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  Chapter 1


  
     
  


  The ropes aren’t too tight, are they?


  I’ve never tied anyone up before, I swear, so I’m really not sure if I did it right or not.


  I’m sorry—I probably should have introduced myself by now, shouldn’t I? I mean, we already know who you are (at least I think we do), so I should tell you who the fuck I am. I was born an Ashley, and I wasn’t very happy about it. Thanks, Mom and Dad, for sticking me with the same retarded name every other dipshit girl in the ’80s was born with. Gah. By the time I was twelve everybody just called me Spike, because of the way my hair always stood straight up on its own. So that’s what you can call me. Spike.


  You know, I’ve come a long way to be here. And I mean that in every sense—physical and mental. Emotional. Like the hippies say, “What a long strange trip it’s been”, to get here. I was going to say, it was a long way to come to see you, but that’s not really true. I came because…well, I guess because there’s really nowhere else to go. But it was hard getting here, really, really hard, and I never gave up. Isn’t that what you always told us, that we should never give up, stay the course?


  Oh well, I guess you’re in no position to care anymore, are you? Now, if you don’t mind—or even if some carefully concealed little part of you does—I’m going to tell you a story. My story. I’m telling you because...no, I’ll tell you why at the end.`


  


  


  



  Chapter 2


  
     
  


  I think I know what you were before, but know what I was? A violent paranoid schizophrenic. They also said I was “delusional” just because I said “Sure” when they asked me if I wanted to be President of the United States. “Sure,” I said, “who doesn’t?”


  They asked me shit like that while I was an inmate in this dilapidated, overcrowded state facility, out in Oxnard. You’ve probably never heard of Oxnard. Stupid name—sounds like it should be in the Midwest, right? Except it’s in California, maybe an hour west of Los Angeles. I was there because they said I had attacked a man with a knife, for no reason. I knew the reason: I’d forgotten to get my prescription re-filled. I’d been taking Prolixin for a couple of years, and everything had been fine, but then I got busy and forgot and you know how all that goes. Obviously the insanity plea wasn’t a tough one for the judge to buy. So I wound up in place where they just tranked me up instead of treating me. Doped to the fucking gills, stuck in a day ward with a bunch of fat middle-aged nutcases who drooled a lot and talked to themselves. Yippee, let’s hear it for the fucking system.


  I was twenty-three. Don’t get me wrong, I knew I was sick. I never heard voices telling me to do weird shit, or thought bugs were crawling on me, or anything, but without medication pictures would flash in my head and I’d find myself doing whatever I saw. Without even knowing it. Like when I got in an argument with my mom, I saw myself pounding this meatloaf she was making, pounding it with my fists over and over and over until the kitchen was covered with raw ground round. I didn’t mean to do it, it just happened. Or another time, I think I was like fourteen, I saw myself walking up to this girl at school I didn’t like, pulling up my shirt and using a black felt-tip to scrawl obscenities across my bare skin. Took months to get that crap off, too.


  For ten years I listened to the psych’s gabble about “biochemical imbalances” and “nutritional therapy.” The Prolixin helped, as long as I took it. I couldn’t get into a college, and mom pretty much kicked me out at nineteen, but I actually held a job as a salesgirl in a record store for four years, Final Vinyl in Hollywood. Ever heard of it? No, sorry, that was a dumb question—of course you’ve never heard of it, any more than you would have heard of any of the bands we stocked. I had a best friend named Tommy, who was a computer geek, and I had my own tiny studio apartment. I owned a refrigerator and a television I got at a garage sale and an old computer Tommy gave me. I stole internet access from a neighbor’s Wi-Fi. I played my stereo too loud sometimes, and other times I was happy to just be quiet and read. I had my little life, like everybody else.


  Then I missed one trip to the drugstore and it all fell apart.


  It was late at night. I had to take the trash out. It wasn’t the greatest area of town, especially not when you were a fucked-up paranoid schizophrenic off her meds. I had a knife with me when I went outside. He was a drunken homeless guy digging through our trash bin.


  You know the rest. The good news is that he survived. I like to think maybe it woke him up, got him to clean up and get a life.


  I got a life out of it. At the California State Facility at Oxnard.


  I’d been at the hospital for about three months, I think— it’s hard to reckon time when you can barely fucking lift your head—when it all started. Even I noticed there were a lot more people showing up in the day room, new faces and not typical loons either—some were younger than me, some obviously had money or prestige. But you couldn’t ask them what was going on; they were a lot more doped than I was.


  Next thing I remember, though this part’s kind of vague, was seeing a report on TV about a huge upswing of unexplained violent crimes. They implied it was happening everywhere. Some sociologist displayed a lot of impressive statistics.


  Then we didn’t get to go to the dayroom at all. Ms. Conroy, the one matron I liked, told me something was going on and they had to turn the dayroom into a temporary ward to accommodate new patients. Even at the far end of the hall, where my room was, I could hear screaming, lots of it. It never stopped. That was the one time I was thankful for my sedatives. My roommate was lucky—she was a catatonic.


  Then a long time went by when nobody came. Two, maybe three days. No one came to let us out, to give us food or medication. Without bathroom visits the room began to stink. Lump— my affectionate name for the catatonic—didn’t notice, of course. Just lay on her bed like always, staring and drooling.


  I could feel my own medication wearing off. I hoped I wouldn’t hurt Lump. The pictures in my head weren’t pretty, and they were starting to come on strong.


  Then on about the third day, Ms. Conroy unlocked our door. She looked strange. Her usually spotless uniform had stains, blood stains, on it, and I could see it had come from her left arm, which was a roadmap of fresh cuts.


  She looked at me with a half-lidded smile and mumbled, “You’re free, little lamb. Go graze with the kangaroos.”


  Then she raised her right arm. There was a scalpel in that hand. As I watched, she slowly drew the blade across her left arm, adding a new gash. Fresh crimson spattered her white tennis shoes. Some hit Lump. Lump drooled some more.


  I liked Ms. Conroy, but I wasn’t going to wait to see what she’d do next with that scalpel, so I got the fuck outta there.


  It was a nightmare in the corridor, like something out of a horror movie. As I ran, doors popped open and hands thrust out at me. I of course wasn’t totally sure whether it was real or not, but it felt real to me. Once I passed a door that was closed and suddenly it banged open, and a middle-aged woman with wild hair and truly crazy eyes hurled herself at me, making little grunting noises. She clawed at my shapeless blouse, until I got hold of both her wrists, threw her away and ran. I looked back once, to see if she was following, but she’d just kind of collapsed on the floor and was pounding aimlessly at the wall.


  Fortunately the security doors were all wide open, and I ran out into another ward, where they kept the non-violent cases… not that you’d know that now, not with the blood everywhere. On the walls, on the floor, smeared in weird patterns that looked like ancient runes. I could smell the blood even over my own stench. Needless to say, I wanted to get out of there real bad, but the hallway in front of me was filled with people.


  With women. The one nearest me was banging her head on a doorframe, leaving big wet patches on wood and skin; she didn’t stop or look up as I walked by her. Another woman, who was even younger than me, sat in a doorway and grinned idiotically. The worst was a patient who had her fingers in her mouth and was eating them. The middle and index fingers were gone down to the first joint. She acted like she was enjoying a midday snack. Finger-lickin’ good.


  What the fuck was going on?


  At least none of them tried to stop me.


  Neither did anyone else, for that matter. No doctors, no orderlies, no nurses. I had no idea what’d happened to Ms. Conroy. I almost just split, but then I remembered that the facility was in the middle of nowhere, and I’d need wheels to get anywhere. A few other things would be nice, too: Money. Real clothes.


  Prolixin.


  I sure didn’t want to see whatever all the rest of ’em were seeing. Been there, done that.


  I knew where the drugs were stored; we passed the dispensary on my twice-weekly walks to see my therapist, staid old Doctor Pembroke. The dispensary door was locked, but I found a maintenance closet with hammers and screwdrivers, and I managed to break the lock. The power was still on and it set off some kind of alarm, but there was nobody left who gave a shit. I found five big bottles of 10 mg Prolixin, and grabbed them all. I cracked the seal on one and dry-swallowed a couple of the pills. Then I raided the doctors’ offices, finding money in forgotten wallets and purses. I found a big floppy bag that I emptied out to hold the Prolixin. I found a man’s oversized suit jacket that actually looked pretty phat on me, and some sunglasses.


  I also found a TV, still turned on. It was showing nothing but a symbol for the Emergency Broadcast System. I flipped through the channels, got snow on most of ’em, the EBS on a few others. One was still running old movies.


  Only one news station was still live. The newscaster, who I recognized but couldn’t fit a name to, looked wasted, with dark-circled eyes and messy hair. He was saying that reports had confirmed this “epidemic or phenomenon” was happening all over the world.


  Then his expression went blank, and he just stared into the camera, slack-jawed. A little pool of saliva gathered around his lower lip and spilled over, running down his chin.


  There was more screaming from behind me, within the bowels of the facility. It was so time to go.


  I took keys wherever I found them, and tried them all on the cars outside until one fit.


  Oh, and I took one other thing, too—a guard’s gun. I found it still in a holster, the holster on a gun belt, the belt hanging from a low tree limb outside. I’d never used a gun, so I fired it into the ground once to make certain I knew how. Whatever had happened seemed to be everywhere, and if I came up against any more whack jobs trying to take me down, I wanted to be able to handle them.


  The car I got that started up was pretty sweet, one of those big butch SUVs that felt like a military vehicle. It had three-quarters of a tank of gas, so it should get me back to Hollywood. It had a radio, of course, which I promptly turned on.


  I pressed the fucking search button until my fingertip was raw, but there was nothing on FM. I found one AM station still transmitting, but it just sent an automated Emergency Broadcasting System announcement over and over.


  I was pretty fucking scared by then.


  Fortunately the Prolixin was kicking in, so I could at least think. Or maybe it was unfortunately, because I knew that whatever was happening, it was real.


  I locked the doors on the car. Then I sat there and thought for a few moments. Something big had happened. Whatever it was, it’d been building for a while, sending more and more people to the loony bin. And it was also big enough that nobody had come to help—or to lock the crazies away.


  And why hadn’t it gotten me?


  I’d deal with that later. Right now, I had to decide what to do. Where to go. I had money—about $300—and plenty of gas. Where should I go?


  Tommy.


  If anyone had figured out what was going on, it’d be Tommy. He was the smartest person I’d ever met—way smarter than that imbecile Doctor Pembroke—and he’d been writing me every month, so I knew he still lived at the same place. He was a good guy. He’d let me crash with him. Maybe together we could figure out what to do.


  Just one problem:


  I’d never driven a car.


  Well, that wasn’t completely true. Tommy had taken me out to an empty parking lot once and given me a few quickie lessons. It hadn’t seemed that hard. And Tommy’s car had been old and cranky, with no power steering so you really had to haul on that steering wheel to make a turn.


  This baby was, as the car dealers liked to say, fully loaded. It should be a lot easier to drive than Tommy’s.


  Ignition first, then…right, put it into gear. Take off the parking brake. Accelerator on the right, brake on the left.


  Easy.


  Of course I hit the accelerator too hard at first and nearly smacked into a brick wall, but I got the hang of it pretty quick. This thing practically drove itself.


  Sweet.


  I was really into the driving by the time I hit the freeway. It was late afternoon, nearly five p.m., and the lanes heading east towards Los Angeles should’ve been packed, totally bumper-to-bumper.


  Wrong. There was no traffic. I mean no traffic, as in I was completely alone. Only once did I see another car. It was driving straight towards me, on the wrong side of the 101 freeway. At the last second I veered aside, and the asshole shot on by. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw him go smashing through the guardrail, disappearing over the side. I didn’t stop to help or look back. I had to get to Hollywood. I was scared and wired and I needed a friend.


  The 101 finally came down out of the hills to the west of


  L.A. and spilled down into the San Fernando Valley. I sped past Tarzana, Woodland Hills, Encino, Studio City. There were a few more cars on the freeway now—none of them moving. Just parked there. I swerved around them, doing a scared-shitless 80 miles per hour.


  I drove over the Cahuenga pass and got off at Vine.


  Hollywood was hell on earth.


  The power seemed to be dead here, and stoplights weren’t working. Car wrecks were everywhere. Trash blew in the streets (which was weird even for Hollywood). A coyote ran right in front of me at one point, looking like he owned Hollywood, which I guess maybe he did now. Because the people…


  They were severely fucked up.


  There were lots of them lolling about, in the streets, on the sidewalks, in the buildings. I had to slow down to a crawl to avoid hitting them. Some shambled along, like movie zombies. Some waved their arms in the air, or danced, or shouted. Some were naked; others dressed in torn and dirty clothing. At the corner of Fountain and Vine, a man wearing a rumpled expensive suit and a dead look in his eyes ran right in front of the car. I slammed on the brakes, and he started slapping the windshield and screaming, “They’re here! They’re here!!”


  I gunned past him and headed for Tommy’s place.


  Tommy lived in an area of older, slightly rundown but funky apartment complexes, just south of Santa Monica Boulevard. I didn’t bother to park in a real space, but just shut the car off in the middle of the driveway and got out.


  A woman was lying on the sidewalk leading to Tommy’s unit; she was beneath a smashed third-story window, one leg obviously broken under her, yelling, “I’m falling! Oh God, I’m falling—!”


  I walked around her, as far away from her as possible. It didn’t matter, because she didn’t even notice me.


  Tommy lived towards the back. Just before his door, an elderly man was dancing in the walkway. It was a strange jittery little dance, a combination of shuffles and hops.


  “Why the fuck are you doing that?” I demanded, when I couldn’t get by him.


  “The fairies will give me a lucky cornflake,” he answered.


  I started to tell him he needed to head for West Hollywood, but realized it was pointless. The way he sounded reminded me of Ms. Conroy, back at the hospital. They both mumbled the words, as if they could barely open their mouths.


  They sounded like people who talk in their sleep.


  But that was silly. They were both awake. “Do you actually see fairies?” I asked the old guy.


  “No...now they’ve scurbled back to their...”


  I couldn’t make out the rest. He stopped his dance and just slid down the wall, staring at nothing.


  I ran up the stairs to Tommy’s apartment as fast as I could. Tommy was the best friend I’d ever had. He knew about my problems and didn’t care. In fact, he thought it was cool. He’d asked me a lot about the drugs I took, because he was major into both computers and chemistry, especially drug chemistry. He really wasn’t a total stoner, just an occasional tripper, but one who liked knowing how things worked.


  Maybe he’d know about this, then.


  My stomach turned over when I saw his door was open. Tommy had three locks, because he had a lot of really valuable electronic and computer stuff; he never just left his door swinging like that.


  “Tommy?” I called, going in real slow.


  I didn’t have to go far. Tommy was dead on the living room floor. He looked as if he’d been dead for a couple of days, because his skin was white and mushy-looking and he smelled. There were some little bits of brown stuff spilling out of one hand, and when I looked at them I realized they were magic mushrooms.


  Shit. Tommy had OD’d on ’shrooms.


  I started crying, but couldn’t stay there, mainly because of that smell. I stumbled out onto the street, trying to stop bawling, trying to figure out what to do now.


  It was getting dark, and I needed someplace to stay. A lot of people were still out on the streets, and they were starting to freak me out. One huge, foul-smelling man—a local transient Tommy and I had named The Ogre—was looking at me really strangely, and I didn’t want to hang around to find out why. I thought about going back to Tommy’s, dragging him out, but knew I couldn’t do it. Instead I tried other doors in his building until I found one that was unlocked. I held the gun out before me and went through the whole place, but it was empty inside. I locked the door behind me, then huffed and hauled a big bookcase over to block the door, just to be really safe.


  Feeling a little calmer, I dried my eyes and tried to force myself to think. First I decided to take inventory.


  Whoever had lived here had had even less money than Tommy. There wasn’t much in this place: A stained and tatty futon couch, a cheap coffee table, a television and stereo on top of some bricks and boards. In the kitchen, a few packages of Top Ramen, cans of chocolate pudding, and beer.


  Obviously a guy’s place.


  The bedroom smelled musty, like old sweat, and held only a double bed, an upended crate for a bedside table, and some posters of girls with racing cars. I think it was safe to say this guy didn’t get laid much.


  Of course neither did I.


  Fortunately he had some okay clothes, and I hadn’t put on lots of weight during my three fun months in the institution, so they’d probably fit me, with some rolling and belting. Good. That was something.


  I took a beer from the fridge (fuck, this asshole bought the worst, cheapest swill), and downed another Prolixin with it. Then I curled up on the futon couch, and tried not to think about Tommy.


  It took a while, but I finally drifted off.


  


  


  



  Chapter 3


  
     
  


  “HAHAHAHAHA!”


  I had no idea what time it was when the high-pitched, hysterical laughter outside woke me up. I only knew that it was pitch dark outside—darker than I’d ever seen L.A., with no lights creating a red nighttime haze over the city—and it felt like the middle of the night. The laughter went on for a few seconds…


  …and then was abruptly silenced by a loud, sharp BANG.


  I waited, panting, heart hammering, disoriented. When it stayed quiet, my heart rate slowed back down, and I remembered where I was. It was so dark I couldn’t see a fucking thing, but I remembered where I’d seen the TV and I lumbered over to it, barking my shin once on that stupid, cheapass coffee table.


  I found the power button on the TV and pressed it, but remembered that there was no power. Nothing happened, of course.


  I thought about the pudding I’d seen in the cabinets, and I stumbled into the kitchen. I rifled blindly through some drawers until I found a spoon. I took every can back to the futon with me, and ate them all.


  Then I sat there, listening, thinking.


  I had to start treating this sitch like it was permanent. Here for good. I should stockpile canned food, water, batteries, and flashlights. Guns and ammo. Prolixin.


  I made mental lists until dawn. It stayed fairly quiet the rest of the night. Once I heard something thumping overhead, and realized some of the other apartments still had occupants. Maybe I should go see them, make sure they—


  —there was a lot of screaming overhead. I decided against seeking anyone out.


  Dawn came at last. Light slowly filtered into the apartment. I saw something I hadn’t noticed before: A pile of newspapers next to the trash in the kitchen. So my vanished host hadn’t been completely illiterate.


  I brought the stack over to the window, and sat down next to it. I reached into the middle of the pile and brought out a paper that I thought was about two weeks old (I couldn’t be sure, since I didn’t really know the current date). The headline read “MAN KILLS TWENTY-FOUR WITH CAR.” There were a couple of other articles about ordinary citizens doing extraordinarily violent things.


  Business as usual.


  Two days later, the headline read “DREAM SICKNESS SPREADS.” Now we were getting somewhere. This article talked about outbreaks of something called “dream sickness” in Connecticut, Wisconsin, Tennessee, Arizona and Oregon. There were also reports of the illness appearing as far away as Kolkata, Berlin and London. There were some side articles about scientists trying to identify the “vectors” of the disease, and lots of tech talk that bored the shit out of me.


  What I did get out of it was that people were acting crazy. Or, more specifically, as if they were asleep. Asleep and...


  Dreaming.


  I’d done some reading about dreams, mainly as they related to schizophrenia and mental illness. What I’d got was that dreams were the brain’s way of organizing information into symbols that could be stored, the way a computer splits everything into ones and zeroes. This storage process usually happens when we sleep, so it won’t get in the way of anything else.


  But what if something had happened that messed up the brain and made it process those symbols when we were awake? Some people thought that was what schizophrenia was, although I’d never remembered one dream in my whole life, so I couldn’t compare. But I knew lots of people had falling dreams.


  And one of them was lying outside on the sidewalk with a broken leg right now.


  My next brilliant conclusion was that it hadn’t happened to me because of the Prolixin. Or it had happened to me, and I just didn’t know it.


  I opted for choice #1. Great—so the rest of the world had finally caught up with me.


  The second-to-last headline read, “PRESIDENT SAYS DREAMING SICKNESS UNDER CONTROL.”


  Asshole.


  The last one, dated two days later, stated boldly, “WONDER BOY SAVES WORLD, THEN HIS TEETH FALL OUT.”


  No more papers after that. Too bad—I was kind of curious about what happened to Wonder boy.


  I set the papers aside and thought. It didn’t make me feel any better to know that I’d probably figured out what was going on better than those CDC doctors; for one thing, plenty of folks had violent dreams, and those were the ones I needed to worry about. For another, I had no idea how long whatever this was (Virus? Bacteria? Cosmic radiation?) would last.


  This could be the rest of my life.


  That thought was pretty fucking depressing.


  I caught a whiff of something rank then, and after sniffing around briefly I realized it was me. I might as well start trying to get my life back together, and it should begin with cleaning myself up. I went back to my host’s bathroom (which thankfully was fairly clean), and experimentally twisted the sink taps. Nothing. Of course, L.A. basically had never had its own water, so there was no reason to expect any now. Fortunately there were two untouched five-gallon jugs in the kitchen (that was another thing about L.A.’s water—no matter how many flyers the Department of Water and Power sent out assuring us that the water was drinkable, it wasn’t). I poured some into some pans and gave myself a cold shower in the stall. I felt better afterwards.


  I dressed in some blue jeans and a leather jacket that I found in the closet (they actually looked pretty good on me), then I went out. I took the gun with me, of course. The street was quiet outside, just the dreamers staggering or laying around. The car was where I’d left it.


  The nearest market was six blocks away; I’d shopped there a million times with Tommy, laughing as we filled up the cart with Oreos and Pop-Tarts and Cokes. I had to drive slow, to keep from running over people, but the parking lot was quiet, only a few cars present. One had the doors hanging open.


  That got to me. Nobody in L.A. would have left the car doors open while they went into a market.


  Fuck. I was about to cry again.


  I waited, willing myself back to calm and determined.


  And then I heard gunshots.


  They came from inside the market. I sat frozen behind the wheel of my SUV, watching, paralyzed, as two people, a man and a woman, came running out. Both were holding bags of food. The man had a gun, too. He waved it in my direction and shouted, “Just stay there!”


  They got in a car (not the one with doors open) and drove off.


  I almost went after them. They’d been angry and scared and they’d also been wide-awake.


  But they’d come out of the market with food. And I was hungry.


  I pulled the SUV up right in front of the market, checked my own gun, and climbed out.


  I was just stepping through the glassless front doors when I heard someone call for help from inside the market.


  I made my way in and found a man spread out on the floor near the cash registers, a can of beets still clutched in one hand. There was a bleeding hole in his chest.


  “Help me,” he cried. He was maybe forty, Latino, a sweet face, nice black hair. He was also nearly dead.


  “I can’t.”


  He choked on that. I wanted to do something for him, but didn’t know what. He’d been shot over a can of food. Which meant he’d been sane enough to know he had to eat.


  “Why aren’t you like the rest of them?” I asked.


  A blood bubble formed in his mouth, then popped. “Rest...?” he wheezed.


  “Yeah, you know. Crazy. Like you’re dreaming.”


  “I’m not now,” he whispered. Then he died.


  I backed away from him and thought about it. After the brain had finished its processing, the dreaming would have to shut down while new data was taken in.


  Which only meant it was worse than I’d thought, because now I knew that all these sick dreamers would have a few lucid moments, and during those moments they’d be hungry and hurt and very pissed off, and I’d have to fight them for what I needed.


  I hefted my own gun and went up and down the aisles of the market. It was dark and creepy in there, starting to smell of decaying vegetables and meat. The shelves were still about half-full, but frankly the place scared me, and I didn’t spend a lot of time going over what I grabbed. I ended up with a few cans of fruit cocktail, soft drinks, sauerkraut, and boxes of kids’ cereal. I found some empty boxes out back, and filled them up with bottled water and Slim Jims and saltines. I did grab a couple of bottles of an expensive vodka I’d never been able to afford before.


  I pulled the SUV up closer to the front of the store, and was just trying to fit the last box in when I heard footsteps, fast, behind me. I turned, and saw a man running in my direction. Fuck. I’d set the gun down in the front seat while I’d loaded the back, and now I cursed myself for my stupidity—I’d have to learn to think smarter, or I’d be dead.


  I was about to run for the front of the car when I got a closer look at this guy, and I stopped. For one thing, he didn’t look like he wanted to hurt me—he was smiling from ear to ear, and his arms were outstretched like something from a gooey love story or a commercial. And for another thing, he was the most gorgeous hunk I’d ever seen. Young, glistening black skin, just over six feet, a body that’d obviously had some serious work put into it—I mean, he was cut—and he had gleaming white teeth and beautiful brown eyes. He wore a sleeveless t-shirt that bore the logo of a local Buddhist temple and nice tight jeans.


  He ran right up as if we’d known each other our entire lives, and I let him throw his arms around me. He hugged me tightly, then pulled back, looked me right in the eye and said, “I love you.”


  I don’t know why I said it, but I did. “I love you.”


  He hugged me again, only this time he picked me up and whirled me around, my feet flying out behind me.


  When he set me down, suddenly his eyes squinched shut and his back arched. Then the front of his pants got wet.


  I’d just seen my first nocturnal emission. And it wasn’t even noon yet.


  He relaxed against the car, looking dazed and happy.


  I made an instant decision. I reached down, took his hand, and he let me lead him around to the passenger side, where I opened the door and placed him in the seat. I buckled his seat belt while he smiled sweetly and muttered, “My soul’s golden forty miles.”


  So he was a New Age freakazoid. But he was beautiful, and he did what I told him to do. I’d meant it when I said I loved him.


  I still do.


  
     
  


  His name, which I got off a driver’s license still in his pants pocket, was Theodore. That was gross, so I called him Teddy (besides, I’d once loved a soul singer by that name, and they looked slightly alike).


  I spent the rest of that day finding us a new place to live. I’d thought about going back to the apartment I’d spent the night in, but decided all the people in the neighborhood made me nervous, and I could do much better. I wanted to give Teddy something nice. So I headed the SUV west, into Beverly Hills. Just as I’d guessed, the streets here were largely free of dreamers, and I was able to pick up a little speed. I drove down streets with ritzy names like Roxford and Beverly Glen until I found what I was looking for: A house set back from the street, behind a high, protective hedge. The gate was open, and the driveway clear. I drove the SUV right on in like I owned the place…which I guess I did now.


  Except I did something really fucking stupid that nearly got both Teddy and I killed.


  The front door was locked, so I shot the locks out with my gun; I figured we could always just bar the door with furniture or something. I took Teddy right in, not even thinking to check the place over first. We walked into the living room, and stood gaping at more wealth than I’d ever seen put together in one place. There was a huge fireplace with a carved wooden mantel, lots of uncomfortable looking chairs and couches, some old-looking framed paintings and real wooden floors.


  I was still standing there with my mouth hanging open like an idiot when a bullet whizzed by my ear.


  I turned, and saw a crazed-looking woman at the corner of the room, wielding a pistol. There was no question that this was her house: She was in her fifties, but had had enough work done that her face had that gross stretched look, and her hair was brittle. She was thin as a rail, and I knew it wasn’t because she was out of food.


  She was probably bulimic.


  “Get out of my house, you filthy pigs!” she screeched.


  I held up one hand in a placating gesture, and grabbed Teddy with the other.


  “It’s okay, I’m sorry, we’re leaving—don’t shoot!”


  “Get out NOW!” she screamed, then looked pointedly at Teddy. “You animals think you can just come in here and take my house?!”


  I really didn’t like this rich bitch.


  I edged toward the doorway, pulling Teddy along. “Okay, we’re going, we’re going…”


  “NOW!”


  She fired the gun again, and a vase (that was probably worth more than three years of my salary at the record store) exploded by me. She didn’t care; she just didn’t want poor people in her fine home.


  “Christ, stop shooting! We’re going!”


  I fully expected her to kill us.


  And she probably would have, except that suddenly her eyes kind of went blank, the gun dropped from her hand, her head fell forward, and she started to mutter softly.


  “…pool man’s bill still needs…” was all I caught.


  Jesus—even her dreams were boring.


  I waited for a few seconds, not quite believing that Teddy and I were still alive and uninjured. Then I walked up to her and bent down. There was no question—she was doing the awake-dreaming thing.


  So now I’d seen it kick in. It was kind of like watching someone drop off to sleep, just a little faster.


  I picked up her gun and shoved it into my waistband, then I thought about what to do. I probably should have taken Teddy and gotten back in the SUV, just searched some more until we found an uninhabited house that was just as nice, taken that one.


  But you know…fuck it, she’d pissed me off.


  It didn’t take me long to decide what to do. I took Teddy out to the SUV first, and buckled him into the back seat. Then I went back to her. She resisted a little when I gently took her arm and pointed her towards my car, but finally she let me guide her to the front passenger seat, where I buckled her in.


  Fifteen minutes later I dropped her off in the apartment I’d left behind. The old man was still doing his peculiar little dance on the walkway. Maybe they would become good friends.


  I was more cautious after that, and I searched the rest of my new house carefully. It was huge, two stories, and it took a while.


  There was a dead man in an upstairs bedroom. A dead man with a bullet hole centered in his forehead. He looked like a male version of her, with steel gray hair that had once been perfectly styled (before it was caked with blood, that is), and a toned and artificially-tanned body.


  I wondered which one of them had been dreaming when she’d shot him. I thought maybe neither of them had been.


  I debated what to do with the corpse. I tested his weight, tugging on his arms, but could barely budge him. I’m pretty strong for my size (5’4”), but I wasn’t strong enough to drag him out of there.


  Fuck it. The house had a pool, a tennis court, and six bedrooms. So we just wouldn’t use this one. I found a workshop area in the garage, got some boards, nails, and a hammer, and just nailed that fucking room shut.


  We settled in.


  The last thing I did before the sun set was take a quick inventory. I found a nice supply of candles in a pantry off the kitchen (which was bigger than my old apartment), and I hauled some tables and chairs over to bar the broken front door. I swept up the dangerous shards of ceramic left over from the urn the crazy woman had shot up, and I checked to make sure all other possible entrances to the house were secure.


  I was lighting some candles when I heard a noise in the kitchen, and realized I’d forgotten to watch Teddy for a while. I ran into the kitchen, my heart pounding in dread…


  …and instead I broke into laughter when I saw Teddy sitting on the floor, smearing a can of chocolate frosting on his face just like a little kid.


  I decided Teddy could use some cleaning up, so I filled some pans with water, lit up a downstairs bathroom with candles, and got Teddy’s clothes off. He let me lower him gently into the tub, and I started sponging him off with the water from pans.


  He got turned on by it and pulled me into a kiss.


  Now don’t go thinking I was like some schoolgirl virgin, because I wasn’t. I’d been with a couple of guys while I was working at the record store. One I’d even gone out with for a few months, until he got mad when I wouldn’t do meth with him and dumped me.


  I’d even had one man at the institution—a pimply-faced orderly who did it with me in a linen closet, but insisted on me facing away from him, and he was really clumsy and I was sorry I’d ever thought it sounded like a good idea. But aside from that regrettable act, there’d been no one in months, and besides, nobody had ever kissed me like this. It was slow, and sweet, just the right amount of insistence; he used his tongue like a poet uses a pen, gently but with great art.


  I lit up inside like a Christmas tree. I swear, I was just about to take off my own clothes and climb into that tub with him…


  …when he finished without me. He just suddenly gasped, shook, and came against the side of the tub.


  I was disappointed, but really didn’t mind just being able to look at him, with his flawless, dark brown skin and cut body. I’d never had a man like Teddy. Fuck, I’d never have been able to have had a Teddy, back before all this.


  Over the next few days, as I got to know him some more, I discovered that he was as perfect on the inside as he was on the outside. Teddy’s dreams weren’t violent or sick, they were sweet, occasionally kind of cosmic. Sometimes he’d talk softly during his dreams, using words like “karmic” and “tantric” and “complete.” I loved listening to him, to the deep purr of his voice.


  I did have to strap him down, though, if I was going to do anything away from him. He didn’t seem to mind. He let me lead him around, feed him, dress him…and undress him. Which I probably did more often than I should have.


  On the second day we’d been there, I was in the kitchen heating up some soup over cans of sterno I’d found (probably for their fondue set—fondue! Christ, can you believe it? Oh, yeah, you probably can). I had Teddy sprawled on the floor, and was just kind of humming to myself when I suddenly heard:


  “What is this place?”


  I dropped the spoon I’d been stirring with, and forgot about the soup. When I turned, he was looking around, his eyes clear— and scared.


  “Oh my god—you’re awake, aren’t you?”


  He nodded, and slowly got to his feet. He was wobbly, and I ran to his side to help him.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “Spike” just wasn’t a name that would sound right coming from Teddy, so I told him the truth. “Ashley.”


  “Ashley. That’s pretty.” Then he looked at me, long and hard.


  “You’ve been taking care of me, haven’t you?”


  “Yeah,” I told him. Suddenly my heart was dancing the pogo in my chest, and my stomach was flooded with adrenaline. How long would this lucidity last? Would he still like me? Would he want to dump the stupid, spike-haired girl and split?


  Right now he just seemed kind of overwhelmed. He grabbed a chair from the small table in the kitchen nook and lowered himself into it, his gaze turning inward.


  I heard the soup bubbling over, and ran back to throw the lid on the sterno. Then I turned back to ask, and saw he’d picked up the can and was staring at the label.


  “This is beef barley. I’m a vegetarian.”


  I’d been feeding him meat stuff for two days, but decided not to mention that. “I’m really sorry, I didn’t know.”


  He put the can down. “It’s okay.”


  “So…how much do you know about what’s going on? What do you remember?”


  He thought a while, then said, “What I remember is…kind of like when you wake up right after a really vivid dream, and you can still remember a lot of it. I know you found me, and brought me to this house, and we’ve been here for…how long now?”


  “Only two days,” I told him.


  Suddenly a smile spread across his gorgeous face. “I remember a kiss. You gave me a kiss…in the bathtub, right?”


  “Yeah,” I admitted.


  “It was nice.”


  I gulped hard and said, “Would you do it again, now?”


  He got up again, and reached for me.


  The kiss was even better when he was awake. And I didn’t have to consider pulling off my own clothes, because he did it for me.


  There was one bedroom downstairs—probably a maid’s quarters, because the room was small and very simply decorated—but it felt just right for us. The bed was soft and clean, and the sex was slow and kind of timeless. Afterwards, I realized we hadn’t used any protection, and then I laughed at myself, thinking it might be up to me to repopulate the world anyway.


  When we were finished, Teddy held me and we talked.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  “Do you mean just now?” I giggled, and Teddy tickled me.


  “No, I mean…”


  He never finished the question. When I rolled over to look at him, I saw his eyes were half-lidded and moving slightly. “Blue fields,” he muttered.


  He’d drifted away again. It saved me having to answer his question, because truthfully I thought that what had happened was that my luck had finally changed for the better.


  I’d find out later how wrong I was.


  


  


  



  Chapter 4


  
     
  


  It seemed like paradise for a few days. The rich people had plenty of food and bottled water stocked up, there were books and the pool and even a handheld videogame that still ran on batteries. We ate and played and I swam and danced to CDs played on a battery-powered boombox and drank the good liquor.


  And of course there was Teddy.


  I should probably have been thinking about what to do when all that food finally ran out, but I didn’t plan or worry. All I thought about was whether I wanted pasta or vegetables for lunch, and reaching the next level on the game, and kissing Teddy. I took my Prolixin like a good girl, and I even made a fire in the huge old fireplace. It was completely silent outside, but I didn’t mind.


  I even liked it.


  The fifth night of our stay there, I’d pulled apart some furniture from a neighbor’s house, built a nice fire from it, and was sitting by the flames reading some trippy book I’d found in an upstairs bedroom. It was called Ubik, and in it a lot of weird shit was happening, and it was kind of freaking me out. I was just getting seriously creeped out by a chapter where the hero had to climb some stairs so he could crawl off into a corner to die alone—


  —when I heard something outside.


  It wasn’t a big sound—just some bushes rustling—but I’d become so attuned to silence by then that it sounded like a Fear concert. I set the book down and listened.


  I didn’t have to listen very hard, because suddenly there was a slap on the windows behind me.


  I spun around, and saw a man staring in, wide-eyed, frantic, bleeding. He was drumming his hands on the glass, looking at me, obviously completely conscious.


  “Help!” he screamed. “Please, help me—you’ve got to let me in, they’re after me—”


  I revised my thinking; he obviously wasn’t so lucid after all.


  I just kept looking at him, and I suddenly wished I hadn’t lit that fucking fire. He was maybe forty, had been dressed in a button-down shirt that had once been clean, but was now covered with bloodstains, some fresh. There was more blood on his neck and head, and when I looked closer I saw the source of it:


  He was missing one ear.


  He ran for the front door, which thankfully was barricaded, then he ran back to the window, looking around desperately.


  “C’mon, help me out here, they’ll be after you next—”


  And then I saw that he really wasn’t dreaming.


  A man loped up behind him. This man was big, built like a wrestler, huge figure a combination of solid muscle and fat. His face was wide, his expression vicious, and his mouth and chin were covered in blood.


  I guessed it wasn’t his.


  The guy at the window turned, screaming, holding up his hands in a useless attempt to ward off his attacker.


  Then, as I watched, the fat man tore him apart.


  He grabbed the screamer with hands the size of king crabs, and bent down as if to kiss his victim—then he came away with a chunk of flesh. The first man’s screams changed, becoming choked and burbling. His knees began to buckle, and the fat man went down with him.


  I ran for where I’d left the gun in the kitchen.


  By the time I got back the screamer was dead, or at least he wasn’t moving any more.


  One leg had been mostly torn off.


  The fat man saw me, and lumbered to his feet again. He kept looking at me, and I honestly couldn’t tell if he was dreaming or awake.


  Then he started pounding on the glass.


  There was no question that he was going to shatter it. The glass cracked on his second pound. It shattered on his third. I put a bullet into his ugly fat head as his fists caught on some glass shards, and then he fell over dead.


  I think I was saying “Oh shit” over and over, and I finally made myself stop. I was shaking so much it was a wonder that I’d actually hit the guy, and poor Teddy was huddled in a corner, murmuring unhappily. I ran to him and cradled him and told him (and me) that it was all right, we were safe now, nobody would hurt us, it was okay.


  Except it wasn’t.


  By morning I knew we couldn’t stay there any longer. Our sanctuary had been violated, the city was running out of food, we were almost out of candles, and truthfully I’d been starting to get restless. These rich places had turned other decent people into assholes, and I didn’t intend to become one of them. I was beginning to realize certain things I had always wanted were now within my grasp. Teddy was one of those things, but not the only one. I wanted to go for it all. I had a definite goal. I was readying a plan. It involved traveling.


  It was time to go.
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  First things first:


  I cleared space off a table in the living room, and spread out a pad of paper, a couple of pencils, and a phone book.


  The list I made:


  
     
  


  Food (vegetarian)


  Water Prolixin


  Extra clothes


  Soap, toothbrushes, toothpaste, towels


  Ammo for gun


  Rifle (and ammo)


  First aid kit


  Tent


  2 sleeping bags


  2 Gas cans


  Tubing (for siphoning)


  Tools (hammer, screwdriver, axe, saw)


  Flashlights, batteries, candles


  Road Atlas


  
     
  


  There were other things I would’ve liked to have brought— a portable generator might come in handy, for example, or a dog —but I knew I wouldn’t have much more room in the car. I’d gone over the SUV I’d arrived here in, and decided to keep it; it was only a year old, didn’t have many miles on it, got pretty decent mileage, and had plenty of room behind the seats.


  Then I went through the phone book, and tore out pages with the addresses of nearby sporting goods stores, gun shops, and booksellers.


  I strapped Teddy into the passenger seat, and we went shopping.


  I hadn’t been out of the house for the better part of a week, and the city had changed yet again during that time. Now L.A. was looking more and more like a ghost town. The people that I’d seen everywhere on the streets a week ago were mostly gone now.


  A lot of them were dead. I saw corpses in cars, in the streets, sprawled in open doorways.


  Garbage was collecting on the streets and in the doorways of buildings. Desperate, hungry cats and dogs fought over the fresher carcasses. Somewhere off to the south a big fire was burning, and the sky was half-gray from it.


  Definitely time to ditch this town.


  The first stop was Bullets (only in Beverly Hills would a fucking gun store have such a retarded name). I found the shop easily enough, and pulled up before it.


  “Stay here,” I told Teddy, although he was probably too out of it to undo his seat harness anyway.


  “Dancing in rainbow grass,” he murmured.


  Hmm…the shop was closed. And barred.


  This would be interesting.


  I could probably have gone to another gun shop, but I decided it would be more fun to try to get into this one.


  My SUV (for it was mine now, damn it) had one of those tow things built onto its back bumper, and had probably been designed to drag along a boat or another vehicle. There’d even been a tow cable in the back. I hooked one end of the cable around the bars, and the other end onto the tow bar. I remembered a story I’d once read about some douchebags who’d tried to do this to an ATM, but had just succeeded in pulling the bumper off their car. Of course it didn’t really matter if I pulled the bumper off the SUV, but I preferred not to.


  So I got in, gave the engine a couple of revs, inched forward slowly, giving it a little more power, a little more—


  And suddenly there was a huge CLANG! The bars had pulled right out.


  Chalk up another point for cheap construction.


  I unhooked the tow cable and stashed it back into the SUV, then put on a heavy jacket, wrapped a towel around my head, and got out a baseball bat.


  SMASH! The front door glass shattered inward. A few more careful swings, and I was able to step through.


  Then I stopped and stared, realizing I had almost no idea what I was looking for.


  I was surrounded by pistols, rifles, and shotguns. Boxes of bullets, shells, and little paper targets.


  Fuck if I even knew how to load any of these things, let alone shoot them. Not skills they normally taught at the state mental facilities.


  I pulled out my own gun, and fiddled with it until the clip suddenly fell out of the bottom. I had no idea what size of bullet it held, so I just compared it to others, opening box after box until I found a match. I took half-a-dozen boxes of the same size, and loaded them into a bag, then took another gun for good measure, this one a revolver that looked like something a cowboy would carry. I was kind of a cowboy, right? About to head into the Wild West. I managed to figure out how to pull the cylinder out, and then I found bullets that fit into the little holes.


  By the time I left the gun shop, I had two pistols, a rifle for good measure, over a dozen boxes of bullets, and even a gun belt that I took just because it looked good on me.


  A girl has her priorities, you know.


  
     
  


  The rest of the shopping was easy.


  A tent, sleeping bags, a little propane lantern, flashlights, and some powdered rations from a sporting goods store. An auto supply store yielded gas cans and some tools. Aquarium tubing from a pet store. A road atlas and some more reading material from a bookstore.


  It was getting close to sunset by the time I was done. We were used to our mansion, and so I drove us back there. I wouldn’t exactly say I drove us “home”, because any place with three corpses in or around it can’t really be a home. In fact, it’s a place you need to leave behind.


  One more night. I’d spend tonight studying the road atlas, making our travel plans, packing the SUV. Tomorrow we’d leave as soon as we got up.


  I made some dinner for us (canned peaches, crackers, instant mashed potatoes, vodka), then sat down by the fireplace a last time while Teddy sat next to me, murmuring contentedly.


  That was when I heard the dogs.


  It was far away at first, but came nearer—dog barks, at least four or five different canine voices. Some were baying excitedly, some yipping, some howling. They approached quickly, until I heard them right outside. I walked up to the window, to a point where I could see past the SUV and the driveway down to the street beyond. As I watched, a large, tan-colored dog ran into view, and then turned to face its pursuers. The other dogs appeared in seconds, and they were a motley conglomeration of former pets—a big shepherd, a poodle whose fluffy fur had grown out of its trim, a little Yorkshire terrier whose matted fur still held the remains of a pink ribbon.


  Then I realized the dog they’d cornered was no dog at all, but a coyote.


  The dogs, abandoned and neglected by their dreaming human owners, had turned feral and were attacking a coyote. The golden-eyed coyote snarled at them, baring its glistening teeth, and for a moment the domestic animals fell back, uncertainly. In that brief instant the coyote turned and sped off again. After a few seconds the dogs followed, barking and baying again. I listened until the sounds vanished into the north, where the foothills began.


  I hoped the coyote got away. Los Angeles had belonged to the wild animals before we got here, and by rights it should be theirs again.


  It was definitely time to go.


  
     
  


  In the morning we had a last meal in the mansion, I took my dose of Prolixin, then I loaded Teddy into the SUV, and said goodbye to our shelter. I even made sure the front door was closed as solidly as possible. Silly, I know, but somehow it mattered.


  I knew where I wanted to go and, thanks to the road atlas, how to get there, but I had no idea how long it would take. I didn’t know how far the SUV would go on a gallon of gas, or how many gallons it held. I’d tested my siphoning abilities on some cars yesterday, and had discovered it wasn’t hard at all— one hard suck on the end of the tube, and the gas would flow out of their tank into our can. I figured as long as we found cars along the way that we could siphon gas from, we should be fine. It was late summer, so we shouldn’t run into any snow or any of that shit.


  Snow. Like I knew anything about snow.


  Christ, I’d never been out of Southern California before. Now I was embarking on a cross-country tour.


  Yeah, I know—everybody in L.A. is from somewhere else, right? Nope, not me. Born and raised. In fact, second generation—both my folks were natives, too. Of course they’d divorced when I was three, and my dad had moved then, to Atlanta. I hadn’t seen him since. Last time I saw my mom, she was just going into rehab for the third time.


  They were probably both dead now. Somehow that thought didn’t shake me up much.


  Between mom’s addictions and her minimum-wage job at a convenience store we’d never had enough money to travel. We’d been to Disneyland once. The beach a few times. Mom promised to take me to Vegas once, but then she went with a new boyfriend and left me behind.


  So, the mental facility in Oxnard was the farthest from L.A. I’d ever been.


  We drove through the early-morning streets of Beverly Hills, heading for the 10 freeway. It was still weird to see L.A. looking like a ghost town. I passed a few dead people on the sidewalks, and I saw exactly three living people in the few miles it took to get to the freeway. One teenage girl was naked and crawling across a lawn. One older woman staggered aimlessly down a sidewalk. One middle-aged guy looked like he was trying to hump a fire hydrant.


  I was glad when we finally got to the 10. It was relatively clear of cars and hadn’t been covered with sand or trash yet. It was a pleasure to get the SUV up to eighty. Its motor purred, and the air conditioner silently kept us luxuriously cooled. Teddy lolled in his seat with a slight smile on his face, and we headed into the east.


  


  


  



  Chapter 6


  
     
  


  We took the 10 freeway to the 15 heading north, which took us to Barstow, where we caught the 40 heading east again. We were going through desert country, and in some places the road was already partly covered with sand.


  If I tried to come back this way later, it might not be passable.


  A few hours later, we crossed the border, leaving California and heading into Arizona.


  I was out of California for the first time in my life. And you know what was strange? Arizona didn’t look much different from California. The same tumbleweeds and trash blowing across the highway. The same cars just sitting in the road, requiring me to swerve around them. The same corpses splayed out across sidewalks. Some more sand and cactus, that was about it.


  We stopped in a place called Kingman, to gas up. I spotted a strip mall with a bunch of cars still in the parking lot, and pulled in. Once my engine was shut off and I was out of the truck, it was completely silent, nothing but the sound of wind and blowing papers and something banging against a building somewhere.


  I went to the nearest car, used a screwdriver to snap open the little door over the tank opening, unscrewed the lid and shoved my tubing in. I knelt by one of the gas cans, gave the tube a good suck, and was rewarded by the sight of gas flowing down. While I let the can fill, I stood up and looked around.


  I laughed when I remembered the line from the old song “Route 66” about “Kingman, Arizona” (Interstate 40 had once been Route 66); gee, it sounded great in the song, exotic and kind of wild. Unfortunately, Kingman now looked pretty desolate, and I thought it probably had even before the dreaming started, nothing but cheap chain restaurants and gas stations and convenience stores and ugly two-bedroom stucco houses. I’ll bet the height of culture around here had been TV Guide. Made me proud to be a Californian.


  While I was thinking that, I heard Teddy whimper in the car.


  “Teddy, what—” I started, but broke off at a sound behind me.


  A strange sound, like a fast rattling buzz.


  Something told me to turn very slowly.


  There was a goddamn rattlesnake three feet away from me, coiled up and rattling and ready to strike.


  Where the fuck had it come from? Must’ve been under the car. I was probably lucky the goddamn thing hadn’t bitten me while I was setting up the siphon. Its ass-ugly head swerved back and forth on its upstretched neck; its mouth was open, and I could even see stuff dripping from the fangs.


  I was vaguely aware that Teddy was screaming his head off in the SUV. What I was mainly thinking—and it was weird, how time had slowed down to a crawl, how my thinking seemed to move so much faster than everything else—was that I had on my gunbelt, and the revolver was loaded and holstered at my right. Could I draw faster than the snake could strike?


  It was going to strike anyway, so I had nothing to lose.


  I swear, I felt like I was the sheriff in some old cowboy movie, the fearsome gunslinger. My hand slid smooth as could be to that gun, and before I knew what’d happened I’d fired and blown that snake’s head clean off.


  The rattle kept going for a couple of seconds, then stopped.


  I stood there staring, kind of shocked but kind of stoked, too. I’d never done anything like that in my life. I felt powerful and super-talented and pretty fucking invincible.


  Then I realized Teddy was still screaming, and it all went away as I holstered the gun and ran to the car.


  He was still staring at the snake’s headless body, his eyes big watery saucers, his hands clutching at the dashboard, his body trembling all over.


  I got it: He had a snake phobia. My past experience had taught me a little about phobias, and Teddy had a bad one.


  I jumped into the driver’s seat and took hold of his face, trying to get him to look at me, not the snake. “Teddy, Teddy, it’s okay, it’s dead, it can’t hurt you—”


  His eyes turned my direction, but he didn’t really see me.


  I tried taking his hands. “It’s okay, Teddy, it’s over—”


  Nothing.


  Have you ever watched someone you love twitch in terror in their sleep? This was like that, only ten times worse. He kept screaming and crying, and I didn’t know what to do. I tried a light slap, but he just howled more.


  I couldn’t stand this. My mind was racing furiously. How could I get him out of this?


  Of course. Prolixin.


  I knew it probably wouldn’t help this nightmare—it needed a couple of days to really kick in—but it would stop this from happening again. So I cradled him until it was over, crying with him, rocking him gently. Then I slid two of the pills into his mouth and made him drink some bottled water.


  Since we weren’t in any big hurry, I decided to hole up in Kingman for a few days. I would have preferred somewhere else, but I thought being in a quiet, comfortable place would make the transition back to sanity easier for Teddy. I found us a decent three-bedroom up on a hill, with a little (dying) garden and nice furniture, and we moved in.


  The Prolixin worked. Teddy actually slept through the night, which was new because the people who had the dream sickness didn’t really sleep.


  He woke up the next morning, not long after dawn. He was groggy, but fairly lucid. I told him where we were, and why we were there, and where we were going. He kind of nodded, then drifted away.


  I spent the day just goofing around. Exploring the house. Eating. Drinking. Reading.


  It was late afternoon, and I was cooking up a box of macaroni and cheese I’d found in the kitchen when Teddy shambled in. I took one look at him and knew he wasn’t dreaming.


  “Hi,” I said cautiously.


  He sat down at the kitchen table. He was frowning, and trying to remember.


  “Do you know where we are?” I asked.


  He nodded. “You told me this morning, right?”


  “Yeah. I wasn’t sure if you’d retain it or not. I gave you some of my medication, this stuff called Prolixin. It seems to stop the dreaming.”


  “Okay,” he said.


  “How do you feel?” I asked, spooning mac and cheese onto a plate for him.


  “I don’t know. Weird.”


  “Maybe this’ll make you feel better.”


  We ate in silence, and drank canned fruit juice.


  When we were done, Teddy said, “Do we…can I take a bath?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, there’s enough water in this house. We can heat some of it, and—”


  He cut me off. “That’s okay, I don’t mind.”


  He picked up a five-gallon jug and started to lug it towards the nearest bathroom. I got to my feet. “Do you want help?”


  “No. Let me do this.”


  Uh-oh.


  An hour later, Teddy emerged from the bathroom, wearing a cotton robe he’d found. He looked better (and, frankly, smelled better), but his expression was still clouded. He sat down by me on the couch. The sun had just set, and the room was lit only by the glow of a few candles I’d set up.


  “You need to know who I really am,” he said.


  And then he told me his story.


  His name was Theodore Wittell, and his family had been upper middle class; they were set up nicely thanks to an import/export business that’d been started two generations ago. They had plans for Teddy to take over the business; but, unfortunately for those plans, he’d discovered at a young age that he liked to draw. His parents tried to pressure him into the family biz, but Teddy’s passion was his art, and he was finally allowed to major in Fine Art at a prestigious school. Upon graduation with his Bachelor’s Degree, he had several major gallery exhibitions and a coveted lead article in an influential art magazine, and he became kind of a celebrity in the art world. He was, for the first time in his life, happy. He loved being an artist, seeing people react to his paintings; he’d even been touted as “the first great African American artist of the 21st century.” He had a girlfriend he was nuts about, and figured they’d get married some day.


  Then it all fell apart with the rest of the world.


  The last thing Teddy remembered was sitting in his loft near downtown L.A. and listening to news reports of something called “the dream sickness.” Then everything just kind of blurred together, like snatches of half-remembered dreams. Me…the supermarket…our time together in the mansion…the drive east… waking up…


  Oh Christ. I’d had nothing, and he’d had everything. We were really not an ideal match.


  Teddy looked pretty glum. “I’m glad you found me, but I… this really isn’t…”


  “It’s okay,” I told him, trying not to cry. “I’m glad you told me. And I want you to know that whatever you decide, I’m okay. If you want to split, I’ll understand…”


  He looked up at me sharply, then took my hands. “Oh God no, that’s the last thing I want. You’re my strength now.”


  I choked back a little happy sob. “You could paint again, you know. We could find an art store, get whatever you need…”


  Teddy shook his head. “No. What’s the point? What I loved about painting was being able to share my dreams with everyone. There’s no one left but you now, and you don’t need any more dreams to contend with. No, that’s gone. My life is gone.”


  “But…there’s still me…”


  He did smile then, but sadly. “Yes. And that’s why…I’ve got something to ask that’ll sound crazy, and I know it’s not fair to you, but…”


  “What, Teddy? Anything…”


  “I don’t want to take any more Prolixin. I want to go back to dreaming all the time.”


  I should have been shocked, or argued with him. But truth be told, I liked him better when he was dreaming, too. He might not be very useful, but he’d been happy, and I’d never had to worry about arguing with him, or if he’d run off with some other girl, or want me to do crystal meth with him.


  He’d been the perfect boyfriend.


  Teddy must have mistaken my silence for shock, when really I was thrilled. “I’m sorry. It’s really selfish of me to ask—”


  “No, it’s not,” I answered quickly, cutting him off. “And it’s okay. If that’s what you want, then it’s what I want, too. No more Prolixin.”


  He smiled, and it wasn’t sad this time, it was real and pleased, and I was happy to see it.


  He kissed me, and then moved his lips up to my ear and told me he wanted to make love as long as he could. We did, then, by the light of the candles in that house, and at one point I blurted out that I loved him, and I think he was even still awake when he told me that he loved me, too.


  It was probably the best night of my life.


  When I woke up in the morning, Teddy was sitting up, watching the sand blowing outside, and murmuring about all the people at the party.


  The Prolixin had worn off, and he was dreaming again.


  And we were both happy.


  
     
  


  We hit the road again the next day.


  I’d restocked our supplies of food, water, gas and candles, and thrown in a propane cook stove. I’d even found some stores of Prolixin in a pharmacy, and added them to what I already had.


  We headed east on the 40 again, blasting the AC during the day and singing along with whatever was in the CD player—She Wants Revenge, or Garbage, or some oldies like Siouxsie and the Banshees.


  We crossed the state line and found ourselves in New Mexico first, then a day later Texas, heading for Amarillo. Desert gave way to flat plain with little splatters of green, and the interstate became easier to drive on, less covered in sand. I stopped the CDs long enough to scan the radio stations, just in case, but came up with zero. Texas seemed as asleep as every place else.


  We hit Amarillo, and decided to do some scavenging for supplies. It was strange—there was plenty of gas to be had, but the stores here were stripped pretty clean. Even the pharmacy shelves were barren, nothing but a few bottles of rubbing alcohol and aspirin left.


  God, was I stupid. That should’ve tipped me off, that Amarillo was stripped so clean. If I’d been thinking, I would’ve turned around right then and gone back. I had the road atlas, we could even have picked a different way…


  Stupid. And both of us almost paid bigtime for that little lapse of thinking on my part.


  The trouble came the next day. We spent the night in a hotel in Amarillo, then continued east on the 40 as soon as the sun was up. It was almost fall now, and the days were getting shorter. I didn’t like traveling at night, so we tried to make the most of the daylight hours and be on our way not long after sunrise.


  We were maybe an hour outside of Amarillo, it was a bright morning with a few streaky clouds overhead, and I was doing eighty along the asphalt.


  Until I saw something up ahead.


  I started to slow, and at first I thought it was a big accident of some kind, that a bunch of cars had piled up in the center of the freeway.


  Then, as we got closer, I saw the cars were grouped around a big semi that was positioned almost perfectly across the highway, so that all lanes were effectively…


  …blocked. As in roadblock.


  I jammed on the brakes, and as soon as we were done screeching to a halt I slammed us into reverse.


  Too late.


  Two guys with guns were stepping onto the asphalt right behind us. If I kept reversing, they’d probably just shoot out the tires.


  So of course you know what I did:


  I floored the accelerator in reverse.


  And they shot out the tires. And the rear windshield. And the entire back of the SUV. Those assholes had automatic weapons, and they just creamed my car.


  Fucking Texas.


  The SUV thudded to a stop on the two rear wheel rims, and I threw myself over Teddy because glass and shit was flying everywhere. Suddenly the front doors were jerked open, and the guys with rifles now stood on either side of the car, pointing those automatic weapons right at us.


  “Get out of the car NOW!” they screamed.


  “Okay, all right!” I let go of Teddy and jumped down from the driver’s side.


  “Get on your knees!”


  I did.


  “Hands behind your head!”


  No screwing off with these guys. I locked my fingers at the base of my neck and tried not to imagine half-a-dozen close-range slugs burrowing through my body.


  “How much Prolixin you got?”


  That took me by enough surprise that I just gaped for a minute. “What?”


  The asshole over me said, very slowly, as if talking to a child: “You’re driving on the interstate, which means you’re taking Prolixin. How much do you have?”


  It all clicked together in my head: Of course. These guys were awake enough to arrange an ambush—of course they were on Prolixin. They were the ones who’d stripped Amarillo clean. And what better place to wait for more Prolixin than the main cross-country interstate?


  I actually dared to look up at my captor. He was a weathered-looking guy, in his forties, with sandy hair and the beginnings of a bushy beard. He was honestly wearing a big cowboy hat. Beneath the hat, his eyes were hard.


  “A lot,” I answered. “Look, you can have it all, just let us go…”


  He barked a harsh laugh, then went on in that clichéd-sounding drawl. “Well, now, see, if you’d done the reasonable thing and stopped when you should’ve, we could’ve just taken your stuff and let you go. But since you made us shoot up your car, what’re you gonna go in?”


  Fuck.


  “Nah, you’re gonna have to come with us now,” he said.


  “Hey,” called the other man from the far side of the car, “is this boy retarded or just dreaming?”


  He was talking about Teddy. I leaned over and could see under the car and to the far side, where Teddy was on the pavement, curled into a trembling fetal ball.


  “He is not a boy, and he is NOT fucking retarded,” I snarled.


  “Oh, we got us a potty-mouth here,” said the guy over me.


  Suddenly an incoherent yodel of joy sounded from the other side, and the second guy called out, “We hit the jackpot, Hank! They got enough Prolixin in here to keep an army awake!”


  Hank looked down at me, squinting, and finally moved the gun slightly to the side. “Okay, get up.”


  I did.


  “Turn around.”


  This didn’t sound good. “Hey, c’mon, Hank, we can talk about this—”


  Then my arms were yanked back, I felt something cold on my wrists, and there was a sharp CLICK.


  I’d been handcuffed.


  “That’s for your own safety,” Hank said, smirking.


  “So, what, now you read me my fucking rights, I suppose?”


  “I’m tellin’ ya, girl, you better watch that mouth. I’ll bet you’re from L.A., aren’tcha?”


  “Yeah. And you’re from Redneck. So what?”


  He shoved me with the gun barrel a little harder than he had to. “That way.”


  I started walking, but realized his friend—and more importantly, Teddy—weren’t coming. “Wait, what about Teddy—?”


  Hank poked at my back again, indicating I should keep going. “Johnny’s just going to go through your supplies, then he’ll be along presently with your friend.”


  I thought about putting up a fuss, but realized it wouldn’t do much good. Besides, if they were going to shoot us they would have done it already.


  They obviously had something else in mind, and whatever it was I didn’t think it was going to be much fun.


  
     
  


  Hank walked me off the freeway and down to where he had a big pickup parked. He helped me up into the passenger seat, then put the gun into the rear of the cab, started up and drove off.


  We drove in silence for a few minutes, heading away from the freeway down a narrow county road. We passed open fields, and some low grassy hills where cattle grazed.


  “Where we going?” I finally asked, trying to sound as conversational as possible.


  “We got us a nice lil’ spread out here. All the comforts of home—and then some!”


  I didn’t like what that implied.


  After a minute or so of blessed silence, Hank asked, “So you say you come from L.A.?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What’s California like now?”


  It hurt me to say it. “Pretty much dead.”


  Hank smiled. “Well, ain’t that a shame.”


  I decided right then I hated Hank. “Fuck you, cracker.”


  Hank’s mouth twitched, then he turned and gave me an up-and-down once-over that made my skin crawl. “You know, little girl, you better have some hidden talent, ’cause otherwise all you’re gonna be good for is breeding stock.”


  Now my stomach crawled faster than my skin. “Then you better have something a helluva lot stronger than Prolixin,” I told him.


  No more talk after that.


  A few minutes later, the truck turned right onto a dirt lane that ran maybe a hundred yards or so past lawns and outbuildings to the biggest house I’d ever seen. If I’d thought our Beverly Hills mansion was big, this thing was five times its size. Whoever had lived here before the dreaming sickness must have been a billionaire, because this thing had at least a dozen bedrooms.


  “This is it,” Hank said unnecessarily as he parked before the house.


  I saw a few other people around—there were two guys working on some kind of big farm tractor, and in the distance I saw some others on horseback, herding some cattle.


  No women anywhere.


  Hank opened my door and motioned me out.


  “Where we going?” I asked him.


  “There’s somebody you need to talk to,” he said.


  I jumped down from the truck, and followed him into the house, ignoring the eyes of the men working on the tractor.


  We went down a short hallway and past a huge living room on the left. Ahead was a massive staircase, so big it split into two halfway up. The house was two stories, and had two wings. I glimpsed more rooms off to the sides of the staircase on the ground floor, and heard the noises of work coming from back there. Some kind of machine whining, that I guessed was a generator. Music played somewhere in the distance. Hammering was going on outside.


  Hank didn’t give me much time to look around. We turned right at the bottom of the staircase, and went down another hall. At least they’d kept the place clean when they’d moved in; the marble floors looked freshly washed, and the paintings of horses and people on the walls were dust-free.


  We pulled up short before a closed door, and Hank positioned me a few feet away. “You wait here,” he said, then knocked on the door. After a few seconds he entered, and closed the door behind him.


  I tried to listen, but couldn’t hear anything other than muffled low chatter from inside. There was an open doorway on the other side of the hall, a few feet away, and I couldn’t resist the urge to peek in.


  And then was sorry I had.


  The room I looked into was a bedroom, and seemed to have once been decorated for children. Whatever furnishings it had once held had been moved out, and replaced with four single beds.


  And on each single bed was a dreaming woman…and all of them were pregnant, all of them strapped down.


  Hank’s comment about breeding stock was starting to make more sense.


  Holy fucking shit. I was trapped in a Red-State harem.


  I had to get out of here. I started to panic, and nearly just ran right then. But there were voices coming from either end of the hallway.


  And then the door behind me opened and Hank told me to come in.


  He still had his gun. I took one look at his leathery skin, his lined, dishwater-colored eyes, his scruffy beard, and almost told him to just shoot me now.


  Instead my feet acted on their own, and carried me into the room beyond.


  And whatever I’d been expecting, it wasn’t this.


  The room was decorated like something out of the pages of a Kitsch-R-Us catalogue. It was pink. Really pink, with pink wallpaper and pink carpeting and pink upholstery and pink drapes. The walls had paintings of wide-eyed children in ornate gilt frames. Cabinets held shelf after shelf of little ceramics figures of girls in frilly dresses and puppies with bows and tilted heads.


  It was the most horrible room I’d ever seen.


  The central piece of furniture was a huge desk with too much trim and an eye-damaging antique faux finish, but what was seated behind the desk was even worse.


  It was a woman, in her fifties or early sixties, with styled hair that looked shellacked, enough makeup to supply the models for an entire six-issue run of Vogue, and at least three hundred and fifty pounds of extra weight. In her lap was a toy poodle with pink (what a surprise) bows in its kinky fur. The woman was smoking and eyeing me, and that ridiculous little pooch yapped away.


  “Now, Bubbles, you stop that,” she told the dog, and handed it a treat. It stopped barking to eat the treat, and then miraculously shut up.


  She motioned at a padded pink chair on the other side of the desk. “Have a seat.”


  I really didn’t want to sit on all that pink, but decided it might be wise to hear her out.


  “What’s your name?” she asked me.


  “Spike.”


  She frowned. “Now, that’s no name for a girl. I’m betting that’s not what you were born with.”


  “No, it’s not,” I told her defiantly.


  She cocked her steel gray head and actually tsked. “If you don’t give me a real name, I’ll make one up for you.”


  That could be even worse than what I already had. “Ashley,” I told her reluctantly.


  “Ashley. Now what’s wrong with that? That’s a pretty name. You can call me Mama.”


  I couldn’t help it. I laughed.


  Her features suddenly drew down, and the glare she gave me froze the rest of the laughter in my esophagus. “Why is that funny?”


  “Sorry,” I muttered.


  That seemed to ameliorate her some. “Good. Now let’s talk about what to do with you.”


  “That’s easy: Let me take my shit and go.”


  The glare again. “Young ladies don’t talk that way around here.”


  I threw a gesture back at the bedroom behind me. “From what I’ve seen, young ladies don’t talk at all around here.”


  “Let me explain about them—”


  Just then there was a knock at the door, and the dog yapped again. “Yes?” Mama called out, while feeding another treat to that miniature hellhound.


  The door opened, and the other man who’d been at the truck—Johnny, I think Hank had called him—came in with a cardboard box. It was full of Prolixin. My Prolixin.


  “Check this out, Mama. This is what she had in her truck.”


  Mama cast an approving eye at the box, then glanced back at me. “That’s a lot of medication for only two people.”


  “And the other one’s not even takin’ it,” Johnny added. He was younger than Hank, not much more than twenty, a gangly kid who still had pimples and not much facial hair.


  He was also leering at me pretty obviously.


  “What?!” I asked him.


  “Mama, can I have her?” Johnny said, not even taking his eyes from me.


  “We’ll talk about that later, Johnny. You get on back to the road now.”


  He left reluctantly, closing the door behind him.


  I turned back to her, about to stand up but thrown off balance by the handcuffs. “No, we’ll talk about it right now. First, you’re going to take these handcuffs off, then you’re going to give me and my friend some food and a little Prolixin, and we’ll be on our way.”


  “On your way to where?” she asked, with some amusement in her voice.


  “None of your business,” I told her.


  She lit another cigarette, inhaled deeply, then blew smoke across the desk at me. I caught a whiff and coughed, and she chuckled.


  “You really are a Californian, aren’t you?” she said. Before I could answer, she went on: “Let me tell you about those women you saw in the other room: No, they’re not being given Prolixin, but that’s because we don’t have that much of it to spare. I’m the one who set this place up, and my number one rule has always been that whoever is working gets the Prolixin. Right now I need the men to repair the farm equipment and keep watch on the cattle and guard the road; later on, I’ll wake up some of the women when we need ’em.”


  “So in the meantime,” I told her, “the men get free access to women who are too lost in the dreaming to offer any resistance, right?”


  Mama didn’t give an inch. “If you mean those girls across the hall, they were obviously pregnant before all…this happened.”


  “You didn’t answer my question.”


  She fed the dog another treat, then said, “You’ve done pretty good getting across the country, but unless you can fix an engine or ride a horse or carry a hundred pound load, I can’t spare any Prolixin for you right now.”


  Now it was my turn to feel superior. “You might want to rethink that. There’s a reason I was on Prolixin to begin with.”


  Her features clouded. “What?”


  I pressed my advantage. “You don’t even know what it was used for, do you?”


  She frowned. “I don’t have to. My daughter-in-law worked at a pharmacy. She was the one who figured out that Prolixin stopped the dreaming.”


  “Yeah? Well, then maybe you should ask her what it was used for, because I don’t have anything else to say. And then maybe you’ll want to consider letting me and Teddy walk out of here.”


  She took another drag, then stubbed out the cigarette, even though it was only half-smoked.


  “We’ll see.”


  They didn’t give me the Prolixin.


  I’m not real clear on what happened after I left Mama. The next thing I really remember was kind of swimming up out of a sea of blurry images, and finding out that I was no longer handcuffed, but tied to something big and round. Overhead were rough wooden beams with sunlight peeking through, and there was hay under my ass, and a gamey animal smell, and the sound of mooing. I was in a barn, with almost no idea of how I’d gotten there.


  My left arm hurt. I looked down, and saw the sleeve had been torn away there, and my arm was covered with purple bruises.


  Then I remembered the dreaming women, the talk with Mama…


  For a second I was sure I’d been raped.


  Fucking Texas.


  Then I stopped and realized I didn’t feel raped. The only place that really hurt was my arm. But there was a metallic taste in my mouth, and when I spit I saw blood. But my mouth didn’t hurt, all my teeth were still there, so…


  “Are you back?”


  I jumped a mile, or at least as much as the ropes would let me. I jerked to my right, and saw it was a woman who had spoken. She was just walking up from behind the support post I was tied to, and had a big metal pail of water in one hand.


  “Yeah, I am,” I told her.


  She set the bucket down and kind of half-smiled at me. She was maybe twenty-six or twenty-seven, pretty in a kind of rough-hewn way, dressed in flannel and denim, and—best of all—not pregnant.


  “The Prolixin’s kicked in again.”


  “Yeah. Are we like the only two chicks here besides Mama who get it?”


  She laughed, then said, “No, there’s a few of us that are useful. I’m good at milking.” She gestured at the pail, and now I realized it was full of milk, not water. “And you…”


  She looked at me with a big grin, and something like admiration. I tasted blood again, and asked, “What’d I do? Why does my arm hurt?”


  “Oh, that was Johnny.”


  Johnny…that’s right. The younger one who’d been with Hank. The one who’d said he wanted me.


  “Oh, don’t worry,” she added, “I don’t think Johnny will be trying that again.”


  “Why not?” I asked.


  “Because you bit his ear off.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  She let go with a good, long laugh, and I liked her. “Nope.”


  “So that’s the blood in my mouth…”


  “Nope. That would be Wyatt’s.”


  “Wyatt? Who’s Wyatt?”


  She walked up, knelt beside me, and started working at the knots on the other side of the tractor blade. “He’s Johnny’s best friend. He ran in when he heard Johnny screaming, and you— you don’t remember any of this?”


  I scanned my memory banks for a second, but only got flashes, nothing clear. “Not really.”


  “Well, I’ll sure as hell never forget it. You got your teeth into Wyatt’s arm, then kicked that boy right in the nuts. With any luck, he won’t be passing on his defective genes any more, thanks to you.”


  I started to laugh, too. “Shit…”


  She finished the knots, and pulled the ropes away. I shook my arms loose, feeling blood rush back into numb fingers.


  “I’m Colby,” she said, standing up and offering me a hand.


  I took it and got to my feet, grateful to be able to move again. “Spike.”


  “Spike. Never seen anybody dream like you, girl.”


  “That wasn’t dreaming. I’m a paranoid schizophrenic. I’ve been on Prolixin for years. Take me off, and I get kind of…well, you saw.”


  “Yeah, I did. And between you and me, those dirt bags had it coming.”


  Colby picked up the milk and started towards the main house. “Come with me. Gotta get this to the house.”


  I walked along with her, and I realized I was hungry and thirsty and I wanted to use a bathroom, but first of all I had questions. “Colby, do you know what happened to Teddy—the guy I was with?”


  “Oh, Mama thought he was in good enough shape to work, so they gave him Prolixin and tried to put him on work duty.”


  “Doing what?”


  “Helping with some cattle butchering.”


  Oh god. A vegetarian’s private hell. I couldn’t imagine anything Teddy would be worse at. “Is he okay?”


  “I guess. He passed out. He’s back up at the house right now. The other boys are all kind of pissed at him. Although I think it might be just because he’s so much better lookin’ than they are.”


  “Tell ’em they can deal with me.”


  Colby gave me another admiring side-glance, and I realized she might be a potential ally.


  Because I had the feeling I’d be needing one here.


  
     
  


  I had another interview that morning with Mama.


  She told me that since they had to keep me on Prolixin anyway, I’d have to make myself useful. They needed extra help on building a big greenhouse, and she asked me if I’d had any experience with construction. I said no, but that I thought I could do it.


  I would rather have worked with Colby, but I figured Mama would know I was up to something if I asked for that, so I took what I was given.


  I ended up working with three good ol’ boys named Denny, Moose and JJ, who eyed me with a mix of curiosity and horniness. They were building a large wooden structure that would become a greenhouse, where they could grow certain foodstuffs they’d need. Right now the work was nothing but hammering two-by-fours; a twelve-year-old could have done it, but they made it sound like some tough-dude thing that required skill and years of training.


  “Sure you can handle it, little girl?” said JJ, who was skinny as a rail and smelled a lot worse than the barn.


  “Yeah, I can think of better uses for y’all,” offered up Moose, who grabbed his fat crotch and demonstrated how many teeth he was missing when he grinned.


  “Careful, boys,” Denny chimed in, at about thirty being the oldest and possibly least stupid of them, “’member what she done to Hank and Johnny.”


  “I’d be better for her than that trash she rode in with,” said Moose, and took a step forward.


  At first I thought he meant Hank…then (stupid me, slow on the uptake as usual) I realized the “trash” was Teddy.


  “Hey, Moose, you know what a violent paranoid schizophrenic is?” I asked him.


  He stopped and frowned. “No. Sounds like some faggot thing.”


  Charming.


  “Not exactly. It means we hurt people.”


  “Oh yeah?” The big dumbshit just smiled again and took another step forward.


  He’d been warned.


  I had my hammer in hand, and before Moose could even count to two (about as high as I figured he could go), I jumped towards him and brought that nice steel hammer down right on a size-16 foot.


  He screamed like a prepubescent girl and fell back, hopping on one foot, grabbing his injured toes. “Owww…Jesus Christ, she hit me…”


  JJ and Denny couldn’t decide whether to defend their friend’s honor or back off, but when I just kind of twirled the hammer a little they stepped away from Moose and looked for something else to do.


  I know that after that I could probably have spent the day just sitting on my ass, but I wanted to let them know I also wasn’t afraid of real work, so I hammered in just as many nails as the three of them combined. By the end of the day the framework for the greenhouse was looking pretty good, and those three Neanderthals left me alone.


  
     
  


  We quit at dusk, and headed back to the main house.


  My reward was to see Teddy.


  He didn’t look good—he was haggard from being back on the Prolixin, and from having had to endure watching a cow being slaughtered. After he’d fainted, Mama had reassigned him to general field work, and he’d spent the day learning to handle farm equipment and helping to clear a field.


  “Field’s the best place for him,” somebody muttered as Teddy finished his story. I turned to see who it was, but there were a lot of people around.


  Nights were when the whole clan cut loose, it seemed. It was still late summer, the evenings were warm, and dinner was a shitkicker hoedown, with big slabs of beef grilling over cut-in-half fifty-five gallon drums that’d been turned into barbecues. There were maybe twenty men and ten women present, including Colby, who gave me a friendly little wave. Jugs of homemade corn mash were passed around, and country music blared from some huge boombox.


  I probably don’t have to mention that Teddy was the only non-Caucasian there.


  “I can’t take much more of this,” Teddy whispered to me, nervously eyeing the progressively-drunker assholes all around us.


  “I know,” I said, nearly shouting to be heard over that terrible music, “I’m working on it.”


  I cast a quick glance off to the side, and saw that we were indeed being watched, not by Hank or Johnny or even Moose, but by a bitter-looking, middle-aged woman whose name I didn’t know. She seemed to be stirring some big pot of beans, but I knew her real job was to spy on us and report back to Mama, who I didn’t see anywhere.


  “They won’t let us leave, will they?” Teddy asked.


  “No. They want us as workers, although they also love to talk about breeding stock.”


  Teddy noticeably stiffened. “Oh God. If any of them hurt you…”


  I turned my back to our spy, doing whatever I could to make her job harder. “Don’t worry, they’re afraid of me. I think you’ve got the bigger problem. We’ll need a vehicle, some food and water, some Prolixin, and a time when they won’t notice us driving off, because they have guns. I think they must’ve stripped out an armory, because I’m sure these guns are—were—illegal. What do they call them…automatic weapons.”


  Teddy nodded, and said, “Back behind the barn they’ve got three trucks and two SUVs. I think our friend Hank is in charge of the keys, though.”


  “Great,” I said sarcastically.


  Just then the music was turned down a notch, for which I was immeasurably grateful, and Mama made her appearance, waddling out from the house to a chorus.


  “’Evening, Mama… Lookin’ fine tonight, Mama…”


  She took a seat in a big cushioned redwood deck chair, and was immediately served a big plate of meat. Before she tucked into it, she bent her head and clasped her hands.


  “Dear Lord…”


  The rest of them echoed, “Dear Lord…”


  Dear Lord is right.


  I don’t mind telling you that I’m pretty disappointed in God. He’s let us down big, and I’ve got a word or two for Him when we finally meet. These guys think I’ve got a problem with foul language now? Wait until they hear what I’d unleash on the Big Daddy upstairs.


  In the meantime, I wasn’t about to bow my head and go along with their little Sunday school meeting. I just hoped they wouldn’t start speaking in tongues and pulling out rattlesnakes to kiss.


  Mama led them through their little prayer, and when they finished she called out, “Now let’s eat!” They whooped and hollered again, the music went back on (almost making me sorry they’d stopped the prayer), and food was passed out.


  I was about to wander off and see if I could get Teddy and I some bread or whatever, but Mama spotted us and waved us over. I wanted to just flip her the bird, but figured we’d better go.


  We walked up, and she indicated a couple of smaller chairs nearby. “Pull up a seat. Didn’t you get yourselves somethin’ to eat?”


  “We’re vegetarians,” I told her. I’d decided if it was good enough for Teddy (and pissed off Mama in the process), it was good enough for me.


  She laughed so hard her face turned red. “Well, you better change that little habit right now, honey, because beef is mainly what we got here, in case you hadn’t noticed. ’Course for most folks that’s a big incentive to work harder.”


  I wanted to say, “I’ll bet it is,” but just smiled instead.


  She took a bite of bloody steak, and I nearly hurled as she spoke around the mouthful of flesh. “I hear you did good out on the greenhouse today.”


  I shrugged.


  “’Course I also hear you damn near broke Moose’s foot.”


  “He asked for it,” I said.


  “Now, girl,” she said, waggling a chubby finger at me, “he was just playin’, like men do. I can’t have you goin’ ’round beatin’ on all my men. I need ’em to work.”


  “Then tell them to leave me alone,” I said, quite reasonably, I thought.


  Apparently she didn’t agree. She actually put down her knife and fork and swallowed the meat she’d been chewing, so I knew this was serious. “Ashley, honey, you don’t seem to understand. This is your home now. We’re your kin, your family. You’ll be seeing all of us every day, for an awful lot of days to come. I know we’re not what you’re used to, out there in California. We’re not fancy folk with big degrees and books and funny ideas about God and such. But we’ve got a real shot at a future. We got food, we got oil, we got little ones on the way. We even plan on trying to find something we can make to replace the Prolixin, since we know our supply will run out or expire soon. We’re not stupid. You might even learn to like us—but you gotta give us a chance first. Now what do you say?”


  She smiled at me in what she obviously hoped was an encouraging, maternal way, but all I could see was her fat cheeks and a smear of meat juice on part of her chin.


  “What about my friend Teddy?” I asked, gesturing at him.


  “Well, of course, he’s welcome here, too. We don’t even mind that he’s…you know…” She actually dropped down to this silly whisper, “…black.”


  “If you don’t mind, then why bring it up?”


  “You didn’t answer my question, Ashley,” she said. “Are you willing to give us a chance?”


  “What if we try it and don’t like it?” I asked.


  “Well,” she said, her eyes narrowing to little pig-like slits, “I’m sure Johnny would be more than happy to be in charge of tyin’ you up in the barn again.”


  Just then I saw Johnny standing ten feet away; one side of his head was still bandaged. When he caught my eye, he winked at me.


  I grabbed my ear and bit some air.


  “Now now, young lady, none of that!” Mama called out. “We have other punishments here, too. You’ll learn.”


  She waved over a young girl, who bent and listened as she whispered, then ran to the food servers. “For now,” Mama said around another mouthful of beef, “no food for you tonight.”


  I had it; she really was starting to sound like my mama. “Y’know what I think you are, Mama? I think you’re just some poor white trash who probably lived in some dinky little two-bedroom shithole before everything fell apart, and secretly you’re probably thanking your God for the dreaming sickness, because now you got this big fine house and a chance to play queen to your hand-picked shitkickers. Well, guess what? Teddy and me don’t want to play.”


  I swear I could see the woman physically swell. Her face was red and twitching all over, and it took her a few seconds to put herself back together. Then she just smiled tightly and said, “Are you done now?”


  “I can keep going all night, if you like.”


  “Oh, you’re wrong. You could keep going all night if I liked, and I don’t.” She waved Johnny over.


  “Tie ’em both up.”


  
     
  


  At least Johnny didn’t try anything other than tying us up. Well, he did cuff Teddy around a little, but stopped when Teddy made me proud by threatening to bite off his other ear.


  Colby came again in the morning to untie us. She brought us each a plate of eggs, milk…and beef. What a surprise.


  Fuck it, I thought. We need our strength. I ate my portion of meat and Teddy’s, and gave him all my eggs. He wasn’t nuts about even eating eggs, but he knew he had to.


  “I’m supposed to fill you in on some of our rules today,” said Colby.


  “You don’t sound too thrilled about it.”


  She shrugged. “I don’t exactly have anywhere else to go for better rules.”


  “Yeah,” I said to her, “I know, what with that asshole Hank keeping all the car keys and stuff…”


  Colby laughed, kind of bitterly. “Oh, that part wouldn’t be a problem—Hank’s my husband.”


  Oh, I thought. “Oh,” I said.


  “It’s okay. He is an asshole. Or at least he is now. We were having problems even before all this; in fact, I was about to file for divorce. He was a mechanic back in Amarillo, and I was a waitress. We did have a nice little house, but Hank, he…” She trailed off, since she didn’t need to explain any more.


  “So how’d you wind up here?” I asked.


  “Did Mama mention that her daughter-in-law was a pharmacist who figured out the thing with the Prolixin? That was Judy. She was one of my best friends.”


  “‘Was’?”


  Colby toed some cowshit in the dirt and nodded. “She was kind of like you—smarter than the rest of ’em around her. It may have been Mama’s idea, but Judy was the one who found this place, got enough of us on the Prolixin to come out here and fix it up. But she and Mama didn’t see eye-to-eye, and they started to fight about a lot of stuff, like who got Prolixin and who didn’t. Finally Judy said she wanted to leave, and Mama said she couldn’t. So one day she got in one of the trucks and tried to take off.”


  She exhaled a long, shaky breath, and then added, “Hank shot her.”


  Teddy and I exchanged a look. Jesus, how much worse could this get?


  “Her husband—Mama’s son—was Johnny.”


  It could get that much worse.


  
     
  


  So we became part of “the family.” We worked and obeyed the rules just enough to make sure that we got fed and sheltered.


  They stuck me in a sort of outbuilding that served as a dorm for the working single women. They had a similar building for the men, but none of the crackers would sleep with Teddy, so he got his own little shed.


  There was a lot about what they’d done already and were planning to do that was pretty cool, actually. Mama’d really thought it through, I have to give her credit for that much. They had plenty of meat, but were taking good care of their herds to make sure they lasted; likewise the dairy. They were working on getting farming going, to provide grains and vegetables, and the greenhouse could be used for herbs and things like tomatoes. They had a well, so water was plentiful, and there were half a dozen working oil derricks around, so they had fuel. They had medical supplies and one woman who’d been a registered nurse, who was almost as good as a doctor. They had music and movies, and even a working still.


  But they were seriously fucked up. They were fucked up in terms of religion and education and art. There were no books in that entire huge house except Bibles, and Colby once told me that Mama had had all the other books burned after she’d moved in (“said those books had filled people’s heads with bad ideas for too long”).


  There was the way they treated Teddy, even while claiming that he was part of “the family” now.


  And then there were the women.


  I’d provided them with enough Prolixin so that they could’ve woken up all those dreaming women, but the truth is Mama just didn’t want to. She used every excuse from Prolixin effecting the unborn babies to “keeping the menfolk happy,” but I think the truth is she just didn’t want other women around. They were somehow a danger to her.


  I was.


  Because I’d considered offing her.


  This place wouldn’t be so bad with someone else in charge. It didn’t even have to be me—it could be Colby. Someone who’d let the human race come back better than before.


  But I realized that even if I could kill Mama and get away with it, the rest of ’em here would never listen to anyone else. After all, they’d had a chance once to listen to somebody else, and they’d shot her instead. They actually liked life under Mama, probably a lot more than they’d liked it before. They’d been poor white trash before; now they were rich. Still white trash, but rich, with all the steaks and Garth Brooks CDs and pink wallpaper they wanted.


  Fuck it. If this was the future of humanity, then let it die out.


  Teddy, of course, was scared all the time and miserable. He was losing too much weight because he wouldn’t eat meat and was too anxious to eat anything else. Their little cruelties and taunts were becoming more and more open, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d either blow up at one of them or they’d just decide it was time for a little tractor accident. We’d been happy and healthy out on the road, and could be again.


  So I thought about escape.


  I know you’re probably thinking, Just walk away, just sneak out one night and go! Well, it wasn’t that easy. For one thing, we were in the middle of bugfuck nowhere; walking away was out of the question. That left horse or car, and I didn’t know how to ride a horse. And I wasn’t anxious to learn—truthfully, the big animals scared me silly.


  That left car. And keys. And Hank.


  Hank kept the car keys in a lockbox attached to a wall in the kitchen. He was the only one who could open that box. Sure, I considered just smashing it, but there was always someone in the kitchen. And Hank never went without a gun.


  We couldn’t just go without some supplies. Food we could get, but the Prolixin was kept in Mama’s office, and she locked that door when she wasn’t in there.


  And then there was the spy.


  The pinch-faced woman who’d watched us the night of that first dinner was still watching us. I’d learned her name was MaryKay, and her gig was to curry favor with Mama by narcing. Seemed she wasn’t very good at any particular work, but she was guaranteed her daily Prolixin by ratting out everybody else.


  So, you can see why we needed a plan that involved more than just a long stroll out of there.


  First, I figured out the Prolixin:


  Mama locked the door to her office, sure…but not the window. I’d noticed it a couple of times, and was pretty sure she never locked it.


  I waited one night until it was very late, all the women were in our little dormitory, and I heard nothing but the sounds of peaceful breathing around me; then I got up, moving very quietly. The door would squeak a little when I opened it, but if anyone bothered to ask I could say I was just going to the outhouse.


  Nobody said anything.


  I did cross to the outhouse, just in case MaryKay was sneaking a peek at me; I even went in and used it. When I came out, I looked around, then ran over to the main house and found the window for Mama’s office. It was one of those old-fashioned kind of windows that slid up, and so I grabbed the sides and pushed. Sure enough it went up, without a sound. I moved it up so I could even stick my head in the office, and saw moonlight glinting off the bottles of Prolixin.


  I didn’t take any then, but I knew I could get to it when we were ready.


  I snuck back to the dormitory, opened the door, and tiptoed back to my bunk. I was just feeling pretty triumphant, settling back down under my sheets, when a voice hissed in the darkness:


  “Where you been?”


  It was that bitch MaryKay.


  Fuck, I thought. How long has she been awake? Did she see me?


  “To the bathroom. Is that okay with you?”


  She grunted, and I heard her roll over. So she hadn’t seen me after all.


  I’d dodged another bullet.


  
     
  


  Two nights later, a sixteen-year-old kid named Jed was caught jerking off out behind the barn at sunset. Just before dinner, Mama had him brought out in front of everyone, stripped of his pants, and whipped twenty times with a riding crop.


  That was bad enough, but the real breaking point for me was when the rest of ’em applauded and started eating.


  I found Teddy, who was gripping himself and trembling all over. I whispered three words to him:


  “We’re leaving tonight.”


  I didn’t care how risky it was, I wasn’t going to stay there any longer. They were bad and getting worse. Being shot would be better than staying there.


  I was about to fill Teddy in when he grabbed my arm urgently and looked past my shoulder. I shut up and turned to see that pinch-faced MaryKay sidling up to us.


  “Something I can help you with, MaryKay?”


  She leered, proving it was possible for her to get even uglier. “I got a message for you from Mama: She says you’re not to talk to that colored man anymore.”


  She gestured vaguely in Teddy’s direction, but apparently found him simply too vulgar a creature to actually look at.


  I almost decked her. But instead I swallowed back, and said, “All right.”


  I turned to Teddy a last time, and mouthed one word to him:


  Tonight.


  
     
  


  As before I waited until it was the middle of the night, and everyone else was asleep. The weather was cooling off, and if anyone did see me leaving they wouldn’t question me being dressed.


  Getting the Prolixin was no problem. As before the window wasn’t locked, and slid up easily. I crawled in, shoved two bottles of Prolixin into my coat pockets, and then left again, being careful to close the window silently behind me.


  The next part of the plan involved me getting Teddy.


  For a change, I was thankful they kept him in a separate building. I ran over to it, hoping to see him ready and waiting, but there was no sign of him. I walked around and peeked into the dark windows—and nearly screamed when a face popped up in one, peering out at me. Fortunately it was Teddy, and he was pointing at the door and mouthing the word “locked.”


  Jesus, they locked him in at night.


  Fortunately it was just a simple slide-bar thing, so I slid it back and opened the door. Teddy stepped out, looking nervous but energized.


  “What now?” he whispered.


  “You go wait for me behind the barn, where the cars are parked. Take these.” I handed him the bottles of Prolixin. “I’ll be right there.”


  “Be careful,” he said, and gave me a quick kiss that made me want more. As soon as we were away from here.


  We separated, and I headed for the kitchen door to the main house. I reached it and was about to step through when I looked in—


  —and saw MaryKay. She was seated at the kitchen table, a cup of tea in front of her, as if she was just waiting.


  Oh, and she had a gun.


  She must have heard me get up, and figured this was her big chance to be a heroine. Maybe she could even become Mama’s best friend, and they could whip adolescent boys together and reminisce about the good old days when the Home Shopping Network was still on.


  I was standing there trying to decide what to do when I heard a voice behind me:


  “Spike.”


  I turned, certain I’d been found out, and saw Colby standing there behind me. She suddenly reached out a hand towards me and light glinted off something she was holding:


  Keys.


  “These go to the black Lexus SUV behind the barn. It’s totally gassed up,” she said, tossing the keys to me.


  “Colby…” I didn’t know what else to say.


  “I didn’t get my Prolixin today, Spike. Mama’s finally cut me off. I don’t want to become like them.”


  She nodded towards the house in general, but I knew which “them” she was referring to.


  “You’re probably next. Take your man, and get out of here while you can.”


  “You’re coming with us,” I said to her.


  “No, I’m not.”


  “Colby, you can’t stay here—”


  She smiled sadly. “Yes, I can. I think I have to. I’ve got a little secret stash of my own Prolixin, so I can get by for a while. See, Spike, I don’t think there’s any place else to go. If you do find somethin’, come back for me; otherwise, I’ll see if I can’t talk some sense into these idiots.”


  I really loved her just then. “You can’t, Colby. You know that.”


  She shrugged. “Gotta try. Now you better get goin’. I’m sorry I can’t get you some food and water, too, but with ol’ Hatchet-Face there in the kitchen, and Hank drunk in bed…”


  I nodded—then threw my arms around her. We hugged for a bunch of seconds, then she released me and pushed me away. “Go!”


  And I did.


  
     
  


  Two hours later we were on the Interstate 40 again, past their roadblocks, heading east, into the rising sun. We’d heard one gun blast behind us as we’d sped away from the house, but nobody’d tried to follow us, and now we were a hundred miles away. We were tired and hungry and thirsty, but none of that mattered, because we were free and together.


  I hoped Colby would be okay. Hopefully they’d blame it on Hank, or even MaryKay. I didn’t want to think of Colby being flayed naked while the yahoos stood around whooping.


  And if I found anything better, I absolutely would come back for her.


  Fucking Texas.


  
     
  


  I felt better when we crossed the state line into Oklahoma. Towards sundown I got off the interstate and we stopped in a little burg called El Reno. We found a hardware store and a grocery store that were still mostly untouched, and restocked our supplies. We siphoned off enough gas to top off our tank again.


  Then we found a nice empty house on a pretty green hill, parked the SUV in a garage, just to be safe, and had amazing sex.


  Teddy’s Prolixin was starting to wear off, and I wanted him at least one more time while he was still conscious. There had been, of course, “none of that” back in MamaLand, and I was more than ready to go again.


  Towards dawn, Teddy and I snuggled close, and he said he loved me. Then the dreams came, and he drifted off.


  I slept through the day. Once, late in the afternoon, I had a nightmare and jumped up, just certain that Hank and his buddies had found us and would be in the bedroom with shotguns any second. I lay there in a bed for a few seconds, trying to hear anything over my pounding heart, but there was nothing.


  We left the next day, and were passing through Oklahoma City a few hours later. We scored nicely there, since I found no less than four pharmacies with nice stocks of Prolixin. Guess there’d been a lot of paranoid schizophrenics in these parts before.


  The rest of the trip was pretty uneventful. We saw             a hurricane once, way off to the south of us, but it never came near. We didn’t see any other gatherings of conscious folk; it was really starting to look like Mama had the only one left.


  We got on the I-44 and headed east into Missouri, then around St. Louis changed to the I-70. That took us through Indiana and Ohio and Pennsylvania and Maryland, all places I’d never seen before and now knew why.


  I missed Los Angeles. The buildings in these places looked old and weathered, the trees didn’t have the wild leafy spread of palms, and the early fall temperatures were way too cold for my taste.


  But we were almost to our destination.


  The I-270 and I-495 finally brought us to our goal:


  Washington D.C.


  That was last week. So now you know the whole story.


  
     
  


  As I expected there was no security anymore. The checkpoints where unattended, the off-limits areas wide open.


  Teddy and I live here in the White House now. And we’ve adopted a child, a little girl who I think used to belong to one of the servants here. Her name is Anna, she’s about seven or eight and cute as can be; of course when I found her she was filthy and starving, but she cleaned up nice and is filling out again now. She has an adorable recurrent dream about a friend named Togo who takes her for rides in the sky in his magic ponycar.


  It’s been a while now since Teddy’s had a nightmare. There’s plenty of food here, and full winter hasn’t come yet so it’s still warm.


  You were here when we arrived. You were half-starved and filthy. I thought it might be fun to have you around, so I cleaned you up and fed you. You’re kind of like my pet now. And I do have to keep you tied up, because otherwise you might get into trouble.


  I’ve been going through files for weeks, looking for an answer, but it’s hard when the computers won’t run any more. At least the paper files are good for burning.


  There is one big clue, just a few blocks away from here: There are still guards up at the Pentagon. Wakeful, fully conscious guards. Those assholes aren’t letting anyone in. I’ll bet they know how all this started.


  Maybe they even did it. And they didn’t care enough about you to make sure you were in on the joke.


  So here’s what I’m thinking: I hit a few more stores, maybe find a manufacturing plant or something, and stock up on Prolixin. I round up whoever’s still alive, start feeding the drug and getting ’em back into working order. They, of course, are thankful to me, and will also be ready to take up arms against whoever fucked ’em over.


  So I’d have my own private army. Let’s see those Pentagon guards handle that.


  And then…? Well, I’m not sure, frankly. Might be interesting to take my little army down south, let ’em roust Mama and Hank. Maybe I’ll wake Teddy long enough to enjoy that.


  But as for the ultimate goal…well, truthfully, I’m in no hurry to try to put things back to the way they were. I mean, I’ve got the last laugh now. Seems my “delusions of grandeur” aren’t delusions any more.


  Oh, so you’re awake now. What’s that? You remember some of my story, but you’re not sure if you just dreamed it or if it really happened…?


  Guess what…


  I’m not going to tell you.
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