time you got drunk with LIFE?”
Taffy and Franklin guffawed and fell into each 

other laughing, holding each other up.
“Of course you have no fucking idea what I'm 

talking about cause you've given your mind over to 
alcohol. You're just like all the people who used to live 
out in suburbia and take happy pills to deal with living 
in a hyper civilized world except that the happy pills 
made it possible for them to hold down a job and 
mostly people like you would end up living in their car 
and strung out or bombed out and going to AA 
meetings just trying to keep food in their mouths.”
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“Well aren't you just the little buzz killer.” Franklin 
revolted, “Jesus fucking christ. The fucking man of all 
mans is about to show up and haul us off to fuck 
knows what and you begrudge us being drunk for the 
grand event. Fuck you.”

“Maybe I should change my shirt.” Taffy mumbled.
“So what do you think, Rail Rhodes.” Franklin said, 

“You gonna go for lawyer or doctor? I bet they need 
lawyers and doctors. Oh, finally the American dream 
is a reality, you really can be anything you want to be 
now, because there's fucking NOTHING left!”

“Maybe I'll be your parole officer.” Rail Rhodes 
said.

“Maybe you will.”
“Here they come.” Taffy said.
Rolling down the street a column of four wheeled 

military transport trucks, Rail Rhodes stood up to look 
better, “This is so much worse than going to the 
dentist.”

“Or the first day of school.” Franklin said.
“Or a job interview.” Taffy added.
“All that and more.” Rail Rhodes finished.
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(forty-two)
Taffy stared at the white wall of the cell. Painted metal, 
the smooth surface was humming and vibrating from 
the turnings of some unseen engine.

“How long have I been in here?”
Taffy glanced at the mirrored glass panel a foot 

wide in the door of them cell. He reached out and 
tapped the glass with his knuckle.

“Hello?”
The wall drew his attention again. It moved visibly 

with the shock waves of what felt like a door being 
closed somewhere. Footsteps, metal on metal noise, 
voices. The vibrations continued, and nothing else. 
Taffy sat on a built in bench, stuck his leg out to touch 
his foot to the wall and the surface moved back as he 
pushed on it. He gave it a small kick with his heel. 
“Damn I could probably kick my way out of here.”

A voice emanated from the ceiling and Taffy 
flinched, “Mr. Smithe, how can I help you?”

“Uh, listen. I’ve been in here what seems like a long 
ass time. I slept for god knows how long, I'm ready to 
run a marathon.”
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“You’ve been in 12 hours, another 12 to go.”
“But- I’m not drunk at all.”
“Standard isolation time, above chart blood alcohol 

content requires 24 hours isolation. Nothing I can do 
about it, that's rules, and this is my job. After what 
you've been thru this should be a cakewalk, you 
survived the Catastrophe in the city, for gods sake! 
You're a badass! They say it might take some time to 
get re-adjusted to life in civilization, you were out 
there for a year. Year is a long time. You need to talk to 
a counselor, let me know. Meal time is coming up in 
about and hour. You hungry?”

“Yeah sure.”
“It’s just rules and shit, you know, once you get 

thru this, things will get rapidly better. You're gonna 
like it. There's lots of opportunities. It’s different than 
before. I mean, there's no such thing as 
unemployment! There's something for everyone, I 
mean, a little too much if you ask me, 10 hour shifts, 
god-”

“Do people still drink alcohol?”
“Sometimes. It's limited right now. Special permits. 

But that might open up, you know. Things are tight 
right now, for security reasons.”
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“So I need patience, huh?” Taffy leaned his head 
against the vibrating wall and stared at the invisible 
face in the ceiling.

“Patience is a virtue.” the voice said.
“I’m full of virtue.” Taffy smiled.
“Keep reading the manual. The more of that you 

know the easier it will be.”
“Yeah, I've been reading. It’s not making anything 

easier.”
“Oh, and don't kick the wall, it sets off a really 

annoying alarm. I gotta go now.”
The faceless voice ceased with a tiny electric click.
Taffy tore a page out of the Corporate Coalition 

manual and went to the door, slid the paper into the 
crack between the door and the jamb. The paper went 
in and stopped. Taffy wiggled the paper, turned it 
corner first, then slid further in, slid it out the crack 
into somewhere until he was holding it only with two 
fingers. he moved it up until it stopped, then moved it 
down until it stopped.

“Smithe, what the hell are you doing?”
Taffy jumped back while still holding the paper, it 

zipped out of the door with a snap, “Damn! You 
scared the shit outta me.”

105



“You’re scaring me, Smithe. You have no idea what 
these alarms sound like. What the fuck are you doing? 
Trying to escape? Where are you going to go? You're 
an illegal alien! You need to be processed and get your 
citizenship papers.”

“Sorry. I'm bored. Just fuckin around.”
“It’s not much better on this side. Couple of buttons 

to push, watch the monitors, same thing on every 
channel: the person in the box show. Better than being 
on the front line, getting shot at.”

“Well, that’s the same thing I was thinking. What 
kinda maniac would go up against impossible odds? 
People who believe they have nothing to loose are very 
dangerous. If we can believe this manual, C.C. 
Citizenship doesn't seem too bad.”

“Yeah, you can play it straight faced with me if you 
want, but I know you don't wanna be here, I know this 
has got to suck after doing whatever the fuck you 
wanted for a year in a city all yer own. Kinda romantic, 
really.”

“Yeah, it was real romantic.”
“Yeah, glad you enjoyed it. A year in the camps 

about drove me insane. Looks to me like this 
Corporate Coalition has the power to take the reigns of 
North America, from what I hear, and likely a bit 
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more. Like it or not. This is it. Take a seat on the bus or 
start walking, you know? I signed a sweet contract. I 
get a house, salary, medical care, for life! Nothing to 
worry about. It's kinda like we all won the lottery by 
surviving the Jihad Bug.”

“The Jihad Bug? We thot everyone was calling it the 
Catastrophe?”

“You didn't read that part of the manual yet, the 
history?”

“I was trying to get thru the shit that seemed 
immediately important. Questions like: am I eligible to 
continue living?”

The voice laughed, “It's just a matter of what 
contract you wanna sign. No one is being turned away, 
unless you show signs of a mutated virus strain, and 
then you go in the deep tank, isolation, but that is just 
a potential procedure, I haven't heard of any cases yet. 
Seems like the Jihad Bug is toast. They named it J.B. 
cause it was manufactured by middle eastern 
terrorists-“

“You've got to be kidding. They're still spinning 
that game? Fuck! You know it's far more likely it was 
probably corporations on this continent that produced 
the virus, just look at who’s in control now-“
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“Um, this conversation is not being recorded, and 
that is very, very lucky for you. I would definitely 
NOT say things like that. Freedom of speech has been 
curtailed in the interest of restoring basic 
infrastructure. So seriously, watch your mouth. The 
C.C. is promising to restore freedoms we once had as 
US citizens, but for now, its like a martial law. You 
could be locked up for saying things like that. It's not 
like a witch hunt or anything, you can talk among 
friends, but if you start trying to publicize criticisms of 
the coalition, not good. It's all in the contracts, which is 
why this isn’t recorded here, cause you haven’t signed 
a contract yet. And- cause you might be drunk still. 
They expect people to be a little wild when they first 
come in-”

“Dammit! I am not drunk.”
The voice was silent a moment.
“Hey, can you play mental chess, like where I 

would say, E-5 to A-6 and then you could move the 
piece in your head? If you can do that, we could play 
that right now.”

Taffy slumped on the bench, “The fact that people 
in the world exist who can do that is terrifying to me.”

“Yeah, it is pretty freaky. My dad could do it. He 
tried to teach me, but I get lost after about 7 moves.”
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“How long have you worked for Merdeavion?”
“Well, I was in a refugee camp for two months, then 

they came thru with the contracts, and I signed up. 
Nine months.”

“And what was in your contract? what do you 
get?”

“Basically, after 12 years, I get to opt out and retire, 
with a mound of wealth. Really, I'll be a millionaire. Or 
what millionaires used to be. The currency has been 
reset you know, if you read that part. Like, a 
cheeseburger costs ten cents now. What it comes down 
to is, I am twenty three right now, when I'm thirty-five 
I will be living in a mansion and living a life of luxury. 
It's a hell of a thing! Almost everyone I used to know is 
dead. There's nothing I can do about that. I'm still 
alive, and they left all this wealth laying around 
everywhere, so I'm gonna have fun with it. I 
recommend you do the same. sign up with 
Merdeavion, easy work, you'll be rich. Think about it. 
It's the best contract.”

“Sounds like you enjoy this job.”
“Kinda do. It’s better than anything I was doing 

before. It’s military, but it's not like we're in the middle 
east blowing people away. It's like a privatized 
national guard, restoring cities so people can live 
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again. Re-booting the human race after the crash. You 
know they say that if a small percentage more had 
died that the genetic pool would have been too small 
for us to continue on as a healthy species? That’s crazy 
shit. Extinction!”

“Can't they engineer some new genes, or dig up 
some graves-“

“Ooo, creepy!”
The walls shook, vibrations of slamming doors 

again, footsteps.
“Looks like dinner is coming. Talk to you later, 

Smithe.”

(forty-three)
Taffy ran the biodegradable spoon around the edges of 
the biodegradable cafeteria tray, scooping up the last 
bit of beef tomato sauce pasta entree. Then the cherry 
cobbler, the vegetable medley, the mashed potatoes. It 
was a soup-kitchen dinner, or from the frozen isle at 
the grocery store. A strangely ordered thing, like 
nothing Taffy had experienced since before the 
Catastrophe. So far from the wild feasts they would 
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cook at the Last House, or the lone bag of stale 
powdered cheese puffs pulled thru the broken window 
of an empty convenience store. Taffy set the empty 
tray down on top of another empty tray. He made a 
circle with thumb and forefinger and flashed the ok 
sign up to the air. The faceless voice, “Enuf for you?”

“Oh yeah. More than enuf of that stuff.”
“Yeah, they feed us the same shit. That's what ya 

get for signing up on a coach flight, and lemme tell ya, 
the flight attendants are not too hot.”

“Can I get some water in here?”
“Yeah. I'll send some bottles around. Just roll up 

those dinner trays and shove it down the shit hole, 
alright?”

“Down the shit hole?”
“Yeah. Biodegrable.”
Taffy slid back the cover for the shit hole and 

jammed the trays into it, trying not to touch the actual 
shit. He cursed a little.

“First time's always the hardest.” the voice coached, 
“You'll get the hang of it.”

Something banged in the drop slot, Taffy put his 
hand in and pulled out a water bottle.

“Thanks guy.”
“My name is Rick.”
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“Well hey Rick.” Taffy said, “You can call me Taffy 
if you want.”

“Taffy? What the hell is that from? Were your 
parents hippies?”

“No, god dammit!”
“Didn’t mean to piss you off.”
“Well. The person that gave me that name is gone.”
The speaker fell silent.
“Yeah. Kinda puts you in the wrong mind, huh?”
Taffy opened the water and drank.
Rick chimed in again, “Let me tell you about my 

dream last night. Crazy shit! A sex dream-”
Taffy lowered the bottle, “Um, I-“
“So in my dream they had me washing stuff in the 

mess trailer, and I’m in there with a bucket of suds and 
a spray head, the most old style dish washing set up 
you can imagine, sweating away cause the ovens are 
on baking bread, and this other guy that comes in 
starts yelling at me, telling me I'm fucking up and he 
wont stop berating me. I get so mad that I tackle the 
guy, wrestle him to the floor, and we're brawling there, 
rolling around knocking shit over, then all of a sudden 
we're biting each other, I’m biting his neck and I’ve got 
a hard on, and I can feel he’s got a hard on, and we 
start fucking each other's cocks thru our clothes right 
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there on the tile floor, I’m fucking him and his arms 
keep hitting silverware that spilled on the floor and his 
head keeps banging into this big soup pot every time I 
thrust you know, and I’m holding down his arms at 
the wrists, dry humping it, faster and faster, and we 
clench up you know, and then these huge stains 
appear on our pants, soaked right thru everything. 
Then we were both worried about how the fuck we 
were gonna change clothes, ha! That's all I remember. 
The guy, he works in the kitchen here.”

“That's a hell of a dream, Rick.”
“So what do you think. Think I'm gay?”
“Well... It's probably still ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ 

right?”
“Oh no, Merdeavion is a private contractor. They 

don't give a shit what you stick your dick in as long as 
you don't break the contract. There's a guy flies a 
helicopter, I know he's gay cause we hooked up when 
the twin cities operation started up. I got a lover in the 
refugee camp here too. Funny thing about him is he's 
the straightest guy out here, total by-the-book cornball. 
I guess he's compensating, you know, for the way 
things used to be, the type of gay that in everything 
but sexuality was was straighter than straight.”
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“Wild. Doesn't the government want people to 
breed, I mean, to re-populate and all that.”

“Oh yeah, I mean, you would think there was 
plenty of sperm flying around to spawn a seething nest 
of children, but no. The have a policy, they definitely 
take DNA sperm and eggs from everybody. Kinda 
mandatory, even if you're gay, lesbian, had a 
vasectomy, sterile, morally opposed, whatever. You 
gotta contribute to the Re-Birth Bank. You don't have 
to raise the kids if you don’t want. Unless that is the 
contract you signed up for, Childcare.”

“So they just take your sperm and then you have no 
idea where it goes?”

“You can just kick back and watch your bastards 
run allover the place. Really weird, but kinda makes 
sense, in a scientific way. The sperm donations, it's a 
little weird to think about, but then you realize that if 
someone had offered a fortune for some sperm in the 
old world, hell yes you would have given them some 
sperm, eh?”

“So I can be a rich queer.”
“Hell yeah.”
“The free speech thing is a bummer tho. I mean, 

really? We can’t talk shit about the government?”
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“Yeah. And the other big bummer is that we might 
get invaded.”

“By who?”
“There’s a few players still online. The Corporate 

Coalition, that’s us, then there’s the other corporate 
conglomerations on this continent which we have no 
agreements with. Then there is rumor of non-corporate 
Patriots trying to bust some George Washington shit 
on us. I'm not worried about them. What, like they're 
gonna whip out an air force, army, navy from their 
assholes? Guerilla warfare? Naw, they're on the run. 
Then there's the various religious fanatics, those are 
the scary ones. Little groups of christians running 
around thinking that the rapture occurred and god 
sucked up the chosen ones to heaven and all that's left 
are the rejects so now they gotta be extra fanatical to 
maybe get in on the second coming of the heaven bus. 
You ever run into any of them while living in the city?”

“Hold on, is this whole conversation some kind of 
ruse to get me to spill the beans about something you 
think I know? Don't answer that. I know, yer just doing 
your job. Fine. I’m not worried, I have nothing to hide. 
Just a drunk that spent a year in some kind of 
uncertain paradise. And now I’m sobering up.”
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“You’ll be alright, Taffy. You should see some of the 
other survivors that come in here. Fucking screwed up 
people. Like they experienced shit that completely 
altered their minds. Feral children. Have you seen 
any?”

“No. I mean- WHAT?”
“Feral fucking children. Surviving out there, 

running around eating whatever they could find, 
naked, running alone mostly or accepted into dog 
packs even. Seems like it doesn't take very long for a 
young person to go feral, old enuf to survive but not 
old enuf to know anything about people. Whole family 
died from the virus, they wander off into the city or 
woods, forget what little they know of civilization, and 
just go feral. You don't retain language when there is 
no one to speak it to. We've seen them, but they are 
hard to catch. The company will go after them 
someday, right now we're focused on the humans who 
can speak some kind of language and still like to eat 
COOKED meat.”

“Damn.” Taffy said, “Do you think a person could 
choose to go feral? Just walk away from it all?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”
The conversation fell silent as the two sat thinking 

in their individual boxes.

116



(forty-four)
The light came on, Taffy opened his eyes. The door 
opened and a man stepped into the opening.

“Alright, yer done. Time for the intake interview.”
Taffy looked up at the figure of the voice he had 

been talking to in the ceiling.
“Rick? You're black.”
“Always have been.”
“Sorry. I just woke up. You know how you develop 

this picture of what someone looks like, and- okay I 
was wrong.”

“Hope we can still be friends.”
Taffy pushed himself up, onto his feet, feeling 

lightheaded, shaky. How long had it been since the last 
drink of booze? It was breakfast lunch and dinner, and 
now nothing. Nausea. Anxiety.

Rick introduced the man next to him, “This is 
Jeremy. He doesn’t talk much. Alright. You need a 
hand up? Ready? After you.”

Taffy stepped into the hallway, in front of Rick and 
Jeremy, then followed Rick's pointed finger.
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“Turn right, and thru the door.”
Taffy turned and opened the door there, stepping 

thru some gap between tractor trailers, like when you 
board a jet, and Taffy caught a scent of diesel exhaust 
mixed with outside air which smelled like rain. They 
ended in a small room with some plastic chairs before 
a plastic desk. A man sat behind it, he looked familiar, 
like someone who had been running for office, or an 
actor. His brown hair was shaved into a flat top, his 
jaw angular, his smile seemed genuine but combined 
with the glint in his eye his demeanor suddenly felt 
like a plastic dollar store product. He smiled and put 
out his hand, “Jason Smithe, it's good to meet you. My 
name is Captain Charles Flannel.”

Taffy shook his hand.
“Have a seat.” They sat. Taffy felt lightheaded. “We 

have the results from your blood work and you came 
up clean! No mutant bugs. What that means beyond 
your immediate health is that you are now eligible to 
sign a contract-“

“Hold on, what about my friends? They're the only 
family I think I have left.”

“I can't release medical information about anyone 
else. I can assure you that once you sign a contract and 
are transported to the transition camp, you will be able 
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to re-connect with friends and family there. Now, I 
want to reassure you, there's not so many of us left that 
people can get easily lost anymore.”

“What if they fail the blood work?”
“Quarantine of course. We have crews ready to 

airlift anyone that shows up positive to the quarantine 
hospital. Believe me, we want to save as many people 
as possible. We know what we're dealing with now, it's 
not like during the evacuations. I realize you might 
have experienced some traumatic things out there, but 
that's over now. We're on the same side, okay?”

“How long would they be held in quarantine?”
“As long as it takes for them to get well.” Captain 

Charles Flannel smiled and pulled some papers out of 
a brief case, “Let me outline the options available to 
you now. You can sign up with the Corporate 
Coalition and receive all the various benefits and 
protections that come with the amnesty contract. Let 
me tell you, this is a sweet deal. When you read thru 
these contracts your jaw will drop. Happens every 
time. It's unheard of, it really is an amazing time to be 
alive. We find ourselves living in a post-scarcity world. 
As long as you do your job, there’s plenty of 
everything for everybody. Now, the other option is to 
NOT sign the amnesty contract, but it's a no brainer 
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Jason. Basically the situation is this: legally this city 
and much of this former state is now the possession 
and responsibility of the Corporate Coalition. You 
have been found in the city and legally right now your 
status is a trespasser without papers. We can't just turn 
you loose to wander around, you might join the 
terrorists from the old regime, go over to one of the 
other corporations, or the fanatics, or you might 
ALREADY be one of them, acting as an agent. If you 
sign the contract, we'll trust you. Seems too easy, I 
know. If you decline to sign the contract with the 
Corporate Coalition, as administered on the ground by 
Merdeavion Security, then you will be taken to a 
detention center and held for an indeterminate amount 
of time. Truth is Jason, we haven't figured out what to 
do with non-combatant trespassers who refuse the 
contract. We're still working under martial law, 
essentially, so you understand, if you choose that 
option, you're choosing a big question mark.” Captain 
Charles Flannel grimaced and looked down at some 
papers on his desk, “Now, let me outline the contracts 
available to you. And remember Jason, if this is too 
overwhelming, if you don't want to make this decision 
today, you can sign a Promisory Contract which says 
you will sign one of these ACTUAL contracts within 3 

120



days, and that's fine, that's fine. Take your time. The 
hard part is over, you survived the Jihad Bug! We all 
did. Give yourself a pat on the back, eh? We're gonna 
make it thru this together. I feel positive about the 
future, and I just want to transmit some of that to you.”

Taffy reached out and took the contracts in his 
hands, trying to hold them steady to read, but the 
alcohol detox was causing spasms. He braced his 
hands against his knees and read. Sanitation Engineer, 
3 year renewable contract. Laundry Coordinator, 5 
year renewable contract. Cafe Operator, 2 year 
renewable contract. Taffy looked up at Captain 
Flannel, “We were shot at by helicopters two days ago. 
We weren’t doing anything but driving a car.”

The Captain held out his hands, palms up, and then 
began gesturing hypnotically,“This is a huge 
operation. Nothing like this has ever been done before. 
Thousands of armed vehicles on the ground, in the air, 
some of them robotic. Accidents happen, short circuits, 
mistaken orders, damaged programming, high stress 
levels and anxiety over terrorists occupying the city- it 
all adds up. My apologies if you were targeted outside 
of our self defense protocol. We are in a time of war. 
War is messy. But let me tell you this is the cleanest 
one I've seen, I give a thumbs up to Merdeavion. After 
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the city is repossessed and things have settled down, 
Merdeavion will be opening up a claims department 
and you will then be able to file a complaint and 
request an investigation. Until then I suggest you 
count your blessings.”

Taffy nodded slowly along with Captain Flannel's 
words. He looked down at the orange jump suit 
covering his body, a Merdeavion logo embroidered 
over the heart.

“I don't want to rush into anything. I'll sign the 
promisory contract. I need some time to read thru all 
this.”

“Oh yeah. I'll go take care of some other business 
while I leave you here with Rick. I'll check back in a 
half hour, say.”

“Thanks.”
Captain Flannel left the room.
“Good idea, sign the promisory.” Rick said, “What 

contracts did they offer? Let's see. No Merdeavion! 
They must be filled up. Damn. Makes sense, the 
Merdeavion contracts are the sweetest. 12 years and 
then you can retire, on call for emergencies, but twelve 
years and retire,  and then do whatever the hell you 
want. I'll start a band, play music you know, maybe 
even tour, if the infrastructure is restored by then. 
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Damn, I was never this excited before the crash. 
Captain's right, these are exciting times.”

“Christ, you people are so fucking enthusiastic and 
happy. It's like yer all on happy pills or something.”

“Actually, yeah, we are. I’m not ashamed. New 
Orleans, 2005. This isn't the first disaster I've been thru, 
and probably not the last. Post traumatic stress 
disorder? Fuck it. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

(forty-five)
I woke up in the transition camp during a terrible hour 
of the morning, when the light is all wrong for a night 
person, and the stomach feels unsettled. Bones clash 
with muscle and pain manifests, the velvet sleep is 
ripped apart by the grinding day, the eyes dart about 
searching the new world. Yes, here it is again. Day. 
And now again I agree to be part of it. A fold out cot in 
a dark canvass tent, an ancient arrangement. How 
many times have people awoken to this scene for the 
final day of their life, a field of blood before them. Or 
lay sweating there under the cloth, wracked by 
disease, a year ago, a thousand years ago... I listened to 

123



my breath go in, and to my breath going out nostrils, 
mouth closed, eyes open. Complete darkness. The 
sounds of life outside the cloth, maybe if I lay still, 
completely still, only breathing as quietly as possible, if 
only I don't cough or sneeze or fart or shit myself, 
maybe some clerical error, a misplaced number, I 
might be forgotten, too small to notice, like a collection 
of office supplies stolen from the company, where do 
all the staplers go? Too small to notice. Another one 
shows up to fill the gap, and the lost one lives a new 
life, free, after slipping out the back door. I thot about 
being found without my boots on. The nasal voice in 
bullhorns, there were terrible historical parallels 
coming to mind that I refused to envision. These 
people knew that we knew. They couldn't do that. 
They wouldn't do that. But maybe they were, a 
reversed massacre, they already had their mounds of 
bodies. Now they were herding the living into the 
factories, lashing us into labor. They need wage slaves! 
How could I possibly trust this contract. Risky market. 
Letting us in on the ground level. Some of us might be 
looking at becoming rulers of Earth. I couldn't see what 
they saw, laying there in the dark, the eyes of a 
thousand Napoleons survey the battlefield, this city 
my home!
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I have been moved as a pawn is moved. Waving 
those papers at me, inviting me to the table, but I 
know. The chess board is being restocked with pieces 
after the last tempestuos game went sour and the 
players kicked the board and knocked everything to 
the floor. Two out of three games then? Alright, you're 
on. So the pieces are gathered. They pretend at 
compassion, what a terrible night we have stumbled 
thru, and isn't the morning beautiful? Every little thing 
is gonna be alright. Guns loom tall over my head, I can 
smell them, feel them, I think about running. Running 
towards that big question mark that made Captain 
Charles Flannel flex his face as tho catching a bit of 
vomit that made it's way up to the mouth and 
swallowing it back down. The unknown was always 
an option. Today I did have the possibility, that in the 
movements of this transition camp I would again meet 
with my friends and have another mind to mingle 
with. What wild fantasies the isolated head can 
conjure. Alone, in the dark. I must pay careful 
attention now, to everything.

I sat up. My clothes were still on me. They had 
returned my possessions, and I slept wearing them, 
funny enuf- my boots were already on. I was ready to 
go, ready to run and kick. We were playing a game, all 
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of us, but in this chess, the pawns could move on their 
own, unpredictably? Did they suspect? Could they tell, 
did they have optical emotive face readers? Did they 
know what I was thinking? Did they know I hated 
them, that I was waiting, waiting for the right moment, 
collecting information.

I stepped to the tent flaps, peeked thru the crack, 
opened them. Squinting in the sun light I saw people 
walking left and right. A swarm of people, god, I had 
forgotten about people! My eyes dilated and I looked 
at groups forming around the megaphone man, four 
mobs of human beings, I felt fear rise in me. I might 
not know any of them. Alone and looking, searching 
this crowd for my friends. I always hated that. Here it 
is, my first day in 7th grade again, 7 thru 12th grade 
school. There were bullies out there, older boys, bigger 
boys, vicious haters. Same thing at a punk show, at a 
house party. Who were the bullies that wanted to kick 
my ass?

I moved out of the tent. I felt a strong urge to skip 
out, find the nearest arcade, play some video games. I 
looked down at the green grass sprouting up, we were 
camped in a park, it was spring, and now the activities 
director was holding a rally. Maybe we were all going 
canoeing, a team building exercise, for new employees 
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of the Corporate Coalition. Not employees, we were to 
call each other team members, or maybe partners. 
Partners in the coalition. We had gone into business 
together. I stepped behind the tent to piss, looking 
around for how to escape, there seemed to be no 
fences. Back to the front of the tent I saw the groups 
were nearly formed, only a few stragglers lumbering 
up to join in one of the four. I checked to make sure 
the zipper of my fly was up, and strode towards the 
gathering. People, god! How did I look?

A terrible situation to face while sober. I moved 
with zombie steps, stumbled in a gopher hole and 
went down on one knee. A passerby helped me up, I 
looked at their strange face staring down at me, who 
the fuck?

“You alright?”
“Yeah, thanks. Thanks.”
It brought to mind the world before the 

Catastrophe, looking into the eyes of that stranger, I 
imagined Friday night sidewalks of the city filled with 
people, rubbing elbows, drinking in bars, dancing, 
running into each other, giving each other money, all 
the beautiful people you could meet and go home 
with, or at least a world full of such possibilities. Art, 
music, literature, food, everything happening all at 
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once, fights, car crashes, cops, beggars, thieves from 
the street, thieves from the board room, sunsets, taxes, 
jobs, rent, bills, hangovers and going to work.

I began to feel nauseous and slowed my pace, 
stopped. Each group ahead had a person holding a 
sign on a pole with a symbol, it was the symbol of the 
type of contract you could sign. I hadn't signed yet. I 
turned left to where I remembered the mess tent being. 
Coffee and contracts. That was all yesterday, but the 
sun was out and there were tables outside the mess 
tent and I had read and drank and ate. The promisory 
contract enabled me to have immediate medical care. I 
declined yesterday but today it was hitting me hard. 
We really were drinking every day back at the Last 
House. Now there was nothing, nothing. I passed the 
mess tent, directly to the doctor's. The doctor was in 
and I was early, there was no line.

“Morning, doctor.”
“Good morning. I don't recognize you. Just get 

here?”
“Yesterday.”
“Welcome to the transition camp. Name is Doctor 

Mallory. How can I help you?”
“Well, to be straight up: the way I dealt with the 

world up till now was by drinking alcohol, everyday. 
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And now, I'm having real problems motivating, you 
know, I can’t hardly think right. I don’t see the point of 
it. I feel a bit crazy. You must have something.”

“Well, ya came to the right place. Let me pull up 
your chart.”

“You have my charts?”
“Well, the blood work to determine if you had 

mutant bugs also informed our medical diagnostics. 
We are ready for you! We've had a lot of experience 
with this situation, thousands of survivors living 
isolated in the cities, people who slipped thru the 
organization of the evacuations-“

“It was more like a slaughter here.”
The doctor frowned, “Yes, I've heard it was 

different everywhere. A chaotic time, for sure. Here is 
your prescription now, let me step into the back and 
fill this out for you.”

Doctor Mallory left the exam room into a solid door 
of a box room placed inside the large tent. He returned 
shortly.

“There you go. One in the morning with breakfast, 
one at night with dinner. It’s best if you don’t miss a 
dose, better to keep the dose at a constant, steady 
amount, and don't stop taking them suddenly without 
coming to see me, alright?”
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“So, you can’t prescribe me some whiskey?”
“Ha. It's a bit of a sober state right now, martial law 

and all. Merdeavion is very enthusiastic about getting 
the city back on it's feet again, and drinking doesn't 
seem to be part of the plan right now.”

“Thanks.”
I left the office and went to the mess hall, stood in a 

short line for a breakfast tray, people watching until 
my eyes began to burn, then sat outside in the morning 
sun and a let one of the tiny yellow & pink pills slide 
out of the bottle, into my hand.

This was all I had. Fuck it.

(forty-six)
There was a thunder storm that night, first 
thunderstorm of the season. Taffy pulled open a flap of 
the tent to let the world in, the smell of ozone and 
sound of rain landing on everything, brilliant flashes of 
purple light, silent visual bursts with moments ticking 
by until the sound rumbled over everything. Taffy lay 
on the cot in his tent a long time, watching, listening. 
Smiling. The pills were good, subtle, didn't even feel 
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like being on drugs. It was nice, he thot, the bottle 
never seemed to get empty and he never felt too 
drunk.

The morning was different. Taffy took a pill and 
headed for the mess tent. It took almost an hour. 
Slower than liquor, but a steady payoff. Taffy pulled 
out the folder of contracts and found the one he 
wanted, signed with the pen provided, and stuffed it 
all back in the envelope. He went to Captain Flannel's 
office. A Merdeavion sergeant was working the desk, 
she looked crabby, her eyebrows twitched with hate. 
Was she waiting for the pills to hit too? Maybe he 
should come back in an hour.

“Here's my signed contract.”
“Signed contract?” she took the envelope and 

checked on the contents, shrugged her hands, “Where 
is your promisory contract?”

“Uh, I guess the captain has it.”
“You can’t be walking around here without proper 

papers, you should have the promisory with you, 
that's your temporary release. Let me see your ID.”

“ID? I don't have one. You mean my state ID?”
“No, I mean you Corporate Coalition ID. What the 

fuck. You don’t have an ID.”
Taffy shook his head. 
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She stood up, “Turn around, put your face against 
the wall and your hands behind your back.”

“Oh- hell no! I just came in here to turn in my 
contract, I already went thru all this whole thing-“

The sergeant stepped around the desk and took 
Taffy's wrist, twisting it, spun him around and threw 
him into the wall, the flimsy truck trailer wall boomed 
like his head was a mallet hitting a tymphany drum. 
The sergeant cuffed him and directed him to sit back in 
the chair.

“Without papers or ID, you are a trespasser. You 
could be an enemy infiltrator, a terrorist, anything. 
Until we get this sorted out, I have to detain you.”

“What a pain in the ass.” Taffy sat on the edge of 
the chair to avoid smashing his locked hands.

“You’re telling me. Stay in that chair.”
The sergeant left the room. Taffy stared at the white 

wall. Waiting. Civilization always seemed to involve 
so much waiting. Waiting for things to happen. Good 
things. Bad things. Everything. Waiting.

The door opened.
“Damn, in trouble already? You just got out 

yesterday!”
“Hey Rick.”
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“Good thing I was on duty. The ID computer was 
down yesterday and apparently the secretary on duty 
forgot to mark the checklist. Oops. We'll just get you 
set up today.” Rick turned to the sergeant, “Positive 
ID, Jason Smithe, on file.”

The sergeant took the cuffs off.
“Alright. Let’s run you down to the ID room first 

and then we’ll come back for the contract and I’ll 
explain your rights and responsibilities.”

“Sounds great.”

Taffy sat at a plastic folding table outside the mess 
tent, drinking mediocre coffee. Rick sat with him.

“How many transition camps are there in 
Minneapolis?”

“Four. Three on this side of the river, one on the 
east bank.”

“And, so that’s where my friends were sent to, eh?”
“Yeah. They split up groups that are taken in, you 

know, that whole unknown quantity thing. If you turn 
out to be terrorists it's better to have you all in seperate 
places. The group of your friends that was taken in 
before you have already transitioned out.”
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“They're all contracted and are working in the city 
somewhere?”

“Yeah. Put you right to work, huh!”
“Shit. Well then, the sooner the better I guess. If I 

get out there I can find them.”
“Yeah. You can find them. You’ll have free time. 

Must be a shock to the system after you took a year off 
from everything.” Rick smiled.

“Yeah. I'm actually excited about the change. 
Things were getting boring as hell. You know, I can't 
believe they’re moving people in and firing up the city. 
These things haven't been working for more than a 
year, and they expect to just turn the switch back on 
with a handful of people?”

“Well, it's not such a handful. Minneapolis gets 
about thirty thousand refugees. People from cities that 
were burned really badly. You should check out the 
public records in the info-tent, they have a binder of 
photos and statistic about the disaster, it's pretty 
intense to look thru it. To realize how far this went. 
This is stuff you’ve probably never seen or heard 
about. When you get that big picture it kinda changes 
you.” Rick looked down at his coffee mug, tracing the 
edge of the cup, remembering something.
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Taffy nodded and looked away as the conversation 
ended. There were a dozen other people sitting at the 
folding tables outside the mess tent. He felt anxiety rise 
in him again. Who the fuck were these people? For a 
year living with a dozen people, intimate. And now, 
strange faces, strange, and no alcohol, only the pills to 
smooth the turbulence. Taffy searched thru the faces 
and examined the backs of heads as he had been doing 
since arriving at the transition camp. He didn't know 
any of them. Rick was his only friend.

“Tomorrow I start work in a cafe on Lake Street.” 
Taffy said.

“Hell now, that doesn't sound too bad. It’s been 
awhile since you had a job right? I think at first there 
will just be a lot of cleaning up, organizing stuff, like 
you said, places have been collecting dust for awhile.”

“Mold and bugs, dogs, rats, cats, and birds.” Taffy 
added.

“Yuck.”
“They got power to the city?”
“Yeah, the old hydro-electric plant on the 

Mississippi and some wind farms have been brought 
back online. Enuf for 30,000 people apparently. 
They've got a lot of the city juiced up already. Man! I 
have to say, I'm really looking forward to walking 

135



down a street at night, all lit up and alive, you know? 
Tank tops and mini skirts, men and women, neon 
signs, music blasting out of windows, smell of food in 
the air, popcorn, steak. People drunk and kissing each 
other. I'm gonna walk down Lake Street on a hot 
summer night and invite some hot chick to your cafe, 
buy an iced mocha, you ever had one of those? Iced 
mochas. If they don't have it at your cafe you gotta 
convince them to get it. Iced mochas.”

“Alright. Iced mocha. Keep talking Rick, you're 
making the future sound better.”

“I'm excited to see it all come back. The good shit, 
you know? We have the opportunity now to do things 
right, bring back the good shit, leave the bad behind. 
I'm excited to start meeting all these refugees, hanging 
out, having fun, dance, eat, fuck! God, I've been living 
in a tent for a year in the refugee camp, just waiting. 
waiting. It's like waiting is all I know how to do. If I 
have to wait much more I'll be dead! Fire it up I say, 
fire it the fuck up! Get the party started.”

Taffy laughed, “I’ve read more books this winter 
than I have ever read in my life. I know everything 
now.”

“There ya go, see, that's not healthy.”
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“I thot winters were lonely before the Catastrophe. 
Then it was just the dozen of us. You could go out on 
the town, sure, but there was no one out there, and no 
one in there. All the other little tribes of survivors were 
reclusive, scared of each other, basically crazy people 
that you couldn't relate to and didn't want to run into! 
So the dozen of us just lived together and had our own 
wild drunken parties.”

“And check it out- you made it.” Rick touched his 
arm with the back of his hand, “You didn't go insane 
and you're alive. Some survivors have been found in 
their houses, they survived the disease but not the 
loneliness- they killed themselves. Imagine that shit. 
You survive the worst plague in recorded history, and 
you can’t deal with surviving it. That's a hell of a 
thing.”

“Still plenty of madness in the world.”
“Sending you out tomorrow. Hmm. We should stay 

in contact, Taffy. I like you.
“Yeah, Rick. Stop by the cafe. ”
“You can find me on the internet too.”
“What?”
“The internet, you can access it in the info-tent. Not 

the internet of yesterday, that's for sure. It's still good 
for mail you know, keep in contact with people in 
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other cities, or search for lost people. The C.C. totally 
reprogrammed it. It’s not really world wide anymore, 
the C. C. controls it. Information is filtered.”

“Free speech hasn't been released from the drunk 
tank yet, eh?”

“The C. C. is fighting a war on a couple fronts, the 
war at home being one of them. Total information 
control. It helps people stay focused. Less confusion.”

“I bet.”
Taffy gazed out over the tented park, drank from 

the cup in his hands, watched people wandering 
about. Perhaps some would be coworkers, or 
customers at the cafe. It was kind of exciting. People, 
friendly strangers. Infinite possibilities. But then, the 
job hadn’t started yet. What if it sucked? How hard 
would it be to quit? He had signed a contract, hell. 
There were outs, if you couldn't perform the job, but 
shooting yourself in the foot to escape work... quitting 
seemed to be a hell of a lot harder now. Walk off the 
job and get shot? How bad was it? Maybe a lot worse 
than it seemed. There was always a way to resist 
oppression, always something to do.

“Fuck.”
“What's wrong Taffy?”
“I'm thinking too much.”
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“Fuck it. All anybody has done the last year is 
think. Let it go. Relax. What’s the point of being alive? 
To get stressed out? Unless its like you’re standing in 
the street with a truck coming at you, why stress? It's 
gonna work out. Let it work out. You can’t fix shit just 
by thinking about it. Let it go.”

“Alright. Alright.”
Rick patted Taffy on the shoulder twice and 

whispered, “Let it go!” then laughed wildly, “I gotta 
get back to the office. Consider yourself fortunate that 
you get to be outside all day, in the sunshine. Look at 
that fucking sky, beautiful! Springtime baby!”

Taffy looked up at Rick's sky. He watched some 
birds in a tree, tiny finches, song birds. A line of ducks 
flew by high overhead, headed north, they knew it was 
spring. A woman and man at a table next to Taffy 
became excited and started laughing, throwing their 
heads back and slapping the table. Taffy smiled and 
looked down at his hands holding the coffee cup. They 
looked old, lined, cracked, they didn’t look like his 
hands.

“Hello Taffy.”
Taffy looked up at the person standing next to his 

table, stared at them, confused, “Hello Franklin.”
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(forty-seven)
Taffy and Franklin reclined under a massive 
cottonwood tree in the transition camp, the 
unobstructed sun warmed the park. Flying insects 
were inspired, they flew, they stretched out watching 
them, sprouts of grass underneath, the sun on top.

“The money we buried is no good. It's all on plastic 
cards now.”

“Fuck. An ID card with your bank account on it. If 
you get ticketed by a cop now, they just automatically 
take the fine out of your account?”

Franklin laughed.
“So you took the pills.”
“Yeah. It's free.”
Franklin took out a plastic flask from his jacket and 

took a drink.
“Look at you! Where did you get that?”
“Taffy! Keep it down. Jimmy the fixer, you 

remember Jimmy, the douche-bag in the sports car. 
Ran into him in the mess tent. He’s got it going on. An 
entrepreneur. As you Can see, the free market was not 
a casualty of the Catastrophe.”

“You paid with plastic?”
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“No no. I gave him a blow job.”
“Holy shit.”
“Considering the circumstances, I consider it a great 

deal. I’ve got liquor to last for days, exactly what I 
need to get thru this shit. Fuck. I cant believe they held 
me an extra day.”

“Well, you do have less body weight than me, and 
you hit the booze harder too, so of course you were 
shaky. Take it easy on that sauce, don't let them catch 
you. Might put you right back in.”

“You're giving me shit? Cause this is illegal 
somehow and you're cool cause you're on prescription 
medication? Fuck you Taffy. Who are you?”

“The pills were free. You had to do sex work for 
that bottle. So you’re gonna suck his dick whenever 
you need a bottle?”

“It's none of your fucking business. I feel fine doing 
sex work, except for having to deal with closed 
minded assholes like you who look down on me. Let's 
talk about you now, downing that corporate mind 
control candy every day.”

“I’ve never felt this good in my life. Besides, I'm a 
worker in a cafe now. I’m gonna need some sedative to 
deal with customers. Customers! Can you imagine that 
shit? Really? I can't work full time, I'll loose my mind. 
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There's gotta be some way- Jimmy is hustling, we can 
do the same.  Get around this contract thing somehow. 
Turn this cafe into a secret bodega or something, huh?”

“Cut in on Jimmy's business?”
“Well, maybe Jimmy supplies the Merdeavion 

camps exclusively. We might have Lake Street to 
ourselves.”

“You're saying we, Taffy, but remember I signed a 
contract to be a damn janitor. You got the last cafe job.”

“It's all madness.” Taffy twirled his hand in the air 
above them, “Tell you what. I’ll let you come clean my 
cafe if you give me a blow job.”

Franklin flung himself over and steamrolled Taffy, 
“Fuck you pill breath!”

Taffy stepped onto the bus. It was nearly full of people, 
most of them looked happy. Off to a new life, at last. 
Grieving the deaths of loved ones thru the winter, 
swallowing happy pills, the future seemed like 
something to get excited about. Out of those trailer 
homes and tents they'd lived. A wall to hang yer hat 
on. Get on with it.

The bus hit the road and eventually turned down 
Lake Street. Abandoned cars had been shoved to the 
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side. Abandoned outposts in the middle of 
intersections had been removed. There were a few 
people out on sidewalks, slowly walking, looking 
around. Merdeavion security trucks were scattered 
thru the city. Nothing on the road but buses and 
trucks.

“I hear they’re not gonna let us have cars.” the 
crackling voice of a gray haired smiling man sitting 
next to Taffy, “Guess I better learn to like this.”

“They can't take away walking. Or bicycles-”
The man laughed, “Haven’t rode a bike since I was 

a kid.”
“Once you learn, you never forget. Riding a bicycle 

thru empty streets? This is gonna be great.”
“What are you signed up for young man?”
“Cafe Operator.”
“Oh, very nice. I’m going to operate a clinic, I’m a 

doctor. Well, I was retired, but now…”
“Good to hear that. Do you think everyone will be 

able to afford it? Remember how health care was 
before?”

“Oh, I think they are going to do it right. There’s no 
reason to deny anyone medical care the way things are 
now, we have plenty of resources.”
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“Yeah, but we had plenty of resources back then 
too, it was the corporations trying to squeeze more 
money out of us that made it unaffordable. So, why 
wouldn’t that start happening again, you know? I 
mean, the corporations in the coalition didn’t just all 
turn into non-profits in the last year, right? They still 
want to make money, right?”

The man nodded, “I believe that greed still exists.”
“There’s still rich people who will want us to come 

clean out their houses and swimming pools for them. 
It's all gonna start over again: the rich getting richer, 
the poor getting poorer. Same system, but now with 
different quantities of resources.”

“Hmm. Tho I may agree with you I don't think we 
should be talking about this now.”

“Have I offended you?”
“No,” the man smiled wearily while glancing 

around the bus, “I don't think this is allowed, this- 
critical speaking.”

“Oh. Shit!” Taffy became suddenly aware of faces 
looked in their direction, “I think you're right.”

“It's in the manual. I remember. You have the 
manual, right?”
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“Yes, I do. I’ll make sure to finish reading it. I hope 
you don’t feel the need to report this. All this stuff is so 
new to me.”

The man chuckled and leaned back, “Relax. I’m 
sure there’s nothing to worry about. I mean, look out 
the window. This world needs people. We need to get 
out there and start living. Of course there will be 
problems, there always have been and always will be. 
Humanity is evolving, we're getting better, I think. It’s 
slow going, but every time we survive we learn, and 
things get better. Once this new situation is running 
smoothly, I think we will be more free and happy than 
ever before, and not just a few privileged ones, I mean 
everyone. We can do it right this time if we stay 
positive and active. I believe that.”

“I hope you're right friend.” Taffy said, “Sounds 
like something to believe in.”

(forty-eight.)
Taffy woke up with sunlight blazing thru the window 
of his apartment. He pulled the blanket over his head 
to prolong the night. Voices from the street, clashing 
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noises of stainless steel and ceramic from below, 
thumping of feet, the cafe was open and running. 
People were working, people were spending money, 
drinking carefully crafted espresso and steamed milk 
configurations. Civilization had returned on Lake 
Street. Business was back in business, and Taffy had an 
apartment on top of it. Taffy pulled back the blanket 
and looked around the room from atop the mattress he 
was laying on, a used mattress, the mattress of 
someone who went away. Whose world was this? An 
antique wooden dresser with a clock on it. A clock! It 
revealed the mathematics of the moment, brutally, 
precisely. He stared at the numbers and felt the 
joyously loose waking moment coalesce into a list of 
obligations, things to do, work schedule, eating 
schedule. Time. Even while asleep it had kept going.

For a year Taffy had not seen a clock that worked, 
only the blank faces of square digital mechanisms and 
the unmoving features of round mechanical faces. The 
hour, the minute, the second hand, all three enjoying 
the rest, forever in the present moment. Silent clocks 
listened to the wind rubbing against tree branches, 
listened to a winter's worth of snowflakes touching 
rooftops. As taffy stared at the red numbers on the box 
the digit on the far right changed, moved up a minute. 
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He flinched, rolled away, rolled right out of bed on the 
opposite side.

Something was burning his sinus and throat. All 
these people, disease vectors! Stress, season change, 
alcohol detoxing. All of it together kicking his immune 
system. Taffy coughed and ground up a ball of 
phlegm, spat on the floor. He limped to the kitchen, 
found some sea salt and a soda bottle, mixed warm 
water and salt and then turned his head sideways, 
upending the solution into each nostril until it poured 
out the nostril on the other side. Sucked wind into 
sinus, pulled down the muck into his throat, spit the 
gack out again. Taffy turned on the water and the 
microbial invaders slid down the drain.

“Ah. Better already, thanks to the old beer bottle 
neti pot.”

Today was supposed to be his first day working the 
counter at the cafe. The training was over. Taffy didn't 
feel like going to work. He put clothes on and slipped 
down the back staircase to the alley, then hid behind 
the air conditioning unit when someone came out to 
throw something into the trash. He walked north a 
block and up onto a bridge that crossed the greenway. 
Taffy looked east and then west. Under the bridge the 
two lane bike trail was lined with sprouts of grass, 
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shrubs and trees down there showing their first buds 
and leaves. The greenway was ready for the summer 
bicyclists, rollerbladers, joggers, walkers, dog walkers, 
baby stroller breeder people, and miscellaneous 
drunks looking to crawl up under a bridge and gag it 
down. No sign at all of the charred bodies that had 
been piled there a year ago, the mass burning during 
the evacuation. Not a single bone had been neglected. 
Two giant front end loaders sat parked on the side of 
the trail, painted safety orange with large black tires, 
and three smaller bobcats with front end scoops, 
parked after their work here was finished, the trail was 
scuffed with tire tracks. The bones had been taken to 
their new life, ground up into nothing but powdered 
calcium, perhaps to be made into dietary supplement 
tablets.

Taffy showed up at the cafe towards sunset. Walked in 
the front door and sat down at the counter.

“Sorry I didn't make it in today.”
Gwen was behind the bar wiping down some 

stainless steel shelves. She stood up and dropped the 
rag on the counter, she was Latina, the brown skin of 
her face made her eyes blaze brighter.
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“We saved some dirt for you. Coffee?”
“Yeah, thanks.”
“Latte, Mocha, Espresso, Cappacino-“
“Just coffee, regular coffee.”
“Naw, I gotta practice this, I gotta remember how to 

do this. We have the opportunity right now to be the 
most bad-ass coffee ship in this city. Everything's been 
set back to zero, no reputations established yet, just 
this starting line, ya know? So let’s go! What do you 
want?”

“A go-getter. Alright, uh- I’ll have a latte with no 
milk and um, extra foam, but hold the chocolate syrup 
and uh...three shots of espresso.”

“You're joking with me.”
“Sorry. I think I forgot the training already.”
“You never drank fancy coffee before?”
 “You weren't here yesterday when I explained it. I 

mean, why would I buy a coffee that cost three bucks 
when I could buy a coffee that costs a buck fifty, and 
then just pour my own milk in?”

“Boy. Maybe you signed the wrong contract.”
“No, I love cafes. It’s like having a living room in 

every city you travel to.”
“See, okay. The steamed milk gives the coffee LIFE! 

Pouring cold milk or cream in a regular coffee just 
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cools it down, takes the magic away. A coffee drink 
with steamed milk has MAGIC added to it, roasted 
foamy milk! So good. I'll make you a latte. Next time 
you try a cappuccino.”

“My god, I understand now- you had absolutely no 
life in the evacuation camp. All you did was read thru 
these contracts, day after day. My god. Well, what the 
hill! A cappuccino next time then. It's all free to me 
now, right?”

“Actually, we gotta keep track of them. But you get 
to buy at cost.”

“What a deal.”
Taffy looked around the place as Gwen made his 

drink on the polished machine.
“So, what transition camp were you at?” Taffy said.
“Same one you were at, number 2.”
“Oh! Did you meet that Merdeavion guy Rick?”
“Rick.”
“Muscular kinda, black, very friendly guy.”
“Oh, I know who your talking about, I never knew 

his name but I had some random encounters with him. 
He's hilarious.”

“He was one of the intake people I dealt with. Yeah, 
funny guy. I told him to come find the cafe. He was 
into it. I hope he does. I'm pretty excited to start 
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meeting new people, you know? Things were really 
tight before, with our crew of survivors, hunched 
down in that house all winter. A little inbred I guess, 
you know? Why did I live with those people? Because 
they were there, because they were convenient? We 
lived thru a year of this city being empty, and not 
knowing any plans for the future.”

“I hear you, Taffy. Life in the camp wasn't much 
different in that way. Five hundred of us, and the C. C. 
told us what the plan was, but nobody trusted them.”

“Five hundred people. I was holed up with a 
dozen.”

“Let me tell you, Taffy, how little diversity there 
can be in a group of five hundred. I swear, half of them 
were from the same family. People pulled in from 
farms. I guess food production is getting cut way back, 
they need more people in the cities, since the bug 
really hit the cities more than the country. Not enuf 
people left to even eat all the food. That's what they're 
saying.”

Taffy rested his head in his hand on the counter, “I 
was thinking, another reason I want Rick to come 
around is to have a direct line to Merdeavion, you 
know, get the behind the scenes info. Cause it seems to 
me that this whole setup is like a scam, too good to be 
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true, you know? And how strong is the resistance out 
there, the patriots, the fanatics, and who knows what, 
other countries? This shit is crazy, I wanna know 
what's going on, but we have no information source 
except the corporate news and word of mouth.”

“You're right. And if a customer walks in, you 
know we have to stop talking about this. There's a lot 
of questions to be answered. Take it one day at a time I 
guess, what else can we do?”

“I want to put some pieces together, get a look at 
the big picture, the same picture that C. C. people are 
looking at in their headquarters, wherever that is.”

“I hear that.”
“Let's keep our ears open.”
Gwen stared him down as she handed him the cup 

with his drink in it, “You think we can trust each 
other? We just met each other yesterday, Taffy.”

“Here's to trusting our intuition and taking risks!
Cheers!” Taffy raised his mug and sipped, “Hey, that's 
good. What do you call this?”

“Latte. Espresso, steamed milk, foam on top. Latte.”
“Latte. Got it.”
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(forty-nine)
Taffy had a wooden chair turned upside down on a 
table and was tightening a loose leg with a large 
screwdriver. There were two Merdeavion employees 
sitting on bar stools at the counter of the cafe, sitting in 
their black jumpsuits and drinking coffee. Taffy 
finished and put the chair on the floor, sat on it, 
wiggled his ass a bit, with his feet in the air. Solid. He 
stood up and pushed the chair in, pulled out another 
chair, sat in it, wiggled his ass. The chair squeaked and 
wobbled. He stood and flipped the chair onto the table 
and began methodically cranked on the screws.

The door opened and brass bells on it jingled, 
sounds of the street entered the cafe thru the open 
door, Taffy looked up and saw a familiar figure. It was 
Jimmy.

“Taffy! How ya doing.”
Taffy straightened his back, “Still sucking air.”
“Alright. You got a minute I could talk to you in 

private?”
“Okay.” Taffy glanced at Gwen, she was busy 

chatting with someone. Taffy and Jimmy walked back 
to the tiny office that was taller than it was wide, a 
hallway that ended in a cluttered desk.
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“Here ya go. Franklin’s order.” Jimmy pulled a 
couple bottles wrapped in brown bags out of his duffel 
bag and handed them to Taffy.

“So, Franklin arranged payment with you, right?” 
Taffy said.

Jimmy smiled and his eyes glinted, “Franklin’s got 
it covered. You interested in anything? Booze, drugs, 
information? I’m trying to organize some hookers 
too-“

“No, I’m alright. I don’t need any of that. If I want 
something, I’ll ask for it.”

“Okay, alright.”
They went back to the front of the cafe, “Want any 

coffee?” Taffy said.
“No. I’m pretty amped already. Thanks buddy. See 

you later!”
“See you.”

Taffy sat on the mattress in his room, his back against 
the wall, reading the Corporate Coalition booklet. The 
sun shone quietly thru the window, a truck broke the 
silence as it rumbled down Lake Street, then a knock at 
the door. Taffy looked up from the booklet. The knock 
again. Taffy looked out the window.
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“Hello? Anybody home?”
The door opened.
“Hello? Communications installation!”
“Hey, just fucking come on in then! What the fuck!”
The Merdeavion employee stood in the open 

doorway, leather tool belt around her waist. “Sorry 
guy. We’re supposed to install these communication 
systems as soon as possible, in case there's an 
emergency. It’s in the book, Urgent Entry of 
Residence-”

“That’s great. Thrilled the company is worried 
about my safety, but I have spent many decades on 
this planet accustomed to a basic respect for privacy, 
so excuse me while I freak out a bit because you just 
walked into my house without being invited.”

“I’m just doing my job. Under the new laws the C. 
C. owns everything, basically, so you should complain 
to them. They authorized this installation and it’s 
going into everyone’s house, apartment, whatever. 
Everyone has to deal with this. I would have to deal 
with it in my house too, except I installed my own, you 
know. This line of communication is good to have 
available, I mean, dude, check this unit out! It’s so 
awesome, totally autonomous and wireless, but you 
could cord jack it too if you wanted. It’s a laptop 
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combined with a video/audio phone, all in one, easy to 
use, you can go online, talk on video phone, 
everything. Hook up with people you’ve lost touch 
with.”

“The internet.”
“Yeah, the C. C. revised it and now it’s fast as hell, 

no waiting around. Pretty great. You can e-mail, search 
lost and found, find people that survived, friends, 
family. Pretty great.”

“The cafe will get one downstairs right?”
“Oh yeah, all public businesses, libraries, 

hospitals.”
“I don’t need one up here then.”
“Uh, really? You don’t want it?”
“No, I don't want that damn thing in my house.”
“Shit. I don't know what to do. You’re the only one 

who didn’t want it. Maybe if I set it up and let you try 
it-”

“No no, I don't want it. I just want to go on relaxing 
in my apartment here. It’s my day off, you know.”

She rested on hand on her tool belt while her 
shoulders slumped sadly, “Well, seriously, I don't 
know what to do. I’ll have to report it I guess, because 
these are required to be installed in every residency.”
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“Report it, huh? Shit. That doesn't sound good. 
Alright, fuck it. Install the damn thing. I mean, what's 
to install, its a damn laptop.”

“Merdeavion wants the units attached with security 
screws so that the units won’t be stolen. There’s some 
criminal activity already starting up, can you believe 
that? We have such an excess of wealth now and 
people are still stealing. Old habits, I guess. I can attach 
the unit to a heavy piece of your own furniture, or to a 
small shelf that we provide.”

“The shelf. And let's put it over in the small room.”
“No problem. Seriously, once you check it out, 

you'll be hooked. There's a lot of crazy stuff on there.”
“Cool.”
“My name’s Jenny.”
Taffy rolled of the bed and shook her hand, “My 

name's Taffy. Yeah, right thru this door here...”

The sun had gone down. Still Taffy stared at the 
screen, blue light shone up in the darkness, 
illuminating the zombie eyes of his face. Names of the 
confirmed dead. Names of the missing. Names of those 
who had signed Corporate Coalition contracts. Names 
of his friends and family glowing on the screen in the 
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recent darkness.  He sent mail to everyone that he 
knew. A few of them in the no-contract prison, mail 
could be sent thru the warden. Taffy mailed them too. 
What would they think of him, having signed on?

“Why would you do that?” Taffy pointed his open 
hands to the screen, “Why would you choose less 
freedom? Principle? Just to keep your name off the list 
of the fucking sell outs?” Taffy stood up and paced the 
tiny room frantically, opened the window and looked 
at the street. Below a woman with a cello sat outside 
the cafe, smoothly bowing the strings, busking. It was 
their first attempt at advertising in the grand plan to be 
the best cafe in Minneapolis. She began singing while 
she played. It was a good sound and Taffy smiled 
thinking of all the wild nights of music at the Last 
House during the winter. They were all scattered now. 
Working jobs believe it or not, in prison, dead, exiled, 
and missing.

Taffy was compelled to think about the missing. 
Dead? Gone back to the land, involved in resistance, 
preparing to overthrow the Corporate Coalition? There 
was no sign of that yet. Did signing a contract really 
remove a person from the possibility of resistance? 
Could you fight back from the inside or did being on 
the inside start to change you, give you something to 
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protect, make you feel invested in the system, it's 
protector. Already Taffy felt a fondness for the café 
and the people there. Gwen was awesome, they were 
becoming friends. She was also very hot. Their 
relationship made Taffy think about Franklin. 
Something had happened to them. Something that he 
didn't want to admit was happening. It had already 
happened.

It was over, wasn’t it? Franklin was an alcoholic. 
Taffy was over it. The pills were fine, probably 
graduate off of them eventually, once things were 
settled in.

“Fuck.” Taffy leaned farther out the window, the 
warm spring air carried lilac scents to him, the first 
tiny flowers were open. The seasons were still 
working, the lilac bushes were still working. Water still 
went downhill. It wasn’t that bad.

(fifty)
Taffy woke up hearing a strange voice. He rose naked 
and walked into the hall, opened the door to the small 
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room. The screen of the unit glowed with a friendly 
face.

“This is the Corporate Coalition bulletin. Be aware 
that a large thunderstorm is headed for the twin cities 
metropolitan area. Severe hail and lightening expected. 
Citizens are advised to take shelter indoors. The storm 
warning is valid from one a.m. until six a.m.“

Taffy stared at the thing. A scrolling banner at the 
bottom of the screen spewed random news of C. C. 
business, graphs and statistics from cities being 
recolonized, how many businesses had opened up, the 
number of survivors found. Taffy hit the off button. 
Nothing happened. He typed control/alt/delete at the 
same time. Nothing. The hardware used to mount the 
thing seemed to make it impossible to close the laptop. 
Taffy took some blankets out of the closet and piled 
them on top of the thing. The voice was muffled 
sufficiently. Taffy went back to bed.

Taffy woke to the sound of the front door closing.
“Godamn Merdeavion bastards! I'm going to freak 

the fuck out.”
The door to his bedroom opened.
“You fucking motherfuckers!”
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“Hey, Taffy, it’s me!”
“Oh. Fuck you Franklin.”
“Hey, I think you took the wrong pill buddy, settle 

down!”
“Knocking. Announce yourself next time. This shit 

gets sketchier every day.”
“Yeah those Merdeavion guys just do whatever 

they want to.”
“Nice of you to drop by. Too bad I gotta get up in 

the morning and go to work.”
“That is a bitch. I’m just off to work right now. 

Janitors often work at night you know.”
“I never see you.” Taffy held his hands out, “It's 

bullshit.”
“Yeah. We'll figure it out. Just keep playing it cool. 

You got that booze Jimmy dropped off?”
“Yeah. I got your booze. In the closet. Where it will 

always be.”
“Thanks. I’m pretty sure there’s no way I could get 

away with storing that at my house. Fucking luck to 
end up with a house mate who’s a by-the-book 
Merdeavion security bastard.”

“Yeah. Your contract sucks. Were you still drunk 
when you signed it or what?”
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“Like I said, it was the best they had left. Could be 
worse.”

Franklin laid down next to Taffy and they held each 
other. 

”I got mail from Stephen.”
“Shut up!”
“Yeah, remember the last time we saw him? He just 

walked off, didn’t pack nothing.”
“Where’s he at?”
“Some farm outside of Winona. Planting vegetables. 

He says they are gonna start running trains soon, 
freight mixed with passenger cars, and you’ll be able to 
go anywhere.”

“I doubt that's gonna be cheap.”
“Trains are definitely the most efficient, and the C. 

C. is low on gas, I hear. No imports any more.”
“Because the whole world is probably at war with 

us? Who wouldn't want to crash the gates of modern 
Rome, eh?”

“Ah, you’ve been reading between the lines. Kinda 
seems like that, doesn't it?”

“Vengeance for releasing the disease.”
“What if it really was terrorists? Stolen from a bio 

warfare facility in this country and then released 
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somewhere else so that the genetic source would be 
traced back here.”

“Interesting theory.“
“Or the C. C. story is true and terrorists really did 

do it.”
“Yeah right.”
“Or the thing just emerged from a slash and burned 

jungle stuffed with Mc Donalds beef cattle. Maybe it 
was time for the cycle of life to balance out again.”

“I think you can believe whatever you want to 
believe, cause we’ll never find out the truth. The truth 
is buried, killed by the virus itself, the truth was 
shredded, burned, shot in the back of the head and 
dumped in the river. The truth was given a million 
bucks to shut the fuck up. Literally.”

“Well Taffy, pleasant dreams. I'm off to carry plastic 
bags full of bio-hazard around and polish porcelain.”

“Come get some coffee when you get a break.”
“I will.”
The doors closed. Taffy listened to the sounds of 

footsteps in the street. Thru the window a far flash of 
thunderous purple under mountainous clouds, and 
another.
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(fifty-one)
Taffy was sitting at a table outside the big window of 
the cafe, early in the morning on his day off, he 
couldn't sleep in. Gwen came out and sat. It was dead 
this time of day. A week into it and Taffy was bored 
already, but paradoxically stimulated by these new 
friends and encounters. The pills were keeping him 
even.

Taffy saw Jimmy as much as he saw Franklin. One 
dropped off the bottles, the other picked them up. 
Another business transaction. The change in their 
relationship happened so fast, like a chemical switch in 
the brain, suddenly they could no longer relate. Then 
the C.C. physically separated them. Apparently the 
relationship was dependent upon a lifestyle that no 
longer existed. Franklin was drinking with the other 
janitors, late night people, he would never be specific.

Adaptation.
Taffy thot, “Has it only been two weeks? We didn't 

know what we were getting into. A nearly painless 
transition to comfortably old school authoritarian. We 
were back in high school, or working our first shit job 
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that we thot we couldn’t quit cause we needed the 
money so bad.

Gwen looked up at the sky, “I heard they're gonna 
open up the other zones to visitation. You can go visit 
your other friends, or they could come here! That’s 
pretty exciting, eh?”

“Yeah. I went on a road trip and now I am coming 
back to town. I saw them every day for about a year. 
We were all complete alcoholics, except Maracaibo and 
Sherry. That's a brutal transition to make. I hope 
they’re alright.”

“Probably doing about as well as you are.” Gwen 
shrugged, “This is a weird world we live in. But I cant 
complain much, we're lucky ones, you know? Look 
around, there's no homeless people anymore, everyone 
that is able to work has a job, no one goes hungry, we 
all get medical care under the contracts.” 

“Yeah, but it was compulsory. We had to sign or be 
headed for a dark hole.”

“You can see their side of it. If one person doesn't 
sign a contract and refuses to work, then maybe 
everyone would, and then there would be all those 
hungry mouths to feed. I really believe the Corporate 
Coalition is trying to get us back on our feet, you 
know? Yeah they have privileges and powers that we 
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don’t have, but somebody had to take the wheel, 
somebody had to make the decisions about how this 
was gonna work. And they did it and here we are and 
the reality isn't so bad.”

“They’ve definitely got the guns, don't they.”
“They’re not the only ones, for sure, but they are 

organized and efficient. Those Merdeavion people that 
come in here for coffee seem pretty happy. They're not 
bitching about the boss, you know?”

“Two things: right now we are in the honeymoon of 
the recovery, and also: they’re probably not allowed to 
complain!”

“Oh. Yeah. Ha. I guess you have a point there.”
They both sipped from the ceramic coffee mugs and 

looked up and down Lake Street.
“Alright.” Gwen started again, “What did you do 

before, as a job? How’d you survive?”
“Washed dishes.”
“Wow you see, you’re part owner of your own cafe 

now. That's gotta be better.”
“Yeah right! I work twice as hard now as I did 

washing dishes. And now, I live above where I work! 
There’s no escape. I've got all this responsibility now, 
and there's only one distributor to order stuff from: the 
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Corporate Coalition! Good luck trying to order some 
fair trade products thru these guys.”

Gwen leaned her head into him, “But it's still kinda 
fun.”

“It is kinda fun. Even tho we only have like twelve 
customers who know we exist it feels good to be 
interacting with other people. Working. I grew up 
working, I don’t feel quite right with myself if I’m not 
engaged like that. Parents had a farm in Illinois, had to 
do the chores. It’s in my blood. Now that I’m not 
drunk all the time, gotta do something.”

“No lovers right now? What’s the deal with that 
guy Franklin?”

“We were lovers. Drunk lovers apparently. It’s not 
happening anymore. He’s in his own world and it 
doesn't involve me. Maybe things will change and 
we'll hang out again. Its all weird. Like we’re playing 
some roles, just waiting for a certain cue and then we 
will jump out and be in paradise and it will be great.”

“You're going to wait and see? That's a bitch. I 
couldn't do that. Time heals everything. Fuck that. 
Whose got time. I bet if you think about it, or maybe if 
you don’t think about it, you will be able to see the 
answer right now, you know? Cause maybe you just 
don't WANT to see the answer.”
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Taffy tapped his fingers on the metal mesh of the 
table.

“I’m sorry. It’s not my business. Sometimes I get 
excited for talking talk, you know.”

Taffy looked her in the eyes and smiled, “It’s good 
to talk.”

*   *   *

Taffy was working with Lena, one of the bartenders. 
She unscrewed the stainless steel shot holder from the 
espresso machine and cursed, finding it loaded with 
cold, hard coffee grounds from the previous night. 

“Motherfucker! Who did this? Let me guess.” Lena 
banged the old espresso grounds out of the thing with 
a loud slamming of metal.

“Wasn’t me.” Taffy said.
“Gwen huh. Is she here?”
“She just stopped in for a shot.”
“I come on shift and first thing is this. She's 

supposed to be a manager you know?”
“Yeah. We're supposed to manage it together. I’m 

still trying to figure her out. She can be real cool, but 
then there’s the spaciness, the inability to focus, like I 
saw her make a mocha for someone and she went to 
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get more chocolate from the back and she came back 
and opened the chocolate, refilled the squirt bottle, 
then someone asked her a question and she completely 
forgot the guy for like ten minutes. I just don't know 
how it’s gonna work here if we actually started getting 
busy, like regular rushes you know, or if people 
actually started caring.”

“So much for the greatest cafe in Minneapolis. 
What’s with her constantly offering advice, I feel like 
saying to her, 'Oh I’m so happy I finally met someone 
who knows everything, I have so many questions to 
ask you!' ”

“She never washes her own coffee mug.” Taffy said.
“I can deal with that. She's a manager, I’m a 

bartender, I can wash a mug. That’s the way the world 
works, right?”

“Seems to be.”
“I’m just thinking ahead.” Lena took a bar rag and 

wiped spilled cream off the counter, “What if. What if I 
cant stand working with Gwen? I signed a contract, 
how the fuck do you quit a contract? The book is really 
vague.”

“I think they’re still working on that. There are 
definitely legal loopholes in the contract, about being 
unable to perform your duties. You could get a 
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psychologist to declare you unable to perform your 
duties as bartender.”

“Yeah, and then? I go to the prison for people 
without contracts, or I get offered a contract shoveling 
shit? Somehow I imagine it’s not in your best interest 
to go fucking around with a system that still has bugs 
in it.”

“Ha. Bugs. You made a little joke there.”
Lena stared at him, “I guess that would be funny if 

you hadn't lost most of your family and friends. Jesus 
Christ Taffy, you must be pretty well along in the 
grieving process to laugh about that.”

“I grieved the death of everyone years before the 
Catastrophe even happened. I'm one of those I-told-
you-so people. I'm fully at the place where I can laugh 
my ass off all fucking day long. You know when they 
were purging our neighborhood they shot our fucking 
cat? Shot our cat. They would have shot me if they 
could've found me. Shooting and burning people. Not 
even a test to see if they were infected. If you missed 
the evacuation deadline, they came in and shot your 
ass. Sometimes I can’t even stop laughing-“

“I don't think we should be talking about this.” 
Lena stared at him.
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“Oh. Yeah. I guess I did a Gwen there, huh. Too 
much coffee. What time is it? Shit, I missed a pill. No 
wonder I'm spastic. I missed a pill.”

“Go take your pill, Taffy. I wont rat you out if you 
don't rat me out.”

“Alright it’s a deal. No rats.”

*   *   *

Taffy stood at the open window of his apartment 
staring at the crescent moon over Lake Street. He never 
closed the window now, it was spring. A Latino club 
had just opened a block down and reggaeton music 
thumped down the street. They even had one of those 
spinning spotlights blazing up into the night, circling, 
drawing the world in to the grand opening.

“Damn. How come we didn't get one of those?”
Taffy sipped his green tea.
Someone knocked on his door. It wasn't the 

Merdeavion knock. Did they train them to all knock 
the same way, some kind of psychological rhythm 
programming? This was a double thump, the heartbeat 
knock. Taffy waited to see if the person was persistent. 
The knock came again.
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Taffy walked to the apartment door, there was a 
large chain attached from one door jam to the other, a 
chain you could tow a truck with. Taffy looked out the 
peep lens.

“Gwen!”
“Taffy.” she said from the other side.
Taffy unhooked the chain and opened the door.
“Can I come in?” she smiled.
“Alright.”
“What are you up to?”
Taffy walked back to the window and sat on his 

chair, “Nothing much. Looking out the window, 
enjoying the warm air. That new club is doing good 
tonight.”

Gwen joined him in the window, looking down the 
street, “We should go dancing there sometime.”

Taffy looked at her, “Yeah. Dancing! It’s been 
awhile.”

“Ah, you can’t forget how to dance. If you still have 
feelings, you can still dance, right?”

“Perfect philosophy.”
“Whiskey?” Gwen pulled a flask from her denim 

coat pocket.
“Oh shit. You've made friends with Jimmy.“
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“If Jimmy gets popped this whole city is going 
dry.” Gwen smiled and swilled the whiskey, handed it 
to Taffy.

“What does it do, mixing with the pills? I'll puke?”
“No. I’m on the pills too. Just makes you a little 

more relaxed maybe. Some people think it works like 
an aphrodisiac. Maybe it's a conspiracy, they want 
people to breed.”

“I love my vasectomy.” Taffy kicked up the bottle 
and swilled the whiskey, “Mm, shit. That tastes real 
good.”

Gwen took the flask and filled her mouth with 
whiskey, put her free arm around Taffy's waist, pulled 
him in and kissed with fat red whiskey fired lips. The 
liquor poured out her mouth, down her tongue and 
onto his, burning hot, he swallowed.

(fifty-two)
The next day Taffy was sitting in front of the cafe on 
break when Sherry and Abadal walked up the street. 
He jumped up and hugged them. They had found him 
thru the link. Sherry was definitely pregnant, she had 
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gotten a test during the intake process. Pregnant! They 
seemed happy. Her C. C. contract was to make babies, 
she would be paid well for it. 

“Is this it Sherry? Have we arrived in the post-
feminist world?” Taffy asked.

Sherry wrinkled her nose, “I don't know about 
that.”

Taffy made them promise to come back and see him 
again soon. After the visit Taffy had to take off and go 
for a walk. Gwen shook her finger as he walked out the 
door smiling.

He walked east towards the Mississippi River, 
down Lake Street. There were numerous people on 
bicycles, freely weaving on the pavement, no horns 
honking, no middle finger confrontations with enraged 
cyborgs suddenly bursting from their four wheeled 
mechanized shells to pummel pedestrians. Still 
shocking to his eyes, this utopian vision realized, the 
streets flowing with human powered machines. An 
occasional corporate truck or a car transporting a 
disabled person was an event to be noted, and they 
drove very carefully.

“This is it, this is what we wanted!” Taffy said to 
himself. Forced on us by circumstances, but here it is, 
everyone riding bicycles and walking, old and young, 
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fat and skinny, people who never rode a bike in their 
life, people who would drive to the store a block away 
to get food. Now they were riding a bicycle cause the 
alternative was walking and that would take all day. 
Very few passes issued for people unable to walk or 
bike. Some electric carts and electric three wheeled 
bicycles and golf cart looking things for the differently 
abled. A diverse parade! No high minded philosophy 
behind it, the simple reality of the scarcity of crude oil, 
gas was exorbitantly expensive and dispensed only by 
the Corporate Coalition. Some of the people were 
unused to the effort, frowning and laboring over the 
pedals, perhaps remembering the luxury cars they 
once sat in during traffic jams wishing they were 
somewhere else. Most people seemed to be adapting 
very well.

Taffy walked on the north side of the east/west 
street, the sunny side, seeking all the sun possible after 
six months of a long harsh winter. Franklin was gone.

Taffy pondered, “Who was that person I spent the 
last year with? How is it a year can seem like forever? 
What about those photos on Franklin’s camera and the 
things we spoke so emotionally of. Fiery drunken 
rantings about what we had to do in the world to make 
it be good. Revelations of our revelations, we shared 
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details of everything we thot was important. And now 
it has formed into a super ball thrown down on the 
sidewalk and bounced into infinity. Where did it go? 
Memory left. A thrashed, haggard memory. What have 
you got for me?”

Taffy's reverie was interrupted by a scene on the 
street ahead, a crew of people worked on the walls of 
an old brick building using paint rollers on long poles 
to buff out some graffiti that had appeared during the 
year of freedom. It was a nice piece of full color work. 
They were rolling over it with the standard crappy 
gray color you get when you mix a bunch of popular 
paint colors together. Taffy recognized one of them, 
not by his clothes but by the shock of black hair from 
under the baseball cap.

“Franklin! What the fuck.”
“Yeah. Exactly.” Franklin turned away from the 

wall in his white denim jumpsuit, the same being worn 
by everyone on the line. His hair was dirty and hung 
down, his face looked tired and there was no sign that 
any makeup had ever been on it, there was hardly a 
thing femme about him. Franklin looked like Franklin's 
twin brother that he didn't have

“I thot they had you working nights.”
“Not today.”
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“Oh.”
“Where you off to?”
“Check out the Fourth Area, I heard it's open to 

visitation. Most of the crew from the house is over 
there.”

Franklin nodded and smiled into his paint roller, a 
gray drop fell to the gray pavement, “The crew. Funny 
what difference a few days can make. I wonder what 
contracts they got. They went thru before us, maybe 
they’re millionaires, huh? Someone’s got to be the 
millionaires, right.”

“Somehow I imagine that very few millionaires 
were lost in the catastrophe.“

“Yeah. I better get back to work here. Old 
civilization got a nasty knot in its beautiful long 
flowing head of hair and I am but a single bristle in the 
brush that is cleaning it out.” Franklin turned away 
and put his roller in the bucket, then to the brick wall.

Taffy stood watching, “Are we still punk?”
Franklin turned around, “I think maybe we're post-

punk now.”
“But- I think I was post-punk before the 

catastrophe.”
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“You can’t double-post. Nobody double posts. You 
have to come up with a new name for what you’re 
doing. Otherwise you're being pretentious.”

“Making up a new name seems pretentious.”
Franklin shrugged, “You could just reclaim the 

word punk! I mean, most of them probably died off 
anyway. Punk is up for grabs, seize the moment! Wear 
some rainbow colored underwear, plant a vegetable 
garden, scrape a rusty nail across a rusty bucket while 
singing the alphabet song and call it Punk. Call it 
Superpunk!” Franklin turned back to the wall with his 
paint roller, “I know one thing. I’m a public worker 
now. Could be worse.”

“What happened to your wardrobe?” Taffy asked.
Franklin turned, “Just because it's legal to be 

transgendered now under this wonderfully 
enlightened capitalism doesn't mean I won't get 
harassed and beat up. The cultural line still exists. 
Laws are just words written on paper. Sorry to burst 
your bubble.” Franklin turned back to his wall.

Taffy stood for a moment, invisibly resonating with 
a mind full of thots, then leaned away, caught his fall 
with his legs and kept walking east. He shivered as 
conflicting emotions crashed into each other, shaking 
his head, trying to understand it all, or to shake it off. 
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A few blocks further on a truck with the C. C. logo on 
the side was moving loaded pallets out of a store front.

Taffy frowned, “What’s up with this shipment? 
Where's all this stuff going?”

A guy on the ground taking inventory smiled at 
Taffy, “Merchandise reclamation. Goes to warehouses 
then to other towns, other states, other countries. 
Whatever. Our economy has to be competitive to win 
the war, you know? Moving these fucking units, huh? 
Why go to war when you can go to the mall! Ha. I’m 
still reading the theory. Restructuring. I used to be in  a 
union, now there aren't any unions. Is it better, is it 
worse? Too soon to tell. I don't full on understand 
everything yet, but it's better than being on the front 
lines.”

“Where’s the front line?”
“Uh, yeah.” the man looked rapidly around, “I 

gotta get back to work. Enjoy your walk buddy. 
Beautiful day, eh?”

“Yeah. It is.”
Taffy walked on, past the cemetery. Someone had 

painted the headstones in rainbow colors, 
chromatically correct. It looked entirely ridiculous and 
amazing. The colonial burial ground, chock full of the 
bones of oppressive racist white people. People who 
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brought genocide to Native Americans here, tucked in 
their handkerchief, folded in their blankets, printed in 
their books, memorized in their minds. Now the holy 
burial site of the colonial white people had been turned 
into a demented candy land. Taffy smiled and felt his 
spirits lift , thinking of the artists who executed this 
distribution of color. If these artists survived the 
Catastrophe, how many more lived in freedom thru 
that same cold winter, and who now burned under this 
compulsory contract?

“How many of my people are left?” Taffy looked at 
the people riding bikes in the street. It used to be 
basically anyone riding a bike was one of us, now 
everyone rode bikes. Taffy thot about organizing or 
attempting to communicate with other anarchists 
without being caught for conspiracy. That in itself was 
something to do. One little point of a crowbar in the 
door, that was all! To clench a fist and shake it at them 
while their backs were turned. Tiny triumphs. Little 
flashes of light, enuf to remind us that light existed, we 
could go on forever jumping up and down on that 
crowbar trying to move the mountain while millions of 
people kept climbing up on it.

How did anyone ever keep putting their shoes on 
every day with thots of freedom in their head? How 
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did anyone fantasize that freedom was possible. The 
kind of freedom everyone at the Last House imagined, 
exactly! It was imaginary.

Imaginary freedom, this goal of activist activities, 
which never had any critical thot directed at it. 
Everyone assumed that was the goal, what we want, 
what we were fighting for. Distilled down to a simple 
slogan! A buzzword. Freedom. Everyone could recite a 
dictionary soup of buzzwords but nobody really knew 
the definitions of anything.

Endless philosophies and theories. Look out for 
these crazy end of the world primitivists, crazy people! 
Look out for these authoritarian corporate war 
mongers, crazy people! Each calling the other fascist. 
One side actually had more power to enforce it’s views 
and practices, but they were all fanatics. Taffy read a 
lot of views, years later the many views wove into a 
bigger picture in his mind, not just of opposing views 
but of every view between those views and outside of 
those views, and not considering the extreme polar 
opposite views as being the benchmarks to measure 
from, the binary such a crude concept. Good and evil.

Taffy stopped at the apex of the Lake Street bridge 
as it crossed over the Mississippi River which ran 
downhill under his feet. Dark water, new green leaves 
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on trees, gray city buildings, white clouds and blue 
sky, “What about a cosmic view that people pretend to 
understand the possibility of being able to understand. 
No one has eyes to see such a vast picture. We do not 
yet have the eyes.” 

“What do we want? Not even an approximate end 
to basic suffering. Maybe just to stop, or slow down a 
little, the exponential misery machine that we have 
created and live inside of and look out the windows of 
as it chews up the world and shits it out.”

(fifty-three)
The world went green. Dark wooden bones angled up 
into the sky, naked wood of winter now dressed in 
festive baby leaves celebrating the return of the sun. 
Taffy lay under an eastern cottonwood on a sandy 
west bank of the Mississippi River. Looking up at the 
trees moving in a slight wind. A wind that did not 
make his shoulders tense with it's cold temperature, 
but relaxed his body with a warm caress and now he 
sunk deeper into the surface of the beach, everything 
invited a long stay.
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The birds had song, the wind moved clouds like a 
scripted theater production, the sun blazed on his 
clothes and skin like the hand of a lover, tingling 
nerves and flowing blood, his cock rose against cotton 
jeans moving with the hand of heat, he stretched with 
a wave of electricity an automatic smile his breath 
even, relaxed under the old cottonwood, breathing 
along with everything.

Taffy thot of Gwen. Holding her body, the palms of 
his hands on her cheeks and his fingers in her hair as 
he kissed her warm lips. She needed someone, he 
needed someone. They had fun hanging out. Now they 
were having fun fucking. That’s the way it happens. It 
could end tomorrow. Like everything else.

Taffy lay there a long time. He sat up and the blood 
rushed. He took out a crunchy peanut butter & 
strawberry jelly sandwich and ate, watching the river 
flow by. He drank from a wine bottle full of water. The 
river continued flowing. A log floated past with a 
small white bird with long yellow legs riding on it.

“Surfing bird!” Taffy raised his fist, the bird 
glanced at him.

Taffy looked up at the bridge arching to the east 
bank where zone four had been drawn, where 
everyone from the house had been located. Everyone 
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with their contracts and pills and alcohol problems and 
pregnant bodies. Taffy looked down at his feet in the 
sand.

The sun had completely left the river gorge when 
he stood up to, leave, climbing he stood at the base of 
the bridge. Taffy turned towards the sun, walked 
towards home.

“You're back early.” Gwen said.
“Yeah. I didn’t cross the river.”
The cafe was closed, Gwen was sitting out front, 

“Sit down with me.” she said.
Taffy sat next to her. She put her arms around him 

and spoke softly, “Everything is weird now.”
“I’m sad.”
“Don't be sad.” she moved her hand on his skin 

and he felt warm. Her hand slid down, hardening him. 
She kissed his neck while stroking, unzipped his jeans 
and slid down to suck him. Taffy’s head fell back 
against the brick building, he closed his eyes as a truck 
rolled by in the darkening street, it’s headlights 
momentarily illuminating the two.

The next day Taffy wandered down Lake Street to 
escape the cafe for half an hour on his lunch break. A 
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disturbing scene emerged involving two people 
wearing strange bio masks, full face rubber masks with 
lenses for the eyes and dual filters on either side of the 
mouth. They were stopped by Merdeavion security, 
first two officers, then another car arrived and there 
were four. The citizens were gesturing with their 
hands to augment their muffled voices. The officers 
decided there had been enuf talking and the two were 
handcuffed, sat on the ground, and then the bio masks 
were removed. Then the scene became raucous as the 
two screamed wildly and brutally cursed the cops. 
Taffy stood and watched awhile. Someone walking 
down the sidewalk saw Taffy staring and stopped, 
“Crazy assholes! They think the disease will come 
back. “

“That's a little brutal don't you think? All they did 
was wear a bio mask?”

“Yeah, but I understand, they could start a panic, 
what if a cold bug started going around and they're 
scaring people thinking it's another Jihad Bug? They're 
probably fanatics. I mean, I'm a Christian, but I'm not 
THAT Christian.”

The bio masks were tossed in the trunk of a cruiser, 
the two citizens were packed into the back seat, and 
they disappeared down the street.
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That night Taffy couldn't sleep. He was in the kitchen 
of the cafe fixing himself a small sandwich with only 
the counter light illuminating the cutting board where 
his bread and vegetables and fixings lay. He spread 
mayonnaise and mustard on the bread, laid romaine 
lettuce, red onions, sliced tomatoes, olives, feta and 
cheddar cheese down. He sliced up a fresh green 
pepperoncinni, dashed some oil and black pepper on, 
closed the thing with the other slice of bread, a gentle 
push on top to seat it. It was done. Someone tapped 
insistently on the front door.

“God dammit.”
They tapped again. The street was dark, there were 

only silhouettes out there. Taffy looked down at his 
sandwich. A fist began banging on the window. Taffy 
went to the front door and turned on the outside light. 
Beyond the glass stood Franklin, Mike, Julius, 
Crasstina, Urali, and a couple people that were not 
from the Last House. They shielded their eyes from the 
bright lights and made crazy faces up against the glass, 
blowing open their lips against the glass so he could 
see the bowl of their mouth with wildly thrashing 
tongues inside, and making wild gestures on the glass 
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like they were operating on half a brain and making 
noises like they were gut sick.

Mildly terrifying and totally inappropriate for a 
post-Catastrophy world.

Most of them seemed extremely drunk, except 
Mike, who didn't drink liquor, he seemed like he was 
in another world doing a headstand on an old 
newspaper box and running his feet like he was 
sprinting. None of the drunks had the motor skills left 
to accomplish that. Taffy killed the light outside and 
opened the door.

*   *   *

“I don't know how much longer I can go.” Julius said 
while slumped in a chair, “Compulsory work. Contract 
citizens. Godamn nightmare.“

“But how different is it from what we lived under 
before?” Mike said.

“Now there are so few people that you can’t slip 
under the radar anymore.” Urali said, “There's no 
surplus population anymore.”

“But there is surplus population, all the people that 
rejected this system are out there somewhere, in a 
prison or in the bush. No one has seen the prison so 
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maybe they just add them to the pile of bones from the 
Catastrophe. I don't think it's paranoia, you know if 
they can get away with it, it's perfect for them. No 
wasted resources. A human dump for the defects.”

“I don't think it’s paranoia.” Julius agreed.
“Who knows what their real agenda is. The 

Corporate Coalition. What crazy shit! Here they go, 
purification of the species, we've seen this before. 
Upgrading the social computer, genetic engineering, 
now they actually have the tools to do it and the 
political space. They collected eggs and sperm from all 
of us. Can you imagine what they're doing? 
'Preserving the human race?' Ha ha! Fuck no, they are 
playing god. Which side of Santa’s list are you on?”

“Same vehicle, new driver.” Taffy said, “There’s 
always some asshole trying to control everything. And 
what do WE do? Try to stay as far away from the 
asshole as possible.”

“Isn’t that selfish?” Mike said, “It's cowardly. That's 
a privilege not everyone can have. Maybe we should 
actually use our privilege to try and get closer to the 
asshole, and take him out.”

“You go.” Taffy said, “Go hang out with those 
lawyers and academics and cops all the other assholes 
who think they know how we should live our lives. Let 

191



us know how that turns out. If you can even remember 
what you went up there for, or how to get back down 
to us. By the time you get up there and grab hold of the 
wheel, you will have become one of them.”

“I disagree.” Mike shrugged.
“Ego pushing buttons.” Urali said, “Survival of the 

self. Self as personification of the state. No more you.”
“There's no more booze." Franklin said, holding the 

empty rum bottle up to the candle which burned on 
the cafe table.

“Who wants a free mocha?” Taffy said clapping his 
hands loudly.

“No no no. We need more booze.” Franklin said.
“Don't look at me.” Taffy said, “I just eat these 

fuckin pills.”
“I cant believe you’re eating those things.” Mike 

said, “Government drugs.”
“First there was government cheese.” Julius said.
“And cans of government pork.” Franklin said.
“Much worse.”
“No!”
“Seriously,” Taffy said, “how much did you pay for 

this fucking rum? The happy pills are FREE. Have you 
heard: sex is really fun on the pills. You should try it.”
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“Really stretches out the liquor too.” Crasstina said, 
“I've only had a couple shots and I'm flying!”

“You too?” Franklin said.
“What is in that stuff?” Mike asked.
“List of chemicals.” Taffy said, “Gives me the shits 

sometimes.”
“Yeah, I noticed that too.” Crasstina said.
“Jesus, that's fucked up.” Franklin said.
“Like a buncha booze never affected your bowels. 

You gotta be kidding me.”
“I just have to say one thing: Nobody is going to 

fuck shit up on happy pills. That's why the 
government is giving them to you.”

“And you've been 'fucking shit up' on booze? You 
giving a pull on the big lever that’s gonna turn this 
system over?”

“I’m not taking on the world alone.”
“Not alone- with a bottle of booze at your side.”
Franklin slammed the empty bottle down on the 

wooden table.
“Seriously. We should do something about that 

insane vid screen they put up. The C. C. Channel, 24 
hours a day.”

“Where is that?” Taffy said.
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“You should go exploring more.” Julius said, 
“There's a bunch of them going up around town. It's 
the new newspaper, big versions of the ones they put 
in your house.”

“Advertising.” Franklin said, “Information the 
Contract Citizen needs to know.”

“Total monopoly.” Julius said, “Nothing else 
coming out to contradict it.”

“That’s where we come in.” Mike said, “You got 
some paint in the basement here?”

“Aw man, you can’t be organizing in the cafe here, 
that’s asking for it, I mean, there’s a C. C. screen right 
over there, don’t you think they have microphones on 
them?”

“Exactly.” Mike said, “That’s why I put my leather 
coat over that fucker.”

“You’ve thot it out.” Taffy said.
“First the liquor store.” Franklin said.
“Yeah! Unscrew the plywood and slip right in.” 

Julius said, “Drink some booze, make some paint 
bombs, party!”

“Oh boy. All in the Same night.” Taffy said, 
“They'll be searching for people with hangovers the 
next day.”
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“Naw, they’re not expecting this.” Franklin said, 
“We’ll hit the screen and see what the reaction is.”

“So it’s reactionary politics.” Taffy said.
“Direct action: we’ll take out the oppressive 

instrument and be freed of it.”
“And then the state reacts.” Taffy raised his arms 

dramatically, “They rebuild what you destroy and 
then build structures to destroy you. Direct action goes 
both ways! Who’s got more stamina, who’s got more 
resources? I don’t mean to say you're wrong, that you 
should just swallow it down without spitting back, but 
really? You're throwing down the gauntlet to a foe that 
you don’t understand. You don’t know your enemy. 
How long has it been now? What are we up against? 
I’m terrified to find out, but we've got to.”

“You've turned into a chicken Taffy.” Franklin said.
“We will see what they’ve got after tonight.” Mike 

said.
Taffy pointed a finger, “And these two kids you 

met up with? You met them at a punk show one time, I 
mean, does that sound sketchy to you? Who knows 
what kind of sweet contract the C. C. might be offering 
people who act as informants. Hill!”

“Weenie." Franklin said.
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“Too late now. They're in.” Mike said, turning to 
the two punks, “If you guys are cops you're going for a 
swim in the river with cement shoes, know what I 
mean? Alright, c’mon! Let's go, I’m bored as Hill!”

“It’s not too late. You can scrub the plan and this 
conversation can become a fiction book club.” Taffy 
said.

“Aw man, I thot we were gonna be taking fucking 
action, not sitting around talking theory.” one of the 
new kids said. The other new kid shrugged, “I just 
wanna get drunk and have fun. Fuck the cops. What 
do you say, Franklin?”

“Jesus fuck you guys!” Taffy said, “They sound like 
they're reading from a script!”

“Aw, c'mon on dude.”
“Nope. I’m out. Bad enuf this conversation even 

happened in my cafe. Ya’ll gotta go now, and you 
know where I’m going? To establish an alibi for 
tonight. Let yourselves out the door, it'll lock behind 
you.”

“This is what you care about, a cafe? Your dumb 
ass cafe isn't revolutionary. It won’t exist after this 
system falls. They can cancel your contract or just drag 
you away in the night.” Julius said.

196



“Yeah, I do care about this. Go on now. Out! Go 
play outside. Come back when you’re not wasted ass 
drunk and plotting illegal activities. Come back when 
you can tell me what 'security culture' means.”

Taffy walked over to Franklin and dragged him to 
the back room office, “Franklin! You're totally fucking 
up. You shouldn't be doing this drunk, they’ll pop you 
and lock yer ass up for as long as they want. Please 
don't piss your life away after all you went thru to get 
here. We survived! Now you’re gonna go on a half 
assed expedition to bang you head against the wall.”

Franklin crossed his arms, “Mr. fuckin play it safe 
giving me a lecture. Look at you, old man, dust for 
brains. Go swallow another pill. I’m not gonna 
swallow it. I’m spitting it out. I’m puking up 
everything. I've had it. I don't want it. I’m ready to 
crash a plane into this shit. Fuck this. Tired of waiting 
for everything to be alright. I'm fucking doing 
something. Anything!”

“You have guns?”
“Yeah.”
“Break a leg.”
“Yeah, sure.” Franklin turned and left.

*   *   *
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The glass light bulb whistled thru the air, filled with 
red house paint, the threaded metal socket end glued 
back on to hold the paint in. What once gave light now 
delivered a single dash of color in it’s new life as a 
punk poop: a clean arc thru the air, shattering against 
the giant flat vid screen that was hanging on cables 
over Lake Street. The paint blotted out a video of 
people working, rebuilding, happy smiling citizens of 
the Corporate Coalition government. The air filled 
with punk poops like a flight of birds startled by a 
predator, they hammered the screen until there were 
only small spots of light still shining thru.

From the newly darkened street a chorus of voices 
cried out in triumphant drunken joy.

(fifty-four)
Taffy opened his eyes to the late morning sun. He 
untangled himself from Gwen's arms and legs, slipped 
into the den and took the blanket off the link. He 
checked the news for Minneapolis. Nothing. He went 
downstairs to the cafe and began to work, doors 
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unlocked at seven. The bagel guy showed up and Taffy 
took the delivery.

“What’s it like out there?”
“Another beautiful day.”
Taffy made himself a coffee and a bagel with cream 

cheese. As he sat eating the door swung open.
“I have a terrible hangover.” Franklin said, 

shuffling to Taffy's table.
“Have a seat.” Taffy said.
Franklin sat down, “We did it. Hit three of them.”
“There's nothing on the news.”
“Really?”
“I want to go look”
“You go. I'm not returning to the scene of the crime. 

I have a terrible hangover anyway. Gimme that bagel. 
I'll stay and watch the cafe.”

“Alright. I’ll be back.”
Taffy got on his bicycle and rode East down Lake 

Street. The screen loomed on the horizon, Taffy rode 
up to and under it, turned down a side street and went 
back to the café, sat down at the table with Franklin.

“The screen looks totally normal. There’s not a 
mark on it.”

“What the fuck.”
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“Yeah, what the fuck. You guys were so fucking 
drunk. Julius fell over a chair on his way out of here. 
Ya’ll couldnt even see straight to find the thing. There's 
probably some alley that looks like a rainbow now.”

“It wasn't like that! We were pumped. We were 
perfectly buzzed by the booze, old Celtic warriors 
sharing a kettle of go-juice! We wore used clothing that 
we threw in a dumpster after, our heads were 
wrapped with plastic wrap except the eyes and mouth, 
latex gloves on the hands, bags full of punk poops. We 
were gods in the dead eyes of the masters, Vincent Van 
Goh, he laughed in his grave like a madman to see us 
throw color like that. Casting spells and shouting 
incantations deep into darkness, we could not to be 
fucked with. We put our footprint on the moon.”

“Yeah? Looks like someone came along with a 
magic rake and turned your chaos into a pleasant little 
meditation garden.”

“Dammit!” Franklin tapped his fingers on the table, 
“This is not the time to detox, I need to re-tox. Got 
anything to drink around here?”

“Hair of the dog.” Taffy retrieved a flask of brandy 
from behind the counter, “Turns out Gwen is a closet 
drinker. So, Franklin. Being on the sanitation crew 
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aren't you the one they would call to do grafitti 
cleanup?”

“Yeah.” Franklin took a long pull off the Brandy. 
“So, if you had been working, you would have been 
the one to clean it up.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t working, I had the night off.“ 
Franklin took another long pull off the brandy flask, 
“So somebody else cleaned it up.”

“Exactly. Now you get it.”
“No, I don't know what the fuck you’re talking 

about.”
“Come here, Franklin, I’ll show you.”
Taffy grabbed Franklin by the shoulder and 

dragged him behind the counter, took a small wooden 
cutting board with a handle and threw Franklin over a 
stack of milk crates and went at his ass with the cutting 
board, the strikes relentlessly hammering. Taffy threw 
down the cutting board and lifted Franklin up by his 
nipples pinched thru his shirt, then shoved him down 
to his knees and took his cock out, guided it into 
Franklin’s mouth, he sucked eagerly.

“If someone walks in the door, keep sucking, but 
don’t make any noise. Keep at it.” Franklin did as told. 
Taffy leaned back against tha counter, enjoying his 
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breath going in and out in time to Franklin's head 
moving up and down.

The brass bells on the front door jingled. Franklin 
stopped sucking. Taffy grabbed Franklin’s ear and 
moved him under the counter, then moved his hips 
back and forth to restart the sucking while leaning his 
elbows on the counter.

“Good morning ladies!” Taffy said to a trio of 
women who had walked in.

“Good morning!”
“Hello!”
“Hi.”
“What can I get for you?”
“I would like a non-fat latte.”
“I regret to say that our espresso machine is on the 

fritz. You know how it is now days, everything is still 
coming back together, lots of delays, lots of lines, but 
eventually everything works out. We do have regular 
coffee right here, ready to go!”

She smiled, “Well how can I be upset with the 
nicest guy on the planet. I’ll have a coffee.”

“Three of them!” the second woman said.
“Here you are!" Taffy pulled off three paper cups 

and poured the large thermos, “Cream and sugar on 
the stand by the window. Come back again. I’ll 
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remember you and give you half off your next 
espresso drink.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet of you.” the first woman said, 
“We’ll be back.”

A slurping noise came from under the counter. 
Taffy thrust forward and pinned Franklin’s head, then 
pulled back and let him resume.

“Have you heard? All the zones are being opened 
up, huh? Crazy times.” the talkative first woman 
asked.

“Yeah! It’s like were becoming a real city again. 
Crazy! Oh boy, hold on, I think I have to sneeze- oh, 
oh, aghh.” Taffy gripped the counter with one hand 
and the coffee thermos with the other, tensing for a 
moment as Franklin's head moved faster, Taffy spilled 
coffee out the spout of the thermos as his muscles 
spasmed, “Oh god! Woo! Oh. Damn. Must be allergies. 
I think it passed. Yeah, it passed. Woo! Okay, I'm 
back.” Taffy grabbed a towel and wiped up the spilled 
coffee.

The first woman laughed as she headed for the 
door, “Bless you! You alright?”

“I’m alright! Thanks.” Taffy smiled.
“Boy, I thot you were gonna blow the whole place 

down!”
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“Yeah, me too. That was intense!” Taffy took in a 
deep breath and let it out.

“You have a nice day.”
“You too.”
The women left with a twinkling of brass bells on 

the door.
Taffy pulled Franklin's hands and helped him to his 

feet, “Good job. You’re hired. Here, have some 
brandy.” Franklin took a shot from the flask, then 
Taffy pushed against the bar and licked his salty 
shining lips.

(fifty-five)
“I think you are going at this all the wrong way.” 
Jimmy The Fixer said to the group sitting in a large 
circle around one of the tables in Taffy's cafe, “What 
you wanna do to really get people’s attention is get 
inside the system and do your thing. Forget this 
neanderthal thing, smashing the state. The state is 
hard! YOU will break before IT does. Get inside, crawl 
around in the guts!”
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Franklin threw his hands up, “And how are we 
gonna do that? None of us have Merdeavion contracts, 
definitely no C. C. government contracts. We have no 
connections. We have nothing but a compulsory 
contract and virtual slavery.”

“Well now, that’s where I come in. For a price, I can 
get you access to the entire city-wide public address 
system, all the ad screens, speakers, the private home 
links, all of it! This is a one time offer, you understand. 
If you agree to the price all you need to provide is 
someone with moderate computer skills to do what 
you want to do.”

“Interesting.” Franklin said, “And what is the 
price?”

“Your first born child! Aha ha ha ha!”
“What?”
“Just kidding. I hate kids. The total price includes 

the cost of some necessary bribes, which are variable, 
and then the fulfillment of my desires which is this: I 
need safe houses for merchandise and people. I request 
three separate residences and a six month length of 
usage time. The disruption to your lives will be 
minimal, really. Occasionally you have to tolerate a 
guy sleeping on your couch. Of course, there is some 
risk.”

205



“A couch guy?” Franklin wrinkled his nose.
Taffy interrupted, “Are you talking about an 

underground railroad?”
“Yes, but without the high moral ground that title 

seems to carry. Strictly business. There are a lot of 
people moving around without documentation and 
some of them have access to resources and valuables, 
that’s where I want to step in, to facilitate the 
achievement of our mutual goals, our mutual 
freedom.”

“It’s a deal.” Franklin said, “Anybody have any 
problems?”

“I’ll offer my place.” Crasstina said, “But what 
about these people, are they nasty? Killers? Who are 
they?”

“No, mostly people without contracts, escaped 
from Merdeavion custody, various people from The 
Re-United States, also known as Patriots, and other 
terrorist type groups. Don’t worry, they’re your kind 
of people. Rebels, you know.”

“And what type of products?” Julius said.
“All the same stuff that you people buy from me! 

Booze, weed. No dipping into the merchandise now, or 
the contract is invalidated.”
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“You can use my house!” Julius slapped his hand 
on the table.

“Mine too!” Franklin said.
“I'm serious. I keep a strict inventory, remember 

that. Now, I would like to request this café as one of 
the sites. It’s perfect, people come and go here all the 
time.”

“Sure.” Franklin said.
“Hold on a damn minute!” Taffy said, “This café is 

not going to be turned into a front for your business.”
“Taffy, come on.” Crasstina said, “We allowed 

ourselves to be sucked up by this system in order to 
take it down from the inside, remember? Not to 
become a part of it. Remember being a radical? This is 
the next step, our chance to reach out to everyone and 
show people that resistance is possible. We can’t sit 
back in our comfort and let them weave this web of 
control back together again. Think about it. If we do it 
right, smart, we live free to fight another day, but this 
time with maybe  thousands of other people fighting 
along side us. Capitalism is weak right now, what if 
we really have a chance to take it down? We have to 
do this, you know it's right. The most oppressive thing 
the world has ever seen, we can end it. I know what 
you believe in, Taffy. You can’t say no.”
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“I really want to say no. What about Gwen? If 
something goes wrong she'll go down with this place, 
and we’re not even offering her the choice.”

Franklin held up his hands then slapped them back 
on the table.

“Fuck.” Taffy walked away from the meeting and 
looked out the window of the café, sporadic lights of 
the new Lake Street stretched down to infinity. He 
returned to the table, “Full disclosure, Jimmy. I want to 
know everything coming in and out of here. I want to 
know the history of the people I am harboring. If I find 
out you’ve lied to me about who or what is here, then 
the use of this café is over.”

“It’s good to do business with someone who is clear 
about their boundaries.” Jimmy smiled, “It’s a deal.”

*   *   *

It was the middle of June at the golden hour of evening 
when the shadows are longest that Taffy heard the 
alert tone emanating from the link. He went into the 
den and touched a key so the hideous noise would 
stop. The screen displayed a bold red, white, and blue 
image, the flag of the former USA. In bold black letters 
above the flag it said, “Remember Freedom?” and 
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underneath, “Get It back”. Taffy stared at the screen. 
The image remained there a long time, and he stared 
waiting for more, for anything. Finally the image 
flashed off, replaced by anonymous blue screen. He 
went to his window and opened it, put his head out, 
listened for a scream or shout in reaction, somebody 
who had enuf and wasn’t going to take it anymore.

The street was quiet, more quiet than usual. The 
alarm link again, Taffy cursed and rushed to turn it off. 
On the screen the image of a Merdeavion Security 
captain standing before the logo of the Corporate 
Coalition: “Good evening. My name is General Girard 
Baltimore. Citizens of the Coalition, moments ago our 
public address system was attacked by terrorists. The 
government is now on alert and curfew is in effect. 
Refer to page 9 of the manual. The attack appears to 
have been only electronic in nature, a minor 
disruption, you are not in danger. If anyone has any 
information regarding this attack, please contact the 
nearest Merdeavion Security post in person or email 
Merdeavion Security. Your cooperation is appreciated. 
If this terror attack has disturbed you and you need 
help, contact your group physician or email your 
neighborhood Corporate Coalition leader for 
counseling referrals. Again, my name is General 
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Girard Baltimore of Merdeavion Security, and I thank 
you for your time.”

The view of the captain ended, the screen turned to 
a list of contacts for Merdeavion Security and the 
Corporate Coalition.

*   *   *

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Taffy said. 
Franklin held up his hands palms up, waiting to catch 
something, invisible answers falling from the sky.

“We picked something we thot would appeal to 
everyone, something archetypal. Freedom!”

“So now you’re fighting to bring back the USA? 
The C. C. is the same thing under a different name.”

“But really. We did have a lot more freedom as US 
citizens. At this point, totally a step in the right 
direction. Who knew there could be something worse 
than the old  government?”

“I can’t believe I put my ass on the line for that 
stunt. That was it, right? That was it.”

“Oh yeah, that was it baby. Watch the second 
North American revolution about to roll out.”

“There aint shit gonna roll out! They diffused it 
instantly. General Girard Baltimore? Terrifying! Your 
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sixty seconds of fame isn’t going to keep a flame lit 
thru sixty days of C. C. propaganda to follow! You 
farted in a silent room. Everybody noticed, but I doubt 
you made any friends.”

Franklin stood up rapidly, Taffy noticed the jeans 
and shirt and coat, the sort of fashion that made 
Franklin unhappy to wear. Where was the femme style 
he had worn all winter long, where had their queer 
utopia gone?

The words Franklin spoke echoed Taffy's own 
mind: “You’re not the same person I fell in love with 
last winter. Funny how we thot the summer would 
make everything better.”

“Yeah?” Taffy said, “Well this sure aint the road 
trip you promised we would go on.”

“Alright, lemme just put all the oil back in the 
ground and make gas affordable again.”

“Nothing is making anything better, it’s over and 
we'll be lucky to be friends.”

“You've lost it, Taffy.”
“Fuck you.”
Franklin put his hand on the door, “Don’t go back 

on the agreement with Jimmy, or he'll fuck us.”
“Whatever.” Taffy turned his face away.
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Franklin stood watching Taffy sitting in his chair 
staring at the table, empty café silent. The spring 
loaded door closed itself behind Franklin.

(fifty-six)
“I thot about it after he left.” Taffy said to Gwen who 
was sitting on a sidewalk chair, “Felt like I had gotten 
old, that was it. Like I had forgotten the fire, lost it. It’s 
not true tho. I’ve done all that shit and it’s not 
compelling to me anymore. I’ve already been there, up 
against the wall, banging my head. It’s painful and 
boring.”

“You’re really a lot older than Franklin, in more 
that years. It’s the experiences you have in that time. 
Those experiences add up and they change you.”

“It doesn’t matter how hot the sex is, I won’t go 
near a crazy relationship. I feel bad for Franklin, I feel 
like he lost it, which is funny because he thinks I’VE 
lost it. It’s more like I’ve FOUND it. I know what I like 
and what I don’t like now, and this shit is whack, what 
they’re doing, so much at risk for what gain? They’re 
drunk all the time so someone's gonna slip eventually, 
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somebody's gonna get popped and the dominoes will 
fall. Fukn stupid. But hey, let them do their thing, live 
their life. I just feel like a chump now for having got 
dragged into it. You know? We survived the 
Catastrophe, we lost so much, and now I’m worried 
that what's left is gonna disappear into some 
government hole because of this asshole prank.”

“I’ll say you were with me when it happened.” 
Gwen put her hand on his shoulder.

“An alibi is good. Thanks. It’s too much tho, I don’t 
wanna drag you into this any further than you already 
are.”

“Too late, asshole.”
“You’re right.”
“So what about the next action. You say Julius 

warned you they were going to do something?”
“Next week.”
“You should stay close to me to have an alibi.” 

Gwen squeezed his shoulder.
“It’s not enuf.” Taffy said, “I have to go away. I 

can’t deal with this. It’s gonna crash, I can feel it. Those 
drunk asses can’t compete with the system. The system 
doesn't drink, the system doesn't sleep! Check it out. 
The freight trains are running with a passenger car 
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attachment, I’ll catch a ride South. Might even run into 
some friends.”

“You could get on Jimmy’s underground railroad.”
“No no. I don’t trust Jimmy. He’ll sell us out in a 

second. I’m gonna go. I don’t wanna be in this town 
with Franklin hating me.”

“Dammit. You’re set on it.”
“I’ve been dreaming of getting out a long time. It 

may be a fantasy, I know it might even worse 
somewhere else. If it is, I'll keep moving.”

“It’s your life, Taffy. Do what you will.”
Taffy looked at Gwen smiling, “You wanna go with 

me?”
“Hell no. Now you're talking crazy! Puto loco! I like 

my coffee every morning. This is my dream come true. 
Sorry Taffy. If you leave, I’m going to replace you.”

“Ouch!”
A person walked into the café, “Customer. Get in 

there, take care of business.”
“Alright.”
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(fifty-seven)
In the morning the freight train rolled out of North 
East Minneapolis and thru St. Paul, soon rambling 
South down along the Mississippi River. Taffy sat in a 
comfortable cushioned chair,  the single passenger car 
was set in the front of a string of box cars and inter-
modal container cars. There were a few Merdeavion 
people in uniform on the train, a few others in business 
suits, some in casual clothes. The ticket was expensive, 
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Taffy was now broke, a worthless piece of magnetic 
plastic in his pocket.

Looking out the window at the country going by he 
smiled. He laughed. He laughed harder and clapped 
his hands, heedless of who might be listening. The 
world outside the train was beautiful. Everything bad 
was going away. A woman’s head appeared over the 
seat in front of him, short brown hair and sparkling 
green eyes, “It’s so good to hear laughter,” she said, 
“Usually I find myself listening to someone bawling 
their eyes out for hours.” The woman grinned, Taffy 
felt instantly at ease.

“I know what you mean. Usually it's my best 
friends, so what are you gonna do? You can’t walk 
away from a friend having a nervous breakdown, but 
it’s killing you to stay with them. Sometimes I just 
don't want to be on the same page.”

“Yeah. But things are getting better don’t you 
think? I mean, here you are laughing! Can I ask what 
about?”

Taffy shook his head and gestured at the window, 
“Look at that. Spring. Green shit! We made it!”

The woman stared out the train window at the 
kaleidoscope of green and blue flowing by, “It was a 
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long winter.” her eyes glazed over and she stiffened a 
little, remembering.

“But here we are.” Taffy flourished his fingers in 
new found smiling madness, “In the warm beauty of 
life flexing muscles. Fuck you disease! We survive.”

“You’re hilarious. What’s your name?”
“Taffy.”
“My name’s Louise.”
“Good to meet you.”
“Want a drink?”
“Ha! That's funny. I decided when I left 

Minneapolis that I wasn't gonna drink anymore. But a 
new friend requires toasting, right? You have some 
booze?”

“I do. The second I heard they were legalizing 
liquor I headed for the store. Feels like I’ve been 
needing a drink for about a year now.”

“Yeah, I’m sure my old friends in Minneapolis are 
celebrating as we speak. You spent time in a camp?”

Louise moved around the aisle and sat in the seat 
next to him, pulling a bottle of Ouzo out of her leather 
bag she handed it to Taffy, “I was in the Iowa camp. 
Wretched existence! Place was dry as the moon. Not 
even a black market. Unbelievable. Have you ever
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drank mouthwash as a liquor substitute? Don’t do it.”
“Brutal.” Taffy took a long drink and felt the heat 

flash thru his body, “What contract did you sign?”
Louise bore down on him with her eyes, 

“Merdeavion Security. I’m a coordinator or services.”
Taffy felt an involuntary lump form in his throat 

and he swallowed, “Fancy. And thank you for letting 
me know. I’ll be sure to pay proper respects.”

Louise shook her head, “I hate it. Five year contract. 
It’s just stupid, I can’t deal with following orders. I 
used to have my own business, before the Catastrophe. 
Community supported agriculture, I ran a CSA. It was 
my baby. Now I’m a tiny little cog in this machine, and 
I don’t like the direction it’s headed in. The patterns 
are starting to reveal themselves. I want out. Contract 
transfer, very complicated shit. It’s not encouraged.”

“I want out of my contract too. It’s alright-“
“What do you do?”
“Café Operator. I own the place with one other 

person. She’s really cool, but things are just fucked up 
there now. My friends have lost their minds into the 
fantasy world of megalomania and alcoholism, my 
lover went totally psychotic. So I'm working out a 
contract that was forced on me after living in complete 
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freedom for so long, just a dozen of us and a mostly 
empty city…”

“You’re a city survivor? No antidote or anything? 
Just- kept on living?”

“Natural immunity, apparently.”
“Wow. Intense.”
“For a year all I did was eat stale chips and canned 

food and hope that there were a couple of my friends 
or family left in the world. So, of course we became 
alcoholics. It’s hard to be judgmental.” Taffy took 
another drink and handed the bottle back to Louise. 
She looked at it, held it up to the light.

“Where is your family? Do you know if they-”
“I have no idea. I've looked, I cant find any 

information. Damn.” Taffy hiccuped, “I don’t have 
much tolerance for this stuff anymore. A couple drinks 
and I feel like tearing up the town and sneaking into 
swimming pools.”

“I think we’re almost to Winona.” Louise said, 
“You wanna check out the night life when we get 
there?”

“Hill yeah. Sounds great. I’m over the intellectual 
crap. Let’s have fun.”
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“If fun is to be had, we are ready! Let’s stretch this 
bottle out so we don’t end up in the drunk tank when 
we get there.”

“You’re right. If they see us having too much fun 
that’ll be the end of it.”

*   *   *

Taffy stepped off the train with his backpack and made 
it safely to the concrete loading dock where he stood 
swaying like a tree in a storm. The warm night air 
brought another world to him, the smell of fried food, 
lilac flowers in bloom, god, the lilacs! A smell of the 
river wet and rotting, creosote from the wooden 
railroad ties, grease and diesel from the engine idling 
ahead of the passenger car.

As Taffy stood inhaling the sensual breeze, Louise 
cursed stumbling down the train stairs and fell out, 
landing on Taffy. They collapsed in a pile on the 
loading platform. The passenger exiting behind them 
stepped down soberly and dropped his duffel bag, 
“Are you alright? Can I help you up?”

Louise was laughing hard and gasping for breath, 
“Thank you! I do need help. So does this guy!”
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Soon they were on their feet again, Louise and 
Taffy holding each other up. The man smiled at them, 
“It’s a good time to be alive, eh?”

“That’s the spirit, buddy!” Louise said to him, 
slapping him on the shoulder of his Merdeavion 
uniform.

“Name is Jon.”
“Louise!”
“Taffy!”
“Have fun in town!”
“You too!”
“Good night.” Jon waved at them as he picked up 

his bag and walked away.
Taffy and Louise looked at each other, laughing. 

They walked away from the train station. Louise sang 
a song. Taffy looked excitedly left and right, aroused at 
the touch of a new town. At the first main street they 
encountered a patrol.

“Good evening folks.”
“Howdy!” Taffy said.
“Evening.” Louise said.
“Fresh off the train?”
“Yes.”
“Papers please.”
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“Really?” Taffy's forehead knotted, “Papers? Are 
we in Canada or something?”

Louise jabbed Taffy, “Very funny.”
“Security has been tightened.” the officer said, 

smiling at Louise, “There’s been terrorist attacks. Two 
of us killed by a bomb.” the officer frowned and 
looked down the dark street.

“Really? Damn, I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
The officer turned back to eye Taffy. Louise pulled 

out her Merdeavion Security badge and gave it to the 
officer.

“Ah, well then. Hello sir, and enjoy you’re stay in 
Winona.” he handed the badge back to Louise and 
turned to Taffy, “Be aware, the green flags indicate the 
boundaries of the safe perimeter. Moving outside of 
that is illegal for anyone but Merdeavion Security 
people. The rules of engagement change as the threat 
level changes. Best to stay inside the flags!”

“Alright. Got it.” Taffy said.
“Thank you.” Louise said.
They walked down the sidewalk of the lighted 

street.
“That was a total buzz killer.”
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Louise reached into her bag an pulled out another 
bottle of Ouzo, “Round two then, Taffy! Yes, we still 
live in a well rounded world of good and evil.”

“It’s not all bad, I know. Strange world.”
“Relish it, Taffy!” she grabbed him by the arm and 

propelled him down the street, “A world always 
changing, and we are always adapting. Remember 
when it wasn’t cool to fly the American flag, when you 
were considered ignorant for being patriotic after all 
those years of everything our government did to 
people around the world? Back when there was this 
consciousness spreading about how fucked up this 
single global super power was - and then all of a 
sudden in one day everybody forgot about all of that 
shit and went putting flags over everything, as tho the 
entire face of the world were a wound and the flag of 
the USA was a healing salve. Flag stickers, flag 
magnets, flag tattoos, flag colored frosting on cakes. 
Red, white, and blue coming out of yer ass. Just the 
way they wanted it. Perfect cover for murder. The 
mask of the victim! Everyone instantly adapted to it, 
stared at the blue screen, sucked in the brainwashing 
rays like sunshine, tanned our brains back to the stone 
age. No fictional villain could possibly do better. What 
a jaw dropper. We just jumped out of the way as the 
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war machine sprang to life. Look out world! We don’t 
know how to stop this fucking thing, NO BRAKES!”

“Hey, that’s not a microphone,” Taffy said, “lemme 
have a drink.”

“Oh shit, bogart the bottle! Here.” Louise thrust the 
bottle into Taffy's gut, “So yeah. And now, you 
wonder where this system is gonna take us. From my 
position, well inside of it, I’m real worried. When 
hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans and all the poor 
black families were killed and their homes 
permanently destroyed, it was the perfect opportunity 
to cleanse the city, white wash it. Now picture that on 
a possibly global scale. Total genocide. Only the old 
generation and our memory and history of something 
different. We don’t have freedom of speech because 
they’re trying to strangle history, trying to snuff out 
the concept that we don’t need a corporation to 
survive. If people cant even envision the concept of 
freedom, how could people know there was even 
something to fight for? The final step in the rebirth of 
slavery, the slavery that has never ended, but now 
includes people of all races. Wage slavery.”

“These are bold words for a Merdeavion Security 
Coordinator to be saying to a person they just met. 
Why do you trust me?”
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“I trust my intuition. That’s right, my contract gives 
me privileges, I can spout of shit like this without 
much worry. I’ve got it better  than some, but I still 
work for the master up in the house. I’ve got a contract 
that I have to fulfill or I go to prison, right? Just like 
you. There are people in the C.C. who don’t have 
contracts, they control all of it. The original money 
people, the ones that survived the Catastrophe. It’s just 
like royalty, you are born into it, or one of them gives 
or loans you capital, and then you’re in! You can do 
whatever the fuck you want, unless it interferes with 
their control and profits. Just like it was before, only 
now there’s no separate government to be manipulated 
and played. The government has been incorporated! 
The chess game is much easier for them now.”

“Are you a Patriot?”
“Ha! Hell no. I want to play a whole new game.” 

Louise squinted one eye and it sparkled under the 
streetlamp.

“Same here. I’m not a Preservative.” Taffy handed 
the bottle back, “The way I see it, we are somewhere in 
the middle of this pyramid of control, between those 
corporation people at the top and the people of color 
all over the world compelled to labor for them.”

“Except the ones that broke free! Have you heard?”

226



“No! Just rumors”
“You can hear more being a Merdeavion employee. 

A lot of countries have completely broken free, re-
organized to become self sufficient. Out of necessity 
you know, when everything collapsed, and when the 
corporations organized and made contact again they 
were ready and gave them the boot. South America, 
Africa, Asia, a lot of countries have created 
autonomous economies in the last year. The 
expectation is the coalition will go to war against 
countries who refuse to trade certain resources.”

“That old game. The cycle repeats.” Taffy handed 
the bottle to Louise.

“No one walks away from this chess game.”
“A ten thousand year chess game.” Taffy said.
“Checkmate or draw, we are in a bad place either 

way. What do you think should be done? Direct 
action? Reform? Retreat to the hills? Defect to a free 
country? Cuba, Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Brazil, 
Venezuela? Or fuck it, live here inside the machine, try 
to enjoy the life you have, try to resist as much as 
possible without getting imprisoned?” Louise drank 
and handed the bottle back to Taffy.

“All I know is, I don’t know enuf to join up with 
any movement. None of it seems like it’s going to 
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work. I’ve spent enuf of my life on lost causes, and 
getting depressed cause they failed, then drowning my 
depression with booze. I thot that whole cycle was 
over and that I was just traveling, living, having fun 
being with my friends and people I loved. It seems 
naïve now! Everyone went away. Then I found some of 
my people, we lived together for a winter, and then 
everything went to hill. I’m lost again.” Taffy looked at 
Louise, “Somehow I'm not content to slide by 
anymore. I'm tired of merely existing, but I'm not 
interested in being a martyr either. I’m not going to 
prison. I know what real freedom feels like, I know 
what it’s like to live without cops and politicians and 
corporations digging their fingers thru your flesh and 
mind. I want it back. How can a little ant fight the shoe 
coming down on it?”

“By standing between the treads on the sole of the 
shoe.”

“That's mere survival again. And what if it’s a flat 
soled shoe?”

“Then the ant fuckin dies. Alright, that’s enuf 
cheery talk. Bottle please, Taffy. I’m pretty sure if we 
take a walk down to the Mississippi River that 
between the two of us, this bottle, and maybe the 

228



catfish, beavers, and birds, we can figure something 
out.”

(fifty-eight)
Taffy and Louise sat on the beach facing the river, a 
large sand bar created by dredging with huge sucking 
pipes down to the bottom to deepen the shipping 
channel, spewing it out to make islands of sand 
sometimes covered in dirt and trees. Immense 
cottonwoods and silver maples stretched branches out 
over their heads and over the river.

“I love the water.” Louise said, “I grew up on the 
St. Croix River in Wisconsin. Went fishing with my 
dad and mom on this little boat. Fishing is always 
portrayed as this very dude thing, but my family did it 
together, just drifting down the shore by the rock piles 
and around the big trees that fell in the river, the fish 
hung out there and we would catch them, take them to 
a spot where there was a fire pit on a beach and clean 
and cook them, big fish frys. Sweet fish fry by the fire. 
Just us out there, no neighbors, no cops, no phones, no 
video screens, no robots with steel claws rolling down 
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the street. Whole different world. Freedom from 
government right there, we did what we wanted and it 
was alright. You can be in a city and go down to the 
river and everything changes, the water is magic.

“It’s a magic place. The best place to have a party 
and be with friends, you can appreciate each person 
then, without distraction or dilution from the outside- 
well, unless the pigs showed up somehow, which is 
why we started using this little canoe to keep the booze 
in so that if the cops did show up someone would 
shove off and paddle away from shore, come back later 
when the flashlights were gone.”

“Castle the king. Brilliant!” Taffy dug his bare feet 
into the sand.

“Nothing worse than watching perfectly good 
liquor be poured onto the ground.”

“What the hill is that out there?” Louise said, 
pointing to the glass surface of the river reflecting star 
and moon.

Something was floating slowly down with the 
current.

“A big log?” Taffy wondered.
They watched in silence. The object floated closer.
“Looks like a boat to me.” Louise said.
“No.”
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“Yes.” she stood up to get a better view, “It’s a boat. 
A little power boat, old school, with the little 
windshield you know. An antique pleasure craft.”

“For pleasure.”
“Weird. No light, no movement. No one in it?”
Taffy got up, “Looks abandoned, huh? Came loose 

from it’s moorings maybe.”
“Or someone passed out drunk in it…”
“Or they got shot…”
“We do live in a fucked up world.” Louise said.
“This is really weird. On the train ride here, every 

time I saw the river I thot about being out on a boat, 
alone out there, just cruising along. I always wanted to 
do that, but it seemed so far away.”

“I remember you told me that on the train during 
our conversation.”

“I said it out loud?”
“You said it a bunch of times.”
“Wow. What the fuck. And here it is.”
“You manifested it.” Louise turned to face him, 

“Have you always been able to do that? Are you even 
aware that you’re doing this?”

Taffy stared at the boat slowly drifting by. He 
began taking his clothes off.

“I’ll go get it.”
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Taffy hit the water and made the boat, climbed 
aboard and soon found a paddle. Louise was slower 
taking her clothes off but was soon aboard, they oared 
on each side to make the shore. Louise went to the 
stern to examine examine the transom, sparkling blue 
metallic paint in cursive letters spelled out the boat’s 
name: 'My Baby IV'.

“It’s called the ‘My Baby Four’. So- they had three 
other boats?”

“That’s a lotta babies.” Taffy said.
The outboard engine started on the fifth pull of the 

recoil rope, Louise slid the lever down into reverse, 
twisted the throttle handle. The boat backed away 
from shore. She turned the steering wheel and they 
were angled into the open. She put the lever in 
forward and moved the throttle. The nose of the boat 
rose out of the water and Taffy held onto the side as 
Louise maneuvered out into the channel. She opened it 
up. The wake from their passing thru the calm 
midnight waters rolled out in an exponential V behind 
the little power boat, whirlpools and bubbles dancing 
to the music of the pistons turning the shaft turning the 
prop turning the water,  the hardcore dance pit 
spinning spiral galaxy infinity. Out in the center of the 
river the sky was clear of tree branches and the moon 
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could be seen near full, rising from the east bank, over 
the darkened and half empty city hardly a ray of light 
pollution shone so the stars peered down and they all 
came out with their friends and neighbors to visit with 
the tiny world.

The noise of the motor excluded verbal 
communication so Taffy sat on the vinyl passenger seat 
and relaxed into the ride. Watching the water move 
under them in drunken thot flow he imagined the 
entire history of experience in his mind to be fiction, 
memories were scenes from a fantasy. The past year, 
the dozens of years since being born- all madness. 
How could any of that exist congruent with this 
present reality: Louise and the boat hurtling thru the 
universe, stars above reflected in the mirror of calm 
black water below, flying like a dragonfly above the 
liquid of life, heading towards an infinite horizon. 
Born again.
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